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Kliebard’s (2004) first chapter of the book The Struggle for the American Curriculum  

details the curriculum struggle in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The struggle emerges as 

growing cities, increasing populations, and introduction of new technologies (the telephone, 

newspapers, and railroads) began to create societal issues within communities. Dealing with 

these matters ultimately falls to the schools as they will equip students with the necessary skills 

to handle these impending changes. Simultaneously, at least four major movements emerged and 

the individuals associated with them believed that their curriculum ideologies were the best. 

While each movement had merit, no single movement gained dominance as the struggle for an 

appropriate curriculum evolved.  

Early 19th century curriculum (1800-1830’s) consisted of the Lancastrian or monitorial 

methods of teaching. These were rote, standards based approaches, in which older students were 

often teaching younger students lessons. The use of the McGuffy reading system (in which 

poorly prepared teachers simply taught out of the book) had some parents and educators 

questioning the quality of their children’s education, these issues signaled the need for 

nationalization of curriculum (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 2) 

Concurrently, Yale Faculty believed that  “Powers of the mind” (developing the ability to 

think), “Filling the mind with content” (acquisition of knowledge and skills), and the metaphor 

that the mind was like a muscle using drills, discipline, and mindless repetition to learn, was the 

direction for the curriculum (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 5). This discipline supposed that the purpose of 

education was to create “mental fitness.” While this theory dates back as far as Plato it was later 

supported by the German psychologist Christian Wolf (1790). He stated that building the 
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memory was the first in the “natural order in a defensible sequence in the curriculum” (Kliebard, 

2004, pg. 5).  

As communities became increasingly informed, society, as a whole, began to realize that 

“family life” was insufficient to meet the educational demands of the new “technological world.” 

The mid to late 1800’s now began to see the “unraveling of the “mental muscle theory” 

(Kliebard, 2004, pg. 7). These new technologies (newspapers and telephones) not only allowed 

communities to become less isolated, but communities could now contemplate new roles for the 

schools that might help their children prepare for the future. The struggle came to the forefront as 

schools were expected to create curricula that would equip their children with the “means to 

survive the new industrial society” (Kliebard, 2004, pg.1). Additionally, as the influx of 

secondary students grew (“freed up” from working because of the “new” technology), parents 

could now consider what appropriate curriculum might look like for their adolescents as well as 

for students who were preparing for to attend college. One response was the appointment of the 

National Education Association’s Committee of Ten in order to consider what appropriate 

college preparation curriculum might look like.  

Simultaneously, four major theories of education helped to influence the direction of the 

changing curriculum. Eliot an “educational reformer” and humanist was a supporter of the 

elective system. He thought that if a subject could be “studied over a sustained period, it was 

potentially a disciplinary subject.” (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 10). He thought that with the right 

elective (or choice of subject) with the “right way of teaching,” would develop all students into 

good citizens. He was an early proponent of the differentiated curriculum. 
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Hall, a developmentalist, believed that students should be taught according to where they 

were developmentally. This method used “careful observation and recording of children’s 

behavior at various stages of development, as well as including different segments of the 

population” (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 11) in order to best meet the needs of each student, should be 

the driving force for the curriculum. His beliefs were the “basis for adapting curriculum to 

different populations.” (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 13)  

Similar changes were occurring for the elementary population through the “Committee of 

Fifteen” lead by William Torrey Harris. Harris was more sensitive than Hall about the social 

changes that were occuring. His premise was that American children deserved a curriculum that 

was “constructed around the finest resources of western civilization” and that the curriculum 

should be comprised of grammar, literature, art, math, geography and history (Kliebard, 2004, 

pg. 15).  

Two other men, Rice and Ward, had still differing opinions about what the American 

curriculum should be. Rice, considered a “social efficacy educator” (with similar views as Hall, 

Parker, and Dewey) used surveys to gather “scientific data” that he believed were “key to 

successful classroom techniques as well as to a rational curriculum” (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 8). 

Ward, a social meliorist, felt that education was to prepare students to promote social justice and 

schools were the force for change to create a new social vision (Kliebard, 2004, pg. 23). This 

would ultimately prepare students to deal with the societal issues that were brought about by new 

technologies. 

As the 19th century came to an end and the 20th century began, the American curriculum 

was impacted by new technologies that that created societal issues that would impact the 
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stagnant American curriculum. Kliebard states that schools, which needed to equip students with 

the means to “survive the new industrial society” struggled to create this new curricula. At least 

four major movements shaped the curriculum over this time. The humanists (Eliot & Harris), 

developmentalist (Hall), social efficacy educators (Rice, Hall, Parker, and Dewey), and the social 

meliorists (Ward) all brought different visions which helped shape the evolving curriculum. 

Throughout this time the struggle for the American curriculum continued with no one movement 

gaining dominance.  
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a. Growing cities produce societal changes which in turn prompts changes in the 
role of school (Kliebard, 2004, pg.1) 

B. Major movements - accurate description 
a. Chronology 

i. 1890’s struggle for curriculum as the school was a means to “survive the 
new industrial society” as shift from teacher to “remote knowledge” 
“values incarnate in the curriculum” (pg. 1) 

ii. 1800 -1830  
1. Lancastrian system - standard based (pg.2)/monitorial method 

(English) (pg.2) older children taught younger children 
2. McGuffy reading system - in which poorly prepared teachers relied 

on this to teach - leading to a call for nationalization of a 
curriculum 

iii. 1828 
1. Yale Faculty 

a. “Powers of the mind” (developing the ability to think) 
b. “Fill the mind with content” (acquisition of knowledge and 

skills) 5 
c. Mind was like a muscle metaphor = drill, discipline, 

mindless repetition 
iv. 1856 -1864 

1. Chicago, William Harvey Wells divided students into grades with 
a “distinct course of study for each grade level” 

v. 1890 
vi. Mental discipline/fitness - (though dates back to Plato) Christian Wolf - 

German psychologist - teach these they build mental “muscles” (pg. 4-5)  
1. Natural order - “defensible sequence in the curriculum” 

a. Memory 
b. Will 
c. Reasoning 
d. Imagination 

vii. 1892 - Committee of Ten 
1. (also)dealt with curriculum for adolescents and parents growing 

“demands for secondary school education” 
2. Need for consistent preparation for colleges (they were not the 

same) 
viii. Eliot - humanist 

1. Educational reformer - (scientist)  
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2. Curriculum - based on studying something over a period of time = 
electives 

ix. Hall - developmentalist - see where the child is, adapt the curriculum to 
different segments of the school populations 13 

x. Committee of Fifteen - Humanist - Hegelian William Torey Harris 
1. “Western education” - grammar, literature, art, math, geography 

and history  
2. 1893 Rice “social efficacy educators” (like “American 

Herbartian’s” - Hall, Parker, Dewey) - but did a survey of 
America’s public schools - “scientific data was the key to 
successful classroom techniques as well as to a rational 
curriculum.” 18  “Themes of standardizing the curriculum” 

b. Tension 
i. 1890s -  

1. Struggle with curriculum that was meant to build minds, why 
could it not be of a discipline of their choosing (rote memorization 
vs. liberal arts) 

ii. Rice etc (social science)  vs. Eliot/Harris (humanistic) 
iii. 1883 Ward  - Dynamic Sociology (Darwinism) 
iv. Spencer - social meliorists - education promotes social justice 

c. 20th Century - combination of  
i. humanists (guardians of ancient tradition/western cultural heritage) 

ii. Reformers (Hall - curriculum based on child development_ 
iii. Social Efficacy (power of science - create a smoothly running society; 

standardization of techniques) 
iv. Social meliorists - (Ward - schools lead/created principle force for change 

to create a new social vision) 
d. No single ideology gained dominance... 
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