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Introduction

When Edward Nolan knocked on the door of Elma De Lease in December
1916, he provoked a violent confrontation that ultimately landed them both
in court. Nolan was the attendance officer for the school district in Malbor-
ough, New York, and he had received a complaint from a local teacher that
twelve-year-old Edward De Lease was absent from school yet again. The boy
had attended only fourteen days within the previous ten weeks. His mother
claimed he had tonsillitis, but she refused to provide a doctor’s note, and
neighbors reported seeing the boy riding on horseback and running er-
rands for her in town that morning, several miles away. A few decades ear-
lier, De Lease’s refusal to send her son to school would have been regarded
by local school officials and the state of New York as her common-law pre-
rogative. In 1916, however, Elma De Lease ran afoul of new state laws requir-
ing parents to send their children to school until age fourteen. Attendance
officers like Nolan, hired and supervised by local school boards, were at the
center of new efforts to enforce state attendance laws in the early twentieth
century, and they were invested with broad legal authority to investigate
absences, apprehend truants, and prosecute parents.

Attendance officers could often use persuasion, backed by the threat of
legal prosecution, to secure parents’ compliance with the law, but Elma De
Lease would not be persuaded to send Edward to school that day. After the
verbal conflict escalated, Officer Nolan decided to break the standoff with
a show of force. He grabbed Edward and tried to drag him from the house,
but his mother took hold of her son and refused to let go. Unable to pry
Edward from his mother’s arms, Nolan wrapped a chain around Elma De
Lease’s arm to force her to release the boy, injuring her in the process. Two
other household members—De Lease’s sister and a boarder—tried to inter-
vene, but Nolan succeeded in wresting Edward away, hauling him out of the
house, and delivering him to school.

Elma De Lease responded by suing Nolan for trespassing and assault.
The trial jury awarded her damages, but the New York Supreme Court
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overturned the decision and in a striking rebuke warned that she could be
prosecuted for interfering with the performance of the officer’s duty. Ac-
cording to the court, Nolan had the right and duty under the state compul-
sory attendance law to enter De Lease’s home and take the boy into custody,
for “the State is sovereign in the matter of attendance of a child at school.
The dominion of the State is absolute as far as attendance upon instruction
is concerned during the ages prescribed.”

While the physicality of the encounter was exceptional—most atten-
dance officers did not have to literally wrestle children out of the arms of
their parents—the principle it articulated was not. Public schools were state
institutions, state courts throughout the nation ruled at the turn of the cen-
tury, and state legislatures had a compelling interest in and expansive au-
thority over them on behalf of the public welfare. Officer Nolan’s insistence
that Elma De Lease send her son Edward to school according to state statute
reflected a new, more assertive claim of state authority over local schools
and over children themselves in the early twentieth century.

State constitutions had long invested state legislatures with legal respon-
sibility to maintain public schools, but throughout the nineteenth century
legislatures had discharged this duty by empowering local districts and giv-
ing them wide latitude to manage their own schools. Beginning at the turn
of the century, however, and especially after World War I, state legislatures
and growing state departments of education were pressured from above and
below to take a stronger role in governing public schools. Reformers oper-
ating atlocal, state, and national levels turned to schools to address a host of
concerns stemming from the great social and economic transformations of
the era, including problems of social cohesion and community, changes in
the nature of work, and growing economic stratification brought about by
industrialization and urbanization. In the process they defined children’s
education and welfare as a public interest that transcended the family and
community and justified new state interventions. Professionalizing educa-
tors and an array of groups from outside the school pressured state legisla-
tures to expand state and county supervision of schools, increase state fiscal
support, articulate new statutory requirements and minimum standards,
and develop new mechanisms for standardizing schools and coordinating
them into systems. They aimed to diffuse modern school reforms and to
promote equal educational opportunity, which they defined as access to an
adequate, minimum education for all throughout the state.

As the conflict at De Lease’s doorstop shows, however, state legislatures
did not always assert their authority directly. Although compulsion was a
policy defined by state statute, legislatures delegated its enforcement to lo-
cal school districts. Hired and supervised by the local school district, Nolan
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answered to local school officials who determined how vigorously to en-
force the law on the basis of community sentiment. In this and other school
policies, state legislatures and departments of education defined goals and
standards over time and then worked with local districts, voluntary groups,
and other nonstate actors to accomplish them. Local districts retained con-
siderable authority to manage and finance their schools, and their role in
implementing state policy meant that it varied across space, sometimes
considerably. Yet state interventions subtly reshaped and circumscribed
local control. Local schools found themselves increasingly embedded in
coordinated state systems, governed by new standards and accreditation
policies, dependent on state funds that came with strings attached, and be-
holden to state leadership and aid to implement reforms. By working with
and through local districts rather than administering policies directly,
state governments were often able, slowly but surely, to get local districts
to invest in state goals and policies without generating hostility to state
imposition.

The confrontation between De Lease and Nolan also dramatized ways
in which school reform, particularly the deepening state role and claims
of public responsibility, transformed the public school as a governing in-
stitution. In the nineteenth century, schooling was only one of many ways
that parents educated their children and school attendance was often casual
and intermittent; it supplemented education received in the home, work,
church, and community to transmit literacy and basic intellectual skills
and build character. The compulsory, twentieth-century state school, on
the other hand, expanded public oversight over children’s education and in-
vested the school with primary responsibilities for socialization; it pursued
more ambitious aims to develop and adjust youths for modern society and
economy in the public interest.

Through compulsory attendance policies, state legislatures and local of-
ficials extended public power over children and households. They attached
new regulations and intervened in decisions about children’s education,
health, labor, and welfare that had once been wholly private household
matters, such as whether to send children to work or school or what consti-
tuted a legitimate illness. Elma De Lease learned firsthand that this public
interest in schooling could quite literally cross the threshold of the home
and challenge traditional parental authority. Often unacknowledged by
reformers at the time and neglected by scholars since—but utterly unfor-
gettable to parents like De Lease—schools were state-building projects that
expanded the institutions and authority of government.

By 1916, when Nolan and De Lease fought over the state’s attendance
law, compulsory attendance had become effectively a national policy



[4] INTRODUCTION

despite the absence of a federal government role. State legislatures in nearly
every state had passed compulsory attendance statutes and in the process
had borrowed statutory language, enforcement techniques, and attendance
practices from examples in other places and from a burgeoning national ed-
ucational policy conversation. Throughout the nation, states and localities
addressed common problems and converged on common solutions. Despite
legal control at state and local levels, American education came to appear
so uniform, both structurally and functionally, that many Americans per-
ceived and spoke of a national “system” in their midst.

A wide array of groups fostered this national discussion and diffusion
of reforms. Professionalizing educators formed national ties through new
associations, conferences, publications, networks, and university training
programs, and also developed a science of education that provided a com-
mon language and models to which states and localities often turned. In
addition, a variety of national actors played important roles in spreading
school reforms: philanthropic foundations like the Rockefeller-funded
General Education Board; reform organizations like the National Child La-
bor Conference; voluntary societies and interest groups including the Gen-
eral Federation of Women’s Clubs and American Federation of Labor; and
universities with national standing like Columbia’s Teachers College. Some
were self-conscious nation builders who saw education as a national project.
Others were focused on their particular state or community or a particular
reform goal—the problem of child labor or Americanization, the benefits of
vocational education, the need for a modern school building—and turned
to expert solutions or examples from other places. Although schooling was
not a federal government project, it nevertheless became a national policy
issue as national, state, and local players spread reforms around the United
States and converged on shared practices in both deliberate and wholly un-
anticipated ways.

This emerging national policy conversation reflected a conscious and
unconscious turn to schools as a national social policy strategy to address
the social consequences of industrialization. While public school advocates
had long touted schooling’s social benefits, reformers around the turn
of the century began to work in more systematic and focused ways to ex-
pand the social responsibilities of schools and define investment in educa-
tion as a solution to social problems. For example, clubwomen, laborers,
and medical professionals looked to public schools to safeguard children’s
health. They lobbied schools to add health study to the curriculum, estab-
lished new health regulations such as mandatory vaccination, and added
new services such as school meals, medical inspection, and supervised play.
Laborers, child welfare advocates, and other reformers turned to schools
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to address problems of child labor, poverty, and economic instability. They
supported expansion of high schools, introduction of vocational courses
and guidance, and compulsory attendance policies in order to steer chil-
dren away from unskilled, low-paying, dead-end jobs by equipping them to
make wise decisions.

Concerns about democracy suffused many of these reform efforts
throughout the period and came to the forefront of public discussion dur-
ing and after World War 1. Many commentators and reformers worried
about how to define and protect individual freedom—the central value
of democracy—in a world where individual autonomy and opportunity
seemed to be retreating in the midst of increasing economic stratification,
class conflict, and large-scale organization of the economy, society, and
government. They increasingly looked to the already expanding and mod-
ernizing public school system to address democratic concerns about indi-
vidual freedom as well as democratic community, social cohesion, and self-
government. Public schools would safeguard the democratic freedom of the
individual and the stability of the democratic state, reformers asserted, by
guaranteeing access to educational opportunities that would equip them as
workers and citizens to thrive in the new society and economy and instill
civic and social values. In the postwar period, reformers mobilized behind
calls to provide “equal educational opportunity”: they wanted to guarantee
that more students would have access to schooling and that students would
undertake more schooling, all the way through high school; define mini-
mum standards; reshape the school program to meet the needs of a diverse
student body; and offer services and interventions to ameliorate barriers
to attendance.

The effort seemed to bear fruit. By the end of the 1930s, Americans
pointed with pride to the rapid expanse of schooling, particularly the high
school or “people’s college,” as an expression and guarantee of American
democracy. While it had been an elite endeavor in the nineteenth century,
serving only 4 percent of adolescents, by 1940 public high schools educated
over 50 percent of American youths. By 1940, more kids attended school for
longer periods of time than ever before: elementary education was nearly
universal (over 9o percent) for all ethnic groups in all regions of the country
when it had previously been so only for Northern whites, and average daily
attendance had nearly doubled from its 1890 levels, from 86 days per year to
152 days per year. New curricular differentiation, extracurricular activities,
and pupil adjustment services purported to offer democratic adaptations to
meet individual needs and recognize individual differences.?

Yet this vision of equal educational opportunity was limited. Not all
groups were included on equal terms in this project in either theory or
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practice. African Americans in segregated Southern schools, for example,
were usually left behind in the project of school building as resources were
disproportionately distributed to white schools. Equality of opportunity,
reformers were quick to point out, did not mean the same opportunities for
all but rather access to an acceptable minimum education to prepare youths
as good citizens, workers, and community members. What constituted an
adequate minimum level of education for black Southern agricultural la-
borers was consequently different than that for white middle-class urban-
ites. Reformers’ efforts to promote equal educational opportunity were also
limited by their reliance on local control, and particularly local property
tax, which virtually guaranteed educational disparities in resources be-
cause of the unequal distribution of wealth. Despite a rhetoric that sounded
universalistic, reformers in practice accepted differences and inequalities in
education as inevitable and acceptable.

In a period of tremendous change and uncertainty that prompted many
European nations to create new social insurance programs, Americans
invested heavily in schooling, fiscally and emotionally, to address the so-
cial tensions and risks of industrialization, to safeguard democracy, and to
provide for the individual and collective welfare of citizens. Reliance upon
schooling was a social policy choice, made sometimes consciously and
sometimes unconsciously, which reflected American social policy prefer-
ences and values. This choice has often been overlooked by scholars who
have tended to view American social policy as weak and laggard compared
to Europe and who have sought explanations for the underdevelopment
of the American welfare state. European nation-states reconciled democ-
racy with industrial capitalism by socializing risk and constructing a social
safety net for all citizens, laying the foundation of modern welfare states
beginning in the late nineteenth century. Social reformers seeking to enact
similar policies in the United States usually met with failure until the emer-
gency of the Great Depression, but even New Deal policies usually described
as the foundations of the American welfare state (such as Social Security)
were far less universal and generous than similar policies abroad. However,
in taking European policies as the normative model, scholars have overem-
phasized American failures to act and in the process have missed the social
policy initiatives Americans did undertake.?

Americans chose education. Public schooling was arguably the American
public investment of the early twentieth century. Americans spent gener-
ously on their schools, increasing school expenditures from $141 million per
yearin 1890 to $2.3 billion per year by 1940 in constant dollars, more than a
sixteenfold increase. By 1940, public schooling shaped the everyday lives of
875,000 teachers and school employees and over twenty-five million chil-
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dren who were enrolled in school. Schooling was the largest expenditure
of state and local governments, averaging between one-quarter and one-
third of their combined outlays throughout the period. In 1940, when state
and local governments spent 9.2 billion for all purposes, they spent $2.3
billion on public elementary and secondary education, which represented
half of all social welfare expenditures as defined by the U.S. census. One of
the most outstanding expressions of this public commitment was found in
expansion of free public high schools. The United States was the first na-
tion on earth to make secondary schooling a mass institution. In 1940 when
over 50 percent of American adolescents attended publicly supported high
schools, fewer than 20 percent of their European counterparts did so, and
in 1955 when American high school attendance reached almost 80 percent,
no nation in Europe surpassed 40 percent.*

As a social policy choice for addressing the consequences of industrial
capitalism, education was a limited strategy. It channeled social problems
into schools, which could not hope to fix them, and ignored the ways in
which social and economic structures outside schools shaped and limited
what they could do. Schools might provide students with vocational guid-
ance and training to make wise choices, for example, but they could not
solve the problems of poverty and insecurity that resulted from the large
number of unskilled, low-paying, dead-end jobs that industrial capitalism
produced. Schools could prepare youths for better jobs, but this did not pro-
vide any actual opportunity if racial or gender discrimination, labor market
stratification, or family need prevented people from pursuing them. Rheto-
ric about the democratic opportunity of schooling obscured these barriers
and presented schooling as a project of individual effort and merit; failures
were individual rather than structural.

This book argues that school reform was a major project of national
state-building, a public governing response to the tensions of democracy
and capitalism in modernizing America. Enacted from the top down and
bottom up in ways both planned and improvised, school reform expanded
the institutions, the reach, and the authority of the state, including both
state-level government and public power operating at all levels of American
governance. School reform was a national but not a federal social policy: re-
formers defined education as a national interest, spread reforms across the
nation, and produced a new national policy arena and conversation. This
heavy fiscal and emotional investment in public schooling to safeguard the
democratic freedom of the individual reflected an American social policy
preference for bolstering individualism rather than socializing risk as a
way to address the democratic and social tensions of industrialization. This
choice had important consequences. It legitimated American democracy
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and placed responsibility for meeting social policy goals and aspirations
to schools, which were often ill equipped to actually solve them. It also
obscured the extent to which opportunity was stratified and unequal and
schools could serve to deepen these inequities.

¥

In a series of lectures titled “School and Society,” delivered in 1899, philos-
opher John Dewey explained how his experimental Laboratory School fit
into the context of wide-ranging educational reforms and experiments tak-
ing shape. “The obvious fact is that our social life has undergone a thorough
and radical change,” he observed. “If our education is to have any mean-
ing for life, it must pass through an equally complete transformation.” This
transformation was already in progress, he noted, and could be seen in new
efforts to reshape school pedagogy, curriculum, administration, and orga-
nization. These efforts to frame a “New Education,” Dewey concluded, were
“as much an effort to meet the needs of the new society that is forming,
as are changes in modes of industry and commerce.” School reform was a
response to the larger social and industrial changes of the era and an effort
to develop and socialize individuals for this new environment. As urban-
ization and industrial change transformed older agencies of socialization
like the home, church, work, and small local community, Dewey argued,
schools should assume more responsibility for socializing children into an
ever-changing society.?

By framing the problem as one of “school and society,” however, reform-
ers at the time and most historians since then have missed the role of the
state at the center of this relationship. “The state” in this context means both
state-level government and the myriad ways in which public governing
power was deployed in the American nation-state. The school’s power as
a social institution came in large part from the public power and purposes
that animated it. School reform and expansion reflected a major project of
state-building and governance that extended public authority into house-
holds and pursued social policy goals through education.®

Putting the state back into examinations of school and society recasts the
history of education and the period. First, it draws attention to thelegal and
political framework of schooling, particularly the role of state government.
In histories of education of this and other periods, local case studies have
dominated and tend to narrate reform as a local story. However, state con-
stitutions, case law, legislation, and administrative policies structured the
context in which local schools operated and the rules of the game by which
they played, even in cities where the state’s hand was often less visible. In



