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Education in America in the late 19th century has been marked by industrialization, rapid 

growth in cities, and technological advances in society. People were becoming more connected 

than ever before through print media and railroads. A shift in education was also taking place. 

The role of the teacher and the role that school played in the lives of the learner were 

transforming. Schools would be used as the tool that would leverage the minds of American 

youth; teaching and preparing them for the world that was coming into existence. No longer 

would society rely on the role of families to facilitate norms instead through schools society 

would create the social standards and structure that governed society. This period in American 

education is distinct in that four major groups were battling for the direction that curriculum and 

education in America would take.  

    The idea of using curriculum began with the utilization of the Lancastrian system. The 

Lancastrian system was employed in England and was brought to many large cities at that time. 

The idea behind the system was to use older or more proficient students to teach the younger less 

proficient students this afforded the teacher the opportunity to teach a larger number of students  

(Lancasterian.org, n.d.).  The Lancastrian system gave way to a system developed by William 

Harvey Wells, which was a more formal way of organizing students by age and subject area. 

America was rapidly changing in the late 1800’s, and education was under the spotlight. At that 

time mental discipline leads the way. This notion was supported by the work of Christian Wolff 

a German psychologist. The idea was that teaching and exercising parts of the brain through 

specific subject areas could improve the mind. Mental disciplinarians and Humanists refuted the 

notion of education, as a social reform but rather through reasoning society would be improved. 

The doctrine of mental disciplinarians was further supported by then-Yale President Jeremiah 

Day and Professor James K. Kingsley in their report that concluded that content was the most 



 

 

important role in education. Mental discipline became the order of the day and the way in which 

rote memorizations and drill and kill were a way to teach students (Kliebard, 2004). The later 

part of the 19th century saw the breaking apart of mental discipline. As society continued to 

change there was a cultivation of new thoughts on the direction of the curriculum.   

    During the same time, the National Education Association’s Committee of Ten was formed. 

They were faced with the challenge of assisting in the standardizing the college entrance process 

during a time when half of high school graduates were going off to college (Kliebard, 2004; 

Krug, 1962). This was an issue that was directly related to curricular implications, the type of 

curriculum and how to address varying learners. Charles W. Eliot educational reformer, 

humanist and mental disciplinarian became the chairman of the National Education 

Association’s Committee of Ten. Eliot shed light on the role of the committee in not only higher 

education but the importance of elementary and secondary education. Eliot believed in 

developing reasoning skills, and he argued that this was not taking place in the current U.S. 

educational arena. His ideology was different from his constituents in that he believed that most 

subjects could be considered a disciplinary subject if it were given sufficient time for study. Eliot 

maintained his humanist ideals in that good instruction coupled with the right subjects would 

benefit all people regardless of background. By 1893 the committee was able to develop a course 

plan that the high schools would all follow to solve the issue of students being prepared for 

college.  

    The committee report had accomplished much of what they set out to do. However, criticism 

remained from G. Stanley Hall who led the developmentalist movement. Developmentalist 

believed that curriculum should be directed to natural child development. This approach was 

scientifically researched through observations of children’s behavior across ages and 



 

 

development. Hall was concerned with knowing what the child knew to determine what the child 

needed to know. Hall rejected the following three components of the Committee of Ten plan: all 

students should be taught in the same manner regardless of plans; all subjects are of equal 

educational value if taught equally well; and fitting for college is the same as providing for life 

(Kliebard, 2004). Eliot stood his ground on the plan the Committee of Ten had prepared and 

further explained the power of human intelligence and reasoning. Eliot broke ground on the 

formation of a differentiated curriculum and the idea that through electives student’s futures 

would not be predetermined. Resistance continued to plague the Committee of Ten plan 

opponents pointed out that general course subjects were geared toward college tracked students; 

the plan didn’t account for the social change and the changing school population.  

    In 1895 the Committee of Fifteen was established to report on the elementary school 

curriculum. William Torrey Harris, a humanist, led the charge for the curriculum piece of the 

report. Harris developed what he referred to as the five windows of the soul grammar, literature, 

and art, mathematics, geography and history (Kliebard, 2004). His work would also come under 

attack from leaders of the Herbartian group Charles DeGarmo, Frank & Charles McMurry. 

Intense debates between Harris and DeGarmo would ensue in person and professional journals. 

The group also gained additional members such Joseph Mayer Rice who had become an 

educational reformer. Rice completed a many city research tour completing surveys and 

observations based on classrooms and schools. His data would eventually be turned into several 

journal articles and ultimately a book. Rice reported on the inadequacies of the system as a 

whole from the classroom teacher up to the superintendent of schools. This created public 

outrage against Rice and his theories. He again embarked on another study that was comparative. 

As he produced more research, he was becoming known as the social efficiency educator, which 



 

 

seeks to eliminate waste in the curriculum.  

    The social theory would receive another challenge from Lester Frank Ward who would 

become the champion of the welfare state and was committed to egalitarianism. Ward took 

opportunities to share his ideas against Social Darwinism. Ward surmised that education would 

be the tool to ensure social change that supported the fair distribution of cultural capital. Social 

meliorists such as John Dewey reaffirmed the notion that education is the key to social progress 

and social justice (Kliebard, 2004). He further believed that the curriculum was a guide to get 

students to what you want them to learn.   
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