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more fully and intimately than school? Although one would not know it from most
social history texts today, schooling is undoubtedly the most sustained, universal
experience, not just for contemporary youth, but for all Americans in the last two or
three generations.” Our students have not all experienced it uniformly—far from it—
but all have experienced it. And that is the key. If we can engage them to understand
the institution all have experienced but whose historical purposes and sociological
processes they have never been invited to examine, we can, I believe, begin to help
them think outward from that institution and that experience to other institutions and
experiences, from the historical forces that shaped the school to other historical forces,
and from understanding their own subjectivity to understanding broader historical
movements.

What I am suggesting is not that we shoehom one more major topic into an
already crowded syllabus. The beauty of paying more attention to the history of
education as a part of the larger history of the nation is that the themes and issues we
already emphasize in our courses can be illustrated as clearly through the school’s
history as through any of the historical illustrations we already use, and with, I think,
a greater likelihood of capturing the attention of our students. Let me spend the rest of
this essay offering examples of that claim.

Every U.S. survey course that I know of, and many of our more specialized
courses, deal with the history of industrialization. When we teach that history, we draw
on social, political, economic, and labor history to trace the impact of industrialization
on families, communities, class formation, gender relations, race, urbanization, and so
on. The connections between industrialization and changes in the form and content of
education were just as profound as any others. Further, they had dramatic effects on
the subjective experience of childhood and hence can speak to our own students’
subjectivities.

The modern, public school arose simultaneously with early mechanical industrial
processes and spread regionally in rough tandem with the spread of early industrial
enterprises. For example, by the 1860s, when the Northeast was a half century into its
industrial transformation, the South remained predominantly agricultural. The
differential effects on children’s schooling were dramatic. While schools were
available in both regions, the early, extensive systematization of education in the
Northeast followed the lead of early industrial organization. Systems of public
education existed in every industrializing state, with hierarchically graded elementary
schools, a highly feminized teaching force organized by rank, a regimented curriculum,
and modemized classroom social relations. Even though it would be three or four

® Perhaps the oddest omission in contemporary U.S. social history is social historians’ nearly universal
failure to include education as central to social life, although it is arguably the most universal experience
in the moder world. Virtually every child is subjected to it; teachers outnumber every other profession;
it employs, and has long employed, more women than any other occupation; and it has, arguably, grave
power over people’s lives. Yet even our best social history texts are silent on education,
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specialized state institutions where their face-to-face relationships were limited
»eers and a single young female.®

'he links between industrialization and the school become even more fascinating
the end of the nineteenth century. The rise of monopoly capitalism and the
tion accelerated some trends in education, reversed others, and transformed
I, some argue) adolescence. For example, the corporate bureaucracy became
licit, intentional model for school organizations, while the centralizing,
izing ethos of the corporation accelerated the centralization of control in
ted state departments of education in virtually every state in the Union by the
decade of the twentieth century. Increases in productivity led circuitously to
bor laws, compulsory attendance laws, and other means of limiting young
5 access to the workplace, and to dramatic increases in the number of years
ppent in schools and to the reformulation of the high school as a mass institution.
rporate fetish for efficiency and specialization invaded the schoolhouse,
ming the common, democratic curriculum of the nineteenth-century common
into the differentiated, vocationalized curriculum of the twentieth-century
sive school.”

iven just that much history, I have found my own students fascinated to think
hat the transformations of childhood and youth mean to their own lives, both
was gained and what was lost. They end that discussion convinced that the
il transformations that construct their social and political positions today were
lessings.
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attention to Dewey and more attention to what actually transpired in classrooms,
curricula, and pedagogy, we find that the gospel of social efficiency ruled the historical
development of the twentieth-century school, leavened by the perversions of child-
centered learning that Dewey and his followers explicitly rejected throughout their
careers. The Progressivism that came to dominate American education, thoroughly
anti-Deweyan, radically redefined educational democracy and child-centeredness to
mean that it was undemocratic and unfair to give all children equal access to the same
intellectual skills and political knowledge; each child’s future role in the labor force,
divined by the new high priests of Progressive “scientific” testing, and that child’s
successful “adjustment” to her role, no matter how exalted or demeaning, would
determine the curriculum to which each child attended. At least four varieties of
Progressivism can be identified within Progressive education, each largely mutually
exclusive of the others, and matching well the varieties, interests, and intentions of the
larger Progressive movement; three of those four had scant influence on Progressive
education. If students are invited to explore Progressive education and understand its
history in relation to the education they received, they will, I contend, find
Progressivism writ large to be a fascinating part of their own history and one they will
master quickly, though perhaps with rising anger."

Allow a final example. Our surveys usually include coverage of the Cold War,
a subject that, being closer to our students’ lives chronologically, might pique their
interest more than some other topics we cover. Yet here, too, illustrations from the
history of education might help students make the links from their own lives to history.
For, as most of us argue, the Cold War had nearly as much effect on domestic social life
as it did on global political life. One of the more dramatic effects of the Cold War, at
least indirectly, was the explosive growth in higher education. After the Second World
War, roughly one out of every ten college-age persons attended college; within four
decades that had grown to one out of every two, while the youth population exploded
with the Baby Boom. Indeed, in the late 1960s the nation was building entire new
campuses at the rate of one every two weeks. That growth came in part as a result of
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