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Series Editors’ Preface

Among the educational issues affecting policymakers, public officials, and 
citizens in modern, democratic, and industrial societies, none has been 
more contentious than the role of secondary schooling. In establishing the 
Secondary Education in a Changing World series with Palgrave Macmillan, 
the intent is to provide a venue for scholars in different national settings to 
explore critical and controversial issues surrounding secondary education. 
The series will be a place for the airing and, hopefully, resolution of these 
controversial issues.

More than a century has elapsed since Emile Durkheim argued the 
importance of studying secondary education as a unity, rather than in rela-
tion to the wide range of subjects and the division of pedagogical labor of 
which it was composed. Only thus, he insisted, would it be possible to have 
the ends and aims of secondary education constantly in view. The failure 
to do so accounted for a great deal of the difficulty with which secondary 
education was faced. First, it meant that secondary education was “intel-
lectually disorientated,” between “a past which is dying and a future which 
is still undecided,” and as a result “lacks the vigor and vitality which it once 
possessed.” Second, the institutions of secondary education were not 
understood adequately in relation to their past, which was “the soil which 
nourished them and gave them their present meaning, and apart from 
which they cannot be examined without a great deal of impoverishment 
and distortion.” And third, it was difficult for secondary school teachers 
who were responsible for putting policy reforms into practice to under-
stand the nature of the problems and issues that prompted them.1

In the early years of the twenty-first century, Durkheim’s strictures still 
have resonance. The intellectual disorientation of secondary education is 
more evident than ever as it is caught up in successive waves of policy 
changes. The connections between the present and the past have become 
increasingly hard to trace and untangle. Moreover, the distance between 
policymakers on the one hand and practitioners on the other has rarely 
seemed as immense as it is today. The key mission of the current series of 
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books is, in the spirit of Durkheim, to address these underlying dilemmas 
of secondary education and to play a part in resolving them.

The Standardization of American Schooling is Marc VanOverbeke’s 
account of the efforts of a host of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth- 
century educational reformers, including university presidents, professors, 
secondary school administrators, and teachers, to develop a system of 
accreditation to connect the work of the secondary school with that of the 
university. The key players in his story are University of Michigan presi-
dent James B. Angell and Harvard University president Charles W. Eliot. 
Focusing largely but not exclusively on events at the University of Michigan, 
VanOverbeke examines the development of this system and its impact on 
both the high school and the university.

VanOverbeke begins his tale by placing both secondary and higher 
 education in the context of late-nineteenth-century America and the social 
and economic changes then occurring. He notes that throughout much of 
this period there was not a clear dividing line between the work of colleges 
and secondary schools and both institutions competed with each other for 
students. This was not a situation that could continue as university adminis-
trators and faculty spoke increasingly of the unique role that higher  education 
was coming to play in credentialing the nation’s youth for middle-class life.

Beginning with Angell’s efforts in Michigan to develop a system for 
inspecting and accrediting high schools, the volume explores the expan-
sion of this system of accreditation to the Midwest, New England, and the 
South. In discussing the diffusion of the idea of accreditation across the 
nation, VanOverbeke points to the regional differences that affected what 
was becoming throughout the nation a hierarchical system of education. 
These developments had not only regional but national manifestations, 
and he includes a discussion of the relationships between these two spheres 
of activity.

The volume pays particular attention to the place of the high school in 
these developments. Here, VanOverbeke focuses his attention on the role 
of the National Education Association’s Committee of Ten on Secondary 
School Studies under Eliot’s leadership. The work of this committee, he 
argues, served to strike a balance between the interests of higher and sec-
ondary education. It defined the four-year high school course of study as 
the standard preparation for admission to college, while at the same time 
promoting a degree of flexibility into its course of study that made room in 
the university for the modern subjects that were coming to dominate the 
high school’s curriculum. Overall, the book considers how and why during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries two separate educational 
institutions were able to develop a means of linking their work to create by 
the turn of the century an American system of education.
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The Standardization of American Schooling emphasizes in a more defin-
itive way than other previous volumes in this series the connection between 
secondary education and other educational institutions, in this case the 
university. As the series develops, we as series editors hope to highlight an 
array of such linkages and in so doing situate secondary education in the 
broader context in which it exists.

Barry M. Franklin and Gary McCulloch
Series Editors

Note

 1. Emile Durkheim, The Evolution of Educational Thought:  Lectures on the 
Formation and Development of Secondary Education in France, trans. Peter 
Collins (London:  Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977), 8, 10.
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Introduction

I

In his first report to the Board of Regents as president of the University of 
Michigan in 1872, James B. Angell explained that his goal was “to raise the 
grade of our work as rapidly as the preparatory schools can raise theirs. We 
keep up constant communion with the superintendents and teachers to 
determine how far they can readily carry their students before they transfer 
them to us.” Optimistically, he concluded, “They show a most praisewor-
thy desire to push up the scale of their work.” Angell wanted to turn his 
institution into one of the nation’s premier universities. To do that, he 
needed the support of the high schools and the well-educated students they 
might send up for advanced study.1

The president of the school board in Detroit agreed with the tenor of 
Angell’s comments and told his board members that the high school course 
needed “some reconstruction, as the result of the recent changes in the 
standard of admission to the University.”2 This response must have heart-
ened Angell, but not all secondary schools agreed so readily and trans-
formed their standards in line with the university’s curriculum. Nonetheless, 
both higher and secondary education were coming to understand in the 
late nineteenth century that their fortunes were inextricably linked.

What Angell wanted was an articulated system of education that aligned 
schools, courses, and standards at all levels so that students passed seam-
lessly from one grade to another and, importantly, from the secondary 
schools to the university. The development of this system of education 
shaped the colleges and universities and the secondary schools in profound 
ways. This book focuses on how Angell and other educators forged this 
articulated system of education, and considers why they created a stan-
dardized system at a time of rapid social and economic change. It traces the 
development of a peculiarly American educational structure, starting in 
1870 with Michigan and Angell’s attempts to articulate—or connect—
higher and secondary education. Angell led the way in Michigan, but it 
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was only an initial effort in a larger process that continues today. By 
the early twentieth century, when this study ends, however, most of the 
structure was in place. From Michigan, the story travels to other states, 
explores distinct regional differences, and considers some of the first, albeit 
less-than-successful, efforts to craft a standardized, efficient system of 
 education on a national scale that matched the idealized efficiency of 
industrial America. Along the way, it introduces a host of pivotal figures, 
including university presidents, professors, secondary school administrators, 
and teachers, who were central in the campaign to restructure American 
education.

Unlike Germany and France—two countries that educators used as 
comparisons to highlight the weaknesses of American education—the 
United States did not have a centralized authority to direct and control this 
restructuring of American schools and colleges. The country’s schools and 
universities were not part of an organic whole. Higher and secondary edu-
cation for the most part grew independently of each other and possessed 
their own traditions and customs. Some secondary schools, especially in 
New England, aligned closely with that region’s colleges and worked in 
harmony with them, but most colleges and secondary schools had little 
direct connection when Angell began his tenure as Michigan’s president. 
Whatever relationship was to emerge had to come from the initiative and 
efforts of both levels working together. No state or federal agency  possessed 
the authority to compel the creation of an efficient educational system that 
harmoniously linked higher and secondary education.

In the absence of any central authority to coordinate education, a group 
of professional educators and experts led the campaign to connect the 
 secondary and higher schools so that students could move easily from one 
to the other. Usually consisting of university presidents and professors, as 
well as some reform-minded superintendents, principals, and school board 
members, this body of expert educators presented a striking contrast to 
local school boards and lay control. Their reforms were not always wel-
comed or easily implemented, and these reformers were never a completely 
unified group. They often disagreed on the appropriate course of action, 
and significant tensions between educators from the secondary schools and 
those from higher education repeatedly surfaced. However, they had to 
reconcile their conflicts and disagreements, and accommodate each other, 
since neither secondary nor higher education had sufficient power or 
authority to compel the other to embrace unwanted reforms.

These reformers may not have always agreed, but they profoundly 
altered the landscape of American education between 1870 and the early 
twentieth century. They created verifiable, recognizable standards for 
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 secondary schools, colleges, and universities throughout the nation, which 
helped to elevate the quality of work accomplished in these institutions, 
and they formalized the four-year high school as the standard route to 
 college. What had been a flat or horizontal structure, where the secondary 
schools and colleges competed for students, was becoming hierarchical, 
with the high schools leading up to the colleges and the colleges funneling 
students to graduate programs and universities. This relationship high-
lighted the university as the pinnacle of American education, one with 
clear standards resting on a strong foundation of secondary schools and 
undergraduate colleges. While the secondary schools lost some of their 
standing in this new order, they gained greater authority for selecting who 
would go to college and for establishing the curriculum these students 
would study before entering college.

At the same time, however, these reforms undermined a tradition of 
local control that had guided elementary and secondary schools for decades. 
Reformers highlighted the importance of national standards and unifor-
mity at a time when lay boards of education predominantly shaped the 
direction of secondary schools in line with local expectations, and many 
Americans regretted what was being lost. Although these reformers hoped 
to balance local needs with national norms and expectations, they ulti-
mately promoted a system that tilted toward uniformity and standardization. 
While different leaders and programs marked articulation in various parts 
of the country, seemingly underscoring the importance of local traditions, 
these disparate initiatives eventually coalesced into a finely structured 
 system that was, in many ways, national in scope.

A rich literature has furthered our understanding of education in this 
period, and this research is crucial to my study. But it has not thoroughly 
examined the relationship between higher and secondary education.3 To 
the limited extent that historians have considered articulation, they have 
done so either from the perspective of high schools or from the perspective 
of universities; they largely have ignored national, regional, and state 
 initiatives that attempted to bring the educational levels together. Edward 
Krug’s seminal work on the shaping of the American high school, first 
published in the 1960s, explored, more than any other study to date, some 
of the ways in which national committees and regional associations 
approached articulation, but he studied the issue mainly from the perspec-
tive of the high schools.4 Studies of higher education similarly are  one-sided, 
concentrating mainly on the university perspective. Harold Wechsler’s 
important study on selective college admission policies, for example, 
 identifies many of the early movements toward articulation but does so 
primarily from the point of view of higher education.5
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This book builds on the work of these and other historians to show that 
the relationship between higher and secondary education evolved in 
 tandem between the two educational levels. It explores the role that both 
played in restructuring education. It often appeared that the nation’s col-
leges and universities were the dominant players in this relationship, and 
they did have a lot to lose and gain from a fully articulated system of 
schools. The secondary schools, however, shaped the debate in profound 
ways. Articulation ultimately was a process in which both levels played 
strong, viable roles. In the process, the evolving relationship between 
higher and secondary education affected what it meant to be a student 
at the turn of the twentieth century and the education these students 
received.

II

To tell this story, the book spans the country from the eastern seaboard 
and the southern states to the Great Lakes region, with a few stops in the 
Rocky Mountain West and along the Pacific coast. It analyzes national 
committees and blue-ribbon reports, significant regional variations in New 
England and the Middle Atlantic states, the Midwest, and the South, and 
accreditation programs in Michigan, Wisconsin, and other states. Since 
national efforts to articulate education primarily included wide-ranging 
debates and reports by prominent administrators, this book emphasizes 
regional and state levels where specific programs emerged and where high 
school teachers and university professors had a stronger voice. It tries to 
highlight differences among these regions and states while also addressing 
the similarities that laid the foundation for a unified educational structure. 
It weaves together the perspectives of higher and secondary education from 
national, regional, and state levels to emphasize the complex history of 
American education at the turn of the twentieth century.

This campaign to articulate education has to be explored in the context 
of social and economic changes in society, and chapter one outlines the 
larger factors giving rise to the creation of an educational system. During 
the last years of the nineteenth century, both higher and secondary educa-
tion were growing and assuming their modern form. At a time when 
industrialization, scientific advancements, population growth, and vast 
cities undermined the traditional fabric of American society, the division 
between the two educational levels was not clear. Throughout much of the 
nineteenth century, the colleges and secondary schools competed with 
each other for students, rather than working together to form a hierarchical 
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system of schools. This situation would not last, as the nation struggled to 
make sense of the events and factors transforming it and as ambitious 
 college presidents capitalized on the demands of this society and of the 
middle class to promote the value of higher education. A college degree 
increasingly was a practical credential that promised decent jobs and a 
comfortable existence, and a growing middle class, concerned about its 
place in the new industrial order, championed articulation.

Chapter two builds from this context to explore the first sustained 
effort to eliminate this competition and articulate education. Although 
educators had been discussing articulation in national meetings and jour-
nals, the real effort toward connecting the two levels occurred first at the 
state level in Michigan. There, James Angell developed an accreditation 
and inspection program that had professors visiting schools and recom-
mending changes in line with university needs. The university recognized 
schools doing good work and allowed their students to enter the univer-
sity without having to take an entrance examination. This program 
brought the high schools of the state and the university into a closer con-
nection and laid the foundation for similar efforts in other states. It also 
shifted the admissions process from one that enrolled students based on 
examination scores to one that admitted future collegians on the basis of 
a high school diploma. The high schools, as a result, were now responsible 
for identifying and credentialing the students who would continue their 
education.

Chapter three looks at the spread of the accreditation program through-
out the Midwest, New England, and the South. Each region developed 
different approaches to accrediting schools, but all three embraced a  version 
of the Michigan initiative. New England, however, also focused on an 
alternative process for admitting students to college and aligning higher 
and secondary education. While most colleges in the New England states 
admitted students through an accreditation program, Harvard and Yale 
refused to abandon the traditional entrance examination. To reconcile 
these different approaches and to further develop the relationship between 
the two educational levels, New England’s colleges and secondary schools 
banded together to form the nation’s first regional association. This asso-
ciation, which other regions developed in later years, brought colleges and 
secondary schools together in a formal organization to discuss the proper 
relationship between the two. Through such regional associations and the 
spread of accreditation programs, the colleges and universities solidified 
their place at the top of the educational system, which allowed them to 
grow and thrive. But, their actions also strengthened the secondary schools 
by making such schools the predominant path to higher education. A 
 hierarchical system of education was gradually taking shape.
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While New England organized its association of schools and colleges, 
the nation’s secondary schools began to play a role in encouraging the 
 colleges to adapt their admission requirements and degrees to the needs 
and traditions of the lower schools. The secondary schools felt trapped 
between two competing demands. Traditionally, the public high schools 
and private academies—with the exception of some preparatory schools 
closely aligned with colleges—existed to prepare students for the demands 
of life. Colleges needed them to educate students for study in the higher 
branches. Although the secondary schools did not shun this responsibility, 
they struggled to fulfill both missions with limited resources and support. 
Caught in this bind, they pushed the universities and colleges to alter their 
requirements to fit more tightly into the structure of the secondary schools. 
Chapter four, then, explores specifically the role of the high schools in the 
work of the colleges and universities.

In the early 1890s, the articulation campaign shifted from state and 
regional efforts to national approaches. Charles W. Eliot, Harvard’s  ambitious 
president and the chair of the Committee of Ten on Secondary School Studies, 
took center stage, and chapter five considers the work and influence of Eliot’s 
committee. The Committee of Ten—the National Education Association’s 
(NEA) ambitious attempt to reform and standardize education—reflected 
important trends in articulation, and it laid the foundation for the work of 
future committees, including the Committee on College Entrance 
Requirements that finished its work in 1899. While its overall effect was 
muted, the Committee of Ten affirmed the four-year high school as the 
standard basis for enrolling in college, and it encouraged greater flexibility 
within the colleges so that their courses of study embraced the modern 
 subjects that were at the core of a strong high school education.

In 1900, most efforts at articulation shifted back to the regional level. 
The work of new regional associations in the Midwest, the Middle States, 
and the South brought forward important advances in the accreditation 
program and the examination system. It was not until 1905 and the 
 emergence of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 
however, that a national approach began to have a direct and profound 
influence on shaping a standardized system of education. The efforts of 
both the regional associations and the Carnegie Foundation benefited 
from the work of the Committee of Ten and the Committee on College 
Entrance Requirements. The sixth and final chapter explores the relation-
ship between these committees and the regional and national efforts 
prominent in the early twentieth century. The Carnegie Foundation was 
controversial, but in many ways it represented the culmination of decades 
of efforts at articulating higher and secondary education in the absence of 
centralized control.
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What started in Michigan as a state effort toward articulating higher 
and secondary education assumed a national scale by the early 1900s. The 
progress that had been made was significant, and the landscape of educa-
tion in 1870 was different from the nature of schools in the first decade of 
the twentieth century. A seamless system of education had not been 
 perfected, but the country was well on its way toward establishing a strong 
connection between the two levels. Later years continued to see advances 
in articulation but these efforts were not as dominant or vibrant as they 
had been in the earlier years. The foundation had been laid, and later 
efforts built on the work of Angell, Eliot, and others. A brief epilogue con-
siders the accomplishments of these early educators and what later reformers 
might be able to learn from their successes and failures.

III

This study addresses how and why two separate educational institutions 
with their own histories and traditions developed a relationship with each 
other, worked out goals and purposes in connection to each other, and 
shaped an American system of education at the turn of the twentieth 
 century. This creation of an educational system reflected the place of the 
schools and colleges in the midst of social change and underscored the role 
of education in the growth of the nation. In the pages that follow, I develop 
this story and try to capture the successes that education reformers had 
and the consequences of their actions—from the perspectives both of 
higher and secondary education and of those who valued these reforms 
and those who bemoaned what was being sacrificed.

Nicholas Murray Butler, while a professor at Columbia in 1891, said 
“that one of the most interesting chapters in the history of modern educa-
tion, when it comes to be written, will be the account of the working out 
of a system of education, elementary and higher, in the United States, 
suited to the needs and characteristics of the people.”6 I think he was right, 
and I hope that The Standardization of American Schooling illuminates this 
interesting chapter in America’s educational history.



Chapter 1

Changing Expectations for 
American Education

I

It was a rather momentous call to action when James McCosh proclaimed 
that the “grand educational want of America at this present time is a judi-
ciously scattered body of secondary schools.” McCosh, president of what 
would become Princeton University, declared at the 1873 annual meeting 
of the National Education Association (NEA) that these schools were 
needed “to carry on our brighter youths from what has been so well com-
menced in the primary schools, and may be so well completed in the better 
colleges.” A charismatic Scotsman who loved a vibrant debate, McCosh 
was one of the first educators at the national level to call for educational 
reform and for a stronger set of secondary schools closely articulated with 
higher education:

How are our young men to mount from the lower to the higher platform? 
Every one has heard of the man who built a fine house, of two stories, each 
large and commodious, but who neglected to put a stair between. It appears 
to me that there has been a like mistake committed in most of the states of 
the Union. We need a set of intermediate schools to enable the abler youths 
of America to take advantage of the education provided in the colleges.1

His call galvanized his fellow delegates. They formed a committee to 
review McCosh’s comments and propose ways to build the missing stair-
case. The committee reported at the next annual meeting, and, being the 
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deliberative body the NEA then was, continued discussion and formed yet 
another committee.2

McCosh, however, clearly had tapped into a broad sentiment in favor of 
strengthening the role of the secondary schools in leading up to the  colleges 
and universities. One Wisconsin professor, having little use for staircases, 
stressed that “the stream of education is dammed between the common 
school and the college.” He was adamant that “this obstruction must be 
removed, and the only way to remove it is to provide intermediate schools 
to do the work cheaply which is now but partially done, and that in a costly 
manner by higher institutions” with their preparatory departments.3 His 
colleagues understood that they needed a staircase to the upper floor, or a 
freely flowing stream—that they had to link the secondary schools to the 
colleges in a hierarchical educational system—if their institutions were to 
thrive as colleges or, as many college presidents hoped, become full-fledged 
universities.

Teachers and administrators in the nation’s secondary schools— 
thousands in existence, notwithstanding McCosh’s claim to the contrary—
understandably saw things differently. These schools had a broad set of 
purposes that included more than preparing students for college. The pub-
lic high schools, specifically, guarded their role as the “people’s colleges”—
the institutions that historically had prepared most students for the middle 
class and for the demands of life (as opposed to college)—and they did not 
look favorably on attempts by the colleges and universities to move them 
beyond this role or, even more troubling, to take over this role. Nonetheless, 
the diverse entrance requirements of the nation’s colleges and universities 
challenged the secondary schools—many of which periodically sent some 
students to college—and they hoped that closer articulation might reduce 
the multiple demands made by higher education. They had real reasons for 
supporting articulation, although they did challenge many college policies 
and initiatives. They were not passive participants dragged along by the 
colleges and universities.

Throughout the country, then, educators from higher and secondary 
education, sensing the need for improvement in the haphazard structure of 
American education in the 1870s and 1880s, embraced specific innova-
tions for bringing about the structure of education that McCosh so color-
fully described. Why these educators felt the need to construct this new 
staircase, or to “articulate” the two levels, provides the basis for under-
standing the steps they took over the next decades. This chapter explores 
these reasons first by looking at the larger context of American society and 
education in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Both were in a 
state of transition, and external factors—such as a rapidly shifting social 
and economic context and the growth of the middle class—help to explain 
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the drive toward a hierarchical and efficient educational system. The last 
part of the chapter looks specifically at some of the institutional factors 
leading higher and secondary education to reach out to each other. Many 
colleges hoped to flourish and in some cases to become research universi-
ties, and the secondary schools sought relief from the competing demands 
the colleges placed on them. Both supported articulation because it meant 
clarifying the purposes and roles of each level, and it meant aligning stan-
dards and courses so that students could flow seamlessly from one grade to 
another. What the public high schools eventually discovered, however, was 
that their role as the people’s colleges was undermined by this emerging 
system of education, which only increased the tensions between secondary 
education and the higher branches.

II

McCosh and his colleague in Wisconsin were not alone in calling for 
more secondary schools and for a stronger connection between them and 
the universities and colleges. Others may not have employed vivid, descrip-
tive language, but their appeals underscored that America’s school system 
was in a rudimentary state in the late nineteenth century. The point where 
higher education began and secondary schools left off remained unclear 
and ambiguous. The expansion of the college system and the growth of 
new universities—and their distinction from the colleges—further 
 distorted the educational picture. As long as some high schools, colleges, 
and undergraduate departments of universities competed for the same 
students, no real system of education that sent well-prepared graduates of 
secondary schools into colleges and universities existed. The rapid expan-
sion of  secondary schools in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
only contributed to the challenge of creating a finely articulated school 
system.

Attendance in some form of secondary school increased in the late nine-
teenth century, even though the number of students, as a proportion of the 
total population, remained low. Figures are imprecise, in part because of 
the difficulty of defining secondary education and identifying secondary 
school pupils, but by 1876 approximately 185,000 students attended some 
form of secondary school, including preparatory departments of colleges 
and universities. This figure represented about 4–5 percent of the nation’s 
fourteen- to eighteen-year-olds.4 Regional variations were pronounced. 
New England had higher enrollment patterns than any other region. 
There, 11 percent of young people attended some form of secondary 
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 education, and an impressive 17 percent reportedly enrolled in school in 
Vermont. The situation was less promising in the Midwest where only 
4 percent were in secondary schools; south of the Mason–Dixon line only 
2 percent attended school. South Carolina and Arkansas ranked at the 
 bottom, with 0.7 percent of people between fourteen and eighteen years of 
age in secondary school.5

Not many young people were getting a secondary school education in 
the 1870s, and of those who were enrolled in the secondary schools, most 
left after one or two years and did not graduate. Few of those who did get 
their diplomas planned to attend college. Only 45,000 of the students 
enrolled in secondary schools in 1873 were taking college preparatory 
courses, and only a handful entered college.6 The situation improved in 
later years. In 1881, 225,000 students received some sort of secondary 
instruction through public high schools, academies and other private 
schools, and the preparatory departments of normal schools, colleges, 
 universities, and scientific institutes. The number of students in school 
continued to increase dramatically throughout the 1880s and 1890s. In 
1890, 310,000 students (not including some 42,000 in preparatory depart-
ments of colleges, universities, and women’s colleges) attended 4,500 sec-
ondary schools. Fewer than 50,000 of these students, however, were in 
college preparatory programs.7

To further complicate the development of an educational system, many 
of the 323 institutions ranked as colleges and universities—especially in 
the Midwest, South, and West—in 1873 were little more than preparatory 
schools. Although over 52,000 students attended some form of higher 
 education in 1873, 25,000 were preparatory students studying in the 
 sub-Freshman or preparatory departments of colleges and universities. 
Little had changed by 1885, when nearly 32,000 students enrolled in the 
collegiate departments of 345 universities and colleges, and 25,000 were in 
preparatory departments. By 1890, however, attendance had increased sig-
nificantly. Over 47,000 undergraduates attended 430 colleges and univer-
sities, and an additional 12,000 enrolled in the collegiate departments of 
167 women’s colleges.8 By the late nineteenth century, few graduated from 
high school and attended college, but the trend was toward enrollment 
growth across the board.

In this time of growth and educational change, schools reflected a larger 
society in the midst of dramatic transformation. What McCosh and other 
reformers saw around them as they attempted to develop a hierarchical 
system of schools was a nation dealing with increases in immigration, the 
shift from a traditional agricultural economy to an industrial one, and 
 dazzling scientific innovations that altered the way people understood the 
world and interacted with each other. In the North most dramatically, 
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manufacturing advanced swiftly after the Civil War, with new products—
including barbed wire, internal combustion engines, and steam turbines—
proliferating. Alexander Graham Bell patented the telephone in 1876 and 
the electric utility emerged in the 1880s. Entrepreneurs such as John D. 
Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie powered the growth of new industries 
and helped to establish centralized control and organization as a means of 
efficiently producing products. Employing such mechanisms of organization 
and production, monopolies controlled the steel, oil, and gas industries, 
among others.

These expanding industries required large infusions of labor—usually 
unskilled—and towns and cities in both the North and the South swelled 
as Americans moved from rural areas and immigrants entered the nation. 
Scientific and technological advances in communications and in railroad 
and transportation networks facilitated this mass movement from rural 
America to cities. And while the railroads overbuilt and precipitated panic 
and depression in the mid-1870s, they brought the continent and its people 
closer together. What had been a country of small communities loosely 
connected was giving way to a more complex society made up of cities 
and vast industries connected by a series of rail lines that crisscrossed the 
 continent.9

Old ways of seeing and making sense of the world proved inadequate. 
As the nation and its cities changed, the demand for services increased. In 
smaller, tightly knit communities, people reached out to each other and 
helped meet common needs. In the larger, more impersonal cities that were 
fast becoming home to more Americans, such approaches no longer 
 sufficed. Cities were complex entities, and they demanded a host of new 
services and well-trained professionals to administer them, regulate their 
finances, and generally bring some order to the confusion. They depended 
on professional administrators who could ensure that basic services—fire, 
police, and sanitation, for instance—were met. Additionally, an industrial 
economy, while relying primarily on unskilled laborers, required techni-
cians and managers to coordinate newly emergent and complex produc-
tion processes, and new methods of finance evolved to underwrite the 
expansion of industrial businesses, in turn requiring an ever-larger system 
of bankers and accountants.10 Accordingly, the number of Americans 
working in professional positions jumped dramatically between 1870 and 
1910 from 342,107 to 1.7 million. College presidents, professors, and 
teachers climbed from 128,265 in 1870 to over 600,000 four decades later. 
Architects, chemists, lawyers and judges, surgeons and physicians, techni-
cal engineers, and editors all saw similarly impressive gains in the numbers 
of Americans working in these professions, and these new professionals 
enjoyed a high standard of living.11
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Reformers championed the crucial role that education could play in 
addressing and dealing with the challenges wrought by this transforma-
tion. Schools, for example, had the potential to inculcate values of thrift 
and industry and a belief in private property in the minds of the nation’s 
expanding population of young, poor, and urban children. Wealthier 
Americans welcomed this role, particularly since they feared that the 
 congregation of the poor and immigrants in slums would increase crime, 
lawlessness, and political uprisings. Education then held out the promise of 
bringing some order to the confusing world in which Americans found 
themselves, but it also was instrumental in shaping a professional work-
force to meet the needs of a changing nation. For craftsmen and skilled 
laborers, small businessmen, and white collar employees, who comprised 
an expanding and tenacious middle class in the nineteenth century, a high 
school education promised an avenue into stable, secure jobs for their 
 children, at a time when industrialism and large-scale factory production 
radically reshaped their existence. A high school diploma—even just a few 
years of secondary education—represented a credential that holders could 
leverage in a competitive job market that had fewer opportunities for 
skilled laborers but needed educated clerks and bookkeepers.12

The high school diploma reflected the hopes of middle-class parents 
that their children would not be consigned to a life of unskilled labor in 
the behemoth factories of capitalist America. These factories churned out 
labor-saving devices that middle-class families enjoyed, but these parents 
did not want their children working on the assembly lines that produced 
such goods. Middle-class parents thus supported the secondary schools, 
especially the public high schools, throughout the nineteenth century, and 
they valued the practical courses that most high schools and academies 
offered in grammar, history, science, modern languages, and mathematics—
subjects they felt correlated particularly well with jobs as editors, mer-
chants, and teachers, and in other commercial pursuits. In theory, students 
from all backgrounds and socioeconomic classes had access to this educa-
tion and its promise of future success, but the wealthy frequented private 
schools or hired tutors and the poorer classes rarely could afford to forego 
the loss of income by sending their children to high school. As a result, the 
high schools predominantly benefited the middle class, and enrollments in 
secondary schools, especially in the urban areas that could support high 
schools, expanded throughout the nineteenth century (while remaining a 
small proportion of the overall population). Even smaller towns and rural 
areas, hoping to capitalize on the benefits of a secondary education, tacked 
on a few grades to the grammar schools and called them high schools, but 
these meager institutions could not compete with their more robust, urban 
counterparts.13
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Still, by the turn of the twentieth century, as secondary schools 
 prospered and more people held a diploma from such schools, the high 
school’s value as a credential-granting institution began to decline. The 
demands of an increasingly complex society for professionals—engineers, 
scientists, professors, and managers, in addition to lawyers and doctors—
similarly lowered the worth of a high school degree and its emphasis in 
earlier decades on preparing students to be teachers and clerks. The 
 connection between the secondary school diploma and a middle-class 
 existence—so vital to the middle class for much of the nineteenth century—
was weakening, and this class turned to the colleges to provide the creden-
tial that would unlock the doors to a solid professional existence. For this 
class, a college education promised access to the professions and a higher 
 socioeconomic standing than the high schools could offer, and in the last 
years of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth, 
the middle class came to embrace a college education and the prestige it 
 afforded.14

That higher education progressively focused on and embraced the best 
that scientific research had to offer only enhanced the value of a college 
education. Scientific research had the power to develop new industries and 
innovations and to ameliorate social problems. As one educator put it in 
1891, a scientifically trained mind—with its ability to observe, classify, 
and judge—had a quality that “spans great rivers with bridges above the 
tallest masts, that tunnels mountains, that invents telephones,” and “that 
discovers the causes of disease and removes them.” Such a mind possessed 
a quality “that investigates social phenomena and suggests remedies for 
existing evils, that purifies the water supplies of great cities,” and “that 
makes the luxuries of modern life possible.”15 Following this scientific 
impulse, higher education, specifically, established specialized science and 
engineering departments in the late nineteenth century to train an increas-
ing number of engineers and scientists who would organize and run the 
nation’s expanding transportation and communication networks.16

Outside of the actual sciences, professors similarly engaged in scientific 
research. By the 1890s, the social sciences were burgeoning, and university 
professors drew upon them in applying their skills to economic and social 
problems. Through their study and research, economists, sociologists, and 
political scientists gained an expertise and authority that university admin-
istrators promoted as they struggled to build strong universities dedicated 
to expanding knowledge, developing new technologies, and tempering 
profound social issues.17 Even some in the secondary schools felt this scien-
tific impulse and saw it as the means for social progress, but university 
builders argued that only their institutions—not the high schools or even 
the colleges—were capable of amassing the necessary resources, money, 
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and laboratories so that faculty and students could employ the best that 
science and scientific research had to offer as they helped society on its 
march toward the future. The high schools could lay the foundation, but 
the universities would take it from there.

By the turn of the twentieth century, a college diploma represented a 
singular achievement and gave its bearers some of the prestige and status 
accorded science and higher education and, thus, an advantage when 
 competing for the professional positions that were becoming necessary in 
an industrial society. Whether or not they entered occupations that spe-
cifically required college degrees—and most positions did not—college 
graduates carried with them an air of authority and leadership that set 
them apart from other Americans. While higher education rarely provided 
an education that aligned precisely with professional jobs, a college degree 
did offer employers a way to quickly identify promising applicants. It sig-
naled that potential employees had a set of skills and abilities that would 
suit them well in a job. What America’s businesses and industries needed 
were managers, engineers, and other professionals who, without cumber-
some supervision and oversight, would embrace the goals of the business or 
company, remain loyal to it, cooperate with other employees, and supervise 
lower-level workers. Having progressed through a stratified educational 
system—one that was becoming even more articulated—college graduates 
were socialized to hierarchy and order, had learned how to work well within 
it, and could speak and communicate clearly with their peers. In higher-
level positions, employees needed to be able to sort through company 
 manuals and policies, think critically about the work and direction of the 
company, and conduct their own research as they made independent 
 decisions and solved problems. In other words, they needed some of the 
expertise central to scientific research, which higher education valued and 
promoted.18

As David K. Brown has argued, a college degree, then, indicated that 
the degree holders shared a common culture and value system that tran-
scended other character traits, such as religious affiliation, social class, and 
ethnicity. It was a way for those charged with filling professional ranks to 
recognize individuals with similar characteristics, skills, and attainments 
and, thus, reduce the uncertainty involved in hiring large numbers of 
employees. As a result, college graduates were well-suited to emerge as 
favored candidates for professional and managerial positions in the nation’s 
reputable businesses and corporations, banks, railroads, and public utili-
ties, in addition to the more traditional fields of medicine, law, teaching, 
and ministry.19

A growing middle class prized this credentialing function, and it took 
advantage of the access and opportunities that a college education 
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 increasingly provided. For this class and for the few students from the 
lower classes who could afford the time and money involved, a college 
education promised an advantage in securing professional, middle-class 
positions and in climbing the socioeconomic ladder. A college diploma was 
a valuable credential. For a college or university degree to carry such weight, 
however, it had to be distinct from and in addition to the basic education 
and diploma provided by the secondary schools, which in the early decades 
of the twentieth century were rapidly becoming mass institutions. Thus, 
the campaign to articulate education and create a hierarchical structure 
took on added importance. That their children should have a solid prepa-
ration in secondary and higher education and the occupational status thus 
provided became a mantra for the middle class, and this class helped drive 
the campaign to build strong universities and colleges and to connect these 
institutions with the lower schools.20

III

In this rapidly altering society, education was becoming demonstrably 
more important, and the number of schools and students in them was ris-
ing in response to social changes. But McCosh was right. A strong system 
of intermediate or secondary schools throughout the country—one that 
was capable of leading students to college—did not exist, even as progres-
sively more students sought secondary education. Consequently, building 
the articulated system that reformers wanted and that middle-class parents 
saw as essential to their children’s success was challenging. There were 
many schools scattered throughout the country claiming to offer secondary 
instruction, but they did not represent something distinctly or uniformly 
recognizable as secondary education. Their quality varied widely. “The 
line of demarcation between elementary and secondary and between 
 secondary and superior instruction is not very distinct, if drawn at all,” 
reported the U.S. commissioner of education, in 1872.21

The lack of a distinct model for secondary schools and of a recognizable 
place in America’s loose structure of education challenged McCosh and 
other reformers. Academies and endowed schools, public high schools, 
normal schools offering preparatory training, private preparatory schools, 
and secondary school departments of universities, colleges, and women’s 
schools all claimed to provide some sort of secondary instruction. Once 
again, regional differences were significant. Three-quarters of New 
England’s secondary students attended academies, endowed schools, and 
preparatory schools. Public high schools, although a significant presence 
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in Massachusetts, were not readily found in much of New England. 
Southern students had few opportunities for secondary education in a 
region still struggling to deal with the aftermath of the Civil War, but 
private schools there provided some form of secondary education for 
more affluent students. Only in the Midwest were public high schools a 
significant presence. In this region, they were growing in numbers and 
prominence, but even here in the early 1870s, a large proportion of stu-
dents attended private schools or preparatory departments of colleges and 
universities.22

Many of the private and endowed academies offered excellent courses as 
preparation for college and for life, as did a number of the urban high 
schools. Some of these larger high schools and academies even offered 
courses and programs that exceeded those available in several colleges. But 
many of the public high schools were secondary in name or intention only. 
The U.S. commissioner of education bemoaned the state of public high 
schools in 1873. “While many of these [public high] schools are of a high 
order of merit and afford excellent training for the colleges and schools of 
science,” he claimed, “it is nevertheless the common observation of experi-
enced educators that a large proportion of the class do not meet present 
requirements, either in the quality or extent of training, whether the desti-
nation of their pupils be the college, the school of science, or business. 
Many of them are doing the work of the primary school.”23 An editorial in 
The Nation for 1874 agreed with the commissioner and condemned that 
haphazard growth in which “an infinitude of schools” claimed to offer 
high quality secondary work, but rarely did so in practice.24

While many secondary schools failed to offer a comprehensive program 
of study in advance of the primary grades, a few optimistically hoped to 
elevate themselves to a higher rank by calling themselves colleges, as 
Carleton College in Ohio and Arkansas College did. At best, these schools 
offered little more than a secondary education.25 Merely adopting the 
 collegiate moniker or cloaking an institution in collegiate trappings did 
not make it a college or university, as many “colleges” discovered. These 
institutions—especially in the Midwest, South, and West—wrestled with 
the question of how to raise standards, and, in some cases, found it hard to 
offer more than mere preparatory courses. Milwaukee’s S. R. Winchell 
thought that these “numerous so-called colleges and universities” were “an 
egregious abortion, neither high school, college, nor university but a kind 
of overgrown academy or seminary by a misnomer termed colleges.” He 
had no patience for their existence and argued that “it would be an educa-
tional boon to this country if some stroke of fate would sweep from exis-
tence many of these pretentious, pride-fostering, John Smith incongruities 
sometimes known as colleges.”26
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Whether Winchell would have included many of the newer state 
 universities in his list or not, he would have found much to condemn in the 
work they were doing. The University of Kansas, for example, enrolled 
77 students in its collegiate program but over 150 in its preparatory depart-
ment in 1873. The University of Minnesota was hardly different with 232 
preparatory pupils and 44 collegiate students. Even Winchell’s own state 
university was not completely safe from slipping into being a “pretentious, 
pride-fostering” academy. The state university in Madison was slightly 
more balanced than its counterparts in other states, with 45 collegiate and 
35 preparatory students, but the institution had grown dramatically by 
1878 and enrolled 281 collegiate students and 120 preparatory pupils. 
Universities and colleges thus frequently spent significant time, money, 
and other resources on secondary instruction.27

Some universities outside of the Midwest and many smaller colleges 
throughout the country also enrolled more students in preparatory 
 programs than in advanced courses. Pacific University in Oregon had 
100 pupils in its preparatory program in 1873 but only 5 in its collegiate 
course. Of the 925 students at the College of the City of New York, 592 
were in the preparatory program, and 142 of the 195 students at Western 
University of Pennsylvania were preparatory students. The University of 
South Carolina enrolled 61 collegiate students and 70 preparatory stu-
dents. The ratio was more heavily skewed at the University of Nashville, 
with its 44 collegiate students and 179 preparatory pupils. Smaller colleges 
similarly found themselves in the preparatory business. Adrian College 
in Michigan offered collegiate work to 31 students and preparatory work 
to 113, while Cornell College of Iowa had 75 collegiate students and 
250 preparatory students. These colleges and universities accepted students 
without any solid preparatory training.28

Hoping to identify itself clearly as a university, the University of 
Michigan refused to open a preparatory department. It could do so, in 
part, because the Ann Arbor high school, where the university was located, 
acted as a feeder school. Similarly, universities and colleges in New 
England—a region with a strong tradition of preparatory schools closely 
aligned with prestigious universities and colleges—were less likely to have 
preparatory programs than were schools in other regions of the country. 
Harvard and Yale, as well as Brown and Wesleyan, did not enroll prepara-
tory students. Of the 4,200 students studying in New England colleges 
and universities in 1878, only 370 were in preparatory departments, but 
over half of the students in colleges and universities in the Midwest and 
nearly half of those in the South were taking preparatory courses.29

This state of affairs in American higher education led one secondary 
school administrator to quip that the term “college” included “a class of 
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institutions ranging all the way from a second rate grammar school to a 
university. Surely, if there is chaos anywhere in our educational system, it 
is in the field of so-called higher education.”30 He had a point. Higher 
education comprised a diverse and constantly shifting group of institu-
tions. The categorization of a number of schools offering some sort of 
higher or advanced education was ambiguous. Educators struggled to 
 classify normal schools, schools for the “superior instruction of women,” 
scientific institutes, commercial schools, and independent professional 
schools (including law and medicine), which often competed with colleges 
for students. These institutions, varying widely in quality, offered pro-
grams ranging from basic preparatory work to more advanced study. And, 
confusing the situation even more, some secondary schools, especially in 
urban areas, offered normal school instruction.

Even something called a college was not easily described. Often differ-
ing by region, America’s colleges offered students varying educational 
experiences. Classical colleges, dominated by Harvard from its founding 
in 1636 and other venerable New England institutions, emphasized classi-
cal courses in Latin, Greek, and mathematics, along with some science and 
rhetoric. These classical colleges historically had trained the young to enter 
the ministry and to ensure that the colonies and later the states had an 
adequate supply of well-trained, literate clergy, teachers, and statesmen. 
This focus on classical preparation—which Yale famously affirmed in its 
1828 report on the collegiate curriculum—remained a core part of  colleges, 
even as many colleges gradually enveloped more programs and courses 
throughout the nineteenth century to meet the needs of a changing 
 society.31

While these established colleges dominated in New England, secular 
state institutions and church schools competed in the South, and religious 
denominations launched new college building campaigns in the West. 
These newer colleges spread in response to a growing demand for some sort 
of education and denominational training. As the transcontinental rail-
road shuttled people away from the Atlantic coast and the populated 
regions of the South and Midwest, religious leaders worried that the 
 population would lose its moral footing. Building denominational colleges 
in remote areas to train clergy and educate the young became popular ral-
lying cries for religious denominations. Town boosters also competed for 
these colleges and the prestige they could provide, since colleges connoted 
culture and helped to establish the respectability of a community. But, in 
the absence of a network of secondary schools, these smaller colleges—
usually located in rural areas or along the frontier—had to provide a 
 secondary education. They met a need for education in regions where 
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access was limited, but the education consequently was often rudimentary 
when compared with the larger, more established liberal arts colleges in 
New England.32

Whether in the western regions of the country, scattered along the 
 eastern seaboard, or rooted in the South, the colleges often were in compe-
tition for students with high schools, academies, scientific institutes, pro-
fessional schools, and normal schools—all of which offered some amount 
of preparatory work. There was no consistent standard for what consti-
tuted a college, and a college degree was not a prerequisite for advanced 
study in law, medicine, and theology in the last half of the nineteenth 
century. To complicate the picture, in the decades following the Civil War, 
many smaller colleges hoped to attract new students by developing 
 nonclassical degree programs, science and engineering courses, women’s 
colleges, teacher training programs, commercial and business courses, and 
even summer and evening schools, while continuing to promote the tradi-
tional classical curriculum. Still, average college enrollment in 1890 was 
only around one hundred students. Even as they expanded programs and 
courses, the colleges, especially the small ones, were losing their standing 
in the educational hierarchy to the emerging research universities—with 
their graduate and professional programs, libraries, and laboratories, and 
clear focus on original research and analysis—which in the new century 
would come to dominate the disparate institutions that comprised higher 
education.33

What separated secondary schools from colleges and universities, even 
what distinguished colleges from universities and other institutions  offering 
advanced education was not entirely clear at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. The U.S. commissioner of education conceded that “the  programmes 
of study in each are without exact definition.”34 Educators throughout the 
country asked a common question: Where “should secondary or prescribed 
education terminate, and where should the special or higher university 
work begin,” as Henry Frieze, the University of Michigan’s acting presi-
dent, put it in 1881.35 The stairway between the elementary schools and 
the universities and colleges was incomplete. High schools, preparatory 
schools, and private academies existed, but they did not always provide the 
education that the nation’s colleges and universities wanted, as McCosh 
made clear. However, the universities and colleges were not as complete as 
he thought they were, either. The whole structure needed work. In this 
context, articulation meant bringing greater order and clarity to the many 
institutions loosely comprising something called higher education, defin-
ing concretely the responsibilities of secondary education, and bringing the 
two levels into greater alignment.
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IV

Higher education particularly needed to bring order and organization out 
of this chaos. Secondary schools, too, had strong reasons for supporting 
articulation, but the urgency for colleges and universities was more press-
ing. Their ability to survive and prosper depended on the strength of the 
lower schools. America’s universities and colleges yearned to be free from 
the constraints of preparatory training, and many had ambitions to flourish 
as centers for original research and advanced study. Their role, as they 
conceived it, was to prepare tomorrow’s leaders in research and the profes-
sions, not to drill students in basic subjects.

Some of America’s colleges—the state institutions in Michigan and 
Wisconsin included—and many of the nation’s premier schools for higher 
education, such as Harvard, led by an ambitious Charles W. Eliot, wanted to 
be full-fledged universities. They wanted to be exciting centers for investiga-
tion and discovery, where professors embraced research and tackled pressing 
issues, where students came to absorb what humanity had learned, and where 
a few made their own discoveries through original analyses and investiga-
tions. These emerging universities championed a place for themselves that 
was at the pinnacle of discovery and that was the crown not just of the educa-
tional system but also of knowledge and learning. The organizational charts 
that littered presidential offices detailed finely wrought institutions that 
incorporated teacher training programs, undergraduate colleges, scientific 
institutes, professional schools, graduate programs, research laboratories, and 
libraries—all resting on a series of strong preparatory schools.36

These universities existed more in the minds of presidents and in 
detailed plans than they did in reality in the 1870s and 1880s, but over the 
following decades they came to dominate higher education. As the univer-
sities began to thrive, the smaller colleges struggled to keep pace. Usually 
located in rural areas, which constrained their opportunities to recruit 
 students, most were too small to sustain the larger faculties and advanced 
programs that increasingly defined universities. Under pressure to find 
stable funding, most small colleges were not well positioned for change 
and growth. Some faltered and eventually became academies, while a 
number of ambitious ones made the transition to university status. Most, 
however—whether affiliated with universities as undergraduate colleges or 
not—settled into an intermediate place between the secondary schools and 
the graduate and professional programs of universities, and they began to 
carve out a niche for themselves as liberal arts colleges focused on general 
knowledge and culture. While once they had dominated higher education, 
colleges were now a smaller part of a larger structure.37
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To rise to the status of research universities or even to flourish as under-
graduate institutions, colleges required secondary schools able to mold 
 students for advanced study and capable of giving students a foundation 
for the exciting work that would follow, but, as the universities and colleges 
were coming to understand, not many secondary schools—especially 
 public high schools—existed that could take on such a role. Again, it was 
Princeton’s president who sparked this debate. “The principal difficulty 
which American colleges have to contend against,” warned McCosh in 
1873, “lies in the want of preparatory schools in most of the states of the 
Union, and in the deficient character of the training in many of those 
academies which propose to fit young men for college.” He emphasized his 
point. “The colleges ought to know that, if they are to live and prosper, 
they have to encourage the institution of schools fitted to feed them.”38

Not many of the nation’s university presidents needed such warning. 
The president of the University of Missouri recognized the impossibility of 
raising university standards and scholarship “without first improving our 
preparatory schools.”39 Similarly, when James B. Angell was inaugurated as 
president of the University of Michigan in 1871, he underscored the impor-
tance of strengthening the lower schools. “If now we are to lift the grade of 
university work, we must lift the grade of preparatory work,” he told the 
assembled crowd, “and receive our students only at a more advanced stage 
of training than they at present reach before entering the Freshman class.”40 
Henry Frieze, who was Angell’s predecessor as acting president of the 
University of Michigan in 1870, understood the argument. “If a genuine 
university is ever to exist, either here or anywhere else in America, it is to 
be built on a much higher scholarship in the preparatory schools and 
academies.”41 One Wisconsin professor, echoing the relationship that was 
evolving between higher and secondary education, recognized the truth in 
these statements. “While it is true that our higher institutions will deter-
mine in a large degree the character of our primary schools,” S. H. Carpenter 
argued, “it is no less true that the success of our higher institutions depends 
vitally upon a steady supply of students from schools of a lower grade.”42 As 
these and other proponents of higher education recognized, poorly  prepared 
students with barely a secondary education would never suffice for institu-
tions determined to grow and thrive through advanced courses and robust 
research programs.

These universities needed a growing number of well-prepared, well-
trained students to fill their classrooms, lecture halls, and laboratories. For 
colleges and universities, the staircase rarely connected their institutions 
with the lower schools, and they often had to open preparatory depart-
ments. This decision led to the awkward situation where these institutions 
enrolled more students in preparatory work than in collegiate study. Such 
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departments did lead students to the higher branches, but they also drained 
resources and faculty time from what professors considered to be the more 
important work of higher education, and some leaders of secondary schools, 
as they grew surer in their own field of work, argued that such departments 
unfairly competed with them. It was imperative, the colleges and universi-
ties decided, that they jettison their preparatory work, but they could do so 
only if secondary schools expanded in quantity and quality. Preparatory 
training, they determined, had no place in modern American higher 
 education; it only siphoned resources from these institutions’ true work. 
Nonetheless, in the late nineteenth century, universities and colleges often 
found it necessary to maintain such departments as feeders to the advanced 
courses they offered.

A few did not need to rely on such departments, however. Harvard and 
New England’s other prestigious universities had long-established connec-
tions with preparatory schools, and they were in a stronger position than 
the newer public universities in the Midwest and West. Harvard, for one, 
had built strong ties over decades with a number of preparatory schools, 
and most of its students came from a handful of these schools, including 
Exeter, Phillips Andover, and Boston Latin (a tax-supported preparatory 
school that sent a number of students to Harvard). Tightly aligned with 
Harvard, these schools ensured that Eliot’s institution had a constant 
 supply of students throughout much of the nineteenth century. Harvard in 
the 1870s was in a fortunate position. No dammed stream existed between 
Eliot’s Harvard and the lower schools.43

Harvard would not remain so lucky. In the decades after 1870, Eliot 
came to recognize that the stream was not running as fast or as wide as 
Harvard’s aspirations demanded. Like many other institutions, Harvard 
wanted to be more than a well-regarded college that educated the nation’s 
young in the classical and modern languages, mathematics, and a little 
English and history. Eliot had grander plans for Harvard beyond building 
a true university with advanced studies and a wide array of courses. He 
envisioned Harvard as the nation’s premier university. To reach this status, 
Harvard needed more students than its preparatory schools could provide. 
Never short on ambition and never one to shy away from a challenge, Eliot 
embarked on a campaign to find the students he needed.44

He joined McCosh and a number of others already working to 
strengthen the secondary schools and their connection to higher educa-
tion. Angell and Frieze in Michigan and John Bascom, the president of the 
University of Wisconsin, had struggled with this issue since the beginnings 
of their administrations in the early 1870s, and they understood some-
thing that Eliot initially resisted. The public high schools were quickly 
becoming the only viable foundation for their universities. Few academies 
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existed in the Midwest, and it proved to be problematic and costly for 
universities to retain preparatory departments. These universities necessar-
ily turned to the public high schools for students. In doing so, they recog-
nized a momentous shift in the educational landscape. The nation’s public 
high schools, expanding rapidly following the Civil War and propelled by 
the shift to an industrial, market-based economy, became the dominant 
form of secondary education in the 1880s. Although southern states 
 continued to favor private academies, elsewhere these academies, once the 
 primary form of secondary education, no longer held that position.45

In all regions, with the exception of the South, more students attended 
the public high schools than the endowed academies and private secondary 
schools by the late nineteenth century. While 43 percent of students in 
southern states in 1890 enrolled in public high schools, 83 percent in the 
Midwest and 73 percent in New England did. Overall, nearly 212,000 
secondary students enrolled in public high schools, while 98,000 attended 
private schools. However, a larger percentage of students from private 
schools were on the college preparatory track. Only 25,000 public high 
schools students, or 12 percent of the total enrollment, were preparing for 
college. In the private schools, 21 percent, or 21,000 students, were taking 
college preparatory courses. Regional variations provided interesting con-
trasts. Of the 49,000 students in secondary schools in New England, only 
27 percent attended private schools, but 41 percent of the region’s students 
preparing for the classical or scientific course in college were in private 
schools. In 1873, 83 percent of New England’s college preparatory  students 
had been in private schools. Around half of the South’s secondary students 
studied in private schools by 1890, but almost 80 percent of the region’s 
college preparatory students did so. Over 80 percent of college preparatory 
students in the Midwest, however, enrolled in public schools.46 In New 
England and the Midwest, and eventually in the South, the trend was 
toward the public high schools.

The rise of the public high schools to this position of dominance 
 created special problems for universities and colleges. The high schools 
had broad public support by the 1880s and most cities and towns had at 
least one high school, but there was no given assumption that a public 
high school automatically would—or, indeed, could—meet the growing 
demand from higher education for well-prepared students. The curricu-
lum of these schools—as well as many of the nation’s academies—did not 
align tightly with the expectations of Eliot’s Harvard or even the University 
of Michigan. Although they were gradually expanding their entrance 
requirements to include modern subjects and to reduce the heavy expecta-
tions in Greek and Latin, the nation’s colleges and universities continued 
to expect  college-bound students in the late nineteenth century to have a 
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knowledge of classical languages (Latin certainly, if not always Greek) 
and of  mathematics.

The high schools and many academies, with different historical prece-
dents and traditions, emphasized a more practical curriculum rich in  modern 
languages, English literature, history, and geography. Some added drawing, 
bookkeeping, commercial arithmetic, and other practical courses to these 
subjects. The classical languages were a small part of these secondary schools, 
with the focus on Latin, Greek, and mathematics strongest in the few New 
England academies whose mission aligned closely with the region’s colleges 
and universities. The larger and better-established high schools rivaled these 
private schools in courses and opportunities, and some offered strong classi-
cal programs. The smaller academies and public high schools, especially in 
rural areas, however, were hard pressed to offer advanced courses in ancient 
languages and to meet college entrance requirements, and very few students 
demanded to study such subjects  anyway.47

Most high schools did not regularly send students up to the colleges.48 
Milwaukee’s high schools, for example, enrolled 2,186 students between 
1868 and 1880, but only 16 of these students ever entered college. 
Milwaukee was not unusual. Throughout Wisconsin, according to one 
estimate, an average of only 1 student from each school annually entered 
the university.49 The high schools were not prepared to do the work of 
sending students to college. There simply was little demand for them to do 
so. High Schools evolved out of the lower schools in the early decades of 
the nineteenth century, and they took their students up from the lower 
grades and gave them an education designed to prepare them for vocations 
and jobs. Rather than being schools preparatory to college, they were the 
capstone of the educational system for many students. They were the 
 people’s colleges.50

The universities and colleges, their growth constrained by the need for 
well-prepared students, began to chip away at this mission. As university 
presidents realized, the public high schools provided the only new source 
for the students higher education desperately needed. The public high 
schools may not have been supplying all of the students higher education 
wanted, but university administrators and professors hoped that the public 
schools soon would. Throughout much of the late nineteenth century, they 
accordingly worked to expand the mission of the public high schools.

They developed a two-tiered approach to their campaign to get more 
students from the high schools into the colleges and universities. They 
sought to alter the climate of these schools so that college attendance was 
emphasized and so that universities—not high schools—were promoted as 
the crown of the educational system. Putting the university at the educa-
tional summit and encouraging college attendance would not alone make 
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the universities happy. Their seemingly insatiable demand was not simply 
for students but for well-prepared students capable of advanced work. To 
accomplish this goal, they also needed to elevate the standards of the lower 
schools.

The campaign to place universities at the top of the educational 
 pedestal—with undergraduate colleges nestled beneath them—did not 
take long to begin. McCosh’s initial call to devote more time and resources 
to building the staircase—or the intermediate schools—between the 
 primary schools and the colleges led to the formation of a committee in 
1873 to discuss the ideas he had raised, to survey high schools and colleges 
throughout the country on ways to bring about a closer connection, and to 
report the following year. This committee argued forcefully that high 
school teachers had an obligation to encourage their students to continue 
their studies. The committee assailed the lack of cooperation between the 
two educational levels as “utterly disreputable.” The problem was not the 
colleges but the many high school teachers and administrators who “seem 
to think it degrades them to say that colleges or anything else does  anything 
to complete the education they give; so they are ambitious to have their 
own schools the top of the system, and resist everything that implies a 
superior to themselves. In all this they make themselves ridiculous.” After 
landing this blow, the report added that “high school people” were living 
in a dangerous fantasy world where names substituted for reality. “Calling 
[the high school] the completion of a course of education does not make it 
so—names do not change things. All that comes of such feelings is to 
pamper a blind pride and injure their pupils.” Promoting the high schools 
as the end of education—as the people’s colleges—they argued, limited 
the opportunities students had for finding honorable callings and leading 
rich, productive lives in a nation that quickly was becoming more  industrial, 
urban, and technologically advanced.51

This harsh assessment of the secondary schools marked a substantive 
issue that the universities and colleges had to struggle with in their search 
for additional students. A notion of education that ended with high school 
created an atmosphere that blocked students from ever contemplating 
 further study. As this same report noted, “Young people are extremely apt 
to absorb notions unconsciously to themselves, and if the high school 
course is set before them, and talked about among them, as the end and 
completion of their education, the tide will so set toward having some 
definite occupation immediately after graduating at the high school.” 
Colleges had little chance of recruiting these students to their ivied halls, 
and they desperately needed to alter this atmosphere or climate within the 
high schools. Doing so was absolutely crucial to higher education’s drive to 
encourage more students to attend college.52
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No matter how imperative the need was to bring more students into 
college, instilling in high school students the possibility of advanced study 
would go only so far in meeting higher education’s needs. Beyond looking 
for additional students—and, for some smaller and newer colleges that was 
the only goal—many universities and colleges wanted students better pre-
pared and ready for advanced classes and studies. These universities hoped 
to eliminate their preparatory schools and transfer the work of the first 
year and, for some, much of the second year of college to the nation’s acad-
emies and growing system of public high schools. Andrew West, a Princeton 
professor, predicted that such a move would group all of secondary educa-
tion where it properly belonged, in the secondary schools, and, thus, would 
help these schools grow and improve. “Once gathered together [secondary 
instruction] can be dealt with as a unit, and will be far more likely to 
improve than at present; and as it is really advancing, even under this pres-
ent disadvantage [of being split between secondary schools and colleges], it 
will surely advance still faster when the disadvantage is removed.”53

Bascom, Angell, and other university reformers hoped that they could 
encourage more advanced work in the lower schools and, thus, in their 
own institutions by gradually increasing their entrance requirements. They 
trusted that the secondary schools would readily respond to the challenge 
of meeting higher entrance standards. As Bascom put it in 1875, “We hope 
that the intermediate schools—the graded and high schools—will pay 
 special heed to the new terms of admission to the University, and strive to 
furnish us students well prepared. A portion of them are doing this.” 
Angell, likewise, understood the dependent relationship that his institu-
tion had with the lower schools, and he commended these schools for 
showing “a most praiseworthy desire to push up the scale of their work” 
which, in turn, was enabling his institution “to begin our University work 
on a higher plane.” Until the secondary schools met these higher expecta-
tions, places like Wisconsin and Michigan were confounded in their desire 
to flourish as universities or even to exist as respectable colleges. Eager 
to reach such a goal, Bascom and Angell encouraged the high schools to 
meet the university’s entrance requirements even as they continually 
raised them.54

Presidents such as Bascom, Angell, and Eliot spent much of their 
administrations discussing the proper articulation between higher and 
 secondary education, but they were not always in agreement. Their 
approaches varied from each other, representing the peculiar nature of 
their institutions and their status as public or private schools, the public 
expectations for education, and the characteristics of secondary education 
in their states and regions. Eliot, for one, ultimately gained a powerful 
position in American education from which he attempted to formalize and 
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nationalize a restructuring of the goals, purposes, and nature of secondary 
education, notably through the NEA’s 1893 Report of the Committee of 
Ten on Secondary School Studies. Angell and Bascom had the seemingly 
more modest goal of effecting a seamless public educational system in their 
own states through the power of the university. Regardless of the exact 
nature of their campaign to shape America’s educational system, the 
nation’s colleges and universities in the decades to come focused on encour-
aging more students to enter college and on motivating the lower schools 
to do a better job of preparing these students for college.

V

Although they expressed frustration with the expectations of colleges and 
universities, most secondary school teachers and administrators were not 
opposed to fitting students for college. The demands of a changing society 
meant that the high schools had an obligation to prepare ambitious 
 students for higher study. Recognizing this responsibility, few high school 
educators in the late nineteenth century thought to carve out a separate 
and specific niche for secondary schools that had no connection with 
higher education.55 Rather, they had compelling reasons to support articu-
lation, even though they debated whether the goal should be a complete 
alignment of courses of study and purposes. The most pressing desire for 
secondary schools was a reduction in the diversity of college entrance 
 standards. Colleges and universities set their own standards for admission, 
independent of each other. This variety of entrance requirements chal-
lenged secondary schools, since most town and city high schools usually 
had some students wishing to attend college, and the larger schools strug-
gled with preparing students for a number of different colleges.56 Uniformity 
or consistency in entrance standards would make the job of the secondary 
schools easier, by freeing teachers and students from the constraint of 
 having to meet the different requirements of multiple colleges.

Eliot, in principle, agreed with the need for greater uniformity. New 
England’s secondary schools, he admitted in his 1878–1879 annual report, 
“are greatly impeded in their development, and distracted in their work by 
unmeaning and unnecessary diversities in the admission requisitions of the 
principal New England colleges.” He thought the colleges could reduce 
some of this diversity by adopting “a common standard of examination, in 
those subjects or parts of subjects which the colleges agree in prescribing.” 
Eliot refused to ask colleges to develop common standards, but he thought 
it appropriate, where agreement existed, to develop uniform examinations. 
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If a number of colleges required “four books of Caesar,” for example, they 
should adopt “a common standard of examination” upon those books.57 
Even though Eliot’s call fell on receptive ears, wide variation in entrance 
requirements continued to tax secondary schools throughout the country 
and the students in them who were preparing for college.

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, colleges and universities 
had established distinct sets of entrance requirements that fit the courses of 
study they offered their students. Although these schools generally agreed 
by 1870 on the importance of Greek, Latin, mathematics, history and 
geography, and English as college entrance subjects for the traditional 
 classical course—leading to the bachelor of arts degree—they disagreed on 
what should be required in each of these subjects. Harvard, for example, 
required Felton’s Greek Reader—a common reader compiled by Cornelius 
C. Felton—or the whole of Xenophon’s Anabasis and the first three books 
of Homer’s Iliad in partial preparation for Greek, but Michigan required 
only three books of the Anabasis. Wisconsin expected students to have a 
knowledge of four books of the Anabasis and two books of Homer. Yale 
required geography but not history, while Harvard specified the history of 
Greece and Rome. McCosh’s Princeton required students to study algebra 
through quadratic equations, but Columbia examined students in algebra 
only through simple equations.58 Schools with a number of students elect-
ing to attend more than one of these schools struggled to cover all of the 
books required in the classical languages, centuries of history, and differ-
ent mathematical equations. Even in a state like Wisconsin, high school 
students might choose to attend the state university in Madison, Lawrence 
College, or one of the surrounding state universities, specifically Angell’s 
University of Michigan. Harvard and other New England colleges were 
not unlikely options for some students from the West, either. Preparing 
students for any or all of these schools, with their distinct admission 
requirements, challenged the high schools.

For those students wishing to enter a different college course—the 
scientific course leading to the bachelor of science degree being the most 
likely alternative—preparation in a slightly different set of subjects was 
required. Harvard’s scientific school, for example, enrolled students 
wishing a more scientific training. The requirements for this school, like 
other scientific schools and programs throughout the country that 
awarded the bachelor of science degree, were similar to the classical 
course but substituted French or German for the Greek and reduced the 
amount of Latin.59 These changes and the absence of Greek brought this 
college course more into line with the public high schools, but this course 
also diversified the college entrance requirements that secondary schools 
had to meet.
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As more students continued their education in the last decades of the 
nineteenth century and as the number of universities and colleges they 
could attend and the degrees they could earn expanded, the secondary 
schools faced the difficult task of preparing students for the entrance exams 
at a variety of schools. Unifying this diversity was a pressing concern for 
them, and articulation meant arguing for consistency within higher educa-
tion so that entrance requirements reached some level of uniformity. It also 
meant aligning these entrance requirements with the courses offered in the 
nation’s secondary schools. This lack of alignment was “a very serious evil,” 
a committee of the Massachusetts Association of Classical and High-
School Teachers reported in 1877.60 The secondary schools were willing to 
reach up to the colleges in rectifying this evil, but they expected these 
higher institutions to drop down from their pedestal and reach out to the 
secondary schools. William Collar of the Roxbury Latin School in Boston, 
however, found higher education unwilling to work with the lower schools. 
The universities and colleges in this country “are absolutely independent 
corporations,” he said. “They can arbitrary fix, and have so fixed, the con-
ditions of entrance. They contract or extend, raise or lower, their require-
ments without consulting the schools that feed them and without regard to 
each other; what they command, the schools that send up students must 
do.” Collar complained that university control of the secondary schools, 
which could hardly afford to ignore college admission requirements, was 
“comprehensive and complete.”61 As he pointed out, the nation’s colleges 
and universities did not always show a willingness to compromise with the 
high schools, and they exacerbated the situation for the secondary schools 
by periodically tweaking their entrance requirements in the hope that the 
lowers schools would elevate their standards and align their courses more 
fully with college expectations.

Cecil Bancroft, principal of Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, 
understood the difficulties facing the secondary schools. “Fitting for 
 college, for example, means almost as many different things as there are 
colleges,” he recognized, “and fitting for the science schools means things 
more mixed and heterogeneous still.” Bancroft did not abhor such diversity 
in collegiate programs. Students had different needs and desires, he 
claimed. As such, they should have access to scientific programs as well as 
to the more traditional classical courses. What he disliked was the utter 
lack of a clear line dividing the secondary schools from higher education. 
“At present, so far as the secondary instruction leads up to the superior 
grade and connects with it, there is confusion and misunderstanding which 
makes the work of the school unnecessarily difficult,” he maintained.62 
Not willing to despair, however, he trusted that the two educational levels 
would succeed in strengthening their connection and better defining the 
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line dividing them. Once they had accomplished this task, the challenge of 
setting more uniform entrance requirements would be less daunting.

As long as the entrance standards for higher education varied widely, 
however, secondary school teachers struggled to prepare their students 
fully, and they complained that they were spending their time preparing 
the few for college rather than teaching the many who were ending their 
formal education at the high school level. They worked to reduce the 
inconsistency in college admission requirements, but they went further 
and argued that the secondary schools had a broader purpose than sending 
students to college. In addition to dealing with the lack of uniformity in 
the requirements for admission to the nation’s colleges, secondary schools 
had to educate the vast majority of students who were not planning to 
attend college. A classical training in ancient languages, they argued, had 
little place in the preparation of students who were ending their education 
with the high school. Although there was some overlap in secondary school 
courses and college admission requirements—notably in English litera-
ture, history, geography, and mathematics—the college emphasis in the 
last part of the nineteenth century overwhelmingly remained on Greek 
and Latin. This emphasis on ancient languages, especially Greek, meant 
that schools were often pressed to choose between emphasizing one 
 language for a few at the expense of modern subjects for the many.63 The 
modern subjects, they argued, better met the needs of students as they 
embarked on careers and jobs, and, indeed, the secondary schools over the 
following decades pressured higher education to accept more of the  modern 
subjects as admission requirements.

Bringing about greater consistency in admission requirements would 
free the high schools, teachers hoped, from having to prepare a few stu-
dents in different ways for various universities and allow them to focus on 
what they saw as their proper task—that of educating the majority of their 
students who were not going to college for the demands of life. But, as 
American society changed, the number of students seeking to continue 
their education in college increased, and the colleges and universities 
argued that they—not the high schools—were better positioned to prepare 
students for life. A college education, they announced, offered a stronger 
credential and thus better access to professional positions in society. This 
changing emphasis began to alter in profound ways the ideas and purposes 
of education and the relationship between the two educational levels. As 
more and more students looked to college—although the number remained 
relatively insignificant compared to the total population—the pressure on 
secondary schools to meet this need increased. Reducing the inconsistency 
in admission standards would alleviate some of the pressure on the secondary 
schools but not eliminate it. As long as the gap continued to exist between 
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college preparatory requirements and the secondary curriculum, secondary 
school teachers would find it difficult to prepare students for college 
and for life. Thus, the dynamics were in place for a rather vivid debate 
between the universities and the high schools over the purpose and nature 
of education.64

VI

For teachers, principals, superintendents, professors, and university 
 presidents, articulation and linking higher and secondary education raised 
essential questions about the very nature and purpose of education: What 
did it mean at the turn of the twentieth century to be an educated person? 
Did education mean something fundamentally different for students going 
to college and for those not going beyond high school? Should secondary 
schools prepare for life or for college, or could preparation for life and 
 college be the same and be met with similar courses? In the decades ahead, 
educators would repeatedly ask and debate these questions. They would 
struggle with defining courses of study and the proper work of the secondary 
schools and of the colleges and universities, and they would wrestle with 
reconciling the often conflicting goals of higher and secondary education. 
Their diverging opinions on these questions and the vocal nature of the 
debate reflected the importance of the discussion and the deep uncertainty 
about education in a time of rapid social transformation.

What they said and did had a profound influence on the nation’s schools 
and on generations of students. Importantly, the reforms and programs 
that educators launched in the last decades of the nineteenth century began 
to shape an educational system where the high schools led up to the col-
leges and universities. What had once been a relatively flat structure with 
the high schools and colleges offering comparable courses developed into a 
stratified and hierarchical system. This system, while initially tolerating 
broad variations by states and regions, eventually became much more 
 standardized, and students from Michigan to California to Massachusetts 
came to have educational experiences that were remarkably similar. This 
creation of a stratified and standardized educational system, in turn, 
affected who had access to higher education and the benefits of that educa-
tion, something the middle class valued and demanded.

In developing and shaping this system in the late nineteenth century, 
neither higher education nor the secondary schools could claim dominance. 
Higher education often appeared to be dominant—and in many ways 
 universities and colleges were the primary force pushing for articulation, 
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often because they had more to lose and more to gain than did the secondary 
schools. But the lower schools exerted their own influence on the universi-
ties and colleges and shaped them in ways that the universities were not 
always expecting. Secondary schools proved unwilling to simply accede to 
the wishes and demands of the colleges and universities. For their part, the 
universities continued to expect certain standards and levels of academic 
work from the secondary schools. Together they established a dynamic 
relationship that evolved over time and that was characterized by debate, 
negotiation, and accommodation rather than by the dominance of one 
over the other. Just as neither educational level won a battle for control at 
the turn of the twentieth century, neither was unaffected by the relation-
ship. As they both discovered, cooperation and compromise proved to be 
better options.

They had no choice but to work together. No federal agency existed to 
lead this campaign or to coordinate and organize what was a rather 
 disparate grouping of schools, just as no federal agency gave direction to 
the transformation of American society. To bring about the system that 
McCosh and others wanted required a new set of structures and organiza-
tions, which educators had to build themselves. McCosh’s vivid call for 
a stairway to reach from the lower to the upper floors helped start the 
 movement in this direction, and others picked up on his call. Rather than 
this campaign toward stratification and standardization beginning as a 
national movement, however, it took place in various ways throughout the 
country, with states and regions developing and implementing their own 
innovative reforms. The first significant effort came in Michigan, where 
James Angell, who had just accepted the presidency of the University of 
Michigan, and Henry Frieze, his predecessor, embarked on a program to 
substantially alter the relationship between the university and the state’s 
high schools.



Chapter 2

Building the University of 
Michigan on a High School 

Foundation

I

Charles Kendall Adams arrived at the Bay City, Michigan, high school on 
the morning of June 5, 1884. Adams and his colleague, both professors at 
the University of Michigan, were there to inspect the school. The visit did 
not start well. Adams was immediately “impressed by the neglected and 
unbusiness-like aspect of the Superintendent’s room. The dust of ages 
seemed to have settled down in the room and to have enjoyed already a 
long repose,” he described. Adams maintained this critical manner 
throughout the inspection. Although laced with humor, his description of 
the physics classroom condemned the lackluster state of the school. “At one 
side of the room was a case apparently for apparatus in which a few articles 
were indistinctly visible,” he wrote. “The suspicion was awakened that 
whatever dust had not succeeded in finding an entrance into the 
Superintendent’s Room had betaken itself to this case.” Adams concluded 
his account with ringing disapproval. “We could not escape the impression 
that there is pervading the school a general listlessness that is quite incom-
patible with any high grade of scholarship,” but the greatest problem was a 
rather poor “spirit that seems to have settled down on the pupils, as the 
dust has settled down in the Room of the Superintendent.”1

Such was the state of the Bay City high school. But what was Adams, 
who would become president of Cornell and the University of Wisconsin, 
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doing at this school? Why did he care about the dust in the superinten-
dent’s office, as if he were there to run white-gloved fingers along the 
bookshelves and windowsills? What brought Adams to this dusty Michigan 
outpost, some one hundred miles north of Ann Arbor and near the shores 
of Lake Huron, on a June day?

Adams was there as part of the university’s inspection and accreditation 
program, an outreach initiative that the university launched in the early 
1870s. Along with many of his colleagues at the University of Michigan, 
he visited high schools to determine whether they merited being placed on 
the university’s roster of accredited schools. The stakes were significant for 
schools in Bay City and throughout the state. If they earned a spot on the 
accredited list, their graduates would gain the right to enter the university 
on the strength of their diplomas and without having to take an entrance 
examination. The program similarly was crucial to the ambitions of the 
university. James B. Angell, who became president in 1871, hoped to  propel 
the University of Michigan—little more than an undistinguished college 
for much of the nineteenth century—into a full-fledged university that 
would help Michigan’s citizens and others throughout the country adapt 
to the challenges of late-nineteenth-century industrial America. To become 
such an esteemed university, Angell’s institution needed to bring in greater 
numbers of talented students capable of taking up advanced subjects. The 
university had to establish stronger relationships with the state’s secondary 
schools, most of which were public high schools, and it had to define and 
improve the standards of these lower schools. Toward these ends, Angell 
promoted the expertise of his professors—an authority rooted in their pro-
fessional training and growing interest in research—which, he argued, 
imbued them with a responsibility to work on behalf of the secondary 
schools and improve education for the good of society. He marshaled this 
authority as the basis for the accreditation and inspection program, which 
eventually became the model for university-based inspection programs 
throughout the country. Adams made his way to the dusty Bay City school 
one June day because that was the route he had to take to build the modern 
university that he and Angell wanted.

The first part of this chapter outlines Angell’s rationale for supporting 
the nation’s first accreditation program and the motives behind this inno-
vative approach to articulating higher and secondary education in the late 
 nineteenth century. Following sections explore the logistics of the program 
and the effect it had on the university and the secondary schools. Michigan’s 
accreditation program gave Angell and his professors the opportunity to 
interact with the high schools and better understand what the lower schools 
were capable of doing. They then used this knowledge in determining how 
high and how fast to raise university admission requirements and standards. 
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Angell further assumed that such a program would increase awareness of 
the university among high school students and funnel more of them to 
Ann Arbor. Through this program and by controlling admission stan-
dards, Angell began to establish his institution as the head of the state’s 
educational system. The high schools, however, were not unified in their 
reaction to the growing power and authority of the university. Woven 
throughout the chapter are their responses. Some, such as the Bay City 
school, ignored the university’s expectations and demands, while others 
eagerly sought the prestige that university recognition accorded them. 
Whether they welcomed the university or merely tolerated it, the state’s 
high schools became the gatekeepers to higher education. By admitting 
students on the basis of a high school diploma from an accredited school, 
Angell abandoned entrance examinations as the dominant method of 
admitting students. He essentially shifted the authority for selecting future 
collegians from his office to the high schools, but even with this added 
responsibility and prestige, the high schools recognized that their position 
in the new educational hierarchy was lower than before.

II

Adopted by the faculty in 1870, the university’s innovative program 
inspected and accredited the first schools a year later. Henry Frieze, who 
was acting president prior to Angell’s arrival in 1871, envisioned using this 
program to craft a system of education for the state modeled on the German 
structure, where the gymnasia or special secondary schools fed directly and 
seamlessly into the universities. Unlike the German system, however, he 
wanted to provide for universal secondary education. New England, with 
its tradition of strong preparatory schools and private academies, had 
something resembling the German gymnasia, but Michigan had only a 
few academies and a rudimentary system of public high schools. Although 
struggling to find and establish a strong tradition in the state, the public 
high schools were becoming the dominant source of secondary education 
in the Midwest, and thus provided the primary foundation for a state uni-
versity in need of students. Frieze believed that a system of university 
inspection of the public high schools would improve these schools and 
benefit the university. “The effect of this plan of annual examination” of 
the schools, Frieze declared, “will be to stimulate the schools to a higher 
grade, and bring them to a more perfect uniformity of preparation, and 
thus make it possible to elevate the scholarship of the lower classes in the 
University.” Frieze trusted that his proposal would win “for the University 
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a livelier interest on the part of the citizens whose schools are brought into 
such close connection with the institution,” encourage students to attend 
the university, and gradually improve the lower schools, which, in turn, 
would allow the university to eliminate much of its elementary work. 
Frieze rested his hopes for a fully operational, seamless system of education 
on the inspection program.2

When James Angell assumed the presidency in 1871, he fully supported 
Frieze’s initial efforts in building a strong university. He wanted to  establish 
an outstanding institution that would prepare students to tackle challenges 
and lead the nation as teachers, doctors, engineers, scholars, and active 
citizens. But when Angell became president, he saw a university that exhib-
ited more potential and possibility than anything else, which he made clear 
in his inaugural address. “Honorable as has been the history of the 
University, there is no friend of it who does not wish to see it doing yet 
higher and larger work,” he declared. He further proclaimed,

The desire of intelligent men throughout the country for a few American 
universities which shall be to our high schools and even to some of our 
 colleges what the universities in Europe are to the secondary schools of 
England, the lycées of France, and the gymnasia of Germany is so strong 
and pervading that it may be regarded as a prediction of the upbuilding [sic] 
of such institutions of highest grade . . . Till that end is reached, our 
 opportunities are not seized. Nothing less than that must content us.

To create this shining university, “we must lift the grade of preparatory 
work,” he continued, “and receive our students only at a more advanced 
stage of training than they at present reach before entering the Freshman 
class.” The task was substantial, since he recommended shifting the first 
two years of the collegiate course down to the high schools, but, he believed, 
it was a realistic goal. “The time is not distant when the better and stronger 
institutions can safely push up their requirements for admission to the 
standard now reached at the beginning of the Sophomore years, and I am 
confident that the day is not very remote when they can secure yet higher 
attainments.”3

Angell used his inauguration to establish a bold agenda for the univer-
sity. He proposed a vertical educational system in which his university—
with graduate departments, scientific institutes and laboratories, professional 
schools, libraries and observatories, robust research programs, and under-
graduate colleges—rested on top of the independent colleges and high 
schools of the state. Angell wanted an educational hierarchy, in other 
words, where he was the chief officer. The reality of education in the late 
nineteenth century underscored just how ambitious his plans were and 
how difficult it would be to bring more high school graduates into the 
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university and to align the goals and courses of study between the two 
educational branches. Angell only had to look around his state to under-
stand the magnitude of the task he had undertaken.

Many of Michigan’s “high schools” in the late nineteenth century were 
small departments added to the lower schools, and they were unsure of 
their role, especially in preparing students for college. In the decades 
 following the so-called Kalamazoo case—in which the state supreme court 
ruled in 1874 that public taxation for secondary education was constitu-
tional—the number of schools and students increased. In the early 1880s, 
60 schools reported having high school departments for 5,856 students, 
with another 20 offering a few secondary courses to pupils in the graded 
schools. Since many of the state’s high school students enrolled in a  handful 
of schools, including the Ann Arbor and Detroit high schools, the number 
of students in the remaining schools was low, and at most, each high school 
had two–three teachers. By 1890, the educational situation was improving 
and over 12,000 students enrolled in 153 public high schools. Even with 
this increase, however, most high schools remained small.4 These schools 
complained that they were asked to mold students of varying accomplish-
ments and ambitions both for college and for life. High school principals 
and teachers were not always sure that they could do both with limited 
resources, or even what it meant to prepare for college and for life. They 
protested, with some justification, that a college preparatory focus required 
a greater emphasis on the classical subjects and a narrower range of courses 
than many high schools thought was appropriate.

Angell promoted the inspection program as a way to resolve these issues, 
improve the lower schools, and build an exemplary system of education. 
He wanted to work out the boundaries between higher and secondary 
 education and concretely identify the work of each level. Clear distinctions 
needed to be drawn, he thought. Universities were to deal with the higher 
branches of study, while the secondary schools were to focus on preparing 
students to take up the more advanced work that the colleges and universi-
ties were trying to offer. Angell’s goal was to encourage the high schools to 
focus on preparing more students for college, and to elevate and enhance 
the work that both levels did for the benefit of society. Echoing Frieze’s 
early ideas, Angell sought to encourage all teachers, from the lowest ele-
mentary levels to the university professors, to see themselves as “parts of 
one united system” working to provide a strong education for all students 
in the state. During Angell’s long tenure as president of the university from 
1871 to 1909, he continued to believe in the power of the inspection 
 program to build a thriving educational system. “Perhaps in nothing has 
the University been more successful to the educational system of the State 
than in the cultivation of the friendly relation with the schools by the 
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introduction of the diploma system of admission of students,” he wrote in 
his memoirs in 1912.5 He had to be gratified when other universities 
and colleges throughout the country quickly adopted it as they too sought 
to develop a system of education that connected secondary and higher 
 education.

To build the system that Angell championed, Adams and his colleagues—
generally working in groups of two—traveled throughout Michigan to 
visit and inspect high schools. They attended lectures and recitations, eval-
uated teacher performance, and met with superintendents or principals. 
They reviewed the published courses of study, compared them with the 
courses actually offered, and examined their alignment with university 
requirements. Sometimes they also quizzed students on particular subjects 
and had them recite specific passages from leading Greek or Latin texts. In 
practice, the inspections generally tended to be one-day examinations of 
schools (sometimes they were much more cursory), with the inspectors jot-
ting down a few notes on textbooks used, school discipline, and the num-
ber of students hoping to enter the university. The inspectors carefully 
noted the number and quality of library books and the extent of available 
laboratory facilities and equipment—usually a dusty old skeleton propped 
up in the corner. They also paid especial attention to the number of hours 
in the school day and the length of the recitation periods, with most  periods 
lasting around forty-five minutes and most days around five-and-a-half 
hours. Ideally, the inspectors after visiting these schools shared their 
 findings with school boards. Occasionally, they also delivered public lec-
tures in the evening on some aspect of education or on their particular 
field of study.6

If the inspectors reported favorably on the schools and the university 
 faculty accepted the inspection reports, schools earned a spot on the 
 university’s list of accredited schools. Students from such schools then had 
the right to enter the university without having to take the formal entrance 
examination. To maintain accredited status and privileges, schools submit-
ted to a periodic reexamination (generally every one–three years), and 
 students going to the university from these schools had to complete a full 
preparatory course of study (certified by the superintendent or principal), 
take final examinations, and receive their high school diplomas. Once 
admitted to the university, students from accredited schools had to con-
tinue to do strong work, since the university retained the right to expel all 
laggards; graduation from an accredited school mattered little if the new 
collegians consistently earned poor marks. Angell trusted that this pro-
gram would make it easier for students to enter the university by removing 
the obstacle of the examination, an often onerous experience that students 
had to suffer through during stifling summer months. However, students 
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from nonaccredited schools—especially students from out of state—could 
still enter the university if they passed the traditional examination.7

The benefits to high schools on the accredited list were significant. 
Because it provided a way for students to enter the university without the 
hassle of passing an entrance examination, the inspection program freed 
schools from spending time preparing students to take the exam and 
reviewing material that might be on it. Schools then could spend this time 
concentrating on the greater number of students who had no interest in 
going to college. The accredited schools also effectively gained the right 
and responsibility to select the students who would enroll in the university. 
Since the high school diploma, rather than an examination that tested 
student knowledge, opened the doors to the university for students from 
accredited schools, the high schools determined which students were strong 
enough to earn a diploma and a recommendation for advanced study. 
Ambitious students who hoped to attend college—and the middle-class 
parents who increasingly supported such education—sought out these 
accredited schools. Such schools thus could boast of university recogni-
tion, which was useful in attracting students and public support. Being 
recognized by the university was helpful, then, even for schools that rarely 
sent students to Ann Arbor. Consequently, the number of schools seeking 
a spot on the university’s accredited list quickly grew.

By the end of the first year, six schools were on the list and 50 students 
entered the university through this program, but eighty-two schools 
were approved in 1890 to send their students to the university without 
examination. That year, 164 students entered the university through the 
inspection program while 131 enrolled after taking the entrance examina-
tion. By the mid-1890s, the university inspected sixty–eighty schools 
annually and rejected an average of two–three per year. Only in appall-
ingly bad cases did the inspectors and the faculty refuse to accredit a school 
or decide to remove a school from the accredited list.8 As bad as Adams 
thought the Bay City school was he nonetheless recommended that the 
faculty reaccredit it.

The number of schools seeking a spot on the accredited roster kept the 
faculty inspectors busy. The decision to examine private schools and acad-
emies and to extend the inspection program in 1884 to non-Michigan 
schools only increased the demands placed on the faculty. The number of 
out-of-state schools seeking accredited status—including schools in New 
York, California, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota—quickly grew. The 
need for students was a constant challenge for the university, and students 
from other states, especially those from surrounding areas, represented 
new pools upon which to draw.9 When the university began to absorb the 
costs of sending out inspectors in 1891, rather than expecting the high 
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schools to bear these expenses, it may have further driven up requests for 
faculty visits.10 To deal with this rapid growth and the growing complexity 
of the program, the university hired Allen S. Whitney, a former school 
superintendent, in 1899 to be a full-time inspector, and it empowered uni-
versity alumni to handle much of the work of inspecting schools in cities 
far from Ann Arbor and Michigan. Although Whitney and his successors 
took on much of the inspection work, faculty continued to spend time 
away from Ann Arbor inspecting schools.11

What they found during their visits were schools that varied widely in 
quality. The inspector of the Detroit High School was suitably impressed: 
“The teachers whom I saw,” he wrote in 1883, “appear to be decidedly 
clearheaded and apt in teaching; and the pupils were uniformly attentive, 
interested, [and] possessed of clear comprehension of the subjects taught.”12 
Not all inspectors were as positive as this one. Those professors who visited 
smaller, rural schools often found less to favor. High schools first opened 
in northern cities in the 1820s, and major urban centers of trade, com-
merce, and industry such as Detroit often had superior secondary schools 
compared with fledgling rural high schools. These urban schools, with 
greater resources, did a better job of meeting university expectations.

While reviewing high schools, the inspectors focused intently on the 
teaching corps. They paid close attention to the training and qualifications 
of the teachers and noted whether a school’s teachers and administrators 
had ever attended the University of Michigan. They scrutinized the 
 teachers’ abilities to hold the attention of their classes, their mastery of 
their subjects, and their ability to maintain discipline and draw students 
into their courses. The inspection committee was pleased with the  “superior 
merit” of the instruction in the Detroit High School, especially that of a 
Miss Munger. She “seemed to have a thorough command of the subject 
though many of the questions propounded to the class were rather 
 ‘leading,’” the inspector wrote in the early 1880s. “Her method was to go 
through the exposition of the subject, solicit an answer at every point where 
an answer was obvious. The exercise was partly a lecture and partly a reci-
tation—but more especially the former; and as such was highly creditable 
to the teacher.”13 At the Big Rapids High School in central Michigan, the 
inspector singled out Miss Bartram, who was doing some “of the best if not 
the best work in U.S. Hist[ory] I have ever seen in High School work. 
Miss Bartram is a natural teacher. Next year [she] will probably have 
Algebra and Geometry and is sure to succeed.”14

Not all teachers received such praise. Adams, who was much less biting 
but no less direct than he was with the Bay City school, noted that the his-
tory teaching in the small Alpena High School in northern Michigan “was 
not so good. Indeed that of Miss Woodward was positively poor, and a 



Building the University of Michigan 43

change for the better should be made.”15 One Lansing High School teacher 
lacked adequate mastery of some of his subjects and he had no real “ability 
to present [those] subjects in a practical and useful way,” the inspector 
claimed. “His harsh and abrupt manner is at present a disadvantage to 
him.”16 It was not enough, however, for teachers to have command of the 
subject matter and a natural aptitude for teaching; they needed to possess 
a masterful ability to control a roomful of students and maintain discipline 
at all times. As John Dewey, who himself was not a particularly strong 
disciplinarian, put it in an 1892 inspection report, “Miss Root’s teaching 
[in the Corunna High School] would be good enough, but she has charge 
of a room and she is not up to the discipline and teaching at the same 
time.” Miss Root suffered the fatal flaw of letting her room get away from 
her.17 Hindered by these problems, these schools nonetheless earned places 
on the accredited list.

The Corunna High School’s lack of discipline did not prevent it 
from being accredited. Its poor reference library and limited laboratory 
 equipment also were not serious impediments to accreditation. Even the 
continual turnover of teachers and administrators was not serious enough 
to derail the school’s hopes for a spot on the accredited roster. The univer-
sity inspectors did point out one issue that had the potential to push the 
school from the list. Between 1888 and 1892, the high school enrolled 
fifty–sixty students but employed only two teachers, one of whom served 
as the superintendent. The inspectors repeatedly pushed the school to hire 
another teacher, which the school failed to do until the 1892–1893 school 
year. Dewey even met with school board members and made it clear that 
the school was “altogether too large for two teachers.”18 The frequent 
demands from the university for additional teachers had little effect on a 
school with an unstable staff that shifted from year to year, but each 
year the school continued to hold its place on the university’s roster of 
accredited schools.19

This focus on teachers and order was stronger than the focus on 
 students. The inspectors were more concerned with evaluating the teachers 
than they were with examining what the students actually learned in the 
classroom. They rarely tested students individually. The assumption 
seemed to be that students would learn if they were in classrooms with 
well-educated, high-quality teachers who knew their subjects and could 
control a potentially rowdy group of students. Frieze initially hoped that 
the inspectors would focus more carefully on the work of the students, and 
he envisioned classes preparing written answers to questions devised and 
evaluated by university professors.20 Angell, like many of his counterparts, 
supported the emphasis on teachers, and he argued that such a close focus 
on teaching ability was key to improving the school. Since Angell  essentially 
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was ceding enrollment decisions to the high schools with this program, he 
had to ensure that good teachers were preparing students for advanced 
work. The inspection committee “aims not so much to determine the 
attainments of individual scholars,” he claimed, “as to examine the meth-
ods of instruction practiced, to judge of the qualifications of the teachers, 
to observe what is the outfit of means of illustrating teaching, to ascertain 
how heartily the school is sustained by the public, and, in general, to judge 
of the organization of the school, the scope and worth of its work, and its 
probable prospects.” Where teachers were found wanting, he said in 1887, 
“the committee can in a friendly and confidential way call the attention of 
teachers to errors in method or manner, and suggest remedies.” In the case 
of a “hopelessly inefficient” teacher, Angell believed that the inspectors 
had “the very delicate duty of directing the attention of the board,” thereby 
suggesting that the board replace the teacher with a more qualified 
 applicant.21

In reality, the inspectors always had to balance the poor nature of a 
teacher against the possibility of finding a better one. In a state with a 
limited supply of teachers and a growing high school population, a school 
might easily end up with an even worse teacher.22 Often the instructors—
both the good ones and the poor ones—were graduates of the high schools 
where they were teaching, and, likely, there was no real desire within the 
school or the community to replace them. Only in extreme cases of 
poor teaching, then, did the inspectors publicly advocate the firing of a 
teacher.

By the 1880s, Angell had come to recognize that one of the most 
 efficient ways to ensure strong high schools and to encourage students to 
attend the university was to fill the state’s teaching posts with well-trained 
college graduates, preferably those with degrees from his university. He 
also understood that his institution needed to take on teacher preparation 
in a formal way. No longer content with sending out graduates trained 
solely in the disciplines, the university began offering courses, in the late 
nineteenth century, in pedagogy and the psychology of teaching.23

Until the time when the university could fill most teaching posts with 
its own graduates, it often put up with weak high school teachers, and the 
inspectors were reluctant to suggest dismissing a teacher. They also hesi-
tated in offering concrete suggestions for improvement, even though the 
president wanted the inspectors to do just that. The inspectors knew what 
they wanted from the teachers and could determine fairly quickly whether 
a teacher was successful, but they never enunciated the qualities that made 
strong teachers superb instructors. They could point out weaknesses, but 
they often were unwilling or unable to help teachers improve by suggesting 
new techniques or ideas. Many of the early inspectors had never been 
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trained in the science or art of teaching, and they may have been poor 
university teachers themselves. Dewey was the rare professor who studied 
education and made it part of his life’s work, but he was hardly a scintillating 
lecturer, for example. These professors knew whether teachers understood 
the fundamental principles of Latin or botany, and they could sense 
whether a classroom of normally boisterous students was learning any-
thing. When it came to offering suggestions to struggling teachers, many 
of these early inspectors had little authority or expertise in teaching, aside 
from their own classroom instruction and experience, to guide them. This 
expertise could take them only so far.

These interactions between the inspectors, who were predominantly 
white males, and the high school teachers, many of whom were white 
females, emphasized larger trends in the feminization of teaching and the 
professionalization of administration along masculine lines. In their pro-
fessional positions as administrators, men supervised a predominantly 
female teaching force and worked to ensure that what happened within the 
classroom adhered closely to what this growing group of professional 
 educators thought was essential. As historians have noted, professional 
educators—including university presidents and professors, as well as 
 college-trained high school administrators—joined forces in the late 
 nineteenth century to control education and the schools. They wanted to 
ensure that their ideas for education, informed by the best business prac-
tices and their own growing research and professional training, supplanted 
the ideas and control of lay boards, many of which served local expecta-
tions. The changing needs of society, these professional educators claimed, 
dictated the importance of a unified approach to education. The inspec-
tors that Angell sent into the schools fit within this trend toward the 
 professional control of education. As such, they represented another level 
of male authority over the work that increasingly female high school teach-
ers did. At the same time that it launched this inspection program, the 
University of Michigan also began admitting women to its campus. Pressed 
by the need for students, Michigan’s state university opened its doors to 
and filled its classrooms with female students. Women were coming to 
have a significant presence in education, both as students and as teachers, 
even as men, in particular through the university’s inspection program, 
sought to establish a firm grip over what went on in those classrooms and 
what teachers taught and did.24

The inspectors placed much of the emphasis for a good school on these 
male principals and superintendents, rather than on the female classroom 
teachers. The situation in Eaton Rapids, a town in southern Michigan, 
underscored the importance that the university placed on a strong admin-
istrator able to guide and direct a school. The ill-fated superintendent of 
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this school was struck by “an attack of brain fever,” which, nonetheless, did 
not stop the inspector from commenting that his tenure “has not been in 
all respects crowned with success.” His difficulty, in this his first appoint-
ment as a superintendent, lay in energizing his teachers to accept his vision 
for the school. “In some indefinable fashion, there seemed to be a lack of 
harmonious understanding between him and the pupils and the teachers, 
attributable doubtless in some measure to his sickness.” Nonetheless, the 
university accredited the school, believing that such approval would moti-
vate the school to do better. The following year, with a new superintendent 
at the helm, the school again earned university accreditation.25

The unfortunate situation in Eaton Rapids was the opposite of the effi-
cient, well-managed school in Lansing, where the excellent superintendent 
was “a growing man in this field” with “kindly feeling, enthusiasm, and 
devotion to his work.” He led his teachers, who were loyal to him, in 
 building a strong high school dedicated to the goal of preparing students 
well for the university and sending them up to higher study. The Eaton 
Rapids school, with its superintendent struck down by “brain fever,” could 
not compare to the Lansing administrator and his more professional 
 institution.26

As with their focus on teachers, Angell and his inspectors paid particu-
lar attention to the training and college education of school administra-
tors. It was not always the case that inspectors criticized administrators 
solely because they lacked a degree from the University of Michigan, but it 
was not unusual for the visiting professors to be more receptive to admin-
istrators they had trained. An interlocking directorate of sorts between 
Ann Arbor professors and local school leaders was in the making. The 
superintendent in Eaton Rapids possessed only a limited Normal school 
training, while the principal in Lansing at least had spent time studying in 
Ann Arbor. The professionalization of teaching and of those supervising 
and directing schools was a critical issue for the university’s inspectors, and 
Angell quickly realized that preparing graduates to take the helm of the 
state’s high schools and to teach in its classrooms would create stronger 
relations between the university and the schools. Having sympathetic 
graduates in positions of responsibility where they would guide teachers 
and students, encourage school boards to implement stronger courses of 
study, and point students in the direction of the university enhanced the 
stature of Angell’s institution and the preparation of entering students.

The University refined, altered, and expanded the inspection program 
over the course of the late nineteenth century, but it continued to insist on 
personal visits to the schools. These direct interactions with the schools 
were the crux of the program, and justified for Angell, Frieze, and others 
the heightened responsibility entrusted to the high schools. After all, the 
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university’s innovative program undermined the examination system and 
gave much of the authority for selecting Michigan’s undergraduates to the 
lower schools. Angell shifted the process of admitting students from one 
that tested student knowledge to one that relied on the high school diploma 
as a credential. In this new system, he trusted that the high schools would 
meet university expectations when selecting students for advanced study. 
Once he transferred admission from the university to the high schools, the 
inspection was the only way to test the quality of the schools and, thus, of 
the students. Not surprisingly, then, the plan aroused opposition.27

Charles W. Eliot, the long-serving president of Harvard, was the most 
visible opponent of the system. Since the inspection was the only “check” 
on the privilege granted the high schools to send students to the university 
without examination, Eliot attacked these regular visits as insufficient and 
“ineffective.”28 For Eliot, the inspection system did not warrant the trans-
fer of responsibility for admissions to the lower schools. The Michigan 
program, he asserted in 1878, was nothing more than “a lax, equivocal 
method of visiting schools.”29 Eliot cautioned that too many changes in a 
school and too many disruptions in the teaching staff occurred in schools 
for periodic inspections to be an effective and consistent barometer of a 
school’s standing. He further questioned whether any professor had the 
ability to adequately and competently examine and assess every aspect of a 
school’s character. It is clear, Eliot asserted, “that there is not a single mem-
ber of the Harvard Faculty who would feel himself competent, without a 
good deal of special preparation, to examine a well-organized secondary 
school in all its departments.”30 He doubted that one or two university 
professors trained in specialized disciplines possessed enough knowledge 
of secondary schools and their challenges or could spend a few hours in 
the schools and then competently pass judgment on them.31 Eliot also 
questioned Michigan’s objectivity in the inspections. He suspected that 
the university’s need for students undermined its impartiality and led it 
to accredit schools simply for the students that might come to the 
 university.32

The inspection program survived Eliot’s attacks, but his criticisms had 
not been without merit. The University of Michigan had no preparatory 
department and only a few high schools were capable of preparing students 
for entrance to the university. The need for students was a compelling fac-
tor in the emergence of Michigan’s inspection program, and indeed 
Michigan did liberally accredit schools.33 By doing so, it weakened one of 
its potentially most effective tools—university recognition—for directly 
improving the lower schools. Furthermore, the university hoped to bring 
students to Ann Arbor from more schools and to open up educational 
opportunities to students throughout the state. Most of its accredited 
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 students, however, entered the university from only a handful of strong, 
well-run schools.

The weaker schools on the accredited roster were balanced by exem-
plary schools that received university recognition from the beginning. The 
high schools in Ann Arbor, Detroit, Flint, Grand Rapids, Jackson, and 
Pontiac, for example, all enjoyed recognition as solid schools preparing 
students for the university, and were all on the university’s accredited list. 
These schools were in larger, urban areas with more resources than their 
rural counterparts enjoyed. The Ann Arbor high school acted essentially as 
a preparatory wing of the university, and students from throughout the 
state attended Ann Arbor in preparation for enrolling in the university. 
Between 1871 and 1880, over half of the students entering the university 
through the inspection program came from the Ann Arbor high school. 
Over 80 percent of all students entering the university through this 
 program came from these six schools.34 These schools earned a spot on the 
accredited roster for their rigorous preparatory courses, good teaching, 
excellent discipline, and strong libraries and scientific equipment, but they 
likely would have had these characteristics even in the absence of the 
 university inspection program. Before these schools even began inviting 
 professors to visit them, they had developed into model institutions, as far 
as the state was concerned. Rather than molding them as preparatory 
schools, the inspections only confirmed their exemplary status.35 The 
schools added to the accreditation list in later years never rivaled Ann 
Arbor or Pontiac or Grand Rapids in the number of students enrolling in 
the university, and most of the smaller schools on the list sent at most two 
or three students to the university; some years they failed to send any.36 
University professors spent a significant amount of time and effort visit-
ing and inspecting the state’s high schools when most of the students 
 entering through the inspection program came from only a handful of 
institutions.

Moreover, the overall level of scholarship of the diploma students—
those entering on the strength of their diplomas through the inspection 
program—was generally equal to that of the examination students. In 
1880, in one of the only studies to analyze the program’s effect on student 
achievement, the faculty compared the diploma and examination students 
by looking at the number of exams passed by both groups during the first 
year of college. They compiled these statistics for all students from the 
beginning of the program in 1871. They found that the diploma students 
passed slightly more exams than did the other students, although in some 
years the students admitted through entrance examinations did better or 
only slightly worse than the diploma students. The diploma students also 
were somewhat less likely to drop out of college than were the examination 
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students. The message was clear, however: the inspection program had not 
dramatically increased the level of scholarship of the diploma students in 
comparison to the examination students. The record may have been “in 
favor of the students admitted on diploma” but only marginally. The close 
relationship that the university had developed carefully over time, and 
with significant investment from university professors, had not markedly 
increased the quality of the lower schools or elevated the scholarship of the 
diploma students, as measured by exams in the first year, above that of the 
exam pupils.37

It also was not at all clear that this program brought more students into 
the university, although Angell at times certainly suggested that it did. To 
build a strong university, Angell needed public support for education and 
good high schools to prepare students well for higher education. As was 
the case with other ambitious universities throughout the country, 
Michigan needed more students willing to—not just prepared to—pass 
through its gates and take up advanced study. Since it had no preparatory 
department and the state lacked a tradition of private academies, the 
University of Michigan depended on students from the public high 
schools.38 Angell and a growing chorus of educators complained that 
these schools acted as if they were the end of education when they should 
have been encouraging students to enter the university. A report from the 
National Education Association (NEA) in 1882 concluded that “the high 
school is sometimes, perhaps often, conducted as if it were the last stage 
of the educational process.” Such a position, the committee complained, 
stopped students from considering the university. “From the course of 
study, from the general animus of the school, and perhaps from the direct 
influence of the teacher, the pupil receives the impression that there is 
nothing more to be learned.” As a result, the committee claimed, “his 
desire to secure a complete general education is checked or extinguished,” 
and the final stage of education “virtually ignored. The high school is 
made the terminus.”39

Angell’s grand plans for education in Michigan championed a new 
course of action where students regularly and routinely passed from the 
halls of the lower schools and through to the university’s quadrangles. 
Rather than sustaining a haphazard process where some students might 
decide to prepare for college, Angell envisioned a formalized progression 
where the transition from high school to college became a regular, institu-
tionalized part of a student’s education. By the program’s second decade, 
Angell claimed that the inspection visits indeed had encouraged more 
 students to consider university study. “To many a school-child, living at a 
distance from the university, the institution seems something remote, 
inaccessible. He hardly dares cherish the hope of ever reaching its walls,” 
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he said in 1887. “But the arrival in the school of a university teacher, the 
opportunity to confer with him, his friendly word of encouragement to 
those who aspire to a liberal education, determine not a few students of 
character and intelligence to reach the highest grade of scholarship in the 
school, and to push on to collegiate or university courses.” The growing 
ambition of these students to continue college study, Angell believed, then 
rippled throughout the school and encouraged even more students to 
attend the university. “The university is thus brought within sight of all the 
school children, and distinctly invites them all to come to its open gates.”40 
Angell unlocked the doors of his university, and he argued that the inspec-
tion program encouraged more students to enjoy unrivalled academic 
opportunities in Ann Arbor.

Superintendents of two prominent schools on the accredited list agreed 
that the program built interest in the university among students and led 
more to consider continuing their education in college. The head of the 
Peoria, Illinois, school lauded Michigan’s plan for landing “the graduates 
of the high school, not before the doors of the college, but within those 
doors.” The clear result, he claimed in 1890, was an increase in the number 
of students wanting to attend the university. Had other colleges embraced 
the program, he concluded, “then the college contingent found in each 
class in the high school would be much greater than now.”41 Years before, 
the superintendent in Pontiac, Michigan—a school that easily earned a 
place on the accredited list—made a similar argument. In his school, the 
visits by the university professors excited the students, which led to conver-
sations about the university and its courses. The result, J. C. Jones declared 
in 1875, was that the inspection program determined “many more on a 
college course than under the old system. This increased amount of talk is 
one of the greatest benefits to the school, for it brings the University within 
the pupil’s vision and constantly augments his desire to enter its walls.” 
Over the first few years that Pontiac had the privilege of sending students 
to the university without examination, the number of students studying 
Latin—a barometer for interest in college study—shot up appreciably 
from nine in 1872 to thirty in 1874, even though the number of students 
in the high school remained constant.42

Not only did it lead more to college, Jones believed, it built stronger 
public support for education generally, which accrued to the benefit of the 
university. In his school, the superintendent declared, “parents manifest 
more interest and greater pride in the school and its success” as a result of 
the program. “They get into closer sympathy with the school, come to 
understand the character of the work it is doing, and become much more 
earnest supporters of it.”43 A Michigan professor concluded in 1874 that 
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the inspection program was succeeding in this goal. “As a means of awak-
ening an interest in higher education on the part of the High Schools and 
the communities in which they are situated, the plan is doing all that its 
most sanguine friend anticipated.” He claimed that even the most  doubtful 
superintendents and principals had come to see the value of the program 
and “now testify that it works admirably in its influence upon their schools, 
and on the public sentiment with reference to liberal culture.”44 Since most 
of this public support and the students in the secondary schools came from 
the middle class, the university’s inspection program and its relationship to 
secondary education was cementing important bonds with the backbone 
of bourgeois society.

Pontiac’s connection with the university may have been furthering 
interest among an increasing number of students in the university, but in 
the inspection program’s initial year, only about one-fourth of the entering 
class came from the accredited schools. The numbers increased consider-
ably in later years. By 1873, nearly 50 percent of the students sought 
 admission based on their diplomas, while in the following year, 60 percent 
of the new students entered from the accredited schools. In the first ten 
years of the program, just under 50 percent of all students entering the 
university came through the diploma program.45 In this way, the innovation 
that Frieze developed and Angell championed did succeed in funneling 
students into the university.

Some university officials, however, questioned whether the program 
actually encouraged these students to enter the university. An 1883 com-
mittee of university faculty that included Charles Kendall Adams doubted 
the efficacy of the program in bringing more students to the university. 
“That it has increased the number of our students we see no reason for 
believing,” the committee concluded. This committee did think that 
expanding the system to students from out-of-state schools would expose 
these students to the superior advantages of a University of Michigan edu-
cation and would encourage more of them to travel to Ann Arbor for 
advanced study. Where students were unfamiliar with the university, the 
inspection program could be an advantage, the committee believed, but it 
doubted that the program dramatically had increased the number of 
Michigan students who would not have entered the university had they 
been required to take the traditional entrance examination.46 Michigan’s 
program made it easier for students to attend the university, which strength-
ened its connection to the lower schools, and it succeeded in encouraging 
some students to think about a college course of study, but it is not clear 
that the program brought more students into the university’s lecture halls 
than would have come anyway.47
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III

Even with a mixed record in raising standards and increasing enrollment, 
however, the program was crucial to Angell and his university, and he 
 supported it throughout his long tenure at Michigan. Angell hoped that 
the inspection program and the prize of university recognition would ele-
vate high school standards, but it turned out that the best way to boost the 
quality of the state’s high schools was by increasing the university’s entrance 
requirements. The inspection program proved to be an integral part of 
strengthening these requirements. By bringing the university into closer 
connection with the schools, the program helped the university determine 
what the schools could do, what the public expected from the schools, and 
how fast and to what extent the university could increase its requirements. 
Only a rudimentary educational system existed in Michigan when Angell 
first climbed the steps to his office in Ann Arbor in 1871, but the inspec-
tion program and higher entrance requirements were helping to solidify 
the university as the crown of the state’s system of schools.

Angell regularly consulted with the high schools before taking any steps 
that affected them, and the inspection program played a crucial role in the 
university’s attempts to figure out what the high schools were capable of 
doing. “The visit of the university committee to the school,” he wrote in 
1887, “is of service by guarding the university faculty against the peril of 
asking the school to do more than it can wisely undertake.” He recognized 
that professors had the tendency to expect the lower schools to meet the 
advances in entrance requirements “more rapidly than the schools can lift 
the range of their instruction.” When this happened, the gap between the 
two educational levels widened, and James McCosh’s staircase connecting 
the university to the lower schools became steeper and narrower. Angell 
diligently sought to avoid such a development.48

He also acknowledged a challenge that McCosh, Eliot, and presidents 
of other eastern universities did not have, at least to the extent that Angell 
was confronted with it. The University of Michigan, a public institution 
dependent on the goodwill of Michigan’s citizens, relied on another set of 
public institutions for students. Angell knew that the high schools, rooted 
in a tradition of local control, could not dramatically alter their mission 
overnight to become college preparatory institutions. Parents and commu-
nity members expected the high schools to prepare students in the modern 
subjects for middle-class positions. Although middle-class attitudes toward 
college preparatory work shifted favorably in the last years of the nine-
teenth century, especially as the colleges gradually focused more fully on 
the modern subjects this socioeconomic class valued, Angell had to move 
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slowly in his campaign to build a strong university on a high school foun-
dation. He refused to back down, however, from his desire to align courses 
of study and bring more students to the university fully prepared to take 
up advanced study.

Caught between the wishes of the public and the requirements of the 
university, high schools had to navigate carefully, which Angell under-
stood. “While the school teachers are always as desirous as the college 
teachers of elevating the grade of their work,” he claimed, “they often find 
that the tax-payers are not ready to support them in this effort.” Angell and 
other wise university presidents recognized this dilemma and turned an 
ear to public expectations, and here the inspections were advantageous. 
“The visit of the committee of the faculty to the school,” Angell asserted, 
“enables them to study the conditions under which the school has to work, 
to see exactly how fast and how far the school can go, and what limits the 
university must set to its demands on the school.” Only after securing 
“harmonious co-operation” with the schools, in large measure through the 
visits of the inspection program, could the university gradually alter its 
admission standards.49

Armed with knowledge from these inspection visits, the university, 
starting in the early 1870s, began to require the high schools to offer more 
courses and to prepare college-bound students in more subjects. These 
additions to the admission requirements, Angell stated, were “in accor-
dance with the general plan to raise the grade of our work as rapidly as the 
preparatory schools can raise theirs.” Often these changes reflected the 
“modern” courses that most of the high schools had been teaching. Angell 
was raising standards but he also was fitting the new admission  requirements 
to what the high schools were offering. As part of these early changes, the 
Latin-Scientific course replaced Greek with French and by 1872 required 
a full year of French. The following year, the Scientific course introduced 
“elements of Natural Philosophy, Botany, Geology and Zoology.”50 In 
 subsequent years, the university tweaked its admission requirements but 
held off making further significant changes until 1889. As science grew in 
popularity and contributed to innovations in American society, Angell and 
his faculty again asked the high schools to change their courses of study 
and prepare students more fully in science. Strengthening the scientific 
preparation of students entering the university was an important change in 
its admission requirements, and the change allowed the university to drop 
some of its teaching in the elementary sciences.51

Asking for better preparation in the sciences was crucial to Angell’s 
attempts to further the standing of his institution as a university. He 
wanted the high schools to focus more concretely on the principles of 
 scientific research and study. Often Angell wanted students to work more 
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with scientific apparatus in fully equipped laboratories where they could 
develop strong skills in observation and analysis, and in making judgments 
and drawing conclusions. The inspectors in their reports continually noted 
the poor state of laboratory facilities in many schools, and they recom-
mended time and again that the state’s high schools invest more money in 
building and equipping scientific laboratories. For an institution hoping to 
build a reputation for outstanding scholarship and research, bringing in 
students prepared for advanced work was essential. Moreover, such research 
skills were crucial in all subjects. Inspectors pushed schools to fill their 
libraries with outstanding reference books that students in history and in 
civics, as well as other subjects, could use as they completed their own 
research projects.

The university clearly benefited from changes in the scientific curricu-
lum, but Angell stressed that he took this step—one that he thought aided 
the high schools, as well—only after careful consultation with the lower 
schools. “We do not desire to make frequent changes in our requirements 
for admission,” he stated in 1889. “But these now announced have been 
under consideration for some years and have been made only after very full 
consultation with a large number of superintendents, principals and other 
teachers in our high schools.” Angell was careful never to appear to be 
dictating to the lower schools. “Our fixed purpose is to work in the most 
harmonious cooperation with our schools and never to make any demands 
of them which they cannot fairly meet.”52 Instead he emphasized his 
attempts to work with them in determining what they could do to meet 
the needs of the university and then thanked them for their willingness to 
meet the new requirements as part of the march toward progress.

Some of the high schools were willing to adjust to the university’s shift-
ing entrance requirements in science and other subjects. After the changes 
made in the early 1870s, the president of the school board in Detroit 
reported that the high school course needed revision and that the “whole 
question of the course of study ought to receive the prompt and careful 
consideration of the incoming board.”53 The high school in Houghton, 
with the approval of the school board, similarly altered its courses to meet 
the new requirements.54 In his annual report to the superintendent of 
 public instruction, the Owosso superintendent reported that his “college 
preparatory course has been extended so as to meet the advanced require-
ment for admission to the University.”55 At the Vicksburg Graded School, 
the school board worked to align the school’s courses with university 
requirements and requested that Angell send an inspection team to evalu-
ate the high school and accredit it. In the event that the university might 
find the school unacceptable—which it did not—the school board asked 
that the university recommend any necessary changes so that it could earn 
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a spot on the accredited list.56 Indeed, Angell worried that some smaller 
schools were being too zealous in their drive to elevate the standing of their 
schools in relation to the university. “So ambitious are the schools to 
enlarge their work, that the university has found it necessary in many cases 
to advise the schools in the smaller towns not to undertake so great a vari-
ety of work as they have planned, but to do thorough work of more limited 
range.”57 Some of Michigan’s schools were rising to the challenge set by 
Angell and his university.

These schools trumpeted their relations with the university in their 
annual circulars and announcements of courses of study. As they sought to 
increase attendance and even to bring in fee-paying students from other 
districts, many of the state’s high schools emphasized that their courses 
aligned completely with university expectations. Having a place on the 
university’s accredited list gave these schools further leverage in their 
attempts to recruit their own student bodies. The superintendent in Pontiac 
highlighted his school’s recently garnered status as a university-accredited 
school. “This connection of the High School with the University is most 
salutary in its effect upon the school increasing the interest in and a desire 
for a completer education,” he told his board. “The effectiveness of this 
High School will depend hereafter greatly upon this very relation.”58 The 
announcement of the Union School, a small but good school in Vassar, was 
typical: “The Courses of Study have been arranged with reference to the 
amount required to enter the University of Michigan,” it announced. 
“Students completing a course of study will be admitted to a correspond-
ing course in the State University, without examination.”59 The Vicksburg 
school, even though it had not yet received university recognition, pointed 
out that it had applied for accredited status and that its courses prepared 
students for corresponding university courses. “The courses of study have 
been so arranged that graduates may enter the English or the Scientific 
Course at the State University,” it proudly proclaimed, and “as soon 
as arrangements can be made, they will be admitted without farther 
examination.”60

Not all schools, however, willingly embraced the shifting demands 
made by the university. The public high schools in Ann Arbor, Detroit, 
and Grand Rapids that had long prepared students for the university had 
little choice but to adopt the new requirements, but these schools also were 
in a position to exert an influence on the university. Ann Arbor High, 
 acting in its role as a preparatory school to the university, challenged some 
of the new requirements, not because they were too high, but because they 
 conflicted with the courses they thought their students needed. As the 
inspection reports showed, it was not unusual for other schools to resist or 
challenge the university and its expectations. They neglected to hire 
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 teachers or to improve their offerings in certain subjects. For all the school 
boards and superintendents who supported the university, others frowned 
on the university and pushed their own ideas for the schools. On paper 
many of the courses of study in the state’s high schools aligned with the 
university’s expectations, but the inspectors sought to determine whether 
the courses as taught met university needs. They found problems through-
out the state in the quality and education of teachers, the way teachers 
taught and what they focused on in their courses. Efforts to raise standards 
through increased admission requirements and periodic inspections did 
not always translate into improvements in the classroom, even if the courses 
on paper changed in line with university courses. Thus, the inspections 
not only helped the university comprehend what the schools were doing 
and capable of doing, they also helped Angell and his faculty determine 
how well the schools were implementing the new requirements. By no 
means did they find uniformity throughout the state.

As Ann Arbor’s challenge to the university suggested, there existed a 
tension between the work of the high schools and the needs of the univer-
sity. A number of questions were at the crux of the matter: Were the high 
schools preparatory institutions that existed solely to feed students to the 
university, or did they have their own, independent function in preparing 
students to enter the workforce? Angell saw the high schools as preparing 
students for the university and for life, and he believed it was possible to do 
both with a strong academic curriculum. The high schools, conversely, 
valued their role in sending students out into society with some useful 
skills—whether that meant commercial courses in bookkeeping or a more 
complete preparation in the modern subjects of literature, history, and 
 science than they would get in a college preparatory course. For many 
students, this high school education would be the only preparation they 
would get. High schools were not unwilling to prepare students for college, 
but they had to find a way to balance this need with what they saw as the 
needs of the larger body of students not going to college. For many high 
school teachers and administrators, the high school was the people’s col-
lege, and existed to prepare students for life. The high schools did not want 
to offer their students only a college preparatory curriculum, unless that 
also was a strong foundation for life—and whether it was proved to be the 
subject of great debate. The Ann Arbor superintendent spoke for many 
high schools: “In developing character and fitting pupils for the actual 
duties of life,” he wrote in 1874, “preparatory studies are probably not so 
fruitful of immediate results as high school studies proper.”61

This conflict over the goals and purposes of the high schools was 
 palpable and not easily resolved. The high schools, caught between the 
demands of the university and those of the local communities to prepare 
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students for life, sought to balance these two expectations. These schools, 
aware of their connection to their communities and their reliance on local 
taxation for support, could not move radically beyond public needs and 
desires. Some high school administrators welcomed university inspections 
and recognition as a way to move recalcitrant boards and communities 
toward reform and change. Others understood that their communities had 
little interest in the university and reform. Angell was in no position to 
dictate to them, and they had no obligation to follow his lead. Michigan’s 
schools and its university never completely resolved this tension, and it 
remained a significant part of the larger debate over the role of the schools 
in society and in relation to the university. The inspection program brought 
the two educational levels closer together and gave them a foundation for 
addressing this tension, but it remained a sensitive issue as the high schools 
struggled with the university’s shifting entrance requirements.

IV

Throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century, Angell’s inspectors 
closely analyzed the courses that high schools offered, and they pointed 
out places where those courses did not meet university expectations. In 
school classrooms on a daily basis, the teaching may have been ineffective, 
but as long as a school offered classes that matched university expectations, 
that school likely earned accreditation. The point was to ensure that the 
schools understood their relationship to the university and organized their 
courses of study in response. A higher level of scholarship ideally would 
follow as the university increased its admission standards.

Whether the high schools were of high quality or not was secondary to 
the goal of creating and establishing the notion of high schools as prepara-
tory schools that led up to the state university in Ann Arbor. The inspec-
tion program worked to establish an image and a tradition of secondary 
schools as being just that: secondary to the higher institution known as the 
university. Not every school was going to send students to the university 
every year or even most years, but Angell wanted these schools to begin to 
see themselves as feeder schools to the university. The annual inspections 
by professors helped to establish this tradition and to develop in the  public’s 
mind and in the lower schools the dominance of the university. After all, 
university professors entered the high schools, evaluated them, and passed 
judgment on them. The teachers and administrators in the high schools 
were not going to the university, knocking on its doors, and suggesting 
ways in which the university could do a better job of completing the high 
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school course. Rather, the inspection program took note of the high schools 
and their work, and then used that knowledge as a basis for determining 
what the high schools still needed to do to prepare students for university 
courses. These inspections gave the university an edge in knowing what 
the high schools were doing and were capable of doing, and the university 
exploited this knowledge to raise its admission standards and to push the 
high schools to continually accept the elementary work that the university 
wanted to relinquish. The knowledge gained from these visits allowed 
Angell to ensure that the work of his university, no matter how rudimen-
tary it may have been at the beginning, was always somewhat in advance 
of the high schools. The University of Michigan was establishing itself at 
the top of an educational system and making higher education—not 
 secondary education—the terminus or final stage of education.

Angell’s actions, however, underscored a new and fundamental role for 
the high schools in selecting the students who would enter the University 
of Michigan. While their standing in the educational hierarchy was chal-
lenged by the inspection program, the high schools gained the authority 
for certifying students for advanced study. Students could still enter the 
university after passing a traditional entrance examination, but more and 
more of them used the high school diploma to unlock the doors guarding 
the university’s classrooms. The basis for admission was shifting from an 
examination where students exhibited their knowledge and mastery of 
subjects to a credential that signified that students had completed a pre-
scribed course of study. While ostensibly certifying that students had 
learned something, the high school diploma primarily indicated that 
 students had spent time in a classroom with teachers who were more or less 
capable and who had a credential of their own, preferably one from the 
University of Michigan.

In the years and decades to follow, other universities and colleges 
adopted Michigan’s model and helped spread the credential system 
throughout the nation, but the high schools did not merely acquiesce in 
accepting this model and the growing dominance of the universities and 
colleges. The Bay City school may have let the dust settle over everything, 
but other schools were active and energetic in establishing their own 
 priorities and programs, even though they never abandoned a role in pre-
paring students for college. In Michigan and elsewhere, the high schools 
had to balance the dual functions of educating students for college and for 
the needs of life. The following chapters consider the rapid expansion of 
Michigan’s model throughout the country and the reaction of the high 
schools to the growing authority of the nation’s colleges and universities 
and to the dual demands placed on them.



Chapter 3

Michigan Launches a Movement 
for Regional Accreditation

I

School administrators, university professors, and presidents used a number 
of metaphors to explain the lack of a clear educational hierarchy connecting 
elementary, secondary, and higher education. James McCosh at Princeton 
was partial to a staircase. Others hoped for a sturdy ladder to carry stu-
dents from one level up to the other. The superintendent in Oshkosh, 
Wisconsin, wanted a “suitable and well graded road” to connect “the homes 
of the nation by way of the kindergarten, rural and elementary schools 
with the high school, and in turn the high school would connect with the 
professional school, the college and the university.”1 A number of univer-
sity and college presidents throughout the country had been trying to 
grade that road. James B. Angell’s lead in Michigan became a rallying call 
for these university presidents as they quickly stepped behind Michigan’s 
innovative accreditation program. As they did so, they gave greater author-
ity to the secondary schools for certifying and credentialing students for 
higher education. Angell had started the transition from an admissions 
system based on exams to a credential, and the spread of the inspection 
program solidified this approach throughout the Midwest and other 
regions of the country.

By the mid-1890s, accreditation programs had become the predomi-
nant method for admitting students to college, although there were notable 
holdouts to this trend among the nation’s elite, private universities and 
 colleges. As Michigan’s model swept throughout the Midwest, university 
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professors and high school administrators across the region—at times 
banding together to promote necessary reforms—worked to improve the 
secondary schools and to align them with higher education. As more 
 universities embraced the program, they began to cooperate in accepting 
students from schools on the accredited lists of other universities. This 
cooperation led to a de facto standardization in entrance requirements, 
much to the benefit of secondary schools. These schools now found it 
 easier to prepare students for a number of different colleges, since most 
institutions of higher education in a region came to accept students from 
any accredited school without demanding separate standards.

The South tried to follow the lead set in the Midwest, but, struggling 
with poor educational conditions following the Civil War, universities and 
schools in the region offered only a rudimentary education. Nonetheless, 
they implemented accreditation programs to articulate the two levels. 
However, unlike the Midwest, they did not develop a consistent approach 
to enrolling students without an examination. Some universities insisted 
on inspections before accrediting schools, while others recognized schools 
and accepted students without relying on a personal visit. New England’s 
colleges also had begun accrediting schools without the important safe-
guard of an inspection that Michigan and other midwestern colleges 
demanded. Whether they required a faculty visit or not, these accreditation 
programs shared a key characteristic. They underscored the creation of a 
hierarchical system that put the colleges and universities at the top.

New England’s approach to accrediting schools often found itself in 
conflict with the exam system favored by some of the region’s elite colleges. 
It was in part because of this conflict over admitting students that New 
England formed the nation’s first regional association of secondary schools 
and colleges in 1885. This association—and similar organizations that 
developed in other regions—provided necessary leadership in building an 
educational system at a time when no central agency existed to coordinate 
educational policy. With professors, presidents, and school headmasters 
gathering together, the New England Association created the foundation 
for eliminating differences both in admission requirements and in how 
colleges admitted students, and thus fashioned greater harmony between 
the two educational levels in the region.

Throughout the country, accreditation programs and regional 
 associations started to build an educational system in the last decades of 
the  nineteenth century. Some of the barriers between the two levels were 
slipping away. This chapter explores the emergence of regional approaches 
to developing such a system of education. It begins by focusing on the 
spread of the Michigan model throughout the Midwest and far West and 
the growing standardization it provided in the years between 1870 and the 
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early 1890s. It then shifts to the South and that region’s tentative steps in 
developing a similar system of education through different types of accred-
itation programs. Finally, the chapter ends by examining New England’s 
response to Michigan’s innovation and the development of the nation’s 
first regional association of secondary schools and colleges.

II

What united the many different universities and colleges throughout the 
country as they embraced the accreditation program was the shared need 
to join higher education with the secondary schools in a time of changing 
social, economic, and political priorities. Angell’s innovative inspection 
and accreditation program in Michigan provided the model, one that some 
schools freely adapted to their particular needs. By 1896, according to the 
U.S. commissioner of education, 42 state universities and agricultural 
 colleges and around 150 other colleges had implemented some sort of 
accreditation program.2

Not surprisingly, many state universities in the Midwest readily 
embraced Michigan’s pioneering program for reasons that matched Angell’s 
goals and ambitions. Faced with the same context as Michigan—the dom-
inance of public high schools but their questionable ability to meet the 
standards set by university admission requirements—these universities 
accepted the promise held out to them by Michigan’s example. A system of 
inspections and accreditation had the potential, many believed, to elevate 
the standards of the lower schools, send more students to higher education, 
and allow the region’s universities to flourish as centers for advanced 
research and study. That goal certainly was the hope of the state universi-
ties in Wisconsin, Illinois, and Nebraska. The president of the University 
of Nebraska, as firm a supporter as Angell was, believed in the power of the 
inspection program to build an integrated state system of education. 
“Admission by certificate,” he declared in 1893, “brings all parts of the 
school system together in a helpful and stimulating way.”3 By 1895, his 
faculty had inspected and approved seventy-five high schools. Most of 
these schools, however, were not capable of preparing students fully for the 
academic courses of the university. Nebraska’s president was making prog-
ress but more needed to be done to bring his state’s schools together “in a 
helpful and stimulating way.”4

The University of Illinois also had made headway in inspecting and 
accrediting schools. By 1895, professors there had visited and approved 
120 schools; a few years later, over 200 schools were listed on its accredited 
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roster.5 One professor who visited and inspected these Illinois schools 
underscored the significance of the relationship that developed between 
university professors and high school administrators as a result of this 
 program. “School boards are often inclined to think that a school can get 
along another year,” Stratton Brooks stated in 1901, “even though neces-
sary improvements have been called to their attention by the superinten-
dent.” The university’s support for ambitious superintendents, however, 
reportedly could induce these local school boards to embrace necessary 
reforms, such as adding classrooms or building new schoolhouses, furnish-
ing libraries with numerous reference books, and supplying scientific 
 laboratories with the best apparatus.6

This emerging relationship highlighted the pivotal role that professional 
educators—university professors and presidents and those secondary school 
administrators who trained in colleges and universities—were coming to 
play in determining the direction of the nation’s secondary schools. One 
superintendent, for example, reported to his board that the university 
inspectors requested that the school purchase new scientific equipment. As 
a result, the board “immediately ordered the purchasing of $100 worth of 
apparatus and will soundly favor a like appropriation annually until we are 
fitted out for accredited work.”7 Another superintendent asked the univer-
sity inspector to write a letter encouraging the board to make crucial changes 
in the high school. “I believe [such a letter] might be instrumental in doing 
much good,” he said. “We have had a hard struggle here to secure four years 
in the high school, to obtain material with which to work, and to secure 
college graduates for teachers.” This superintendent hoped that joining 
forces with the university would propel the local board toward establishing 
a strong, rigorous four-year high school program. “A few words from you 
might stiffen up the backbone of some [of] our board members along this 
line.”8 Throughout Illinois and the region, university professors used the 
inspection program to build coalitions with reform-minded principals and 
superintendents and to push for improvements in the high schools.

Other states modified this inspection program to establish their own 
approach to implementing reform and to improving the secondary schools. 
Minnesota’s method of accrediting schools in the late nineteenth century 
was more complicated than Michigan’s process. The high schools in 
Minneapolis and St. Paul, in part because of their size and quality, auto-
matically earned the privilege of sending students to the university without 
examination. Other schools were at the mercy of a state high school board 
that consisted of the governor, state superintendent of public instruction, 
and president of the university. This board inspected high schools and 
provided the stronger schools with additional state aid and the privilege of 
sending students without examination to the university. Eventually, the 
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University of Minnesota agreed to inspect and evaluate all of the state’s 
high schools and to allow the accredited ones to send students to the uni-
versity without examination.9 Minnesota’s president lauded this approach 
to inspecting and accrediting high schools. “Our experience,” he said in 
1893, “has been decidedly in favor of the certificate [or accreditation] 
 system. We find that our freshmen are better prepared for their work, and 
with the worry of entrance examinations and conditions removed they do 
better work in the university.”10 Indiana followed Minnesota’s lead in 
developing a state board, which also included public citizens, to inspect 
and evaluate high schools.11 Charles W. Eliot, Harvard’s president, believed 
that such an “independent inspecting authority” was “greatly to be 
 preferred” to the Michigan model, since it prevented universities from 
accrediting schools simply to bring in more students.12

The University of Wisconsin had little interest in Eliot’s criticisms or 
Minnesota’s state board. Instead, in 1876 it followed Michigan’s lead and 
launched a program that was an almost exact replica of the model that 
Angell developed. Professors toured the state to evaluate schools and pass 
judgment on their quality, and the stronger high schools earned the right 
to send students to Madison without examination.13 There was a  significant 
difference, however. To ensure a steady supply of students, the University 
of Wisconsin and most other state universities in the region—with the 
exception of Michigan—opened their own preparatory departments.14 
These universities took students, prepared them in preparatory or sub-
freshman programs, and then sent them up into the advanced courses of 
the university proper. John Bascom, the university’s president, anticipated 
that the accreditation program would elevate the lower schools so that he 
could close his institution’s preparatory program.15

These preparatory departments in Wisconsin and elsewhere signifi-
cantly blurred the distinction between higher and secondary education, 
but they provided an essential route to college for many who otherwise 
would have had no chance of attending a university. In many states and 
regions the inadequate quantity and quality of high schools prevented 
 students from having access to a strong preparatory program in foreign 
languages, mathematics, science, and literature. Especially for students 
from rural areas with limited access to well-equipped high schools, college 
preparatory departments offered one of the few avenues for getting the 
preparation needed to enter college. Outside of Madison and Milwaukee, 
for example, most Wisconsin students lived in rural areas, and Bascom 
worried that these students “would experience serious difficulties in reaching 
the University, if we refused them preparatory instruction.”16 About half of 
Wisconsin’s students in the mid-1870s entered through this department 
rather than through the public high schools.17
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While this department provided secondary students an opportunity to 
prepare for college, it offended Wisconsin’s principals. They criticized the 
university for competing with the public high schools through this sub-
freshman program. They saw secondary education as the proper work of 
their institutions, not of the university, and they urged the university’s 
Board of Regents to abolish the preparatory program. “We feel that the 
graded schools of the state are justly entitled to protection at the hands of 
the Regents of the University, from being obliged to compete with its 
 preparatory work,” they declared in 1878.18 As long as the university 
 maintained what was, in effect, its own high school, the rest of the state’s 
secondary schools suffered from the flow of students to Madison, these 
principals argued.19 Bascom sympathized with the state’s principals. He 
too wanted to end preparatory work and shift resources to advanced 
courses. Until he could do so, his university would not emerge as a research 
university, but Bascom maintained that few high schools in the state were 
yet able to prepare students adequately for any course in the university 
except the scientific course—a course that required fewer years of foreign 
language and classical studies and, thus, for many was less prestigious.20 
He did not “quite trust the assertion that the [preparatory] work will be 
done at once by the high schools if it is thrown upon them. We fear that 
there would be a fatal break in it, and one from which it might take years 
to recover.”21 The time had not come when Bascom could shift resources 
from the preparatory work to the academic departments, but he hoped the 
inspection program would help to bring that day about quickly.

Since the preparatory program had negatively affected interactions 
between the university and the high schools, Bascom needed to repair 
those relations. He used the inspection program, much as Angell had been 
doing in Michigan, to understand what the high schools were capable of 
accomplishing and what the public would support. He then relied on this 
knowledge in raising his entrance requirements. By slowly increasing 
 standards in line with what the secondary schools could do and gradually 
encouraging them to do more, he reached a point in 1880 when he thought 
he safely could close the preparatory department, although he maintained 
a sub-freshman course in Greek for those students from schools without 
classical courses.22 Charles Kendall Adams, who became president in 1892, 
understood the dynamic relationship between entrance standards and the 
accreditation program. It “tends to adapt the requirements of the univer-
sity and colleges more perfectly to the possibilities of the high schools,” he 
believed.23 The inspection program gave Bascom and his successors an 
opportunity to work with the high schools and elevate standards, and, 
as the lower schools improved, to shift resources from the preparatory 
 department to the advanced work of the university.
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As reticent as Bascom had been in ending the university’s preparatory 
work, he found that enrollment numbers remained relatively steady once 
the department closed and more schools gained university recognition.24 
By 1886, after the inspection and accreditation program had been in 
 operation for ten years, the president concluded that the university “is con-
stantly increasing its hold upon the high schools, and has now a large and 
influential list of accredited schools, which are shaping their courses of 
instruction in reference to it.” Students in the university, he said, “are now 
all fitted, with the exception of a very small Greek class, in the schools of 
the state.”25 The university had made steady progress through the inspec-
tion program in using the public schools to replace the students who had 
been in the preparatory department, and, in the process, it molded the 
four-year high school as the primary route students took to get to college. 
In 1878, only three high schools (all in the state’s larger towns) and one 
academy earned the right to send students to the university without exam-
ination, but the number of schools on the accredited list steadily increased 
over the years. In 1884, twenty-six schools appeared on the list (including 
one academy in Chicago). Three years later, the roster recorded sixty-two 
secondary schools.26 By 1900, 80 percent of the state’s one hundred and 
fifty high schools were on the university’s accredited list, and most stu-
dents entered the university without examination from approved high 
schools.27 Some schools, in particular, worked hard to earn the university’s 
recognition. The high school in Bloomington, Wisconsin, for example, 
had hoped for some time to gain a spot on the university’s accredited  roster. 
When Albert W. Tressler, the university’s principal inspector, finally gave 
the school a place on the coveted list, the students in Bloomington erupted 
in joy. According to one account in the early 1900s, the students “paraded 
the streets carrying appropriate banners and scrimmaging to their entire 
satisfaction.”28 Bascom and Adams, through the accreditation program, 
had helped bring about this pronounced shift from the 1870s when most 
students entered the university through its preparatory department and 
when most high schools complained about university competition.29

To the south of Wisconsin, the University of Chicago, building from 
the ground up thanks to Rockefeller money and opening in 1892, took 
similar steps to create a vibrant system of articulated schools. William 
Rainey Harper, the university’s first president, outlined a bold vision for 
education that included close relationships with private academies and 
public high schools. His program of “affiliated schools” placed a number 
of private schools under the educational control of the president and his 
Board of Trustees and essentially made them departments of the univer-
sity. Harper and his faculty played a role in these schools by helping to 
appoint new teachers, who, along with their colleagues, then acted as 
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examiners for the university, wrote examination papers, and administered 
the tests. Students who passed the exams entered the university without 
having to take additional examinations. Harper even hoped to create a 
junior college program where smaller colleges would affiliate with the 
University of Chicago and offer the first two years of the collegiate course. 
Students from these affiliated junior colleges would then matriculate into 
the higher classes of the university. Not surprisingly, most schools and 
small colleges were unwilling to give up such control and few acceded to 
Harper’s ambitious but complicated plan. By 1898, only eleven secondary 
schools—including the Harvard School, the Princeton-Yale School, and 
the South Side Academy—and four colleges were affiliated with the uni-
versity. At the time of Harper’s death in 1906, the university had disbanded 
the affiliated schools program.30

Public high schools and those private schools that refused to affiliate 
had the opportunity to apply for “cooperating” status with the university. 
Under this scheme, the university essentially accredited specific teachers 
and made them deputy examiners for the university. These deputy exam-
iners created their own entrance examination papers for their subjects, sub-
mitted them to the university for approval, and then administered them to 
their students. If students passed these exams, they could bypass the 
 corresponding entrance tests administered by the university. This cumber-
some approach to examining and accrediting teachers did not last long, 
and the university, reverting to the model prevalent throughout much of 
the Midwest, began to inspect schools and admit students without exami-
nation from accredited schools.31 Fifty-four public high schools entered 
into this cooperative relationship with the university by 1898, including 
schools in Colorado, California, Ohio, and Kentucky, as well as in Illinois, 
Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota. Fourteen of these schools were 
public high schools in Chicago.32

To encourage these schools to further develop their courses in line with 
the university’s needs, Harper devised a number of additional programs 
and initiatives. He offered scholarships to students from the cooperating 
public schools as well as from the affiliating private institutions. He often 
invited those schools that affiliated or cooperated with the university to 
march in official academic processionals at the university in positions 
directly behind the university faculty. Harper also brought principals, 
other administrators, and teachers to campus to meet with university pro-
fessors and officers. In these semi-annual meetings, “noted educators” gave 
lectures and discussed pressing educational issues, while teachers and 
 professors met in departmental conferences to discuss issues specific to 
teaching English, science, history, and other subjects. As the director of the 
university’s department of affiliations stressed, these conferences helped to 
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bring the high schools and university into “closer personal touch and 
 sympathy through a joint consideration of the problems of the work in 
which all are alike engaged.”33

Finally, to solidify the university’s influence on the secondary schools, 
Harper offered free or partial tuition to teachers from the affiliating and 
cooperating schools if they entered the university’s new teacher’s college. 
Although not solely for teachers, this college, which opened during the 
1898–1899 academic year, catered to the city’s school teachers by holding 
classes in central locations and after regular school hours. John Dewey, 
after he moved from the University of Michigan, and a number of other 
professors taught courses in philosophy, history, English literature, and 
classical languages. They also offered a few courses in pedagogy, but 
Harper wanted his new college to prepare teachers to earn the university’s 
regular degrees. “The College for Teachers is not a normal school, but an 
arrangement of instruction intended to give those teachers who have not 
had a full college training the benefit of such training,” he stated when 
announcing the new college.34 For him, the real means of strengthening 
the area’s teaching force and, thus, the students entering his university was 
not to offer training in teaching methods but to offer rigorous, demanding 
university courses in the academic disciplines. Armed with this know ledge, 
local teachers not only would be on their way to earning a bachelor’s degree 
but also would have a strong foundation for teaching history,  science, 
and other courses in their own schools. Such liberally educated teachers, 
Harper believed, would be filled with the spirit of a college education and 
thus encourage their students to pursue advanced education. By 1900, 
nearly five hundred students attended classes in the university’s  college for 
teachers.35

While not as far-reaching or ambitious in its plans, the University of 
California similarly championed a hierarchical educational system with it 
perched at the top. Although it did not implement its accreditation pro-
gram until 1884, it developed by some accounts the most rigorous and 
efficient inspection program among the nation’s universities.36 California 
took the Michigan model and built in more safeguards to ensure that the 
inspections highlighted the strengths and weaknesses of the accredited 
schools. California dispatched professors in each of the core subjects—
English, mathematics, history, classics, and science—to examine schools, 
while other universities settled for sending one or two professors to evalu-
ate all of a school’s offerings. “Our system of accrediting seems to us more 
thorough, more effective, more sure of good results than any other which 
has been adopted in our American colleges,” the university’s president 
declared in 1893. “We are not satisfied with a general impression gained by 
one or two professors in a brief visit to the school.” California also required 
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the high schools to send “specimen papers showing the style of [their] 
work,” and it evaluated secondary schools based on how well their gradu-
ates did in college.37 The state’s high schools moved slowly in embracing 
this comprehensive accreditation process. Four years after launching the 
program, the university listed only six schools on its accredited roster. In 
1892, the list contained thirty-one schools, but by 1901, it included over 
one  hundred schools.38

By sending out specialists in each subject area, California ensured that 
its examinations of schools were searching and thorough. Wisconsin, 
Michigan, and most other universities did not send specialists for each 
subject area, and they did not require that the professors they did send 
confine their investigations solely to their particular specialties. As a result, 
the inspections often were somewhat limited in scope. Harvard’s Eliot was 
highly critical of this approach.39 As long as one or, at most, two specialists 
represented the entire university and inspected courses ranging from Latin 
to history to natural science, the program remained somewhat cursory, he 
argued. His analysis was correct. For example, Frederick Jackson Turner, 
one of the most famous historians at the turn of the twentieth century and 
a professor at the University of Wisconsin who often visited the state’s 
schools, concentrated most heavily on a school’s courses in history.40 He 
had little expertise in other subjects, even though he was responsible for 
evaluating a school’s entire course of study.

Still, this limited approach may have been of benefit to the schools. 
Rather than having to contend with a number of recommendations spread 
across all of their subject offerings, schools in Wisconsin and Michigan 
dealt with a distinct set of expectations in one or two subjects. Thus, they 
earned accreditation for the entire course of study without being subjected 
to the searching examinations that California required. This approach 
may not have provided opportunities for the schools to improve their 
courses of study based on the recommendations of specialists, but it did 
give them some freedom and flexibility in designing their courses of study 
independent of the university, while also receiving university recognition. 
Eliot was right: the inspections tended to be cursory, but their superficial 
nature benefited the secondary schools.

Schools from Michigan to California also profited from the spectacular 
growth of the inspection system. As more and more schools applied for 
inspection and accreditation, the process of sending out professors became 
onerous and demanding. As a result, many universities and colleges began 
to accept schools on the accredited lists of other universities without 
 requiring their own, independent investigations. Minnesota, for example, 
admitted students, without examination, from accredited schools in other 
states. Thus, a student from Bay City, on Michigan’s accredited list, could 
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enter the University of Minnesota without examination, even though 
Minnesota’s inspectors never visited Bay City.41 This reciprocal arrange-
ment was increasingly popular among universities and colleges, and it 
helped to ease the transition from high school to college for many students 
who wanted to attend public or private universities in other states and 
regions. Northwestern University in Illinois, for example, accepted students 
from schools on the accredited lists in Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, 
Kansas, Iowa, Indiana, and California.42 Michigan and Wisconsin also 
accepted students from schools on the accredited rosters of other state 
 universities. As more schools adopted this arrangement, students applying 
to attend colleges in other states and regions no longer had to prepare 
 differently to meet the diverse requirements of various universities and 
 colleges, and secondary schools no longer had to expect regular visits from 
more than one university. By making it easier for students to enroll in col-
leges and universities across state lines without having to meet different 
requirements, this new arrangement gave schools greater flexibility, and it 
helped to relieve classroom teachers of the struggle to ensure that their 
students had read, for example, all of the different Latin and English texts 
required by various universities.

Similarly, in a state where the public universities had adopted the 
inspection and accreditation program, it was often the case that the other 
colleges and universities in that state accepted students from schools on the 
accredited list of the state university. Thus, Lawrence University in 
Wisconsin admitted most students without examination from schools on 
the approved list of the University of Wisconsin. Likewise, Olivet College 
and Albion College in Michigan accepted students from schools accredited 
by Angell’s university.43 The state universities, as Angell had hoped, were 
becoming the head of a state’s educational structure, to the benefit of 
 college-bound students throughout the region. Even though the spread of 
the accreditation system and the acceptance of another school’s certificates 
did not prevent universities from publishing different admission require-
ments, this arrangement did reduce the pressure and stress on the lower 
schools to meet a number of diverse and confusing entrance standards. In 
essence, because schools no longer had to pay as much attention to the 
various requirements of a number of universities and colleges, a de facto 
uniformity began to exist in regions where a number of universities and 
colleges accepted students from schools on another university’s accredited 
list. As long as potential collegians had attended a school that met the 
requirements of an accrediting university, they likely were able to enroll in 
any college in the region without having to pass an exam or meet institution-
specific requirements. The road to college was becoming smoother and 
better graded.
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III

Southern universities understood how challenging it was to elevate the 
 secondary schools and align them with higher education. These universities 
were in no position to adopt Harper’s ambitious approach to articulating 
the schools or even to consider the system of education that Angell wanted 
for Michigan. Devastated by the Civil War, the South struggled through-
out the late nineteenth century to build a system of secondary schools for 
white students, and, in the midst of Jim Crow laws and hostility toward 
African Americans, white Southerners often had no interest in supporting 
and usually opposed black education. A suitable tax base to adequately 
sustain public schools did not exist in much of the South, and where it did, 
few citizens had the desire to propose taxation for public schools, white or 
black.44 Edward Joynes of South Carolina College put it succinctly. “Our 
Southern States are almost wholly without secondary schools.”45 Colleges 
and universities in the region, consequently, opened preparatory depart-
ments, and few of these “colleges” enrolled students in advanced courses. 
The dividing line between higher and secondary education was the most 
indefinite of any region in the country.46 Defining the boundaries between 
the two educational levels was a pressing concern but it was less important 
than establishing public support for education, building more public 
schools, and enrolling students in higher education. Even in the Midwest 
and West, the need for students pressed on the universities, but this demand 
was particularly challenging in the South.

The educational situation improved in the last decades of the  nineteenth 
century, and the South’s white universities and colleges started to adopt 
accreditation programs in the 1890s as a way to work with the lower schools 
and enroll students. Not all southern universities and colleges, however, 
embraced the accreditation program as Angell and his counterparts in the 
Midwest had developed it. Although some institutions in the South relied 
on inspections as a means of accrediting schools, others simply enrolled 
students when they came with a recommendation from their principals 
certifying their ability to continue their studies. This “certificate system,” 
as opposed to the inspection program, did not send professors into the 
secondary schools before accrediting them. In their quest for students, not 
all colleges in the South were rigorous in their demands or expectations.

Tulane University in New Orleans in the early 1890s began to admit 
students on certificate and without examination from any school that 
adopted the university’s recommended courses of study, employed compe-
tent teachers, and examined students thoroughly. Tulane granted such a 
privilege to a school only after one or more students from that school had 
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successfully passed the traditional entrance examination. Finding schools 
that aligned with university courses was not easy, and by 1895, Tulane 
listed only six schools on its accredited roster.47 By 1902, the list had 
expanded to only fourteen affiliated schools.48 The University of Alabama 
had even fewer standards for approving schools and by the early 1900s had 
accredited twenty-eight schools to send students to the university without 
examination.49 Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore imposed some 
higher requirements and accepted students on certificate only in certain 
subjects. Students wishing to enter this university still had to pass exams in 
a number of subjects, including trigonometry and Latin and Greek prose 
composition. They also had to sit for exams in some aspects of French, 
German, English, and science. Certificates to Johns Hopkins did not free 
potential students from much of the burden of preparing for and taking 
entrance examinations.50

The University of Mississippi also admitted students without any 
 further examination, but it did so only after university professors had 
 visited and inspected the secondary schools. In 1895, just a few years after 
launching this program, the university accredited fifteen schools; a decade 
later it listed sixty-eight affiliated schools.51 Before turning to this program 
as a way to admit students, however, the university in 1874 had opened its 
own high school to teach preparatory courses. Mississippi’s actions in oper-
ating such a high school and focusing on preparatory work were not 
unusual. Throughout the South, colleges and universities in their need for 
students developed preparatory departments or enrolled students directly 
in their institutions without strong secondary preparation. With most of 
their students in preparatory classes, these institutions were colleges in 
name only. The teachers in the South’s academies and public high schools 
maintained, as many had in Wisconsin, that these actions interfered with 
their work and hindered their full development as strong secondary schools. 
“All that we ask,” according to R. Bingham, principal of the Bingham 
School in North Carolina, “is a fair field and no favor. Raise the standard 
for admission into the colleges as at the North; or for exit as at the University 
of Virginia; or for entrance and exit; exclude children and mere boys by 
limit of age—say sixteen or seventeen; and there will be preparatory schools 
enough to do all the work without any endowment but brains.”52

The colleges slowly came to understand that their preparatory work 
negatively influenced educational development in the region. As one 
 professor at Washington and Lee University put it, “When the colleges 
take these boys who ought to be in school a year or two longer, they are 
killing the educational goose that lays the golden eggs from which college 
students are hatched.” He counseled colleges to simply shut down their 
preparatory programs, even if that action temporarily reduced their 
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 enrollment numbers. “Experience has shown that the way to cut off 
 preparatory classes is—to cut them off,” he insisted in 1900, “and have the 
nerve to withstand the outcries of alumni and friends who exclaim against 
such a policy because it reduces numbers.”53 Only in this way, he implied, 
would the South be able to strengthen its lower schools and, as a result, its 
universities.

Mississippi, in particular, recognized that it would have to abandon its 
preparatory work completely if it wanted the state’s high schools to improve 
and provide a foundation for advanced university work. By 1883, accord-
ing to the former chancellor, “the board of trustees, deferring to that 
 objection and considering the further fact (more weighty by far) that the 
academies of the State had begun to recover from the ruinous effects of the 
late war and to do much more thorough educational work than had been 
done before, abolished the school.”54 Although the university closed its 
high school, it apparently kept open a preparatory department that pro-
vided some secondary courses for students who could not meet the require-
ments for admission into the university. By 1892, it abandoned even this 
work. Its inspection and accreditation program, launched that same year, 
was central to its efforts to focus on collegiate, as opposed, to secondary 
work. Paul Saunders, a professor at the University of Mississippi, under-
scored the value of this accreditation program. He revealed that many of 
the state’s superintendents readily were meeting the university’s require-
ments so that the affiliated list in 1897 included forty schools that “were 
giving courses in at least three topics of sufficient advancement to prepare 
for the freshman class of the university.”55

The University of Tennessee similarly inspected schools and admitted 
students without examination. However, it did not absolutely require that 
schools submit to an inspection. Professors there had the option of evaluat-
ing a school through correspondence with local officials. Whether requiring 
an inspection or not, the university’s accreditation program—which had 
approved thirty-five schools by 1902—made a difference in the educa-
tional system of the state, the university’s dean believed. Admitting 
 students through such a program, he claimed, was “a better test of the 
candidate’s qualifications.” Many supporters of the program in other states 
concurred with the dean that “a worthy teacher who has had [a student] in 
hand two or three years is a safer guide in this matter than the results of an 
examination. He knows not only what the boy has done, but his capacity, 
tastes, and habits, and therefore what he probably will do.”56 The results of 
the program did not undermine the dean’s conclusions. The accreditation 
program, he wrote, “has given us as a rule better prepared students.” Not 
only did it provide stronger scholars, he argued, but it also brought the 
high schools more into line with the university.57 An official from the 
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University School in Nashville agreed with the university’s dean. “The 
 certificate system is a powerful tonic to schools,” he claimed. “Those that 
have the privilege of entering their graduates without examination strive to 
retain it. Those that have not this privilege strive to win it. The lack of the 
privilege is a badge of inferiority that schools do not like to wear.”58

Hoping for the same results, the University of Arkansas required school 
inspections before granting the privilege of sending students without 
examination. Unlike the trend among many universities in the North, 
however, this university, along with other southern universities, often 
admitted students who had not completed the full high school course of 
study and graduated. The University of Arkansas excused these students 
from taking entrance examinations in all of the subjects they had studied 
in an accredited high school if they had a certificate from their principals.59 
The University of Tennessee dissented from this approach. Officials there 
hoped that the inspection program would keep students in school longer 
by removing the obstacle of an entrance examination. “The desire to win a 
certificate” and not have to study for the entrance examination, argued an 
educator in Nashville’s University School, “will sometimes cause a boy to 
remain at school until he is well prepared, when he would otherwise try to 
enter college, although burdened with conditions.”60 The universities often 
complained that high school students lacked the necessary preparation 
when they entered college. For some universities, the accreditation pro-
gram sought to ensure that students remained in high school for four years 
and gained a thorough grounding in preparatory subjects. Thus, gradua-
tion from a secondary school became a key prerequisite for entering some 
southern white colleges.

The educational situation was even more precarious for black students 
and their schools. Since white Southerners refused to integrate black 
 students into white schools, the region maintained a segregated system of 
education. This dual system—growing out of white racism and hostility 
toward the former slaves—only heightened racial divisions in the former 
Confederacy. What efforts whites expended on education—and for many 
years, these efforts were minimal—focused on white students. “There is 
no nobler race than the real Anglo-Saxon of the South, no race capable of 
higher cultivation and greater achievements,” maintained R. W. Jones, a 
University of Mississippi professor. Expending valuable resources on black 
education hindered efforts to elevate the white race and angered Jones and 
other white Southerners. “It is true that we labor under many disadvan-
tages,” he wrote in 1900. “We have to educate two races side by side in 
separate schools; the white race of the South has to carry well nigh the 
whole of this double ‘burden.’”61 He was wrong—southern whites usually 
siphoned money from African American schools to strengthen white 
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schools—but his complaints constituted good propaganda, established an 
excuse for the poor state of white schools, and fanned the flames of hostility 
toward African Americans.62 Only grudgingly, then, did southern whites 
even allow African Americans to develop schools and colleges.

With white southern hostility and few opportunities for formal educa-
tion available before the Civil War, the black community in the South 
struggled to construct a strong common school and college system in the 
late nineteenth century. By 1900 only 36 percent of African American 
children between five and fourteen years of age attended school. The situ-
ation was even worse in the secondary schools. In 1890, only 0.39 percent 
of African Americans of high school age enrolled in secondary school, 
 rising to only 2.8 percent by 1910.63 Northern philanthropic agencies—
including the American Missionary Association—and the Freedmen’s 
Bureau during Reconstruction offered some support in building schools 
and colleges in an effort to get more black children into school, as did 
considerable efforts at self-help. But, in the absence of a strong tradition of 
common schools, the region’s black colleges—like many of the South’s 
white colleges—had to focus primarily on secondary and elementary 
instruction. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, most 
black students who attended a college or university were in preparatory 
courses. This situation was true of some of their northern white counter-
parts, of course, but, like most white universities in the South, black 
 institutions for higher education often were colleges in name only.64

Leland University in New Orleans, for example, initially had to provide 
elementary and secondary education when it opened its doors in 1870. 
Founded with northern philanthropic support, this university, although its 
charter did not discriminate by race, primarily enrolled black students. As 
the college grew in stature and passed from being a preparatory school to a 
college with advanced courses, it developed an accreditation and affiliation 
scheme in the early 1890s that resembled Harper’s plan in Chicago. Leland 
professors crafted the course of study for the university’s affiliated high 
schools and were instrumental in appointing teachers to the lower schools. 
The university even paid the salaries of the teachers in the secondary 
schools, thus binding the university and the affiliated schools in both edu-
cational philosophy and financial matters. Graduates from the affiliated 
schools automatically entered Leland University.65 Howard University in 
Washington, D.C. similarly reached out to the secondary schools, although 
it did not embrace such an ambitious scheme. It began to work with the 
city’s secondary schools through its own accreditation program, and by 
1895 admitted graduates of the city’s high schools without examination.66

Two decades after the North first developed these programs, some 
white and black colleges and universities in the South slowly began to 
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implement their own accreditation programs. Not all adhered to an 
 inspection component, and some colleges—desperate for students— simply 
admitted pupils from any school based on a principal’s certificate. 
Educational standards in the South remained low in comparison to col-
leges and secondary schools in other regions. Accreditation programs, 
however, were beginning to provide a way to improve these schools, to 
define the work of each educational level, and to align higher and second-
ary education in a system of schools. Importantly, southern colleges helped 
to establish the four-year high school course as the standard requirement 
for admission to college. Not until after 1910, however, did white colleges 
and universities in the South band together to develop a widespread system 
of accreditation that matched the spread of the program in the Midwest 
and New England. It was not until the 1930s that black colleges and 
 secondary schools implemented a parallel program to inspect and accredit 
schools.67

IV

The South struggled to build a system of education, but New England’s 
prestigious colleges and universities, conversely, had the advantage of 
 relying on Exeter, Phillips Andover, Boston Latin, and a handful of other 
superior schools and academies. Harvard, founded in 1636, had well- 
established traditions and relationships with preparatory schools. In con-
trast, public universities such as the University of Wisconsin, founded in 
1848, and most universities in the South lacked such hallowed histories. 
Universities in these regions were growing and creating systems of educa-
tion in very different contexts. The smaller colleges in New England, 
 however, understood the challenges that Wisconsin and Mississippi faced. 
They, too, needed students, and lacking the relationships with preparatory 
schools that their stronger counterparts possessed, had to find ways to 
attract students to their campuses. While Harvard and Yale adamantly 
refused to relinquish their entrance examinations and, thus, control over 
who entered their ivied halls, Brown, Wesleyan, and Amherst, along with 
many of the region’s other colleges, embraced a different model for admit-
ting students and for strengthening the connection between the secondary 
and higher levels. They followed Michigan’s lead in accrediting schools 
and admitting students on the basis of a secondary school credential, but 
they did so with a crucial variation.

Those New England colleges that supported an accreditation program 
instead of the examination system almost always did so without insisting 
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on faculty inspections. As was generally true in the South, these colleges 
usually admitted students solely on the certificate or recommendation of a 
high school principal. There were few safeguards to ensure that the accred-
ited secondary schools were of a high quality and were capable of sending 
well-educated students on for higher study. The colleges might examine a 
school’s course of study to ensure that it aligned with their own courses, 
but few colleges undertook even this rudimentary analysis—a review that 
took place in college offices rather than in high school classrooms. Some 
New England colleges did impose one safeguard on the accreditation 
 process. They evaluated secondary schools based on the performance of 
students from those schools in the first year of college. Schools that regu-
larly sent well-prepared students who succeeded in college remained on the 
list of secondary schools that could send students without examination. 
Brown’s president claimed that his institution received certificates “from 
such schools only as our own experience, or other trustworthy information 
assures us are accustomed to do thorough work.”68 The president of 
Williams College, however, made it clear that expelling a student or 
 dropping a school was generally unwise. Only in extreme cases, he pointed 
out, would the right to send students on certificate “be withdrawn as it has 
been in the past.”69 New England’s colleges often claimed that they accred-
ited secondary schools based on the performance of their students in 
the first semester in college, but these colleges rarely denied a school 
accreditation based on weak student performance.70

This lack of strong safeguards and standards in his own backyard only 
increased Eliot’s opposition to accreditation programs. In 1890, he called 
the certificate system the “feeblest way” of admitting students to colleges 
and universities. He disliked Angell’s model, but had even less respect for 
the approaches taken by his colleagues in New England.71 Nonetheless, 
even Eliot eventually created a program at Harvard modeled loosely on 
the Michigan innovation. Harvard had a network of strong preparatory 
schools, but Eliot understood the importance of developing stronger 
 relationships with the public high schools, especially as they became the 
dominant form of secondary education in the 1880s and 1890s. He 
remained determined, however, to build his university on the basis of 
 students admitted through individual examinations. Eliot’s solution was to 
embrace an inspection program, make it more rigorous than the Michigan 
model, and withhold any privileges or benefits to students from accredited 
schools. Starting in 1891, his program sent six professors, each trained in 
the core academic subjects, to inspect schools, analyze them carefully over 
a number of days, and provide recommendations for improvement. These 
schools benefited from a closer relationship with the university and from 
the expertise of Harvard faculty, but they never earned the privilege of 
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sending their students to the university without examination. Eliot placed 
his faith in examining students to see if they had actually learned anything 
in secondary school, but he was willing to send his professors into the 
schools to build stronger relationships with them and improve them.72

Eliot’s opposition to admitting students without examination, even as 
he built stronger relationships with the high schools, underscored the 
 tension in New England between the traditional method of admitting 
 students by examination and the newer certificate system. The principal of 
the Hillhouse High School in New Haven, Connecticut, maintained that 
the certificate system was preferable to the traditional examination, in 
part, because it challenged the secondary schools to do exceptional work. 
“Is it not clearly evident,” he asked in 1892, “that admission by certificate 
makes us personally responsible for good work?” The obligation for certi-
fying a pupil for advanced study put the principal’s reputation on the line. 
The secondary schools, rather than the colleges, determined which  students 
would have the opportunity to continue their education in college. Thus, 
the principal was more apt to take this responsibility seriously, Hillhouse’s 
administrator concluded, and ensure that students had prepared adequately 
for college. “If my honor is involved in my recommendation, then, indeed, 
I must be careful.” Based on observing the two systems operating simulta-
neously for seven years, he concluded that better work came from the stu-
dents who needed a principal’s certificate to enter college than from those 
who studied for exams. Such students worked hard to earn the principal’s 
respect.73 For the Hillhouse school, the certificate system proved the better 
admission choice, primarily because it demanded superior work in line 
with college expectations from the principal, teachers, and students.

John Tetlow, headmaster of the Girls’ Latin School in Boston, argued 
that the examination system, rather than the certificate system, increased 
the standards of the secondary schools. He did not oppose the certificate 
system. After all, he sent three-quarters of his students to college on the 
strength of his recommendations and certificates. However, he recognized 
that the presence of examinations at Harvard and Yale helped to elevate 
the standards of the secondary schools and made the certificate system 
work. “So long as Harvard and Yale,—the two oldest and strongest New 
England colleges—refuse to admit students by certificate, and insist on a 
rigid entrance examination as a test of qualification for their courses of 
study,” he maintained, “so long will the colleges which admit students by 
certificate continue to receive the benefit of the examination system.” 
Colleges admitting on certificate, he implied, profited from the high stan-
dards that Harvard and Yale demanded through entrance examinations. 
Since most of the region’s preparatory schools sent some students to 
Harvard or Yale, they developed their courses of study to meet the demands 
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set by two of the most prestigious universities in New England. These 
standards and expectations applied to all students in the schools, Tetlow 
asserted, and not just for those going to Yale or Harvard. As a result, Brown 
could admit students on certificates and generally know that the students 
were going to be well prepared for university work. He predicted that “if 
the entrance examinations were wholly abolished, and admission by cer-
tificate were universally substituted in their place, the certificate system 
would be speedily and completely discredited.”74

Tetlow had a strong supporter in Eliot, who had no intention of 
 embracing the certificate system and shifting the responsibility for admit-
ting students to the secondary schools.75 Entrance examinations were par-
ticularly effective, he believed, in forcing the lower schools to adapt to the 
university, and Eliot prized the role exams played in creating a system of 
preparatory schools tightly aligned with his institution. Throughout the 
late nineteenth century, Harvard’s needs shifted continually, in part to 
reflect its changing educational philosophy, and the university adjusted 
its entrance requirements and admission examinations accordingly. Schools 
that prepared students for Harvard, especially some of the private academies 
that acted as preparatory schools, quickly adjusted to the new requirements 
and examinations.76

William Collar, headmaster of the Roxbury Latin School, recognized 
the power of Harvard’s exams to reform educational practices. “I have 
seen,” he declared in 1891, “a profound change wrought in schools that 
prepare for Harvard College, in the teaching of Greek, solely from a differ-
ent mode of examining.” He went on to note that changes in the examina-
tion in physics also had brought about significant shifts in how preparatory 
teachers taught this subject, and this “revolutionizing” of teaching, as he 
put it, was not confined solely to Greek and physics. “A change not less 
remarkable nor of less educational value, in the teaching of geometry,” he 
concluded, “can be traced directly to the influence, not of altered require-
ments, but of a decided change in the character of the papers set at 
the Harvard examination.”77 His experiences led him to conclude that 
the examinations had transformed teaching in the secondary schools. “The 
educative value of college examinations is very great,” he allowed.78 The 
headmaster of the Cambridge Latin School understood Collar’s position. 
“I do not see how the colleges can in any other way tell so well what they 
want, as by the papers they set,” argued William F. Bradbury.79 Unlike the 
public high schools in Michigan and Wisconsin, these secondary schools 
had long traditions of preparing students for higher education, and they 
educated their students in academic courses that aligned with Harvard, 
Yale, and other colleges. To maintain their standing in relation to higher 
education, they had to adjust to the new requirements and standards. 
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Examinations, not certificates, provided them with the best way to 
 understand what the colleges expected.

Some educators, however, believed that the examination system worked 
against the interests of higher education, since it posed an unnecessary 
hurdle that students had to cross on their way to advanced study. Horace 
Willard of the Vermont Academy claimed that the prospect of preparing 
for and passing an entrance examination discouraged some of the “most 
mature and thoughtful minds” from attending college. Examinations, he 
went on, led to cramming rather than to thoughtful preparation and 
rewarded those who “are characterized by acuteness rather than depth.” 
Not surprisingly, then, he favored certificates as a more effective means of 
encouraging students to prepare for and enroll in college. But he also 
thought that the certificate system would show secondary schools that the 
colleges and universities trusted them and that this confidence, in turn, 
would lead to better work in the secondary schools.80 The president of 
Wellesley concurred with Willard, and she argued that the certificate 
 system “would strengthen the hands of the teacher, raise the character of 
scholarship, increase the interest in a college course, and promote the 
 co-operation of schools with colleges.”81

Dartmouth agreed and saw value in the certificate system, which it 
instituted in 1876, both for encouraging comprehensive work among 
 students and for aligning preparatory study with college requirements. In 
order to prepare students for college examinations, preparatory schools 
often had to devote much of the last year to a review of previous material. 
This review and cramming in the last year meant that students were not 
spending time learning new material. To offset this problem, some colleges 
instituted preliminary examinations that students took prior to their last 
year in school. As a result, students then spent part of their final year 
 preparing in new subjects rather than reviewing old material. Dartmouth 
claimed that this preliminary examination was only partially successful in 
alleviating the problem, since students still had to review old material not 
covered in the preliminary test. The certificate system, on the other hand, 
allowed secondary school students to spend their last year concentrating 
fully on new subjects; it eliminated the need to prepare and review for an 
entrance examination. “A teacher who looks forward to sending his pupils 
on certificate, can arrange his course without the drag of final, complete 
reviews,” a Dartmouth professor stated in 1879. “There is no retracing the 
steps, no swinging round a circle; work done is done; both scope and 
method are broadened.” Although he had seen this method of admitting 
students in practice for only three years, he nonetheless felt that secondary 
school teachers were becoming more zealous and were aligning their work 
with college expectations. Since Dartmouth evaluated a school based on 
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how well students from that school did in college, it essentially judged the 
teachers in the secondary schools. This judgment encouraged the teachers 
to do better work, he believed. As a result, he concluded, there had been “a 
noticeable improvement in the preparation of those thus entering” 
Dartmouth through the certificate program.82

When it came to admitting female students specifically, some educators 
contended that certificates were the only option. For one president, admit-
ting women by certificate was preferable to expecting them to sit for an 
examination. The president of Smith College declared in 1892 that it was 
not “wise on physical grounds to subject women to examinations at fixed 
times. It involves a useless nervous waste. It is far better to accept the testi-
mony of teachers.”83 This attitude was popular in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Edward Clarke, a Harvard medical professor, had famously contended 
in the early 1870s that the mental exertion required by academic study 
would hinder women’s abilities to reproduce and fulfill their function in 
society as warm, caring, nurturing figures. He and other educators doubted 
that women’s health and their crucial role in the country would withstand 
the rigors of academic training.84 Nearly thirty years later, James Taylor of 
the Chauncey-Hall School agreed that the “women’s colleges of New 
England are very wise in accepting young ladies on certification.” Female 
students, he claimed, “excel in marks, in fidelity, in time given, although 
going on certificate, the work of the boys who are expecting examination—
until about the first day of June. Then the girl take[s] life easily, as 
she ought to, as it is desirable that she should. She is not worried with the 
strain and uncertainties of the forty-eight hours’ test.”85 Examinations 
only  pressured female students and taxed their weaker nervous systems, 
these educators claimed. Certificates eliminated this unhealthy strain and, 
therefore, were better for female students. Francis Waterhouse, the head of 
English High School in Boston—the nation’s first public high school—
challenged this viewpoint. “As to the waste of nervous energy of girls by 
examination, I regard much feeling of this kind as a false sentiment,” he 
asserted in 1892. “Girls can be trained to take examinations without undue 
strain.”86

Whether for women or for men, most colleges in New England 
embraced some sort of accreditation program and fell in line with the gen-
eral trend prevalent in higher education in other regions. These colleges, 
however, rarely concurred on the standards for accrediting secondary 
schools or on specific admission requirements. Moreover, they did not 
agree on the type and amount of information they needed before accredit-
ing a school and admitting students. Some asked for detailed accounts of 
the precise content of each subject studied and the textbooks used; other 
colleges only wanted to know whether a student had passed certain 
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 courses.87 Secondary school teachers and administrators, therefore, spent 
much of their time filling out a variety of forms for all of their students 
applying to one or more colleges. Compounding the problem, not all 
 colleges recognized such documents from every secondary school in the 
region.88 Brown might accept certificates from a school in Rhode Island, 
but Amherst might refuse to accept students from schools in that state. If 
Rhode Islanders wished to attend Amherst, they had to prepare for that 
school’s entrance examination. Admission by certificates was popular, but 
the certificate system lacked a regional coherence or unity of its own. As 
such, it failed to provide a basis for standardization as the inspection 
 programs were doing in other regions.

Further complicating the situation, Harvard and Yale resisted the trend 
toward certificates and maintained their own entrance examinations. 
Although Columbia and Princeton then were less prestigious than Harvard 
and Yale, they too relied on entrance examinations and drew students from 
New England.89 Inspection and certificate programs spread to many of the 
nation’s universities and colleges, but entrance exams remained a signifi-
cant challenge for those secondary schools in New England that enrolled 
students hoping to attend some of the most respected universities in the 
region and the surrounding states. Moreover, those colleges that admitted 
by examination had yet to settle on any standard or uniformity in admis-
sion requirements and exams. Cecil Bancroft, the principal of Phillips 
Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, protested this diversity in entrance 
requirements and examinations. “There is at present,” he declared in 1885, 
“a very considerable diversity of nominal requirement in our good and 
reputable colleges, and I think it is not invidious to say that there is still a 
greater diversity in the actual requirement.” This lack of uniformity posed 
problems for students preparing to take exams. “Two colleges setting 
examinations in precisely the same subjects,” he protested, “do not set 
papers of equal difficulty and scope, nor mark according to the same 
scale.”90 Schools with students wishing to enter more than one university 
or college had to  prepare their students for different sets of requirements 
and examinations. Waterhouse of the English High School in Boston sug-
gested that all secondary schools might prepare students to pass the 
Harvard examinations. If they had the education to pass this exam, he 
concluded from his years of experience, students would be capable of pass-
ing any entrance exam. He doubted, however, that the colleges would 
agree to such a standard. They are slow, he claimed, “to adopt directly 
measures which indirectly they approve.”91 This reality only heightened the 
challenges facing the secondary schools in preparing students for college.

Across New England, the requirements for admission and the methods 
of enrolling students differed from college to college in the years before the 
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twentieth century. Neither the certificate system nor the examination sys-
tem had succeeded in reducing the pressures on New England’s secondary 
schools. The diffuse nature of the certificate system, compounded by a 
diverse set of requirements for entrance examinations, meant that the 
region’s secondary schools struggled to prepare students for college under 
stressful and taxing circumstances. Moreover, both approaches failed to 
encourage the colleges to seek a better understanding of the pressures and 
demands they placed on the secondary schools. In Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and other states in the central and western parts of the nation, the accredi-
tation program was a dynamic, two-way process. In New England, the 
secondary schools, conversely, had few opportunities for interaction with 
higher education through the region’s accreditation programs. The 
 secondary schools filled out certificates and gained an understanding of 
what some of the region’s colleges expected from them, but the colleges 
often had little sense of what the secondary schools were doing. The exami-
nation system was no better. Colleges set the standards and expected the 
lower schools to meet them. Higher education expected a lot from the 
region’s secondary schools, but the colleges and universities rarely reached 
out to the lower schools.

Ironically, in a region that had the closest alignment between colleges 
and preparatory schools, the tensions between higher and secondary 
 education were significant. By tradition, many secondary schools fed into 
higher education and had little choice but to respond to the shifting needs 
of the region’s colleges and universities. This tradition, however, did little 
to reduce their frustration over the diversity in certificates, examinations, 
and admission requirements.

V

New England’s secondary schools—frustrated in part by the lack of 
 consistency in methods of enrollment—proposed the formation of an asso-
ciation to bring about some uniformity in admission requirements and to 
effect a standard for entrance examinations and certificates. Early in 1884 
and again in 1885, representatives from the Massachusetts Classical and 
High School Teachers’ Association called for a meeting with their counter-
parts in the colleges and universities. They hoped that such a meeting 
would alleviate the serious “evils incident to the want of understanding 
and effective co-operation between the teachers of preparatory schools and 
the faculties of colleges.”92 The colleges and universities did not agree to 
meet with the lower schools until October 1885, but what emerged from 
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this initial meeting was the New England Association of Colleges and 
Preparatory Schools—an organization that reached beyond Massachusetts 
to become the nation’s first regional association made up of representatives 
from higher and secondary education and dedicated to reducing the gap 
between the two educational levels. In the absence of centralized control, 
either at the federal or regional level, this association provided an opportu-
nity for higher and secondary education to begin to discuss challenges and 
craft initiatives to strengthen the region’s evolving system of education.

Throughout its early history, this association devoted much of its time 
to resolving questions central to enrolling students by entrance examina-
tions and certificates. The principal of Phillips Academy identified the 
problem during the association’s first meeting. Regardless of whether 
 colleges admitted students by certificates or examinations, he pointed out, 
they had been unable to agree on what should constitute a proper educa-
tion. As American society underwent a marked transformation in the late 
nineteenth century, the needs of society and the role of education in 
 preparing students to meet those needs continued in a state of flux. College 
representatives did agree that higher education, as well as the secondary 
schools, for that matter, should concentrate on a liberal education—as 
opposed to a vocational or more practical education—but what that meant 
differed depending on who was speaking and on what college was recruit-
ing students. “There is no doubt that the chief reason for a diversity of 
requirement is the different estimate of what constitutes preparatory 
 education, and of what constitutes a liberal education,” Cecil Bancroft, the 
academy’s principal, declared in 1885. The colleges had their own idea for 
what they should teach and expect from the lower schools, and this objec-
tive often depended on the particular circumstances of a specific institu-
tion. “The requirement for admission to a given college,” Bancroft revealed, 
“is partly the product of the forces working at large in the educated and 
educating world, and partly the result of local necessities and limitations, 
together with personal theories and experience.”93 These local necessities 
and personal theories resulted in the problem that secondary schools faced. 
The requirements for admission to college and the exams and certificates 
that guarded the doors of higher education rarely meant the same thing for 
two or more colleges.

Whether he intended to or not, Bancroft highlighted a crucial  challenge 
to greater uniformity in admission requirements. To bring about this 
 standardization required colleges to fix a curriculum that represented 
national or regional ideas and norms rather than the peculiar circumstances 
of a local society. Even more rooted to their immediate communities, the 
secondary schools had to agree on some sense of uniform standards that 
applied throughout the country and that also addressed local expectations. 
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At the heart of the challenge between the two levels, then, lurked a debate 
between national or regional needs and local desires. Americans were mov-
ing to both coasts and settling the vast country between the two oceans. 
Tight-knit communities that had governed and organized much of life in 
the early American republic were being consumed by larger cities, facto-
ries, and corporations. Schools were not immune to this transition. Local 
needs could and did still account for some of what occurred in schools, but 
the growing expectations for uniformity and standards in schools, as 
 students traveled from region to region, dictated that the schools pay atten-
tion to regional and national needs. The New England Association crossed 
state borders, in part because the region was closely connected geographi-
cally but also in recognition that the country was becoming interdepen-
dent in ways that bridged artificial boundaries. Balancing local traditions 
with the demands for regional and national uniformity—both to meet the 
challenges facing society and to relieve the pressure of preparing students 
for various universities and colleges—was not an easy task. Higher educa-
tion struggled in the same context to agree on what a student should know 
to be able to succeed in college and in life. Constrained by their own 
 traditions and aims, New England’s colleges found it difficult to agree. As 
Bancroft said, “Perhaps we ought to wonder that the points of agreement 
are so many, the variations so few.”94

Many educators hoped that this new association of New England 
 colleges and secondary schools would reduce the tension between national 
and local needs, find a way to standardize requirements, and provide a 
measure of relief for the secondary schools. As an initial step, even before 
finalizing a constitution, the association’s delegates asked the colleges to 
develop greater uniformity in admission standards by establishing consis-
tent definitions for entrance requirements in key subjects. They further 
hoped that the colleges would accept the results of each other’s entrance 
examinations and consider developing a joint examination board, “whose 
duty it shall be to set papers, conduct examinations and issue certificates 
on their behalf, which certificates shall be good in any college in the 
syndicate.”95 Thirteen colleges in New England—including, notably, 
Harvard and Yale—responded by uniting as a Commission of Colleges in 
New England on Admission Examinations to consider the wishes of the 
lower schools. In practice, the relationship between the two organizations 
was fairly cumbersome and deliberative. Quick action was rare. The New 
England Association passed a series of resolutions in its annual meetings, 
which a “committee to confer” then conveyed to the Commission of 
Colleges. This commission generally established a committee to consider 
the association’s recommendations and to report back at the next meeting, 
usually the following year.96
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This process was slow and at times frustrating for the secondary schools, 
but the commission managed to meet some of the hopes and desires of the 
lower schools. Their first interaction, however, did not represent a  stunning 
success for the secondary schools. After meeting to consider modifications 
in entrance requirements in English, the New England Association 
requested the Commission of Colleges to unite in a conference with sec-
ondary schools to consider altering requirements in this subject. The com-
mission agreed but invited only “a few preparatory teachers from different 
parts of New England.” Of the fifty-six invitations sent, only twenty-three 
went to preparatory teachers. These secondary school representatives hoped 
that the colleges would reduce the number of authors required, accept 
more American literature, and resist making annual changes in the required 
books. Continually changing authors and books made it difficult for 
schools, especially smaller ones in rural areas, to adopt new books annually 
and find the resources to pay for them. The secondary schools further 
requested that the colleges not ask students to take a composition exam but 
instead accept forms certifying that the students had read the required 
books. The secondary schools then would not have to spend time in the 
final year reviewing books read in earlier years. They could concentrate, 
instead, on new literature and better prepare students for advanced study. 
The English professors, however, rejected most of the recommendations 
from the New England Association. They were not “ready to recommend 
radical changes in the general scheme of requirements in English and in 
the method of examination,” the secretary of the commission reported, but 
they did agree to add more American authors and to keep a portion of the 
required reading list similar for at least three years.97

Within a few years, both the commission and the New England 
Association took up this issue again, in connection with the Association of 
Colleges and Preparatory Schools in the Middle States and Maryland—
another regional association that began in 1887. The English professors 
seemed more inclined this time to meet the needs of the preparatory 
schools. For one, they agreed, in place of a formal entrance examination, 
to accept notebooks from students that included essays and compositions 
on the required books. They also asked the schools to prepare students in 
English grammar and to require students to read heavily in English poetry. 
Finally, they formed a committee of both higher and secondary education 
to devise lists of required authors and books for future years—some of 
which would not change annually. The secondary schools had gotten some 
of what they asked for initially from the English professors, and the addi-
tion of another regional association meant that the recommendations 
began to secure greater uniformity in English requirements beyond New 
England.98 Tetlow was convinced that “to the organization of [the 
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Commission on Colleges] we owe the uniform requirements in English for 
admission to college which now generally prevail.”99

The commission also moved to effect some standardization in the 
 admission requirements for Latin and Greek. A committee designated by 
the commission to study the classical requirements conferred with “some of 
the prominent headmasters of New England preparatory schools” and 
detailed specific entrance requirements in both subjects, although the com-
mittee carefully pointed out that these were not prescribed courses but only 
suggestions.100 The commission did encourage the colleges that required an 
examination in the translation of Homer and Vergil to agree on a uniform 
test. Eliot previously had made such a proposal, but neither he nor the 
 commission was ready to argue that the colleges and universities should 
establish uniform requirements. No one was willing to infringe on the right 
of each college to set its own standards. Where they did agree, however, the 
colleges might use a common exam, the commission suggested. Furthermore, 
where colleges admitted on certificate, the commission recommended, they 
should agree on the authors and books required.101 These recommendations 
represented important strides in unifying requirements and strengthening 
the connection between the higher and lower schools, but the commission 
overall remained cautious in meeting the needs of the secondary schools. 
The commission was hesitant to impose any requirements on the colleges, 
which were, after all, independent entities.

In a significant defeat for the secondary schools, the commission refused 
to sanction the idea that the colleges should accept any student who had 
completed a strong secondary school course of study, regardless of whether 
the subjects taken aligned directly with a college’s specific requirements. 
The New England Association advocated such a change in the hope that it 
might bring the nonclassical high schools and the colleges closer together. 
Without strong classical courses, the public high schools and some acade-
mies were at a disadvantage, in comparison with the preparatory schools, 
in preparing students for college. A broadening of the subjects accepted for 
college would make it easier for students from the public schools to enroll 
in New England’s colleges. The commission was willing to propose some 
alterations in college requirements to meet the needs of the high schools, 
but it remained timid in proposing such revolutionary changes. The New 
England Association, the commission declared, “proposes such a radical 
change in the college course that the Commission does not regard it as 
expedient to make any recommendation to the colleges on the subject.”102

Gradually, however, New England’s colleges embraced a degree of 
 uniformity and standardization in some admission subjects previously 
unknown in the region. The secondary schools could breathe a sigh of 
relief, but the gap between higher and secondary education had not 
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 completely disappeared. The Commission of Colleges acted only in an 
advisory capacity; it lacked any legal or formal authority. Still, the New 
England Association believed that the commission’s conclusions carried 
“great moral force” and, “so far as they have received attention from the 
colleges, have been promptly adopted.”103 Progress in unifying admission 
requirements and even in reducing differences in entrance exams had 
occurred, but the great diversity in the certificate system remained a 
 pressing concern.

Most of New England’s colleges readily embraced admission by certifi-
cate. It was an easier way to admit students, and, they thought, it brought 
the two levels into closer relations. The secondary schools, on the other 
hand, complained about the various forms the colleges required. A com-
mittee of New England professors studying the issue found that “in the 
form of the certificate great divergence appears.”104 This lack of uniformity 
posed a problem for the secondary schools, in the same way that the diver-
sity in entrance requirements challenged them to prepare students in dif-
ferent ways for two or more colleges. Working again with the Commission 
of Colleges, the New England Association sought to eliminate the diversity 
in the certificate system and to improve it to ensure closer relations between 
the two levels.

To do so, the colleges and secondary schools returned to a proposal that 
Robert Keep, the principal of the Free Academy in Norwich, Connecticut, 
had advanced in the mid-1880s. He thought that a common board of 
examiners representing a consortium of six or eight New England colleges 
should inspect the secondary schools and determine whether they deserved 
the privilege of sending students to college on certificate. This proposal for 
regular inspections would bring the New England certificate system into 
line with the inspection model in place throughout much of the country, 
and it would ensure that the two educational levels had an avenue of fairly 
constant communication. In words that surely pleased Angell, Keep argued 
that such a board would open to the secondary school teachers “a wider 
horizon; would set clearly before them the type of scholarship and of 
 mental training most valued in the college.”105 Students from schools that 
earned recognition then would be able to enroll in courses in any of the 
colleges participating in the board. In effect, the board would bring about 
greater uniformity in entrance requirements and eliminate the need for the 
traditional entrance examinations.

Angell, who pioneered the accreditation movement in Michigan, firmly 
believed that New England’s certificate system could succeed if it took this 
step and established a robust system for inspecting and accrediting the 
secondary schools. Angell hoped that the region’s colleges would unite to 
form committees that would divide the inspection work among all of the 
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colleges in the region.106 Such an approach would lessen the burden on any 
one school, while also building an effective inspection and accreditation 
program. Calls by Angell and Keep for a regional approach to accrediting 
schools were fifteen years early. In 1902, New England’s colleges—spurred 
on by the New England Association and the Commission of Colleges—
did form the New England College Entrance Certificate Board to act on 
and certify schools throughout the region, although it did so without 
 providing for inspections. This board brought the colleges together, set 
standards for accrediting schools, and helped to create a uniformity in 
graduation rates and college entrance standards throughout the region.107 
Angell and Keep envisioned such a board in the 1880s, but New England’s 
colleges had not been ready for such a shift from complete institutional 
autonomy.

VI

Angell’s model for accrediting schools and admitting students spread 
throughout the country, although not always in a form he would have 
liked. Colleges in New England and the South adapted it to their own 
particular circumstances, and some of New England’s most prestigious 
universities refused to admit students by this method. Nonetheless, by the 
1890s accreditation programs had become far more prevalent throughout 
the country than exams as a method for enrolling students in college. As a 
result, the secondary schools had a greater role than before in selecting who 
would go to college. With accreditation programs, the high school diploma 
and sometimes a recommendation from a principal or headmaster became 
the crucial credential that opened access to advanced study in many of the 
nation’s colleges and universities. These programs helped to solidify the 
four-year high school as the dominant path to college, even as the secondary 
schools became an intermediate rung on the educational ladder.

The spread of accreditation programs and an emerging uniformity in 
admission requirements and exams reduced tensions between the two edu-
cational levels. Strides had been made in unifying entrance requirements 
and examinations, particularly in New England. In other sections of the 
country, accreditation programs made it easier for secondary schools to 
meet the demands of different colleges and universities, since many  colleges 
began to accept students from high schools accredited by any college or 
university. The superintendent in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, could be happy 
that the road to college for his pupils was becoming less cumbersome. This 
growing consistency in standards and methods of admitting students was 
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a remarkable achievement, given the absence of a regional or national 
board to compel such standardization.

The expansion of the accreditation system also made it easier for the 
high schools to prepare students for college and for life. This challenge of 
meeting the needs of students going on to college and of those stopping at 
high school was at the heart of attempts to bring higher and secondary 
education closer together, but addressing this challenge was time-consuming, 
as Eliot, Angell, Bancroft, and others were discovering. They had to deal 
with the crucial question of the purpose of secondary schools. Were these 
schools to prepare students for college? Or, did they have a larger goal of 
preparing students to be responsible, productive members of a democratic 
society? Was it possible for secondary schools to prepare students for both 
ends with the same curriculum? These were fundamental questions that 
prevented any easy approach to unifying secondary and higher education. 
As the next chapter describes, the secondary schools showed a significant 
resilience, strength, and assertiveness throughout this debate. They refused 
to bow to the mighty colossus that the universities envisioned themselves 
to be. By standing up to higher education, the secondary schools forced the 
colleges and universities to adapt to the lower schools.



Chapter 4

The Secondary Schools’ Challenge 
to Higher Education and the 

Dominance of the Modern Subjects

I

As a member of the school board for the Chicago Public Schools and 
 president of the fledgling University of Chicago, William Rainey Harper 
was used to getting mail both supportive and critical of his educational 
policies. The letter he received from a self-styled “plain Citizen” in June 
1898, however, was particularly blunt and critical. “There is a well defined 
and firmly fixed opinion in the minds of [a] large proportion of our very 
best people,” it began, “that your main aim and plans are to run our public 
schools simply into a sort of annex or feeder to the University of Chicago. 
And your course so far in the Board of Education certainly is the grounds 
upon which they have been compelled to base it.”1 By the time he received 
this letter, Harper had detailed an ambitious proposal for the complete 
articulation of secondary education with his university, but, contrary to 
public perceptions, he never proposed turning Chicago’s public high 
schools solely into annexes to his institution. “It must always be kept in 
mind,” he said in 1892, “that the great majority of the constituency of the 
High School have no purpose to enter college. The work of the High 
School must therefore be adapted to the needs of those who regard this as 
their last student work.”2

Still, Harper’s plans and initiatives led many of the city’s “very best 
people” to think otherwise. He promoted an ambitious scheme for inspecting 



The Standardization of American Schooling92

and accrediting the lower schools and bringing them into a close relation-
ship with his university. He did not stop with inspecting and accrediting 
secondary schools; he added teacher preparation programs and invited 
administrators and teachers to attend conferences and lectures on educational 
topics hosted by university professors. He also played an instrumental role 
in hiring a highly controversial superintendent for the Chicago Public 
Schools and then accepted a mayoral-appointed seat on the school board. 
Harper, of course, was not alone in inspecting schools, training teachers, 
or holding academic conferences with the high schools, but he packaged 
all of these initiatives into one coherent and bold program of secondary 
school–university articulation. Not surprisingly, then, some of Chicago’s 
citizens responded angrily to what they perceived as the domination of the 
new University of Chicago.

In all of this—his open ambitions, extensive plans for closely articulat-
ing his institution with the secondary schools, and the opposition of many 
to those plans—Harper looked both forward in time and back to the late 
1870s and 1880s. He foreshadowed some of the significant trends that the 
National Education Association’s (NEA) Report of the Committee of Ten 
on Secondary School Studies and later committees would focus on in the 
mid-to-late 1890s. He looked back to a larger debate occurring in education 
and gaining momentum in the 1880s that questioned the real purpose of 
the secondary schools, both in relation to life and to higher education.

At the center of this debate was a series of crucial questions. Were the 
secondary schools essentially feeder schools to the nation’s colleges and 
universities, or did they have an independent function entirely their own? 
This questioning, which went to the heart of education, only intensified as 
the public high schools in the late nineteenth century became the domi-
nant form of education in a society undergoing far-reaching transforma-
tion. Were college preparatory courses the best preparation for students 
leaving high school and entering this changing social and economic 
 landscape? What knowledge was most important for high school students 
to have, and did the knowledge of most worth differ if students were going 
to college or out into their communities as citizens of a Republic? Harper’s 
critical correspondent essentially argued that the two functions could not 
be similar—that preparing for college and for life required different 
courses. As long as the gap between these two purposes remained, second-
ary schools had to maintain two courses of study, and this dual mission 
created sharp conflicts between secondary and higher education.

This chapter examines efforts by the secondary schools to reduce 
 tensions between the two educational levels. It explores specifically the 
response of the secondary schools in the Midwest and throughout the 
country to Harper’s ambitious plans and to the expectations of other 
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 universities. To do so, it focuses on the 1880s and early 1890s but also 
looks briefly at the late 1870s, when colleges first used their mounting 
expertise and authority to pressure the lower schools to prepare future 
 collegians in a narrow range of subjects. Always autonomous to a certain 
degree, the secondary schools ultimately succeeded in broadening the 
focus of the universities to better reflect the work of the lower schools. 
They effectively pressured higher education to recognize as admission 
requirements the modern subjects commonly taught in the high schools 
and to create degree programs that aligned with these courses. These 
actions lessened the need for alternative courses of study to fulfill the dual 
responsibilities of the high schools. Such accomplishments benefited the 
middle class, whose children dominated the high schools and sought 
advanced study to earn college degrees and gain professional positions. 
Secondary schools thus were actors in their own right in the campaign to 
articulate education at the turn of the twentieth century, and their role in 
altering the requirements of many colleges and universities represented a 
striking achievement.

II

Answering these elemental questions about the place of the secondary 
schools was crucial to building a stratified system of education, but the 
answers varied depending on the type of secondary school being consid-
ered. In New England, many of the preparatory schools—such as Phillips 
Andover and Exeter—had long traditions and histories of preparing 
 students for college. These elite preparatory schools differed from most 
private academies, which functioned more along the lines of the public 
high schools in the Midwest. These public schools had a different place in 
the nation’s loose structure of schools. Most of their students had no inten-
tion of furthering their education in college, and they needed an education 
that prepared them not for more school but for the duties of life. The 
debate over the purpose and role of the secondary schools for the most 
part, then, revolved around questions of the role of the public high schools 
and the private academies—as distinct from the preparatory schools—in 
an educational system.

Opinions varied widely in the late nineteenth century on the role of 
these public schools, and it was not unusual for people to change their 
minds and shift their opinions. Harvard’s president, for example, altered 
his views over time. In the 1870s, Charles W. Eliot readily admitted that 
the high schools had a primary responsibility to prepare students for life. 
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“The first work of public schools, supported by local taxation, is not now 
to fit for college.” As he explained in 1873, “Their work is to train their 
pupils in English, in mathematics, in classics a little, up to their seven-
teenth year.”3 He continued to hold this view for the next few years. “The 
public high schools,” he declared, “have a different function [from prepar-
ing students for college], and the work of fitting a small proportion of their 
pupils for college, interferes with the discharge of their very important 
legitimate function.” Given this view, Eliot doubted that the demanding 
preparation needed for college and the very different preparation needed 
for life could be combined. Yet, Eliot would not hold this view for long.4

Harvard, for the time being, was able to rely on its preparatory schools—
including Exeter, Phillips Andover, Roxbury Latin, and Boston Latin—but 
institutions such as the University of Wisconsin had no such luxury. John 
Bascom, president the University of Wisconsin for much of the 1870s and 
1880s, hoped to dismantle the university’s preparatory department, and he 
had no choice but to depend on the high schools. As he asserted in his 
annual report in 1880, he believed that the state’s high schools had a fun-
damental obligation to fully educate those students not going to college. 
This function, he suggested, was their primary work. Bascom nevertheless 
publicized the beneficial effects of the university on the lower schools. By 
asking the high schools to prepare some students for college, Bascom 
firmly believed that he and the university were elevating the standards of 
the lower schools for all students. He was impatient with the suggestion 
that the university diverted the schools from their more important work in 
fitting students for life. “If it be true,” he began, “that the work done for 
the University diverts attention from the much more important work to be 
done for scholars who go no farther than the High School, we should 
accept the objection as a fatal one to any effort to unite the higher and 
lower grades of instruction by means of the High Schools.” Such was not 
the case, as Bascom saw it. Rather, Bascom contended, the university 
strengthened the secondary schools and gave them a more productive and 
rewarding purpose by inducing them to look beyond their narrow work “to 
the great stores of knowledge” that the universities possessed. In other 
words, he began to assert, as Eliot later argued, that preparation for college 
and for life could be similar. However, Bascom implied, both pursuits 
needed to rest on a college preparatory course of study.5

Bascom’s words were not fully persuasive, and George Peckham of the 
Milwaukee High School challenged his report. He regarded the University 
of Wisconsin as a domineering institution that tried to deflect the second-
ary schools from educating the vast majority of students who had no desire 
to further their education. “So far as my observation extends,” he wrote in 
1881 in the Wisconsin Journal of Education, “the dominant sentiment on 
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this question is the exact reverse of the one suggested by President Bascom. 
That as a matter of fact the needs of the large number of students who 
 finish their education at the high school are sacrificed to the needs of the 
small number preparing to enter college.” Sacrificing the needs of most 
high school students for the “three or four fitting for college” was an abom-
ination, Peckham reasoned, since it meant transferring teachers and money 
from “political economy, geology, physiology, and hygiene” to classical 
languages and other preparatory subjects. The college preparatory course 
was perfectly fine, he asserted, when topped off by four years in college. 
For those students ending their education with the high school, such a 
course “was exceedingly one-sided.”6 He hoped all students who desired to 
would continue their education in college, but he refused to concentrate on 
this small number to the exclusion of the other students. Peckham clearly 
sided with the majority of his students against the university’s president.

Most of his colleagues agreed with him. The high schools had their own 
vision for the subjects they needed to offer their students, driven, in part, 
by the needs and desires of the surrounding communities. To many of 
Wisconsin’s citizens, especially in rural areas, the university in Madison—or 
in Ann Arbor, Berkeley, or Cambridge, for that matter—was little more 
than a glimmer in the distance. These local communities, to the degree 
that they supported their high schools—and some support was precarious—
had little appreciation for the classical languages and the traditional  college 
preparatory curriculum. The public, whose support was vital to the success 
of the high schools, ensured that these secondary schools developed mod-
ern courses as preparation for life and did not focus exclusively or even 
primarily on classical courses as preparation for college. Yet, the high 
schools understood that they could not neglect the growing number of 
secondary students seeking to go to college in the late nineteenth  century. 
Many of these college-bound students came from the middle class, and, 
while middle-class parents often supported articulation and increasingly 
wanted their children to go to college, they valued the modern subjects 
over the classical courses, and the access such practical subjects could 
 provide to the professions. Caught between public demands and 
 college expectations, the high schools struggled to find a way to meet 
both needs.7

What was never particularly clear in these discussions of the role of the 
secondary schools was what preparation for life or for college really meant. 
The high schools knew that they could not focus on Latin and Greek, even 
though the colleges continued to assert that such classical preparation and 
a liberal education provided the best way to know and understand the 
world. For the colleges, liberal education unfolded to young minds the 
richness and knowledge of centuries of life. Greek and Latin, the ancient 
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languages needed to unlock this knowledge, represented the foundation of 
true education. Over time, the colleges came to accept that the modern 
subjects could afford access to this culture, but the classical languages 
remained for them the key to a strong education. The secondary schools, 
in contrast, shunned the overriding focus on classical preparation, espe-
cially Greek, to offer a broader array of modern courses—English, modern 
languages, algebra, science, and history—that would help students navi-
gate their way through society. Modern foreign languages, for example, 
were practical since the nation traded with French, German, and Spanish-
speaking peoples, and scientific study proved helpful in exploring the 
nation’s abundant natural resources. Although high schools never saw their 
purpose as training students for specific jobs—a focus on such vocational 
education would come later in the twentieth century—they also concen-
trated on courses that gave students some skills useful in occupations, such 
as commercial arithmetic, bookkeeping, and domestic arts.8

These two approaches—broadly labeled liberal and practical education—
were at the heart of the debate and tension between the secondary schools 
and the colleges and universities. To be sure, these labels were  misleading. 
Not all educators at the secondary school level fully agreed on the aims of 
the public schools or what preparation for life meant. Some saw their duty 
as preparing students to be citizens, while others claimed that the public 
high schools had an obligation to prepare students for business and work. 
Still other teachers reflected college ideals of liberal education, although 
they were careful to insist that the modern subjects could provide such an 
education. These were ambiguous labels that never neatly represented a 
wide array of views, but they did highlight the tension between what the 
high schools saw as their main purpose and what the universities increas-
ingly needed from them.

The superintendent in Ann Arbor, Michigan—an exceptional high 
school in part because of its proximity to the state university—keenly felt 
the tension between preparation for college and for life. The growing 
 number of students seeking to prepare for the university at the Ann Arbor 
High School, he knew as early as the 1870s, was “rapidly changing the 
character of the High School from a department proper of our public 
schools to a school of preparation for college.” One course of study for all 
of the students in the school was not a feasible option. “In order to main-
tain this double character” in preparing students for life and for college, he 
claimed, “several co-ordinate courses of study must be kept up; for what is 
considered best for those who finish their studies with the High School, in 
no way prepares them for University work.”9 He was not in a position to 
emphasize the non-preparatory courses at the expense of the preparatory 
subjects, since his school was located in the same town as one of the West’s 
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strongest universities and was seen throughout the state as a feeder to that 
institution. Being a relatively large school, however, Ann Arbor had more 
resources than smaller schools and could offer dual courses of study that 
led both to college and out into life.

Administrators from other Michigan schools, even the smaller, rural 
schools, accepted that they had an obligation to prepare students for col-
lege. Michigan, after all, lacked a strong tradition of private preparatory 
schools, and the university, without its own preparatory department, 
depended on close relations with the state’s high schools to funnel students 
to its classrooms. The state’s principals and superintendents recognized 
their relationship to the university, even though they made it clear that 
their schools had a purpose beyond college preparation. School officials in 
Mt. Clemens asserted that the primary purpose of their school was to take 
students from the lower grades and expand on that education, “so as to 
prepare the pupil, as he may elect, for admission into the ordinary branches 
of business, or into the Normal School or the University.” The mission of 
this school reflected the dual pressures on the high schools. “The high 
school has a two-fold nature; first, to make the scholar a useful citizen 
when he goes forth from its walls; and, second, to qualify him for  admission 
to the University, if he shall desire to go there.”10 Battle Creek’s admini-
strators sympathized with the Mt. Clemens school and valued the high 
school’s role in preparing some students for college, but the school’s super-
intendent left no doubt that he thought an education “best adapted to the 
common experience of life” was the “chief end of the High School.” He 
refused to argue that college preparation should not be a function of the 
high school, but he wanted to make it abundantly clear “that very many 
who enter [the high school] do not expect to go beyond it, but desire a 
thorough, practical, academic education, which shall be as complete as 
may be in itself.”11

Michigan’s schools were not alone in having to balance competing 
demands. The purpose of the schools, one of Wisconsin’s county superin-
tendents declared in the early 1880s, “should be to lay the foundations of 
knowledge merely, to prepare generally for all pursuits, specially for none.” 
He continued to make a utilitarian argument that “the controlling fact in 
the course of study should be the greatest good of the many pupils, and the 
many will pass from the high school into the world.” Preparation for 
 college, he conceded, could be a part of the function of the high school, but 
it was to be a “secondary function” that “must neither destroy nor control 
the primary functions.” He trusted that the better schools in the state 
could take on this secondary function without any “material loss to other 
interests.”12 The Wisconsin Journal of Education jumped into the discussion 
and agreed with the county superintendent. The primary function of the 
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high school was to fit the needs of “the great majority of the students [who] 
wish to prepare themselves for business life.” Larger schools, the editorial 
commented, could provide a variety of courses but smaller schools had to 
meet the needs of their communities.13 These needs focused on the 
demands of life rather than on the demands of the colleges.

Other educators were not inclined to be so supportive of the needs of 
the universities and colleges. The superintendent in Port Huron, Michigan, 
expressed his point of view adamantly. “There is a great cry among our 
educationists as to how we shall model the High School to suit the require-
ments of our University,” he maintained in 1875. Rather than taking such 
action, he proposed a different step. “I think that the question should 
rather be how the University can be modeled to suit the requirements of 
the High School. To nineteen out of every twenty students,” he argued, 
“the High School is their University. They go out into the world without 
any further preparation, and I think that our energies ought to be devoted 
to the general education of the nineteen rather than the special preparation 
of the twentieth.” If the university wanted students from Port Huron, the 
local superintendent argued forcefully, it would have to accept them as the 
high school prepared them.14

The superintendent of the Springfield, Missouri, schools held similarly 
strong views. He steadfastly refused to see any connection between the 
secondary schools and the colleges and universities. “The high school 
should have nothing whatever to do with the college,” he announced in 
1885, and it should design its course of study without considering the 
needs of the colleges and universities. “Possibly, throughout the country, 
not one high-school graduate in fifty will ever enter a college, and we do 
not desire to shape a course of study to accommodate this one fiftieth part 
of the students. It would not be wise.” Unwilling to countenance college 
preparation for the majority of his students who could not afford a college 
education, this superintendent stood firmly against those university 
 presidents who wanted college preparation to be a significant part of the 
high schools’ work. “The high school is really the poor man’s college,” he 
believed, and he refused to let the needs of the colleges compromise that 
laudable goal.15

In declining to sanction college preparation, superintendents in 
Springfield and Port Huron were in the minority. Many of their colleagues 
around the country accepted that the schools had a responsibility to pre-
pare students for college. This responsibility gained importance as 
American society changed and demanded well-educated leaders able to 
take positions in industry, government, and business. For many of these 
new positions, a high school education no longer provided the necessary 
credential. In Michigan, Wisconsin, and other states, administrators 
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 recognized something that Eliot took longer to comprehend. Students who 
wanted to go to college and have access to these new positions had few 
options outside of the public high schools. The steep costs of private 
 preparatory academies prevented many families from taking advantage of 
the opportunity to go to college. Eliot came to understand this reality by 
the mid-1880s, and his views on the public high schools shifted accord-
ingly. “Since the high school supplies the only means by which parents 
who cannot meet the charges of private schools or academies can get their 
children prepared for college,” he said in 1885, “it is much to be regretted 
that the number of students who make their way to college from high 
schools is so small absolutely, and so small relatively to the number of 
 students in these colleges.” In the 1870s, he promoted little if any role for 
the public high schools in preparing students for college. Now, more than 
ever, he looked to the high schools as an important avenue to higher educa-
tion for some of the nation’s young.16 Harvard’s need for students and 
the increasing dominance of the high schools likely contributed to Eliot’s 
 shifting attitude.

As he changed his position on the public high schools, Eliot found 
 himself struggling with significant challenges. Even though the number of 
students in the public high schools increased considerably between 1866 
and 1885, the number of students entering Harvard from the typical high 
school was minimal, and few students from public schools in Massachusetts 
even enrolled in college.17 “Counting both boys and girls,” Eliot concluded, 
“the high schools did not, on the average, send one pupil apiece to college 
in 1884, and just about one in a hundred of all the pupils in all the schools 
got to college in that year.” Most of the schools in Massachusetts were too 
small to provide a strong preparatory course, and devoting limited resources 
to such a course was not tenable, especially since few students left those 
schools for advanced study. Asking these schools to focus all of their 
 energies and resources on meeting college entrance requirements, Eliot 
concluded, was not possible. “It is impossible for such feeble schools to 
maintain a course of study which will regularly prepare pupils for college,” 
he asserted. At least three teachers were necessary, Eliot believed, to offer a 
strong preparatory course, and he knew that more than two-thirds of the 
state’s high schools lacked the proper number of teachers. “The high school 
is obliged to provide, as well as possible, for that great and increasing 
majority of its pupils whose education is not to be prolonged beyond the 
school, and can have, as a rule, but very limited resources to be used for the 
exclusive benefit of the small minority who hope to go to college.”18

Eliot was coming to understand the problems posed by the conflicting 
demands of the colleges and the historic mission of the public schools, and 
he recognized the challenges that this lack of connection between the high 
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schools and the colleges posed for education and for society. “The rigidity 
of the college requirements for admission, and the ambition of the colleges 
to advance their standards on the one hand, and on the other the legiti-
mate demands of that great part of its pupils who have no use for Latin and 
Greek,” he argued in 1885, “make the position of the high school more and 
more precarious, and its work of preparation for college less and less ade-
quate, and therefore make it harder and harder for Massachusetts farmers, 
mechanics, operatives, clerks, tradesmen, and professional men of small 
income, to send children to college.” Eliot lamented that “contrary to the 
interests of the Commonwealth, and of society at large, these classes are 
being measurably cut off from the colleges.”19

Even though his rhetoric at times emphasized the importance of educa-
tion in a democracy, Eliot never expected nor wanted all young Americans 
to attend school and graduate from college. He doubted that education 
and schools could equalize men and create a classless society. Nonetheless, 
he understood that the inability to resolve the tension between the dual 
functions of the high schools would have lasting implications for society. 
“For lack of adequate connection between the high schools and the col-
leges, the way to the learned professions and the best posts in all the highly 
organized industries,” he concluded in 1885, “is being obstructed for large 
numbers of promising young men.”20 He and others needed to find a way 
to bridge the gap between the high schools and the colleges so that more 
students could enter college and, through that training, move into the 
professions needed by a changing society.

Eliot’s dawning awareness of the importance of the high schools to 
 society and the bind they were in was crucial to addressing the tension 
between preparation for college and preparation for life that Bascom in 
Wisconsin and later leaders such as Harper in Chicago worried about. 
“Broken or obstructed connection between the public secondary schools 
and the colleges,” Eliot maintained in 1885, “is an evil which every friend 
of education must wish to cure.”21 The larger and better equipped high 
schools attempted to overcome this problem and meet both functions by 
creating two courses of study, one that led up to the university, the other to 
life. The smaller, typical high schools—often situated in rural areas and 
far from larger cities with thriving high schools—lacked the resources and 
public support to offer dual courses of study. At best these smaller schools 
offered a basic course that extended the elementary program by a few years. 
With the local high school providing only a limited secondary course and 
the better high schools located at a distance, students in rural areas found 
they had limited opportunities for the secondary preparation needed for 
advanced study at a university. James B. Angell learned through the 
accreditation program in Michigan that the public would not allow the 
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high schools to develop a single focus on college preparatory work. 
Likewise, Eliot came to understand and accept that the high schools were 
not capable of redesigning their entire curriculum to meet college entrance 
requirements. The secondary schools were willing to make adjustments 
and reach up to the colleges, but they were not going to radically redefine 
their work in line with college demands.

III

To work with the secondary schools and relieve the pressures on them, and 
to encourage more students to enter college, Eliot and his colleagues at 
other universities began to expand their admission and degree require-
ments to fit what the high schools were offering. “The remedy for the seri-
ous evil which thus results from the diverging aims of the high school and 
the college is to be found,” Eliot claimed in 1885, “in the introduction into 
college requirements for admission of reasonably wide options, so that 
some course or courses of study which will admit to colleges may be 
brought almost to coincide with a substantial high-school course of study, 
laid out primarily for youth who are not going to college.” Eliot was sound-
ing like a high school administrator. In creating this ideal course, he turned 
to many of the subjects already present in the typical high school course—
“English language and literature, mathematics through trigonometry, 
drawing, the history of England and the United States, physics, chemistry, 
botany, and zoology taught with instruments and objects in hand.”22 For 
good measure, he added some easy Latin and French prose.

As Harvard and other universities broadened their requirements, they 
included those subjects that comprised a good public high school curriculum. 
They were not yet ready to add more “practical” or vocational courses—
manual training, commercial arithmetic, drawing, or domestic arts, for 
example—to college admission subjects, but they were reaching out to the 
high schools and making some adjustments in line with secondary school 
subjects. Eliot proposed that the universities merely accept what the high 
schools had already been teaching for most of the nineteenth century. 
These modern subjects were becoming college entrance courses, with the 
potential then of easing the tension between the two educational levels and 
reducing the gap separating them. Reflecting a position that he would 
continue to develop in the 1890s, Eliot trusted that this “ideal high-school 
course would be just as useful,—however utility be defined,—to the future 
candidates for college as to the mass of the pupils.” Eliot argued that such 
a course would ensure that the high schools did a better job of preparing 
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students for college, without forcing them to adopt classes that would be 
useless for noncollege-bound students.23

Likewise, Harper found that his university had to adapt to the needs of 
the high schools, specifically the Chicago high schools that some residents 
claimed he was trying to turn into preparatory schools. “Several subjects 
commonly taught in the high schools of Chicago and in secondary schools 
elsewhere had not received recognition at the hands of the University,” he 
wrote in 1898 as part of his review of the first six years of the university’s 
work. As a result, “a pupil in these schools who had fulfilled with credit the 
requirements of the normal four-years’ curriculum” was often unable to 
enroll in the university. Harper attempted to resolve this unfortunate 
 situation by accepting additional subjects—those taught in the Chicago 
public schools—as entrance requirements. In 1896, to address the needs of 
the local schools, the University of Chicago added “elementary and 
advanced United States and English History and Civil Government” to its 
list of admission subjects.24 Nonetheless, Augustus F. Nightingale, super-
intendent of high schools in Chicago, felt that the university needed to 
adopt even broader admission standards to make it accessible to any student 
who had completed a strong four-year high school course of study.25

As countless high school educators pointed out, the traditional college 
preparatory curriculum made it difficult to meet the needs of college-
bound students and those with no further education in their futures. In 
1885, when Eliot hoped to change Harvard’s standards, his institution—
and most other universities—required future students in the classical 
 program to study Greek, Latin, French or German, and “the elements of 
mathematics and physics, a little ancient history, and something of English 
literature.”26 Although the focus remained squarely on the classical sub-
jects, the addition of some modern classes represented a significant advance 
from the situation throughout much of the nineteenth century. On the eve 
of the Civil War, the nation’s colleges generally required only a few subjects 
for admission: Latin, Greek, mathematics, some logic and moral philoso-
phy, and a little physics and astronomy. Following the war, they gradually 
added, as Eliot was doing, English grammar and composition, algebra and 
geometry, geography, history, and more sciences.27

At the same time that the universities began to place more of the  modern 
subjects in their entrance requirements, they also added alternative degree 
programs for students who prepared primarily in the modern subjects. Not 
wanting to sully the classical bachelor of arts degree with a strong focus on 
modern subjects, these institutions created parallel degree courses that, 
although less prestigious, allowed schools to prepare students for higher 
education without having to concentrate limited resources on classical 
training. These new programs first emerged on college campuses in the 
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1850s, with Brown offering the bachelor of philosophy degree in 1851. 
Harvard in 1847 opened the Lawrence Scientific School—a new school 
that by design separated its degree program from the classical work of the 
college—and began offering the bachelor of science degree in 1851. Yale 
likewise offered the bachelor of philosophy degree in 1852 through 
the Sheffield Scientific School, and Michigan added the bachelor of  science 
degree in 1853. These universities were only the first to add the new 
courses.

After the 1870s, these alternative courses proliferated on other  campuses, 
and even more degree programs evolved. The University of Wisconsin first 
offered a modern classical course in 1876, an English course in 1887, and 
even a civic–historical course in 1893. The number of alternative degrees 
multiplied on American campuses in the last half of the nineteenth 
 century—some schools eventually offered nine different degrees—but by 
1890, most colleges enrolled students in one of three or four programs. 
The traditional classical degree remained the most esteemed but, in rela-
tion to the other degrees, it gradually lost students who looked to the new 
courses as better routes from high schools to jobs. A semi-classical course—
either the bachelor of philosophy or the bachelor of letters—aligned more 
closely with the modern subjects in the typical public high school. The 
bachelor of science course stood apart as having almost no grounding in 
the classical subjects, except that over half of the schools offering this 
degree required some preparation in Latin.28 Angell trusted that all of 
the high schools in Michigan would be able to prepare students to enter the 
university and study for the bachelor of science degree. “There is,” he 
declared in 1875, “no respectable High School in the State, which cannot 
do preparatory work, that the University with perhaps some unessential 
modification of its present requirements, can properly accept as suitable for 
its scientific courses.”29

Angell must have concluded that the science degree was not connecting 
the high schools and the university to the extent he wanted, because in 
1878 his faculty developed the bachelor of letters degree to align directly 
with the “English” course of the high schools in the state, a course that 
emphasized English literature, history, government, and modern languages 
rather than the classical subjects. According to Angell, the faculty felt that, 
since most of the high schools offered a thorough English course that 
 surpassed the classical course in depth of preparation, the university had 
an obligation to create a corresponding degree. In the absence of a strong 
college degree program that aligned with one of the state’s most prevalent 
high school courses of study, the gap between secondary and higher 
 education remained unclosed. Angell and his faculty asked, “Ought [the 
university] not to try without sacrificing the interests of good scholarship 
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and sound culture, to bring itself into some harmonious and useful  relation 
with that large number of High Schools which provide no classical course, 
but do provide a thorough English course of education which may form a 
suitable preparation for some scholarly course of training here?” They 
answered “yes,” and to better meet the needs of the public high schools, the 
University of Michigan created another alternative degree program. The 
university succeeded in creating a new course that aligned with the high 
schools, and it was one that ultimately brought more students into the 
university. “So far as numbers indicate,” Angell pronounced in 1879, “we 
have certainly good reason to be satisfied with the response which has been 
made to our proposition to make our instruction more attractive and 
 useful. The number of students in the Literary Department is increased by 
about twenty per cent.”30

Higher education better met the expectations of the secondary schools 
through these new degrees, but the desires of the high schools alone did 
not lead to changes in admission subjects and degree programs. The uni-
versities also responded to the changing needs of society and to the advances 
made through scientific and technological innovations. The sciences, 
modern languages, and history, for example, were more relevant to the 
needs of an industrializing society than Greek or Latin. These newer 
 subjects would lead to engineers who could build skyscrapers, scientists 
who could study diseases, and historians (as Frederick Jackson Turner 
famously argued) who could instill the values of the Republic in students 
and prepare them for democratic citizenship. Scientific and engineering 
courses, in particular, gained strong currency in this context, and colleges 
and universities began to require more preparation in the sciences for 
entering students. New academic fields also proliferated in the late nine-
teenth century, as professors engaged in research in modern subjects and 
devoted time to new areas of expertise. These professors had an interest in 
adding these subjects to the admission requirements as a way of bringing 
in well-prepared students capable of work in these areas. By developing 
strong research agendas in modern subjects, university professors contrib-
uted to the legitimacy of the modern subjects in higher education. The 
needs of society and the emergence of universities came together with 
high schools and their traditional focus on the modern subjects to create a 
closer connection between the courses of study in higher and secondary 
education.31

Because the new nonclassical degree programs generally omitted Greek 
in lieu of the modern subjects, they opened up a college education to a 
greater number of students than did the standard classical course. These 
degrees recognized that the high schools, constrained by local needs and 
expectations, offered a richer program in the modern subjects than in the 
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classical subjects of Latin and Greek. Prior to the emergence of these 
degrees, rural students had few opportunities to prepare for college. 
Secondary schools rarely could afford teachers in Greek and Latin, and the 
local communities usually had no interest in providing such courses. 
Ambitious students often had to move away to a larger town or enroll in a 
private academy to prepare for college or they had to forego any interest in 
college at all. By adding new degrees, the colleges and universities opened 
up the possibility of further education to these students. These degrees 
improved the options available for students seeking a college education, 
and they made it easier for students from the public high schools to enroll 
in college, graduate, and enter a workplace transformed by science, 
 technology, and corporations.32

While helping students without classical preparation to attend college, 
however, the creation of alternative courses and the addition of typical 
high school subjects to college entrance requirements did little to unify the 
diverse admission standards throughout the country. Indeed, since each 
school set its own entrance requirements for these new courses, the prolif-
eration of degrees and subjects actually created greater diversity in entrance 
requirements and, thus, challenges for the secondary schools, even though 
these additions provided more opportunities for students. Schools prepared 
students not just for a number of different colleges but also for two or three 
degrees within a single college. The new degrees brought the colleges more 
into line with the typical high school—an outcome greatly desired—while 
at the same time increasing the diversity of preparation for those schools 
that groomed students for different degrees and colleges.33

There were other problems with the proliferation of degrees. Not only 
did they increase the diversity of requirements for admission, they also 
often maintained lower standards relative to the bachelor of arts degree. 
Some universities went as far as enrolling students in these degree pro-
grams before the students had completed a full secondary school course, 
which predictably led the secondary schools to complain that higher 
 education had overstepped its bounds. The principal in Middleburgh, 
New York, offered a typical protest. “The new courses,” R. S. Keyser 
declared in 1887, “are mostly designed to attract students by offering them 
admission to college upon easier terms. Instead of completing the work of 
the secondary school, the college thus comes into direct competition with 
it.”34 The bachelor of science degree was especially weak. An article in the 
Academy in 1887 declared, “We simply ask that the scientific course in 
 college should not be brought into competition with the proper work of 
secondary schools, and that the requirements of the scientific course should 
be such as to require the same age and the same mental maturity on the 
part of students that is required in the classical course.”35 Rather than 
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strengthening the alignment between higher and secondary education, the 
proliferation of degrees, especially the bachelor of science course,  sometimes 
weakened that connection and brought the two levels into competition.

Michigan made a series of strategic decisions in the late 1880s that 
strengthened its degree programs and helped to reduce tensions with the 
high schools. The university’s faculty in early 1888 proposed some basic 
alterations in admission requirements to bring about greater equivalence 
among degree programs in the amount of preparation and study required. 
Although the recommended changes did not require all students to study 
the same subjects or topics, they helped to establish the core of a unified 
course of study. This step worked to the advantage of the high schools, 
which had faced the challenge of meeting different demands and expecta-
tions for the various degrees. All of the degree programs, according to the 
proposed changes, required students to prepare fully in Greek and Latin 
(with German and French as alternatives), mathematics, physical and 
 biological sciences, English language and literature, and history. These 
subjects formed the principal admission requirements, with other subjects 
added and more or less work expected in some depending on the degree 
program a student ultimately entered.36

The faculty recommended trying this program for three years in the 
high schools, analyzing the feedback from the schools, and then deciding 
whether to make additional changes or continue with the new require-
ments.37 The high schools did not wait to offer their feedback. Within a 
month of these new proposals being discussed in university meetings, 
teachers in the Ann Arbor high school protested the increased work in 
physics required by the changes. While the increase sought only to equal-
ize the preparation in physics required for all of the courses, it specifically 
affected the bachelor of arts and bachelor of philosophy courses, and the 
teachers asked for some reduction in the mathematics requirements to 
make room for the new physics work. Too much else was expected, they 
complained in 1888, for these degree courses to absorb additional prepara-
tion in physics. Ann Arbor’s faculty likely had little opposition to the 
establishment of core classes for all degree programs. What they protested 
was the addition of subjects to some of the preparatory programs without 
a corresponding reduction in other classes. Continually adding courses 
without subtracting others overloaded the school days, they maintained, 
and did little to alleviate the pressures on the high schools.38 Whether it 
satisfied the request of the teachers or not, the university did lower its 
mathematics requirements before adopting the new standards.39

The University of Wisconsin went beyond Michigan’s efforts in equal-
izing its courses and in meeting the needs of the secondary schools. As the 
president proposed in 1891, he wanted his institution’s requirements to 
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align with the courses of study and standards set by the state superintendent. 
The president embraced these courses, in part, because they all required a 
core set of subjects and expected an equivalence of work. Wisconsin also 
provided some flexibility so that high schools could adapt the courses to 
meet local circumstances and needs. In a letter to the state’s principals, 
Wisconsin’s president asked whether the new requirements met their 
approval, and he sought their feedback. He was loath to make any changes 
without first consulting the high schools, even though the changes pro-
posed were in line with the courses developed by the state superintendent.40 
Wisconsin implemented the new standards in 1892, with the expressed 
hope of bringing the “preparation for all courses up to an essential equality.” 
Moreover, “the requirements were so arranged,” the president argued, “as 
to bring the University into more intimate and formal relationship with 
the state school system.” He concluded by declaring that the high schools 
“most generously” complied with the new standards.41

In contrast, Eliot at Harvard avoided some of the conflicts caused by 
the differing standards of the new degrees by simply not rushing to offer 
additional programs and courses. Harvard did open the scientific school, 
which, to Eliot’s chagrin, maintained relatively low standards, a situation 
he labored to rectify in his four-decades-long tenure as president. But this 
degree—housed in a separate school—represented the only variation at 
Harvard from the traditional bachelor of arts degree. Instead of adding 
degrees, Eliot tweaked the bachelor of arts program in the mid-1880s and 
sought to make this degree more appealing to students from the public 
high schools. Not wanting to cut off access to students in an expanding 
middle class from a Harvard education, Eliot broadened his entrance 
requirements and, on paper anyway, made it easier for some students from 
small, rural high schools to enter his university and earn the classical 
degree.42

Eliot’s new proposal essentially promoted an elective system for the 
high schools by allowing a greater range of modern subjects as admission 
requirements. This change provided enough flexibility in course selection 
and enabled most high schools to meet the needs of all students, regardless 
of their future destinations. Under the new standards, all those admitted 
to Harvard earned the bachelor of arts degree—unless they enrolled in the 
Lawrence Scientific School—but they chose from a number of different 
subjects to meet the entrance requirements. To make Harvard even more 
appealing, Eliot sacrificed one of the crucial admission components of a 
classical education. This bastion of elite education no longer absolutely 
required Greek for admission in the 1880s; instead, students could substi-
tute courses in mathematics and the physical sciences. Eliot was trying to 
make it easier for farmers, mechanics, and “professional men of small 
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income” to send their children to Harvard.43 Combined with the trend 
toward core subjects for all degree programs in other universities, Harvard’s 
actions opened up the possibility that high school students could prepare 
for various degrees without having to take significantly different courses. 
Harvard also made it easier for schools to prepare students for life and for 
college with one unified course of study and without Greek. With these 
modifications, Eliot signaled his willingness to work with the high schools 
in resolving the tensions they faced in preparing for college and for life.44

Keyser, the principal in Middleburgh, New York, applauded Eliot’s new 
openness to a broader range of admission subjects. “Harvard realizes that 
conditions have changed, and that if she desires a wider constituency, she 
must look to the constantly increasing list of public schools,” he declared 
approvingly in 1887. “Her new requirements for admission offer extra 
inducements to public schools to send up their pupils, permitting the sub-
stitution of other high school subjects for Latin and Greek to almost any 
extent.” Keyser clearly understood the changing nature of education and 
the increasingly prominent place of high schools by the 1880s and 1890s. 
He encouraged other schools to follow Harvard’s lead and lessen their reli-
ance on the classical languages. “In the case of the classics, it is well to 
consider whether there is not need to throw overboard some of the cargo to 
save the ship,” he argued. “The simplest solution of the question, which 
would bring the classical course more into harmony with the actual educa-
tional work of the country, would be to decrease somewhat the amount of 
Latin and Greek required for admission to college, as Harvard has already 
done.”45 For this principal, anyway, Harvard had made important strides 
in adapting its policies to the reality of the secondary schools.

Yet, he had been overly optimistic about Harvard’s lead. This elite 
 institution had not gone as far as Eliot had implied. Although he made it 
possible to enter the university and study for the classical bachelor of arts 
degree without preparation in Greek, Eliot made the alternative require-
ments in mathematics and physical science more difficult. He was willing 
to expand the road leading to college, but he wanted the new avenue to be 
as rugged as the classical road.46 Equivalence for him meant making all 
subjects equal in standards and rigor. Modern subjects were not given a 
free pass but had to match the academic excellence maintained in the clas-
sical subjects. Eliot indicated a willingness to work with the high schools 
and to widen the road to college, but the passage remained difficult.

The nation’s colleges and universities, therefore, had made important 
changes in admission requirements and degree programs to bring about 
closer articulation with the secondary schools, but complete alignment was 
not yet in sight. The high schools still felt trapped by the demands of the 
colleges and the needs of life. William Torrey Harris, the U.S. commissioner 
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of education, made it clear in 1891 that the tension between the two 
 functions continued to challenge secondary schools. “In the schools of the 
United States there prevail two different ideals of the course of study; the 
one originating with the directors of higher education and the other a 
growth from the common elementary school.” Harris, the former superin-
tendent of schools in St. Louis, said that these two ideals were not compat-
ible and clashed “in quite important particulars.” The heart of the issue, 
for Harris and many others, was that “the common-school course of study, 
as it appears in the elementary school and in the public high school which 
gives secondary instruction, does not shape itself so as to fit its pupils for 
entrance to the colleges.”47

As Harper’s critics in Chicago made clear in the mid-1890s, the debate 
between preparation for college and preparation for life had not ended, 
despite progress in aligning university courses to the secondary schools. 
The debate remained tense. In 1891, before Harper opened the doors to his 
university, Cecil Bancroft moved beyond Eliot’s tentative steps at Harvard 
and offered what he hoped would be a viable solution. As principal of 
Phillips Academy, Bancroft proposed a unified course of study that sought 
to make preparation for life and for college the same thing. “How can 
courses be devised,” he asked, “which shall meet at once the wants of pupils 
soon to be plunged into the distractions and responsibilities of their voca-
tions, and of that other and smaller number who have before them the 
prospect of long courses of further training?”48 Bancroft took steps to unite 
the dual purposes of the secondary schools, but his proposal likely would 
not have pleased Harper’s opponents, since Bancroft’s focus was on preparing 
more students for college.

The question for him was not how to create a unified course of study so 
that the secondary schools did not neglect the majority of its students—
those who would never go to college—but how to devise such a course that 
would help these students while also encouraging an ever greater number 
of them to press on to college and then become society’s leaders and experts. 
“Our secondary schools ought to embrace such subjects, and prosecute 
them in such a way, that boys and girls in country towns, as well as in large 
cities, shall have the opportunity to reach the college and the university.” 
Bancroft worried that separate courses of study forced students to choose 
their future paths—whether to college, scientific school, or life—at too 
early an age. He wanted to postpone this decision until late in the secondary 
school so that students might have a chance to feel the vivifying effects of 
education and consider the possibility of advanced study. “All the roads in 
Italy led to Rome,” he explained by way of analogy, “and many a traveller 
setting out for a brief journey found himself lured on by the circumstance 
of being fairly on the way, till at last he came to the seven hills and beheld 
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the glories of the eternal city.” In the same way, “it is no small service to our 
youth to keep open before them, till the last moment, possibilities of the 
best education our civilization offers. This is a noble function of the 
 secondary school” and one that the country absolutely needed.49

Creating a unified course of study provided an avenue for strengthen-
ing the connection between higher and secondary education, and, as 
Bancroft wished, the proliferation of degrees and subjects constituted the 
raw material for just such a plan. The abundance of this raw material, 
however, made the development of a uniform course complicated. Who 
would decide what students needed to know? Bancroft signaled his will-
ingness to think anew about the course of study. “We have fairly well 
emancipated ourselves,” he concluded, “from the old tradition that certain 
subjects are liberal and all others are not, that the humanities alone are 
capable of imparting that tone and temper of mind which constitute true 
culture.” He argued that “the passionate love of the search for truth, may 
be reached through sciences, through history, through modern literatures, 
as truly as through the conventional Latin, Hebrew, and Greek which 
 constituted the staple studies of our early colleges.” He was even willing to 
consider that manual subjects could lead to truth if pursued in a “liberal 
spirit.” Bancroft may have freed himself from the hold of the classics, but 
others had not yet been able to make that shift. Rather than resolving the 
issue and providing the definitive answer, Bancroft only highlighted a 
 significant challenge to those reformers who wished to articulate the two 
educational levels.50

The lack of agreement on what constituted a proper course of study, of 
what knowledge was of most worth to an educated person, hindered 
attempts to align higher and secondary education. Bancroft proposed some 
ideas and Eliot was willing to relinquish the hold that Greek had on the 
core of what it meant to be an educated person, but these actions never 
resolved the issue. Indeed, there seemed to be a curious lack of discussion 
of this topic in the debate over the relationship between the two educa-
tional levels. True, Bancroft and Eliot made some suggestions, and Harris 
was always willing to expound on his theories of what constituted a true 
education, but most discussions stepped gingerly around the issue. 
Articulation proponents did not devote discussions to theories of the 
 educated person or to the knowledge that educated people needed to have 
at their command. In the same way that the process of strengthening 
the connection between the two levels lurched toward some conclusion 
without much coordination, the debate over what constituted a true educa-
tion progressed in a haphazard way without any clear guidance or control. 
Even the most famous education report of its time, which came out a few 
years after Bancroft’s passionate plea, avoided the topic. Eliot’s report from 
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the Committee of Ten on Secondary School Studies, issued in 1893, simply 
accepted and dealt with the subjects that most schools had already been 
teaching. The answer to what constituted a proper education was whatever 
tradition, societal needs, and pressure from the universities and schools 
dictated. The result was a less than coherent grouping of subjects, courses, 
and degrees, perhaps because the needs of society were varied and  constantly 
shifting.

High school teachers also lacked consensus on this issue. Some agreed 
with Bancroft and ardently believed that the best preparation for college 
was also the best preparation for life. “If the college work is in reality the 
crown of a sound education, then all the work preparatory to it must also 
be sound, and that a boy or girl prepared for the colleges will also have the 
best preparation that can be given him, thus far, for life,” argued 
Isaac Thomas, the principal of Hillhouse High School in New Haven, 
Connecticut, in 1892.51 For him, the college preparatory course provided 
the best foundation for life, rather than the needs of life forming the best 
preparation for college. Others saw the needs of the college-bound as 
 separate and distinct from those who were going out into life with no fur-
ther education. Thomas’s counterpart at the Free Academy in Norwich, 
Connecticut, countered that pupils who entered the noncollege course “are 
to have only these four years of schooling.” Consequently, the secondary 
school course, he continued,

ought to give them, though not in the same way, the most important thing 
to be got from a college course: namely, an idea of what liberal culture 
means, a love for it and a desire to get as much of it as they can; an outlook 
on life which will make their lives something more than a humdrum round 
of toil relieved only by common-place enjoyment.

There were similarities between preparation for college and for life, he 
maintained, but the needs of the two were not the same.52 Even with the 
addition of new courses and modern subjects to the college curriculum, 
the debate over preparation for life and college clearly had not ended in the 
1890s, when the University of Chicago opened its doors and citizens 
started to complain that Harper’s grand plans meant making the high 
schools preparatory departments of the university.

IV

The high schools, and the public that supported them, continued to  protest 
what they perceived to be university attempts to mold the secondary 
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schools into classical preparatory academies. But observers in the 1890s 
found a stronger and more clearly articulated system of education than 
they had seen in the early 1870s. A more prominent place for modern 
 subjects in college admission requirements, the emergence of alternative 
degrees, and a push toward equivalence among modern and classical 
 subjects, which would intensify in the future, contributed to an improved 
connection between the higher and secondary branches of education in the 
1880s and 1890s. Additionally, the expansion of accreditation programs 
throughout the country eased the pressure on secondary schools to prepare 
students for different colleges. Eliot and the Committee of Ten now 
attempted to build on these improvements, to formalize them in an official 
report, and to promote them as a national and rational answer to the 
 challenges of building a standardized system of education across the states 
and regions.

Eliot’s task was significant. The colleges and universities were gradually 
accepting the modern subjects as admission requirements and developing 
alternative courses in an effort to better align with the secondary schools. 
These actions, however, did not mean that uniformity from college to 
 college always existed. The colleges generally agreed on the subjects to be 
included in the admission requirements, but they were not yet always in 
agreement—especially across regions—on the specific topics and aspects 
to be required in each of the subjects. The English requirements in one 
college, for example, did not necessarily match the English requirements 
elsewhere. The work of the Commission of Colleges in New England on 
Admission Examinations had helped to bring about some uniformity in a 
handful of entrance subjects. The spread of the accreditation system simi-
larly had created some standardization in the Midwest and West. Eliot’s 
committee now sought to nudge these tentative steps toward  fruition on a 
national level.

The members of Eliot’s committee also had to wrestle with a number of 
other pressing issues that remained unresolved. It was not clear whether 
the different degrees that colleges offered had any equivalence in breadth 
of study and admission requirements. Neither higher education nor sec-
ondary education wanted one collegiate course to be markedly easier than 
the others, require little if any secondary education, and lead students to 
leave school early. Additionally, the two levels continued to debate whether 
preparing for college and for life required dual courses of study or could be 
met with one program. Educators often used ringing, inspiring language 
in reference to a unified course—and it was a vivid response to a complex 
problem—but the lofty language seldom was soiled by the gritty reality of 
hashing out and defining such a course. A more prominent place for 
 modern subjects in admission requirements had eased the pressures on the 
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secondary schools, but major representatives of the two levels had not 
agreed on whether a unified course of study could meet mutual ends. They 
had difficulty in reaching a conclusion, in part, because they disagreed on 
what preparation for life or for college meant. What it meant to be an 
educated person and what subjects were of most worth to students remained 
in flux. A stronger advocacy for manual training subjects among some 
educators only heightened this conflict and the challenges facing Eliot’s 
committee. The Committee of Ten began its work in an effort to resolve 
these issues and to solidify and further the progress that had already 
been made.



Chapter 5

Charles W. Eliot and the Early 
Campaign for a National 

Educational System

I

“I have read the report—every page.” The document, of course, was the 
eagerly awaited report of the Committee of Ten on Secondary School 
Studies. James. M. Greenwood, the school superintendent in Kansas City, 
Missouri, read all 250 pages of the main report and the attached proceed-
ings of the subject conferences, and he was not impressed. “I have looked 
over the immense array of names and the positions of these that have made 
these reports, and I agree with one statement made by Colonel [Francis] 
Parker [of the Cook County Normal School], that the report is a unique 
thing.”1 This bland response was the best thing he could say about a report 
that cost over four thousand dollars to produce, relied on the work of one 
hundred of the nation’s best educational experts, and took over a year to 
finish.2 Charles W. Eliot, who chaired the committee and whose educa-
tional views dominated much of the report, saw the document as the best 
hope for overcoming the gap between the secondary schools and higher 
education. It was an ambitious, sweeping plan to articulate the nation’s 
schools and to establish an educational system that had so far eluded 
America’s education reformers. Greenwood saw it as an attack on the  public 
schools and on the very teachers who taught in them. He concluded,

In behalf of the city teachers, who constitute the silent majority in this 
report, I will say that in New York, in Richmond, in San Francisco, in 
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Boston, in Cleveland, in Toronto, in St. Louis, in Chicago, or in any of the 
best schools of the country, the teachers are doing excellent work that these 
men say they are not doing; better than the gentlemen themselves can do, 
and yet they are prescribing for us, as they claim, and not for themselves. 
Let them take their own medicine first.3

It was not that the report engendered this criticism because it provided 
a radically altered vision for the future of American education or even that 
it introduced new concepts into the debate on the relationship between 
higher and secondary education. In many ways the report merely reflected 
much of the debate that had occurred over the previous decades. The com-
mittee had a loose mandate to examine the different subjects that were part 
of the secondary school curriculum and to hold conferences to address 
what to teach as part of these subjects and how best to teach them. But the 
report covered a wide range of issues. It tackled the difference between 
preparation for college and preparation for life. It laid out a plan to ensure 
that secondary school courses of study had an equivalence in preparation 
and mental discipline—a concept that measured a subject’s worth accord-
ing to its ability to demand rigorous mental development. The report also 
explored ways to unify the first years of the secondary school courses so 
that all students, regardless of their future directions, would study a 
 common curriculum. Even though the committee hesitated to question 
the value of many of the subjects found in the typical secondary school 
curriculum, the members dealt implicitly with what it meant to be an edu-
cated person. They also waded into the preparation of teachers and called 
for more professional (i.e., college-educated) teachers for the high schools. 
For decades, educators had been discussing these ideas in countless education 
associations, meetings, and journals.

Eliot’s committee was controversial, in part, because it was responding 
to the decentralized nature of education in the late nineteenth century. No 
central authority at the federal level had responsibility for America’s 
schools. Although there was a degree of uniformity in education, especially 
following the spread of accreditation programs and the organization of 
some regional associations, educators bemoaned the pervasive differences 
that continued to hinder a complete uniformity across states and regions. 
Eliot pushed his committee into this void, hoping to establish a common 
set of principles and subject requirements according to which schools from 
coast to coast would operate. His faith in progress and in the overriding 
spirit of efficiency that followed vast industrial and commercial successes 
in a highly regulated and structured economy buttressed his belief that a 
strong, well-articulated, standardized system of schools was essential and 
crucial to the health of the nation. Educators wanted greater uniformity, to 
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be sure, but they were not convinced that the report’s recommendations 
were the right way to create that degree of standardization while also 
 maintaining local traditions. Across the nation, then, the committee’s 
 recommendations rarely changed what secondary schools did, the content 
of their courses, or the focus of their work.

The committee was influential not because it dramatically transformed 
American schools or offered a decidedly radical vision for education. The 
committee built on earlier ideas, anticipated important initiatives that later 
gained prominence, and generated pronounced discussion. It failed to 
directly transform schools, except perhaps in a handful of cases, but it 
provided a rationale for national uniformity, advanced this agenda, and 
thus made it easier for later initiatives moving in the same direction to gain 
momentum. And, as historians have argued, it represented the first national 
attempt to carve out a central place for professional educators in setting the 
nation’s education agenda. The Committee of Ten, then, was important 
because it represented a turning point in American education and in the 
campaign to create an articulated system of schools that looked remarkably 
similar from state to state.

This chapter starts with an overview of the committee’s work and then 
considers the few cases in which it directly altered some secondary schools. 
The bulk of the chapter, however, focuses on the lasting role the committee 
played in the campaign to create a national system of schools. In this latter 
section, the chapter highlights three key ways in which the Committee of 
Ten advanced this system of education and affected future reform  programs: 
it raised the issue of national uniformity in a forceful manner on the 
national stage and provided a way to ensure that the modern subjects 
gained equivalence with the classics; it highlighted the place of profes-
sional educators and experts in reforming education; and it underscored 
the influence that university-based teacher training programs were coming 
to have in American education.

II

Appointed in 1892 by the National Education Association (NEA), the 
Committee of Ten was the association’s first significant foray into educa-
tional research and reform. Prior to this time, the NEA had confined itself 
to discussing pressing educational matters and offering weighty pro-
nouncements.4 The decision to move in this new direction and to appoint 
the Committee of Ten followed a report by James Baker that examined 
uniformity in school courses and in admission requirements, and a further 
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conference of college and secondary school representatives on this topic 
chaired by Nicholas Murray Butler, a young professor at Columbia 
University. Principal of Denver High School and soon to become president 
of the University of Colorado, Baker called for such a conference to 
 eliminate the diversity in subjects taught, teaching methods, and college 
admission standards prevalent throughout the country. “We have unifor-
mity of government and institutions, of traditions and ideas.” Likewise, 
“there is no reason why education of the same grade should not be substan-
tially the same throughout the country,” he claimed.5 Baker was not going 
to be content with standardization in one state or even in one region; he 
wanted national uniformity. After all, students increasingly crossed state 
boundaries to attend college. “As soon as possible,” he declared, “educators 
should make the question [of uniformity] a national one.”6 The Committee 
of Ten aspired to create such a standard of education that would apply 
from one coast to the other.

Eliot was quickly appointed as the chair of this committee and became 
its leading voice.7 Along with William T. Harris, the U.S. commissioner of 
education, he was the most recognized member. Others on the committee 
included James B. Angell from the University of Michigan, and Baker, so 
instrumental in the committee’s formation. Richard Jesse, president of the 
University of Missouri, and James M. Taylor, president of Vassar College, 
along with Henry King, a professor at Oberlin College, also represented 
higher education. The secondary school members included John Tetlow, 
headmaster of the Girls’ High School and the Girls’ Latin School in Boston, 
and James Mackenzie, headmaster of the Lawrenceville School in 
New Jersey. Oscar Robinson, principal of the high school in Albany, New 
York, was the only member to represent a public high school, although 
others on the committee had worked in the public schools earlier in their 
careers.8

As Eliot explained, the committee—supported with a $2,500 appro-
priation from the NEA—was “an attempt to bring together college and 
school men in consultation concerning the best methods of teaching each 
subject which enters largely into the programs of secondary schools, the 
proper limits of each subject, the best modes of testing attainment in those 
subjects, and the feasibility of attaining a tolerable uniformity of topic, 
method and standards throughout our wide country.”9 Eliot held out the 
hope that the committee would encourage greater cooperation among 
 educators and solve the long-standing problem of the relationship between 
higher and secondary education, an issue that only had intensified as the 
public high schools came to dominate secondary education. In the absence 
of federal legislation, the Committee of Ten, he hoped, would be a way to 
establish some educational coherence on a national scale. Ambitious as 
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ever, Eliot avowed that the report would “be an important contribution to 
the cause of education in the United States.”10

The Committee of Ten set to work immediately. The members called 
for nine conferences of ten people each to meet and discuss key secondary 
school subjects. The members of these committees were experts in their 
fields, and the Committee of Ten selected them to balance higher and 
secondary education and to represent different geographical areas of the 
country. Forty-seven came from the colleges and universities, and forty-
two represented the secondary schools (one was a government official).11 
Building on a notion of expertise reflected in Angell’s inspection program 
and in William Rainey Harper’s affiliation reforms at the University of 
Chicago, Eliot and the other members of the Committee of Ten ostensibly 
filled the conference committees with some of the best minds in each field. 
Few high school teachers found themselves appointed to the conference 
committees, however. The road to expertise went through the university 
and research or through the principal’s office, not through the high school 
classroom and teaching experience. The secondary school representatives 
for the most part were principals, headmasters, and superintendents. These 
men were charged with creating courses of study for secondary school 
teachers, many of whom were female, and for students who also were often 
female. The committee reflected the administrative structure of education 
and not those who were in the classrooms.

In organizing these conferences, the Committee of Ten surveyed  leading 
secondary schools in the country on the courses they offered. From this 
list, Eliot and his colleagues determined that the secondary schools taught 
nearly forty different subjects. The ten members of the overall committee 
used this information in deciding which subjects to focus on in the subject 
conferences, but Eliot never explained how the committee whittled forty 
subjects down to nine conferences. They likely chose the most prominent 
courses in many of the nation’s secondary schools and colleges. After the 
report came out, Eliot declared that a handful of modern subjects, in addi-
tion to the classics, were the most popular courses among Harvard under-
graduates. These courses, he felt, should therefore make up the curriculum 
of a good secondary school. The courses he identified were identical to the 
committee’s nine subject conferences. There were separate conferences for 
Latin; Greek; English; other modern languages; mathematics; physics, 
astronomy, and chemistry; natural history or biology, including botany, 
zoology, and physiology; history, civil government, and political economy; 
and geography (physical geography, geology, and meteorology).12 One 
member of the conferences questioned this limited number of subjects 
and asserted that the committee, in settling on them, “ran counter to the 
 judgment of not a few.” For instance, the principal of the New Bedford 
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High School in Massachusetts emphasized that “the friends of manual 
training are amazed that so important a subject should be disregarded.”13 
From the beginning, however, Eliot had no intention of completely restruc-
turing American education and arguing, for example, for manual training 
courses.

The members of these subject conferences met in December 1892 and, 
a few months later, presented detailed reports on a number of key issues. At 
the request of the Committee of Ten, each conference considered what 
needed to be taught in each subject and how best to teach the core require-
ments. They also considered how many years each subject should be taught. 
However, according to instructions from Eliot, they were not to support 
recommendations that went far beyond the “actual condition of American 
schools.”14 They had to work within the current context of education and 
not promote an idealistic curriculum impossible to implement in America’s 
secondary schools. Eliot’s committee also asked them to consider the extent 
to which the subjects should be considered as college admission require-
ments. Finally, addressing one of the most crucial questions, the commit-
tee wanted the conferences to wrestle with how best to teach students going 
to college and those not going to college. “Should the subject be treated 
differently for pupils who are going to college, for those who are going to a 
scientific school, and for those who, presumably, are going to neither,” the 
committee asked.15

After the conferences considered such questions and reported to Eliot, 
Harvard’s president read through and considered the reports and, with 
Tetlow’s help, wrote the first draft of the committee’s report. Eliot circu-
lated the subject reports and the initial draft of the Committee of Ten 
report to the remaining members of the committee for their feedback. 
After revising this draft, he called for a full committee meeting to finalize 
the committee’s recommendations, which met at Columbia University 
in November 1893.16 The New York Times reported that the committee 
met in eight “secret sessions” of three hours each to investigate secondary 
 education and make suggestions for its improvement.17 The final report 
appeared at the end of the year, and it detailed a comprehensive set of 
 recommendations for building strong schools that would ensure the health 
of the nation.

Most of the committee’s recommendations came together in one table 
that outlined four potential courses of study for the secondary schools, 
with each course corresponding to one of the basic courses of study that 
students could pursue in college. The traditional Classical course focused 
heavily on Latin and mathematics but reduced the amount of Greek tradi-
tionally required. The Latin–Scientific course eliminated Greek entirely 
and focused more on the sciences. The course in Modern Languages 
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replaced Latin and Greek with French and German and otherwise was 
identical to the Latin–Scientific course. The English course maintained 
one foreign language (either modern or classical) but focused on English, 
history, and science. The differences in the four courses were mainly with 
the type and amount of foreign languages required. They all expected 
 students to have some exposure to English, at least one foreign language, 
mathematics, history, geography, and the sciences. They differed only in 
the amount required in each subject.18

By basing the courses on a common foundation, the committee sought 
to prevent students from having to make a choice about their future plans 
until their junior years. The first two years of each course were remarkably 
similar, and the Classical and Latin–Scientific courses were identical 
except that the Latin–Scientific replaced history in the Classical course 
with a science. The committee arranged these two courses in this way so 
that students could postpone until “the third year the grave choice between 
the Classical course and the Latin–Scientific,” the report said. “This bifur-
cation should occur as late as possible, since the choice between these two 
roads often determines for life the youth’s career.” Eliot and the other 
members also affirmed that they felt it was impossible for students to make 
choices about their aptitudes and abilities until they had studied different 
subjects. “The youth who has never studied any but his native language 
cannot know his own capacity for linguistic acquisition; and the youth 
who has never made a chemical or physical experiment cannot know 
whether or not he has a taste for exact science,” the report said. Another 
consideration guided the members of the committee. “Inasmuch as many 
boys and girls who begin the secondary school course do not stay in school 
more than two years, the Committee thought it important to select the 
studies of the first two years in such a way that linguistic, historical, math-
ematical, and scientific subjects should all be properly represented.” The 
committee wanted to provide those students unable to continue in school 
with a rich program in the first two years that exposed them to the best of 
western civilization and prepared them for the demands of life.19

Relying on his own popularity in educational circles and the expertise 
of the committees he assembled, Eliot believed that he could use the 
 committee and subject conference reports to lay the foundation for a 
 unified course of study throughout the country. Moreover, since Eliot and 
the other members repeatedly emphasized that the four programs were 
suggestive of what secondary schools could do and were not prescriptive, 
the committee urged the colleges to accept any secondary school course of 
study for a corresponding college degree. Acceptable courses, however, had 
to adhere to the tenets laid down in the subject conference reports and had 
to represent a strong, unified, comprehensive curriculum. Eliot’s committee 
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was trying to provide a basis for national standards in each subject, while 
allowing schools and universities some flexibility in the exact arrangement 
of those subjects. Finally, addressing one of the great debates in educa-
tional circles, the Committee of Ten argued that any course of study—
developed in adherence to the recommendations in the report—should 
prepare students for any college in the nation, as well as for the demands of 
life. Preparation for life and for college essentially could be the same.

In providing a foundation for a unified course of study that addressed 
the needs of students whether going to college or not, the Committee of 
Ten sought to resolve some of the most pressing educational issues and 
concerns of the day. For such an ambitious goal, it had very little direct 
effect on the nation’s secondary schools. Eliot did have some success in 
altering Harvard’s admission standards to meet the general tone of the 
Committee of Ten, and Harvard’s faculty began to study the college’s 
admission requirements in 1894, in light of “recent elaborate discussions of 
the objects and limits of secondary education and of the proper form and 
nature of the preparation for college.” Harvard’s professors, however, took 
their time in revising the requirements and did not report on a new scheme 
until 1897.20 These new requirements did not adhere precisely to the rec-
ommendations in Eliot’s report, but they did follow its general spirit and 
reduced the role of Greek and increased the place of the modern subjects. 
The faculty devised the new requirements, the dean of the faculty explained, 
as they “had been instructed to do, in conformity with the programmes of 
the Committee of Ten for preparatory courses of four years.”21 This change 
brought Harvard more into line with many secondary schools, especially 
the smaller ones, by allowing for a greater election in subjects. Smaller 
schools, constrained by their size and limited resources, now had the option 
of preparing students for Harvard without necessarily having to offer the 
full classical course of study. The Committee of Ten had supported similar 
reforms to make it easier for students from such schools to enroll in col-
lege.22 Eliot also raised the requirements of the Lawrence Scientific School 
in line with the rigor and training needed for admission to Harvard. 
Creating such equivalence in preparation for different degrees had been a 
key goal of the committee’s recommendations.23

The report also apparently had some effect on white secondary schools 
in the South, where some states—Georgia, Mississippi, Kentucky, and 
Missouri—claimed to develop their high school courses of study along the 
lines envisioned by the Committee of Ten. The South likely was willing to 
use it as a guide for improvement, since the region’s secondary schools were 
in a poor state. For a region hoping to improve its schools, the committee 
and the conference reports provided useful suggestions. Whether at 
Harvard or in the South, however, the movement toward the modern 
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 subjects and closer alignment with the secondary schools preceded the 
Committee of Ten and its report. Eliot’s committee often reflected the 
larger discussion and debate occurring in educational circles rather than 
inspiring schools to follow a new path. A fairly conservative document in 
that regard, it did not move far beyond its mandate and radically reenvi-
sion the state of American schooling. Instead, it reflected many of the 
trends already shaping secondary schools and colleges.24

Overall, few secondary schools or colleges adjusted their courses of 
study to match those outlined in the committee’s report.25 The University 
of Wisconsin, for example, declined, even after direct appeal by Eliot, to 
change its requirements to meet those advocated by the subject conferences 
and the committee. Instead, it decided to “devote its efforts to bringing the 
schools fully up to the courses of study now recommended by the State 
Superintendent before proposing further changes in the course,” according 
to a faculty committee that considered Eliot’s request. Both this commit-
tee and Charles Kendall Adams, the university’s president, doubted 
whether the state’s high schools could even meet the standards outlined 
in the committee’s four courses. “The programmes suggested by the 
Committee of Ten demand more work in foreign languages than can be 
given in many of our schools,” the faculty committee reported in 1894, 
“and that, as most Wisconsin schools are equipped now and must be 
equipped for sometime to come, our present requirements in physiology, 
botany, and physics are better adapted to the purposes of science teaching 
than is the greater variety of scientific subjects proposed by the Committee 
of Ten.”26 The state requirements also listed fewer subjects per term than 
the committee recommended, with the stipulation that these subjects 
should be studied for longer periods each week.27 The state context 
trumped any movement toward national standards established by the 
Committee of Ten. Wisconsin’s university was in no position to alter its 
requirements in line with the committee’s recommendations if the state’s 
high schools were pursuing a different path.

The report garnered significant press and discussion, but few superin-
tendents or boards of education felt compelled or able to reform their 
schools in line with its suggestions.28 Edwin Dexter, director of the School 
of Education at the University of Illinois, concluded in 1906 that “the 
report of the Committee of Ten seems not to have influenced directly to a 
marked degree the curriculum of public high schools.”29 In New England, 
John Tetlow tried to build support for the report. He sponsored a resolu-
tion through the New England Association of Colleges and Preparatory 
Schools that recommended that the secondary schools adopt the courses 
outlined by the committee as the basis of their work. This resolution ran 
up against adamant opposition from Greek professors, led by the Harvard 
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Greek department, and classical supporters who decried the reduced role 
that Greek claimed in the model programs. Even with the support of Eliot 
who rallied to Tetlow’s defense, he failed to convince New England 
to embrace the Committee of Ten’s recommendations. Faced with such 
 opposition, Tetlow offered a weakened resolution that, although approved, 
was largely symbolic.30

Perhaps the most significant indication of the limited effect of the 
Committee of Ten came in 1895 when the NEA appointed another 
 committee of experts to determine how to articulate secondary and higher 
education and to lay a foundation for the standardization of education. 
The purpose of this new committee, echoing the work of the earlier com-
mittee, was to harmonize “the relations between the secondary schools and 
the colleges, to the end that the former may do their legitimate work, as the 
schools of the people, and at the same time furnish an adequate prepara-
tion to their pupils for more advanced study in the academic colleges and 
technical schools of the country.”31 The Committee of Ten had not 
 succeeded in resolving the debate between preparation for life and college 
or in creating the foundation for a stronger relationship between the two 
educational levels. Ironically, however, the committee had succeeded in 
one crucial aspect. Although its effect on the schools was proving to be 
limited, it had crafted the model for committees that followed. When the 
Committee on College Entrance Requirements began its work in 1895, it 
hewed closely to the structure first developed by Eliot’s committee. Its 
membership included educators from higher and secondary education, 
although a secondary school superintendent—Augustus F. Nightingale of 
Chicago—chaired the committee. It also worked with committees of 
experts to study subjects and recommend how best to teach them. In an 
important departure, however, it did not establish separate subject com-
mittees but worked with professional associations—including the American 
Historical Association, the Modern Language Association, and the 
American Mathematical Association—to develop standards for their disci-
plines.32 As this new committee evolved, the members of the Committee 
of Ten had to be disappointed in the lack of progress made in reforming 
the nation’s schools following the report’s publication.

The Committee of Ten addressed some of the thorniest issues of the day 
and packaged them into a broad, comprehensive program of reform. 
Although the committee did not originate many new ideas, it did combine 
a number of ideas into one program, and it proposed that package as a 
national agenda for educational change. Eliot and his committee, eager to 
solve many of the problems plaguing schools and education, produced a 
document that attempted to formalize many of the changes already 
 occurring in various states and regions. It was an ambitious document that 
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envisioned a strengthened system of education leading up from the second-
ary schools and into the colleges and universities. It also attempted to find 
solutions to contentious issues that were still being discussed and that 
engendered significant debate. G. Stanley Hall, who initially said positive 
things about the report, put it succinctly in 1894 at the NEA’s annual 
meeting. “It interferes with so much, however, that I am not surprised that 
it should meet with opposition.”33 That the report tried to bring together a 
number of vital issues and to provide a sweeping solution meant that it 
ignored opposition and circumvented debate among people who were not 
yet ready to agree on the direction of American education. Not surprisingly, 
it garnered little support across the country.

Even though based on the best advice of one hundred experts, the report 
had little hope of radically altering the nation’s schools. Most educators in 
the country were not in agreement on what shape the schools should take. 
Eliot was ready for resolution, but most of the nation’s teachers, superin-
tendents, professors, and presidents continued to disagree on the best path 
for the schools. In this context, the best that could be expected was what 
some of the committee’s supporters hoped for—discussion. It certainly 
spurred discussion around issues central to articulation. Angell claimed 
that this debate was what the committee really wanted from the docu-
ment. “I think I do not misrepresent the Committee when I say that they 
did not flatter themselves that their work would be accepted without criti-
cism, but that they did hope that it would awaken intelligent and earnest 
discussion through the country,” Angell wrote in 1894. The committee 
members hoped that discussion by teachers, “who had carefully studied 
the very valuable reports of the special conferences, would arouse fresh 
interest in the problems of secondary education, and lead ultimately to the 
great improvement of our high schools and academies.” Based on what he 
saw around him, Angell believed that, if nothing else, this expectation had 
been “well founded.”34 Burke Hinsdale, Angell’s colleague in Michigan, 
agreed that the report’s “most valuable service will prove to be its lifting 
the whole subject of secondary education up into the clear light of public 
knowledge.”35

They were not wrong. The Committee of Ten became the subject of 
education meetings from state to state, and a number of state and national 
journals launched discussions on the merits of the committee’s report. 
Prior to the committee’s efforts, articulation had been primarily a state 
and regional issue. Eliot’s report brought articulation onto the national 
stage, and three of its points proved particularly crucial to the campaign 
to  articulate higher and secondary education. First, it promoted national 
uniformity in the secondary schools and in college admission standards, 
and at the time raised these subjects to their highest level of attention. 
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Reaching this goal of uniformity demanded that higher and secondary 
education reconcile the dual demands placed on the high schools. It also 
required that Eliot’s committee find a way to ensure that the modern 
subjects equaled the classics in academic rigor and preparation. Second, it 
highlighted the ongoing role of experts, primarily university-trained 
experts, in the work of the secondary schools, and it gave them a national 
stage from which to promote their views. Finally, it underscored the 
 growing role of university-based teacher training programs in American 
education.

III

Most attempts to articulate the two educational levels prior to the 
Committee of Ten had occurred at the state level—through the inspection 
program in Michigan, for instance—or at the regional level where mid-
western universities adopted the accreditation system. The New England 
Association represented an alternative movement toward regional unity, 
but the Committee of Ten was the first document to argue for national 
unity and to provide a way to bring that about. James Mackenzie, head-
master of the Lawrenceville School and a member of the Committee of 
Ten, spoke for many in 1894 when he complained about the lack of unifor-
mity and the evils of diverse and shifting college entrance standards. “The 
utter chaos into which college entrance requirements have fallen—the 
revealed idiosyncrasies of the college faculties often ruthlessly enforced 
upon long-suffering, protesting schoolmasters,—is a railing reflection 
upon the intelligence, good sense and fair play of the American people,” he 
proclaimed in terms that echoed what educators had been saying for 
decades.36 He saw the Committee of Ten as a way to reduce the suffering 
of his colleagues in the secondary schools.

As Americans looked around them, they saw the benefits—transporta-
tion and communication improvements, as well as new businesses—of an 
industrial system seemingly operating according to norms of efficiency 
and standardization. Education reformers may not have spoken of the 
schools in stark, industrial terms, but across the nation they worked to 
 create a more efficient, regimented structure. Each grade, they claimed, 
should have its work to do and should do that work fully and efficiently, 
whether in Los Angeles, Ann Arbor, or Boston. Teachers should take their 
students and send them up the ladder to the next grade, until throughout 
the nation students as a matter of course poured out of the schools at 
 graduation in the spring and entered college or the business of life.
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The Committee of Ten attempted to provide the basis on which this 
nationalized, structured system could further evolve. Table IV of the com-
mittee’s report, which contained the four model courses of study, perhaps 
inevitably drew the most attention. Embodied in these four courses were 
all of the recommendations of the committee condensed into an easily 
digested format. Educators quickly concentrated on them as the experts’ 
principal recommendations, much to the dismay of Eliot who saw the 
model programs only as examples of what schools could do. Instead, Eliot 
hoped that schools would build their own programs based on the recom-
mendations of the report. The conferences and the final committee report 
provided detailed information on the proper subjects for the secondary 
schools and on the topics that should be included in each subject, the best 
ways to teach a subject, and the appropriate time to be allotted to each 
subject per week. Eliot wanted the schools to choose freely from these 
 subjects in designing their own courses of study. As long as principals and 
superintendents throughout the country adhered to the recommendations 
in the report, Eliot believed, “there might arise in this way uniformity of 
method all over the United States,” even if “the programs made for par-
ticular schools, or separate communities, should vary.” These administra-
tors could pick and choose the subjects to be included in the curriculum, 
but, as Eliot explained, “the boy who studied algebra, for example, in San 
Francisco, would study it as long, would cover as many subjects in algebra, 
and would be instructed in about the same way, as would a boy in Boston 
who studied the same subject.” Uniformity did not mean that the courses 
of study in Boston mimicked those in Atlanta, Minneapolis, or Denver. 
Cognizant that local expectations often dictated what high schools could 
do, Eliot asserted that it would be “impossible to hope for one single uni-
form program in secondary schools.” Nor did he think such uniformity 
was even desirable.37 Rather, uniformity meant that students leaving Dallas 
and enrolling in another school in Bay City, Michigan, or in Nashville 
should find many of their classes being taught in a familiar way. Eliot 
hoped that the committee’s recommendations would move the nation’s 
schools in this direction.

Regardless of the exact nature of the course of study that students 
throughout the country pursued, if it followed the committee’s recommen-
dations, it would be a credible secondary school course, according to Eliot’s 
group. But the report went beyond this recommendation and proposed 
that any such course should also be sufficient for college admission. 
Encouraging more students to enter college clearly motivated Eliot, as he 
made apparent in a letter in 1895 to Seth Low, president of Columbia 
University. “As you may have read between the lines” of the report, “I am 
very much interested in promoting a great widening of the requirements 
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for admission to our colleges.”38 A uniform course of study that included 
more than the classical subjects and that rested on the recommendations in 
the report, he trusted, would succeed in broadening the road leading up to 
the colleges. “In order that any successful graduate of a good secondary 
school should be free to present himself at the gates of the college or scien-
tific school of his choice,” the report proclaimed, “it is necessary that the 
colleges and scientific schools of the country should accept for admission 
to appropriate courses of their instruction the attainments of any youth 
who has passed creditably through a good secondary school course, no 
matter to what group of subjects he may have mainly devoted himself in 
the secondary school.”39 In this way, the Committee of Ten sought to pro-
vide the basis for ridding the secondary schools of the challenge of fitting 
students for different colleges.

For the elusive goal of eliminating diversity in entrance standards to 
become reality, however, secondary and higher education both had to be 
willing to follow the recommendations contained in Eliot’s report. The 
secondary schools needed to create at least one rigorous course of study in 
line with the report’s suggestions, although the larger schools might choose 
to offer separate programs in preparation for the various classical, scien-
tific, and English degrees. The onus then was on the colleges to accept any 
such course of study. Under the plan envisioned by the committee, the 
secondary schools no longer needed to prepare students differently for any 
number of colleges. Eliot’s solution, of course, relied on the colleges giving 
up some control over their admission standards and accepting a unified set 
of requirements for each subject. The sought-after uniformity did not 
imply that colleges had to agree on the subjects required for admission. 
They only had to agree that, where they accepted the same subjects, they 
would set identical standards. Eliot advocated for such uniformity long 
before he became chair of the Committee of Ten, but this national platform 
gave him the stage from which to further push his goals.40

Promoting a unified basis for admission to college motivated Eliot and 
his committee. Finding the best way to prepare one set of students for 
 college and another for the demands of life further roused them to action. 
Educators had long debated in journals and meetings how best to prepare 
students for different paths. Should the secondary schools offer programs 
designed to send students out into life with a strong foundation for citizen-
ship, while also fitting students for college, they wondered? Would an 
identical curriculum for both sets of students meet the needs of the colleges 
and of life?

When the NEA formed the Committee of Ten in the early 1890s, edu-
cators had not yet definitively answered these questions, and the members 
of the committee understood the problematic position of the secondary 
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schools. The “main function” of these secondary schools, the report 
declared, “is to prepare for the duties of life that small proportion of all the 
children in the country—a proportion small in number, but very impor-
tant to the welfare of the nation—who show themselves able to profit by 
an education prolonged to the eighteenth year, and whose parents are able 
to support them while they remain so long at school.” The committee 
members concurred then that preparation for college was to be “the 
 incidental, and not the principal object” of the secondary schools. Still, 
they maintained that it was “obviously desirable that the colleges and sci-
entific schools should be accessible to all boys or girls who have completed 
creditably the secondary school course.”41

In other words, the committee wanted the schools to fulfill both 
 purposes. In an attempt to figure out how the schools could reach both 
ends, Eliot and his committee asked the subject conferences to determine 
whether students should have a different education depending on their 
future paths. Without exception, these conferences answered that all 
 students should receive the same education in those courses they had in 
common. It was to make no difference, they claimed, whether one student 
was going to college and one was not. As long as students took the same 
course—algebra, for instance—they should receive the same education 
and be treated in the same way for the length of that course. The members 
of the conferences, the report trumpeted, “unanimously declare that every 
subject which is taught at all in a secondary school should be taught in the 
same way and to the same extent to every pupil so long as he pursues it, no 
matter what the probable destination of the pupil may be, or at what point 
his education is to cease.”42

The implication of this uniformity in preparation was that the courses 
laid down by the committee were suitable to fulfill not just college entrance 
standards but also life’s many demands. What was good enough for the 
students leaving high school for life’s pursuits should also be good enough 
for those going on to college, the committee seemed to be saying. As Eliot 
explained in 1894, “The Committee clearly desired to establish a closer 
connection between secondary schools and colleges, and therefore made a 
general recommendation to the effect that the satisfactory completion of 
any good four years’ course of study in a secondary school should admit to 
corresponding courses in colleges and scientific schools.” While hoping to 
strengthen the connection between higher and secondary education and 
encourage more students to enroll in college, the committee members also 
made it clear that, “in their judgment, a secondary school programme 
intended for national use must be made primarily for those children whose 
education is not to be pursued beyond the secondary school.”43 Preparation 
for college rested on the same foundation as preparation for life, in the 
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committee’s formulation, and the needs of the greater number not going 
beyond high school were to dictate the course of study for the few progress-
ing beyond secondary school. Crucially, however, the members disagreed 
on whether preparation for life should be the basis of preparation for  college 
or whether preparation for college formed the foundation of preparation 
for life. Eliot seemed to imply that preparation for life was the guiding 
 factor, but his colleague on the committee, Henry King, argued that 
“instruction that fits for college almost equally fits for life.”44 This distinc-
tion was more than a rhetorical point, since it went to the crux of the 
 matter. In attempting to resolve this debate, the committee was never 
entirely clear whether the needs of college or of life were the motivating 
factors in the development of the curriculum.

A unified course that met the requirements for college and for life and 
that was available to all students throughout the country would ensure 
that the road leading to higher education was as wide as possible without 
destroying the path to life. Students and their parents then could make the 
choice to enter college late in high school and not fear that they would be 
unable to meet the entrance requirements. Eliot’s committee answered the 
pressing questions of how best to prepare students for life and college by 
arguing that any course of study developed in accordance with the com-
mittee’s recommendations would meet the needs of all students, regardless 
of what the students did once they left the secondary schools. The com-
mittee affirmed the four-year course of study as crucial for students, 
whether those students went to college or into life’s pursuits.

This resolution was not a wholly satisfactory one. H. S. Tarbell  cautiously 
approached the notion that preparation for college and life were the 
same. Appreciating that such an idea made it easier for the  secondary 
schools, he doubted that it provided the best education for students. 
“The purpose for which a study is pursued,” he explained in 1894, “must 
influence the selection of the topics treated under that  subject.” For 
example, he continued, “Latin in the class preparing for college requires 
one treatment; but quite a different treatment in the class using it merely 
as an aid in knowing the sources of our literary vocabulary.”45 He did not 
know how a student preparing for college and another who had no 
 ambitions for advanced study could approach the same course in an 
 identical way. A student’s purpose or goal for a subject determined, he 
thought, how it should be taught and studied. Moreover, as others 
 complained, there was little room in the secondary school  curriculum for 
manual subjects, stenography, bookkeeping, art, drawing, and music. 
The committee did allow that some commercial courses could be offered 
as alternatives, but manual training had no significant place in its 
report.
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Calvin Woodward, a nationally prominent educator and head of the 
Manual Training High School in St. Louis, wondered why manual train-
ing was ignored in Eliot’s report. Secondary schools were growing quickly 
and drawing more students to them, including those attracted to the manual 
subjects as preparation for life rather than to the modern and classical 
subjects contained in the committee’s reports. These students, Woodward 
argued, had no advocate on the Committee of Ten. Mackenzie, who had 
been on the committee, agreed with Woodward that these subjects needed 
a place, and he insisted that he had raised these same objections during the 
committee’s deliberations but had been “voted down.”46 Robinson simi-
larly pushed for the manual subjects, art, music, and drawing.47 Both men, 
representing secondary schools, raised concerns that ultimately were not 
reflected in the final report. Preparation for life and for college could be 
identical as long as this preparation included “academic” subjects—both 
modern and classical—and excluded such “practical” classes as commercial 
arithmetic and drawing.

For the modern and classical subjects to be acceptable as preparation for 
life and for any college, they needed to be based on a set of common stan-
dards and criteria. The committee recognized that such uniform standards 
did not exist and that many of the nation’s secondary schools were in a 
rudimentary state. Although the number of secondary schools had grown 
considerably over the last decades of the nineteenth century and numbered 
4,500 by 1890, these schools were not all of high quality. “The pupil may 
now go through a secondary school course,” the committee recognized, “of 
a very feeble and scrappy nature—studying a little of many subjects and 
not much of any one, getting, perhaps, a little information in a variety of 
fields, but nothing which can be called a thorough training.”48 The 
Committee of Ten knew that it could not ask the University of California, 
for example, to accept a Missouri student’s high school preparation unless 
it could guarantee that the training was of a high standard and matched 
California’s expectations. It had to provide a way to ensure that what was 
taught in a high school in Michigan closely resembled what was taught in 
a high school in New York. The only way to ensure this equivalence or 
uniformity in preparation was to establish a common set of requirements 
for all of the subjects that made up the secondary school curriculum.

The Committee of Ten believed that it had created such requirements 
in the subject reports that ninety experts had helped to write. These reports 
detailed what topics each subject should include and provided advice for 
teachers on how best to teach them. Eliot wanted the nation’s teachers to 
have access to documents that clearly outlined what they should do in their 
classrooms. He often claimed that the subject reports were the strongest 
parts of the overall Committee of Ten report, and he and others encouraged 
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teachers to refer to them often. “These Conference reports,” Eliot stated, 
“contain a great number of recommendations for the improvement of 
teaching, not only in the secondary schools, but also in the elementary.”49

The subject conferences gave teachers throughout the country an idea 
of what to teach. The “time-allotment” or the periods per week given to a 
subject—with forty-five minutes as the standard length—was the commit-
tee’s way to ensure that the amount of time spent per week on each subject 
in one school closely resembled the amount of time spent in the rest of the 
nation’s secondary schools. The committee wanted to avoid the spectacle 
of one school in Massachusetts offering English for three periods a week in 
the first year, while the rest of the state’s secondary schools offered English 
for four periods. The committee needed a consistent foundation for the 
content of subjects and it also needed a basis for quantifying that the 
amount of history taught in Wisconsin equaled that taught in Michigan. 
In developing the model courses of study, the committee members settled 
on four as the appropriate number of periods per week to be spent studying 
most subjects. The first year of a language course got five periods and some 
subjects got only two or three periods per week, but four periods per week 
was the average for each subject.50 Combining the subject conferences as 
the basis for the quality or content of the courses with time-allotment as a 
way to measure or quantify the time spent in the courses provided a basis 
for equalizing teaching across the country.

But if colleges were to accept the modern subjects in lieu of the classical 
courses, they needed to know that a student’s preparation in, say, English 
had been as rigorous as it would have been had the student taken Latin. To 
argue that any two subjects, especially modern and classical, had an equiv-
alent worth, Eliot and the committee turned to a long-standing faith in 
mental discipline. By the 1890s and the time of the committee’s report, 
mental discipline was a somewhat archaic concept, but the committee’s 
authors championed mental discipline as the basis of a sound course of 
study. For a subject to embody the best of mental discipline and thus earn 
a place in the curriculum, it had to help students make accurate observa-
tions, record and order those observations, make judgments about them, 
and then draw appropriate inferences from their observations, classifica-
tion, and analysis. The content of a subject was secondary to the reasoning 
powers it developed. For many, the classical subjects of Latin, Greek, and 
mathematics provided the strongest mental discipline.51

Eliot wanted to bestow on the modern subjects a mental discipline 
equivalent to that of the classics. As he told Columbia’s president, he 
wanted to encourage more rigorous requirements in history, science, and 
other subjects so that the colleges would readily accept these subjects for 
admission on a par with the classical courses.52 The recommendations of 
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the subject conferences, the concept of time-allotment, and the idea of 
mental discipline gave him a way to reach that goal. As the report said, “If 
every subject is to provide a substantial mental training, it must have a 
time-allotment sufficient to produce that fruit.” All of the subjects from 
which a student is to choose, it continued, “should be approximately equiv-
alent to each other in seriousness, dignity, and efficacy.” “The Conferences,” 
the committee reported, “have abundantly shown how every subject which 
they recommend can be made a serious subject of instruction, well fitted 
to train the pupil’s powers of observation, expression, and reasoning.”53 As 
a result, two or more subjects taught for the required hours a week, in line 
with the dictates of the conference recommendations, were equivalent in 
their ability to train the mind. Only in this way could Eliot and the com-
mittee argue that English should be as acceptable in meeting college 
admission standards as Latin. After all, a set number of hours a week for 
one year in both  subjects provided equal discipline and training—of 
course, only as long as both subjects followed the recommendations of the 
subject conferences. A few years later, the North Central Association, a 
regional organization of states in the Midwest and West, and the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching built on these ideas and 
established the “unit” as a measure of the time spent studying a subject and 
the content of that subject.

IV

Through its trust in educational experts, the Committee of Ten  highlighted 
the growing professionalization of teaching and the reliance on expertise 
that was occurring in education and throughout much of the country. The 
committee’s report was a showcase of expertise. Scholars and experts 
 representing more than a dozen subjects came together in conferences to 
formulate the content of those subjects and the best way to teach them. 
They represented professors from the academic disciplines, the new breed 
of education professors, university presidents, and secondary school admin-
istrators. Education, of course, was not alone in its reliance on well-trained 
experts in the late nineteenth century. Throughout a society nervously 
wondering how to deal with the changes wrought by the interrelated forces 
of urbanization, industrialization, and immigration, Americans turned to 
experts. The Committee of Ten was an opportunity for educational experts 
to shine on a national stage and to create the framework for dramatic 
reform and for the emergence of a unified, fully functioning  system of 
education.
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Embedded in this call for expertise and national uniformity was a 
 ringing disdain for the lay school boards that imposed provincial control 
over the schools. Ward bosses and local politicians often controlled these 
boards and, according to professional reformers, hired incompetent teach-
ers, wasted money, accepted bribes, and generally corrupted the schools. 
Reform-minded educators hoped to replace these current boards with 
reformers dedicated to sound educational principles.54 Even in cases where 
party bosses did not have control, the development of strong secondary 
schools could still be undermined by local expectations. “The secondary 
schools themselves, not always conducted in a wise or generous spirit,” 
Nicholas Murray Butler wrote in 1894, “have too often sacrificed the 
necessities of sound training to the local demand for an ambitious pro-
gramme containing twoscore or more of school subjects.” Or, he claimed, 
“they have erred on the other side, and in their devotion to a past ideal 
excluded from the curriculum whole fields of knowledge that have grown 
up within a century.” Columbia’s young professor neglected to mention 
that the colleges had long “erred” on the side of the classical ideal. Clearly, 
for him and others—including Eliot—however, the schools needed the 
leadership of an expert body of educators trained in universities by the 
nation’s top minds and attuned to the best that education could be. The 
Committee of Ten represented a national attempt to make the expertise of 
professional educators the basis for what occurred in the secondary schools. 
Indeed, Butler judged that the members of the conferences were “so admi-
rable” that it was difficult for him “to speak of them without enthusiasm.” 
Many of the ninety members, he claimed, stood “in the foremost rank of 
American scholarship” and all had valuable educational experience that 
would serve them well.55

Historians have addressed the growing professionalization of teaching 
in the 1890s, and some have argued that the Committee of Ten was the 
beginning of an attempt to assert the authority of professional educators 
over education and to take control of the schools out of the hands of lay 
boards. Although the Committee of Ten certainly represented the strength-
ening power of professional educators, it was not the beginning of this 
process.56 Rather, this trend started earlier and can be seen in the Michigan 
inspection and accreditation program. Well-trained experts in their fields 
visited schools and made recommendations for improvement. Some even 
worked with reform-minded principals and superintendents to move head-
strong boards toward change. At the time of the Committee of Ten report, 
Harper at the University of Chicago had expanded on the role of university 
professors and expertise, and built a model where the university worked to 
gain significant control over the educational mission of secondary schools. 
The Committee of Ten reflected on a national level the strengthening role 
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of university professors and reform-minded administrators in controlling 
the schools—a movement that had been occurring at state and regional 
levels. The committee, however, did represent a departure from the earlier 
models in an important way: it used professional educators to develop 
detailed content for subjects and promoted the subject reports as invalu-
able aids in classroom teaching. Michigan’s inspectors—and professors 
from other universities as the program spread—had sought to influence 
classroom teaching and they certainly suggested appropriate textbooks to 
use, but they refrained from offering detailed reports on subject content.

As part of the Committee of Ten report, presidents, professors, and 
secondary school administrators (with only a handful of teachers) came 
together to offer advice on reforming education throughout the country. 
These professional educators did not always agree on the future direction 
of education, but they were united in believing that they, rather than lay 
school boards, should have control of schools.57 Eliot and his committee 
understood that lay boards and local needs traditionally dictated a school’s 
curriculum, and Eliot thought that such flexibility was important. The 
Committee of Ten, nonetheless, wanted to reduce local control and place 
it within a larger framework of national uniformity. Flexibility could occur 
around a core group of subjects, the committee’s members conceded, but 
their work was an attempt to reduce the influence of these lay boards by 
promoting a national idea of what secondary schools should be. They pro-
vided some flexibility to allow local schools to offer German instead of 
Greek or add a class in commercial arithmetic. The experts on the 
Committee of Ten assumed lay boards would tinker somewhat with the 
course of study but opposed significant revisions to their work.

The Committee on College Entrance Requirements similarly relied on 
experts to determine the content of subjects and how best to teach them. 
These expert educators and the members of the professional associations 
that developed standards in the academic subjects followed the lead of the 
Committee of Ten in challenging lay boards and local expectations for the 
public schools. One of the committee’s central recommendations focused 
on the need for a national unit for measuring the amount of work done in 
a subject. The Committee of Ten also had sought to create such a stan-
dardized basis for measuring and evaluating subjects throughout the coun-
try. Nightingale’s committee promoted the unit as a basis for “determining 
the amount or quantity of such subjects or studies as shall be required by 
the college or the school.”58 The committee, through the professional asso-
ciations, also stipulated the content of each subject, including the quality 
of the work done and the methods of teaching them. The unit, then, rep-
resented the quantity and quality of the academic subjects and the best way 
to teach them. It meant a definite amount and value of work done in each 
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subject.59 “The aim of the Committee on College Entrance Requirements,” 
the report stated, “is to set forth such a series of interchangeable units of 
substantially the same value as will meet with acceptance everywhere.” 
Although local conditions might dictate different groupings of subjects, 
each subject studied for a certain number of units would carry the same 
weight in Chicago as in Denver. “That is to say,” the committee said, “one 
unit of history taught in one place should equal one unit of history taught 
in another place, even tho [sic] the subject-matter of instruction varies.”60 
The committee hoped that colleges would state their entrance require-
ments in terms of units and that the secondary schools would establish 
programs in line with unit requirements. Nightingale’s committee, through 
the work of the professional associations, essentially followed the Committee 
of Ten’s recommendations and provided a basis on which higher and 
 secondary education could begin to establish quality programs in each 
subject. It outlined the unit basis for all subjects, or the “quantity, quality, 
and method of the work in any given subject of instruction.”61 The Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching later built on this movement 
toward a national, standardized means of measuring school attainment. 
Direct change failed to follow the Committee of Ten’s work, but later 
experts and committees built on its ideas.

Critics repeatedly claimed that these experts had little authority for 
evaluating the secondary schools and creating a course of study for them. 
For some secondary school educators, this reliance on experts bordered on 
college domination. “The tendency of the day,” according to Greenwood, 
the superintendent of schools in Kansas City, Missouri, was “to put the 
schools, at least the plans therefor, in the hands of specialists who are put-
ting upon them burdens that they cannot bear.”62 Clearly not all school 
administrators supported the work of the expert professional educators 
who were seeking to control America’s schools. More so, perhaps, than 
other urban superintendents, Greenwood had faith in his teachers and 
their ability to conduct their classrooms and teach their students in a 
strong, pedagogically sound manner.

Caskie Harrison, of the Brooklyn Latin School, understood Greenwood’s 
point. Of the ninety individuals appointed to the conference committees, 
forty-two came from the secondary schools. This distribution troubled 
Harrison. “The easy assumption of propriety in this distribution is enough 
in itself to show that, in the eyes of our Colossi, we must be underlings 
even in the measure of our authorized aspiration; but our subserviency is 
far greater,” Harrison contended. The main problem for Harrison was that 
of these forty-two school men, nearly two-thirds were principals. Secondary 
school teachers had little if any place in the work of the committee and the 
conferences. “It is fair to assume,” Harrison concluded, “that not more 
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than half of the total number of school men have been actual teachers so 
recently and so largely, or have otherwise lived in such close and unbroken 
relations with the real work of teaching, as to be teachers in any true sense.” 
Instead of leaving the work of the conferences and the overall committee 
to so-called professional experts, it should have given secondary school 
teachers a prominent role in formulating the committee’s conclusions, he 
argued. “Teaching is a practical matter, with conditions of system and 
sequence and completeness and repetition and illumination, from one 
or all of which most college-teachers,” Harrison claimed, “consider them-
selves exempted.” College teachers should have given way to the expertise 
of secondary school teachers.63

M. A. Whitney, the superintendent of schools in Ypsilanti, Michigan, 
concurred that expertise had to be redefined to include a broader array of 
people. “Our high school courses of study are dictated largely at present by 
specialists in the various branches,” he declared, “and I am not ready to 
admit that they are always the broadest minded men.” Although Whitney 
thought that the work of the subject conferences had value, he stressed that 
“nearly all who sat in those conferences clearly demonstrated that they 
were not the proper persons to construct our school program.” He wanted 
a course of study modeled on strong pedagogical principles but not one 
dictated by university professors. “We are not ready to accept a ready made 
article even from our professors of pedagogy, any more than we are ready 
to do it from the specialists in our universities.” For Whitney, the best 
course of study embodied “the best thought of the best educators, and they 
do not all occupy chairs of pedagogy by any means.” He envisioned a more 
expansive basis for constructing the curriculum. His process embraced the 
expertise of a wide range of educators. “Let our pedagogical friends furnish 
the theory,” he suggested, “and our best superintendents and teachers, fur-
nish the practice, and our specialists furnish something of method, and I 
think together we might construct a very respectable course of study, which 
all will be pleased to adopt.” For him, Harrison, and others, expertise had 
to include the contributions of those who spent their days teaching in the 
schools.64

Eliot, not surprisingly, disagreed with these attacks on the expertise of 
the one hundred educators and, specifically, on the college men who made 
up the overall committee and the conferences. All levels of education—
whether kindergarten, high school, or college—were unified by a common 
set of principles and by a focus on training the individual “to see straight 
and clear; to compare and infer; to make an accurate record; to remember; 
to express our thought with precision; and to hold fast lofty ideals.” From 
beginning to end, Eliot contended, education was “a continuous process of 
one nature.” He argued that teachers from the lowest elementary grades to 



The Standardization of American Schooling138

the graduate schools were engaged in the same line of work and should 
focus on the crucial goals of educating students to think and communicate 
effectively.

Shall we not agree that there is something unphilosophical in the attempt 
to prejudice teachers of whatever grade against the recommendations of the 
Committee of Ten and of the Conferences that committee organized, on 
the grounds that a small majority of the persons concerned in making them 
were connected with colleges and that the opinions of college or university 
officers about school matters are of little value?65

For Eliot, education essentially adhered to the same principles regardless of 
the level. As such, college men and their expertise had an obligation to be 
involved in what occurred in the lower grades, and criticisms of such 
involvement were without merit. This expertise, rooted in their work at the 
highest levels of the educational ladder, was absolutely crucial to education 
reform, Eliot claimed.

V

The Committee of Ten embraced such expertise in its campaign to define 
the role of secondary education and the specific subjects and content that 
should constitute the secondary school curriculum. The next step was to 
extend this expertise to teacher education and training. The whole scope of 
the committee’s efforts to create unified secondary school courses that met 
the needs of students going to college (regardless of whether they enrolled 
in a classical, scientific, or modern course of study) and those going out 
into life rested on significant improvements in the training of teachers in 
line with the work outlined by the experts on the subject conferences. 
“Every reader of this report and of the reports of the nine Conferences will 
be satisfied that to carry out the improvements proposed more highly 
trained teachers will be needed than are now ordinarily to be found for the 
service of the elementary and secondary schools.” Eliot and his colleagues, 
therefore, called on the colleges to take a more active role in preparing 
the nation’s future teachers. By having some control over the training of 
teachers, both in disciplinary content and in pedagogical skills, higher 
education gained a powerful tool in exerting an influence over what 
 teachers taught in the nation’s secondary school classrooms and how they 
did their job.66

Having responsibility for training administrators might give the uni-
versities even more power in shaping secondary schools. The colleges, the 
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report trumpeted, “ought to take pains to fit men well for the duties of a 
school superintendent. They already train a considerable number of the 
best principals of high schools and academies; but this is not sufficient.”67 
Colleges and universities needed to take a more active role in molding the 
men who controlled and ran the nation’s secondary schools. If they 
 succeeded in this goal, they might eliminate the opposition that some 
superintendents and administrators—such as Greenwood—had to the 
committee’s recommendations. These well-trained administrators would 
then join a growing group of professional educators dedicated to sweeping 
away vestiges of lay control and developing rigorous courses of study 
grounded in the recommendations of the Committee of Ten.

In its call for colleges to take a greater role in training teachers and 
administrators, the Committee of Ten, as was the case with many of its 
recommendations, highlighted what some colleges and universities were 
already doing. Many of the state universities had recently taken important 
steps in their efforts to prepare teachers and administrators for the public 
schools. In 1879, the University of Michigan established the nation’s first 
“Chair of the Art and Science of Teaching,” which Angell believed was 
necessary “to aid in preparing our graduates to teach in our schools or to 
superintend schools.”68 Students, he argued, needed “to be familiar with 
the principles which should govern the administration of such schools, 
with the philosophy of teaching, and with the history of education.”69 The 
added benefit was that a university-based education program would be 
able to imbue future educators with an appreciation for higher education 
and knowledge and with a desire to encourage students to attend the uni-
versity.70 In 1891, Eliot encouraged Harvard to offer courses in teacher 
education, and he hired a new professor to take charge of this work. Eliot 
was not entirely sure what he wanted this new professor to do, although he 
vaguely defined a number of duties: delivering lectures on the art and 
 history of teaching; visiting schools and making recommendations for 
improvement; and conducting summer schools for teachers. Like Michigan, 
Harvard was moving toward formal teacher preparation, although it lagged 
behind Michigan by over a decade.71

The creation of a chair in the art and science of teaching at Michigan 
and in universities that followed gave higher education a direct role in the 
preparation of teachers. Summer schools for teachers additionally provided 
the universities an opportunity to mold and shape the teachers who 
 prepared students for advanced study in higher education. These summer 
courses met the needs of practicing teachers, many of whom pushed uni-
versities to develop such programs. The University of Wisconsin opened its 
summer school for teachers in 1889, after the state legislature appropriated 
one thousand dollars for that purpose. By 1894, the summer school 



The Standardization of American Schooling140

enrolled over 120 students, although attendance declined in the following 
years.72 Prior to opening the summer school, the university sent its profes-
sor of pedagogy to deliver lectures throughout the state. These lectures on 
educational topics, the president claimed, contributed to the heightened 
“interest in the University shown by the teachers and people of the state, 
the large number of schools that have sought a place on the accredited 
list and the improved preparation of students.”73 Michigan followed 
Wisconsin’s efforts, and opened a summer school in 1894.74 As early as 
1874, Harvard also had turned to summer courses, although not on a sys-
tematic basis, as a way to train teachers. Concerned that teachers in the 
secondary schools lacked the necessary skills to teach scientific courses by 
“rational methods,” Harvard offered summer courses in chemistry and 
botany to help these teachers embrace the teaching of science through 
laboratories and experiments.75

Creating a new chair or opening summer schools eventually led to the 
development of full departments of pedagogy and schools of education. 
The University of Wisconsin took a significant step in teacher education 
when it launched a School of Education in the mid-1890s. At the request 
of the Wisconsin State Teachers’ Association, the university opened this 
school to provide advanced courses in the science and art of teaching. The 
early success of the school, the president pronounced, “seems already to 
have abundantly justified its organization.” A staff of six professors taught 
courses that had a total enrollment of nearly three hundred students dur-
ing the school’s first semester. Some of these students entered the new 
school after having graduated from the state’s Normal School, but the 
school also worked with students from other departments of the university 
who hoped to gain some pedagogical skills before applying for positions in 
the state’s high schools.76 Six years after opening its doors in 1892, the 
University of Chicago similarly founded a college for teachers in the area’s 
schools. Harper, the university’s ambitious president, believed that rigor-
ous training in the academic disciplines, with some focus in pedagogy and 
philosophy of teaching, best ensured that secondary school teachers gained 
the skills necessary to be effective educators.77 By the early 1900s, univer-
sity officials claimed that almost all of the schools accredited by the 
 university had at least one teacher who had attended the university’s  college 
for teachers.78

Wisconsin, Harvard, Chicago, and Michigan, along with other univer-
sities, began to create a science of education in the late nineteenth century 
through their focus on summer schools, their employment of education 
professors, and their development of education schools. Butler, at Columbia, 
believed that these initiatives were crucial. He reasoned that universities 
had “a most imperative duty to the teaching profession,—the careful and 
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systematic exposition of education considered as a science.” For Butler, 
only the university could engage in such critical study of schools and teach-
ing. “The university, and the university alone is equipped by tradition, by 
scholarship, by resources, and by opportunity to give to the subject of 
 education that profound and accurate treatment that has characterized its 
study of the sciences, both moral and physical, during the past five  hundred 
years,” he asserted in 1890. As a result, the university needed to “construct 
a science of education from which the principles of the art of teaching will 
be readily derived.” Butler placed his faith in such a science of education to 
reform the whole structure of American education and to create a harmony 
among all of its disparate parts.79 Private and public universities across the 
nation had taken important steps to accomplish Butler’s dreams, and, as 
far as training new teachers and administrators was concerned, to imple-
ment a crucial recommendation in the report of the Committee of Ten. 
They hired professors to train new teachers and they studied education. 
These universities and their professors worked with high schools and teachers 
on a regular basis, but the direction flowed from the universities into the 
supposedly empty vessels that were the teachers.

The Committee of Ten, in its call on a national stage for better training 
for teachers and administrators, reflected the growing role that colleges 
and universities were taking in preparing students for positions in second-
ary education. Gradually this role of higher education in teacher training 
came to include more than just the preparation of teachers. By the turn of 
the twentieth century, the University of Wisconsin had established a 
 faculty committee that worked with secondary schools in appointing 
teachers. This committee recommended students to fill vacant teaching 
positions and further reflected a growing role for higher education in 
the preparation and placement of teachers in the secondary schools. The 
 committee on the appointment of teachers, which combined with the 
schools’ accreditation committee, sought “to bring forward the best 
 prepared and ablest for positions in the school.”80 Higher education was 
coming to exert a direct influence over the training and appointment of 
teachers for  secondary classrooms.81

VI

The Committee of Ten represented an attempt to further the role that 
professional educators and experts played in the secondary schools and in 
the articulation of these schools with higher education. Eliot’s report uti-
lized the nation’s educational experts to detail what the secondary schools 
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should teach, and it established a basis for putting the modern subjects on 
a par with the classics, a step that benefited the secondary schools. New 
chairs in teaching and schools of education similarly characterized attempts 
to establish professional control over the content of courses in the high 
schools and the teaching of those courses. Through schools of education, 
universities took charge in preparing future teachers and administrators, 
and they  educated new principals and superintendents in their image. The 
emphasis on highly trained teachers, well-prepared in academic disciplines 
and in pedagogical skills, reflected the growing stature of education in 
society and the importance placed on ensuring that students attended 
classes with competent teachers. University-based training and appointment 
programs, along with the recommendations embedded in the Committee 
of Ten, focused prominently on establishing a professional teaching corps 
and on creating the basis for standardization in curriculum throughout the 
country.

Eliot hoped that this report would propel the country toward a unified, 
hierarchical system of education. Although it failed to create such a system 
on a national level or even to alter many classroom practices, the report 
underscored a movement toward greater educational uniformity that was 
occurring in different states and regions. Importantly, it affirmed the vital 
place of the secondary schools as intermediate institutions that led students 
from the elementary and grammar grades up into the colleges and universi-
ties. One of the report’s central purposes had been to stress the importance 
of secondary education for students going to college and for those ending 
their education at earlier ages, and Eliot’s report clearly sought to encourage 
more students to remain in secondary school, graduate, and then consider 
entering college to take up advanced subjects.

The committee and its report emphasized a number of ideas that had 
dominated and would continue to preoccupy educational debate. Indeed, 
its lasting influence came by highlighting the ideas that other committees 
and organizations eventually would use in further articulating American 
education. What followed in later years was a return to regional initiatives 
geared toward articulation. As regional efforts intensified in the early 1900s, 
the relationship between the two educational levels grew even closer. These 
regional projects—primarily through associations like that established in 
New England—ultimately led to new attempts to facilitate a national 
 uniformity in America’s secondary schools and colleges. The Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching was one such notable and 
successful effort. To move toward national uniformity, this foundation 
and other education reformers returned to ideas and initiatives embedded 
in Eliot’s report and in the report of the Committee on College Entrance 
Requirements.



Chapter 6

Regional Efforts and a Renewed 
Focus on National Reform

I

“What we call the American educational system is composed of a number 
of separate institutions, each originally built up for some specific purpose 
and without particular reference to any of the others,” Henry S. Pritchett, 
the former president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
announced in 1909. “There must be some way,” he continued, “of coupling 
consecutive stages that will form a vestibuled passage and avoid the confu-
sion and waste of a missed or doubtful connection. In a word, regular 
temporal succession suggests, in the interest of efficiency and economy, 
genuine educational continuity.”1 He certainly was not saying anything 
new. James B. Angell, Charles W. Eliot, and a host of others, in the absence 
of any governing or central authority, had been trying to move secondary 
and higher education in this direction since the early 1870s and with nota-
ble accomplishments at state and regional levels. Pritchett’s aspirations, 
however, stretched far beyond regional goals. Like Eliot, he wanted national 
uniformity and a standardized system of education that extended from one 
coast to the other. What made Pritchett hopeful that success would not be 
elusive this time, as it had been for Eliot’s Committee of Ten, were the vast 
sums of money he controlled as president of the Carnegie Foundation for 
the Advancement of Teaching.

From the beginning, Pritchett envisioned using the $10 million gift 
from Andrew Carnegie, the steel magnate, to do more than disburse 
 pensions to retiring professors. He wanted to reform education. To guarantee 



The Standardization of American Schooling144

that pensions went only to professors of worthy colleges and universities, 
Pritchett set out to establish a basis for identifying the nation’s true institu-
tions for higher education. He understood, after all, that not every school 
calling itself a college indeed was such an august institution. Since part of 
identifying a worthy college rested on entrance requirements, he expanded 
his focus to include secondary education. To assist him in this undertaking, 
he immediately compiled a board of trustees, with Eliot as chairman and 
the most prominent university presidents and professors as members. The 
Carnegie Foundation, therefore, represented another stage in the campaign 
to place education in the hands of professional educators, and Pritchett 
used his board and the resources of the Foundation to define both higher 
and secondary education and, through those definitions, to strengthen the 
connection between the two educational levels.

To accomplish his goals, Pritchett borrowed heavily from Eliot’s 
Committee of Ten and Augustus F. Nightingale’s Committee on College 
Entrance Requirements. The work of the Carnegie Foundation also 
 benefited from and supported the progress in articulation made after 1900 
by the various regional associations of schools and colleges. After the 
Herculean labors of the Eliot and Nightingale committees in the 1890s, 
articulation efforts shifted to the regional level, where representatives of 
colleges and secondary schools banded together in associations to 
strengthen their relationship. The successful initiatives of these regional 
associations eventually came together at a national level through the work 
of the National Association of State Universities and its committee on 
standards and through the Carnegie Foundation and its driving force in 
Pritchett. What had been up to the early 1900s mainly state and regional 
approaches to articulation—with the exception of the Eliot and Nightingale 
committees—coalesced around these two new organizations and moved 
toward a renewed national focus. By adopting common definitions for 
subjects and a standard measurement—the unit—for recognizing the work 
done in those subjects, the regional associations, with the support and 
prestige of the two national organizations, began to fulfill the hopes of 
early education reformers for a strong, efficient system of education. One 
significant result of their efforts, at a time when more students than ever 
before were in high school, was to standardize the four-year secondary 
school, especially in the South, as the predominant, if not quite only, route 
to college. They focused on ensuring that all students completed a four-
year preparatory course of study prior to entering college classrooms. What 
had been a rare transition from high school to college when Angell became 
president in Michigan was gradually becoming more common.

Before turning to the National Association of State Universities and to 
Pritchett’s work with the Carnegie Foundation, it is important to understand 
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the strides that the regional associations made in articulating higher and 
secondary education in the early 1900s. In the Middle States, Nicholas 
Murray Butler succeeded in launching a central examination board that 
eventually gained stature beyond New York and helped to develop a uni-
formity in education across the country. New England’s colleges further 
developed the certificate system, even though the region’s prestigious 
 universities embraced Butler’s College Entrance Examination Board. The 
North Central States similarly maintained a focus on accreditation pro-
grams and developed a uniform commission that handled school accredi-
tation throughout the region. The South, torn between the Middle States 
and the Midwest, experimented with a common examination board before 
abandoning it in favor of a centralized accreditation agency. These regional 
efforts combined with initiatives on a national scale to further connect the 
higher and lower branches and to establish a stronger articulated system of 
education in the United States.

II

Nicolas Murray Butler played an influential behind-the-scenes role in the 
Committee of Ten. He hosted the initial meeting of the committee in his 
apartment and lobbied for Eliot as chair. By the new century, however, he 
assumed a more direct and influential role in reforming American educa-
tion. To bring the secondary and higher levels into a closer relationship, he 
devoted his efforts to the creation of the College Entrance Examination 
Board. Commonly referred to as the College Board, this organization 
brought together college and secondary school representatives in the mid-
Atlantic states to define and administer common entrance examinations in 
most of the subjects that comprised the secondary school curriculum. For 
a number of years at Columbia University, he had tried to persuade his 
faculty colleagues to support such a common board, but it was not until 
1899 that Butler convinced the Association of Colleges and Preparatory 
Schools of the Middle States and Maryland, a regional association since 
1887, to embrace the College Board.2

Butler’s plan for a central board of examiners was not original. When 
the New England Association first formed in 1885, secondary school 
 headmasters urged the colleges to consider a joint examining board. Eliot 
had been at the meeting and, in response to this idea, suggested that a 
common council made up of colleges and preparatory schools could 
administer uniform entrance examinations in those subject where agreement 
existed among colleges.3 Eliot also made formal proposals for a common 
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examination board in 1894 to the New England Association of Colleges 
and Preparatory Schools and again in 1896 to a group of secondary school 
men in New York, although to no avail.4 He wanted a coalition of colleges 
to administer uniform tests in all of the subjects contained in the 
Committee of Ten report, since he understood that such a centralized 
examination would help to ensure that the secondary schools implemented 
the committee’s recommendations.5 Had they agreed to these plans, the 
colleges in essence would have developed uniform entrance standards and 
examinations, and the secondary schools would have been free of the 
 difficult task of preparing students for different requirements at various 
colleges.

Butler envisioned a common board of examiners that would fulfill the 
hopes of these early proposals and eliminate the diversity in college entrance 
requirements that lingered in American education. Over the last decades 
of the nineteenth century, education reformers had made progress in  easing 
the transition from secondary schools to colleges and universities, but 
Butler recognized that improvements still needed to be made. “The time 
has come, some time since, when public interest requires that the same 
topics when required for admission by two or more colleges should mean 
the same thing and be stated in the same way,” he said in 1899.6 Eliot had 
espoused such goals for the Committee of Ten, and Butler now saw a board 
of examiners as key to ensuring a widespread uniformity. The College 
Board’s common entrance examinations, he proposed, would encourage 
colleges to maintain uniform admission standards. Colleges would not 
have to require the same subjects under Butler’s proposal or even concur 
on the grade or score at which students would “pass” the exam, but they 
did have to agree on the content for all of the subjects comprising the 
 common exam.7

Julius Sachs, a New York principal, applauded Butler’s idea for an 
examination board. He trusted that through such a board the colleges 
would thoroughly define their admission subjects and the requirements 
within those subjects. He believed that the College Board would ensure 
“that half a dozen leading colleges mean, when they record in their 
 catalogues a certain requirement, exactly the same thing, and that the 
 examination papers set will stand as an interpretation—their legitimate 
interpretation—of that requirement.” Such an accomplishment, he claimed 
in 1899, “will be of invaluable service to us who are obliged to determine 
in a haphazard fashion in advance what particular interpretation each 
 college may make of its statement.”8 His colleague in Long Branch, New 
Jersey, however, found little to value in the proposal. “At present,” he 
announced, “I am unable to discover any material advantages that would 
come to the high school through having a common board of examiners.”9
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Enough college and secondary school representatives agreed with Sachs, 
and, with Eliot’s timely involvement, the Middle States Association unan-
imously adopted Butler’s proposal for a common board of examiners. 
Eliot’s support helped to sway wavering members of the association to vote 
in favor of the proposal, and Butler credited Eliot with getting the proposal 
through the association.10 With this authority to act, Butler moved quickly 
to organize the College Board. In the first year, twelve colleges joined 
and accepted the certificates of the board—not to be confused with the 
certificates of the accreditation program—in lieu of their own entrance 
 examinations. A number of other colleges, although not formally joining 
the board, agreed to recognize the College Board examinations as optional 
admission tests. The board held its first set of examinations in June 1901.11

In the months between ushering the board into existence and the initial 
examinations, Butler, as secretary, and the rest of the members of the board 
had to establish exams in the core academic subjects. To do that, they 
needed to define the content of those subjects. Rather than establishing 
their own standards from scratch, they used the standards set by Nightingale’s 
Committee on College Entrance Requirements as the common definitions 
that would be at the heart of the uniform examinations. Although it tried 
to retain the same subject standards from year to year, the board periodi-
cally revised them. In doing so, the board again followed the lead of earlier 
committees and turned to professional associations—such as the American 
Historical Association and the Modern Language Association—as well as 
to committees representative of secondary schools and colleges.12 It also 
adhered to key principles of both Nightingale’s committee and the 
Committee of Ten. As with the previous committees, the College Board 
felt that the secondary schools should teach all students in the same way, 
regardless of future destinations. It also believed that students should study 
a few subjects thoroughly and for a sufficient period of time to get the 
proper discipline from them.13

The College Board additionally resembled these earlier committees by 
inviting the secondary schools to be actively involved in the Board’s work. 
“The board recognizes that it would be quite as inappropriate for a body 
composed solely of college professors to decide by a vote questions affect-
ing in an important way the curriculum of the secondary schools as it 
would be for a body of school-teachers independently to determine ques-
tions affecting the college curriculum,” argued Thomas Fiske, who became 
secretary in 1902 when Butler accepted the presidency of Columbia 
University and, by virtue of that position, chairman of the College Board. 
“In every important problem that affects the relations between the college 
and the secondary school,” he continued, “the judgment of those who have 
achieved for themselves eminence in the world of secondary education is at 
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least of equal importance with the judgment of those who have attained 
similar distinction in the college world.”14

Accordingly, representatives of the secondary schools, usually principals 
and headmasters, served on the committees that wrote the examination 
questions and on those committees that critiqued and revised the exams. 
These committee assignments were important and facilitated meaningful 
communication between secondary and higher education around entrance 
requirements and standards.15 By most accounts, the colleges and universi-
ties listened to the needs and desires of the secondary schools and responded 
favorably to these concerns. The secondary schools also filled five seats on 
the overall board, well short of the twenty-two colleges and universities 
that comprised the board in 1902. They were involved in many aspects of 
the board’s work, even though it was also evident that they were not the 
chief examiners or the chairman and secretary of the board. The College 
Board dealt with college admission standards, and, as such, it was run by 
the colleges, with valuable and essential feedback from the secondary 
schools.16

Although only a few colleges initially joined the Board and only 
Columbia, Barnard, and New York University agreed to replace their 
entrance exams with the College Board exams—most simply accepted 
them as alternatives—the College Board began to solidify its role in devel-
oping and administering admission tests throughout the early 1900s. As it 
did so, it increasingly examined more students and started to spread into 
New England and even into the Midwest and West. In 1901, however, the 
Board examined only 973 students in nearly 70 different locations (2 sites 
were in Europe). Most of the students were from private schools and 
intended to enter Columbia; few went to Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. The 
following year, over 1,300 students took the Board’s exams at 130 loca-
tions.17 These early years were an inauspicious start for an organization 
that hoped to encourage uniformity and articulation throughout the 
 country.

Even with Eliot’s advocacy and support for the Board, Harvard remained 
unwilling to accept the results of the College Board examinations. As 
Harvard’s dean said to Butler in 1901, “The experiment you have entered 
upon is certainly an important one, and its progress will be watched with 
much interest; but the fact must be recognized that it is as yet only an 
experiment, and those of us who have taken an active part in efforts for 
uniformity in admission requirements are fully aware of the difficulties 
that stand in its way.”18 Unwilling to take a risk on this new venture, 
Harvard stood aloof. The certificate and accreditation program, moreover, 
remained popular even as the College Board began its work. Many  colleges, 
especially in the Midwest, often accepted Board examinations from 
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 students who could not enter by certificate, but these colleges had little 
incentive to join the College Board. They focused their resources instead 
on developing accreditation programs.19

Butler could be happy, however, that most of the nation’s colleges and 
universities by 1902 had agreed to accept the Board’s tests for admission, 
although few formally joined the Board or gave up their own entrance 
examinations. Even Yale relinquished some of its traditional opposition to 
centralized control and agreed to accept the results of the Board’s tests, 
although only after its faculty had reread and reevaluated the exams. 
Also in 1902, the Board admitted its first New England colleges—the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Mount Holyoke College, and 
Wellesley College—to formal membership.20 This growing support for the 
College Board and the spread of a common examination helped to ease the 
pressures on the secondary schools to prepare students for different  colleges. 
Over the years, as more colleges formally joined the board and the num-
bers of students taking the exams increased, the pressures on the secondary 
schools declined even more. By 1910, over 3,700 students took the exams, 
and that year, more students came from New England than from the 
Middle States for the first time. Importantly, between the Board’s first 
examinations in 1901 and 1910, some of the nation’s most notable colleges 
joined. Their involvement gave Butler’s work added prestige. Eliot eventu-
ally succeeded in persuading Harvard to join the College Board, which it 
did in 1904. Brown followed in 1905, with Yale formally joining in 1909 
and Princeton in 1910. However, even by 1910, only twenty-nine colleges 
had joined the Board.21

Although colleges and universities in the South and Midwest accepted 
the certificates of the Board, they did not join the movement in the early 
1900s. The accreditation program in these regions lessened the reliance on 
entrance exams, and in the South, many colleges, based on their standards 
and size, were not immediately eligible for membership. The Midwest, 
however, sent a representative to the Board to speak for the needs of stu-
dents and schools in the region. Even though only four students taking the 
Board examinations in 1905 wished to enter the University of Michigan 
and the University of Chicago, for example, a few hundred students from 
the Midwest and South hoped to enroll in eastern colleges. Higher and 
secondary education outside of the eastern regions, therefore, could not 
ignore the work of the Board, and it was important for the Midwest to 
participate in the Board’s deliberations and serve on the committees that 
created the entrance tests. “The western secondary schools have to do busi-
ness with the eastern colleges, and we ought to have members on this 
Examination Board in order that we may exercise some influence in making 
the examination questions,” the principal of the St. Paul High School 
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argued in 1904. It was a slow process but the College Board was beginning 
to shift beyond its regional boundaries to become more national in scope 
and character.22

Butler did not overly emphasize this point, but he hoped that the 
College Board would do more than simply administer uniform entrance 
examinations; he trusted that it would improve secondary education and 
college preparatory training. By defining the content of each subject and 
by giving schools an opportunity to compare the results of their students 
to the results from other schools, the Board, Butler believed, would encour-
age schools to improve their teaching and work toward a stronger and 
common standard for preparation in the secondary schools.23 By promot-
ing definite standards in each subject, it would provide a basis on which 
the secondary schools could build and improve their work. The Board 
never dictated the subjects each college needed to expect for admission, 
and participation in the College Board did not mean that the colleges had 
to agree on a set of required subjects. It only provided a mechanism for 
examining students in those subjects that a college did demand. Pritchett, 
who often attended meetings of the College Board through his position as 
president of the Carnegie Foundation, praised this aspect of the Board’s 
work. “In the movement which has gone on in the last decade looking 
toward the unification of our educational system by the adoption of 
 uniform fair requirements for admission,” he stated in 1907, “the College 
Entrance Examination Board has been the most important factor. The 
work of this board has become national in its influence.”24

This uniformity, especially as the Board’s exams spread throughout the 
country, made it easier on the secondary schools to prepare students for 
college. Those schools that traditionally prepared students for different 
colleges now hoped that more colleges would accept the exams offered by 
the Board, thereby relieving the pressure on the schools to prepare students 
in different Latin texts or English novels so that two or more students 
could pass the exams of various colleges.25 Wilson Farrand, the headmas-
ter of New Academy in Newark, New Jersey, and a member of the College 
Board representing the secondary schools, saw this uniformity in require-
ments and examinations as “most directly beneficial to secondary schools. 
For the first time pupils for several different colleges can be prepared to 
meet the same test,” he said.26

The Board made other significant contributions to the articulation of 
higher and secondary education. When it began its work in 1901, it only 
required that every college desiring to be a member have an entering class 
of at least fifty members.27 This standard for admission to the College 
Board was not high, although it did leave out a number of smaller colleges. 
In 1907, when it amended its constitution, the College Board significantly 
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redefined the basis on which colleges and universities could join. Butler’s 
board now expected college faculty to have strong academic training 
 “adequate to maintain a high standard of teaching.” Moreover, each col-
lege needed to maintain a proper proportion between faculty and students, 
although the Board was vague on what this proper proportion was, other 
than to say that there needed to be enough professors to allow for special-
ization. Significantly, it denied membership to any college that established 
and ran a preparatory department “under the government or instruction of 
the college faculty.” Member colleges further needed to have a sufficient 
endowment or state support, strong libraries and equipment, and a decent 
physical plant.28

Its most striking change in the requirements for membership, however, 
dealt with the preparation of entering students. Colleges belonging to the 
Board had to insist on a high level of preparatory work. “There shall be 
specifically defined and consistently carried out,” the Board declared, 
“requirements for admission which shall in every case be equivalent to a 
four-year course in a college-preparatory or high school of good grade, able 
to prepare its pupils for admission to the colleges already belonging to this 
Board.”29 By insisting on higher standards for entrance, the College Board 
provided some backing to the secondary schools. Some colleges, especially 
those in the South, did not always require their students to graduate 
from high school before entering college. Indeed, many southern high 
schools provided only a two- or three-year high school course, and some of 
the region’s colleges even admitted students without this preparation. 
Competition for students between the secondary schools and higher edu-
cation could be intense, and the College Board attempted to establish a 
clear line between the two levels and to support the work of the lower 
schools. This change in its constitution simultaneously recognized and 
supported the growing role and stability of the secondary schools in society 
and in their relation to higher education. The route to college through the 
high schools had become fairly well established by the early 1900s, which 
the College Board now recognized, supported, and furthered.30

The College Board particularly affected female students and women’s 
colleges. By not making a distinction between female and male students, 
the College Board exams placed women on the same footing as men and 
allowed them to compete on the merit of what they knew and could do. 
The College Board thus was fairly revolutionary at a time when many 
educators argued that women should be freed from the debilitating effects 
of studying for exams and admitted only by certificate. The College Board 
undercut this argument, and women’s colleges became prominent mem-
bers of Butler’s organization. Four of the initial twelve members were 
women’s colleges, and M. Carey Thomas, the female president of Bryn 
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Mawr, served as a vice chair from 1900 to 1902. Measured solely by the 
number of students taking the exams who hoped to enter all-female  colleges 
and excluding those entering coeducational institutions, women represented 
a significant number of the Board’s examinees. Of the 3,250 students 
 taking the exams in 1908, nearly one-third applied to enter the seven most 
prestigious female colleges in the country. Smith College alone equaled 
Harvard in the number of prospective students taking the exam; only 
Columbia and Cornell counted more students. Opening up the College 
Board to women’s colleges helped these institutions raise their standards as 
colleges generally were doing and to eliminate their preparatory depart-
ments, and it laid the foundation for placing them on an equal footing 
with male and coeducational institutions. The College Entrance Examination 
Board, then, not only strengthened education and articulation generally 
but also notably contributed to female education and women’s colleges.31

III

While Yale and Harvard joined the College Board by 1910 and admitted 
students solely through examinations, most New England colleges 
remained committed to the certificate program. At the time that the 
Middle States Association launched the College Board, New England’s 
colleges strengthened the certificate program through the development of 
the New England College Entrance Certificate Board. Nine colleges 
banded together in 1902 to establish a uniform organization and process 
for accrediting secondary schools and admitting students.32 As with 
 admission examinations, great diversity in the certificate system prevailed. 
Colleges differed on the information they requested from the secondary 
schools, the basis for their evaluations of schools, and the conditions under 
which a school could be dropped from the list.33 A committee appointed 
by the Commission of Colleges in New England on Entrance Examinations 
studied the region’s certificate programs and declared that this diversity 
was inefficient. “Each college has its own method of approving schools, 
similar to those of others, but without relation to them,” the committee 
reported in 1901. “No college knows except indirectly what schools have 
been approved by others, or how far the lines of approval are the same.” 
This diversity and lack of coordination weakened “any cumulative effect 
upon the schools of either the approval or the disapproval of the colleges.” 
The committee further called for “greater care in the examination of 
schools before approval and united action in dropping from the list schools 
which send pupils imperfectly prepared.”34
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This new Certificate Board was an attempt to impose some consistency 
on the certificate system throughout New England and to ensure that the 
colleges were more careful in their accreditation of secondary schools. This 
common accreditation board required its member colleges to refuse 
 certificates from any school unless the Certificate Board first passed 
 judgment on and accredited that school. It also established standard 
accreditation procedures. However, unlike the Midwest, where the univer-
sities sent inspectors into the secondary schools to evaluate them, the New 
England Board maintained the practice of its member colleges and evalu-
ated schools on paper only. Those schools wishing official board recogni-
tion submitted detailed information about their schools and courses of 
study. The board evaluated this information in light of college entrance 
standards, and it withheld accreditation until it could evaluate the work of 
students from those schools in the first years of college. Schools had to 
prove their merit by showing that they could successfully prepare students 
for higher education. Thus, a student’s college record had a direct bearing 
on whether a school earned accreditation.35

Finally, the Certificate Board required that all schools on its accredited 
list prepare students “for college according to some one of the recognized 
plans of entering the colleges represented on this board.”36 This stipulation 
did not mean that the colleges had to embrace a uniform standard in 
admission requirements. It only meant, as Nathaniel Davis, a professor at 
Brown University, explained in 1906, that each school had to offer enough 
subjects “to prepare for some course leading to a degree in some one of the 
colleges represented on the board, and that, if a subject is to be included 
among those in which certificates are to be granted, an adequate number 
of periods shall be assigned to it, and a sufficient amount of apparatus for 
its proper presentation must be in the possession of the school.”37 This 
requirement set up some basic and broad standards for the type of prepara-
tion expected, but it did not absolutely force the colleges to set uniform 
admission requirements.

The combination of the Certificate Board with the College Board, 
however, likely meant that a uniform standard did emerge. The region’s 
colleges, even if they admitted students primarily on certificates, accepted 
the results of the College Board, especially for those students from nonac-
credited schools. Additionally, Harvard and Yale, two of the most popular 
colleges in the region and country, refused to participate in the Certificate 
Board or to accept students on certificate, but they did join the College 
Board and admit students through the Board’s examinations. Furthermore, 
if students in New England wished to enter colleges in other areas of 
the country, they generally had to take the examinations administered by 
the College Board. Thus, this region’s secondary schools could not ignore 
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the standards of the College Board. Moreover, hundreds of students from 
other regions took the College Board examinations and sought to enroll in 
New England’s colleges. Although most of them went to Harvard, Yale, 
and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology or a handful of female 
institutions, some also went to Brown, Amherst, and other colleges that 
admitted by certificate.38

Consequently, the College Board was a significant factor in New 
England, even though the Certificate Board remained the dominant 
method of admitting students. This reality meant that the colleges gener-
ally had to develop uniform admission requirements in line with College 
Board standards, to compete with each other and to draw students from 
New England’s secondary schools and from schools in other regions. This 
emerging uniformity relieved some of the pressure on the secondary schools 
to educate students for a number of different colleges and universities. 
What had been accomplished in the Middle States toward uniformity in 
admission standards through the College Board also occurred in New 
England and worked to the advantage of the region’s secondary schools, 
whether they sent students to college through the certificate program or 
through the examination system.

Just as New England attempted to strengthen its certificate program, 
colleges and universities in the Midwest took steps to develop a more com-
prehensive and unified inspection and accreditation program. The guiding 
force behind this effort was the North Central Association of Colleges and 
Secondary Schools, a regional association that first brought secondary 
schools and colleges together in 1895. This organization formed at the 
impetus of the secondary schools and evolved from a call at the 1894 meet-
ing of the Michigan Schoolmasters’ Club. At that meeting, William Butts, 
principal of the Michigan Military Academy, encouraged his colleagues to 
form an organization with the colleges to strengthen their relationship 
with each other and to eliminate the diversity in college entrance require-
ments. For the first few years of its existence, this organization mainly met 
socially in annual meetings to listen to papers and debate issues. By 1901, 
however, it was ready to take a more decisive approach to resolving issues 
between higher and secondary education, and it embarked on an effort to 
strengthen and unify the accreditation program that most states had 
 developed independently of each other.39

This association, representing schools in the Midwest and some schools 
in the West, confronted many of the same issues that plagued the certificate 
program in New England. Not all of the region’s colleges and universities 
agreed on standard entrance requirements or on how best to inspect and 
accredit schools. This situation became particularly problematic as more 
and more students crossed state lines to attend college. To meet this need, 
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the University of Michigan, followed by other universities, began to 
accredit out-of-state schools in 1884. This situation placed the secondary 
schools in the position of being visited and inspected by a number of dif-
ferent universities. Some universities and colleges had earlier agreed to 
accept students from schools accredited by other institutions, but not all of 
the region’s colleges supported this approach or universally accepted stu-
dents accredited by any college or university. The region’s colleges, unlike 
those in New England, consequently spent a great deal of time and money 
visiting these schools, only to duplicate their efforts with other colleges. As 
Allen S. Whitney, the principal inspector of schools for the University of 
Michigan, explained in 1901, “This duplication of inspection is not only a 
waste of energy and expense; it is a source of annoyance to the schools. The 
teachers are becoming tired of it. There is danger that the system of inspec-
tion will lose prestige in the eyes of the secondary teachers.” Hoping to 
avoid such a problem and to find some relief from the expense and time 
involved in inspecting schools, the colleges and secondary schools in the 
association proposed a commission on accreditation to coordinate the 
region’s inspection work.40

This commission, approved by the association in 1901, had the task of 
securing “uniformity in the standards and methods, and economy of labor 
and expense, in the work of high school inspection.” The association fur-
ther gave the commission the responsibility for annually preparing lists of 
accredited schools in the North Central states. But the commission did not 
limit itself merely to issuing lists or coordinating the states’ inspection 
programs; it also focused on clarifying the standards of the secondary 
schools and sharply dividing the work of secondary education from higher 
education. The association also asked this commission “to serve as a stand-
ing committee on uniformity of admission requirements for the colleges 
and universities of this Association.” With these dramatic steps, the 
Association pushed forward with an ambitious agenda to coordinate the 
states’ inspection and accreditation programs and to take a more active role 
in defining the work of the secondary schools and the admission standards 
of its member colleges.41

This commission had the paramount duty “to define and describe unit 
courses of study in the various subjects of the high school programme, 
 taking for the point of departure the recommendations” of the Committee 
on College Entrance Requirements. Once again, Nightingale’s committee, 
which rested on the Committee of Ten report, was proving to be  influential 
in ways that neither committee had previously envisioned.42 Incorporating 
the work of these committees, the commission on accredited schools in 
1902 developed thorough reports and recommendations for each academic 
subject. These reports detailed what was to be taught in each subject and 
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the number of units assigned to each subject.43 “A unit course of study,” the 
commission confirmed, “is defined as a course covering a school year of 
not less than thirty-five weeks, with four or five periods of at least forty-
five minutes each per week.”44 This unit system and the development of 
common requirements for each subject were instrumental in establishing 
some uniformity in high schools throughout the North Central region.

As reformers often noted, however, this uniformity did not require that 
all secondary schools offer identical subjects or that colleges demand the 
same subjects for admission. Indeed, the commission identified only two 
subjects that it thought all high schools needed to demand of their students 
and that all colleges should expect for entrance. These absolute require-
ments were three units in English and two units in mathematics. All other 
subjects were to be electives that the high schools could offer and the col-
leges could accept based on their specific needs and traditions. The only 
other unit expectation was that the high schools would insist on fifteen 
units for graduation and the colleges would call for the same number of 
units in their admission standards. This uniformity, then, only meant that 
two units of American history in Chicago approximated two units in this 
subject in Denver and not that all schools in the region had to require two 
units of American history.45 Eliot had tried to develop this uniformity 
through the Committee of Ten, but it was left to the North Central 
Association to further refine and develop the scheme.

The commission also dealt with the region’s inspection programs, and 
its influence on articulation and on the parameters of both higher and 
secondary education was significant. If schools wished to earn a spot on 
the association’s accredited list, they had to meet a number of criteria that 
dealt with teacher preparation and responsibilities as well as with the tenor 
and spirit of the school. The commission trusted that schools wishing to 
gain accreditation would have adequate libraries, laboratories, and scien-
tific equipment. It also outlined a more ambiguous characteristic of strong, 
effective schools. “The esprit de corps, the efficiency of the instruction, the 
acquired habits of thought and study, and the general intellectual and 
 ethical tone of the school are of paramount importance,” it stressed 
in 1902.46

The commission went beyond this spirit of a school to identify essential 
teacher qualifications for the secondary schools. Each teacher, the commit-
tee detailed, needed to have a “minimum scholastic attainment” that was 
“the equivalent of graduation from a college belonging to the North 
Central Association” and “special training in the subjects they teach.” It 
also hoped that new teachers in the secondary schools would have spent 
time observing skilled teachers and gaining teaching experience as part of 
their college preparation. Furthermore, no teacher was to teach more than 
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five periods each day. By 1904, it added new requirements and refused to 
accredit schools that had fewer than five teachers or schools that had more 
than thirty pupils per teacher, although in recognition of smaller schools, 
it dropped this minimum number of teachers to four in 1907. Only those 
schools that ranked well in “these particulars,” it concluded, “as evidenced 
by rigid, thorough-going, sympathetic inspection, should be considered 
eligible” for inclusion on the accredited list. The Committee of Ten had 
focused on the need for better-trained teachers, and the North Central 
Association now outlined specific steps to guarantee that highly qualified 
teachers filled America’s classrooms.47

What had started in Michigan as an inspection program that shifted 
admissions from tests to credentials was becoming a uniform and regional 
system that rested on clear standards and expectations. The universities 
gave the secondary schools authority for certifying that students were 
 educated well enough to receive a diploma and continue their education in 
college. The standards that the North Central Association supported and 
developed helped to ensure that these students indeed were well qualified.

To identify the schools that met the association’s standards, the com-
mission recommended the appointment of a board of five members to 
evaluate the region’s high schools and create a list of schools that deserved 
accreditation. This board was not to replace the work of state inspectors or 
impose any standards on universities that might wish to maintain their 
own inspection programs and accredited lists. Whitney, who presented the 
report to the Association, explained in 1902 that this board was to create 
an initial directory of accredited schools that were of “the first rank about 
whose standing there could not be any doubt in the minds of the authori-
ties of any university represented in the Association.” He wanted this 
record to be “an honor list” prestigious enough to encourage schools to 
strengthen their courses of study as they worked toward recognition. Such 
a select list would “assist immeasurably in strengthening secondary educa-
tion in the Northwest.”48 The association agreed and produced its first 
accredited list in 1904. There were only 156 secondary schools on it. In 
comparison, both the University of Michigan and the University of 
Wisconsin each had over 200 schools on the accredited rosters. The asso-
ciation’s standards for accrediting schools were often higher than those of 
the various state programs.49

Since the number of schools accredited by the association was dramati-
cally smaller than the number on many state accreditation lists, the actions 
of the association were not binding on any institution. A university was not 
compelled, by virtue of its membership in the association, to reject  students 
from schools that had not earned a place on the association’s roster.50 Even 
with this qualification, Andrew Draper’s support was tepid. Draper, 
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 president of the University of Illinois, doubted whether an accreditation 
program sponsored by the association had any merit. “I suppose there are 
quite a number here who know that I have been a doubting Thomas about 
this whole matter,” he conceded at the 1903 annual meeting of the associa-
tion. “What is the real point, what is the educational advantage from this 
movement in this territory?”51 Henry Pratt Judson, dean of the University 
of Chicago, tried to convince Draper to offer heartier support for the 
accreditation program. “I venture to say that a considerable number [of 
students] come to Champaign [home to Draper’s university] from other 
states than Illinois.” The association’s accreditation system, he claimed, 
would eliminate the time and expense that the University of Illinois had to 
spend in accrediting schools from out of state, and it would make it easier 
for students from other states to enter Draper’s institution. “If we have a 
fair degree of unanimity throughout the colleges in the Association, why 
the colleges in the district know that if a student comes from a certain 
school they will have no more bother about him,” Judson declared. “In 
other words, it will lessen work.” The result would be a much more  efficient 
inspection and accreditation program for all involved.52

Judson was such an ardent and enthusiastic supporter that as the asso-
ciation further developed its work in inspecting secondary schools, he saw 
no reason why it should not also inspect and accredit colleges. “A new line 
of effort,” Judson proposed in 1904, “is suggested by a remark coming 
from a well-known secondary school man.” This eminent educator, accord-
ing to Judson, claimed that

the Commission has done a great work in leveling up the secondary schools, 
in putting a premium on good work and in recognizing the value of 
 inspection. Its attention should now be directed to the colleges. The high 
schools are being inspected and rated for the benefit of the colleges. Why 
should not the colleges be inspected and rated for the benefit of the secondary 
schools and their graduates who are looking for a higher education?

Judson thought that this proposition was “eminently fair,” and he could 
not conceive of any reason why the association should not now focus on 
the region’s colleges.53 Others agreed with him. “The 193 colleges of our 
territory are not so superior to the 263 high schools in cities of over 8,000 
inhabitants that they need no attention,” George Carman, director of the 
Lewis Institute in Chicago, pointed out in 1906 as the association contin-
ued to debate the merits of accrediting colleges.54 E. L. Coffen, the super-
intendent in Marshalltown, Iowa, hoped that the accreditation of colleges 
would eliminate competition with the secondary schools and “either 
 eliminate from the college class certain ‘quack’ colleges or else cause them 
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to stir themselves to such a degree as to be able to enter the lists of fully 
recognized institutions.” Such inspection and accreditation of colleges, he 
further argued, would be a great service to parents attempting to choose a 
college for their children. Since parents often did not know enough to 
decipher strong colleges from the weaker, “quack” ones, an official list of 
quality schools was essential, Coffen recommended.55

The association moved slowly in developing an accreditation plan for 
the colleges, but by 1909, it had devised criteria for recognizing colleges 
and universities. It insisted that faculty have strong academic training and 
that colleges mandate at least twelve units of collegiate study for a degree. 
But the association primarily defined higher education by describing it in 
relation to the secondary schools. “The Standard American College,” it 
outlined in 1909, “is a college with a four years’ curriculum with a ten-
dency to differentiate its parts in such a way that the first two years are a 
continuation of, and a supplement to, the work of secondary instruction as 
given in the high school.” The final two years, it continued, “are shaped 
more and more distinctly in the direction of special, professional, or 
 university instruction.” It further defined a college based on its entrance 
requirements. “The college shall require for admission not less than 
 fourteen secondary units, as defined by this Association.” Fourteen units 
was an odd standard since the association required high schools to demand 
fifteen units of study for graduation. A year later it corrected this imbal-
ance and stipulated fifteen units of secondary school preparation as a 
 common admission requirement.56 As many other organizations were 
doing throughout the country, this association of schools and colleges 
embraced the four-year high school as a standard both for a strong second-
ary school course of study and for admission to college.57 By 1913, the 
association had placed seventy-three colleges and universities on its 
approved list.58 As Coffen and other educators had hoped, the accredita-
tion of colleges, in addition to that already in place for the secondary 
schools, was helping to clarify and firmly set the dividing line between 
higher and secondary  education and, thus, effect a strong connection and 
relationship between them.

In this region, the secondary schools took the lead in building the 
 association of colleges and secondary schools. In the South, a handful of 
colleges, with Vanderbilt in the forefront, pushed for a regional association, 
and they hoped to elevate the standards of both higher and secondary 
education through the association’s initiatives. More than in any other 
region, the South’s high schools and colleges—both lacking solid public 
support—competed with each other for students, and this new association 
struggled to end this competition, build support for schools, and enunciate 
a clear division between the two levels. Identifying and enforcing uniform 
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standards for graduation from high school and admission to college were 
key goals. Therefore, from its beginning in 1895, the Association of 
Colleges and Preparatory Schools of the Southern States denied member-
ship to any college that had its own preparatory department or admitted 
students younger than fifteen years of age, and in an important departure 
from the norm in other associations, it made its actions binding on its 
members. Consequently, only six colleges were charter members in 1895; 
ten years later, only eighteen colleges and thirty-five secondary schools had 
joined. Significantly, most of the secondary schools were private academies 
and not public high schools, a reflection of the rudimentary state of public 
education in the South. The association’s name and its emphasis on 
 preparatory schools reflected this reality.59

The black high schools and colleges in the South’s segregated system of 
education were, of course, left out of this association and its campaign 
toward articulation. Most white educators in the region likely agreed with 
Jabez L. M. Curry. An education reformer and member of various north-
ern philanthropic agencies working in the South, Curry argued in 1899 
that the focus on white education was appropriate and even essential to the 
development of African Americans. Although he did not oppose education 
for African Americans, he believed that there was a “greater need for the 
education” of white Southerners. “The white people are to be the leaders,” 
he explained, “to take the initiative, to have the directive control in all 
matters pertaining to civilization and the highest interests of our beloved 
land.” In taking such control, the white man also “will lead out and on 
other races as far and as fast as their good and their possibilities will  justify.” 
This white supremacy, he concluded, was not hostility toward the former 
slave, “but friendship for him.”60

With this focus on white education, the Southern Association, led by 
James Kirkland, the young and energetic president of Vanderbilt University, 
initially worked to strengthen education by following the College Board’s 
example of a common entrance examination. The association first 
appointed a committee to study the feasibility of a common system in 
1903. As this committee struggled to understand the needs of education in 
the South and to develop a uniform examination process, it realized that 
the peculiar circumstances in the region prevented the colleges from adopt-
ing the College Entrance Examination Board. The expense of the exams 
was a hindrance, and the schools in the South were not uniform or consis-
tent enough in their standards and quality of preparation to support 
Butler’s board. More importantly, southern schools were rarely at the level 
of schools in other regions. The College Board examinations would have 
been too difficult for most students coming from southern secondary 
schools.61
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The committee had considered a certificate board and a uniform 
inspection program as a way to meet the South’s needs, but it maintained 
that such approaches would be too costly and would consume valuable 
faculty time. As a result, this committee passed over developments in New 
England and the North Central states in favor of a regional examination 
system, in tune with the conditions in the South, as the most efficient way 
to rectify the situation and improve the state of education. “It would not be 
possible for this Association to undertake to send a representative to each 
secondary school,” wrote Paul H. Saunders, a University of Mississippi 
professor who chaired the association’s committee on uniform examina-
tions. However, he concluded in 1904, “it is possible to send to each school 
each year a set of well-selected examination questions.” These examination 
papers, he trusted, would “give to the principal and teachers valuable 
 information as to what results their teaching ought to yield, if it has been 
successful and proper.” Saunders and the rest of the committee members 
placed great hope in such a system for improving southern education. 
“Teachers would see wherein their courses were short and defective, and 
would gradually change their work to correct this,” Saunders optimisti-
cally predicted.62

The first year of this experiment was not a resounding success. The 
University of North Carolina found the initial tests to be “altogether 
unsuited to our purposes.” One professor at the University of Virginia 
complained that the examination papers “were not well balanced, if the 
programmes of our best training schools are a fair test. Some were too easy; 
others far too long and in some cases too difficult.” Saunders sadly realized 
that “these examinations have not done the work expected of them.” 
Nonetheless, he and his committee were hopeful that the following year 
would bring more progress, and the association agreed to continue the 
experiment for another year.63 Later years failed to show any significant 
movement in the South toward support for this experiment. Kirkland and 
Vanderbilt University were the most significant supporters of the program, 
and Vanderbilt alone accounted for half of all the exams administered. As 
Saunders pointed out, the examination program was working well for this 
one institution. The problem was that few other colleges embraced it to the 
extent that Vanderbilt did.64

The examination system lacked widespread support largely because 
most of the region’s colleges admitted their students on certificate. As one 
college official put it in 1906, “Most of our students are admitted on cer-
tificates; we therefore do not find any demand for these examinations.”65 
Saunders replied that the exams were crucial to the work of the schools that 
sent their students to college on certificate. Without examinations, he 
implied, the accredited schools had no standard on which to judge their 
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work. The “accredited schools above all others need some outside standard 
of excellence,” and the uniform entrance exams, he argued, should be that 
standard.66 Nonetheless, the South’s colleges and universities never fully 
embraced a central examination process. In 1912, the committee on 
 uniform examinations formally called on the association to end this 
 short-lived experiment.67

As an alternative to the failing examination system, the association 
 created a commission in 1911 to accredit the region’s preparatory schools 
and growing cadre of public high schools. More students than ever before 
were now enrolling in public schools in the South, and the association 
dropped the term “preparatory schools” from its title in 1912 and replaced 
it with “secondary schools” to reflect this new reality. In 1899–1900, the 
South counted only 1,050 public high schools enrolling just over 61,000 
students. A decade later, these figures had changed considerably. Over 
2,000 public high schools served 135,000 students in 1911. The number of 
 students from these public schools preparing to enter college also had more 
than tripled. In the same period, the number of private schools dropped 
from 755 to 583, even though enrollment in these schools remained 
 stable.68

The new commission to accredit these schools established a broad set of 
parameters in an effort to guarantee that the South’s schools improved in 
quality and not just in quantity. Echoing the standards of other regional 
organizations, the Southern Association declared that each school had to 
have at least three teachers with “a college degree from an approved college, 
or its equivalent,” and these teachers had to give all of their time to teaching 
in the high school. The association wanted to avoid accrediting schools 
where many of the teachers also taught elementary students part-time. 
Additionally, each school needed to hold classes for at least thirty-six weeks 
annually, with a standard forty-minute class period, and the schools needed 
to provide adequate libraries and laboratories so that students could develop 
their scientific and research skills. Perhaps most importantly, schools wish-
ing to earn approval by the association had to offer a four-year course of 
study that included at least fourteen units of study. In 1912, it clarified what 
this stipulation meant and, in so doing, reflected national trends. “The 
Commission shall describe and define unit courses of study in the various 
secondary school programs, based on the recommendation of the Carnegie 
Foundation and the rules of this Association as herein prescribed.” Such a 
requirement was significant since the two- and three-year high school 
course was prevalent throughout the South. The South was slowly trying to 
improve its educational system in line with trends in other regions.69

To determine which schools had reached these standards and deserved 
the recognition of the association, the commission maintained committees 
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in each state that collected and evaluated information on the schools. In 
gathering this information and determining whether a school met the 
standards of the association, the state committees relied on personal visits 
by inspectors, often the ones already connected with universities and doing 
this work, reports from principals on the preparation of their students, and 
the records of students in college. Ultimately, the association reviewed 
these individual lists and compiled its roster of accredited schools from 
these state reports. By 1915, this roster included 308 schools; five years 
later it named over 400 schools. It was not until the early 1930s that the 
association, with the support of the General Education Board, began to 
evaluate and accredit black high schools and colleges. Before the Association 
took on the work of inspecting black institutions, black educators banded 
together to form their own association of secondary schools and colleges 
and to accredit these institutions.70

The Southern Association’s accreditation system for white schools, and 
earlier efforts at implementing a common examination board, helped to 
align the South with changes occurring in other regions. Its support for a 
four-year high school based on a standard of fourteen–fifteen units of 
study matched reforms occurring in other regions—a reform that the 
Carnegie Foundation attempted to solidify nationally. In the same way 
that the North Central Association crafted a consistent inspection and 
accreditation program, the Southern Association devised a set of standards 
and criteria that helped to unify the region’s different accreditation and 
inspection programs. Although the association grew slowly, it established a 
higher ideal for education in the southern states, and it encouraged schools 
throughout the region to strengthen their work. Importantly, it took a 
stand against preparatory schools associated with colleges. This action 
ultimately supported the development of public high schools in a region 
that lacked strong educational opportunities for many students. The South 
continued to lag behind other areas of the United States in building a 
strong, unified system of education, but the steps the association took in 
the first decade and a half of the twentieth century helped to strengthen 
and standardize education in the South and, gradually, to bring this region 
into line with schools throughout the country.

IV

The regional associations in the South and the North Central states, along 
with the College Board and the New England College Entrance Certificate 
Board, were all trying to define secondary and higher education and to 
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strengthen the connection between the two, but they were doing so inde-
pendently of each other. There were, of course, important exceptions that 
created some continuity across regions. These organizations, for example, 
often embraced similar standards for the secondary schools. They also 
periodically reached out to each other in an attempt to formalize this 
movement toward standardization. The Southern Association and the 
North Central organization held joint meetings in 1912 to consider stan-
dardizing their entrance requirements and accreditation programs.71 
Additionally, the College Board expanded beyond New York and the 
 surrounding states to include New England. As successful as these efforts 
were regionally, however, they did not represent a unified, comprehensive 
movement toward national uniformity.

Two new organizations in the early 1900s attempted to solidify these 
regional initiatives as a national campaign for reform. The Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and the National Association 
of State Universities proved to be more successful in building a system of 
education than previous national attempts had been. In part, their success 
came from the groundwork established by earlier committees. Both Eliot’s 
committee and Nightingale’s ambitious work had introduced the idea of a 
unified system of education and incited prolonged discussion and debate. 
The twentieth century also witnessed an even greater explosion in student 
population in the secondary schools and in the colleges and universities. In 
1911, nearly 1.2 million students attended public and private high schools, 
and over 68,000 students graduating that year (out of a graduating class of 
136,442) planned to attend college or another form of higher education. 
Establishing some sort of uniformity for the increasing number of students 
transitioning from one level to the other was even more imperative than it 
had been in 1870. Finally, the Carnegie Foundation and the Association of 
State Universities benefited from the successful programs that the regional 
associations had developed and implemented. Since no federal agency had 
the authority to control the development of schools, voluntary and philan-
thropic organizations filled the void. These two bodies, most notably the 
Carnegie Foundation, stepped into this gap and built on earlier efforts 
to further the development of a fully articulated system of schools that 
transcended state and even regional boundaries to become national in 
scope and orientation.72

The National Association of State Universities, following the lead of 
George MacLean, president of the State University of Iowa, agreed in 1905 
to host a national conference with the four regional associations and the 
College Entrance Examination Board. The focus of this meeting was to 
“plan for inter-relating the work of these respective organizations, and 
establishing, preserving and interpreting in common terms standards of 
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admission to college, whatever be the method or combination of methods 
or customs.”73 MacLean’s main concern was to find a way to unite the dif-
ferent approaches for admitting students and articulating education among 
the various regions into one coherent and national system. “That there is a 
tendency and need and a longing for a common, and indeed a national 
administration, is evident,” he explained. A changing society, along with 
improved transportation and communication networks that facilitated 
migration across regions, demanded such steps. “The unifying of the 
republic, the emphasizing of American ideals with a deepening conscious-
ness of our world-wide relations” necessitated the “recognition and devel-
opment of a national system of education.”74

The associations, following MacLean’s lead, met in August 1906, and 
promptly passed a series of resolutions aimed at securing the unity MacLean 
wanted. The first resolution confirmed the work of the New England 
College Entrance Certificate Board—which had been invited to attend the 
meeting—and the uniform accreditation efforts of the North Central 
Association. The conference encouraged all colleges and universities 
throughout the country to accept students from schools on the lists of both 
associations. This important step added prestige to both accreditation 
boards and made it more likely that colleges and universities across the 
nation, with the exception of those adamantly opposed to admission by 
certificate, would accept students from schools accredited by these organi-
zations. Access to colleges across state and regional lines, a key element in 
a national system of education, was enhanced by this action. Moreover, the 
conference encouraged the two regional associations that did not have 
 certificate boards or accreditation programs—the Southern Association 
and the Middle States Association—to develop such unified efforts. The 
Middle States Association formed a committee to consider whether it 
should implement a common certificate and accreditation board, but the 
South eventually created its own commission in 1911 to accredit secondary 
schools. Beyond ensuring the expansion of the certificate system, the con-
ference recognized and approved of the subject definitions and standards 
that the College Board had utilized in crafting its entrance examinations. 
The conference proposed that these definitions, in turn based on earlier 
national committees, serve as the basis for education across the country. It 
encouraged the regional associations to join with the College Board “in 
formulating and revising, when desirable, these definitions.” To build on 
these steps, the representatives in attendance agreed to form a permanent 
national conference on standards for colleges and universities, and to meet 
regularly.75

The conference in the next few years built on these early efforts toward 
uniformity by further defining the academic subjects. In 1909, the 
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 members embraced the “unit” definition that the North Central states had 
first adopted in 1902 and that the Carnegie Foundation promoted in the 
early 1900s. “A unit represents a year’s study in any subject in a secondary 
school, constituting approximately a quarter of a full year’s work,” it stated. 
This definition of a unit rested on a number of crucial assumptions that 
the conference spelled out in detail. As with the other associations, the 
conference assumed that the four-year high school course was standard 
and that each student would pursue a course for four or five periods each 
week for thirty-six–forty weeks. While the North Central Association 
settled on at least forty-five minutes as an appropriate length for each 
period, the national conference provided a variable range from forty to 
sixty minutes. Following this action in the national conference, the College 
Board and the Middle States Association accepted the standard unit defi-
nition by 1910, and the Southern Association did so by 1912.76 The national 
conference, working with the regional associations, was providing a way to 
achieve national consistency in standards and academic preparation both 
for graduation from secondary schools and for admission to colleges and 
universities.

By the early 1900s, it was evident that various regional organizations 
and national associations had agreed on the broad parameters of higher 
and secondary education. The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching, with Henry Pritchett at the helm from the beginning in 1905, 
provided crucial support in ensuring that the colleges embraced these 
 standards and encouraged the lower schools to strengthen secondary 
 preparation. Although the ostensible purpose of the Foundation was to 
disburse pensions to retired college professors, it had to establish criteria 
for identifying valid colleges. Accordingly, it directly addressed one of the 
major issues of the day: what differentiated a college from a secondary 
school, and where did “colleges” that offered primarily preparatory train-
ing and elementary subjects fit in an educational system? Initially, it 
excluded professors from state universities and from overtly sectarian 
 colleges from receiving pensions, but its contribution to setting standard 
criteria for higher education affected these institutions and influenced the 
development of secondary education. By defining colleges and universities, 
in part, based on their relationship to the secondary schools, it also had to 
provide recognizable characteristics for these lower schools. As Pritchett 
outlined in 1908, “The first step was to adopt an arbitrary definition of a 
college, based on qualifications of its teachers and its curriculum; but in 
order to complete the statement that college should rest upon the high 
school it was necessary, also, to define the high school.”77

A core requirement for recognition by the Foundation was that colleges 
had to require four years of secondary school as standard preparation, 
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among other criteria. “An institution to be ranked as a college,” Pritchett 
announced in 1906, “must have at least six (6) professors giving their entire 
time to college and university work, a course of four full years in liberal 
arts and sciences, and should require for admission, not less than the usual 
four years of academic or high school preparation, or its equivalent, in 
addition to the pre-academic or grammar school studies.”78 To articulate 
clearly what a four-year high school should be, the Foundation borrowed 
from the North Central Association’s definition of secondary school units 
and the subject definitions of the Committee on College Entrance 
Requirements—which the College Board had adopted and which, in turn, 
the National Association of State Universities was promoting. The 
Foundation concluded that the four-year high school was equivalent to 
fourteen units of study, as long as those units were based on the subject 
definitions established by these earlier associations. “The better high 
schools,” Pritchett explained, “require pupils to recite on the average four 
studies daily five times a week. Assuming a study pursued for one year 
with recitations five times weekly as a unit, the ordinary high school course 
would therefore furnish in four years sixteen such units.” After allowing 
time for review and for students who changed their minds about the 
courses of study they wished to pursue, Pritchett and the Foundation con-
cluded that “fourteen such units seem a fair measure of the work of the 
high school.” A college accepting fewer than fourteen units, he declared, 
likely was “devoting part of the time of its collegiate classes to instruction 
in subjects which, in a well organized educational system, are now left to 
the high schools.”79

Pritchett thought that these requirements were absolutely essential to 
the future of education. By defining higher education in relation to the 
number of years of preparatory work, Pritchett hoped to eliminate college 
competition and give the secondary schools space to grow and thrive. It 
was important for the state of education, he argued, that the high schools 
have a chance to improve their work. After all, the colleges and universities 
would only do better work if they rested on a foundation of solid prepara-
tory schools. Pritchett knew that if colleges had lower standards than 
 graduation from a four-year high school, students would be compelled to 
leave school early and enter college. He understood that “it is not easy to 
keep in the upper classes of the high schools boys who are free to try their 
luck at the university.” The colleges then would have to devote most of 
their resources to preparatory training. Consequently, Pritchett warned 
that any college offering secondary school work as part of its collegiate 
courses would not be eligible for the Foundation’s pensions. Pritchett 
 recognized that the high schools would never succeed and flourish as long 
as they had to compete with the colleges and lost students to them. “Unless 
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the college is to articulate with the high school, the system of education in 
any community cannot be a consistent one” or a strong one able to meet 
the needs of society, he implied. Pritchett used the Foundation to distin-
guish the work of each educational level and to build a harmonious 
 relationship between the two.80

This need to clearly define the responsibilities of the two levels was 
particularly crucial in the South. Although the Foundation identified 
 fifty-two institutions in 1906 that deserved recognition, few were in the 
southern region. Not surprisingly, over half of the approved colleges and 
universities were in New England, New York, and Pennsylvania. Almost 
none were from the South and only thirteen came from western states. “It 
was inevitable that any choice of institutions which took account of educa-
tional standards or denominational limitations, and which excluded state 
institutions, should have some such result upon its first application,” 
Pritchett argued in 1906. Many of the schools in the southern and western 
regions were either denominational or state-sponsored. As such, they were 
not eligible for Carnegie support, until the Foundation accepted state uni-
versities in 1908. As Pritchett made clear, however, many of the southern 
colleges did not meet the criteria that the Foundation had specified. “In 
the south very few institutions require of their students conditions of 
admission such as are enforced in all colleges upon the ‘accepted list,’” he 
said. Vanderbilt had high enough standards, and Tulane University was 
moving in that direction; most colleges, however, “even those of age and 
high standing,” did not enforce “entrance requirements which made any 
sharp distinction between the high school and the college.”81

Pritchett hoped that the southern universities would embrace the 
 standards of the Carnegie Foundation and pointedly distinguish between 
secondary and higher education. President Kirkland of Vanderbilt thought 
that the Foundation was having an effect. “When we remember how this 
Association [of southern schools] has struggled for fifteen years for the 
promotion of better standards, and how difficult, if not impossible, it has 
been to secure advancement,” he said, “we cannot withhold an expression 
of surp[r]ise at the readiness with which old standards have been aban-
doned and new ones adopted in the presence of the simulating influence of 
the Carnegie report.”82 Nonetheless, in 1910 when the Foundation listed 
seventy-one approved schools, only five were in the South, including three 
in Missouri; nearly twenty-four were in western states.83

Pritchett’s great hope was that the Foundation would be national in 
scope and articulate education in the South and across the country. This 
ambition frightened a number of critics, who feared that a centralized 
agency would direct the schools and eliminate local control. Ohioans were 
particularly angry, since Pritchett denied pensions to Ohio’s state universities. 
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Carnegie had expanded his gift in 1908 to include state schools, but 
Pritchett argued in 1910 that Ohio’s system of colleges and universities was 
inefficient and unworthy of recognition. An Ohio newspaper reacted 
angrily to this news and criticized the Foundation for trying to “Pritchettize” 
education or create schools and institutions that looked the same in each 
state. “To what extent,” the newspaper asked, “are the states of this Union 
to submit to a private overlordship of their public educational systems, 
in order to obtain a few paltry pensions for superannuated college 
 professors?” The newspaper continued to argue that “the pretensions of 
Dr. Pritchett at present suggest that he would soon develop an educational 
primacy and authority in effect scarcely inferior to that of the minister of 
education in the kingdom of Prussia.” A high school teacher similarly com-
plained that the Carnegie Foundation basically took control of the nation’s 
schools and that college presidents had to have Pritchett’s approval before 
they could admit students.84

As these criticisms highlight, Pritchett’s efforts engendered controversy, 
but so had many of the earlier reforms and ideas promoted by Angell, 
Eliot, and Harper. Pritchett’s sin, at least in the eyes of his critics, was to 
lead a foundation that had the resources and reach to standardize an edu-
cational system throughout the nation. Carnegie had amassed a fortune by 
building efficient, complex organizations that had then shaped the nation 
in profound ways. It was perhaps inevitable that his foundation would 
encourage such development in education. Still, the Carnegie Foundation 
was only doing on a national scale what many other organizations had 
been doing at state and regional levels. Since no centralized agency existed 
to direct educational matters, Pritchett offered the Carnegie Foundation to 
fill this need. It provided leadership in shaping a finely articulated system 
of education for the nation, but it was an organization that rested on the 
efforts of other reformers.

In response to criticisms, Pritchett maintained, as Eliot had before him, 
that local needs and traditions could still influence the curriculum of the 
schools and universities. “To bring the requirements for admission to 
 college approximately to the same level throughout the country does not 
involve,” he asserted in 1907 and continued to proclaim thereafter, “any 
procrustean system of college education. One college may insist upon a 
definite group of subjects a prerequisite to its courses and another college 
may insist upon an entirely different group, but the two colleges by their 
dissimilar requirements may still be demanding of their candidates 
for admission an equal amount of mental development.” It was this 
equivalence of development that Pritchett wanted from education and not 
some curriculum that looked the identical from one state to another. 
“Carnegie unit, as it has been called, does not undertake in any way to fix 
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the  program of secondary education,” he declared. “It has absolutely 
 nothing to do with what a secondary school may teach or what a college 
may require.” It only provided a way to measure the work of one school and 
compare it to that of another. Variation among institutions was important 
and a hallmark of American education, Pritchett believed. However, “this 
variation is no excuse for the difference in the amount of academic train-
ing required before the college work is taken up,” he concluded.85

The national scope of the Carnegie Foundation’s efforts, he told his 
critics in 1907, was what made the organization so important and neces-
sary. “It is, in my judgment,” he proclaimed, “a wholesome influence in 
education to have a few such centralizing influences” that would unify 
education throughout the country. “Our tendencies in the past in the 
founding and maintenance of colleges have been almost wholly along 
 competitive lines.” No agency has existed to encourage these institutions 
to think broadly and nationally about education. “Here for the first time,” 
he boasted, “is created an agency which is conscientiously seeking to con-
sider the problems of institutions from the larger view of the welfare of the 
teachers in all colleges and universities, and to take into account the interests 
not alone of a community or of a section, but of a continent.”86

In the early decades of the twentieth century, the Carnegie Foundation 
built on state and regional initiatives—some in existence since the 
1870s—to become a national agency that furthered the establishment of 
an efficient system of articulated schools and colleges across the continent. 
Had he been alive in the first decades of the new century, James McCosh 
would have witnessed an important stage in the development of a uniform 
stairway connecting schools and colleges throughout the country, and he 
likely would have applauded the influence of Andrew Carnegie, a fellow 
Scot, and his foundation.



Epilogue

Looking Ahead by 
Looking to the Past

I

Toward the end of his address to the National Education Association 
(NEA), James Angell told a humorous story that aptly illustrated what was 
then a pressing issue in education. The theme of his story was “the open 
season for abusing the colleges,” and it started with a familiar refrain: 
“Somebody was abusing the colleges” and claiming that they were not 
doing a good job educating students, “and it occurred to a college profes-
sor, being of an inquiring turn of mind, to follow this up.” This professor 
“found, of course, that all his college colleagues said that the trouble was 
with the high schools, that they were certainly rotten institutions, and they 
sent a very poor type of young person up to the college.” In turn, the pro-
fessor “went to the high schools and inquired of the teachers and principals 
what about it. They said there was some, though not much, truth in it,” 
But if he would go to the lower grades “and see the young savages who 
came out of the grades into the high school and then saw what the high 
school was asked to do in four years, he would see how impossible it was to 
send on much better stuff to the colleges.”

The story continued in this way, until the trail led the professor to a 
kindergarten and eventually to a home, where he spoke with a young 
pupil’s mother. And what did the mother say, he asked? She knew that her 
child was bad, although not as terrible as most of the neighborhood 
 children. Anyway, she concluded, it was all his father’s fault.
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To make the point explicitly, Angell told his audience that the universi-
ties and high schools needed to stop playing “the great American game of 
passing the buck” and start working out a better relationship with each 
other.1

The speaker who provided a light moment in an otherwise sober annual 
meeting, however, was not James B. Angell, the president of the University 
of the Michigan, but James R. Angell, the president of Yale University and 
the son of the former Michigan president. In 1928, when he stood before 
his NEA audience, he argued, much as his father had half a century before, 
that the nation needed a stronger, more efficient system of articulated 
schools.

The younger Angell’s story was as familiar in 1928 as it was when his 
father first took steps in the 1870s to establish a stronger, harmonious 
relationship between higher and secondary education. And, it is a common 
refrain in yet another century. In the twenty-first century, would-be edu-
cation reformers have continued to highlight the lack of a strong connec-
tion between the higher and secondary branches of American education. 
Bill Gates, chairman of Microsoft and cofounder of the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, argued in early 2005 that “America’s high schools are 
obsolete” and were “limiting—even ruining—the lives of millions of 
Americans every year.” Not only that, they were threatening the health of 
the nation by failing to prepare students for college, work, and citizenship. 
These schools needed to be drastically reconsidered and altered, Gates 
argued, so that “every kid can graduate ready for college.”2 As Gates 
pointed out, the high schools continue to play crucial roles in America’s 
educational system.

Even before Gates took an interest in education, politicians, scholars, 
and policymakers had searched for ways to forge stronger links between 
higher and secondary education in the latter decades of the twentieth cen-
tury and the early years of the twenty-first. Today, throughout the country, 
advocates of K-16 and PK-20 initiatives seek to ease the transition from 
grade to grade and from one school to another at all levels of education. 
They envision a seamless system that stretches from the kindergarten 
through the elementary and high school grades and into college, or even 
from the preschool years into graduate and professional school. Some of 
these initiatives claim university backing and others are housed in education 
policy centers, but all hope to bring more students into higher education so 
that they and the nation can benefit from advanced education.

Education reformers have discussed the crucial need to link higher and 
secondary education in three different centuries. Does this fact mean that 
Michigan’s president—or Charles W. Eliot, Augustus F. Nightingale, 
William T. Harris, Cecil Bancroft, and a host of other reformers—had no 
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noticeable effect on the relationship between the nation’s high schools and 
colleges? The historical record suggests that they had a pronounced influ-
ence and had altered the shape of education significantly between the time 
when James McCosh first regaled his NEA audience with tales of woe and 
Henry Pritchett directed the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching.

II

Throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century and the early years 
of the twentieth century, reform-minded educators made tremendous 
strides in articulating higher and secondary education. From the accredita-
tion programs prevalent in the Midwest and West to the College Board in 
New England and the Middle States and to the hesitant steps in the South, 
reformers succeeded in bringing the two educational levels closer together. 
In the process, they began to clearly define the work of secondary educa-
tion and to distinguish it from the higher work offered in the colleges and 
universities. They solidified the four-year high school as the standard route 
to college, strengthened the place of secondary schools and higher educa-
tion in society, and underscored the role of expertise and experts in the life 
of the nation. As a result, more students were leaving high school and 
entering college, which was a boon for higher education and for those who 
believed that a college education would funnel students into the middle-
class positions desperately needed by the nation. What had been a loose 
grouping of schools coalesced into a tightly organized system of education 
with a curriculum that looked remarkably similar in Michigan, Massachusetts, 
and even Louisiana.

Reformers, nonetheless, had not succeeded completely in building 
a fully articulated system, and problems persisted. Complaints by high 
school teachers about the unreasonable demands of higher education 
remained a common anthem in regional and national meetings, and many 
“colleges” still did not deserve that name, based on a common definition 
of higher education evolving through the work of foundations and regional 
associations. These institutions enticed students into their classrooms and 
hindered attempts to create a sharp division between colleges and second-
ary schools. However, whether they were building a stairway or grading a 
broad avenue that led from the lower to the higher branches, reformers 
representing both higher and secondary education clearly had made prog-
ress at the turn of the twentieth century in creating an efficient system of 
education.
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Getting to this point, where Henry Pritchett could extol the virtues of 
articulation on a national level, had not been easy, and further strengthen-
ing the connection between the two educational levels today remains 
 challenging. Creating a seamless educational system was difficult in part 
because the two educational levels evolved throughout the nineteenth 
 century with different traditions, missions, and cultures. This variation in 
missions was something Michigan’s president wrestled with when he 
launched one of the nation’s first attempts to create a system that linked his 
state’s high schools with the university. James Kirkland, Oscar Robinson, 
John Tetlow, Henry Pritchett, and many other reformers similarly strug-
gled with this challenge in the last decades of the nineteenth century and 
the first years of a new century.

The high schools—or the “people’s colleges,” as they often were called—
provided an emerging middle class throughout much of the nineteenth 
century with a way to maintain and enjoy that social class status. By the 
turn of the twentieth century, however, the colleges and universities began 
to argue that their role was to ensure that the burgeoning middle class 
retained its professional standing in a nation in the throes of industrializa-
tion and enjoying striking scientific advances. Higher education and not 
the secondary schools, college presidents and faculty proclaimed, had the 
expert professors capable of navigating the transition to an urban, indus-
trial nation and training a new generation of skilled professionals to tackle 
the problems facing the country. To fulfill this mission, colleges and uni-
versities needed to offer more advanced and rigorous courses than they had 
been doing for much of their history, and this meant ensuring that a strong 
college preparatory focus existed in the secondary schools.

Educators in the nation’s colleges and universities thus argued that the 
secondary schools needed to do a better job of preparing students for 
the demands of college, which led the high schools to complain that the 
 universities were undermining their traditional mission. For teachers and 
administrators in the secondary schools, the high school course was com-
plete in itself and prepared students in the modern subjects of English lit-
erature, history, mathematics, sciences, modern languages, and geography 
for the demands of life. The secondary course did not need to be capped 
with a college education, they claimed. As the people’s colleges, the high 
schools long had provided the skills, cultural polish, and refinement that 
led to positions in the middle class.3 The colleges, they complained, wanted 
the secondary schools to deemphasize a broad focus on the modern  subjects 
and the needs of life to prepare students more narrowly for college where 
they would then finish their education. The transformation of society to a 
more urban and industrial nation, however, led the universities to argue 
that they could do a better job preparing America’s young for the future. 
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At the heart of the tension between the high schools and the universities, 
then, was a debate over which institution would do a better job of educat-
ing students for middle-class positions that would meet the demands of 
society. The universities wanted this responsibility. The secondary schools 
understandably were loath to give it up.

In taking on this responsibility, the colleges and universities moved in 
the direction of the lower schools by embracing degree programs and 
admission requirements that paralleled many of the modern courses offered 
in the high schools—although not always in ways that directly aligned 
with the work of the lower schools—but the secondary schools remained 
leery of increasingly bold attempts by the nation’s colleges and universities 
to encroach on their mission. They were losing the battle. The high schools 
could go only so far in building on the elementary course, and the univer-
sities were there to pick up where the high schools stopped. By aligning 
more closely with the lower schools and building on the work of the high 
schools, the universities were opening their doors to more students and 
solidifying their place at the top of the educational pyramid. These actions 
represented a declining place in the educational hierarchy for the high 
schools, even as the secondary schools, by awarding the high school 
diploma, became the gatekeepers to higher education. The frustrations of 
the high schools and confusion over their role extended into the following 
decades, and the high schools continued to wrestle with their role as 
 secondary schools in society and in relation to the nation’s institutions of 
higher education. Great strides had been made in creating an educational 
ladder, but differences in purpose and confusion over roles remained.

Articulating higher and secondary education has been challenging, and 
the historic difference in missions between the two institutions is part of 
the reason. Yet, the story is not just one of challenge but one of success in 
bringing the two levels into greater harmony. Leaders and policymakers 
today continue to bemoan a lack of alignment between higher and second-
ary education, but this history of articulation underscores the initiatives 
that succeeded in strengthening the connection between the two educa-
tional levels and that set the foundation for efforts that continue today. 
The most successful of these early reform efforts shared characteristics that 
current policymakers might wish to consider.

The reforms that had the most effect were those backed up with incen-
tives and that insisted on some sort of accountability, in the language of 
today’s education policymakers. The College Board in the early 1900s 
 promoted specific content for each subject and tested students based on 
that knowledge. Initially, at least, the content of the subjects that the 
College Board tested rested on the work of the Committee of Ten and the 
Committee on College Entrance Requirements. These committees, when 
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they had completed their work in the 1890s, did not lead to a change in 
high school courses of study. Schools had little incentive to embrace 
the reforms these committees recommended. But, in combination with the 
College Board and the access such examinations provided to college, the 
secondary schools had a reason to change their requirements. Moreover, if 
students from one school repeatedly failed to pass the College Board exams, 
those students and their schools gained an unfavorable reputation. The 
Carnegie Foundation backed up its calls for reform with pensions for 
 professors, which increased the pressure on the universities and in turn on 
the high schools to establish verifiable standards and strengthen their rela-
tionship with each other. Earlier in the 1870s and 1880s, the University of 
Michigan and other colleges throughout the country developed programs 
that similarly exerted pressure on the lower schools but provided a crucial 
incentive. They eased the way for students to enter the university and made 
it easier for schools to prepare students to meet college admission  standards. 
However, if students from a particular school failed, the colleges threat-
ened to remove that school from the accredited list. This action reflected 
directly on the principals. Higher education meanwhile had an incentive 
to embrace the modern subjects of the high schools. Many of the colleges 
needed students and they did not want to shut themselves off from the 
steady supply that the high schools could send them.

Further, important reforms came out of professional organizations 
where educators from both levels came together to discuss crucial issues 
and reflect on their work. Some of these were mainly social organizations 
that brought people together to share ideas. For a number of years, the 
annual meetings of the National Education Association were geared more 
toward discussion and debate than policy actions. But many meetings and 
organizations that included representatives from higher and secondary 
education led to specific and direct actions that altered the shape of 
 education. The North Central Association and its focus on standard 
accreditation procedures owed its existence to William Butts, the principal 
of the Michigan Military Academy, and the Michigan Schoolmasters’ 
Club, where Butts sponsored a resolution calling for the creation of a 
regional association of schools and colleges. The College Board combined 
secondary educators with college professors and presidents, and, as with 
the North Central Association, these two groups of educators shared and 
discussed crucial issues. They formed a dynamic, cooperative team that 
then worked together to implement their ideas in America’s schools and 
colleges. These professional organizations provided their participants with 
opportunities to reflect on their work, share ideas, and consider how to 
build a strong educational system, and they then provided the support and 
resources to implement those reforms. In the absence of a central authority 
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to control America’s schools, these professional associations provided crucial 
support in organizing the nation’s schools into a system of education, and 
they did so by bringing representatives from the two levels together.

III

That Yale’s president emphasized the need for articulation in 1928 and 
that a powerful entrepreneur and philanthropist made similar arguments 
nearly eighty years later does not mean that the first efforts at articulation 
in the 1870s failed. Contexts shift and the demands on education today 
reflect new social and economic realities, just as they did at the turn of the 
twentieth century and in the years immediately before the stock market 
crash in 1929. For example, schools and colleges today enroll more  students 
than most reformers could have dreamed of or hoped for in the  nineteenth 
century, and today’s schools are mass institutions with different challenges 
and expectations. Additionally, access and retention of minority students 
is a much more pressing concern today than it was in the late nineteenth 
century, although even then some educators, especially black educators in 
the South, wrestled with improving high schools for black students and 
coordinating their connection to colleges.

Nonetheless, as they struggle to adapt education to the changing 
demands of society, reformers today have much they can learn from these 
earlier educators who sought to make education a living, dynamic force in 
the country. Many of the questions that educators faced in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries are questions that remain vital today: 
what are the goals of education, who has access to college, how well are 
students making the transition from high school to college, and how well 
prepared are they to succeed in college? Revisiting and analyzing the rela-
tionship that emerged between higher and secondary education at the turn 
of the twentieth century and how educators answered these questions then 
can suggest possible ways of thinking about these issues and help frame 
alternative solutions today. It can illuminate the boundaries or barriers that 
hamper institutional cooperation and clarify the dilemmas that confront 
today’s researchers, administrators, teachers, and policymakers.

Historical research can provide us with a better understanding of what 
earlier educators and reformers did well, where they stumbled, how they 
overcame opposition, what compromises they made, and how their deci-
sions continue to affect schools and education today. Certainly, there are 
differences between the articulation campaign at the turn of the twentieth 
century and the policies aimed at bridging the gap between high schools 
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and universities today. But, by understanding how higher and secondary 
education shaped each other and established a system of education in an 
era that radically changed American society, researchers and policymakers 
gain a unique perspective on how to ensure that today’s system of education 
is as strong as it can be.

James McCosh, Charles W. Eliot, Augustus. F. Nightingale, and other 
educators from previous centuries have a lot to offer today’s education 
reformers and policymakers.
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