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Introduction
Civil War, Pandemic, and Report Cards
My study of the history of the report card began the day that the world ground to a halt: Friday, March 13, 2020. I was in a school archive in Beirut, Lebanon. I had arrived the day before to research the lives of classroom teachers during the Lebanese Civil War (1975–1990). As soon as I landed at the airport, though, the Lebanese customs officer said I had three days to get out of the country before the airport shut down due to the coronavirus. Logically, most of my archive and interview appointments canceled, albeit with quintessential Lebanese politeness.
Reem Haddad, the communications director of International College (IC), did not cancel. IC is a prestigious private school in Beirut, founded by American missionaries in the nineteenth century, with a long history of educating the city’s westernized elite. Reem and I sat down in her office, brainstorming potential primary source materials that might shed light on what teachers endured during the war years. That is when she showed me seventy-eight report cards from IC’s graduating class of 1982. At first glance, the documents were unremarkable, listing each student’s attendance, deportment, and academic performance. The context of their creation and distribution, though, was fascinating.
Teachers had calculated the grades on these report cards in June 1982, in the midst of one of the most intense periods of the war. The Israeli army had surrounded the western half of the Lebanese capital just a few days before, resulting in a siege of the neighborhood in which IC was located. Medical supplies, food, and even clean water became scarce. The Israeli air force bombed periodically, while pausing to allow civilians to flee through checkpoints. Needless to say, IC ended school early that year, and graduation ceremonies were canceled.1
Before fleeing like many other West Beirutis, a handful of teachers and administrators met on campus between bombings to calculate and record grades on report cards. Then parents, while also waiting for breaks in the bombing, came back to the campus to collect their children’s reports, sometimes delaying their flights from the siege to do so. Ultimately, teachers, administrators, and parents risked their lives for this piece of paper called the school report card.
I kept copies of those report cards as I rushed home to the United States and puzzled over what to do next in this new era of the coronavirus. When I returned to a life in quarantine, my three daughters (ages four, six, and eight) were adjusting to virtual schooling. It was a grind. Worksheets, in particular, were the bane of my six-year-old’s existence, leading to daily tears. Fancying myself something of an expert on schooling, I suggested to my wife that our anxious daughter ignore the homework assignments. My wife disagreed. She pointed out that the missing work would ultimately appear on our daughter’s report card.2
That is when I decided to change my research topic. The extremity of both a war and a pandemic brought into focus the strange power of this relic of academic bookkeeping. The history of the report card needed to be studied.
The modern report card emerged amid a gradual sea change in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a change in not just education but also government, religion, and social hierarchies. Michel Foucault (1926–1984), the notorious French intellectual, is famous for perceiving this slow shift in western societies that gave rise to tools of control like report cards. In the eighteenth century, prior to the new systems of surveillance, the “great spectacle of punishment” such as torture, public execution, and severe beatings of children were ubiquitous. Foucault studied how new prisons, insane asylums, and—to a lesser extent—schools increasingly relied on ranking and record keeping to control populations, replacing physical abuse. By the mid-nineteenth century in the United States and Europe, power “proceeded without force,” creating “docile bodies” without the subjects even conscious of the transformation. Under this Foucauldian lens, report cards were a tool through which schools maintained control over their students in classrooms and the parents at home.3
Foucault, however, never explicitly mentioned report cards. Instead, he helps historians of education recognize the dynamics of power in something as banal as a school’s reporting of a student’s grades and conduct. To maintain control over children, schools placed students in hierarchies of “perpetual movement.” Pitting the students against each other was essential, as was making sure that parents understood that their child’s position was never secure for long. The relentlessness of the competition was the main ingredient in the system of control. The report card became a periodic reminder that children should turn their gaze away from the adults who controlled their lives and inward, with routine self-analysis. Foucauldian analysis also highlights how teachers and administrators, while claiming to act on Lockean principles of progress and reason, were actually motivated by a fear of student uprisings.4
The genius of the report card was that it prevented student revolt in two main ways. First, unlike the old system of teachers flogging students, the report card was subtle. Grand statements of control and violence could backfire, as nineteenth-century teachers witnessed in the tradition of “turning out,” or student revolts that physically forced teachers out of the classroom. The report card represented a power of “minor procedures” that controlled the social body without the social body even realizing that it was being controlled. The new system of power, while masking its desire for control in the rhetoric of Enlightened liberalism, was no longer concentrated in a single figure like a monarch. Power became diffused in the nineteenth century in thousands of classroom teachers. As Foucault phrased it, power was “capillary.” The report card was one of those capillaries.5
I am defining report cards as the systematic communication from the school to the home, detailing a student’s attendance, academic performance, and/or personal conduct. In some ways, these key aspects of the report card are surprisingly consistent for nearly two centuries: attendance, academics, and behavior. On the other hand, an evolution did in fact occur. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the intended audience for the reports of teachers grew: from parents to juvenile courts, parole boards, potential employers, and eventually college admissions officers.
The chapters in this volume flow chronologically, with each centered on an individual impacted by the report card’s power: a classroom teacher from western New York in the 1830s; an African American teenager from central Georgia in the 1880s; an upper-class, midwestern mother in the 1890s; a Colorado street kid in the early 1900s; a college-bound son of Jewish immigrants in the Bronx, New York, in the 1930s; finally, a Minnesota farm girl in the 1970s. In the conclusion of each chapter, I reflect on the report card’s perpetual presence with references to current pedagogical debates, pop culture, and my own experiences as a parent, all in search of insight into educational systems of control.
This book relies on many of the same sources as other histories of education. The report cards are helpful but only to a point. Published sources like newspaper articles, education journals, and nineteenth-century parenting books provided context for the broader pedagogical debates of the time. Administrative records such as minutes of teacher meetings, disciplinary files, and student data gave context to how the report cards evolved. Diaries and family letters provided insight into how individuals responded to report cards. The archives of universities, the Library of Congress, state historical societies, small-town historical societies, church records, and school districts have all been mined for material.
There is a danger in relying on archives as the curator of source material. For generations, archivists around the world have privileged materials left behind by elites, although many archivists are working to correct this pattern. Relying on sources written by whites who described African Americans is particularly problematic. Here, as elsewhere, the skill of reading against the grain is essential. My goals were always to piece together scraps of source material in an effort to center the narratives of people who, for the most part, have been ignored. In examining the source material, my goal was not to contradict Foucault’s insights but to deepen them. I hope that I was able to show how ordinary people attempted to maintain agency in the face of one of the most ubiquitous tools of disciplinary power in education: the report card.6
Chapter 1 tells the story of a classroom teacher, George Willson (1795–1859), whose 1835 description of “weekly reports” is the earliest reference that I could find to what is now called the report card in the United States. Willson taught at Canandaigua Academy in western New York. Willson’s life embodied the broader economic, political, and religious ideologies that gave rise to the report card. His life also reflected the typical tensions between parents and teachers of the era. The report card was ultimately more than a means of communication between school and home. It was an effort on the part of classroom teachers like Willson to leverage their limited power over parents, whose disinterest and lack of support they saw as an existential threat to the common school movement, which was still in its infancy.
Chapter 2’s narrative is centered on an African American student, William Baxter Matthews (1864–1940). Matthews was born enslaved near Macon, Georgia. In 1881, he received a report card from Lewis High School, which had been established by northern missionaries fifteen years earlier. By the 1870s, the report card was no longer an initiative of classroom teachers. Superintendents began decreeing their use, centralizing control over not only parents but also teachers. The school administrators who introduced the report card to Lewis High reflected this nationwide trend. Its use, though, also reflected a shift in schools for freed people, away from the idealism in their founding during Reconstruction and toward the doctrine of social efficiency associated with the restoration of white supremacy in the South. In this context, the report card is a lens through which to study the tensions between two competing visions of education: a means for social mobility versus a means for social control. Matthews, for one, was an excellent student who dedicated his professional career to achieving dignity and social equality for African Americans. However, he worked within institutions modeled on middle-class white culture. For Matthews, the report card offered Black children in the South a promise; if scores were high enough, they would be given opportunities. In aggregate, that promise failed to alleviate the poverty and oppression of the Jim Crow South.
Chapter 3 examines the life of an upper-class mother from Indianapolis: Martha Nicholson McKay (1842–1934). By the 1880s, the report card had succeeded in co-opting the support of parents like McKay. Late nineteenth-century parents, typically mothers, assumed responsibility for their child’s behavior and academic success while at school. In this context, the work of historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan is relevant. Cowan recognized that nineteenth-century technological innovations like the coal-burning stove and textile production, while producing efficiencies in the business world, actually burdened women with more work at home. In this context, the report card became another such innovation, making the lives of school administrators more efficient while burdening mothers with more responsibility to oversee their child’s schooling. While McKay was from Indianapolis’ elite, evidence from diaries and letters suggests that the phenomenon applied to working-class mothers as well. Mothers, though, were not just passive recipients of the burdens associated with the report card. In the 1880s and 1890s, they mobilized in the form of women’s clubs to counteract the increasing demands of being a parent of schoolchildren. These women’s clubs allied themselves with schoolteachers against school administrators, becoming advocates for classroom teachers against the increasing demands of bureaucratic school systems. The report card was a microcosm through which to study these shifting alliances.
Chapter 4 traces the experiences of Andrew Monroe [pseud.] (1894–1971), a Colorado adolescent, as he navigated the state’s juvenile corrections system. In 1906, Andrew appeared before a judge in Garfield County for truancy and larceny. In sentencing Andrew to reform school, teacher-written school report cards were presented as evidence. In the following six years, reform school teachers submitted report cards to the parole board before which Andrew appeared. The reports documented Andrew’s scholastic scores, his behavior, and his whereabouts; Andrew attempted escape three times before finally succeeding on his fourth try, in 1912. Ultimately, Andrew’s story reflects the growing power the report card to dictate the literal difference between freedom and incarceration, and the lengths to which children would go to resist that power.
Chapter 5 takes place in the Bronx, New York, and tells the story of Daniel Schorr (1916–2010), the son of Russian-Jewish immigrants. Daniel grew up in poverty in the 1920s and 1930s. His parents recognized that Daniel’s future relied on him someday attending college. By the time that Daniel graduated from high school, college admittance demanded high marks on transcripts. This requirement was especially true for students like Daniel, who needed scholarship money. Therefore, the stakes for the information written on periodic report cards once again grew. Report cards foretold futures in elite professions like law and medicine or lives of manual labor. Paradoxically, just as anxiety over report cards mounted in high schools across the country, students like Daniel increasingly satirized the concept of periodic reporting of grades and deportment. Students used yearbooks and school newspapers to make fun of the teachers who issued report cards. They made fun of their parents for placing so much importance on the reports. And they made fun of each other for caring so deeply about grades. In the end, student humor was a reclaiming of agency within the broader system of disciplinary power.
Finally, chapter 6 examines the childhood and adolescence of Kirsten Albrecht (b. 1960), who attended an alternative school that banned the use of report cards. Kirsten grew up on a farm outside of Mankato, Minnesota. The small college town was home to a laboratory school, which—from 1968 to 1977—joined a wave of pedagogical reform known as the alternative school movement. Kirsten thrived in a learning environment that eschewed grades, lacked formal classes, and built a community in which teachers and students pursued their innate curiosity as equals. The general enthusiasm for alternative schools did not last, however. In 1977, Kirsten’s school closed due to budget cuts, a casualty of a counterrevolution against alternative schools that gave rise to the accountability movement. By the fall of 1977, Kirsten began receiving report cards at her new traditional school, but she never abandoned her pedagogical idealism. As an adult—while parenting during the peak of the accountability movement that built schooling around test scores—Kirsten transformed her life and career to give her three daughters the type of alternative education that she received, one absent of report cards.
If there is a broader significance to this study of the origins and evolution of the school report card, Foucault might point the way. In this book, I attempt to make the familiar unfamiliar. I hope to create a bit of discomfort in how we communicate the periodic ranking and surveilling of students to parents, highlighting the artificiality of its origins and subtle changes in its evolution. While accepting the Foucauldian framework that the report card is indeed a tool of disciplinary power, my goal is to humanize Foucault’s analysis with social history. Yes, lives are shaped by capillaries of disciplinary power like the report card. Yet, humans have agency of sorts to respond in ways of their own making. Ultimately, the lives of ordinary teachers, parents, and students show us that we have the power to reshape student surveillance and record keeping altogether, perhaps into an education system more conducive to joy.



Chapter One
Rousing the Attention of Parents
In September 1835, George Willson (1795–1859) claimed to have invented the report card. He was not a famous pedagogue or educational theorist, nor was he a renowned school administrator. He was a classroom teacher at an all-boys school called Canandaigua Academy in western New York. He was not a particularly inspiring teacher. One colleague remembered the unusual slowness with which Willson spoke, making him the subject of ridicule among his students.1
Willson explained the idea of report cards while attending a lyceum meeting. The members of the lyceum were discussing the primary challenge to local schools: parents. They were concerned about parental disengagement, indifference, and unwillingness to support teachers in disciplinary disputes. As a solution, Willson suggested a new tactic with which he had been experimenting. He had been sending home “weekly reports to parents [about] the punctuality, deportment, and comparative merit of the pupil in his recitations.” According to Willson, the weekly reports were effective in “rousing the attention of parents and securing a practical and beneficial interest in the success of their children.”2
George Willson began his teaching career at the dawn of the common school era, prior to the widespread expansion of publicly funded schools. Pupils attended schools for a few months a year, if at all. Student bodies were rarely “graded,” meaning students were not typically divided by age and academic accomplishment. Few schools hired full-time administrators to oversee classroom teachers and even fewer were organized into districts under the leadership of superintendents. Willson and most of his peers were unfamiliar with the practice of written examinations. Instead, Willson evaluated his pupils’ understanding of reading and arithmetic with oral recitations. At the end of the school year, teachers like Willson invited community members and local dignitaries to public “expositions” in which students would demonstrate their new knowledge in the form of performances. Prior to the 1830s, there is little evidence that teachers sent home report cards.3
By the end of Willson’s teaching career in the 1850s, however, schools had grown into institutions much more recognizable to twenty-first-century Americans. Willson not only played his part in being one of the teachers who conceived of and promoted the use of report cards, but his life also reflects the ideological shift in the general population that gave rise to modern schooling. First, Willson used academic competition in his classroom, comparing and ranking students daily in their performance on oral recitations. Willson’s reports then communicated those rankings to parents each week. Second, Willson lived through the height of the religious revivalism of the Second Great Awakening, which gave rise to a new antebellum debate over corporal punishment. As teachers like Willson moved away from physical force as a means of control, the question emerged over how, exactly, schoolmasters would maintain discipline over unruly adolescents. The report card was one educational innovation that could be used to replace physical force, although the debate over corporal punishment continued for the next century and a half. Finally, Willson’s politics shaped his creation of the report card. As a Whig, Willson viewed the report card as a means through which he could instill Enlightenment-inspired reason in his pupils, a rationality that was necessary to combat the demagoguery that Whigs associated with Jacksonian Democrats. These two main ideologies—religious fervor and republican virtue—gave birth to modern American schools.4
Finally, Willson’s life also gives insight into parent–teacher tensions in the antebellum period and the lengths to which teachers innovated to co-opt parental support. References to conflict with parents were ubiquitous in the memoirs of teachers, journal articles written by teachers, and the minutes of teacher association meetings. Willson mentioned report cards as a way to co-opt parents, to persuade them to support schoolmasters in student–teacher disputes. Tracing the origins of what we now call the report card therefore reveals that teachers were the drivers of educational change in the antebellum period–not pedagogues, not educational theorists, nor administrators. The study of Willson is therefore a study in how the ubiquitous tools of disciplinary power, instruments like report cards that shaped the experiences of generations of children, grew out of the innovations of ordinary teachers.5
George Willson was not from Ontario County, New York. He was born in 1795 in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. He moved to Canandaigua, which sat at the intersection of Canandaigua Lake and a turnpike that ran east to west, in the early 1820s. Willson was likely following his older brother who became one of Canandaigua’s most successful businessmen. As Willson began teaching at the academy, Canandaigua grew to over 5,000 residents. The Erie Canal, which was completed in 1821 and located twenty miles north of Canandaigua, linked western New York to the Hudson River and then to the global port of New York City. By 1860, a year after Willson’s death, New York had become the United States’ leading producer of beef, wheat, potatoes, lumber, wool, and hops. With the increase in commerce and population, the town’s elite educational institution, Canandaigua Academy, also grew, adding a boarding department in the 1830s and renovating the centrally located campus in 1835. Revenue from endowed land, household donations in the form of subscriptions, tuition, and supplemental funds from the New York Board of Regents all paid for the expenses of running the school. According to historian Nancy Beadie, Canandaigua Academy was one of New York’s “most highly capitalized academies in the early nineteenth century.” 6
George Willson’s personal finances reflected the broader economic growth in western New York. By 1835, Willson was forty years old, much older than the average teacher of the era. He was also much wealthier than the typical teacher. In 1835, teachers in Ontario County earned just $82.75 per year. Willson, meanwhile, amassed thousands of dollars of capital in his lifetime, even purchasing thirty acres of land for $2,050. When he died in 1859, Willson owned stock in the Bank of Geneva and New York Central Railroad, as well as several thousand dollars’ worth of bonds lent to a number of other corporations. Willson may have gone into business with his older brother, who transitioned from practicing law and into banking during this period. Regardless of the source of his wealth, Willson was familiar with the process of financial accumulation and his lessons reflected what historian David Hogan described as the increasing “commercialization of the American classroom.” At a lyceum meeting in 1833, Willson and his peers announced their official support for the use of “rewards” in school. Willson even created arithmetic word problems relevant to small businesses, like when he asked his students to calculate the relative profits of beer and wine production. Perhaps a newspaper article from 1831 put it best when it said that Willson instilled “honorable rivalry” in his students.7


Figure 1.1. Agnes Jeffrey, Painting of Main Street, Canandaigua, c. 1835. The building on the right with the small dome was city hall and the meeting place of George Willson’s lyceum, where he advocated for the use of weekly reports. Photo used with permission of Ontario County Historical Society, Canandaigua, New York.
Willson also lived through the height of the religious revivalism of the Second Great Awakening. The phenomenon began in New England around the same time as Willson’s birth, moving into western New York with settlers like the Willson family. The Second Great Awakening might best be understood as a democratization of New England Protestantism, shifting focus away from the traditional Calvinist emphasis on sin and toward the emotional euphoria of the conversion experience. Leaders of the movement, like Charles Finney and Lyman Beecher, emphasized the perfectibility of not only individual converts but also society as a whole, all in preparation for the second coming of Christ. The peak of the Second Great Awakening came around 1830 as the number of adherents to Congregationalist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches increased at a rate of more than twice the population growth. Willson’s membership in Canandaigua’s First Congregational Church placed him at the center of the Second Great Awakening. Canandaigua was located in what became known as the “burned-over district,” a metaphor for the region surrounding Rochester. The nickname captured the passion or heat of intense revivals led by preachers who traversed the turnpikes that connected the various towns.8
The movement also transformed the Calvinist view of a child’s inherent sinfulness by popularizing the notion that children embodied innocence and God’s grace. Influenced by John Locke, the Second Great Awakening emphasized the malleability of children. Corporal punishment, therefore, would only make children more violent. As the historian James P. Jewett wrote, the Lockean influence on the Second Great Awakening led Protestant teachers to believe that “discipline based upon the fear of physical pain is very likely to do [the child] more harm than good.” The ideals of Romantic literature seeped into the movement as well, like William Wordsworth’s “My Heart Leaps Up,” in which the poet, inspired by a rainbow, proclaims “The child is father of the man; / And I could wish my days to be / Bound each to each by natural piety.” The religious fervor became intertwined with the temperance movement, and the innocent child, doomed to die young, grew into a trope of temperance novels in this era. The same year that Willson introduced his report card, Nathaniel Hawthorne published “A Rill from the Town Pump,” a short story in which a man drunkenly spends the money meant to feed his children, robbing them of their innocence in the process.9


Figure 1.2. First Congregational Church, Canandaigua, New York, c. 1900, originally constructed in 1812. Photo used with permission of Ontario County Historical Society.
Willson’s preacher at First Congregational reinforced the message of the Godlike childhood. In the 1830s, just as Willson was experimenting with report cards, the pastor of First Congregational, Ansel Eddy, referred to children as “capable of restoration to a glory unequalled by man in innocence.” Charles Finney, the most prominent leader of the Second Great Awakening, also preached at Willson’s church. Willson may have listened to Finney’s celebration of “the most delightful piety” of “simple-hearted” children. In place of physical punishment, teachers like Willson were left to find new ways of instilling discipline in their classrooms.10
Surviving documentation—from his own writings, from his last will and testament, and even from the minutes of his teacher association—provide windows into Willson’s classroom, and the documents reflect someone immersed in the religious fervor of the era and the idealism of the Enlightenment. Willson wrote two teaching instruction manuals, and both texts reflected Eddy’s and Finney’s influence on Willson’s pedagogy. In The American Class-Reader, Willson suggests that teachers assign children dozens of readings that would “convey some moral truth.” Nine of these passages were Biblical and each emphasized God’s grace, not God’s judgment: “Forgiveness of Injuries,” “The Blind Man Restored to Sight,” “The Good Samaritan,” and “The Prodigal Son.” Willson also read the works of Locke, owning a volume titled Locke’s Essays as well as a collection of Locke’s writings on education. He admired the Swiss pedagogue Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, who wrote that within each child there is “something, the origin of which, as a gift of God, dates prior to temptation, or to corruption.” Even Willson’s school took a position against corporal punishment when, in 1833, it hosted the first meeting of the Ontario County Association of Teachers. The association passed a resolution stating that corporal punishment “could be dispensed with.” 11
Republicanism was another ideological transformation that was necessary for the report card’s birth. Willson’s political persuasion led him to mistrust the uneducated and unruly mob. Education, therefore, was about more than nurturing reason and societal reform. Schools were essential for cultivating discipline in the demos, without which democracy might not survive. In The American Class-Reader, Willson wrote that a child’s bad habits could not be corrected through force or memorization of a text, but through the student’s more independent discovery. Teachers should “make [students] think and exercise their own taste [emphasis original].” Willson made the same point about independent thought in another book, A Practical and Theoretical System of Arithmetic, in which he urged teachers to avoid “laying down naked and arbitrary rules” and instead allow space for a student’s “own discovery and investigation.” Willson was preparing young men to be participants in republican democracy, which required independent, critical thought.12
Cultivating self-governance was the explicit goal of Willson’s lyceum, which officially declared its focus on preparing students for “the duties of citizenship.” Willson’s faith in the ability of reason and reform extended beyond the classroom. For instance, he served as the secretary of the Ontario County Temperance Society and was also involved in western New York’s network of abolitionists. As early as 1829, Willson’s church desegregated and there is even evidence that Willson participated in the Underground Railroad. Willson’s colleague implied as much in his memoirs when he mentioned that “in the days of the underground railroad and the fugitive slave law” the Willson residence was nicknamed “Timbuctoo [sic] Park,” suggesting that escaped enslaved people stayed in Willson’s home. Willson’s sympathies for abolitionism extended into his lessons. He assigned his students a poem called “The Slave Ship,” which depicted enslaved Africans crossing the Atlantic: “And their dim eyes wept, half tear, half blood, / But still they stood upright.” Late in his life, in 1854, Willson’s opposition to slavery moved him to sign a petition opposing the Kansas–Nebraska Act.13


Figure 1.3. Canandaigua Academy, New York, c. 1880. George Willson taught in this school building, which was constructed in 1836, a year after Willson advanced the use of report cards. Photo used with permission of Ontario County Historical Society.
As a Whig, Willson shared in his party’s concerns about the populist demagoguery of Andrew Jackson. During Canandaigua’s Fourth of July celebrations in 1831, Willson gave a public speech denouncing Democratic support for nullification of federal laws. Willson’s bookshelf included the biographies and speeches of the leaders of the Federalist and Whig parties—Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and Edward Everett—but none of Democrat-Republicans like Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, or Andrew Jackson. Likewise, Willson chose not to include any references to Jackson or other Democrats in The American Class-Reader. He did, however, include two speeches from Daniel Webster, a leader of the Whig party at the time. Webster was a vocal supporter of universal education, seeing schools as a “wise and liberal system of police, by which property, and life, and the peace of society are secured.” To Webster, schooling could instill the “conservative principle of virtue and knowledge,” securing a more stable young republic in the process. Canandaigua’s leaders, journalists, and educators shared Webster’s instinctive conservatism with regard to the unruly masses, warning that democracy could very easily slide into anarchy. At First Congregational Church, Willson’s priest denounced the extremes of the French Revolution from the pulpit, linking Democrats like Thomas Jefferson to the “poison” of Jacobin France. Willson, through his lyceum’s subscription to Common School Assistant, likely would have read warnings of “a French Revolution, or a New York mob” due to the state’s inadequate system of education. Another Common School Assistant article feared that inept teachers “sow the seeds of tyranny and anarchy.” 14
In the end, these broad shifts in how Americans viewed children and education were essential for the birth of the report card. Without physical force, classroom teachers like Willson needed new methods for maintaining order. Willson’s boss, the principal of Canandaigua Academy, recognized the new predicament of order without force in 1831. The school initiated a series of reforms in which student seating would be arranged in a way that “the teacher’s eyes would meet the eyes of every pupil” as well as a system of record keeping that would track “the deportment of the pupil.” Willson’s innovation a few years later was to take the time to share these records with parents on a regular basis, extending the system of observation into the home while enlisting parental support for control over the pupil. Finally, report cards were fundamentally about instilling self-discipline in children, turning their gaze inward with a weekly barrage of criticism. This discipline, to teachers like Willson, was necessary for a functioning democratic republic.15
More than free market principles, more than Lockean-influenced Protestantism, and more than earnest notions of instilling republican virtues, teachers like George Willson were propelled to innovate by an immediate, daily, and tangible challenge: parental indifference on one extreme and parental interference on the other. As common schools expanded, parents inherently mistrusted the teachers to whom they were pressured to entrust their children. Teachers responded by increasingly disparaging the parents for their lack of support, leading to a cyclical breakdown of relationships. These tensions that gave rise to the report card may have been, in fact, more important than the abstract ideologies that defined the zeitgeist of Willson’s world.16
Complaints of parental apathy fill the memoirs of students from the first half of the nineteenth century. Growing up on a New Hampshire farm in the late 1790s, John Ball struggled to convince his father to allow him to attend a school eight miles away. “My father’s education being very limited,” Ball wrote in his memoirs, “he did not seem to think any further education than an ability to read, write and cipher in the simple rules to be needful.” Ball’s experiences appear to be quite typical of the era, as educational opportunities expanded for the children of farmers who lacked formal schooling. In rural New York, William James Stillman remembered that his father “had no opinion of the utility of advanced education for boys in our station [and] was tenacious in his intention to have me in his workshop, where he needed more apprentices.” The problem of parental apathy in education transcended region. In 1824, a Columbia, South Carolina, newspaper condemned the general attitude among white South Carolinians “that they value so little the importance of academic education.” The newspaper struggled to find ways “to excite the attention of parents and guardians.” Two years later, the South Carolina legislature cited parental indifference as a reason for rejecting a plan for government-funded schools. Parents, the legislative report stated, “feel little or no interest” in educating their children.17
Teachers noticed parental apathy as well. In 1850s’ Wisconsin, there was “an almost unanimous expression” about the “lukewarmness and indifference of parents as exhibited toward the Common Schools.” The only solution that Wisconsin’s superintendents could find was to insist that parents visit the district schools more often. The problem extended beyond new, state-funded common schools and into more traditional—and elite—academies. In 1812, the trustees of Raleigh Academy in North Carolina circulated their plea in a local newspaper for parental cooperation “in Preserving [the] Morals of Students.” William Alcott, a teacher in Connecticut, dedicated an entire chapter of his memoir to parental indifference. Alcott claimed that after decades in the profession he “could not discover that one of them [the parents] entered into the spirit of the thing [their child’s education].” Another New England teacher, who began his career in the 1820s, remembered that “parents of the pupils have inherited the idea of education for their children, but knew little or nothing of its nature or importance.” Teachers sometimes vented their frustration about parental apathy in front of their students. One school in Florida had to create a rule that explicitly banned teachers from discussing “the faults of their parents or relatives” in front of students. In Massachusetts, a school administrator admonished his audience of teachers for blaming parents for the “the caprice, the waywardness and the stupidity of children.” 18
Perhaps more than indifference and apathy, though, antebellum teachers were frustrated about parents taking the side of students in disciplinary disputes. In 1848, Massachusetts Teacher, for example, noted how parents listened to “complaints made by the pupils … without rebuke, perhaps with words of sympathy.” Two years later, Common School Journal published a similar editorial that criticized parents for “blaming the teacher as cruel and brutish,” which would inevitably lead to the child becoming “a dunce in the school, a rebel in the discipline, a bad, unruly citizen, a tyrant in his own house, without one delicate trait of moral goodness.” Teachers shared this sentiment beyond New England, where the common school movement was less developed. One newspaper in Greenville, South Carolina, wrote that “parents should not be so blinded by [love for children] as to exclude reason and consider their children infallible.” The newspaper went on to condemn parents for “listening and giving credence to the tales of their children and encouraging them to tell those tales.” Across the continent, San Francisco’s Daily Evening Bulletin expressed the same critique of parents for defending their children in disciplinary disputes. “By disparaging remarks [parents] help to bring the teacher into contempt,” the newspaper reported. “When this natural disobedience compels a resort to punishment, they listen to the exaggerated accounts of this punishment.” Cleveland Daily Herald defended teachers when the newspaper wrote that the “verbal inculpation and abuse” hurled at the school keep teachers “in a fever of anxiety.” The evidence from surviving documentation is irrefutable. During the antebellum period, teachers from across the country felt under parental attack.19
The memoirs of pupils, however, describe a degree of teacher violence and intimidation that makes the modern reader wonder whether or not the parents were justified in their concerns. One former New Hampshire student, who attended school from 1804 through 1818, remembered the brutality of his teacher, Mr. Starr, in remarkable details. This “stern commander … knocked one lad down with his fist, hurled a stick of wood at another.” Families then mobilized and collectively called for Mr. Starr’s dismissal. At the same time in South Carolina, J. Marion Sims attended a school led by “Mr. Quigley.” Decades later, Sims recounted tales of Mr. Quigley with Dickensian flair. The schoolmaster was a one-eyed Irishman with pock-marked skin left over from a bout with smallpox. Mr. Quigley flogged his pupils “until the youngster vomited or wet his breeches.” The great danger of Mr. Quigley, Sims recollected, was that he did not fear parental interference. When a child threatened to tell their parents about Quigley’s abuse, “this was of no use,” Sims wrote. “Old Cockeye whipped the harder. He was not afraid of any boy’s pa.” Teachers like Mr. Quigley help explain the actions of some parents who took justice into their own hands, like the father in Newburyport, Massachusetts, who went to the schoolhouse and physically threatened a teacher. The parent was later ordered to pay a $200 fine for “disturbing the school.” William Alcott was one of the few teachers who admitted to deserving the anger of parents. As a young teacher, he once tied a child’s ankles together with a handkerchief and fastened the child to a nail upside down. Alcott wrote that this incident “merited the indignation against me.”20
Fundamentally, parents held power to unilaterally fire teachers during the antebellum period. Teachers described their unjust termination at the hands of misguided parents, like when William James Stillman reprimanded a “lazy boy” who just so happened to be the son of a wealthy farmer in rural New York. That mistake ended his tenure at the schoolhouse. Students were aware of this power dynamic as well. Growing up in rural Georgia, A. B. Longstreet recalled a teacher’s panic when he was “turned out”—or barricaded out of the schoolhouse—by the pupils. The teacher, according to Longstreet, violently smashed the door in. If the students prevailed in the standoff, the teacher explained, he would be quickly fired by the parents of those same students. A seemingly neutral observer like Hezekiah Prince witnessed the power of parents in a Maine fishing village. While neither an educator nor a parent, Prince still attended a town meeting to discuss whether or not to dismiss a teacher. Prince noted the deep “prejudice” of the parents and that in their rush to judge the teacher, the parents “destroyed the usefulness of the school.” One parent in Nebraska even had a young teacher arrested for the assault and battery of their child. A principal of a Massachusetts high school admitted in 1839 that “treatment from parents” was the number one cause of teachers leaving the profession.21
George Willson’s experiences with parents at Canandaigua Academy seemed to have been typical of the era. Willson slipped in a subtle critique of parents in his second book, The American Class-Reader when he quoted an anonymous source who admonished parents for their “ignorance and neglect” in failing to provide a healthy and safe home for children. One of Willson’s fellow teachers at Canandaigua Academy emphasized the power of the academy’s trustees, men who were Ontario County’s most prominent bankers, lawyers, judges, and doctors. The former Canandaigua Academy teacher chronicled in his memoirs how trustees intervened to have teachers fired “for being unpopular” and for being unable to handle the “roguery and tricks” of students. In one incident, Willson himself narrowly avoided a parent-initiated dismissal. Sometime in the 1830s, Willson was tutoring a boy after class in the “mysteries of the Latin tongue, with the view of fitting [the student] for college.” Willson apparently grew frustrated with the pupil’s “dullness and obstinacy” and decided to lock the boy in the second-floor classroom as extra motivation for the boy to complete his recitations. Willson then proceeded to return home, sit down for tea, and fall asleep. At two o’clock in the morning, Willson awoke and rushed to the academy, only to find the boy sound asleep on the classroom bench. Willson was lucky to survive the incident with his job still intact, especially after dealing with “the lad’s stern father.”22
In addition to his own personal experience with difficult parents, Willson probably read critiques of parenting. For instance, Willson’s lyceum subscribed to Common School Assistant, which was only published for two years. In nearly every issue, the journal blamed parents for problems at schools. In September 1836, one teacher wrote to the editor to complain about parents who “never visit the school” but will nonetheless “take the children’s side and give the teacher all the blame.” In January 1837, the journal was critical of parents for not providing their children reading materials at home and a page later, the journal blamed parents for allowing their children to arrive at school hours late or skip entire weeks at a time. In May 1837, Common School Assistant held parents responsible for the low pay of teachers. A month later, the journal argued that the denunciation of “the indifference and apathy of parents” must be “heard and felt by every citizen.” The pages of Common School Assistant gave the impression of a low-grade war between parents and teachers, with teachers on the side of righteousness and progress, while parents represented superstition and selfishness.23
In 1836 and 1837, Common School Assistant published 581 articles, stories, and letters. Some were just a few sentences long, while other articles stretched several pages. Of those 581 pieces, 126 articles made critical comments about parents of school-age children, or 21.6 percent. That averaged out to be five or six articles each issue that, to one degree or another, placed blame or responsibility for the problems in schools at the feet of parents. Only one issue, the last, which appeared in December 1837, made no critical reference to parents. This disparaging of parents was, most likely, the pedagogical literary world into which Willson was intellectually immersed.24
For decades, teachers struggled to find creative solutions to their confrontations with parents. The most common suggestion seems to have been home visits. As early as the 1820s, Hiram Orcutt learned that visiting families in their homes, at least once a year, was the only way to create an “intimate acquaintance” and thus avoid conflict. Not much had changed two decades later in Connecticut, where one author argued that teachers “must visit the parents and explain to them the untold and unspeakable mischiefs of absences and tardiness.” Further south in Florida, the tactic seemed so crucial that the state legislature proposed requiring weekly visits to the homes of common school students. Likewise, in 1848, a Massachusetts educator urged teachers to visit parents in their home in order to bridge the “gulf” that typically existed between the two sides. Visiting dozens of homes, though, seemed too high of a cost in terms of time. Some teachers, like T. W. Curtis, thought more creatively and proposed the idea of what would later be termed back-to-school night. Schools should “invite [parents] to meet you [the teacher], on some evening, in the school-room, for the purpose of considering some of the mutual duties,” Curtis recommended. The idea was also proposed in Massachusetts Teacher in 1848. Even this solution had flaws. Few parents, it seemed, were taking teachers up on the offer to visit the school.25
The most effective, most efficient, and longest lasting solution to the war with parents came with the idea to send home a steady stream of written communications in which each student was compared and ranked against their classmates. We now call this means of communication the report card. Willson’s 1835 explanation of his “weekly reports” shows that teachers were experimenting with the idea just as common schools spread in the Northeast. In 1840, an anonymous teacher writing in the Common School Journal from “Washington City” promoted the use of “weekly reports” as a method of “exercising moral influence” over parents. It is important to note that the author was indeed a classroom teacher, which fit a pattern. The educational innovation was born out of a grassroots experimentation to solve a common problem that transcended region. For the next twenty years, the idea of the report card spread through meetings of teacher associations, passing references in journals, and word of mouth among peers. In 1849 a writer for Massachusetts Teacher claimed that this was how the report card spread. The author explained that to solve the issue of parental disengagement, “Some teachers are in the habit of issuing weekly reports, showing the standing and progress of their pupils, for the inspection of their parents.” The article added, however, that it was essential that teachers be honest on the merits and shortcomings of their students, so as not to give any false hope to misguided parents.26
Several early report cards have survived in the University of Alabama’s special collections. The oldest dates from December 10, 1847. The Greene Springs School, located in Havana, Alabama, issued it to a student named W. A. Wynne. Noticeably, it was handwritten. A year later, though, the school employed a printer to create report cards with school letterhead and typeset. During the ten weeks of the fall term of 1847, Wynne was enrolled in Latin, Greek, Algebra, French, Composition, and Prayers. A column next to each subject lists the “number of recitations” that Wynne completed, reflecting an educational system that had not yet employed written assessments. The second column listed the number of days absent; Wynne missed four morning prayers in the ten-week period. The third column quantified Wynne’s “average standing,” ranking him relative to his classmates in their oral performances. The fourth and final column elaborated a bit, with phrases like “totally good,” “tolerably good,” and “very bad.” At the bottom of the report, the schoolmaster wrote two sentences of explanation. The note is made to a “Dear Sir,” presumably the father. The schoolmaster praised young Wynne and described the student’s deportment as “gentlemanly.” This report card from 1847, just as Willson’s in 1835, reflected the three main categories of information that remain the basis for the twenty-first-century report card: academics, attendance, and behavior.27


Figure 1.4. The report card of W. A. Wynne, Greene Springs School, Havana, Alabama, 1847. Photo used with permission of the University of Alabama Libraries Special Collections.
The idea of sending home periodic and individualized written reports spread in the 1850s. The 1853 meeting of the Massachusetts Teachers’ Association, as was typical, lamented the lack of parental support for the state’s schools. Also typical for the era, the association’s leader, Ariel Parish, could only suggest home visits as the best, albeit inefficient, solution. A year later, Connecticut Common School Journal encouraged parents to read weekly reports, the use of which had been growing without being mandated by superintendents. In 1855, a teacher named Almira Seymour promoted her use of report cards in Massachusetts Teacher. Then, during the 1858 meeting of the Massachusetts Teachers’ Association, the same Ariel Parish who spoke in 1853 but still relied on home visits, discussed the new idea of report cards at length. He suggested, based on the existing experimentation of classroom teachers, that his members use the following categories of evaluation in their weekly reports: “Attendance, Deportment, and Scholarship.” The idea then appeared in Illinois’ schools. One teacher in the western state claimed that they learned about weekly reports via word of mouth from her predecessor. A year later, in 1860, Illinois Teacher reported a survey of principals who praised the practice of writing letters home, and the article recommended using the same categories suggested by Parish two years earlier: attendance, deportment, scholarship.28
As the use of the report card spread across the United States, so too did a second innovation that would forever be linked to report cards: written assessments. There is evidence that teachers experimented with written tests throughout the 1830s and 1840s, although prior to 1845 their use was not widespread. In 1845, Boston’s schools underwent a testing revolution that set a new standard for schools nationwide. In that year, Horace Mann, the famous superintendent of public schools in Massachusetts, a new position at the time, worked with Boston’s school board to mandate the use of end-of-year written exams. He and his allies hoped to rein in the power of schoolmasters. The tests were therefore intended as a way of evaluating the quality of instruction as opposed to the knowledge of individual pupils. Mann also saw written exams as a more private alternative to the method of evaluating children in oral recitations in front of an audience.29
After 1845, testing exploded onto the national stage. Like report cards, promotion of testing spread in education journals. New England Journal of Education, for instance, argued that “while exhibitions were popular, written examinations were the only accurate way to test what each pupil learned.” Throughout the late 1840s and 1850s, newly created school boards in cities like Washington, DC, and Cleveland mandated written assessments. In the 1850s, Horace Mann disciples from New England spread west, gaining control of school boards in cities like Cincinnati and San Francisco. They created committees on “Printed Questions” and policies on “Written Answers for Printed Questions.” In 1864, five years after Willson’s death, the New York Board of Regents replaced their oral evaluations with written tests. The board of regents tied school funding to the success on these written exams and noticed a 50 percent drop in the pass rate once they removed the principal as the main evaluator of student success.30
After the Civil War, as states and local municipalities continued to expand public schools and reorganize the governance of those schools, testing reigned supreme. In 1878, a principal in Chicago announced that he was living through “an age of examinations,” including “County Superintendent’s examinations, School Board examinations, State examinations, legal examinations, medical examinations, spiritual examinations.” Another pedagogue worried that teachers had become “slaves to the examination fiend.” The spread of report cards in the same period fed the testing frenzy. It gave teachers increasing amounts of data on which to rank their pupils. And most importantly, testing and report cards consumed the attention of fathers and mothers, creating allies between once sworn enemies: teachers and parents.31
George Willson might have felt a certain kinship with Severus Snape. J. K. Rowling’s character in her seven-part Harry Potter series is a new archetype for the taciturn teacher, as much interested in control as in the well-being of his pupils. Buried in the details of Snape’s character are satirical critiques of education, although Rowling’s perspective is a uniquely British one.
For instance, Snape and his colleagues rely on standardized tests to sort their students. The tests, the Ordinary Wizarding Levels (the O.W.L.s), are administered by the Wizarding Examinations Authority, and Snape requires nothing less than the highest score, an “Outstanding,” as a prerequisite for admittance to his potions class. Snape is also a ubiquitous presence in Hogwarts’s halls, doling out house point deductions and detentions in a quantification of behavior meant to keep the young wizards in line. And, of course, Rowling includes report cards, with the likes of both Hermione and Dudley living in fear of low scores being sent home to parents.32
J. K. Rowling was onto something when she dreamed up Snape’s villainy. Each of her satirical critiques of education is backed by pedagogical scholarship. For example, twenty years after the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act, a law in the United States from 2002–2015 holding schools accountable for how students learned and achieved, the tides seem to be turning against standardized testing. Authors Shani Robinson and Anna Simonton, among others, have now placed the 2009 Atlanta testing scandal within the long history of Georgia’s marginalization and scapegoating of its Black population. Sociologist Annette Lareau chronicled the experiences of parents as they navigated school systems, many of them overwhelmed and intimidated by the educational apparatus. Parents without college degrees, Lareau noted, dreaded parent–teacher conferences in which they felt demeaned by educational jargon and pseudo-science. Academics have also noted how school counseling has contributed to the “legacies of oppression,” and that educational psychology can be another tool for control.33
A case history of George Willson’s life shows that the theme of power in education is both circular and evolving. It is circular in that parents and teachers have always been in opposition to one another. If anything, Willson lived through an era in which teachers and parents misunderstood one another to a much larger degree. The antebellum period also witnessed open violence between parents and teachers. Yet power dynamics have also evolved. There are an increasing number of tools at the disposal of teachers to bend parents to their will. The tracking of students into “honors” and “regular” courses leads to parental neurosis and fear, with tangible outcomes that correlate with race, poverty, and future educational attainment. Fear of damaging a student’s chances in college admissions has become a contentious aspect of parent–teacher relations, particularly among affluent families. Even the pedagogical assumptions about critical thought, embodied by Bloom’s taxonomy, have been reassessed as a manifestation of the desire for “domination, aggression, and the impulse to control.”34
George Willson was one step in a process that ultimately led to the creation of Professor Snape from J. K. Rowling’s imagination. And yet Rowling’s Snape—a cold, imposing figure—does not quite reflect the defensiveness and insecurity among nineteenth-century teachers like Willson. Evidence suggests that Willson was not an imposing physical presence, that, on the contrary, he was the object of mockery among his students. He did not seem to be socially powerful; yes, he was involved with local organizations, but always in secretarial roles. He was not a leader. He never became a school administrator. An anecdote has survived of Willson apologetically cowering before a more powerful parent. And yet, Willson was a scholar. He was a published author, he was well-read, and by the 1830s he was a middle-aged man in a young person’s profession. Willson probably longed for respect. With his system of report cards, he was making a statement to parents: I am a professional; what I do is important; listen to my expertise. Ultimately, Willson offers perspective on just how effective teachers have become at manipulating parents into submission. Perhaps the power of the report card, refined by generations of teachers, are more magical than anything even J. K. Rowling could conceive.



Chapter Two
Unity, Efficiency, and Freed People
In December 1881, William Baxter Matthews (1864–1940) received a report card from Lewis High School. Matthews, who was born enslaved, was fifteen years old at the time and was training to become a teacher in Macon, Georgia. The American Missionary Association (AMA) had established his school fourteen years earlier during Reconstruction and with financial assistance from the Freedmen’s Bureau. These report cards were the first ever issued by Lewis High, marking a new era in the school’s early history.1
During the decades immediately after the Civil War, American schools underwent a national transformation, changes that led to Matthews receiving his report cards. Newly created school boards imposed new hierarchies on a once decentralized system, placing principals in charge of classroom teachers and superintendents in charge of principals. From the top, district administrators began mandating the use of report cards, less as a means of control over children and increasingly as a means of control over the teachers themselves. This was a major shift in the purpose and power of the report card, the first such shift in the report card’s centuries-long odyssey.
The new position of “principal” evolved in these decades. Once seen as a lead teacher who was first among equals among the faculty, principals grew into middle managers, modeled on corporate governance structures, with the power to dictate policies to classroom teachers. By the turn of the century, just as enthusiasm for the cult of industrial efficiency was reaching its peak in the United States, teachers criticized principals as being more of “an autocrat, a boss, or a czar” than “a leader in educational ideas.” Reigning over principals were superintendents. At a St. Louis conference in 1880, the National Education Association created its first Department of Superintendents, and in the process declared its “belief in authority.” A skeptical classroom teacher in Oregon reflected widespread mistrust of the new school hierarchies when she wrote that the new position of superintendent could be the “radiant light” or “the center of darkness.” Meanwhile, teachers at schools like Philadelphia’s Central High School permanently lost the “entrepreneurial autonomy” that they once enjoyed. Prior to the Civil War teachers tended to be self-governing, making decisions on hiring, curriculum, and discipline in faculty assemblies. By the 1880s, however, district administrators had replaced teacher autonomy with a hierarchical governance structure. The same process occurred in cities like San Francisco, Memphis, and New York, where one reporter criticized public schools as overly bureaucratic and “lifeless.”2
Report cards played a role in the centralization of this control. As district offices struggled to regulate and review teacher performance in the 1870s and 1880s, principals and superintendents increasingly decreed the use of report cards. They sent inspectors into classrooms to evaluate teacher “proficiency,” and they sometimes found classroom teachers as “so unscientific that in judging them by minimum requirement I should regard their standards as very low.” Report cards therefore became a means through which administrations could document not just student performance but also the completion of basic exercises on the part of teachers. By 1900, the unity, efficiency, and standardization of practices like the periodic issuing of report cards had led some critics to deem public schools as “regimented, mechanical, and mindless,” equal to the atmosphere of an industrial factory.3
The themes of increasing social efficiency, standardization, and hierarchy were all present at Macon’s Lewis High while William Matthews attended. In 1881, the American Missionary Association sent to Lewis High a new principal with a mandate of creating more alignment with other schools in its network, employing a mix of written assessments, grading, and the sending home of report cards. The principal, a twenty-six-year-old Wisconsin native named Willard Hodge, explained that his goal was to make Lewis High “more advanced” by creating academic “unity and efficiency.” 4
Race complicated the relationship between Matthews and his report cards. By the late 1870s, as white southern elites began to reestablish their political and economic supremacy, northerners had grown exhausted by the egalitarian crusade of Reconstruction. In the 1880s Lewis High became less revolutionary, less political, and, one could argue, more a tool of social control than a means for social advancement. Matthews received his report cards during this transitionary period in which Lewis High moved away from the idealism of its decentralized founding toward a goal of long-term and bureaucratic coexistence with a white-controlled Macon.5
For young Matthews, who was born enslaved, education secured his place in the African American middle class. After Lewis High, he attended Atlanta University, became a principal of schools in both Georgia and then Kentucky, led numerous civic organizations, and died a pillar of his community. Matthews had a knack for schooling, which is evident in the high marks of his report cards. For Matthews’ people, however, the promise embodied by high scores on a report card proved hollow, a reality that Matthews never admitted.


Figure 2.1. William B. Matthews’ report cards, Lewis High School, Macon, Georgia, 1881–1883. Photo used with permission of Atlanta University Center Robert W. Woodruff Library.
William Baxter Matthews was born enslaved in Powersville, Georgia, on July 31, 1864. Powersville was an unincorporated crossroads village about twenty-two miles southwest of Macon. William’s parents may have been enslaved by the C. H. Matthews family, who inherited land in Powersville from a Revolutionary War–era land grant. Before the war, the patriarch of the C. H. Matthews clan became the personal secretary to Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens and later fought in the Army of Northern Virginia. At the time, Powersville was in Houston County, where in 1860 three out of every five enslaved persons worked on large plantations, defined as farms that enslaved at least one hundred people. It is therefore more than likely that Matthews’ parents worked on what would have been considered a large system of gang labor associated with cotton production.6
William Matthews’ mother, Annie Matthews, was born free in Africa. Even though Congress banned the transatlantic slave trade in 1808, native-born Africans continued to be enslaved in places like middle Georgia. Historians estimate that Europeans kidnapped 1.3 million Africans from 1837 through 1867, even after every major slaving nation had criminalized the practice. One white traveler through Georgia in the mid-nineteenth century estimated that one-quarter of the enslaved people were born in Africa, and therefore illegally transported. Unfortunately, surviving documents do not make clear Annie’s specific African origins, although a large portion of the Africans enslaved in the mid-nineteenth century were Yoruba speaking from modern-day Nigeria. She was most likely quite young when she was kidnapped. A study of the ledgers of illegal transatlantic slaving ships revealed that about half of those crossing the middle passage after 1837 were fourteen years old or younger. Annie’s origins probably gave her a special status among enslaved people in Powersville, Georgia. Native-born Africans taken to plantations in the mid-nineteenth century were known to “reawaken black Americans to their African past,” and slaveholders tended to view native-born Africans with particular mistrust. As some enslavers explained, native-born Africans needed to be “seasoned.” One fugitive slave from South Carolina, writing his biography in 1837, remembered that African-born enslaved people felt “indignant” their entire lives and psychologically refused to accept their enslavement.7
Matthews did not know the identity of his biological father, which was perhaps because of the context of Matthews’ birth. Several weeks before his birth in July 1864, Union cavalry raided the area north of Powersville. In November 1864, when William was just over three months old, William T. Sherman’s army bypassed the village of Powersville on its way to Savannah. The Confederate Army harassed Sherman’s right flank at the Battle of Griswoldville, which lay thirty-two miles away from the location of Matthews’ birth. When Sherman’s army was at its closest to the Matthews family, 15,000 Confederate troops were also in the area to defend Macon, making an attempt at escape among enslaved people particularly precarious at that moment. Despite the dangers, between 19,000 and 25,000 enslaved people successfully reached Sherman’s army during these months of turmoil.8
William’s father might have attempted an escape, or he could have been killed trying to escape. It is also possible that William’s father was of European ancestry, perhaps an enslaver. William’s mother, on the other hand, probably remained enslaved until April 1865 when 13,000 Union cavalry soldiers under General James H. Wilson captured Macon and the surrounding area. If so, the Matthews family would have had a fairly common experience. Many marriages of enslaved people failed to survive the disruption of the Civil War and about 2.75 million people remained enslaved in the South until the Confederate army’s final surrender.9
It was quite common for formerly enslaved people to assert their new freedom by “coming and going,” and Macon was the most obvious destination for an African American family living in Powersville. Macon was founded in 1822 as a trading fort with the Muscogee people along the Ocmulgee River’s fall line. By 1860, railroads carried cotton to Macon, which was then transported to Savannah by riverboat. This made Macon a bustling inland port of 8,247 residents before the Civil War. Even during the war, enslaved people migrated to Macon, prompting concern among white Maconites. In September 1864, the local newspaper complained that the enslaved population “demean themselves as if they were free people.” In the summer of 1865, the Union army established Macon as one of ninety military posts in Georgia, providing a degree of protection for freed people and increasing the number of refugees. It was also common for freed women like William’s mother to find employment in urban centers as domestic workers. However, there were also reports in Macon of white mistresses preferring servants without children, complaining that Black mothers were “annoyances” and that children like William were “pests.” By 1867, the Black population of Macon had more than doubled, from 2,851 prior to the war to 5,946.10
Despite emancipation, the Matthewses’ lives were probably precarious. During Reconstruction in Georgia, there were incidents of Black women being scalped or having their ears cut off and of Black men being clubbed, stabbed, tied to trees, and burned to death. The Union army’s outpost in Macon only provided limited protection from the mounting resentment among white Maconites. In May 1865, Macon-Telegraph complained about the “great crowd of lazy negroes.” In 1866, the same newspaper blamed Macon’s Black residents for a deadly outbreak of smallpox. In August 1867, six armed white men attacked a Black church near Macon, shooting eighteen civilians and killing three. In 1868, Macon’s largest Black church was burned. There were cases of freed women and children starving to death in Macon. Meanwhile, the Union soldiers stationed in Macon collaborated with white Maconites to subjugate the city’s Black population. The city council passed an ordinance ordering that all “idle” freedmen be arrested with the penalties of “ball and chain” or conscription into “public works” projects. Federal troops forced freedmen off the streets and confined them to an open-air jail at the courthouse where white Maconites “desiring hands could get them.” 11
Despite these horrors, freed people like the Matthews family claimed Macon as their new home. In 1865, a northern reporter traveled to the city and interviewed an elderly freed person living in a hut. Having given up the security of working for his former enslaver, the freedman explained to the reporter that in Macon he found “freedom, the opportunities, the protection, and the comradery.” Young William grew into consciousness in this fragile balance of limited freedom, where formerly enslaved people established new churches, worked in Macon’s reemerging factories and expanding railroads, and became skilled artisans. Some freed people established their own businesses. By 1880, Black Maconites outnumbered white Maconites, and the new Black elites increasingly claimed parental leadership of Lewis High School. Writing in 1881, a school administrator described the professions of the typical parents at his school: shoemakers, carpenters, blacksmiths, a dentist, a saddler, railroad employees, US mail agents, upholsters, tailors, preachers, and even a candymaker.12
In July 1865, just three months after the Union army captured Macon, Professor John Ogden arrived. He worked for the Freedmen’s Aid Commission which, along with the new Freedmen’s Bureau, mobilized resources in the North to establish schools for the recently emancipated. Upon arrival, Ogden wrote to the local newspaper to appease any concerns among white Maconites about educating freed people. Ogden explained that he was not there to “incite animosity or ill feelings” among freed people “towards their former masters.” Above all, the new schools were meant to “encourage and enforce … habits of industry, honesty, kindness, and forbearance.” Ogden’s efforts high-jacked a grassroots, autonomous educational system already in progress among freed people. Macon’s Black preachers were holding classes for about 180 students when Ogden arrived. In September 1865, a staff of eleven American Missionary Association teachers traveled to Macon, closed the self-governing African American schools, and organized children into a collection of “Lincoln Schools.” Teachers held these Lincoln Schools in a series of churches, emphasizing the basics of arithmetic, reading, and recitation. Three years later, some of these Lincoln Schools merged into Lewis High School, named for the director of the Freedmen’s Bureau in Georgia, who allocated the funds to construct a new school building.13
The American Missionary Association (AMA), which created and managed Lewis High, was the largest and most significant of the post–Civil War aid societies. The AMA sent collection agents throughout the North, securing donations from wealthy industrialists and modest farmers. The money paid for all aspects of schooling: teacher salaries and housing, supplies, and facilities. From 1861 through 1890, the AMA represented about one-third of the total of $20 million (nearly $500 million in 2020) spent by aid societies and government agencies in supporting freed people.14
In 1870, which was the high watermark for the AMA’s involvement with southern education, the association sponsored 157 schools for freed people, employing 110 teachers to serve 6,477 students. However, one should not overstate the AMA’s importance. The AMA never employed more than a quarter of the teachers in southern Black schools after the war. There were over fifty other northern support agencies, many of which were more willing to hire Black teachers than the AMA. Consensus has emerged among historians that educational efforts such as the AMA’s failed to combat the rising tide of postwar white supremacy. Infamously, President Andrew Johnson overturned William T. Sherman’s Field Order Number Fifteen, which promised freed families in and around Savannah forty acres of tillable land. This moment has taken on a symbolism for a broader trend. Freed people needed economic independence from their former enslavers but were instead promised mobility through education.15
The typical teacher at Lewis High was northern, female, middle class, and white. As such, the teachers reflected the prejudices and worldviews documented by historians such as Ronald E. Butchart, Jocelyn Jones, and Heather Andrea Williams. For instance, William Matthews’ philosophy teacher was Stanley E. Lathrop, who also served as the school’s chaplain. At various times, Lathrop described “the Negro” as “fallible, ignorant, childlike,” labeled Africa as “savage,” and observed that “the extravagance and effervescence of [freed peoples’] religious gatherings is becoming more toned down as intelligence increases.” However, Lathrop was also from a renowned abolitionist family. He was a combat veteran of the Civil War, having enlisted in the Union army at the age of seventeen in a fit of idealism. While serving as an administrator at Lewis High, Lathrop wrote that “many black teachers are better than whites.” Lathrop mobilized the funds to establish the school’s library, open to all of the Black community in Macon, and he argued that his students should be taught to “think for themselves and not merely to learn by rote.” To state the obvious, Lathrop’s views on race, and perhaps those of his colleagues at Lewis High, were complicated.16


Figure 2.2. Lewis High School, Macon, Georgia, 1884. On the far left is the newly constructed library. To the right of the library is the main schoolhouse. Behind the schoolhouse is the American Missionary Association’s Congregational Church. Across the road is the teachers’ home. Helping Hand 3, no. 9 (June 1884): 1.
The school’s mostly white missionary teachers were risking their lives to serve students like Matthews. White Maconites heckled, stalked, refused to house, and threatened to kill Lewis High teachers throughout the 1870s. The school’s chapel became the central meeting place of Republican political activism during Reconstruction, holding a celebration for the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1868. Macon’s leading politicians denounced the school for attempting to “inaugurate social equality” and identified specific teachers who had the audacity of socializing with Black families. Then, in 1875, the Lewis High faculty desegregated. W. A. L. Campbell became the school’s first Black chaplain and teacher, followed by William Scarborough in 1876, who taught classics and literature. Scarborough had attended Lewis High in the 1860s and went on to a career as a professor and president of Wilberforce University in Ohio. He met his future wife while teaching in Macon, a fellow faculty member who was both a divorcée and white.17
By the late 1870s and early 1880s, as Lewis High grew under AMA’s management, southern whites reestablished their control over state governments. The “Redeemers,” or southern white Democrats, also set about slashing state budgets for African American schools. Education was one of the hardest hit line items in state budgets, leading to an increase in illiteracy rates from 1880 to 1900 and a widening gap in per capita expenditures between white and Black schools. Lewis High, as an AMA school independent of the state-run public school system, was indicative of a broader trend in other states. Northern missionaries like the AMA attempted to leverage their control of schoolhouses in negotiating with southern white school boards, which sought control over not only Black education but also the physical schoolhouses. The result, in cities like Atlanta, Montgomery, and Raleigh, was a system of dual control. To one degree or another, missionary societies continued to provide supplemental funding and teachers, while school boards claimed the authority to hire administrators and provide the bulk of funds. Even after Reconstruction, teachers in freed-people schools continued to receive death threats and physical violence. Many of these teachers—a mix of northern and southern, Black and white, male and female—believed in public education but did not trust white southerners to manage Black schools.18
In 1872, the Union army withdrew from Georgia. This was also the year that Georgia established its first statewide system of public schools. Macon’s public schools came under the leadership of Bibb County’s first superintendent: B. M. Zettler. Before fighting in the Confederate army, Zettler served on “vigilance committees” on “scout patrols” that captured enslaved people seeking freedom. While quick to blame the Civil War on “out of control abolitionists,” Zettler also praised his “trustworthy negro slave,” whose life, he contended, was much better before emancipation.19
Negotiations for control of Lewis High lasted from 1872 through 1876. On one side, Zettler demanded the use of Lewis High’s building as well as the power to appoint its principal and half of its teachers. On the other side, the AMA sought funding from the school board but balked at handing over control to the former Confederate officer. Just as Zettler and the AMA seemed to reach a deal, the superintendent declared that Lewis High’s school year would move to the summer months, ostensibly to make way for white students to use the facilities in the winter. The effect, though, would have also been to drive down attendance among African Americans and drive out northern faculty, who typically fled Macon in the summer heat. The AMA, the school administrators, and the parents of Lewis High’s students pulled out of the deal in 1875. Then, mysteriously, Lewis High burned. Allegedly, the first time that arsonists tried to set the school on fire was in July 1875. That attempt failed. However, in December 1876, arsonists successfully destroyed the school buildings, but not the school itself. In the spring of 1876, classes had to move to church basements and enrollment dropped to just seventy students. The years preceding William Matthews’ enrollment were characterized by a slow rebuilding of new facilities and an increase in students.20
William Matthews did not enroll in Lewis High School until the fall of 1881. Matthews’ mother had died thirteen years earlier, and his stepfather, who was a “primitive preacher,” assumed parental responsibilities. The reference to his stepfather’s preaching offers another window into William’s early years, as well as the reasons for his attending Lewis High. W. E. B. Du Bois wrote that enslaved preachers were “the most unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil,” because of the difficult balance between meeting the spiritual needs of his followers with the suspicions of the enslavers. In the 1830s, in the wake of the Nat Turner rebellion, who was also a preacher, many southern states passed laws banning public religious ceremonies among enslaved people. Therefore, the work of the enslaved preacher had to be done either in secret or with special permission from the enslaver. Either way, enslaved preachers often commanded prestige and respect from both enslaved people as well as those doing the enslaving. Many, perhaps most, of the plantation preachers were illiterate. They therefore relied on their capacity to memorize Bible passages and their gifts of oratory to mark the most important moments within their communities: funerals, marriages, Christmas, baptisms, and revivals.21
William Matthews’ “Tentative Biography” explicitly mentions why his stepfather sent him to the boarding department of Lewis High. He wanted his stepson to become literate in order to master a knowledge of the Bible. The stepfather was not alone in this goal. Missionary teachers from across the South noted the emphasis that parents placed on biblical literacy. Many parents attended night school to master reading as adults. Learning to read the Bible was a declaration of independence from white-controlled churches and theology that used the Old Testament to justify enslavement. It meant reversing decades of legally mandated illiteracy. Literacy meant gaining access to the millenarian message of the Bible that inspired Denmark Vesey, Nat Turner, and Frederick Douglass.22
William Matthews’ report cards demonstrated that he could do much more than just read by the early 1880s. The rural schooling he received before the age of fifteen prepared him well for the academic demands he experienced in Macon. Despite being drawn into the more secular profession of education, Matthews never lost sight of the religious upbringing instilled by his stepfather, recording Bible passages in his notebook even as a principal in his fifties. Matthews also continued to believe in the liberatory power of literacy as an adult. Freedom and autonomy via education was a ubiquitous theme in his speeches before his pupils.23
The relationship between missionary teachers and African American parents in the South was complicated, and Lewis High was no exception. For instance, praise among missionary teachers for Black parents was much more common than criticism. Analyzing documents written by whites in which they describe freed people is fraught, though, especially given the “deference ritual” that enslaved people developed as a means of survival. Also, one has to take into account the intended audience. Schoolteachers and administrators knew that their letters would be published and read by the donor class, whose support the teachers needed in order to fund their schools. Teachers were therefore incentivized to focus on the positive. In any case, there were so many articles that praised the eagerness of freed people to learn, that there was most likely truth behind the rhetoric. For instance, in Alabama, two white AMA teachers with experience in northern common schools said that they had never witnessed anything like the support for education as among freed parents. Parental enthusiasm for education removed a major reason to use report cards. Teachers did not need to win over parental support among freed people; they already had it. Indeed, a teacher in Hillsboro, North Carolina, wrote about how surprised she was to see parents visiting the school on a regular basis. The rhetoric of the teachers of freed people was the opposite of the predominant complaint among common schoolteachers in white-majority schools where parents rarely, if ever, visited.24


Figure 2.3. William B. Matthews, 1886, at the age of twenty-two. Photo used with permission of Atlanta University Center Robert W. Woodruff Library.
There were other reasons why report cards did not appear, such as parental illiteracy. In 1860, between 4 percent and 5 percent of enslaved Georgians could read, a product of the laws that criminalized the practice of teaching enslaved people the alphabet. By 1880, around the time that Lewis High School began issuing report cards, literacy rates had jumped to 30 percent among freed people in the South. Also, teachers at freed-people schools, given their missionary zeal, may have been more willing to visit the homes of their pupils. The teachers at Lewis High not only made house calls but also entertained Black families in their homes. Finally, it appears to have taken a number of years before northern teachers created a grading system that recorded periodic assessments. Throughout the 1860s and 1870s, Lewis High held end-of-year performative expositions, the style of assessment that predated written exams and periodic report cards. The first evidence that Lewis High assessed students on a regular basis, and thereby gave teachers something to report home, appeared in 1879. Two years later, Lewis High began issuing report cards that communicated student scores to parents.25
The evolution of the relationship between parents and teachers at Lewis High reflected a broader trend within AMA’s schools. From the late 1860s to the early 1880s, AMA teachers and administrators became increasingly critical of Black parents. Evidence for the decline of the relationship between teachers and freed parents is not just anecdotal. The increasing tensions between parents and AMA faculty can be quantified through a content analysis of the AMA journal, American Missionary. Each year the journal published reports written by classroom teachers, including a few from Lewis High, that provided insights into the perspectives of AMA’s teachers. The articles took on a tone of field reports, describing the successes and challenges of individual schools from across the South.26
Between 1867 and 1881, the number of references to African American parents in American Missionary dropped by half. Part of the decrease in references to African American parents did indeed reflect a change in attitude among the mostly white teachers. The regional director of AMA’s schools in Georgia, overseeing Lewis High School, wrote that “the novelty” of education “had worn off” among freed parents and “there was a loss of interest and a decreased attendance” in Georgia’s schools. In the late 1860s, typically about half of references to parents in American Missionary were explicitly positive, praising parental enthusiasm for education and their resilience in the face of adversity. By the late 1870s and early 1880s, positive references to parents had dropped to below 20 percent. Meanwhile, criticism of African American parents jumped from 12–14 percent in the late 1860s to as high as 55 percent in the late 1870s.27
By the time that William B. Matthews received his first report card, tensions between parents and teachers were more visible in missionary schools. The period of mutual admiration was over. Missionary teachers at schools like Lewis High had adopted the same rhetoric of mistrust and judgment that was ubiquitous in antebellum northern schools. The atmosphere was ripe for the emergence of report cards.
In the 1870s, parents at Lewis High became increasingly assertive in their relationship with the school and its teachers. In their assertiveness, they reflected the broader trends throughout segregated schools in the South, as freed parents formed committees, signed petitions, and lobbied white administrators on behalf of their children. In the late 1860s, this assertiveness normally took the form of African American parents calling for AMA teachers to be retained, or reassigned, to their school. For example, in 1867, parents in Charleston asked the AMA to “stop the removal of our esteemed friend,” a young missionary schoolmarm. A year later in Swansboro, North Carolina, parents worked to stop the removal of a “beloved” teacher who had “formed a bond of hope among us.” In fact, almost all of the parental petitions in the American Missionary Association’s archive from the late 1860s were positive in nature, requesting that teachers be retained and praising their hard work.28
The petitions grew more critical, though, as time progressed. In 1869, parents at a Maryland school were frustrated with the AMA’s decision to shorten the school year. The same year in Augusta, Georgia, parents criticized administrators for the “slow progress” among students. In the 1870s, parents grew bolder. For instance, in 1875, a group of Black parents in New Orleans formed a committee to request that a school administrator be removed. “He was not the man we took him to be,” they wrote. The most common critique among parents, however, was about the lack of African American teachers. The request for Black faculty confused AMA administrators, who pushed to replace southern Black teachers with more experienced, more accredited, and typically white northern schoolmarms. As southern white school boards assumed responsibility of African American schools, parents mobilized even further. Black parents formed committees and attended school board meetings to demand more funding for and more control over the education of their children.29
The year 1874 was a turning point in the history of parental activism at Lewis High. In the 1860s and 1870s, Lewis High parents were willing to criticize teachers individually and to defend their children in disciplinary disputes, but collective action had not yet taken place. The superintendent of Bibb County schools, B. M. Zettler, provoked the mobilization of parents when he called for the annexation of Lewis High into the public school system. Parental opposition to Zettler initially took the form of a petition to the AMA, requesting that the school remain independent from the county school system. When the AMA ignored the petition and reached an agreement with Zettler, Lewis High parents mobilized further by forming a twelve-person “Board of Responsible Managers,” drawn from the ranks of Macon’s Black artisans, shopkeepers, and church leaders. This group not only wrote petitions and attended school board meetings but also raised funds so that the AMA would no longer need white-controlled Bibb County’s financial support. They doubled their efforts in the wake of Lewis High’s burning, writing annual reviews of Lewis High’s progress. Like so many other parents across the South, the Board of Responsible Managers requested that the AMA appoint an African American principal and that half of all teachers be Black. The local white newspaper, which typically was indifferent to Macon’s Black schools, even ran a story about the newfound assertiveness of Lewis High parents. By 1878, the parents demanded from the AMA a longer school year and more funding. At this point the Board of Responsible Managers had become so confident in its ability to mobilize the community that it threatened the AMA with a boycott of Lewis High.30
Three years after the parental mobilization, Willard A. Hodge (1855–1917) introduced the report card to Lewis High School in the fall of 1881. Hodge, a white man, was part of a nationwide trend of school administrators adopting report cards in the late 1870s and early 1880s.
In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, teachers still felt compelled to explain the relatively new idea of sending home periodic communications to parents, just as they had twenty-five years earlier in George Willson’s era. In the 1870s, though, references to school reports began to change. Increasingly, administrators decreed their use. One principal of a Pennsylvania school adopted report cards to make his school as efficient as “a factory” or “an army.” In response, teachers began to resist the extra work being imposed upon them. Maine Journal of Education complained that filing weekly reports “breaks down the energies of the teachers.” In 1874, a Massachusetts teacher suggested time-saving strategies for completing report cards. Printing companies catered their advertisements to busy teachers, claiming that with the help of their product, writing reports would “require but little work, yet show[s] all that needs to be told on such a card.” The fact that superintendents, not teachers, began signing their names to report cards represented a symbolic shift in the institutionalization of the practice.31
Hodge reflected a broader trend that transcended the racialized context of Macon’s Lewis High. The offering of free, publicly funded high schools was still novel in this era, and the South was particularly slow to adopt the idea. By 1890, only 6 percent of the nation’s fourteen- to seventeen-year-olds (359,949 students) received some form of secondary education. Meanwhile, primary and secondary schools became increasingly bureaucratic. The new figure of the school superintendent saw himself as equal to the most important businessman, searching for more efficient, cost-saving measures modeled on the United States’ thriving industrial sector. Testing, born in Horace Mann’s efforts to reform Boston’s public schools in the 1840s, became a way to centralize power away from schoolmasters and into newly created district offices. The historian David Labaree tracked this phenomenon in a single school, Philadelphia’s Central High School. He wrote that, “as internal governance became more bureaucratic, the power and prestige of the faculty fell precipitously.”32
Hodge was a twenty-six-year-old at the time and was assuming his first post as a principal. He was born in rural Wisconsin and raised by evangelical Protestants who were active in the temperance movement. After attending Oberlin College, Hodge taught for a few years before the AMA hired him to assume leadership of Lewis High in far-off Macon, Georgia. Hodge claimed religion as his primary motive for entering into education, as he sought to share “the power of Gospel” and to “keep these children safely in the fold of the Good Shepherd.” He encouraged his students to skip outdoor recess in favor of prayer vigils, and he instituted an essay contest about the benefits of temperance. Even at the end of his life, after he had returned to Wisconsin and had ended his career in education, Hodge continued to work as a leader in the local temperance movement. Like so many promoters of the report card, Hodge approached his work with missionary zeal.33
Multiple factors motivated Hodge to issue his report cards. Perhaps the most immediate and most important cause was the same that prompted George Willson forty-six years earlier: leveraging power over parents. By the time Hodge had arrived, the Board of Responsible Managers had six years of experience with overseeing Lewis High. They had fought off efforts from an ex-Confederate on the county school board and they had survived two alleged cases of arson. The parents had raised money to build a new school and could therefore claim a new degree of ownership of Lewis High. For six years they had requested an African American principal but instead they received young Hodge, righteous not only about spreading the Gospel of Christ but also about spreading the gospel of educational efficiency. Hodge’s arrival in Macon was probably not a smooth administrative transition.
Multiple sources point toward Hodge’s faith in modern forms of academic bookkeeping as a solution for Lewis High’s problems. A history of the school, written in 1942, noted that Hodge’s main legacy was that he “undertook a thorough grading of the school,” meaning he introduced a new system of dividing students by age and academic attainment. Each fall, Hodge announced to parents that the school year would begin with written exams, so that students could be “properly classified.” Hodge also changed Lewis High’s closing ceremonies in the spring. Prior to his arrival, the school held a three-day exhibition in which students orally recited their knowledge before the public, interspersed with musical performances. Hodge shortened the closing exercises to a single day, relying on written assessments instead of recitations and emphasizing the distribution of “Certificates of Scholarship.” Hodge personally reviewed the schoolwork of each senior before agreeing to their graduation certificate, all in an effort to “raise the standard” of scholarship.34
Hodge’s reforms caused a revolt. A group of seniors, expecting to graduate in the spring of 1882, learned that Hodge was going to withhold their diplomas until they achieved higher levels of academic accomplishment. The decision prompted a protest in the form of several student withdrawals. Hodge endured another six years as Lewis High’s principal, and there is little evidence that parents appreciated his reforms. The school’s student journal, Helping Hand, did not report on his departure. The closest to a compliment that Hodge received in the journal was when he was described as an “efficient” administrator. In 1888, after Hodge had returned to Wisconsin, he wrote that the main challenge to education was a lack of standardization. Students were “not evenly prepared” with too many “generally deficient in language and grammar.” He advocated for a “system of examinations,” and the report card was an essential link in this system. It provided a means to communicate the results of examinations to parents of students at Lewis High and thus preempt the surprise and frustration of the seniors who were expecting to graduate in 1882. Hodge also attended an AMA-sponsored conference in the fall of 1881 that reinforced the importance of bureaucratic efficiency in the new era of the Industrial Revolution. The stated goal of the four-day conference, hosted by Fisk University in Nashville, was to “increase their [the schools’] efficiency … systematizing and unifying the scheme of education for the colored people.” American Missionary praised the Nashville conference’s success at “unifying the normal and preparatory schools.” Just a few weeks after attending this conference, Hodge began issuing report cards at Lewis High.35
Willard Hodge signed his name on each of Matthews’ report cards, beginning in December 1881 and ending with Matthews’ graduation in May 1883. The substance of the report had changed very little since Willson explained his idea in 1835. One column tracked Matthews’ attendance and “times tardy.” In three years, Matthews missed only one day of school. Just as Willson suggested, another column quantified Matthews’ “deportment” on a 100-point scale. From 1881 through 1883, Matthews received scores of 95 and 100 for his behavior. Finally, the report card included between nine and thirteen columns for each academic subject, ranging from reading to arithmetic and from philosophy to chemistry. Once again, Matthews appears to have been a model student. His lowest score came in March 1882 with a 75 in composition. Otherwise, Matthews typically earned marks in the 90s. Young William was good at school. Little wonder that he preserved the report cards for posterity and that he pursued a career in education that lasted over forty years in both Georgia and Kentucky.36
After graduating from Lewis High in 1883, Matthews taught in rural Georgia while also taking classes at Atlanta University. One colleague described Matthews as “competent, industrious, energetic, and attentive to his students,” adding that he was “an efficient teacher … a man noted for attending to his own business.” At twenty-seven years old, Matthews became principal of Atlanta’s Gates City School, about the same age that Hodge took over Lewis High. During his twenty-one-year tenure at Gates City School, Matthews had his own run-ins with parents. In 1906, one parent accused Matthews of “maltreatment” and a grandfather complained that Matthews “condemned his granddaughter for playing in the street, while allow[ing] other children engaging in the play to go free.” It probably helped a great deal that Matthews was a Black man managing a Black school. However, by 1909, Matthews seemed to have had enough of the pressures of managing Black education in the Jim Crow South, and he applied for a position in the Taft administration as minister to Liberia. When that attempt to leave education failed, Matthews accepted a position as an agent for an insurance company. Ultimately, Matthews returned to the world of schooling in 1912 when he became the principal of Colored Central High School in Louisville, Kentucky. He remained in that position until 1934, retiring at the age of seventy.37
Matthews was far from a revolutionary. In fact, he was quite the institutionalist, joining and helping to lead a remarkable number of civic institutions during his time in Atlanta and Louisville. For example, he was chair of the “colored branch” of Louisville’s YMCA, he led fundraising efforts to renovate the sanctuary of the First Congregational Church in Atlanta, and he served on the board of Atlanta University. In the late 1890s, he led the local chapter of the Colored Knights of Pythia, which supported widows and orphans through charitable donations. Matthews organized the Negro Young People’s Christian and Educational Conference in 1902. The conference reflected Matthews’ belief that African Americans could gain political and social autonomy, perhaps one day even equality, through education. Besides, Matthews’ own life was a testament to education leading to social advancement. Born enslaved, Matthews had excelled at school and had firmly established himself in the Black middle class.38
It is important not to oversimplify Matthews’ relationship with industrial schooling, however. As a parent, he seemed to view systems of grading with healthy skepticism. Matthews’ daughter graduated from high school as a valedictorian but in her first semester at college, she struggled academically. William’s wife, Ophelia, wrote about her concerns. William, in response, joked that he knew of the professor who had assigned the low grade, and the professor probably did not “even keep a record of the examination. … That exam must have been for gym work.” Matthews also encouraged his teachers to do more than teach rote memorization. Matthews wanted his teachers to employ the Socratic method, to understand their pupils’ assumptions, and to develop lessons that then cultivated independent thought. Yet, Matthews believed that he understood the avenue for African American success. He had, after all, dined with Alonzo Herndon, one of the United States’ first African American millionaires, who had turned a handful of barber shops into a Black-owned insurance empire. Success meant navigating and mastering institutions built by whites. This is probably why, in addition to teaching intellectual independence, he insisted that Black people must learn “regularity, punctuality, silence, industry, neatness, accuracy, and obedience,” qualities embodied in school reports.39
With the hindsight of history, some might criticize Matthews for his conservatism. To some, Matthews might embody the “white is right” mentality, the deference of southern African Americans in the late nineteenth century ascribed to followers of Booker T. Washington. In the twenty-first century, the work of W. E. B. Du Bois seems more prescient. Matthews, to be fair, would probably reject this assessment as a false binary. Besides, he was personally acquainted with both Washington and Du Bois. Washington telegrammed Matthews in the 1890s, requesting his company while traveling from Atlanta to Talladega. Likewise, several letters of correspondence have survived between Matthews and Du Bois, who were both members of the “Monday Club” in Atlanta.40
Ultimately, Matthews had to navigate a dangerous world in the Jim Crow South, and, at moments, he seemed to endorse second-class status for African Americans. For example, in 1920 he participated in a committee, sponsored by the governor of Kentucky, on the state’s segregated educational system. The committee made clear that “a desire for education and for better living conditions does not in the least mean a desire for so-called social equality.” Growing up in Macon in the wake of the Civil War had made Matthews a pragmatist, willing to compromise on his demands in pursuit of more funding for his students. However, Matthews was probably more sincere when he helped draft the constitution of the Crispus Atticus Chapter of the Sons of the American Revolution. The organization called for “social and political combining of all races in a perfect equality” in order to “realize the plan of the founders of the American democratic republic.” 41


Figure 2.4. William B. Matthews, c. 1905, around the age of forty. Photo used with permission of Atlanta University Center Robert W. Woodruff Library.
Michael Render grew up in Atlanta, less than eight miles away from William Matthews’ grave. Render is better known by his stage name, Killer Mike. Born in 1975, Killer Mike is now one of the most well-respected hip-hop artists of his generation. Both Matthews and Killer Mike were part of Atlanta’s thriving Black middle class, albeit separated by over a century. Historians have labeled Atlanta the Black Mecca, dating back to the communities of freed people that emerged during Reconstruction in and around Atlanta’s Freedmen’s Bureau outposts. From those outposts, Black Atlantans built Morehouse and Spelman Colleges, became millionaires, and produced civil rights icons like Martin Luther King Jr. William Matthews led one of Black Atlanta’s oldest schools in its infancy for over two decades, part of the generation of Atlantans who were born enslaved in rural Georgia but established homes in a thriving urban area. Matthews, after all, chose Atlanta, not Powersville, nor Macon, nor Louisville, as his final resting place. Atlanta mattered to Matthews and his generation of African American elites.42
While Killer Mike and William Matthews shared a fondness for Atlanta, they disagreed over the nature of industrial education. Killer Mike, for one, would view the school report card with deep cynicism. In June 2020, six days after downtown Atlanta burned in the wake of George Floyd protests, Killer Mike released the song “Walking in the Snow,” with the lyrics:
The way I see it, you’re probably freest from the ages one to four.
Around the age of five you’re shipped away for your body to be stored.
They promise education, but really they give you tests and scores.
And they predictin’ prison population by who scoring the lowest.
And usually the lowest scores the poorest and they look like me.
And every day on evening news they feed you fear for free.
And you so numb you watch the cops choke out a man like me
And ’til my voice goes from a shriek to whisper, “I can’t breathe.”
Why did William Matthews and Killer Mike have such opposing views on formal education? One man, born enslaved, viewed schooling as a means through which his people could gain their freedom. The other, born into Atlanta’s middle class, believes that schooling in America perpetuates the enslavement of his people.43
The generations of failed promises that separate Matthews and Killer Mike explain part of the difference. Matthews did not have the decades of data to deconstruct his commitment to formal schooling. Since William Matthews’ retirement, schooling has failed African Americans on nearly every metric relative to the outcomes for whites: wealth gap, incarceration rates, health outcomes, and more. By 2020, Killer Mike was stating the obvious, and to argue with Killer Mike’s lyrics is to deny the empirical evidence.44
There is another explanation: report cards induce pleasure. William Matthews was good at school. His Lewis High report cards told him, each month, that he was special, academically gifted. That might be why he kept those pieces of cardboard for sixty years until his death, the earliest documents in all of William Matthews’ papers. Lewis High’s academic grades and deportment scores did not just prohibit young William from certain actions. Report cards employed positive reinforcement to modify William’s behavior. To see himself at the top of his class rank must have been exhilarating for young William, the beginning of a lifetime of achievement in which he rose to the upper echelons of Black America.45
To be fair, as an adult, William Matthews held a sophisticated view of the arbitrariness of grades and grading. He was also in his late sixties when Carter G. Woodson published The Mis-Education of the Negro, which made some the same points as Killer Mike but nearly ninety years earlier. Presumably, someone as well connected and well read as William Matthews would be familiar with Woodson’s work. And yet, there is little evidence that Matthews renounced, or even publicly criticized, the educational system to which he had dedicated his career. The report card is effective, especially because it induces pleasure at an early age. It creates lifelong converts out of many of us.46



Chapter Three
Overworn Mothers and Unfed Minds
Martha Nicholson McKay (1842–1934) was a midwestern mother of three daughters who kept their report cards. Several of these report cards have survived in an Indianapolis archive. They show that McKay’s youngest daughter, Helen, struggled in arithmetic for years but excelled in reading and history. All three daughters rarely, if ever, missed school.1
In addition to report cards, family letters and diaries reveal McKay’s involvement with the education of her children. She read to them each night, chaperoned their trips to the public library each week, and took them to the Indianapolis art museum, all in an effort to ensure each girl’s academic success. McKay also took on most of the work in the home: sewing clothes, procuring supplies, cooking, and nursing ill family members. To McKay, all of her efforts paid off when the grades were good. In 1891, when Helen, aged sixteen, brought home a report card with high marks, her mother responded “cheerfully.” However, McKay’s cheerfulness may have masked an inner frustration with mothering in an age of report cards. At one point, McKay wrote that the life of a mother “is a sad story of overworn bodies and unfed minds.”2
The historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan helps to make sense of McKay’s life. In More Work for Mother, Cowan argued that a strange phenomenon occurred during the Industrial Revolution. New technology, designed to reduce labor and promote efficiency, actually led to more household work for mothers like McKay. Report cards were one more example of the “Cowan paradox.” In the mid-nineteenth century, teachers invented systems of written reporting in part to reduce the amount of time they spent making home visits. The result, though, was that the labor of mothers increased, particularly because of what some scholars of women’s history refer to as “separate spheres.” By Martha McKay’s adulthood, working-class women were being segregated into unskilled sectors; wealthy women, like McKay, were relegated to the private or domestic sphere, which would have included the oversight of a child’s education. Report cards were one aspect of this broader story, pushing responsibility for the behavior of the child back onto the mother.3


Figure 3.1. Two report cards of Martha McKay’s youngest daughter, Helen, 1886 and 1889. Photo used with permission of Indiana Historical Society.
However, mothers were more than passive recipients of increasing educational burdens; they often played an active part in the efforts to improve education. From the 1880s through the early 1900s, middle-class mothers organized literary clubs, initially as a social outlet and for intellectual stimulation. As the 1890s progressed, many of these literary clubs evolved toward civic engagement. Thousands of clubwomen across the country launched campaigns for publicly funded kindergartens, safe playgrounds, and access to public libraries. Defense of teachers was one more issue for clubwomen’s new civic engagement. Clubwomen, some of them former teachers, lobbied school boards and state legislatures for higher teacher salaries, better working conditions, and reduced workloads.
The report card was the lynchpin for these developments. Teachers created the report card to strengthen parental support of the teachers’ efforts in the 1830s and 1840s. In the 1870s and 1880s, in an era that emphasized industrial efficiency and standardization, school administrators decreed their use. By the 1890s, the report card had successfully held generations of mothers responsible for their children’s performance at school. In this era, the report card’s power backfired on school administrators. Mothers were now fully involved, not only in their individual child’s performance but in the maintenance of the entire educational system. Whereas two generations earlier teachers were seen as the opponents of parents, they now became the allies of mothers. Both teachers and mothers demanded an alleviation from the strain of late nineteenth-century industrial schooling.4
Martha McKay’s life in the 1880s and 1890s may be illustrative of these developments. For decades, McKay was one of the principal leaders of Indianapolis’ club movement. Then, in 1894, after guiding three daughters through Indianapolis’ burgeoning public school system, McKay ran for the city’s school board. McKay ultimately failed to win an election in which she could not even vote. However, her career as a mother, a clubwoman, and an advocate for school reform embody two broader trends: the increasing workload of mothers as a result of the report card, and the mobilization of clubwomen to defend the interests of teachers.5
Martha Nicholson McKay raised her three daughters in a transitionary moment in the history of motherhood in the United States. In the first half of the nineteenth century, literature celebrated the “moral common sense” and the religious piety of mothers. For Martha’s mother, who was a Quaker raising her children in rural antebellum Ohio, the ideal was one of self-sacrifice. McKay, on the other hand, was part of a generation of women who extended earlier notions of private separate spheres to include the public welfare of children. Recognizing that the new industrializing world of their children was radically different from their own upbringing, mothers in the 1880s and 1890s sought new ideas to borrow. Urbanization, in other words, “complicated parental clarity and confidence.” Meanwhile, medicine’s success in limiting child mortality led to an era in which journals, memoirs, and parenting books increasingly applied science to child-rearing. Yet women like McKay were not passive recipients of expert advice. They were active agents, sometimes adopting medical expertise and sometimes rejecting it, all while demanding that the state and science do more to protect their children.6
The effects of this new era of scientific motherhood were paradoxical. On the one hand, upper- and middle-class mothers became increasingly proactive and civically engaged in schools. They viewed themselves as altruistic actors, extending their self-proclaimed maternal love into the public sphere. On the other hand, mothers received new levels of expert advice, much of it contradictory. For example, medical journals dispensed advice about how mothers should appeal to cheerfulness in their children, while at the same time blaming mothers for the feminization of boyhood. Experts encouraged mothers to recognize the “pricelessness” of childhood, while being warned against smothering their children with too much love and creating neurotic sons and daughters.7
At the center of this new discourse on motherhood was G. Stanley Hall (1846–1924). Hall launched the “child study movement” in the 1880s and 1890s, which applied scientifically validated facts to child-rearing practices. Under Charles Darwin’s influence, Hall argued that children needed to pass through a series of natural stages, an evolution, before becoming healthy adults. Education should therefore be transformed to help guide children on this journey rather than forcing children to recite facts in cramped schoolhouses. In the late nineteenth century, Hall traveled to every region in the United States to offer public presentations on childhood and these presentations included indictments of US education. These lectures and their accompanying reports in local newspapers exposed Hall to mass audiences, many of them clubwomen. In the process, Hall popularized a counterattack on an educational system embodied by the now decades-old report card, spreading the idea that grading and assessment were inherently unhealthy. Hall wrote in 1904, “Everywhere the mechanical and formal triumphs over content and substance … information over education, marks over edification.” Paradoxically, Hall came to conclusions like this one by collecting vast amounts of data in his questionnaires.8
Middle-class mothers were some of Hall’s most ardent supporters. Historians have linked Hall to the creation of the National Congress of Mothers, the predecessor to the Parent Teacher Association, and have shown that Hall’s followers fought against the rising tide of homework. Meanwhile, discourse surrounding schools reflected these broader contradictory messages about motherhood. Mothers blamed schools for causing too much stress, while at the same time demanding that public schools take on a larger role in alleviating the challenges of urbanization. The report card, born several decades earlier to grab the attention of uninterested parents, helped cause this new era of increasing parental anxiety.9
The historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan captured another dynamic of the late nineteenth century. In More Work for Mother, published in 1983, Cowan argued that a series of nineteenth-century technological innovations created labor-saving efficiencies for men, while at the same time creating more labor for tasks normally performed by women. The invention of the nineteenth-century coal stove, for instance, saved labor hours of chopping wood. At the same time, the coal stove created the new challenge of cleaning soot, a task normally assigned to women. Likewise, the industrial production of textiles provided consumers access to cotton clothing, which in turn caused more work for women to mend and wash the new clothes. The sewing machine’s invention would have seemingly reduced the time dedicated to mending-clothes but in fact led to a reduction in women using seamstresses as they took on the task of sewing in the home.10
Despite being a member of the local elite, Martha McKay reflected these broader trends of scientific motherhood, separate spheres, and Cowan’s paradox. Graduating from Ohio Female College in 1861, she had access to much more formal education than most of her peers. While she grew up in a humble, rural Quaker community, as an adult McKay entered Indianapolis’ urban, wealthy elite through her marriage. Her husband, Horace, made his fortune as a real estate investor and served for over thirty years on the city council. In 1886, the McKays moved into one of the grand houses in Indianapolis’ affluent North Side neighborhood, a 6,200-square-foot mansion furnished with life-size family portraits. They had at least one maid, Ellen, who typically prepared dinner for the family of five. The McKay daughters also participated in debutante balls in the 1880s and 1890s. The very fact that they attended high school reflected their elite status, given that only 6 percent of teenagers in 1890 received any form of secondary education in the United States. To add an additional layer of complexity, Martha McKay was unusually progressive for her era. She grew up in an abolitionist household. Her husband, Horace, shared Martha’s political beliefs, and he commanded a battalion of “colored troops” during the war. The McKays hosted a dinner party for Frederick Douglass in 1877, which was the same year that Martha McKay joined the National Women’s Suffrage Association. Suffrage would remain her lifelong political passion.11


Figure 3.2. The McKay family home, Indianapolis, Indiana, c. 1929, originally constructed in 1886. Photo used with permission of Indiana Historical Society.
While Martha McKay’s life was one of privilege, her letters and journal entries chronicled the burdens of housework and motherhood. She spent her days mending clothes, cooking many of the meals for her family, and procuring supplies at the market. Martha even dedicated weeks to laboring over handmade curtains. Family letters and diaries are full of references to Martha caring for ill children. One daughter, Daisy, had a chronic illness, a heart disease that left her bedridden. Martha had to take on the responsibility for nursing her ill children because her husband tended to be away from home for long periods of time, while her children awoke in the night crying out, “I want Papa!” In 1891, Horace was injured when the horse he was riding panicked over one of Indianapolis’ electric streetcars. He could not walk for a period of time, and once again, Martha was given the tasks of both nurse and manager of the household. In addition to caring for the physical well-being of her family, Martha monitored the emotional health of her children. She noted when one daughter was inexplicably “melancholy all day” and when another had to be comforted after night terrors. Then there were the instances when the mother had to act as diplomat among the bickering sisters. As Martha wrote, managing the emotions of her daughters was more difficult than “presiding over the Senate.” 12
Added to the daily litany of cooking, cleaning, and nursing, Martha McKay oversaw her daughters’ schooling. She researched the schools available to her children, meeting in 1878 with administrators to compare school curricula. In 1883, Martha prepared her oldest daughter for the entrance exams of Indianapolis High School, a task made more difficult by the fact that her youngest daughter had contracted measles at the same time. It was Martha who had to listen to her daughters complain about the pressures of recitations and written examinations, and it was Martha who had to deny her daughters’ pleas to stay home from school. Martha preferred that her children finish their academic lessons either at the public library or in the McKay family parlor, where she could keep a closer eye on their work. She insisted that her daughters write in personal journals each day so as to improve their literary prose and perfect their grammar. She was also one of the few parents who visited Indianapolis High School. Martha supplemented the school curriculum with her own regimen of art, history, and culture. She exposed her daughters to the world of politics by taking them to Indiana’s state house; she introduced them to literature by reading Shakespeare and Harriet Beecher Stowe aloud; she fostered an appreciation of art by visiting Indianapolis’ art museum periodically. All of this helped the McKay daughters in the classroom. After years of maternally required Shakespeare, young Helen’s essay on Macbeth earned her top marks in the class; her “enthusiasm could not be questioned,” the teacher commented. Martha must have been proud. She decided to keep Helen’s essay on Macbeth in her personal papers, alongside Helen’s report cards.13
Despite the focus and energy that Martha McKay dedicated to the education of her children, she still admitted to being personally unfulfilled. In 1883, Martha confessed in her journal, “I have accomplished nothing at all that I hoped to achieve twenty-five years ago.” She found housework particularly laborious, lamenting how her formal education failed to prepare her for the mundane tasks of daily life. She was frustrated about not knowing that rosin soap ruined flannels or that newly bought textiles could “come apart easily,” and she claimed that she never mastered the art of baking bread. Martha wrote that the “burden” of housework could all too often “fall back and crush [her].” The challenges did not abate as her daughters entered high school. Martha became consumed with the “universal ambition” that “seizes the children” as “they are sent from home to school.” Yet Martha consciously stoked those ambitions in her children. In 1890, just as her youngest daughter, Helen, was entering high school, Martha told her in a moment of quiet reflection, “Remember, Helen, you are to be a grand woman.” 14
Teachers, and later administrators, created the report card to make more work for mothers: to make parents, and by extension mothers, responsible for the behavior of the child at school. This goal was explicit. In 1884, one superintendent in Illinois even included an eight-point list of what parents should do to support their children’s education. The list included a new concept: the oversight of schoolwork done at home. Popular culture reinforced the message of the report card, celebrating mothers who sacrificed for the sake of their child’s education. In 1878, one author referenced her own mother who, despite the family’s poverty and “at great self-sacrifice,” gave her “what opportunities for instruction she could obtain.” Another book praised James Garfield’s mother for her “self-denial” and “toil” despite “scanty supply of food,” all so that her youngest child, James, could attend school. In 1891, Ladies Home Journal published a story about how parents could use report cards to leverage better outcomes for their children. In the story, the boy’s grades increased, and he applied himself “like a little Trojan,” in order to earn the privilege of purchasing a bicycle. From Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to Macon, Georgia, local newspapers reminded mothers to read their children’s weekly report cards and, if the report did not arrive, to call on the school and request it.15


Figure 3.3. Martha Nicholson McKay, c. 1880, around the age of thirty-eight. Photo used with permission of Indiana Historical Society.
The report card was working, at least according to teachers and administrators. Mothers were spending more time keeping track of their children’s academic progress and they were more emotionally invested in their child’s behavior. In West Virginia, one superintendent explained that the school’s system of tracking each student’s progress led to the “delight” of parents who “are informed each month of all that concerns the child’s school life.” A school administrator in Wisconsin wrote about how periodic reports led to a “corresponding interest [being] awakened on the part of the parents.” The town newspaper in Monroe City, Missouri, periodically published the list of schoolchildren on the honor roll; the newspaper reminded the parents of children not included on the honor roll to examine report cards to find “what is lacking and perhaps give some valuable aid in raising the standard of the pupil.” 16
By the end of the century, however, some began to resist the report card’s tendency to manipulate parents. In 1895, Kindergarten Magazine stated its concern for overburdened mothers of schoolchildren. The responsibility of overseeing her child’s “plan of education,” the journal noted, “make[s] an anxious mother over-anxious.” Maternal anxiety did not concern the U.S. Department of Interior, though. The department included report cards in its 1891 summary of the nation’s education systems, celebrating the fact that superintendents across the country had already adopted the practice.17
Not every family dynamic was like the McKay’s. Archival evidence reveals examples of fathers taking the initiative in overseeing the education of their children. An 1885 report card from the Charleston Female Seminary prompted one father, Oskar Aichel, to confront the school’s administration about his child’s low grades. In another example from 1898, a father in California made detailed arrangements for the oversight of his three sons’ education. No mention was made of the mother’s role in his correspondence about schooling. Indeed, it was the older brother, not the mother, of a young military school cadet who requested monthly reports about his sibling. The boy, fifteen years old at the time, was enrolled in a North Carolina boarding school run by a “Major Bingham.” The older brother wrote to the cadet after receiving each report card from Major Bingham, encouraging the sibling to be “diligent” and proclaiming that the academic scores were making the older brother “proud.” 18
The case of Albert J. Nast (1846–1936) is an example of formally educated fathers taking an active interest in the report cards of their children. Nast, the son of German immigrants, was born in Cincinnati and earned a doctorate in theology before having two children. In 1883, his wife was diagnosed with tuberculosis. For the next twelve years, as his wife slowly declined, Nast edited a paper, taught college-level theology, and traveled across the Midwest to preach. He also oversaw the education of his children. In an 1889 letter to his father, Nast’s eleven-year-old son dedicated nearly three pages to explaining the grades on his report card. He clarified that his teacher had miscalculated the number of days he was absent. He also elaborated on his rank in each class. It is only in the final paragraph that the son remembered to wish his younger sister a happy birthday. Meanwhile, Nast’s letters to his children were short and to the point. He was a busy man, and the report card was an excellent and efficient way to synthesize information. One letter, written in 1899 to his daughter, is especially revealing. She had just finished her first year at college, on her way to later becoming a Johns Hopkins–educated medical doctor. Nast, reflecting on her academic success, admitted, “I am proud of you in every way.” 19
More often than not, however, archival materials showed that mothers were responsible for overseeing their children’s education, and the theme of report cards burdening mothers transcended class, race, and region. An 1880 report card pushed Emily Jane Winkler Bealer (1833–1908) to near emotional collapse. Bealer was a widowed mother of four from Atlanta living in poverty. Her diary mirrored many of the themes of nineteenth-century motherhood: self-sacrifice, feelings of guilt, and, of course, Cowan’s theme of increasing household work. She struggled to pay rent, had to pawn her watch, and was forced to borrow money from friends in order to pay her taxes. Nearly every diary entry mentioned some misbehavior on the part of her children, including her twelve-year-old son, Pierre, who was particularly “saucy” and “rebellious.” It was Pierre who struggled the most at school. In May 1879, he was sent home for disobedience. Two months later, on the same day her landlord evicted her, Bealer met Pierre’s teachers to discuss his schoolwork. Then, in June 1880, came the most positive news that Bealer had mentioned in over a year of diary entries: Pierre received his report card, and it was marked “promoted.” Bealer’s diary referenced report cards explicitly four times from 1879 to 1882. In that same period, she mentioned some form of communication with teachers another three times. Cowan’s paradox applied to Bealer’s life. Despite the industrial innovations that were transforming society, Bealer barely had time to feed and clothe her children, much less to educate them. Each month, Atlanta’s public schools sent Bealer a new time-consuming task in the form of a report card.20
Far from any urban centers like Atlanta or Indianapolis, rural Vermont farm wife Henrietta Fletcher (1845–1916) noted the reception of her oldest daughter’s report cards each semester in her letters. Like Bealer, her family was far from wealthy. The Fletchers could not pay for a doctor, even when their baby’s “eyes rolled into his head.” It is unclear how they paid for their teenage daughter to attend normal school in a nearby town, although Fletcher did periodically apologize to her daughter for not being able to send any money to help support her. Although Fletcher’s daily life was spent washing clothes, cleaning corn, stitching mittens, pickling vegetables, and selling hay at the market, her other great task was overseeing her children’s schooling. She reported in each letter to her children how they were performing, tracking the youngest daughter’s “5 headmarks” in spelling and praising her oldest daughter when a report card arrived in the mail. At one point, Fletcher wrote to her daughter that, despite being poor, the “one thing to be proud of” was her children’s academic success. However, wrapping her self-worth in the academic performance of her children proved emotionally straining. Not only did Fletcher’s oldest daughter express anxiety before examinations, but the mother also wrote of her relief at the end of the school year. The closing of the school term each fall and spring lifted a burden not just for her children but also for their mother.21
Effie McLucas (1852–1904) also saved the report cards of her children. McLucas helped manage her family farm near Bennettsville, North Carolina, and like Bealer, had a son who struggled to behave at school. At one point, McLucas’ son accumulated 121 demerits in a single year, prompting a special note from the principal. Since her husband traveled several months each year as a tobacco dealer, she faced the challenges of being a single mother. McLucas’ letters to her husband chronicled the difficulty of feeding livestock and finding the necessary supplies in nearby stores. When her husband proposed moving to Florida to pursue a new career, Effie had to remind her spouse about the lack of nearby schools in the area of the proposed new farmstead. It was also Effie who found a new route to the Bennettsville schoolhouse when a nearby bridge washed out in a storm, cutting the McLucas children off from their education. In the midst of the social isolation, the single-parenting, and the struggle to keep the farm going, McLucas was summoned to school. Her son had been disrespectful to the teacher and was forced to stay inside during recess. The boy had avoided getting whipped, McLucas reported, but she doubted he would avoid that fate in the upcoming weeks. School was just one more task that left McLucas “worried most of the time.”22
Georgia Summers (1854–1939) was most likely born enslaved in Arkansas, where in 1888 she gave birth to her daughter, Jeannette. By the 1890s, the Summers family had moved to Louisville, Kentucky, and Jeannette was enrolled in a local elementary school. Even though there is little archival evidence that sheds light on Georgia Summers’ life, the evidence does suggest that Georgia cared about report cards. Jeannette’s 1898–1899 report is one of the few relics from her childhood that has survived. Interestingly, the eleven-year-old Jeanette signed her own name in the place reserved for the signatures of parents, suggesting that Georgia could not read or write. There are also no surviving letters between Jeannette and Georgia, despite the fact that they lived in different cities for decades. The details of Georgia Summers’ life, unfortunately, remain a mystery. It is safe to draw one conclusion, however: working-class African Americans such as Georgia Summers considered report cards important enough to preserve them for generations.23
Laura I. Oblinger (1863–1931) was a working-class white woman who discussed the report cards of her children when corresponding with her husband. The Oblingers were tenant farmers who moved between rural Nebraska, Kansas, and Missouri. As such, they never owned the land they farmed, and Laura Oblinger’s lack of formal education can be seen in her broken grammar. Education, though, mattered to Oblinger. After she sent her husband the report cards, one letter stated that the grades were “good” and that “it made me feel a little proud.” Oblinger’s life was difficult, and she was separated for long periods from her husband, who often traveled looking for employment. In her husband’s absence, she managed a series of rented farms and negotiated prices of potatoes and corn, all while finding the time to knit clothes for the six daughters and stepdaughters. There were periods when Oblinger fell ill working in the Nebraska cold; in 1887, she was so sick with chills for four days that she could “almost scream.” That year, Oblinger broke her hand working on the farm, and, as the years passed, she increasingly relied on the labor of her daughters to manage the harvest. The most consistent theme in Oblinger’s letters to her husband, however, was the children’s schooling. A teacher requested that Oblinger purchase “a reader,” which led to the mother overseeing her daughters’ spelling homework every night. In 1887, one of the Oblinger daughters received low scores on a report card. According to Laura Oblinger, the grades were unjust, reflecting a deep prejudice on the part of the teacher toward her family. “I will make it lively for those school mams when I get home,” Oblinger wrote. The report card had worked its magic, causing such chagrin on the part of mothers that some threatened violence.24


Figure 3.4. Unidentified woman, c. 1890s, most likely Georgia Summers. Georgia’s daughter, Jeannette, was a child when this photo was taken, and she saved it in her personal papers. Photo used with permission of Indiana Historical Society.
In short, interest in report cards was not confined to elite, upper-class white mothers like Martha McKay. It was a phenomenon that transcended class and race. Nor was interest in report cards confined to urban areas. Many mothers who lived in cities, or on farms, and even some who were tenement laborers, built their self-worth around the academic performance reflected on report cards. While not solely focused on women, archival evidence shows that the burden of overseeing a child’s education disproportionately fell on mothers.
Martha McKay parented in an era that, paradoxically, recognized the increasing importance of grades for a child’s future but also failed to standardize grading scales. Since the start of the common school movement, teachers experimented with a variety of grading categories: letters like “S” for satisfactory or “E” for excellent, numerical point systems, and sometimes brief phrases like “doing well” or “doing poorly.” By far the most common grading system in the 1880s and 1890s was the one-hundred-point scale, which McKay’s children received on their report cards.25
The practice of assigning students their grades was not without its critics, though. In 1888, the Anglo-Irish philosopher Francis Edgeworth published his critique of the 100-point system, examining the many inconsistencies of how teachers assigned grades to pupils. His main concern was that the grades conferred labels onto students that were not only shallow in their evaluations but fundamentally unfair. “There are some pass men [who are as] good as some of the honor men,” Edgeworth wrote. “They [the non-honor students] are huddled unknown amongst the ignominious throng, for want, not of talent, or learning, or industry, or judgement, but luck.” The concerns about grading continued in the coming decades. In the early twentieth century, two education critics conducted a survey of 142 schools, requesting that the schools grade a common essay on a 100-point scale. The scores that returned varied from 50 to 98.26
The task of creating a common, nationwide grading standard proved too daunting for the National Education Association (NEA), even in an age of standardization. In 1894, the NEA’s famous Committee of Ten published its report that attempted to liberalize a common curriculum for college preparatory secondary schools. Even so, Charles Elliot, president of Harvard and member of the committee, failed to get universities to adopt a common entrance exam, much less adopt common grading scales. In 1900, the NEA created the College Entrance Examination Board in perpetual pursuit of instilling nationwide standards for secondary students applying to universities. Once again, they could not reach an agreement on the best system for grading and had no mechanism to mandate grading standards to school districts. By 1906, the Carnegie Foundation published its “Carnegie Unit,” the standard unit of measurement for high school course credits. None of these monumental and unprecedented attempts at nationwide coordination of secondary schools successfully built consensus on which grading scales primary and secondary schools should use: letter grades, percentages, 4-point scales, or narrative descriptions.27
Instead, grading scales remained the domain of individual superintendents and their local school districts. For instance, in 1893 Atlanta’s new superintendent was criticized for decreeing the city’s first standard grading scale. At the same moment, Chicago’s superintendent was criticized for not enforcing an existing grading scale. Newton, Massachusetts’s superintendent went to the extreme of introducing a weighted point system that calculated grades based on the “efficiency” of different classes. For example, science classes counted as 12 “pupil-recitations,” while English counted as 19.2 pupil-recitations. As one superintendent put it in 1898, “If a superintendent does not look after tests and prepare examinations, what will he do?”28
The one-hundred-point scale worked well enough for many educators. One teacher in Missouri wrote, “If we, who live in the Middle West, read in a New York magazine that a certain man entered college with an average grade of 95 in his preparatory work, we know pretty well what that means, and so it is the country over.” By the time that McKay’s grandchildren entered school in the 1910s, however, the A through F letter grade system began to dominate school districts. Progressive era reformers tended to desire fewer, broader categories, giving teachers more flexibility in evaluating students. By the 1930s, a survey of 443 schools calculated that 54 percent used letter categories and just 40 percent used percentages. By the 1940s, about 80 percent of schools had adopted the A through F scale.29
As early as the 1880s and 1890s, though, parents and teachers questioned the value of sending home periodic evaluations of children. Some argued that the rankings, markings, and percentages failed to convey specific meaning. An editor of a newspaper in Grand Rapids, Wisconsin, made that point when he wrote that “marking in per cents is a sealed book to parents,” more likely to cause confusion than to provide helpful insight. A year later in Michigan, another newspaper argued that “parents do not need to look over their per cent on these cards to know whether they [the children] are learning.” An example of the confusion caused by vague report cards occurred in Philadelphia, when a mother read “passable” on her daughter’s report. Frantic and holding back tears, the mother called for an immediate meeting with the teacher, who had to explain that in fact the daughter was top in the class and that “report cards mean nothing.”30
Another common concern for parents was that the report card induced anxiety in their children. In 1894, a parent in Pennsylvania noted how the day that schools issued report cards inevitably “brought frowns” upon the faces of children. In Mississippi, parents were told that report cards were “educational corsets” and that these pieces of paper reflected broader problems with a “dull, inert, and uninteresting” educational system. In Michigan, “report card day” led to “gritting of teeth,” “clenching of fists,” and “occasionally a child is seen crying as if its heart would break.” There were stories that report cards instigated fights between schoolchildren. In 1898, a twelve-year-old girl living in Los Angeles “attacked” a classmate on whom she blamed her low deportment score. In Seattle, there was a story about a report card pushing a child to run away from home. The incident occurred when a child handed her mother a poor report card, explaining that the marks were “not her fault and that she didn’t want to go to school.” That evening, the child disappeared, allegedly fleeing to Tacoma to be with her aunt and away from the tyranny of report cards.31
Paradoxically, some parents complained that report cards instilled a false sense of confidence in their children. A California newspaper published the story of “Little Arna,” who brought home perfect scores each term, which only made the girl “selfish and proud,” and impervious to the feelings of other children. In Oklahoma, a mother was ecstatic that her child was listed first in her class. However, upon questioning the child, the mother realized that her daughter “understood absolutely nothing of arithmetic.” In other words, the report card could not be trusted as a true reflection of knowledge. In 1897, a father living in San Francisco complained to the superintendent that his son “brought home a report card naming him as number one.” The problem, the father explained, was that his son was “not number one in many things.” Parents seemed to instinctively believe what G. Stanley Hall would outline in his 1904 book, Adolescence. Grades as recorded on report cards robbed children of some vague innocence.32
Teachers joined parents in voicing their concerns about report cards. They had pedagogical objections, namely that they distracted pupils from their inner curiosity. A group of teachers in Pennsylvania made that point in 1887 during a teacher’s association meeting. Ten years later in 1897, some of San Francisco’s teachers lobbied the superintendent to end the practice of monthly reports, arguing that report cards were merely “giving medals.” Someone describing himself as “an old rural schoolmaster” from New York wrote that report cards created “distrust” between parents and schools and, in the process, turned students into soldiers. “They don’t think and only obey,” he complained, adding, “uniformity in schools means mediocrity.” In 1900, a town in Minnesota witnessed a successful teacher-led anti–report card protest. The superintendent dropped the required use of report cards in his schools, convinced that parents had become too obsessed with the periodic marks of their children. Perhaps the most common complaint among teachers about report cards was the amount of time that they spent calculating grades. Teachers expressed their frustration over the added work of report cards in Paw, Michigan, in Wichita, Kansas, in Atlanta, Georgia, and in Sterling, Illinois. In Red Cloud, Nebraska, teachers voiced their concern that, during their vacations, they were “kept busy making report cards.” In Chicago, teachers even resorted to paying older students to fill out their pupils’ report cards.33
By the 1880s, the time spent creating report cards was one more example of the overworking of teachers. Evidence in newspapers suggests that parents, once the natural enemies of teachers, came to their defense in this period. In 1880, a mother called for an increase in taxes in order to pay higher wages to teachers. She cited the time that teachers spent marking papers and calculating grades at home as justification. In 1898, the New York Times published a story about a young teacher dying from “exhaustion.” The article, reflecting the nineteenth-century trope of “the weaker sex,” told the story of Mary Stoddard. She was a “beautiful girl,” twenty years old, and overseeing a classroom of sixty pupils. While working late into the evenings, she was “taken with a high fever and was very nervous,” dying of pneumonia a few weeks later. The late nineteenth century witnessed a shift in alliances in the world of schooling. Whereas in the antebellum period teachers and parents regarded each other with mutual mistrust, by the late nineteenth century, mothers had become vocal defenders of overworked and underpaid classroom teachers.34
Drawn into the life of schools by the report card, women like McKay mobilized in the 1880s and 1890s. McKay used her connections in the women’s clubs of Indianapolis, harnessing the collective influence of the city’s elite mothers to counter the increasing demands of schools. The women’s club movement was a nationwide social phenomenon in the late nineteenth century. These “self-culture” associations were originally intended to be exclusive, social organizations that focused on cultural discussions. From the 1880s through the 1890s, the clubs turned their gaze outward, engaging with public education and defending the interests of teachers.35
The teacher–clubwomen alliance reflected an effort to unite women in the home and women in the classroom. From 1870 to 1900, the ratio of female teachers increased from two-thirds to three-fourths, accounting for 82.1 percent of teachers in US cities. Administrators, meanwhile, were typically men, since the authority that came with the title of principal or superintendent “held the greatest masculine appeal,” as one historian noted. Throughout the 1890s, women were paid lower rates than their male counterparts for doing the same work; in 1891, for example, female high school teachers were paid $903 on average, while male teachers made $1,303. Elite clubwomen adopted the cause of the generally more working-class female teachers as their own: lobbying school boards, municipal governments, and even state legislatures for better working conditions and equal pay for female teachers. Clubwomen in Atlanta, Memphis, New York, Chicago, and New Haven all advocated for a reduction of teacher workloads, an increase in teacher pay, and improving the conditions of the mostly female teaching workforce. At the same time, the Philadelphia school board, consisting only of men, held the “dullness” of female teachers responsible for boys dropping out of school. Their solution was to cut the wages of female teachers while increasing the wages of male teachers. Philadelphia’s clubwomen then mobilized, presenting to the school board a paper on how “the success for our schools has been due to the women teachers” and that the pupils of female teachers actually scored higher than the pupils of male teachers on exams.36
Indianapolis was another example of how a vibrant ecosystem of women’s clubs led to an alliance with teachers. Martha McKay, mother of three daughters and collector of report cards, was at the center of her city’s club movement and became a vocal advocate for school reform. In 1875, McKay became a founding member of the Indianapolis Woman’s Club (IWC). The IWC was comprised of a progressive lot, hosting Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and later Jacob Riis. Beginning in 1892, McKay’s club started to become increasingly assertive in the politics of the city’s school board. In April 1893, clubwomen discussed teacher working conditions in schools; in January 1894, they met with municipal leaders about overcrowded classrooms; in March 1894, they created a committee to study upcoming school board elections; in April 1895, they resolved that a woman needed to be placed on the school board because women would be more empathetic to the plight of teachers; in April 1896, they resolved that women should be allowed to vote in school board elections. In 1900, clubwomen signed a petition calling for a raise in teacher salaries.37
In the midst of this evolution, the IWC nominated Martha McKay to serve on the Indianapolis School Board. The choice of McKay was obvious. She was the mother of three graduates of Indianapolis High School, the most recent being Helen, who had graduated the year before. Perhaps the other members of the council were aware of McKay’s diligence in overseeing the education of her children, her tendency to keep and value report cards, and her habit of augmenting the school day with visits to museums. McKay was also a published author and a defender of teachers. She had written that “teachers in the public schools” are “America’s nobility” and she had advocated for the creation of a Teacher’s Reading Circle that would promote “systematic lines of study” among teachers while spreading “Pestalozzian principles.” Finally, McKay’s sister was a well-respected English teacher at Indianapolis High School. This connection gave McKay insight into problems at the high school: the overcrowded facilities, the ratio of 11 teachers to every 500 students, and the fact that teachers taught six classes each day with four different “preps.”38


Figure 3.5. Downtown Indianapolis, c. 1895. The Soldiers and Sailors Monument is seen in the distance. Photo used with permission of Indiana Historical Society.
From 1883 to 1893, the Indianapolis population more than doubled, from 70,000 residents to nearly 150,000. Meanwhile, the public school system struggled to adapt. When McKay’s oldest daughter entered Indianapolis High, the school enrolled 539 students; by the time her youngest graduated in 1893, there were 1,263 students. Instead of constructing new schools, the school board decided to create morning and afternoon schools. Half of the students attended the high school from 8:30 a.m. to 11:45 a.m. and the other half from 1:00 p.m. to 4:15 p.m. Teachers then coached or sponsored clubs late into the evening. McKay, as a parent of students and a sibling to a teacher, must have understood these structural problems. However, in the summer of 1894, McKay was also a grieving mother. Her daughter, Daisy, had died ten months earlier at the age of twenty-three, succumbing to a long degenerative illness, diagnosed as a “heart disease.”39
The federated clubwomen of Indianapolis were particularly frustrated with the leader of the Indianapolis School Board, John P. Frenzel. The local newspaper wrote that the school board was “under his domination,” implying that Frenzel’s allies were guilty of corruption. The article pointed out that Frenzel was also the president of the city’s streetcar company and that the school board “does his bidding in everything in which he pleases to dictate.” Another publication, the pro-suffrage Indiana Woman, described the Indianapolis School Board as holding “private grudges” against female employees in the school system. The newspaper praised McKay for her “gallant fight” and concluded that “we cannot allow our go-ahead women to be treated this way.” McKay’s club was part of a broader anti-Frenzel coalition, taking the radical step of nominating two women to serve on the school board before women could even vote. The clubwomen even campaigned for their candidates by meeting at polling places to convince male voters to cast their ballots for McKay. Ultimately, though, their efforts failed. McKay earned 574 votes to her competitor’s 1,006 votes.40
There is little evidence that McKay continued her involvement in Indianapolis’ public schools after her electoral defeat. Her interest in schooling began with her saving report cards throughout the 1880s. Her involvement blossomed in the city’s clubs, where she published papers on education. It culminated with her running for the school board, which converged her suffragist idealism with her passion for defending the interests of Indianapolis’ teachers.
In the early 1980s, about fifty years after Martha McKay’s death, the McKay mansion fell into disrepair. The home lay vacant for decades, the windows were boarded, and the ceiling caved in. Then, in 2015, a young family purchased the building. Years of reconstruction followed, including the restoration of original McKay-era decorations like a handcrafted wooden mantel that Martha’s daughters had carved as teenagers. By 2021, the new owners of the McKay home had two children, one of them enrolled in a nearby elementary school.41
The renovation of the McKay home was part of a broader regentrification of Indianapolis’ northern neighborhoods. The policy of school choice was an important element in this gentrification process. Schools with higher test scores, after all, attract higher-income families. One of the new charter schools near the old McKay home is Center for Inquiry Seventy, a kindergarten through eighth-grade school that offers the International Baccalaureate program and promotes a reputation for rigor and “in depth inquiry.” To be enrolled in this charter school, parents must sign a sixteen-point agreement in which they promise to abide by school rules, support a positive learning environment, and arrive on time. One of the bullets requires parents to attend “report card conferences.” The school delivers report cards four times each year and parents are expected to “listen and discuss with [their children] the daily school activities, assignments, newsletters, weekly folder reports, and report cards.” 42
Center for Inquiry Seventy is not without controversy. Some Indianapolis parents are concerned that schools like this contribute to de facto segregation. For instance, white students comprise 60 percent of Center for Inquiry Seventy’s student body but only 20 percent of the overall district population. The median household income in the neighborhood surrounding Center for Inquiry Seventy is $140,278, while in Indianapolis as a whole the median household earns $47,873 annually. This dynamic is not unique to Indianapolis, nor to the twenty-first century. High-income parents demand more academically rigorous schools, while at the same time expressing anxiety over the strains those demands cause on their families.43


Figure 3.6. Martha McKay, 1900, as depicted by her daughter, Helen. Photo used with permission of Indiana Historical Society.
Martha McKay was dedicated to the education of her daughters. At the same time, she complained about the time constraints, drudgery, and burdens that overseeing that education caused. She expressed these concerns as early as the 1880s. On the one hand, McKay was bold enough to publish her critique of this dynamic and eventually ran for public office to do something about it. Yet she never questioned the foundation of the educational system that inflicted these burdens. If anything, she sought to make the educational system more efficient, more comprehensive, and even more all-consuming. The parents at Indianapolis’ Center for Inquiry Seventy might recognize these qualities as quite familiar.
Martha McKay was at once a subject of nineteenth-century disciplinary power and a perpetuator of it. The report card was the means through which the process occurred, by far the most effective tool in McKay’s era for gaining the participation of both elite and working-class mothers. It is a process that continues today, even in the very neighborhood where McKay raised her children.44



Chapter Four
The Eye of the Juvenile Court
For Andrew Monroe [pseud.] (1894–1971), report cards made the difference between incarceration and freedom. Andrew was a street kid. He grew up in a variety of Colorado towns, and the railroad tracks were his playground. He ran away from school, ran away from his mother, and tended to take things that were not his. In 1906, a judge sent him to the State Industrial School for Boys, partially on the basis of information from school report cards. By April 1910, Andrew had been institutionalized for nearly four years at the Industrial School, and report cards were again keeping him from freedom. His misbehavior at the reform school, as well as his repeated attempts at escape, were all documented on periodic report cards that were submitted to the parole board. Given the information on the report cards, Andrew would most likely have been incarcerated for another six years, or until he turned twenty-one years old. But on April 11, 1910, Andrew did what he had done three times before. He snuck out from the Industrial School, made his way to the tracks near Golden, Colorado, and hopped on a train heading east.1
Andrew was born in 1894, several decades after the passing of the first state compulsory schooling laws. In the 1870s, many northeastern states like Massachusetts and Connecticut began requiring children between the ages of eight and fourteen to attend school for at least twelve weeks a year. Despite the western spread of these new state laws, the efforts to compel children to attend school were largely symbolic in the 1880s. One California state legislator labeled his state’s mandatory school law “tyrannical legislation.” Only a handful of municipalities paid for truant officers, who were ridiculed in the press for harassing “hapless urchin[s]” under the watch of the truant officer’s “terrible eye.”2
By the time that Andrew entered grammar school in the early 1900s, however, public opinion had shifted. Fear of urban crime combined with a new progressive push among “child savers” to ban child labor led state legislators to add stronger provisions for the enforcement of truancy laws. Even rural states such as Missouri, Tennessee, and Colorado passed compulsory education laws, with fewer and fewer exemptions for agricultural work. Requirements for attendance extended from the age of fourteen to the age of sixteen. As the historian Julia Grant points out, the “nearly insurmountable” task of “corralling the boys off the streets and into schools” was a far more challenging endeavor than reformers had anticipated. The report card—written by teachers and school administrators then submitted to court officers and judges—evolved into the lynchpin of the system that did that corralling.3


Figure 4.1. Truant boys, appearing before one of Colorado’s juvenile courts, around the same time that Andrew Monroe [pseud.] was sentenced as a twelve-year-old, c. 1900–1910. Photo used with permission of History Colorado–Denver, Colorado.
Andrew Monroe was a native-born white, a child for whom the system of juvenile corrections was the “intended beneficiary.” Society gave Andrew second chances, and most boys who submitted their reports to juvenile courts avoided incarceration. Yet Andrew refused to comply with the system as a minor, and he grew into an adult who hurt people both physically and psychologically. Andrew’s life ultimately reveals a paradox of Foucauldian disciplinary power. In his resistance to the labels imposed on him by reports, Andrew inadvertently reinforced those labels. He was a delinquent, and the more he fought back, the more authorities documented his delinquency. This cycle was self-fulfilling, which led to tragic long-term consequences for boys like Andrew Monroe. “It isn’t any use to try,” Monroe explained when he was nineteen years old. “Once you’ve been in [jail], the world will find it out and remind you of it.” 4
The story of Andrew Monroe is therefore a case history in the relationship between report cards and “bad” students. Since the 1830s, parents had been the primary audience of school report cards. The early 1900s witnessed an evolution in the purpose of school reports for students who, like Andrew, were truant and lacked parental supervision. With rising fears of juvenile crime and the industrial breakdown of family structure, judges became a new audience of school reports. More and more children became wards of the state, and the report card was the means through which control was exerted.5
Andrew Monroe was born in 1894 in Greeley, Colorado. His father was an aspiring photographer from New York and his mother was a palm reader from Illinois. These were not typical jobs for a family living in Greeley. The town was established in 1870 on the edge of the dry northern grasslands of Colorado and the Cache la Poudre River, all within sight of the Rocky Mountains. Greeley was originally a utopian temperance settlement in which early colonists paid $150 to join the Union Colony, which entitled them to about ten acres near the town.6
By the time baby Andrew was born, Greeley had prospered because of the railroad construction boom. Tracks connected the Great Plains to urban centers like Denver and beyond, to the mines and smelter towns in the Rockies. Greeley had established itself as the potato capital of Colorado, surviving a decades-long water-rights legal battle with nearby Fort Collins, periodic drought, locusts, floods, and a blizzard. In October 1894, a few months after Andrew’s birth, Greeley hosted 6,000 tourists to its first annual Potato Festival. The Greeley elite were part of a broader culture of “booster-capitalism,” in which western towns competed not only for economic advantage but also for cultural importance. Likewise, Greeley was home to an electric light company, a bicycle club, and a 700-seat opera house. Education was also the pride of the town. In 1890, the Colorado legislature awarded Greeley the state normal college, which built on the town’s already well-established high school. And, as always, report cards were a ubiquitous presence, helping to “stimulate ambition” in the town’s youth. The Monroes, however, were not members of the Greeley elite. They were part of an aspiring entrepreneurial class, whose lack of wealth, land, and steady employment made their status precarious.7
The family did not last long in Greeley, in part because of the failed photography studio of Daniel Monroe, Andrew’s father. The tradition of western migrants sending home photographic portraits began in the late 1840s during the California Gold Rush. Photography quickly became a big business, with the United States producing over three million daguerreotypes per year in the 1850s. Technological innovations in the 1880s further reduced the costs of photography, expanding their mass appeal. “Tintyping” replaced the glass plates of the daguerreotypes with thin sheets of iron, reducing the risk that a photograph would break in the mail. Then dry plates made processing even quicker. Yet Daniel Monroe had stiff competition in Greeley. The M. E. Chase studio cornered the high-end market, charging $2.75 for a cabinet photograph. The C. M. Marsh studio was cheaper. For just a dollar, a Greeley resident could receive sixteen photos.8
Palmistry, the profession of Andrew’s mother, seemed to be even less of a fit for the devout utopian vision of Greeley. Yet fortune telling was not entirely unusual. In the 1890s, writers such as George Bernard Shaw and Oscar Wilde promoted mystic palm reading in England. The palmist Edward Heron-Allen ignited the fad in the United States, traveling across the continent to promote palm reading as a pseudo-science. There was resistance to the fad. Mark Twain, for one, published two pieces exposing the fraudulence of palm reading. In both 1894 and 1904, he argued that palm readers based their fortunes on conversational clues, the client’s manner of speech, and dress. Palm reading, in other words, was associated with con artists and with manipulation. Meanwhile, Ervilla Monroe offered readings for fifty cents. She would also attend parties and public entertainments at reduced prices.9
Sometime between Andrew’s birth in 1894 and the census of 1900, the Monroes moved to one of the most remote regions in Colorado: Phillips County, in the northeastern corner of the state. Once again, Daniel was pursuing his dream of owning a photography studio. The Monroes settled in a town called Holyoke, a railroad stop just across the Nebraska border and part of a new homesteading effort that began in 1887. Holyoke was the hub of commercial activity for Phillips County’s 5,499 residents. It included a post office, two general stores, a blacksmith shop, a creamery, and a grain elevator. Daniel Monroe’s photography studio called on potential customers to “come and see my samples.” 10
The Monroes had bad timing. They moved to Holyoke in the wake of both the 1893 financial crisis and the 1894 drought that devastated the high plains. By the time the Monroes arrived, homesteaders were declaring bankruptcy and abandoning their new settlements. Survival depended on new techniques of dry farming, which called for half of a farmer’s land to remain fallow for a year to conserve moisture. However, dry farming was an imperfect solution to the crises of the 1890s as it took decades to develop. The Monroes did not have decades. By June 1900, they announced in a local newspaper that they would be leaving. It was during this period of business failures and migration that young Andrew developed his first memories.11
Andrew was probably six years old when the Monroes rode the Colorado railway back west, through Denver and into the Rocky Mountains. Their destination was Glenwood Springs, Colorado’s first resort town on the western slope. Nearly twenty years earlier, the US army forced the Ute people onto increasingly smaller reservations, which opened the western slope to land speculators, cattle ranchers, and miners. The railroads that snaked their way through the narrow canyons carried iron ore and silver to smelting plants, as well as tourists to Glenwood Springs. In 1881, a Swedish immigrant and homesteader dammed the village’s natural warm spring and charged ten cents for baths. By the late 1880s, investors from Denver had constructed Hotel Colorado, a massive Villa de Medici. In 1888, a Romanesque bathhouse was constructed across the Colorado River from the heart of Glenwood Springs. By the time the Monroes arrived, there were 1,350 permanent residences, twenty-one saloons, and over fifty prostitutes. All of these factors made Glenwood Springs an attractive choice for the Monroes. There were tourists in the town with disposable income, unlike the homesteaders of Holyoke. The village held well-established schools for Andrew, whose older brother would soon be entering high school. There was also work for Ervilla. Glenwood Springs was the headquarters of the Barnes traveling circus, which employed fortune tellers. Included in the records of the circus is the name “Candy” Monroe, perhaps Andrew’s mother who may have adopted Candy as a stage name.12
If Greeley was the site of Andrew’s birth, and if Holyoke was the place that Andrew first remembered, Glenwood Springs was where Andrew spent his formative years. The town was also where the Monroe marriage dissolved. By 1902, Daniel Monroe had built a photography studio on the corner of Cooper Avenue and Ninth Street, a block away from the heart of town. At some point, Daniel may have stopped running a legitimate business, instead swindling investors of their money, and engaged in fraud. One business partner confronted Daniel at the railroad depot in July 1902. The two men threw punches. Daniel fled town, abandoning his family and his investors. He made his way to Red Cliff, Colorado, where he once again ran afoul of business partners. Sometime in 1903, Daniel ended up in Nebraska and in the process filed for divorce from Ervilla. Then, for some reason, Daniel returned to Glenwood Springs in October 1903, fifteen months after first leaving. Ervilla did not welcome him home. The estranged couple confronted one another in front of their children and Ervilla called for the police. Daniel then spent several weeks in jail, and he was only released so that he could financially support his family. A year later, Daniel had once again abandoned the family and traveled to Yuma, Colorado, where he established a photography tent. By 1906, twelve-year-old Andrew reported that he was unaware of his father’s whereabouts or even his father’s profession.13


Figure 4.2. Glenwood Springs, Colorado, c. 1900. Photo used with permission of History Colorado–Denver, Colorado.
Judge Ben B. Lindsey created the juvenile court system before which Andrew Monroe eventually appeared. Lindsey was the judge of Arapahoe County, and his courthouse was in Denver. On a typical Saturday in the early 1900s, about 200 children and adolescents, the vast majority of them boys, would crowd into Judge Lindsey’s courtroom. For an entire afternoon, each child on probation would stand and read their reports, written by their classroom teachers. These report cards were essential to Judge Lindsey’s new and innovative juvenile court. The county government could not afford to hire probation officers, so Lindsey enlisted teachers to serve as his probation surveillance system. According to Lindsey, most of the teachers’ reports were positive. However, a series of negative report cards from teachers, documenting a child’s insolence and misbehavior, could, and often did, result in a loss of freedom for the child.14
In the early 1900s, the middle-class elite of industrialized urban centers like Denver struggled to manage the perceived threat of the working-class and largely immigrant labor force. In response, municipal and state governments created new institutions like juvenile courts, which were a continuation of the existing trends among middle-class “child-savers.” Before the 1890s, children typically appeared in the same criminal courts as adults. But at the end of the century, judicial systems were being reformed in deference to the findings of scientific experts. In 1899, the Illinois legislature created the Cook County Juvenile Court, which claimed to be the first of its kind in the United States. Other cities followed, with the stated goal to “personalize the justice system” around the needs of the minors.15
In 1901, Lindsey used a loophole in Colorado’s statutes to unilaterally create a juvenile court. In contrast to the Illinois precedent, Judge Lindsey emphasized informality. He refused to call a juvenile a criminal and instead he used the phrase a “juvenile disorderly person.” Lindsey told one reporter, “We don’t try cases. We hear the boys’ stories.” The Denver press praised Lindsey as a progressive hero, affectionately calling him “Little Ben” (he stood five feet four inches and weighed less than one hundred pounds). Lindsey believed that, through encouragement and empathy, disorderly juveniles could change their habits and reform themselves without the use of coercive force.16


Figure 4.3. Judge Ben B. Lindsey and boys in Juvenile Court, c. 1913. Library of Congress.
A bit of a paradox lay at the heart of Lindsey’s court. Claiming to be informal and empathetic, Lindsey even described the process within his juvenile court as “elastic” at one point. When he published a blank sample of report cards in 1905, however, the reports were brief and lacked any space for nuance, indicating that he relied on a formulaic system of teacher reports. In one column, teachers rated the probationer’s conduct with one-word answers: good, fair, or poor. In the next column, Lindsey asked teachers to report on the child’s attendance. On the back of the card, teachers could choose from a series of binary characteristics: “Unruly or obedient?” and “Stubborn or yielding?” and “Untruthful or truthful?” These rigid and somewhat simplistic categories provided the evidence for determining whether a child ended up in reform school. As Lindsey wrote, the teachers’ reports were “the eye of the juvenile court.” 17
Ben Lindsey was featured in progressive journals like the nationally distributed Juvenile Record, where he emphasized that for his system to work, “the report must be made by [the probationer’s] teacher and principal … detailing school attendance and conduct.” Articles about Lindsey appeared for wider audiences in the New York Times and the Atlanta Constitution. He traveled to locations as distant as California, Massachusetts, and Mississippi. It did not take long for other cities to adopt Lindsey’s approach. In 1902, Buffalo’s teachers returned report cards to probation officers. By 1905, a Kentucky court was using report cards. Then, in 1908, a judge in Los Angeles adopted the practice. In 1912, New York City was using customized school reports in order to “know the quality of mind of each offender,” as one judge explained. In Cleveland, a probation officer wrote, “Much of the success of our work is due to the hearty cooperation given by principals and teachers” who “furnish intelligence” through “report cards which pass weekly between the individual teacher and the probation officer.” State laws in Massachusetts (1906), Nebraska (1906), and Idaho (1907) expressly required school authorities to make reports to juvenile court judges.18
Often, a teacher’s report helped keep a child out of reform school. In Phoenix, Arizona, a boy was arrested for fighting, yet the mother was able to show that the incident was an outlier by presenting as evidence her child’s consistent “high deportment” scores on his report cards. In New Brunswick, New Jersey, a teacher intervened with her positive reports to prevent one of her pupils from being incarcerated. Yet each year, report cards also led to incarceration. Report cards in Chicago documented one child’s 213 absences in just two years, described another child as “the worst boy in school,” reported that one boy took money from a teacher’s purse, and alleged that another boy beat a teacher with a stick. All these children ended up in reform school. In New York, a teacher’s report of “delinquency” led police officers to arrive at school “with a bench warrant.” 19


Figure 4.4. A sample of the school report card used in Judge Ben B. Lindsey’s court, c. 1905. Ben B. Lindsey, The Juvenile Court Laws of the State of Colorado (Denver, CO: Juvenile Improvement Association of Denver, 1905), 70–71.
The power of the report card began to concern some progressives. Juvenile Record captured a court scene in Detroit where a judge scolded a probationer: “I am mad at you. … Your report says, ‘Bad, bad, bad.’ ” As the child was threatened with reform school, the boy’s mother burst into tears. Critics of the new system recognized that too much power rested with the discretion of teachers. One probation officer in Chicago indicated that teachers could be unfair and that they held deep prejudices toward particular children. At times, the officer would even “get the boy a transfer to another school.” By the 1910s, even Lindsey recognized that teachers had abused their power. In the Denver Weekly Post, Lindsey warned teachers against threatening children with statements like, “I will turn you over to the police.” By the late 1910s, Juvenile Record, which had done so much to promote the use of report cards in courts, began to see the excesses of the system. The journal published a fictional piece that dramatized an immigrant child’s experiences. Confused and struggling with the English language, the child was condemned by his teacher for being a “naughty boy.” With the report in hand, the judge sent the child to reform school, ignoring the tears of the child’s older sister, who pleaded in a futile attempt to keep her family together.20
In 1903, Judge Ben B. Lindsey successfully lobbied his home state, Colorado, to legally mandate his juvenile court system. Across Colorado, judges had to adopt the same pattern of juvenile justice. First, minors below the age of sixteen would appear before the judge and, if they were found guilty, the judge would commute their sentences to the State Industrial School. Second, the juveniles would be ordered to attend their local public school during the probationary period. Finally, each probationer would be required to appear periodically before the court with written school reports. Girls were subject to both the standard practice of school reports and extra scrutiny into their sex lives. In 1909, a sixteen-year-old girl was sentenced to the State Industrial School for Girls because of her “unusual fondness for men, both married and single.” Five years later in Boulder, a newspaper reported on a thirteen-year-old girl’s appearance before the juvenile court that led to “a confession that involved at least fifteen boys and men.”21
Earl Sutherland’s experiences in the Montrose County Juvenile Court offered an example of how Lindsey’s system was implemented beyond the confines of Denver. The court was overseen by Judge Horatio Wilson Hanes. In September 1907, Judge Hanes found Earl, a local boy growing up on the western slope, guilty of “petit larceny” and “general delinquency.” Earl was “running around the street and over the country in the night … associating with immoral and vicious persons” all while “growing up in idleness and crime.” Following Lindsey’s model established in Denver, Judge Hanes suspended Earl’s sentence on the condition that the boy attend school and maintain “good behavior.” By April 1908, Earl was back before Hanes’ court. He had misbehaved at school and then stopped attending altogether. The report cards labeled Earl a truant and Hanes reinstated the teen’s sentence to the State Industrial School. The next day, the county sheriff escorted Earl by rail to Golden, the site of the reform school.22
In the early 1900s, the Glenwood Springs newspapers warned of a crime wave. Coal miners drank excessively, fought, and sometimes shot each other. Con artists and hucksters, loitering in the town’s many saloons, swindled visitors. Bootlegging was ubiquitous and occasionally banks were robbed. In January 1906, the town council called for a squad of night police to be hired. In March 1906, a boy accidentally shot himself. One of the local newspapers also reported the problem of children “doing all sorts of mischief” along the town’s railroad tracks, “crawling through box cars” and “boarding running trains.” More than likely, eleven-year-old Andrew Monroe was one of these boys on the tracks.
The Monroe family members were no strangers to the legal system. When Andrew was eight years old, Ervilla Monroe appeared before the county commissioners requesting financial assistance. She was behind on rent, and she had four children who needed to be kept warm in the winter. The commissioners granted her an allowance of $15 per month to help. Later that summer, Andrew’s older brother, Willard, destroyed a neighbor’s garden. The sheriff was called, and Ervilla promised to keep a closer watch on her boys. A month after his brother’s arrest, Andrew and two friends hopped a train and traveled twenty miles south to the town of Rifle. On the outskirts of Rifle, the three boys spent their Saturday watching a shooting competition. As they walked back over a bridge that spanned the Colorado River, the youngest of the group, Willie McKissack, fell into the rushing water. He was never seen again.23
Instead of running for help, Andrew convinced his surviving companion to keep Willie’s drowning a secret. Andrew believed he and his companion would be blamed for the boy’s death, and he maintained his silence the next day when police questioned him about Willie’s disappearance. Only after Andrew’s companion confessed did the truth emerge. In addition to traumatizing Andrew with guilt, the incident provided a window into the eight-year-old’s mistrust of authority. Parents, teachers, and especially the police could not be trusted in the mind of young Andrew.24
Trouble continued for the Monroe family. In 1905, Andrew and his brother, Willard, wandered into the surrounding woods. When darkness came, the Monroe boys were unaccounted for, and a search party was mobilized. Andrew and Willard were not found until the next morning. By the spring of 1906, Ervilla Monroe was reduced to selling eggs to help pay the rent. In August 1906, Ervilla “deserted” her children, perhaps leaving them to join the Barnes circus as a fortune teller. Andrew thus began living with a foster family whose patriarch was a barber. Andrew spent his afternoons after school selling fruit at the train station and “doing odd jobs” around the shop. The barber described him as a “bright boy.”25
Andrew may have been bright, but he also tended to run away from authority. Records mention that he ran away from school, ran away from his mother, and ran away from the barber. Sometime in September 1906, Andrew snuck away once again to the railroad tracks, where he stole a handcar. Twelve-year-old Andrew started to trek down the westward slope but was caught several miles out of town. In short, he not only disobeyed court orders by running away from school, but he also committed larceny by stealing the handcar. The county judge, following the process established by Judge Ben Lindsey, which considered school reports, reinstated Andrew’s sentence to the State Industrial School for Boys.26
Colorado’s State Industrial School for Boys was typical of the era. By 1910, when Monroe was sentenced, nearly every state had some form of government-sponsored reform school. Some attended the schools voluntarily. More typically, the minors incarcerated were guilty of “status offenses” or crimes that only applied to children. These included offenses like incorrigibility, truancy, and behaving in a manner that was “beyond control.” Industrial schools employed a mix of military discipline, vocational training, and academics in their efforts to reform children. The State Industrial School of Michigan declared that military drills would teach “immediate obedience to orders” to “correct a boy’s habits and make him a useful citizen.” In Georgia, the industrial school paroled students once they were deemed “good citizens,” both from “a humane standpoint” and “an economic standpoint.” Alabama’s industrial school would only parole a boy once he had acquired a trade like tailoring or woodworking, where a boy could make an “honest living.”27
Report cards were the means through which school officials communicated to parole boards or superintendents. Since reforming institutions tended to be large, there was a desire for a standardization of the paroling process. Industrial schools therefore relied on point systems recorded by either parole officers, industrial schoolteachers, or company commanders. The juvenile’s report card, in other words, became more important than ever before. At the Lyman School, one of Massachusetts’ oldest industrial schools, boys would be free once they obtained 5,000 “credits.” Report cards reduced the inmates to single phrases like “doing well,” “doubtful,” and “doing badly.” When boys arrived at the State Industrial School of Nebraska, they were automatically given a number of demerits. Each day, the boy had an opportunity to cancel a few demerits with good behavior or add to his total with misbehavior. Once the total number of demerits dwindled to zero, the boy gained his freedom. In New York, 924 boys appeared before the parole board in a single year. A juvenile obtained liberty when “the required number of reports” were submitted to the parole board without any blemishes.28
Even decentralized reform schools with just a few dozen inmates relied on systematic reporting. That was the case at the Virginia Home and Industrial School for Girls, located in the farming community of Bon Air. Despite there being only thirty girls at the school, the superintendent relied on periodic merit reports in her decision to release a minor. Meanwhile, the reporting system at the State Industrial School in Topeka, Kansas, was the subject of an investigation. The governor’s office was concerned with the arbitrariness of the parole process and concluded that too much power lay in the hands of company commanders. They were “decent, well-intentioned” but they were also “$40 men,” meaning that the meager monthly salary attracted failed farmers and day laborers, men who were “lacking in mental acuteness.” These were the employees filling out the ubiquitous weekly report cards that carried so much power to dictate a child’s future.29
Andrew was twelve years old when he arrived at Colorado’s State Industrial School for Boys on October 2, 1906. He was four feet, eight inches tall and he weighed just eighty pounds. His body was riddled with an unusual number of scars: on both elbows, on his abdomen, on his right shoulder, and on his right knee. Perhaps the scars had been accumulated in years of unregulated mischief-making along Garfield County’s railroad tracks, or perhaps at the hands of parental discipline. Legal records pointed out that young Andrew had already “bummed trains all over the country.” The skill of train hopping would be put to practical use during his many escapes in the coming years.30
By the time Andrew arrived, the State Industrial School had existed for just over twenty-four years. In a typical year, about 850 boys would appear before Colorado’s juvenile courts, and of those, about 150 would be sent to the State Industrial School. The average length of stay at the school was seventeen months. Andrew was one of approximately 350 boys enrolled at the time, overseen by thirty-four teachers and officers. The stated goal was to ensure that “pupils are enabled to realize the uplifting influence of discipline and rightly directed industry.” The campus was nestled on sixty-four acres among the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, and Lookout Mountain rose 2,000 feet above the school. Golden’s railroad depot was less than two miles away, and Denver was another fifteen miles to the east, also accessible by rail.31
The boys were divided into six companies, A through F, with each company consisting of between forty and seventy pupils. They wore military-style khaki uniforms and were overseen by “company commanders.” Andrew was assigned to Company B, also known as “Mr. Davis’ boys.” Four years before Andrew’s arrival, the school underwent an investigation for excessive use of corporal punishment. The investigatory committee concluded that whippings were being “administered upon too slight provocation.” One boy was whipped so hard that he could not sleep on his back, and the investigation recommended that the superintendent resign for his inability to “control his fellow officers.” Later, another investigation discovered that a boy was handcuffed to a basement table and fed only bread and water for four days.32
In a typical day, company commanders would wake the pupils up at 5:40 a.m. The morning would consist of military drills and industrial schooling. Academic work began after lunch and lasted until 4:30 p.m. Before supper, there was time for recess and sports on the parade ground, which was flanked by barracks, the dining hall, and academic classrooms. At 6:00 p.m., supper was served, and the evening concluded with a chapel service. Judge Ben B. Lindsey made the trip out from Denver to give a chapel talk, at which Andrew was present. Sports were part of the daily experience at the reform school. The State Industrial School for Boys had an excellent baseball team, going undefeated in 1910 and even playing semiprofessional teams. The school band offered a concert to Golden residents in the spring. Andrew, however, was not listed on the roster of any sports team during his time at the State Industrial School nor in any musical group. Families visited nearly every week, but from 1906 through the end of 1910 there was no record of any family member visiting Andrew.33


Figure 4.5. Industrial School for Boys, Golden, Colorado, c. 1910. Photo used with permission of Denver Public Library, Western History Collection.
The main emphasis at the Industrial School was on learning discipline through manual labor. On any given day, boys hauled coal from Golden’s train station, herded livestock, raked gravel from the school’s parade ground, or dug sewer lines. The boys did not always comply. There were instances of “mutiny,” and a number of boys received demerits because they “took part in strikes.” Perhaps the most common form of resistance was running away, and there were plenty of opportunities. Boys went to Golden unescorted for doctors’ appointments; they were allowed to leave to attend funerals, and the superintendent even sent one boy to “run errands” in Denver. On the other hand, there was a distinction between running away, where the boy was captured within a week, and an escape, where a boy was still unaccounted for by the end of the calendar year. From November 1908 through November 1910, only four pupils had escaped. The typical reward for a boy who had escaped was between $20 and $25. In 1910, nineteen-year-old Sidney Maxwell stole the superintendent’s horse to make his getaway. He rode the horse across the Great Plains and into Kansas, before being caught nearly 450 miles away. A few years later, fifteen-year-old Fred Palario fled to Denver. When caught, Fred explained that he only wanted to “play a couple of games of pool and have a pack of cigarettes.” Several years later, three boys attempted to break their friend out by driving a stolen car onto campus. One boy was shot in the leg as a result.34
To be paroled, boys at the State Industrial School needed to earn twelve “badges.” Each badge represented a month’s worth of obedience and hard work. At the end of each month, teachers and company commanders gathered to “sort demerits” for their pupils’ on report cards and then submitted those report cards to the parole board. Demerits were issued for a range of behaviors: “disobedience,” “destruction,” “poor working,” “scheming,” and “theft.” Boys with positive report cards would be publicly recognized on an honor roll each month. The list of names included between 20 percent and 25 percent of the total student population. Each year, the student with the best grades and deportment score on his report cards received a “$10 gold piece.” Andrew’s name never appeared on any honor roll.35


Figure 4.6. Classroom at the Industrial School for Boys, Golden, Colorado, c. 1910–1915. Library of Congress.
More than honors, however, the scores on the report card dictated the amount of time that a pupil spent at the State Industrial School. As an example, the parole board chronicled how one pupil began as “lazy, disobedient and impudent.” Six months later, the parole board wrote, “conduct - much improved,” followed by “good reports” and “paroled.” Almost always, the word “paroled” was only preceded by several months of “good reports.” Attempting to escape, on the other hand, not only prevented a boy from gaining a new badge but also resulted in the parole board removing badges and extending the incarceration time by months. Inmate card file number 2279 documents Andrew Monroe’s repeated attempts to flee the State Industrial School, reporting his efforts to the parole board. This report card, in essence, added years to Andrew’s incarceration.36
Andrew first ran away with another boy on October 22, 1907, just over a year into his sentence. He used an exit from the school’s hospital ward to flee, although he was quickly caught. Andrew’s second attempt came in November 1908. This time he was more successful, making his way to Laramie, Wyoming, over 130 miles to the north. In the process of escaping, Andrew suffered a severe case of frostbite. Winter temperatures in Laramie average between 13 degrees and 32 degrees Fahrenheit, occasionally dipping as low as −4 degrees. Presumably, as the fourteen-year-old Andrew struggled to find shelter in Wyoming, the tissues on his fingers and toes began to freeze. Within forty-eight hours, the ice particles in Andrew’s extremities would have caused blistering, swelling, and throbbing pains that probably lasted for weeks. Eventually, the tissue died, turned black, shriveled, and hardened. The result was the amputation of Andrew’s pinkie finger, two toes on his right foot, and a toe on his left foot.37
Andrew hid in Wyoming a few winter months before being caught. The authorities returned him to the State Industrial School, presumably hobbled by a limp and limited in the amount of labor he could perform with his missing finger and toes. Andrew did not repeat the mistake of escaping in the winter. In May 1909, six months after his reincarceration, Andrew escaped once again while “doing field work.” This time, he traveled south, presumably by rail, making it to the New Mexico border before being caught and returned in August 1909. By April 1910 Andrew had probably given up on being paroled through legitimate means. His history of escape and his lack of academic success were all documented on his monthly report cards. Then, on April 11, 1910, Andrew slipped away from the State Industrial School for the final time and hopped on a train bound for St. Louis.38
In November 1912, Andrew Monroe was eighteen years old. By then, he had made his way to Des Moines, Iowa, and found work in a tannery that specialized in manufacturing gloves. His salary rose from $6 to $17 a week, and the owners of the factory regarded him as “one of the best factory employees.” He was even furthering his education at night school. While in Des Moines, Monroe married the daughter of a businessman, and in early November his wife gave birth to their son.39
Then, somehow, authorities at the State Industrial School in Golden discovered his whereabouts. Local business leaders, led by Monroe’s employer, mobilized a letter-writing campaign to lobby for his pardon. The press labeled Andrew a real-life “Jean Valjean,” comparing him to the self-reforming character in Victor Hugo’s well-known novel Les Misérables. As a result, the superintendent of the Industrial School and the governor conceded to the public and granted Monroe a full pardon. The superintendent even paid for Monroe’s train ticket back to Denver, shaking hands with Andrew in person and telling his former pupil that he was proud of him. Andrew was welcomed back by his mother and younger sister as well. Presumably, he had not seen them for several years. The story seemed to be ending happily.40
The positive news did not last long. Rachel, Monroe’s wife, discovered his criminal past through newspaper reports and their relationship changed to one increasingly characterized by mistrust. Monroe began to “stay out late at nights and grew abusive.” In June 1913, just seven months after receiving his pardon, Monroe assaulted Rachel. Their argument began when Monroe accused his young wife of “neglect of their eight months old child.” He admitted to choking her in a fit of anger, and Rachel responded by pressing charges of battery.41
By 1915, Monroe had moved back to Denver. He filed a lawsuit against the State Industrial School for Boys, claiming that he was unjustifiably whipped while incarcerated there. He claimed $10,000 in damages. Then, in 1916, Monroe and another man were arrested for stealing a car in Denver and driving it across Colorado and most of Nebraska. They were caught in Lincoln, where Monroe eventually pleaded guilty and was sentenced to one to seven years of hard labor. Monroe’s 1917 draft card mentions that he was a “laborer” for the state of Nebraska, incarcerated in the town of Lancaster. The draft card also mentions Monroe’s missing finger. Eventually released, Monroe found himself quickly re-arrested, this time back in Des Moines for “receiving and concealing stolen property.” 42
Monroe’s name did not appear in the papers after his arrest in 1918. Then, in 1939, the superintendent of the State Industrial School for Boys in Golden received a letter. It was from a woman living in Denver, requesting information about someone she suspected was incarcerated at the school decades before, someone named Sterling Ross Monroe. The secretary for the superintendent made the connection that Sterling Ross Monroe was the alias for Andrew Monroe. The woman writing the letter claimed to be his wife, who he had recently abandoned with their two young children. She had discovered that Monroe “had babies all over the country.” She explained that she fell in love with Monroe because “he was polite, well-mannered, handsome” but that she only recently discovered that “he had no heart or principle.” 43
After abandoning his second wife, Monroe made his way to Texas, where he began living with his older brother, Willard. He maintained his alias, Sterling Ross, on his 1942 draft card. By that point he was working in Port Arthur on the Gulf Coast, loading and unloading freight on the docks for the Lummis Company. In 1965, at the age of seventy-one, Monroe retired and moved back to his place of birth: Greeley, Colorado. It is not clear why he chose his birthplace to spend the final years of his life. His home was a modest two-room apartment that is still standing, although it is now abandoned. The apartment rests just a few blocks away from Greeley’s Lincoln Park, home to the Potato Festival that was held just two months after Monroe’s birth. Monroe died in January 1971, at the age of seventy-seven. The Greeley newspaper’s obituary of Monroe only mentioned that he was a member of the Weld County Rock and Mineral Society as well as the Colorado Mining Association.44
No family members attended Monroe’s funeral in January 1971. Monroe’s internment card states that he was a “welfare case,” meaning the Weld County government paid for the burial lot at Greeley’s Sunset Memorial Garden. There was no money for a tombstone, although the location is still documented. When he died, Monroe’s gravesite was surrounded by open farmland, within view of the Rocky Mountains. Today, the view from Monroe’s grave is blocked by a Home Depot and Best Buy. The farmland has been replaced by a busy six-lane highway, with cars rushing home to beat the traffic.45
Something is similar about Andrew Monroe and Alex DeLarge, the protagonist of Stanley Kubrick’s dystopian film, A Clockwork Orange (1971). Granted, the comparison is not entirely fair. In the first forty-five minutes of A Clockwork Orange, Alex and his gang beat a homeless man to near death, sexually assault a woman, and then murder another person. A judge incarcerated Andrew for merely skipping school and stealing a handcart.46
However, the final two-thirds of A Clockwork Orange seem to parallel Andrew’s life. In the film, the authorities imprison Alex with military precision, documenting everything. Kubrick, with off-beat comedic timing, dedicates two minutes and thirty-three seconds of screen time to the process in which the jailkeeper transfers “prisoner 655-321” to the medical clinic, making the viewer sit through each step of the paperwork. The film made the ubiquitous paperwork in each scene more than just sinister. It was comedically absurd.47
Around the same time that Kubrick filmed A Clockwork Orange, the State Industrial School for Boys changed its name to the Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center. There are no surviving buildings from Andrew’s era on the current campus. The oldest structure still standing at the youth center was built fourteen years after Andrew left. The campus has also been reduced to twenty-two acres, a third of its original size. It is surrounded by a twenty-foot fence that did not exist in 1910. Perhaps the only recognizable feature on the campus is the parade ground. As it did in 1910, the field serves as a courtyard, flanked by barracks, classrooms, and offices. This parade ground was a central gathering place in the early 1900s, where boys received military training but also where they took breaks for ninety minutes each day before dinner. It was where they played baseball and football, and it might have been where Andrew schemed to escape. Today, boys rarely use the field. Lookout Mountain canceled baseball games out of concern that the bats might be used as weapons.48


Figure 4.7. Truant boys, c. 1900–1910. Photo used with permission of History Colorado–Denver, Colorado.
Since the 1970s, the Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center has become less of a vocational school and more of a prison. Colorado Sun labeled Lookout Mountain “Colorado’s most troubled youth corrections center.” In May 2019, a riot erupted, injuring eleven staff members and sending two to the hospital. From April to June of that year, four minors escaped using bedsheets to climb down windows and over the twenty-foot fence. All of the escapees were “considered violent offenders.” In the spring of 2021, another inmate attempted to escape with the help of a friend outside the fence who fired a .380 handgun at the facility’s guards. Meanwhile, a crime wave in the early 2020s caused a 141 percent increase in the number of boys imprisoned in the state for murder and manslaughter.49
In the end, nothing about the Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center is humorous, Kubrick’s brand of dark satirical humor or otherwise. Compared to the very real tragedy of each of Lookout Mountain’s teenage inmates, Kubrick’s depiction of Alex DeLarge does indeed seem romanticized. Likewise, one should not glamorize Andrew’s resistance to all forms of control, surveillance, and documentation. Andrew was probably traumatized as a child by the abandonment of both his parents. His trauma led him to hurt people as he abused and left his own family. He died alone and in poverty. And the tragedy of Andrew Monroe’s life continues to be played out in the lives of adolescents each day at Lookout Mountain, and to increasingly violent consequences. It is all tragedy, and no degree of surveillance and documentation seems to stop it.50



Chapter Five
Mobility, Anxiety, and Merit
Daniel Schorr (1916–2010) was the son of Russian-Jewish immigrants. In 1922, when Daniel was five years old and growing up in the East Bronx, his father died of a kidney infection. His father’s dying wish was for his two sons, Daniel and his younger brother, to attend college. For a family without money in the 1920s and 1930s, going to college meant winning a rare scholarship. Competition for financial aid was fierce, and colleges increasingly examined high school grades when discerning between applicants. As the school report card approached its hundredth birthday, it became even more important for students like Daniel, as it foretold whether they would enjoy a stable middle-class career or a life of financial instability and physical labor. Increasingly, the report card determined a student’s destiny.1
Across the United States, children expressed anxiety about report cards in the 1920s and 1930s. The diaries of teenagers describe receiving report cards with anticipation, a periodic ritual that was ingrained into the education system. In letters to family and friends, students listed their grades and compared themselves with classmates. They hated report cards, and they were obsessed with them at the same time. Meanwhile, student newspapers and yearbooks used humor to cope with the stress of having one’s future dictated by slips of paper. The report card, the teachers who issued them, and the parents who received them all became the butt of jokes in student publications. Students made fun of the arbitrary nature of grades, the absurdity of their own anxiety about these grades, and the sadistic cruelty of the teachers who issued them. They also made fun of each other. Students cracked jokes about classmates who seemed to care too much about the marks on a report card as well as the students who cared too little, revealing the neurosis caused by the constant surveilling, recording, and ranking of adolescents.
Daniel Schorr was a product of this contradictory climate surrounding grades. He was a good student, and his academic success did indeed secure him a place at the tuitionless City College of New York, which opened opportunities that ultimately led to Schorr becoming one of the nation’s leading TV journalists. Yet young Daniel was also an outsider. He described his childhood as one of being “poor, fat, Jewish, and fatherless.” He preferred the role of observer to that of student leader or activist. As such, he saw the report card for what it was: a sometimes-cruel attempt at control that also carried the power to make or break a child’s future. By both excelling within the system of report cards and criticizing them, Schorr reflected the cognitive dissonance that observant students still live with today.2
Daniel’s parents were Tillie and Gedaliah Tchornemoretz. The Tchornemoretzes came from a village called Telechan (sometimes spelled Telekhan) in what is now Belarus. The village included between 300 and 350 Jewish families; the nearest large shtetl (or Jewish town) was Pinsk and lay fifty kilometers to the south. Telechan was surrounded by swampland and forests, which was one source of employment for Jewish laborers. “Forrest merchants” hired Yiddish-speaking Jews as plotniks to harvest and haul lumber to the Oginski Canal, which connected the Black Sea to the Baltic Sea. In 1895, when Daniel’s parents were still children, a glass factory opened in Telechan and employed several hundred Jewish workers. The workers labored between twelve and fifteen hours a day, yet some still could not afford necessities like shoes. The early lives of Daniel’s parents involved subsisting on kasha and barley soup, enduring the long hours at the factory, and fighting back against the “oppression of the landlords.”3
Daniel’s parents also lived in fear of violence in the form of pogroms. The first wave of pogroms erupted in 1881 after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II. Shtetls across the Pale of Settlement, which was the large swath of land within the Russian empire on which Jews were allowed to reside, were targeted for attack. One eyewitness described how ordinary gentiles who lived among Jews suddenly turned into their murderers. “Clerks, saloon and hotel waiters, artisans, drivers, flunkeys, and day laborers” formed “raging mob[s]” that “demolished houses and stores of the Jews,” all while the police stood by or even took part. Gentile peasants would typically arrive from the countryside later in the evening, sparking another round of destruction. Daniel’s parents would have witnessed the wave of pogroms that lasted between 1904 and 1906. In total, 650 Jewish communities were attacked in less than three years, resulting in about 3,000 murders. Meanwhile, Tsar Nicholas II publicly blamed the Jews for the violence.4
Daniel’s parents were part of a new, young generation of Russian Jews, who were increasingly secular and open to revolutionary ideas. To defend against pogroms, Jewish factory workers formed Bunds, or political clubs affiliated with Marxist ideology. A Bund was active in nearby Pinsk as well as in the much smaller Telechan. Labor disputes between Telechan’s Bund and the owners of the glass factory culminated with a Cossack attack on the village’s Jews. Parents, torn between the need to defend their families and the need to stem the cycles of violence that were spinning out of control, felt helpless as they watched their children “swept up in revolutionary movements.” The timing of Tillie and Gedaliah’s emigration was fortuitous. Just three months after their arrival in New York, the Great War erupted, which ultimately led to new waves of violence in Telechan, this time at the hands of the German army.5
It is likely that Daniel’s father, Gedaliah, attended one of Telechan’s four traditional religious elementary schools, known as heders. These schools, which were sometimes transliterated as “cheder,” typically had a single male teacher who conducted lessons in his home. The teacher emphasized memorization of sacred texts. Instead of testing children at the school, parents would ask their children to recite their weekly lessons at the Shabbat on Friday evening. In other words, there were neither test scores to record nor any need to send home report cards. Chaim Weizmann, future president of Israel, remembered beginning his education at a heder at the age of four. He wrote about the “squalid, one-room school” in which a goat would take shelter with the children during cold weather. His teacher was known throughout the shtetl for his “pedagogical incompetence.” The inspector of another heder was appalled by the conditions: twenty boys were crammed into a small room, leaving them “shattered physically and spiritually.” 6
Even though many Jewish intellectuals at the turn of the century looked down on heders as backward, most Jewish communities mistrusted the educational alternative: state-sponsored Russian schools. By 1900, heders enrolled 370,000 students while only 60,000 Jewish students attended Russian schools. Ultimately, heders served several purposes for Jewish families living in villages like Telechan. First, they prevented the “cultural slippage” that resulted from the pressures of Russian nationalism, industrialization, and Marxist radicalism. Second, they served as a form of day care for boys, at least until the age of thirteen, allowing parents to find work. Finally, heders succeeded in creating relatively high literacy rates among Jewish males, much higher than the general Russian population. This was essential. In the absence of land ownership, scholarship and learnedness became a source of prestige, in what the historian Saul Stampfer has called a “knowledge-based status system.”7
The twenty-four-year-old Gedaliah may have decided to flee Telechan with his young wife to avoid conscription into the Tsar’s army. If so, his situation would have been typical, albeit dangerous. The Tchornemoretzes would have had to cross the German border illegally, make their way to Berlin, en route to the port of Hamburg. From there, Tillie and Gedaliah most likely would have boarded a ship to London, crossed England by rail, and then boarded a second and final ship in Liverpool for the passage across the Atlantic. Along the way, Tillie and Gedaliah might have read Yiddish leaflets, which were printed by profiteering steamship companies, promising freedom and riches in the United States. The couple was taking part in an historic exodus. Between 1881 and 1914, one-fifth of Russia’s Jewish population fled the empire, with 80 percent settling in the United States. In 1880, about 80,000 Jews lived in New York City. By the time that the Tchornemoretzes arrived, the number had increased to 1.4 million. The year that they traveled, 1914, was also the peak year for the migration. In the nine months before the outbreak of war in September 1914, 138,000 Jewish immigrants arrived in the United States.8
At some point in the journey to the United States, the Tchornemoretzes changed their last name to Schorr, which made Daniel’s later career in television more tenable. Jewish associations established aid societies that went to Ellis Island to help translate Yiddish, and they also helped find housing and jobs for Jewish immigrants like the Schorrs. As one historian wrote, the first task of the migrant was to “hunt for signs of Jewishness” in storefront windows, butcher shops, and bakeries. This hunt would have led the Schorrs to the Lower East Side of Manhattan, where over 300,000 Jewish immigrants crammed into an area of just two square miles. In the 1880s, German-American Jews had already established themselves in the garment industry centered in the Lower East Side, and they were quick to employ their coreligionists in the subsequent decades to work in factories. Housing for the new arrivals usually consisted of cramming four or five people into a single-room tenement.9
Gedaliah had no stated artisanal skills when he arrived. He worked as a waiter but later tried to become a real estate agent, although it is not clear that he had any success. Daniel’s mother, Tillie, worked in the garment industry. By the time of Daniel’s first memories, the family was no longer living in the Lower East Side, which by the 1920s included just 25 percent of New York’s Jewish population. In fact, 200,000 Jewish families like the Schorrs left the Lower East Side between 1916, the year of Daniel’s birth, and 1925. One motive for the exodus was the overcrowding of schools. In the early 1900s, the city had to turn away between 50,000 and 60,000 Jewish children who were trying to enroll in public schools. Sixty children would crowd into a single classroom, sitting three to each chair. The Schorrs, however, seemed to have instinctively understood what so many other Russian-Jewish families realized: education was the means through which their children were to advance in the United States. When Gedaliah Schorr died in 1922, at the age of thirty-two, he was prescient in his understanding of the increasing importance of college. Gedaliah’s dying wish was that his sons earn college degrees. In making that wish, Gedaliah was part of a national trend.10
Educational historians such as Roger L. Geiger, Charles Dorn, and Ezekiel Kimball have observed that by 1900 working-class Americans viewed college as a way to “buttress their social position” and that the “culture of aspiration” in the early twentieth century created new demands for college degrees.11 The historian David F. Labaree wrote that, during the first three decades of the twentieth century, “working class consumers increasingly turned attention toward college as the new zone of educational advantage.” Statistics that track the increasing demand for high school and college degrees support these general assertions. High school enrollment doubled every decade between 1890 and 1940, from 11 percent of teenagers enrolled in high school in 1870 to 71 percent in 1940. With each year of increasing numbers of high school graduates, colleges increased their enrollments as well. In 1870, just 1.7 percent of the US population between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one were attending college. By 1930, the number had risen to 12 percent.12
Gedaliah Schorr died at the beginning of a new “selective admissions” era for colleges. At the turn of the century, just as working- and middle-class Americans recognized college as a means for social mobility, administrators liberalized subject requirements for entrance. In particular, the requirement to learn Greek was a major barrier for most working-class students in the nineteenth century. In the 1890s, a group of college professors and administrators, known as the Committee of Ten, along with the National Education Association, helped standardize high school curricula by loosening college requirements to bring them more in line with secondary school course offerings. The result was an influx of demand for college spots that forced deans to become more selective in their admissions. Writing in 1925, just three years after the death of Gedaliah Schorr, one analyst of the changing dynamics of US colleges stated, “Hitherto, speaking generally, any high school graduate could easily enter college … formerly, the colleges competed for the students; now, students compete for the colleges.” 13
High school grades became a deciding factor in who was admitted. Prior to 1910, passing a high school course was all that really mattered, not the individual scores or rank that might be displayed on a report card. In 1913, the federal government recommended that college admissions examine “relative rank in the high school class” as a means of discerning between applicants. At the same time, Harvard and Yale adopted an admissions system that examined not just completion of high school courses but grades within those courses. In 1918, Columbia followed suit. This was also the era that gave birth to the use of nationwide standardized tests in college admissions, as described by many scholars of educational history. The standardized test movement grew out of the work of French psychologist Alfred Binet, who inspired his American counterparts to design the IQ test for the US Army during the First World War. Like the IQ test, a group of Harvard and Princeton administrators sought to design a test that could evaluate natural intellectual talent, not just knowledge. Thus was born the Scholastic Aptitude Test, or SAT, which was first administered in 1926 to mostly Ivy League scholarship applicants.14
Yet journalists and academics at the time recognized that even more emphasis was placed on high school grades, not SAT scores. In 1931, one writer warned his readers that “admission on the basis of high school certificates … predominates in America at the time.” He came to that conclusion after surveying the admissions policies of 287 colleges, with 40 percent requiring that applicants submit their class rank. In 1933, the year that Daniel Schorr graduated from high school, the Associated Press found that out of the 517 colleges they surveyed, 63 percent placed high school grades as the most important prerequisite for admittance.15
Students took notice of these tidal shifts in college admissions. Across the nation, the greater emphasis on college degrees as a means of social mobility, combined with the importance of high school grades in securing a spot in those colleges, caused noticeable anxieties. A high school teacher in New Jersey wrote that “an increased emphasis upon the general school record” for high schoolers applying to college had changed the atmosphere of learning in secondary schools. Teachers, the author explained, were “too much concerned with the aim of preparing pupils to meet college entrance requirements.” Students from locations as far away as North Dakota, Utah, and Texas wrote publicly about their anxiety over grades on report cards. They wished, as one Florida adolescent wrote, their “folks could sign [report cards] with their eyes shut.” In Cleveland, a senior stated that her one memory from high school would always be her “nervousness the day before report cards came out.” 16
In the privacy of their diaries, teenagers marked the periodic release of report cards with both obsession and stress. Near Oakland, California, one teenage girl’s diary chronicled her social life, describing a variety of boys who were “despicable creatures” and others who were “awfully cute.” She did not mention her classroom experiences at all, except when teachers issued report cards. Each semester she dutifully listed grades, writing that with one report card she “thought [she] was going to cry.” Two thousand miles away in Illinois, another teenage girl used her diary to track her daily activities in the Glee Club, her study of Cicero, and her attendance at the local theater. It was only when her report card was issued that her attention turned toward her goal of someday attending college. In Arkansas, one boy’s diary focused on his attempt to “convince Anne to break her date” and his favorite radio shows. His only reference to school came at the end of the year when he listed the grades on his report card, admitting that he could have tried harder in the two classes in which he earned Cs. One girl, attending high school in Washington, DC, wrote about her aspirations to become a professional writer. That meant attending college, and the grades on her report cards were “good ones,” although she took issue with one teacher who gave her a “G,” and she promised herself to work hard to achieve all “Es” next time.17
The emphasis on, and often stress over, report cards can be found in nearly every type of primary source that documented the life of high school students. In segregated Black schools in Nashville and Washington, DC, reports were a source of “dread” and caused “weeping and moaning and gnashing of teeth.” In segregated white schools in Port Arthur, Texas, and Greensboro, North Carolina, students wrote that receiving report cards was the worst part of attending high school. A working-class kid in Los Angeles, attending the Manuel Arts High School, kept all of his monthly report cards, despite mediocre grades and few prospects for attending college. The daughter of a Tennessee insurance salesman documented the two main sources of her anxiety: her weight and her report cards. In Bloomington, Illinois, one high schooler made it clear in her letters to a friend that she had no intention of attending college. She nearly failed the tenth grade. However, each semester she wrote to her former classmate to compare report cards, saying to her more studious friend, “I wish I had your grades.” City kids in New York and Connecticut documented the periodic tensions that emerged with report card distribution. Farm kids in Chickasaw, Oklahoma, in Dublin, Georgia, and in Peshatin, Washington, were as equally tense as their urban counterparts.18
The fact that young Daniel grew up in poverty in the East Bronx made his ultimate success even more remarkable. By the mid-1920s, when the Schorr family moved to the Bronx, 585,000 Jews lived in the borough, accounting for half of the population. The wealthier Jews, typically of German descent, resided in the West Bronx along Grand Concourse. Working-class Jewish families, typically of Eastern European descent, lived in the East Bronx along Fox Street. In an interview later in his life, Schorr emphasized that his community was “poor but respectable,” reinforcing the notion of another East Bronx resident who wrote that the community gave Jews a “sense of security.” The East Bronx also had a reputation for political radicalism and, indeed, Schorr remembered that many of his friends “called themselves communists,” with Stalinists and Trotskyites debating one another in their free time. Schorr added, “I never became part of the movement, I just reported on them. I was always detached.” Schorr probably witnessed political radicalism beyond esoteric debates. In December 1930, when Schorr was fourteen, the Great Depression led to the collapse of a predominantly Jewish bank called the Bank of the United States. Four hundred thousand Jewish depositors, many of them from the Bronx, lost their life savings. In the subsequent years, East Bronx residents were routinely evicted from their apartments, leading to protests and sometimes street violence. Schorr later wrote that, “Poverty can be a great spur, at least it was for me.” 19
During this period, Daniel’s mother worked as a seamstress in the garment industry, riding New York City’s rails six days a week to factories in Manhattan. Schorr, meanwhile, helped the family by selling Bronx Home News on the street. By the early 1930s, just as Schorr entered high school, 232,000 New Yorkers had lost their jobs and one million received subsidized relief from the state. This number included the Schorr family, who were part of the 12 percent of the Jewish population in the city on public assistance, which amounted to $25 per month for the Schorrs. At one point, a social worker investigated Tillie Schorr for neglecting her sons while she was away at work. Daniel, his mother, and his younger brother all lived in their apartment at various times with three uncles and an aunt. Daniel’s maternal grandmother also arrived from Russia, and Daniel remembered that she tended to leave her dentures in the bathroom.20
The family was too poor to pay for a reception after Daniel’s bar mitzvah, and a grammar schoolteacher, noticing the shabby clothes that the Schorr brothers wore, “gently inquired” about their circumstances and bought Daniel’s younger brother a new pair of trousers. At one point, Daniel started to engage in a minor crime to earn money. His offense was to illegally sell sunglasses at the Botanical Gardens, which landed him in jail. Years later, Schorr still remembered his mother crying when he appeared before a judge, who let him go with a warning. For the Schorr family, the 1920s and the 1930s were characterized by “more fear than hope,” as one historian of the Bronx wrote about the Jewish American experience during the Great Depression.21


Figure 5.1. The staff of the Clintonian yearbook at DeWitt Clinton High School. Daniel Schorr, seated in the first row and third from right, was editor of the yearbook. A special thanks to Gerard Pelisson for locating and scanning this photograph in the DeWitt Clinton High School archives.
Daniel had a complicated relationship with his Jewish identity. He loathed the fact that his family spoke Yiddish at home, calling it a “ghetto jargon.” Yiddish was associated with poverty, and public school teachers denigrated the language in favor of English. Schorr admitted as an adult that he “resented his mother’s accent” and that he deliberately avoided bringing his friends to his apartment out of embarrassment, while also envying friends whose parents were born in the United States. Daniel quarreled with his uncles, who accused him of abandoning his Jewish roots in favor of American consumerism. However, Daniel was rarely exposed to the outside world of gentiles, with the exception of public school. He did not remember having any non-Jewish friends. His mother also maintained the mistrust born from experiencing Russian pogroms. She would tell Daniel, “Every time I see a cross, I see the blood of many Jews.”22
Schorr’s mother probably viewed public schools as a threat to her sons’ identities, part of a process in which her culture might be lost to the next generation. Indeed, the superintendent of New York City’s public schools explicitly stated that the goal of schooling was “Americanization,” an effort that he hoped would lead to “absolute forgetfulness of all obligations or connections with other countries.” Yet Tillie made great personal sacrifices to ensure that her sons attended public school. During Daniel’s early years, teachers sent home reports stating that he routinely talked out of turn and requested that Tillie attend meetings at school. Each meeting cost the Schorr family a half day of wages.23


Figure 5.2. Scene from Bathgate Avenue, East Bronx, New York, near the Schorr apartment, 1936. Photo used with permission of New York Public Library.
As Daniel progressed through the education system, New York’s public schools adjusted to the wave of second-generation Jewish Americans. In 1920, 26 percent of public school teachers were Jewish. By 1930, that number had risen to 44 percent, and by 1940, 56 percent of teachers were Jewish. Jewish teachers organized themselves with groups like the Bronx Jewish Teacher Committee and, eventually, Daniel’s high school offered Hebrew as an accredited course. By the time Daniel graduated from high school, 80 percent of the students in the Bronx were Jewish.24
Historians and sociologists of Judaism have noted the remarkable academic success of Jewish families in the early twentieth century. Some ascribe that success to the “scholastic theory,” which argues that text-centered Talmudic studies in Eastern Europe laid the foundation for academic thriving in the United States. For centuries, Eastern European Jews had viewed “learning as the best trade, providing status and financial security,” as one historian explained. Other historians counter the scholastic theory with the fact that economic success typically facilitated academic success. Daniel Schorr was therefore an exception. Growing up in poverty, his goal from the age of five was to use education as a means of social mobility. Daniel and/or his mother saved each certificate of academic accomplishment, from grammar school through high school. Included in these papers was also Daniel’s selection to the honor society, Arista, which represented years of accumulated success on Daniel’s monthly report cards.25
Perhaps some of Tillie’s anxiety about the Americanization of her sons was alleviated by Daniel’s commitment to Hebrew school. Each afternoon, after public school, Daniel would journey to the Bronx Jewish Center to learn Hebrew and study Jewish history. Years later, Schorr was quick to emphasize the secular nature of Hebrew school. From an early age, Daniel was “skeptical about miracles.” Despite his disdain for Yiddish and his religious skepticism, Daniel revered Hebrew as representative of an ancient culture. At one point the Jewish Education Association rewarded Daniel with a gold watch for his commitment to studying Hebrew. When Daniel was ten years old, his Hebrew school invited him to leave New York City for the first time and travel to Philadelphia. The students visited Independence Hall for the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, thus synthesizing Daniel’s two identities. All this pleased Daniel’s mother. She saved Daniel’s monthly report cards from Hebrew school, which tracked her oldest son’s “excellence in conduct and work.”26


Figure 5.3. One of Daniel Schorr’s report cards from Hebrew school. Daniel’s mother received these report cards each month to track his “conduct and work.” Library of Congress.
Both memoirs of Jewish students and Yiddish newspapers from the era document the high stakes for academic success among children like Daniel. Irving Howe, a socialist writer, attended the same high school as Daniel. In his history of Jewish Americans, he described the criticism that Jewish parents “push[ed]” their children too much. One critic from the time wrote, “Why sacrifice them [the children] at the altar of ambition? Doctors will tell you about students with shattered nerves, brain fever.” Bella Abzug, who later became a congresswoman, also grew up in the Bronx and remembered her mother stating, in no uncertain terms, that if she wanted to attend college, her grades needed to be strong enough to win a scholarship. In 1922, the same year that Gedaliah Schorr died, the Yiddish paper in New York, Forward, admonished immigrant parents for beating their children over their performance at school. Three years later, in 1925, the same paper once again criticized immigrant mothers for being too obsessed with marks on report cards. The paper wrote, “Many of them [immigrant mothers]—possibly most of them—insist that the children do well in school, see that the report cards are regularly brought home for proper inspection, and scold [their children] if the marks are not satisfactory.”27
To some Jewish parents, report cards became a symbol of their quest for a better life for their children through education. One mother wrote, “My happiest moment was when my son, five-and-a-half years old, brought his first report card home with all 85–95. I was sure that my little son was going to become a great doctor or lawyer someday.” In another story, a family did not really know that their truant son had reformed himself until he returned from school with “good report cards each month.” The report card was a barometer for the moral well-being of the entire family. Another boy destroyed his report cards, not because of low scores, but because he was ashamed that his immigrant parents could not read or write, and therefore were unable to sign each monthly report. The incident motivated the boy’s mother to attend night school and overcome her illiteracy, all so that she could read her son’s reports. Another Jewish student described in a newspaper article, Rosie, cried in shame when she received a C on her report card. The moral of the story was that Rosie channeled her shame into action. The article concluded, “When Rosie opened her eyes the next morning, she felt quite happy again. She was silly to worry about that old report card because she could change it.”28
Forward recognized the unhealthy focus on report cards and satirized the cultural phenomenon. The newspaper, half of which was written in English and the other half in Yiddish, had a readership of 300,000, mostly in New York City. In 1925, the newspaper declared that report cards were “the meanest invention” because of the wrath they brought down upon Jewish children. In another parody, a father berated his son for low scores on a report card, declaring, “you should be ashamed of yourself.” The boy replied, “Aw gee whiz, dad, it ain’t my fault. I don’t make out the cards.” In 1927, the report card was a subject of a cartoon in Forward. A working-class father, holding the school report, asks his wife, “Did you ever see such a terrible report card?” The wife responded by asking her husband how many A’s he received in his Ukrainian cheder.29
Daniel Schorr grew up in this report card culture, in which the scores on the reports became a measurement for the relative success of the family’s decision to leave Eastern Europe. And Daniel appears to have embraced report card culture with drive and intensity. While in high school, Daniel wrote an essay in which he adapted the biblical story of the prodigal son. Daniel’s version was set in the Bronx, with a Jewish American family gathered for the Friday Shabbat. The oldest son returned unexpectedly, after years of spending time in the “pool-room” with “evil comrades.” The son, Paul, then refocused his energies on school, and for “two years, he strove and studied, gaining the highest marks.” Daniel added that the fictional Paul “worked and labored until finally, he graduated summa cum laude.” This essay was one of the few pieces of adolescent writing that Schorr saved until his death, and it captures Daniel’s self-conception. Fatherless, poor, and Jewish, Daniel knew that he had to compete to survive. In 1978, an interviewer asked Schorr how he became such a tough journalist. Schorr explained that where he came from, “nothing is ever handed to you,” that “everything you get, you have to work twice as hard as anybody else.” He added, “growing up on the fringe, a person doesn’t make it on manners, wealth, easy club membership, or anything like that.” He was “always the outsider, always the Jewish immigrant’s son.”30


Figure 5.4. Cartoon, “East-Sidelights,” from Forward, 1927. Forward (New York, NY), January 16, 1927, 4.
Despite the new emphasis in the 1920s and 1930s on high school grades for college admissions, students who came from families with money and connections did not need to concern themselves with low marks. Philip Hardy was literally the worst student at his preparatory boarding school in Pennsylvania, the Hill School. The letters home between Philip and his father chronicle Philip’s struggle to pass nearly every class, his forty-five demerits that placed him on “final probation,” and the fact that he only obtained nine out of the fifteen credits required for admittance to Yale. In his senior year, Philip scored a 64 in English, a 50 in Latin, a 51 in French, a 64 in Geometry, and a 54 in Trigonometry. Yet Philip’s father still arranged for his son to retake Yale’s entrance exams, ultimately leading to Philip’s enrollment in the university for the fall of 1922. Philip’s father happened to be a Yale alumnus and the owner of Nebraska’s largest furniture company.31
Edward Weschler’s high school grades were nearly as bad as Philip’s. He ended his senior year with a D− in English, a D− in History, and a D+ in Mechanical Drawing. The highest grade in his high school career was a B in Physical Education. The Weschlers, though, were one of Milwaukee’s most prominent families, achieving their fortune in the malting business. Edward’s mother was determined that her child enroll in the University of Notre Dame. The university’s registrar, examining Edward’s report cards, explained to Mrs. Weschler that “applicants are selected on the basis of rank in their class.” This fact spelled misfortune for Edward’s chances, but Mrs. Weschler persisted. She wrote to the university chaplain, asking him to lobby the registrar on behalf of Edward. The chaplain confirmed that the registrar believed that Edward’s grades were too low for admittance. Mrs. Weschler then wrote to the Dean of the College of Commerce, who agreed to admit Edward despite his D average, on condition that Edward “have good student tutors.”32
For a student who wanted to enroll in college but lacked familial wealth and connections, the only option was to find a scholarship. The 1920s and 1930s were decades in which local, community-funded scholarships expanded. The primary criterion for nearly all these scholarships was excellent high school grades. In 1922, Minnesota’s chapter of the Knights of Columbus began to award scholarships to Catholic University based on academic merit. In 1929, Thomas Edison’s company awarded the “Edison Scholarship” to the academically gifted. Alumni clubs in major cities, like New York’s Yale Club, raised money so that boys who “led [their] class in scholarship” could attend college. In rural Moscow, Idaho, a local mining magnate established a scholarship for the town’s graduate with the highest “scholastic ability.” Valedictorians in towns across the country, from Las Vegas, Nevada, to Brownsville, Texas, were awarded annual scholarships, all based on their high school grades. Even local chapters of the United Daughters of the Confederacy raised money for white students with excellent academic records to attend college.33
The diaries of recipients of financial aid reveal the importance that students placed on report cards. Virginia Spottswood, for instance, was the daughter of an African Methodist Episcopal preacher. Virginia moved every few years—from Boston, to Buffalo, to Washington, DC—as her father was assigned to different parishes. Her diary entries chronicle scores on each report card and even each test, all while Virginia was still young enough to play with dolls during her free time. Virginia also noted her academic blemishes, like when she missed one word on a spelling test or when her art teacher threatened her with a C for forgetting her pencil. As Virginia grew, so did her interest in boys, one of whom had “such dreamy eyes” that she “dreamed about kissing him.” Despite the new distraction of boys, Virginia found time to describe each report card in detail, keeping nearly every report, from grammar through high school. Her diligence and focus on grades paid off. She became the first recipient of the Phi Delta Kappa scholarship, an African American sorority, and one of the only scholarships at the time dedicated to Black women. In their letter to Virginia congratulating her on her award, the sorority was quick to point out that it based its decision on Virginia’s high school grades.34
Harry Blackmun, the future Supreme Court justice, needed assistance to pay for college. He was the son of a grocer in St. Paul, Minnesota. Like Virginia, Harry saved nearly all his report cards, which documented an upward trajectory in his grades. As an eight-year-old, he was reprimanded for being “deficient in writing.” Years later, Harry finished his freshman year with three Bs, but by his senior year he did not score below a 94 in any class. Like Virginia, Harry kept a diary that chronicled the receipt of each report card. His main breaks from studying came when he worked in his father’s grocery store in a working-class neighborhood of St. Paul. Also, like Virginia, Harry dwelled on his mistakes, like when he was eliminated from the spelling bee in the second round. In the spring of Harry’s senior year, he applied for and won a scholarship to Harvard, paid for by the Harvard Club of Minnesota. There would have been no other way for a working-class kid from Mechanic Arts High School to attend the Ivy League.35
Poor Jewish kids from the Bronx had unique challenges in winning financial aid. By the time Daniel Schorr entered high school in the early 1930s, many of the elite colleges had created a quota system to reduce the number of Jewish students. Harvard instituted its quota after decades of dramatic increases in the number of Jewish students: 9.8 percent in 1909, 15.1 percent in 1914, and 21.5 percent by 1922. Meanwhile at Yale, whose board chairman described Jews as “an alien and unwashed element,” the peak of Jewish enrollment reached 13 percent in the early 1920s. Harvard made the first and most public attempt to reduce the number of Jews, setting a fixed quota. The president of Harvard, however, was met with a public relations backlash and learned that, as one historian put it, “discrimination required the cloak of ambiguity.” New York University and Columbia University followed suit and successfully cut their number of Jewish students in half by 1930. At the same time, Yale and Princeton recognized that selecting students purely on the basis of academic rank forfeited their power over the composition of entering classes. In response, both universities created admissions policies that, for full-paying students, deemphasized academics in favor of letters of recommendation and extracurricular activities.36
These actions, taken in the wake of the dying wish of Daniel’s father, limited the options of the Schorr family. Daniel did not remember even having a choice about which college to attend. The City College of New York was his only option because it did not discriminate against Jews, and it did not charge tuition. Founded in 1847 as a free college, the city’s lawmakers reaffirmed its tuitionless policy in 1926. City College’s only criterion for admittance was academic rank, making it one of the most academically competitive institutions of higher learning. The fact that City College also catered to the sons of Jewish immigrants also made it more competitive. To be admitted in the 1920s, a student had to be in the top 40 percent of his graduating class. By 1933, as the Great Depression limited the job prospects of New York’s high school graduates, the cutoff for admittance became the top 20 percent. The combination of intellectual rigor and nondiscriminatory admissions gave City College the nickname, “The Proletarian Harvard,” producing a radical student body quick to protest fascism and the college’s own administration. By the time Daniel enrolled in 1934, nearly 90 percent of the student body was Jewish. Gedaliah Schorr would have been proud of his firstborn son. Most of City College’s Russian-Jewish graduates became lawyers, teachers, and doctors, securing a place in the US middle class.37
Jacob Arlow, who was a few years older than Daniel, considered applying to City College. Arlow was from Brooklyn, which rivaled the Bronx as the center of Jewish culture in the city. Daniel and Jacob were children of working-class Russian-Jewish immigrants; Jacob’s father found work making women’s hats. Like Daniel, young Jacob worked hard at school and earned high enough marks to be elected into Arista, the high school honors society to which Daniel belonged. Like Daniel, Jacob also participated in Hebrew school, winning accolades from the Jewish Education Association. His father was active in the Order of the Birth Sholom, which made Jacob eligible for their scholarship of $400 per year to help pay tuition. The first criteria listed on the scholarship application was “school record,” and Jacob had those records. He saved all his report cards. When Jacob attempted to gain admittance to Columbia, however, he met resistance. After an interview with an administrator, Jacob was deferred, instead enrolling in New York University. The experience left Jacob with a competitive edge, much like Daniel’s. Upon Jacob’s death, friends and family noted that “he had a keen sense of inferiority as a child of immigrants, considering himself a guest who had to work hard to show he deserved this country’s hospitality.”38
As the son of Jewish immigrants, Daniel had to compete to survive, and he did indeed thrive in the realm of gaining good marks on periodic report cards. Out of thousands of students, Daniel was one of the forty-two selected to represent DeWitt Clinton High School in the Arista honors society, a reflection of his academic prowess. Yet Daniel still held an outsider’s view of the American educational system, especially its focus on ranking children. For Daniel, student publications were the outlet for voicing his dissent: Clinton News and the DeWitt Clinton High School yearbook. He served as an editor of both, and he left a written record of his subtle criticism. Humor, for Daniel and his fellow student authors, was their means of protesting an educational system embodied by report cards, and once again, Daniel’s experiences offer insight into a nationwide pattern of how some children coped with the pressures of surveillance, reporting, and ranking.39
By the time Daniel enrolled, DeWitt Clinton High School was one of the largest schools in the United States. A year before Daniel arrived, Clinton High opened a new campus on twenty-one acres in the north side of the Bronx, equipped with an auditorium, science labs, a printing shop, and capacity to educate over 5,100 students. By the time Daniel graduated, Clinton High enrolled about 12,000 students, which necessitated the opening of five “annexes” due to overcrowding. Despite increasing enrollment, the school was a national symbol of efficient education. Diplomats and dignitaries toured the campus. Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig came to promote the hometown Yankees, receiving a ten-minute standing ovation in the auditorium. The school produced a litany of artists, Nobel laureates, and celebrities, including the writer James Baldwin, the physicist Robert Hofstadter, and the actor Burt Lancaster.40


Figure 5.5. Central High School student cartoon, 1926. “Advisory” was the school’s term for quarterly report cards. Central Bulletin (Washington, DC), October 27, 1926, 1.
The newspaper articles and yearbooks that Daniel wrote and edited have survived in DeWitt Clinton High School’s archive. They reveal that Daniel was indeed skeptical of the supposed academic meritocracy of an American high school. In his junior year, he criticized the Board of Education’s unwillingness to hire new teachers and thus alleviate the overcrowding. In another article, Daniel—inspired by Sinclair Lewis—railed against the hypocrisy of local leaders. Daniel joked about voter fraud in the student government elections. He mocked overly restrictive rules in the school cafeteria. He even mocked individual teachers for their dullness and lack of clarity in the classroom. And, like thousands of students across the United States, he made fun of report cards. In the 1930 Clintonian yearbook, Daniel and his coauthors mocked a teacher, Mr. Anthony, for the unusual severity of his grading. For a satirical gift, the editors of the yearbook gave Mr. Anthony “one hundred permanent report cards so that he may write his autobiography.” 41


Figure 5.6. DeWitt Clinton High School, seen from Mosholu Parkway, Bronx, New York, c. 1945. Photo used courtesy of Bronx County Historical Society Collection, Bronx, New York.
For high schoolers across the United States, humor embodied the power to build community through laughter. If report cards represented extreme individualization, then humor embodied community. If report cards pitted students against one another by ranking them, then student jokes about report cards might therefore be seen as an attempt to reestablish community by tearing down hierarchies. For example, students in Cleveland announced the distribution of end-of-semester report cards with the headline, “Misery Loves Company.” In Indianapolis, one senior offered her “everlasting smile” to help the freshmen cope “on report card day.” The male students at Dunbar High School in Washington, DC, bonded over the fact that “so many boys received D’s on their reports” because they were all “too broad minded.” Students were sharing their common experiences of alienation, breaking down barriers of isolation with jokes.42
Student publications made jokes at the expense of Marie in Montana, Mary Anne in North Carolina, and Charles in Ohio, all for their efforts to get good grades on school reports. In another example, a poem appeared beneath a student’s picture. Presumably, this female student was at the top of her class academically: “There’s Fanny Bogomolny, modest and kind, / Possesses what we call a very sound mind, / For her, the report card had ne’er a terror, / I doubt whether she e’er committed an error.” In New York, a school newspaper made a joke at Bella’s expense, pointing out that she tended to fret over bad test scores, only to receive a “99” on her report card. The ridicule that some students faced for their high marks was, in part, an attempt by the student body to reestablish an egalitarian subculture, free from the hierarchy imposed by grades.43
Students also mocked teachers. In one publication from 1922, a student brought a box of candy for his teacher, on whom he had a crush. The Valentine’s Day gift was ruined when the student received his report card in return. “The old hen!” the student exclaimed about his former love interest. In 1927, students sarcastically thanked teachers for preventing their names from appearing on the honor roll and for allowing them to spend more time in study hall. In 1928, students depicted teachers distributing report cards as “wolves gloat[ing] over their prey.” In 1932, high schoolers begged teachers to “have pity” on report card day, as if teachers were medieval courts of justice, dispensing judgment without due process.44
Student humor, while helping teenagers feel better about low grades, did not lead to a revolt or even serious demands for reform. Instead, most jokes implied a degree of passivity on the part of students who received report cards, such as when students reminded their classmates to “wear a coat of armor home” on report card day. Students joked about being “too scared” to look at their report cards, about avoiding their families altogether instead of sharing information on school reports, and about it taking them “four days to figure out a method of approach to the parents and break the sad news.” For students at Wayzata High School in Minnesota, life “passed smoothly” until “we received our report cards … which resulted in a gnawing and gnashing of teeth.” Report cards even prompted jokes about death, perhaps the ultimate sign of submission. At South High School in Columbus, students wrote: “Report cards. Oh, death, where is thy sting?” At John Hay School in Cleveland, students warned their classmates: “don’t commit suicide until you see your own report card with your own eyes,” just in case grades might be higher than originally thought. Even Daniel Schorr, who was one of the top students at his high school, joked about his low grades. “This morning, pausing to contemplate my marks,” Daniel wrote a few weeks before he graduated, “I decided that it would be advantageous to obtain a few zeros. They will raise my average considerably.” 45
Instead of just voicing their anxiety, which served to perpetuate an unhealthy self-analysis, some students played the fool to power. In creating jokes at the expense of adults, they showed the arbitrary nature of a report card. In one joke, a father in California scolded his son when he said, “I’m not at all pleased with this report.” The son responded, “I knew you wouldn’t be, but the teacher wouldn’t change it.” In Michigan, a student waxed poetically that “It isn’t getting the card so much / it’s taking it home to Dad!” The poem culminates with a line that satirizes the hypocrisy of the system: “But I guess [Dad’s] marks weren’t all in blue / When he was just a freshie too!” In Minnesota, a student used a yearbook entry to unveil years of cheating. A classmate filled “her own report cards with A’s,” while at the same time allowing her friends to cheat off her tests. In other words, the grades on reports had been a lie all along. The joke was on teachers and parents.46
A few student publications satirized report cards in ways that transcended logic and the ability of written word to convey. The target of their satire was adult reverence for the report card, a reverence that bordered on religious obedience. In Alabama, a student used a spoof of the Lord’s Prayer, praying to teachers to “forgive us for making zeroes, as we forgive ourselves for failing; lead us not into copying, but deliver us from stealing; and give us answers to all questions before we begin.” In Montana, a student coopted Jesus’ Beatitudes to mock report cards. “Blessed are the poor in grades, for theirs is the card of flunks,” the student wrote. “Blessed are the meek and suppliant students, for they shall inherit the E’s of the teachers.” The humor was an attack on the hypocrisy of authority figures, who claimed a morality based on Christian humanism while reducing children to mere numbers on a card. Likewise, in 1933, Daniel Schorr joked about the irony of receiving demerits on his “character cards” for questioning the character of school authorities. Schorr could see that something was hilarious about the hypocrisy of it all.47
Daniel may have been irreverent and unjustifiably self-deprecating about his academic success, but he was also driven. In 1933, he did indeed win a scholarship to City College, fulfilling his father’s dying wish. While enrolled at City College, Daniel pursued his passion for journalism, writing for the college newspaper, on his way to a long career as a renowned television reporter.48
Despite being separated by two generations, comedian Sarah Silverman (b. 1970) and journalist Daniel Schorr share a few similarities. Like Schorr, Silverman’s family roots are in Eastern Europe. Her Jewish grandmother, for instance, was born in Vilna, a city about 300 kilometers north of Telechan. New York, as with the Schorr family, became the gateway through which Silverman’s ancestors entered the United States.49
Silverman and Schorr also shared a biting sense of humor. Granted, as a TV journalist, Schorr’s on-air persona was stern, direct, and professional. Even so, colleagues and family remembered Schorr as quite witty, quick to employ puns, and with a playfulness and whimsy once the cameras turned off. In private, Daniel was particularly fond of laughing at the insecurities and arrogance of those in power, a humor that reflected his outsider’s perspective to the end of his life. Silverman, meanwhile, began her long career as a stand-up comic just as Schorr’s journalistic career was entering its final stages. In 1993, Silverman’s brand of mockery led her to join the cast of Saturday Night Live and in 2007 won her a sketch comedy show on Comedy Central.50
Schorr and Silverman were outsiders, and they maintained an outsider’s perspective on US education, while also working within the system to achieve success. Schorr understood the importance of gaining admission to City College, that his father’s dying wish depended on him maintaining high grades on monthly report cards. He also recognized the system for what it was. It was not a meritocracy. The odds were stacked against poor Jewish kids like him, forcing young Daniel to redouble his efforts and narrow his focus on academic success. Schorr’s relationship with grades was a mix of commitment and cynicism.
Silverman had more academic opportunities than Schorr. As the second and third generation in her family to be admitted to college, Silverman excelled at school in New Hampshire, earning a 3.8 GPA on her report card despite missing three months of high school due to a debilitating depression. Yet she too maintained an outsider’s view, using comedy to voice her insights as one of the few Jewish kids in her hometown. Silverman could see that ranking children based on grades was bizarre. There was something cruel, and at the same time ridiculous, about the whole system. In 2007, during an episode of her sitcom, The Sarah Silverman Program, Silverman made an interesting point about the nature of academic scores, the stigma of low grades, and authority. In one skit, Silverman’s character is pulled over by a police officer. The officer, speaking through Silverman’s car window, asks the driver, “Ma’am, do you know why I am standing here?” Silverman pauses, looks confused, and replies, “Because you earned all Cs in high school?” Ten years later, in a different TV program, Silverman worked as a substitute teacher for a day in a Brooklyn public school. She ditches her lesson plan and instead teaches her students how to cheat and how to graffiti the bathroom walls. Through it all, Silverman plays the fool, the simpleton who satirizes the powerful.51
Theory of humor helps to make sense of Silverman’s satire of formal education. In Rebelais and His World (1968), Mikhail Bakhtin examined the phenomena of medieval carnivals. According to Bakhtin, carnivals turned marketplaces into comic pageants where fools and clowns blurred the lines between spectator and participant. Poets performed comedic oral compositions that mocked systems of rank and sacred ritual. The spectators “lived in” the performances for several days, suspending “hierarchical rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions.” Peasants therefore escaped their fear of feudalism, religion, and death, at least temporarily. Carnivals served as a relief from the burdens of hierarchy, creating an alternate reality. It was a means through which the powerless transcended their oppression and celebrated community.52
Ultimately, though, Schorr’s school newspaper or Silverman’s stand-up comedy could not really create a communal celebration like Bakhtin’s carnival. Instead, they may have served to reinforce a sense of docility. Contemporary comedy masks the alienation of schools, without really altering realities. Perhaps Schorr’s teenage jokes about report cards and Silverman’s sketch comedy merely breed detached skepticism, even leading to a passive obedience within the existing power structure. In the end, there is little evidence that any series of jokes have been able to combat the rising power of school reports.53



Chapter Six
The Pursuit of Educational Dignity
Kirsten Albrecht (b. 1960) was a Minnesota farm girl who did not receive report cards from fifth through tenth grade. She attended the Wilson Campus School, a laboratory school for what was then called Mankato State College (later renamed Minnesota State University, Mankato). Beginning in 1968, the Wilson Campus School eliminated grades, class schedules, and—by extension—report cards, in a radical reimagining of formal schooling that was sweeping parts of the country at the time. Kirsten began attending Wilson five years after this transformation and remained until its dissolution in 1977. Instead of periodically sending home summaries of conduct, attendance, and academic standing, Wilson used “goal sheets.” The goal sheets embodied Wilson’s radicalism: students created their own classes, attendance was not mandatory, and teachers were redefined as peers who guided students on their learning journey.
Kirsten’s enrollment in the Wilson Campus School was serendipitous, as she came of age during a nationwide movement to reform public schools. The phenomenon was sometimes known as “the open school movement” and at other times “the alternative school movement.” Both terms captured the reality that during the late 1960s and early 1970s, thousands of schools experimented with different ways of organizing learning communities and evaluating children. The fact that Mankato State College was located ten miles from the Albrecht farm added to the serendipity. It also happened that, in 1968, a radical pedagogue named Don Glines became the director of Mankato State’s Wilson Campus School. Glines immediately abolished report cards.
Kirsten thrived in a school environment that gave children the autonomy to pursue their innate curiosity. She loved Wilson so much that after the school closed in 1977, she struggled to transition to a life in traditional public schools. Later, in the 1990s, Kirsten became the mother of three school-aged daughters in a new pedagogical era that was antithetical to the alternative school movement: the movement to hold students and schools more accountable through testing. Wilson had given Kirsten a deep sense of educational right and wrong, and as the 1990s progressed, she became increasingly disillusioned with public schools. As a result, Kirsten took a radical step to avoid the testing movement: she changed careers and moved to a different city in order to provide her daughters with a similar type of alternative education to that which she enjoyed at Wilson: student-centered, noncompetitive learning, and with no report cards.
Kirsten’s life reflects the lengths to which Americans must go to escape the reach of report cards. Few children grow up on remote farms that are a short drive from a college’s free, ungraded laboratory school. Even fewer are willing to relocate their lives, as Kirsten did in the 1990s, to an ideal school setting. Ultimately, the fact that Kirsten had to rearrange her life for her children to attend a school without traditional report cards shows that the alternative school movement failed to transform mainstream public schooling. However, Kirsten’s story demonstrates that the pursuit of educational dignity without the need for report cards is, in fact, possible.
The alternative school movement of the 1960s and 1970s was not a new phenomenon. It represented the resurgence of a multigenerational debate that can be traced back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau of the European Enlightenment, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi of the early nineteenth century, and John Dewey of the Progressive Era. By the 1950s, the debate reemerged with the fears of the Cold War. Anxieties arose over the perceived success of the Soviet Union’s educational discipline; even President Eisenhower blamed John Dewey for instilling an unrestrained permissiveness that had taken root in American schools. At nearly the same time, the calls of the civil rights movement for equality created a binary contrast between progressives and traditionalists. Amid President Johnson’s war on poverty, the 1960s witnessed a deemphasis in some schools on academic competition in favor of making education a tool for social mobility.1


Figure 6.1. Kirsten Albrecht (left) around the age of fifteen, and her older sister, Liz Albrecht, c. 1975. Kirsten Albrecht Riehle private collection.
One can therefore understand the skepticism of more experienced pedagogues who, by the 1970s, dismissed the alternative school movement as “old wine in new skins.” Yet even these skeptics acknowledged that a new movement was developing that merged Dewey’s student-interest-driven classroom practices with even more radical experiments in democratic school administration. The growth of alternative schools was impressively rapid: in 1970, only 100 schools identified themselves as alternative; by 1975, approximately 5,000 schools did so; at its peak in the late 1970s, more than 10,000 alternative schools were in existence, educating an estimated three million students out of a total of roughly forty million school-aged children in the United States. Some of the self-proclaimed alternative schools catered their freedom-inspired education to the interests of college-bound, middle- and upper-class families. Other schools, sometimes referred to as “street academies,” held more revolutionary goals. These schools were inspired by the likes of Jonathan Kozol, Ivan Illich, and Paulo Freire and served the most marginalized populations. The two key defining characteristics of the movement, however, were Dewey’s principles of building school around student interests and the elimination of grades.2
The concept of alternative schooling began in the 1960s as a literary movement. A. S. Neill, a British schoolmaster, inspired many of his American counterparts when he published Summerhill in 1960. In the book, Neill described both the theory and the practice of his boarding school in the English countryside, which emphasized freedom, creativity, and radical democratic governance. In 1966, Neill told one interviewer, “Freedom is the answer, letting people be natural and live their own lives without being indoctrinated and disciplined and all of the rest of it.” Later in the interview, Neill revealed his messianic vision for transforming public education: “I’d like to abolish [ordinary schools] but I don’t think I’ll manage it. I’d like to make every school like Summerhill where everybody would be free to learn if they want to learn and play when they want to play and make their own rules about living.” As the 1960s progressed, Neill’s book became a hit, with the sale of 200,000 copies per year by the end of the decade. At the height of the alternative school movement in the mid 1970s, Summerhill was required reading in approximately 600 university courses, which inspired pedagogues in the United States to reframe education as a search “for ecstasy as well as knowledge.”3
For many of the literary leaders of the alternative school movement, report cards embodied the dehumanizing aspects of industrial schooling. Harvard University’s Roland Barth, for instance, criticized schools for being built upon the fear and distrust between teachers and the children, who “expect a test to be sprung on them without warning” and who “recoil on report card day.” For John C. Holt, whose 1964 book advocated a radical “unschooling” of American youth, report cards became an allegory for a child’s tears, forcing pupils to self-consciously think about their rank in the world as opposed to thinking about the wonders of the world. City College’s Charles Silberman wrote about the cruel irony of a report card that tracked whether or not a child “sits still” or “follows direction,” all while also displaying “intellectual curiosity.” Jonathan Kozol was perhaps the movement’s most radical leader. While working as a young classroom teacher in a poor Boston school, he found the district-mandated report card infuriating. It asked him to check a box about whether his students were “respectful of diversity,” while at the same time the district created de facto segregated schools. In another incident, Kozol sent a child home with a critical report card that pushed the child’s mother to an emotional breakdown. Kozol recognized that the report card was the final blow for a mother struggling to survive, and he concluded that he wanted no part in public schooling. Instead, he opted for a life of activism in alternative schools.4
The revolutionary zeitgeist of the 1960s fueled a zealotry for the alternative school movement. Some teachers encouraged their students to emulate the sit-ins and boycotts of the civil rights movement in order to pressure administrators to change their draconian rules. For some, the heart of the movement was the assumption that adults could not be trusted, that tradition was inherently oppressive, and that children were bored with the curricula. The proselytizing culminated in 1969, when several hundred like-minded education reformers met in San Francisco to proclaim a “surging movement” in all fifty states that many hoped would not just serve as a niche alternative but would also transform the mainstream of traditional schools.5
Gradually, the movement resulted in tangible, grassroots efforts across the country. The Ford, Carnegie, and Rockefeller Foundations funded a variety of alternative schools, and public school districts organized and paid for many as well. In 1971, New York City’s public school district funded ten Harlem schools in an experimental program. Within a few years, the program had grown to twenty-eight schools, with 200 teachers and 5,000 students. Seattle’s school board offered thirty alternative schools for over 3,000 students. By the mid-1970s, 60 percent of Long Island’s schools offered alternative programs without grades or report cards. In 1978, Dallas created five alternative schools for approximately 1,500 students. Teachers joined the movement for the same reasons that inspired the literary leaders: disillusionment with the status quo. In Idaho, one teacher appeared before the school board to advocate for the creation of a non-graded alternative option. She said that she was tired of seeing her poorest children beaten by their parents every time they brought home low marks on a report card.6
A common theme of the alternative schools was the celebration of the innate curiosity of the students. At an alternative school in Oregon, for instance, students enjoyed an entire semester studying ethnic cooking. The first 300 students who participated in a pilot program in Los Angeles built domes, produced puppet shows, and directed silent movies. In Chicago, students incorporated indigenous cosmology to free themselves “from fear, from anxiety, from pain, and from want.” The leader of California’s Harbor Arena Alternative School, which was housed in a converted doctor’s office, explained that “students do exactly what they want to do when they want to do it.” Another school leader wrote that if parents could see the true creativity that blossomed within their children when they were given intellectual freedom, they would “feel, quite rightly, that a report card is a swindle.”7
The alternative school movement saw grading as the root of educational evils, and it worked to eliminate gold stars, letter grades, honor rolls, anything that gave the “ignoble satisfaction of feeling that one person is better than someone else.” Some academics backed their skepticism of grades with scientific studies, like the researchers in 1972 who evaluated whether or not “the relationship between complex learning and competition-motivated is inverse or curvilinear” (they found that it was inversely related), or the 1974 study that examined how hundreds of elementary schoolchildren responded negatively to academic marks. An industry of pedagogical experts arose to promote their alternatives to traditional grading, among them such concepts as the “Personalized Achievement Reporting” and proposals to replace testing with math games. There was a consensus among alternative school advocates that academic grades were, fundamentally, about controlling children. Herbert Kohl concluded this while teaching in Harlem. He resigned from his public school to become a reformer, advocating that teachers unilaterally abandon the pretense behind report cards in favor of a truly egalitarian experience in which teacher and student would learn together. For some, the idealism paid off. One fourteen-year-old student at California’s Valley Alternative School told a reporter that she enjoyed her new school because without grades “nobody outranks anybody.” Others, however, such as a school board member in Sacramento, disagreed. He voted against the creation of an alternative school, holding firm to his belief that “competition is what the world is all about.”8
The efforts to create democratic school communities reflected a far more radical break with precedent than classroom innovations. Students at one New Jersey alternative school wrote their own constitution with new attendance policies and codes of conduct. Inspired by Summerhill, one California alternative boarding school held weekly self-governance meetings that lasted up to three hours. Students voted on the allocation of funds, assigned each other chores, and offered each other critical feedback. A principal in Oregon took his office door off its hinges to make a statement about the school’s commitment to transparency and “openness.” Jonathan Kozol, rejecting public schools altogether, organized a community school in Boston entirely under the control of poverty-stricken parents. In more affluent Scarsdale, New York, parents attended public meetings that lasted hours, debating the ethics of whether a teacher should delay an assignment’s due date for some students and not for others. The parents then formed a “fairness committee” that met periodically to resolve disputes between teachers and students.9
As the 1970s progressed, a distinction between two very different types of alternative schools emerged. On the one hand, gradeless and student-interest-driven schools—partly inspired by the utopian vision of Summerhill—sprang up for middle-class families. California’s Wanderjahr, for instance, rested on a thousand-acre campus with a stable of horses, overlooking the Sacramento Valley. Tuition was $3,800 per year. On the other extreme was Evander Prep, a school within a school, which was located in the Bronx. Evander Prep dedicated its classes to remedial reading and math. School ended at 12:30 p.m. because most of the students had full-time jobs. Both Wanderjahr and Evander Prep were considered alternative, although the only thing that they had in common was a lack of grades and report cards. In another approach, attending Long Island’s Village School was a stepping stone to Harvard, Yale, and MIT. Meanwhile, attending an alternative school in one of Chicago’s southside neighborhoods was a last resort before incarceration. The contrast between the opposing visions for what an alternative school could and should be was striking for observers at the time. Jonathan Kozol, for one, made his views clear. “An isolated upper-class Free School for the children of the white and rich,” he wrote in 1972, “is a great deal too much like a sandbox for the children of SS Guards at Auschwitz.” 10
Nearly every alternative school—whether for the elites or for those living in poverty—went to lengths to find new ways of communicating with parents beyond the traditional report card. Many schools experimented with the use of portfolios as a means of reflecting on a child’s progress. The Newton Open School in Massachusetts replaced report cards with a four-page booklet that described each child’s “well-being.” In Miami, an alternative schoolteacher realized that banning report cards meant that, for the first time, her marginalized students were not deemed failures. In Indianapolis, teachers created an elaborate system of letters that narrated six individualized “competencies” for each child. In San Diego, a principal of an alternative school called report cards “blackmail cards,” explaining to a journalist that they “have no other value other than to control students.” 11
Kirsten Albrecht was a fifth grader when she first enrolled at Wilson Campus School. Despite experiences of boredom at a traditional school, Kirsten’s childhood was idyllic. She was a vegetable-farm kid, which distinguished her from the cattle-farm kids. Her parents were well-educated Minnesotans; her father taught engineering at a local vocational school and her mother was an occupational therapist who eventually published a book on hand therapy. They envisioned for their two daughters a life of agrarian self-reliance: Kirsten’s days were spent picking and washing vegetables on their farm of 100 tillable acres, reading books, and playing board games with her older sister. She would wander for miles along southern Minnesota’s deep ravines and fields of heavy, black soil that is the legacy of glacial deposits thousands of years earlier. Their home, built by Kirsten’s parents, sat on a steep bluff overlooking the open plain of the Minnesota River Valley. Instead of watching television, the Albrechts listened to NPR all day long; after all, they were personally acquainted with Garrison Keillor.12
The Albrechts envisioned a back-to-the-earth life of self-reliance for their family. They did not consider themselves hippies, although they did not quite fit in with the cattle farmers nearby. They were independent Midwesterners, “God-damned independent,” as the family liked to say. Kirsten and her older sister were put to work on the farm at an early age. They spent hours in the greenhouse preparing for planting season. In the spring, they dug 12,000 holes, one for each seedling, passing the time as they did so with word games and songs. By age eight, Kirsten was lifting hundred-pound crates of peppers and squash and organizing deliveries for the family’s clients. By age nine, she was driving the family tractor. As a teenager, she supervised a team of farmhands, many of whom she defeated in periodic arm-wrestling competitions. Kirsten recorded in her diary that, on a typical day, “When I got home I had to plant onions. Onions, onions, onions or boring, boring, boring.” 13
Dealing with the traditional public school interrupted Kirsten’s idyllic upbringing. One of her first memories was of first grade, when she brought home a report card with mostly As but also a C in handwriting. Her older sister had always had perfect scores, and her parents wanted to know what was wrong with their younger daughter. “I assumed that I was stupid,” Kirsten remembered. “I knew that I wasn’t smart like my sister and the report card proved it.” Kirsten’s most vivid memories of traditional public school were of laying her head on her desk to get through the day and of the principal publicly spanking students to maintain discipline. At another point, Kirsten lay on the classroom floor during nap time, staring at the ceiling, asking herself the existential question: “Why?” 14
The Wilson Campus School rescued Kirsten. The school was in the heart of Mankato, a college town eighty-five miles south of the Twin Cities of St. Paul and Minneapolis but just ten miles from the Albrecht farm. Mankato experienced a population boom in the 1960s, growing by nearly 30 percent—or approximately 7,000 people—the highest rate of increase in the town’s history. Around the time that Kirsten enrolled in Wilson, the population peaked at nearly 31,000 people before dipping and then plateauing in the 1980s. Mankato was the soybean capital of Minnesota and home to the state’s two main processing plants. Mankato State College had grown to 12,500 students by the 1970s. The college-town feel of Mankato accentuated the existing disparities of wealth: about half of the city either lived in poverty or were considered working class; the other half was either affiliated with the college or held management positions in the railroad industry or the soybean processing plants. The town included two hotels, eight motels, three movie theaters, one hospital, and thirty-eight churches.15


Figure 6.2. Kirsten Albrecht at work on the farm near Mankato, Minnesota, c. 1973. Kirsten Albrecht Riehle private collection.
Mankato State College’s 300-acre campus stood on the bluffs overlooking the town’s business district. The campus included the Wilson school building, which was nondescript, rectangular, and constructed in the ranch style of the 1950s. For the first few years of the school’s existence, townsfolk viewed Wilson as a supplement to the district’s two public high schools. Wilson was considered an excellent—albeit traditional—school, overseen by the college’s education department, while funded by the Mankato public school district. The kindergarten through twelfth-grade school emphasized reading, writing, and arithmetic, all while training young undergraduate students of education in the art of classroom management.16
All of that changed in the fall of 1968 with the arrival of Don Glines, Wilson’s new director. A wiry, red-headed California native, Glines was thirty-seven at the time. He had earned a PhD in education from the University of Oregon before heading an international school in Haiti. Because the Haitian school lacked resources and a formally trained faculty, Glines was forced to innovate, experimenting with a school without any tests. As the 1960s progressed, Glines became increasingly inspired by the idealism of the antiwar and civil rights movements. He looked up to John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert F. Kennedy, all of whom, Glines wrote, “dreamed of a better world.” Before he took the helm at Wilson, Glines visited Philadelphia’s Parkway School, which was a national trendsetter in the alternative school movement. Like hundreds of thousands of educational reformers from the era, Glines took A. S. Neill’s Summerhill very seriously.17
Glines unveiled his radical vision for the Wilson Campus School during two all-school meetings in August 1968: one assembly for the teachers and the other for the students. From this point on, Glines explained, there would be no report cards, no tests, no comparison of children whatsoever. Education would not be a competition. Instead of report cards, children would periodically meet with their parents and advisor to establish their learning goals for the semester. Each child would form his or her own “learning sessions,” as Glines preferred to call classes. Each child would also choose his or her own teachers. Together, small groups of students and teachers would then go on learning journeys. These journeys might last three days or the entire school year. There were no truancy rules. Students only had to check in with their advisor before 10 a.m., as required by state law. After that, they were free to pursue their curiosity.18
Many in the Wilson Campus School community were shocked. One teacher remembered her students looking dazed as they filed out of the assembly, turning to her and asking, “What do we do now?” The teacher responded: “I have no idea.” Parents called Glines’ predecessor, pleading with him to do something about the “free wheelie operation.” Seventy-five children, or nearly 15 percent of the student body, left the school as a result of the changes. One parent, a Mankato State professor, lived just three blocks away; but the school seemed so chaotic and unorganized that he preferred to send his children miles on the bus to the nearest traditional school. The music teacher—like many of the math teachers and elementary teachers—struggled with the new system. He tried to explain to Glines that learning a musical instrument, like math and reading, was sequential, and therefore required regular attendance. The basketball coach protested that he just could not run his team as a democracy. Some of the faculty were former combat veterans of World War II and the Korean War who were prone to instilling discipline in high schoolers. But Glines insisted that teachers expand their knowledge base, respond to the inherent curiosity of each child, and abandon the idea of dividing children by age. If there were 600 children attending the school, then there needed to be 600 different educational plans. To some students, Glines was “over the top,” even “a wild man” at the first assembly. One townsperson considered Glines “straight from LSD-guru Timothy Leary.” 19
Despite some teachers describing Glines as “a pain in the royal derriere,” most of the faculty grew to respect his conviction. In one instance, a teacher made the mistake of stopping Glines in the hallway to ask him an open-ended question. Ninety minutes later, Glines was still talking, enthusiastically trying to convince his employee of the ideals behind alternative schools. “It was endless if he ever got a hold of you,” the teacher remembered. Glines also had a knack for public relations. He published two books that outlined the transformation of Wilson and sent copies of those books to Hubert Humphrey and Walter Mondale, who were high-profile and potentially sympathetic politicians. He embarked on periodic speaking tours, seeking more converts to his vision. He presented his methods to sixty principals in Wisconsin, for instance. He traveled to Kansas and gave a presentation to an entire district’s teachers. He believed that his brand of alternative schools could work for rich and poor alike. In Chicago, he spoke to the North Suburban Area Service Center for Gifted Children. At the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, he tried to persuade the leaders of the dropout prevention program to adopt his system.20
But Glines’ transformation of Wilson faced some stiff opposition. He admitted in a memo to the faculty that his leadership was dictatorial, even though he believed in a democracy at all levels of society. Unfortunately, he explained, “Rapid, dramatic change needs a dictatorial approach in the early stages.” The faculty despairingly labeled Glines “the redhead,” especially when they were informed just a week before school that they would be expected to oversee ninety individualized educational plans. Teachers formed a committee to combat the expanded workload, which was primarily due to the additional contact hours they were expected to spend with students. Some townspeople admitted to seeing Glines as either “the devil” or “an instrument of the communist party.” In a survey conducted at the end of the year, many students admitted to not working nearly as hard as they had under the traditional approach. One student concluded: “Wilson Campus School is a farce!”21
Ultimately, Glines converted most of the Wilson community to his vision. The change of heart among the faculty was significant and visible. As one teacher put it, prior to 1968, Wilson Campus School had “great traditional teachers”; after 1968, those same teachers became “great innovators.” Students also bought into Glines’ approach. By the end of the second year, they almost universally reported lower rates of anxiety, better relations with teachers, and greater joy in learning. While parents were harder to win over, quite a few echoed the sentiment of one father who called Wilson “the greatest educational opportunity” their child could have hoped for. Visitors began arriving on the bluffs overlooking Mankato to study Glines’ experiment. In the spring of 1969, National Observer labeled Glines as “one of the foremost apostles of educational innovation” and Wilson “the most innovative school in America.”22
Replacing report cards with goal sheets was the linchpin of the system. For Glines, report cards embodied everything that was wrong with traditional public schools. Glines wrote that “the nurturing of caring, warm persons and parents who could live in harmony with themselves, nature, and societal conditions” was antithetical to “the need to graduate youth who received A report cards.” A year into his experiment at Wilson, Glines observed that conventional report cards destroyed any chance that an education could be individualized to fit each child’s innate curiosity, and that children should therefore create their own goal sheets based on their natural interests. Complete transparency was required. The advisor was not there to spring evaluative traps on the student in the form of quizzes or tests. Instead, at the end of the semester, the advisor and student would work together to reflect on the child’s progress.23


Figure 6.3. Don Glines, turning off the bells at the Wilson Campus School, Mankato, Minnesota, 1968. Photo courtesy of University Archives at Minnesota State University, Mankato.
The new system—built around goal sheets and not report cards—required more work on the part of the teachers. In a memo, Glines pushed his faculty to get inside each student’s brain, to determine not only what ignited each student’s intellectual curiosity but also how each functioned cognitively. Teachers were expected to spend at least two hours with each advisee each week, which would be documented on goal sheets. Advisors wrote narratives on each child’s self-image, the degree of their responsibility, their creativity, and an analysis of their “psychomotor domain.” The goal sheets were to be sent home at least four times a year. Above all, Glines explicitly forbade teachers from using any form of grading or comparison of students on the goal sheets.24
The Wilson Campus School tended to attract mostly middle-class students. Many children who fit the typical profile had parents who were looking for cutting-edge pedagogical innovations, such as the dyslexic son of a professor or the teacher’s son who, on the other hand, was already reading in kindergarten and was bored with traditional school. One student explained that her college-educated parents were drawn to Wilson because they thought it “was cool.” According to Wilson’s own data, about half of the students were categorized as coming from the “business professional” class. Most of this group, which constituted about a third of the student body, were the children of Mankato State faculty. On the other hand, about half of the parents were farmers, railroad mechanics, truck drivers, and “laborers.” One working-class student had been concerned that “Wilson was an elite school catering to professors” but realized once she arrived that “they let people like me in.” Pregnant teenage girls also tended to enroll in Wilson, enhanced by its reputation as an unusually caring, judgment-free school.25
Kirsten attended Wilson for two reasons. First, she disdained the grading systems of traditional schools, like the report card that she received that labeled her a C student in handwriting. Second, she attended because her older sister, Liz, was having a hard time fitting in socially at the traditional public school, being a bit too intellectual for the mainstream crowd.26 When Kirsten arrived at her new school, Wilson was five years into its open school experiment, with the result being an environment dramatically different from the traditional school. Kirsten, for example, saw children roller skating in the hallways. One classroom had two pet monkeys—JoJo and Pepe—that tried to steal people’s glasses. There was a pet boa constrictor named Ferdinand. On a typical day, a group of boys might be playing cards in the hallway, or children might be feeding mice to a Ferdinand, and “batches of three-year olds roam[ed] everywhere.” On a single day, Kirsten chronicled in her diary attending musical theater, puppet theater, sculpture, lunch, and an advising session called “interpersonal communication.” The school day culminated with piñata making. Her greatest source of anxiety that day occurred when the teenage director of the puppet show, a classmate, did not choose Kirsten’s puppet for the lead as King Arthur.27
Students organized classes on women’s history, traveled off campus to learn about nursing homes, or spent six weeks in Mexico for Spanish immersion. There was an entire class, or “learning session,” on Macbeth. Chemistry classes tended to emphasize explosions, and one semester was dedicated to learning the art of TV magic. Students requested the creation of an African Studies course that would be open to children from ages seven through fifteen. A class on death offered students field trips to the town coroner, funeral home, and crematorium. One student spent the entire year making a purple paper mâché hippopotamus the size of a Volkswagen. As Kirsten explained, after a few traumatic years in traditional school, the student simply needed to take some time off to do that. Some students spent their entire career at Wilson almost never sitting at a desk. Other students skipped their learning sessions altogether, preferring to hang out at the Mankato State Student Union shooting pool.28
Kirsten thrived at Wilson. The stresses she had felt in her previous school were replaced by an enthusiasm for learning as well as opportunities to stretch and push herself. Her entries in Wilson’s creative writing magazine often addressed existential questions. In one of her pieces, she lamented that “when this precious day is gone, it will be gone forever,” and in another she reflected on a nuclear explosion, writing that “the end had come for all men—but the world lives on. Amen.” Because of a natural affinity for math, Kirsten finished algebra in just a few months and became a de facto math instructor to help her classmates. Acting out of a deep sense of curiosity and empathy, Kirsten organized a learning session on sightlessness, recruiting a blind Mankato State student to teach her Braille and instruct her how to walk blindfolded.29
Glines’ goal for Wilson was to blur the lines between who was the teacher and who was the student. “Everyone will be a teacher of whatever talent he has,” Glines wrote in 1972. Given the fact that students, not teachers, chose the content of their learning sessions, in many cases teachers knew less about a subject than their pupils. Another key ingredient in creating an egalitarian learning community was allowing students to choose their own teachers and advisors. Having many advisees therefore became a status symbol among the faculty and a reflection of a teacher’s merit. Without a good “match between the teacher and student,” Glines believed, “positive learning does not occur.” Eventually, Glines’ vision came to fruition and teachers became “friends and helpers.” Power dynamics shifted. Teachers left tests on shelves for students to take whenever they were ready. Even one of Wilson’s World War II combat-veteran teachers had a revelation: if teachers would be willing to give up control, real learning would take place among the students. One student, articulating this experience from another point of view, explained, “You can talk to them [teachers] now. You feel like they’re on your level.” And another student told an interviewer, “You know, now, your teacher is considered as a person, a friend.” The student added, “I feel like everybody is more relaxed—haven’t got this rigid position between students and teachers.”30
Even some teachers who were originally skeptical of Glines were impressed with the lack of discipline problems at Wilson. When a child misbehaved, a teacher would typically ask the student to leave or to go to the canteen for a “Coke break.” Cheating did not occur because there were no grades and no class rank, which also led to surprisingly high levels of cooperation among the students. When one student arrived each day barefooted, there was no reprimand. When another boy annoyed his peers by compulsively flicking lights on and off, the faculty placed the boy in charge of theater lighting. Children were not angels, though. They still behaved cruelly and formed cliques, especially during the drama over lunchroom seating. There was one incident when a group of boys returned to their old public school and ran through the halls shouting obscenities. In another incident, older white boys hurled racial epithets at one of the few Black students at the school. There were also concerns about drug abuse. The clique of drug users was known as “the dirt” and they hung out by the entrance to the gym. Most of the time, however, students handled their newfound independence without discipline problems.31
Parents tended to be a bigger problem for Glines. Many parents were “extra hard core about report cards,” Glines wrote in 1969. Despite holding open-house meetings at night to “preach no report cards,” parents still insisted on some form of documentation of their children’s academic performance, deportment, and attendance. In 1970, the school formed a Parent Advisory Committee to give parents an outlet for their concerns. The experience, however, left many of the participants frustrated and polarized. One father who was supportive of Glines’ reforms admitted that most parents wanted Wilson to return to its former system. The comments in a parental survey reflected the parents’ chagrin. One parent felt that “most children would welcome an adult who says they must do this so and so,” and another claimed that her child was “utterly lost and confused at Wilson.” A third admitted that “noise, lack of supervision, lack of organization, and uncleanliness were factors which influenced our decision to leave.” Even Kirsten’s father, who was an enthusiastic supporter of Wilson, wondered if the school was “demanding enough.”32
Above all, parents seemed concerned that their children were falling behind on traditional academic benchmarks such as reading, writing, and arithmetic. Glines wrote to dozens of college admissions offices to ensure that Wilson graduates could still enter institutions of higher learning. Nearly all colleges and universities that responded were open to admitting Wilson students, but they wanted detailed documentation of each applicant’s learning as well as results from an SAT test. Once again, goal sheets became essential, providing evidence that children were, in fact, learning something. But the data were inconclusive on the impact that Wilson had on its pupils’ test scores. For instance, Wilson graduates outperformed other Mankato State freshmen on most standardized tests but underperformed on writing assessments.33
In part thanks to Glines’ public relations skills, Wilson Campus School hosted over 1,000 visitors each year: teachers-in-training from Mankato State, educators from across the region, journalists, and pedagogues from across the country. Observers arrived from Australia, England, South Africa, and France. One student referred to the periodic visits as “zoo days.” As many as twenty visitors might be watching a single learning session with just a handful of students. The school installed video cameras so that lessons could be studied outside of class time. Eventually, one student recalled, “we got used to it.”34


Figure 6.4. Hallway meeting at the Wilson Campus School, Mankato, Minnesota, 1973. Photo from the Tomahawk yearbook courtesy of the University Archives at Minnesota State University, Mankato.
Not everyone had a great experience at Wilson Campus School. There was a tendency for students who transferred to Wilson late in their school careers to struggle in their new environment. They typically entered Wilson “angry and unhappy,” slow to trust their new teachers, and lacking self-motivation. In 1970, a team of six professors of education voiced their concern about the “extreme permissiveness” at Wilson. Unfortunately, they concluded, the reality was that most teenagers “won’t be that motivated” to accomplish high levels of learning. Many graduates came to the same conclusion. One teacher’s son wished that he would not have been allowed to “coast through” Wilson. He eventually dropped out of college and worked at Radio Shack for a few years before joining the navy. Another student, even as an adult, struggled to do basic math because “it was a lot easier to go to the gym and shoot baskets than it was to go to math class.” The child of a Mankato State physics professor said that he “got left behind” because Wilson was too unstructured for his level of maturity. The daughter of a farmer said that she “lacked the self-discipline” necessary for Wilson and wished that she had had more guidance to prepare her for college. Another graduate, a cheerleader, said that she attended Wilson for years without ever taking English, and she continued to struggle with grammar years later while writing memos at work. Despite these concerns, most graduates had fond memories of Wilson: 80 percent said that the alternative school had a positive impact on their lives. And yet, several graduates admit that they would not send their own children to a school with so much student autonomy.35
The goal sheets, Glines’ replacement for report cards, also had its flaws. One boy set a goal to complete ten chapters in math, a bit too much of a challenge for his liking, and he never again “set the goals overly aggressive.” Teachers sometimes cut corners with goal sheets, as they were overwhelmed by the extra amount of narrative writing necessary to complete the sheets for each student. Besides, one phys ed teacher admitted, “parents didn’t know what the heck [the narratives on goals sheets] meant,” since it all ended up sounding like a bunch of “googly gook.” One student’s goal sheet outlined her desire to meet with a different poet once a week for the entire semester and then to write her own poetry. The meetings took place, but the poems never materialized. The advisor’s comment simply stated, “Not complete.” Another goal for the spring of 1975 was to read Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee. The extent of the advisor’s evaluation of the semester was “Great job!” Glines’ original vision for entering the mind of each pupil became a casualty to busy workloads.36
Kirsten, though, loved nearly every aspect of her experience at Wilson. Wilson prepared Kirsten well for traditional schooling, giving her the foundation to graduate in the top 10 percent of her high school class after she left the alternative school. Where some students now remember too much freedom, Kirsten described the autonomy to pursue things she was genuinely curious about. While some students blamed Wilson for their struggles in college, Kirsten blamed the bureaucracy of college for getting in the way of real learning. While a few students saw goal sheets as just as artificial a construct as report cards, Kirsten insisted that the goal sheets imprinted lifelong habits of self-awareness and self-discipline. Creating goal sheets was the first time in her life that she could sit down with an adult, as an equal, and say, “Here is what I’d like to learn.” It forced her to metacognitively reflect on her own interests, intellectual strengths, and weaknesses. “It was earth shattering,” Kirsten remembered. Finding not only specific topics but setting specific outcomes was also a skill that Kirsten found useful as an adult. She, as the student, decided what workload was reasonable but also challenging. “The goal sheets gave us freedom,” she concluded.37


Figure 6.5. One of Kirsten Albrecht’s goal sheets, 1974. Kirsten Albrecht Riehle private collection.
Just as the alternative school movement reached its high-water mark in the mid-1970s, a backlash ensued. In 1975, a pro-alternative school professor warned his students that “conditions are bad for open education,” noting the rise in “campaigns for back to basics, more discipline.” At the same time, federal grants seemed to switch their focus away from arts education and toward traditional reading. Even alternative school advocates such as Mary Anne Raywid acknowledged that their movement had lost momentum and that the tide had turned toward “formality, deference to authority, drill education, and rote learning.” As usual, debates over the report cards became a proxy war for larger ideological differences. In 1975, for instance, one mother in upstate New York fumed that her child’s narrative reports misled her into believing that her child was doing fine academically, only to be rudely awakened when her child left the friendly confines of an open school.38
In the mid-1970s, as many as 4,000 books or articles were published that promoted educational accountability. The literature reflected the US public’s general sense that schooling had gotten too soft. In 1975, only 5 percent of responders to a Gallup poll said that they believed children worked too hard at school; 49 percent said that they believed children did not work hard enough. In 1980, 61 percent of parents and 78 percent of nonparents claimed that schools failed to “pay enough attention to reading,” up from 48 percent who believed that in 1955. The historian William Reese, reflecting on the short-lived alternative school movement, concluded that “open schools were more of a mouse than a lion.”39
One cause for the collapse of the movement was the stigmatization of alternative schools. Liberal reformers were concerned that a resegregation of schools was occurring in which mainstream education—with its emphasis on test scores—was being reserved for wealthy white elites, while Black and Brown children were being siloed away in a low-status alternative. That seemed increasingly to be the conclusion of school boards and district administrators in the late 1970s. In 1977, a Texas school board member called the district’s alternative program “a dumping ground for problem students—an Alcatraz.” In 1979, a New Jersey district administrator closed its alternative school because of de facto segregation. That same year in Connecticut, a district board met to discuss how its alternative school had become synonymous with “poor academic performance.” One of South Dakota’s alternative schools that was designed for children who struggled academically closed when federal funding dried up. As one administrator remembered, “for the vast majority of parents letter grades provide the knowledge and security that children are learning.” 40
The rapid expansion of alternative schools also caused a watering-down of the movement’s classroom radicalism. There did not seem to be enough well-trained, energetic, idealistic classroom teachers to provide a truly student-interest-driven experience. One leader of the movement was concerned about teacher burnout, arguing that the present level of teacher “vitality and energy and anger and sacrifice” was unsustainable. The leader of a Portland, Oregon, alternative school developed ulcers due to the “stress of challenging the status quo” each day, and he ultimately stepped down from his post in 1975. Without his leadership, the school reintroduced testing a few years later. Around the same time, a New York City reporter visited an alternative school and left underwhelmed, writing that “the classroom instruction and subject matter are not essentially different from what might be found in many conventional high schools.” In 1977, a member of the Wichita, Kansas, school board argued that the city’s alternative school had become “redundant.” 41
In the end, teaching at an alternative school had become too hard, too energy-draining, too time-consuming to be sustained for decades. Leaders of the movement were asking teachers to innovate constantly and to never rest on their laurels, all while being especially sensitive to each child’s emotional well-being. On top of it all, the movement required its teachers to eschew traditional systems of authoritarian control, including the efficient use of report cards. The result was a relentless “headache” of narrative descriptions that replaced the tidy columns of markings on school reports. Ultimately, that led to serious problems with teacher resignations. One Chicago teacher, while committed to revolutionizing schools, admitted that there probably were not enough “secure, emotionally healthy, open-minded teachers to allow children to question, to doubt, to express divergent opinions, and to create ideas.” 42
There was also a fundamental contradiction at the heart of publicly funded alternative schools, which Jonathan Kozol recognized when he renounced the entire education system. Although the movement advocated for a radical overhaul of 150 years of traditional education, it still had to rely on traditionalist school boards as its source of funding. Advocates for alternative schools tended to proselytize, as they couched their beliefs with messianic arguments and criticized traditionalists in morally righteous terms. In other words, they tended to alienate the very people who determined the existence of their newly born schools. Some leaders within the movement recognized this problem. At one conference in 1973, a professor of education admitted that alternative schools were already a relic of the 1960s; they had failed to “become the wave of the future” and probably never would.43
Perhaps the most insightful criticism of the alternative school movement came from the most righteous and idealistic within the movement itself. Joel Denker and Steve Bhaerman were young private school teachers in the late 1960s, when, inspired by Jonathan Kozol, they created an independently funded street school for African Americans living in Washington, DC. In 1983, they published a book about their failures, admitting to being “chastened rebels.” They wrote, “Students came to us confused and left more bewildered and shellshocked than when they arrived.” In hindsight, Denker and Bhaerman acknowledged that they should not have assumed that children would act more responsibly when given more freedom. They should not have assumed that “kids were always right, and parents were always wrong.” They learned that excessive communication with students did not always lead to consensus, and that teachers frequently competed for the approval of their students instead of focusing on their well-being. “Our vicarious identification with adolescence, our fascination with youth culture,” they wrote after the fact, “mirrored our own lack of confidence in our skills and experience.” The greatest lesson they learned from the failure of their alternative school: “Love is not permissiveness.” 44
The death of the Wilson Campus School came slowly, and it was never clear who, exactly, killed it. As early as the fall of 1974, there were rumblings that Wilson’s future was in danger. Douglas Moore, the new president of Mankato State, labeled Wilson a “declining program” when he appeared before the state legislature’s committee of education, despite the fact that there were nearly 200 children on the school’s waiting list. A year later, news arrived that the state legislature was planning to consolidate two properties of Mankato State College—the upper and lower campuses, as they were known—into one central campus. As a result, the Wilson Campus School building would be transformed into the new home of the physical education department of the college.45
Initially, all the powerbrokers—Mankato State’s administration, state legislators, and the district school board members—claimed that they wanted Wilson to survive. However, each group deflected responsibility for the funding of the school. By the fall of 1975, the frustrations of the Wilson community had turned toward the state legislature, which controlled the funding of Mankato State College and, by extension, the building that housed Wilson. In November 1975, students organized a caravan and drove two hours to St. Paul to meet with their representatives. Kirsten’s mother testified before the House Appropriations Committee that the Wilson Campus School had transformed the lives of her children. Some parents and students raised their voices and several broke down in tears.46
In the end, the legislature refused to appropriate the $6.9 million needed to construct a new building for Wilson. Instead, the representatives voted to lease a gym on Mankato State’s lower campus. They did not, however, appropriate the funds to retrofit the gym into a functional school building. The fundraising responsibilities were therefore imposed on Mankato’s public school board. Wilson needed $756,000 to renovate its newly assigned space. As the school board debated whether to appropriate the funds, students marched from their campus down the hill to Mankato’s district offices. Kirsten wrote the lyrics to the protest song that they sang while marching along the way: “The people of Mankato / Came dancing round and round / And all agreed the open concept / Was the best they’d ever found.” 47
The arguments against funding the Wilson Campus School were multilayered. The school district was experiencing a precipitous drop in enrollment of its traditional schools, as was the case in much of the country at the end of the postwar baby boom. Teachers at Mankato’s traditional public schools were being laid off and the school board was paying for its $9 million loan for the recent construction of Mankato East High School. The broader national tide against alternative schooling was also a factor. One school board member cited the “many periodicals and newspaper articles” that were “seriously questioning alternative educational approaches.” The board members added that the popular backlash among taxpayers had put politicians in no “political mood” to support alternative schools.48
There is also evidence that the leaders of the Wilson Campus School had alienated too many of the town’s supporters of traditional schooling. Don Glines was the most obvious offender. While he had left Mankato in 1974, he still cast a shadow over the proceedings. The board chair recalled that years earlier, a traditionalist had asked Glines whether Mankato State offered classes in humility, and suggested that if so, Glines should enroll in them. Wilson’s faculty sensed the schadenfreude among the traditionalists, and they pleaded for support from the board in a petition. “To be supportive of alternative education,” they wrote, “does not mean to be anti-traditional education.” But those words were a bit disingenuous. For nearly a decade, Mankato’s citizens—most of them unaffiliated with the Wilson Campus School—had read about Glines’ crusade against their system of education. On several different occasions, Glines claimed to be on a mission to “eliminate the evils” of public schools, arguing that the traditional classroom was “the worst place to learn” and that traditionalists were “doing a lousy job of running our schools.” The traditionalists responded by calling Glines an unwelcome zealot, expressing disapproval of all the “crazy things that are going on up there,” claiming Wilson was “wild and had kooky teachers,” and insisting that “something must be done about that place.” The antagonism between the Wilson community and the traditionalists was felt in Kirsten’s family. In an article she wrote in 1974, Kirsten’s older sister expressed her feeling that the school board did not want the “Wilsonites.” They cared more about reducing costs and increasing enrollment in the traditional schools.49
On May 24, 1976, the school board rejected the measure to fund the Wilson Campus School’s renovation. The final point of persuasion was that the board did not want to pay for a building that the state, not the school district, owned. A few days later, Wilson’s newest director gave his thirty-three teachers their notices. The school would continue for the 1976–1977 school year but would close permanently in the summer of 1977. Kirsten and all of Wilson’s other approximately 500 students had to find another school.50
Anticipating the school closure in the spring of 1977, Kirsten left Wilson early and enrolled in her local public school, but she loathed the experience of going to school each day. Kirsten, who was labeled a weird “Wilson kid,” felt like a second-class citizen. The volleyball coach told her that no Wilson kid would play on his team. Her chemistry teacher asked her to sit on the floor when there were not enough desks for everyone, arguing that Wilson kids did not like to sit in desks. After a few weeks, Kirsten begged her mother to allow her to return to the Wilson Campus School, even though the school would be closing in nine months. She wanted to go down with the ship. “I didn’t care that Wilson was closing,” Kirsten remembered decades later. “I wanted to spend every last minute there.” Her mother eventually allowed Kirsten to reenroll for Wilson’s final year.51
The 1976–1977 school year was bittersweet. Much of Kirsten’s time was spent preparing for her final transition back to the traditional public school. As a tenth grader, Kirsten threatened that she would rather drop out of high school than spend two years at a traditional public school. The adults reached a compromise with Kirsten. If Kirsten promised to get through one year of traditional school, the Wilson administration would claim that Kirsten was a rising twelfth grader, meaning that she could graduate a year ahead of schedule. After Wilson closed, Kirsten gritted her teeth through that final year of high school, infuriated by the deluge of rules, restrictions, and rankings imposed on her.52
After graduating from high school, Kirsten enrolled in the University of Minnesota. While at the university, she fell in love with a “city boy,” married, and moved to northern Minnesota to become an independent “citizen farmer.” In the 1980s, she and her husband grew cauliflower and broccoli and started to raise their three children. In 1991, when their oldest daughter was five, Kirsten became involved in the local public elementary school. Although she had her misgivings about traditional schools, she still believed in public education, and she wanted her family to be part of the community.53
However, during her first two years as a school mom, Kirsten became disillusioned with the direction of public education. No works of student art were allowed to be posted on the school walls because of the fire hazard, which gave the institution a prison-like feel. When a shipment of workbooks arrived in the middle of her daughter’s kindergarten year, the teacher ended creative play exercises in favor of rote memorization. The teacher acknowledged that her lessons had been a huge success without the workbooks but explained that she had to prepare her pupils for upcoming aptitude tests. In another incident, the principal tasked Kirsten, as a parent volunteer, to oversee photographing the “student of the week.” Kirsten was disgusted with the concept. “It was an artificial meritocratic construction,” Kirsten explained, channeling her inner-Wilsonian principles. “It was false. It did not have integrity to me.” Then her daughter started to develop stomach pains because of the stress of report cards and began taking antacids. The final straw was when school canceled recess because of scheduling conflicts.54
Kirsten was parenting in a new age of formal testing. A wave of back-to-basics education had been sweeping the nation since the collapse of the alternative school movement. This new wave became the counterrevolution that some have labeled the accountability movement. The movement began at the district level, with the passing of state laws that required the tracking of “progress” through minimum competency testing programs. From 1975 through 1982—the year before the publication of the seminal study, A Nation at Risk—thirty-six states passed accountability laws for their schools. Until 1992, Minnesota granted local school districts the autonomy to devise their own system of testing. Even while in kindergarten, Kirsten’s daughter began preparing for one of these district-level tests. In 1993, when Kirsten’s oldest daughter was entering first grade, the Minnesota legislature passed a law mandating a statewide results-oriented graduation rule and directing the state’s department of education to devise a Minnesota Basic Standards Test (MBTS). Advocates for universal testing argued that they wanted to ensure that no child would “slip through the cracks.” Throughout Minnesota, the pressure was now on teachers to show high scores on centrally created exams, even in Kirsten’s small farming community near the Canadian border.55
By the time that Kirsten’s oldest daughter was entering middle school, the stakes of Minnesota’s universal testing were raised even higher. In 1996, the legislature created the state’s first “exit exam,” which attached high school graduation requirements to periodic reading, writing, and mathematics tests. To unveil the new system, the legislature created the Office of Educational Accountability and mandated performance benchmarks that were designed to prepare children for the penultimate graduation exam: a third-grade reading and mathematics exam, a fifth-grade writing exam, and an eighth-grade exam designed to closely mirror the graduation requirements. There were massive problems. In 2000, 7,989 students were misinformed that they had failed the Minnesota Basic Standards Test and that they would not be graduating. It turned out to be a testing error, but the scandal highlighted the flaws in using high-stakes tests to grant or withhold diplomas.56
Kirsten seemed to have instinctively understood the direction that Minnesota’s public education was heading. She could sense that public school teachers, responding to the state-mandated incentive structure, found themselves caring more about obtaining a “good record of academic achievement for their class” than the emotional well-being of their students. Disillusionment combined with a personal tragedy led Kirsten to reassess her entire life. In 1993, a drunk driver slammed into the family minivan that Kirsten’s husband was driving, causing him to suffer a traumatic brain injury. Thereafter, running the family nursery business and berry farm in northern Minnesota became too challenging. Kirsten felt a sudden urge to change her life and perhaps to teach, but not at a school built around the periodic testing of children. She wanted to teach in a place that felt like the Wilson Campus School. Kirsten also wanted to give her daughters the same type of education that she had had, where school report cards did not cause ulcers. When Kirsten searched for an alternative school that was still in existence, she stumbled upon a brochure for the Minnesota Waldorf School.57
The Waldorf School movement dates to the early twentieth century in Germany; it was a product of an earlier alternative school movement within the European context. The brand of education then spread worldwide and to every state in the United States. Waldorf schools were more structured than Wilson, which had built its curricula around the immediate intellectual curiosities of each child. Waldorf schools, on the other hand, began each morning with music, which segued into movement activities, followed by intellectual challenges that reflected the rhythms and cycles of the four seasons. While the schools do not provide complete student freedom, as there had been at Wilson, Waldorf did build its schools around learning for learning’s sake. There were no tests, no comparison of students, and no academic competition. Waldorf Schools never considered issuing data-driven, quantifiable report cards.58
The more Kirsten learned about Waldorf, the more she became intrigued. At the age of thirty-four, she left the farm for a Waldorf teacher-training program in California. When she returned three weeks later, the Minnesota Waldorf School hired her as an assistant kindergarten teacher, where she earned six dollars per hour. Kirsten then loaded her daughters into a pickup truck, drove the three hours to Minneapolis, and began her new life in the big city. She rented a second-floor, two-bedroom apartment near the school. Kirsten taught at Waldorf for twenty-eight years. All three daughters attended the school through eighth grade and have grown into responsible, functional, and happy adults—all without report cards.59
In January 2001, President George W. Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), a bipartisan piece of legislation that many educational historians see as a turning point in the history of American schools. The law required that all schools that received federal assistance institute comprehensive formal testing. If test scores drop below certain benchmarks, funding would be removed.
Ninety senators voted in favor of the law. Among the few senators who voted against NCLB was Minnesota Senator Paul Wellstone (D). Wellstone was the scrappy son of Ukrainian immigrants and a championship college wrestler. As a child, Wellstone hated tests. In fact, his dyslexia made school incredibly difficult. Through grit and genuine curiosity, Wellstone earned his PhD in political science, and he then moved to Minnesota to become a professor at Carleton College.60
To Wellstone, something seemed horribly wrong about NCLB. He explained to a reporter at the time, “I think this [NCLB] oversteps, if not the authority, the sort of boundaries of congressional decision making on education.” He added, “I’m convinced that I never would have received my doctorate if I had taken the results of standardized tests too seriously or listened to those who put so much credence in what they measured.” 61 Tragically, Wellstone died in a plane crash just nine months after he voted against NCLB.
Since 2002—the year of both Wellstone’s death and the enactment of NCLB—the term report card expanded its meaning. As required by NCLB, “report card” became a metaphor for evaluating entire education systems: individual schools, school districts, and state school systems. In 2004, the New York Board of Regents began issuing its “New York State Report Card,” which showed, not surprisingly, that a child’s test scores correlated with familial wealth, which correlated with race. Texas, like many states, issued report cards for individual school districts, categorizing each school as having “met standard” or “not met standard.” In 2006, Illinois’ school report cards made available mountains of aggregated data; for instance, 33 percent of the state’s students met expectations on the PARCC test and 27.9 percent on the DLM-AA test. State education departments issued so-called report cards evaluating their sex education programs (New Jersey gave its teachers a C for their lack of training), their digital learning/technology classes (only Florida and Utah received As), and their efforts at diversity, equity, and inclusion (61 percent of third graders in Hermosa Beach, California, responded “favorably” when asked about diversity and inclusion).62
In the wake of No Child Left Behind, everyone seemed to be surveilling, evaluating, and reporting on everyone else: teachers issued report cards on students, principals evaluated teachers, districts reported on the performance of individual schools, state departments published report cards on districts, and news agencies like U.S. News & World Report and Education Weekly ranked each state. The zeitgeist seemed to be moving further and further away from Don Glines’ vision of alternative schooling half a century before.
Meanwhile, student report cards started to go online. In the 2010s, dozens of new school databases exploded onto the educational marketplace; entrepreneurs and technology advocates sometimes called these databases “learning management systems” (LMS) or “learning community management systems” (LCMS) or “digital school performance platforms” (DSPP). Companies with names like FreshGrade, Canvas, Blackboard, Moodle, NetClassroom, iParent, and MyBackPack promised to revolutionize education, make online teaching more customized for each learner, and streamline grading for teachers. And, of course, these LMSs/LCMSs/DSPPs promised to transform the nineteenth-century relic of the paper school report card.63
In 2010, the US Department of Education encouraged local school districts to adopt online forms of report cards, issuing a paper called “The National Educational Technology Plan.” The plan promoted a variety of databases that were “powerful” in “measuring student achievement in more complete, authentic, and meaningful ways.” These databases, the department argued, could be used to produce a continuous flow of data on students, with daily updates for teachers and parents to track student progression. Online report cards began to include graphs in which parents could more easily compare their child’s test scores to averages within the school, the district, and across the nation. The explicit goal of the new online report cards was to blur the lines between the home and the school, with prompt and continuous feedback. One company called Alberta Education created a system in which teachers could track and store student “performances” in “leadership skills, group process management, or multicultural interactions.” Moodle offered its clients “automatic forum discussion grading” that parents could monitor instantaneously. Lane Merrifield, founder of FreshGrade, promoted his online grading system as “an immediate window into the classroom,” in which parents are alerted whenever a digital portfolio grade has been updated.64
As the 2010s ended, the results of the new databases were mixed at best. Critics noted that online grading was essentially “static,” glorified versions of paper copies of report cards. There was little evidence that the new levels of constant surveillance and instantaneous reporting helped students learn anything, despite the boosterism of companies and school officials alike. Meanwhile, some parents reflected on their new obsessive “hovering,” logging in every day to check on their child’s homework grades and in-class projects. Channeling the nineteenth-century creators of report cards like George Willson, one founder of an EdTech company explained that daily surveillance was exactly the point. Rob Wilson promised that his database, Edupoint, would get “parents involved not just at the end of the quarter at report card time” but at each moment of progress. Paul Wellstone’s comments from 2002 seemed increasingly prescient. A dyslexic kid like him, living through the age of digital surveillance and perpetual testing, may not have been given much of a chance to discover and then pursue a passion for political science.65
And then there is Kirsten, who taught in her gradeless school throughout the 2010s. She has not given up hope of carving out dignity for children in schools. She was lucky to find a niche for herself, holding firm to her belief that “human beings can’t be quantified by numbers.” She adds, “We have to be able to stomach the fact that every person is unique in what they can learn and accomplish.” 66 That position appears to be increasingly countercultural.



Conclusion
Pulling Weeds and Foucault Fatigue
Patrick [pseud.] and I are friends. Our children attend the same public elementary school, a Title I school with about 60 percent of the children living at or below the poverty line. We are active school dads, not just dropping off and picking up our kids but also volunteering to help however we can. On one sunny afternoon, while I was researching the final chapter of this book, Patrick and I noticed a problem as we walked to school. The playground was becoming overrun with weeds and poison oak, swallowing up benches and play equipment. My instinct was to put on bug spray and start weeding. Patrick disagreed. He saw the encroaching weeds as a metaphor for the institutional incompetence of Atlanta Public Schools (APS), alleging graft, mismanagement, and laziness on the part of officials. He was angry. Angry that our children were schooled virtually for the first eleven months of the coronavirus pandemic, angry that students continued to wear masks, and angry that APS lacked the resources to clear weeds from the school playground.
A lot had changed in the years since my trip to Beirut and my serendipitous discovery of the stack of 1982 report cards. Multiple waves of COVID-19 had passed through Atlanta. Our city, like much of the country, had gone through a racial reckoning during the protests sparked by the death of George Floyd. A presidential election had come and gone, followed by an insurrection, and the systematic attack on our elections, with Georgia playing a leading role in the unfolding drama. Throughout these events, our children learned virtually. My daughters missed their friends and teachers. The entire family missed the daily hellos of drop-off and pickup. My wife and I missed volunteering with the PTA. We missed the deepening friendships that we had formed with the other parents. The pandemic highlighted how much our lives revolved around our school community and how much school was the main source of social interaction for children and adults alike.
Everyone seemed exhausted by the time that Patrick and I discussed the problem of the weeds. We had returned to in-person learning, but life was different. Part of the challenge was caused by the necessity to maintain social distancing: no more school events and no more parents inside the building. Many families from our school had been uprooted by the pandemic, vanishing without saying goodbye. Politics had created divisions too. A small group of parents became frustrated when our principal recommended a children’s book that explained the history of enslavement in the United States. I watched parents lose their tempers at the request to wait in line to pick up their children. Some parents were upset that they were asked to test their children for COVID; other parents were frustrated by the parents who resisted that testing. In another incident, I saw a community member refuse to remove her dog from the school playground. Instead of following the district rule, she pulled out her camera and began to videotape the adult who made the request, berating the person about tax dollars and personal freedom.
We were all on edge, and the institution of the school became the focal point for people’s frustrations. My friend Patrick was a great example: a reasonable, responsible adult, his displeasure at all forms of authority pushed him toward supporting a burgeoning secessionist movement, in which the wealthiest part of our city, known as Buckhead, threatened to break away from the rest of Atlanta. Small grievances like unpulled weeds merged with larger grievances like the rise in crime.
I could not help but think that Michel Foucault—the darling of post-modern French intellectuals—was capturing the zeitgeist of this moment: the loss of faith in local institutions and the perception that small acts by authorities were sinister attempts at authoritarian control. Scholars have noted similar trends. Mask mandates and promotion of vaccinations, issues over which Foucault would gaze upon with suspicion, became hallmarks of the culture wars. Progressives found themselves on the opposing side of Foucault’s legacy, as conservatives adopted Foucault’s rhetoric of mistrust and suspicion of scientific experts. One unapologetic Foucauldian scholar, the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, cited Foucault in his criticism of the “techno-medical despotism” of epidemiologists. The populist right, in a strange confluence, adopted Agamben’s rhetoric of Foucauldian paranoia. Georgia Congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene, as one example, pointed out that Anthony Fauci, director of the US National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, was “not elected by the American people” and that his efforts to promote vaccines was akin to “medical brown shirts showing up at [your] door ordering vaccinations.” Foucault, who inspired my research, seemed increasingly tiresome.1
The mistrust of medical expertise was just the latest episode in the larger decline of institutional trust in the United States. In 2021, survey results showed all-time lows in trust of government, religious institutions, journalists, and the criminal justice system. Included in these institutions experiencing a wave of suspicion were public schools. According to Gallup’s 2021 polls, just 32 percent of respondents placed “quite a lot” of trust in public schools, down 9 percentage points from the year before and roughly half of the peak amount of trust in public schools that Gallup documented in the 1970s. An increase in mistrust typically leads to an increase in disengagement with institutions; data reflect this phenomenon, as well. In 2001, Robert Putnam noted the generational decline in rates of participation in civil society, including organizations like the PTA. Two decades later, the declines continue. Nationwide, the pandemic led to more than a million students dropping out of public schools altogether, with 340,000 kindergarteners not showing up at all.2
Speaking with Patrick, I wondered whether our school community really needed my Foucauldian analysis of report cards. Identifying ways in which schools extended disciplinary power into the lives of pupils seemed to have become a bit of an academic trope. Extracurricular sports like football, outdoor education like ropes courses, and even pep rallies have all been subject to Foucauldian analysis, characterized by academics as authoritarian attempts to control adolescents. My study of the origins and evolution of the school report card seemed too much part of a larger cliché, piling onto the criticism of our schools when they were already suffering from low morale. I was metaphorically kicking a person when they were down.3
The great paradox is that I cannot help but think that Foucault was right. Seemingly small acts, like sending home a school report card, are indeed attempts at control: control of the child and the child’s family. This goal was made explicit in the antebellum period. Report cards were also incredibly effective. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, teachers, parents, and students alike noted how school report cards caused neurosis, fear, and anxiety. The problem is that I was surrounded by neurosis, fear, and anxiety that sometimes seemed misplaced or misdirected.
Like a lot of histories, much of what I wrote was autobiographical. I loved being part of schools, both as a student and a teacher, yet I recognize their shortcomings. I can relate to George Willson, a career classroom teacher struggling to command respect from the parents of his pupils. In report cards, he leveraged the little power that he had to persuade parents to support his pedagogical efforts. I relate to William Matthews. Like young William, I brought home high marks on report cards. I also believed, like Matthews, in the transformative power of schooling to serve as a means for social mobility. I did not stop to question the report card. I believed in it, that it could instill individual discipline and healthy self-analysis, that it could be a barometer for a child’s progress. Like Martha McKay, I am an overly involved public school parent. My wife and I pay close attention to our daughters’ report cards. Also like McKay, my parenting is full of contradictions. I loathe the academic anxiety that emerges in my elementary-aged children, but I am fond of data that sheds light on their learning. I hate tests, but I am fascinated by test results. There is also a bit of Kirsten Albrecht in me: her joy for learning and dedication to her career as a teacher. Her idealism, which has lasted for half a century, is something that I can only wish to emulate.
I have a harder time relating to Andrew Monroe and Daniel Schorr. I never mistrusted authority like Andrew. I never rejected schooling altogether, never ran away from my parents or teachers. If there were anyone from chapter 4 with whom I connected it would be Judge Ben Lindsey, the child-saver who believed that he could synthesize a compassionate legal system with the efficiency of school reports. For the most part, it appears that Lindsey had the character and skill to do just that in his Denver court. However, his system of reporting spread, and in the hands of a less patient judge it could be cruelly reductionist. Likewise, I cannot claim to have much in common with Daniel Schorr. The challenges that he overcame—poverty, losing a parent, discrimination—required a drive and intensity that I have never needed. He was an outsider. I am the quintessential insider within my community and perhaps within the United States more broadly. Both Monroe and Schorr provide a healthy perspective on the system of school reporting, rejecting report cards while at the same time never quite escaping their reach.
Philosophy also helped me make sense of the balance between an individual’s free will and broader systems of social control. Building on Michel Foucault’s work, the philosopher Mark Bevir concluded that there can be no “autonomous subject who stands outside of society,” meaning that no individual can live, grow, and develop consciousness in isolation from their surroundings. My protagonists, in other words, were not “sovereign” over their own lives; they could not rule themselves “uninfluenced by others.” The periodic nudging and incentives of report cards throughout the lives of Willson, Matthews, McKay, Monroe, Schorr, and Albrecht were therefore case studies for what a lack of autonomy looks like in microcosm. Yet each historical figure asserted their independence. They acted in “creative, novel ways,” as Bevir wrote, to alter the social backdrop that attempted to control them. A study of their lives therefore offers insight into how many individuals navigated the disciplinary power of modernity.4
Upon reflection, a British documentary series titled Up might have been another source of inspiration for this project. Up is a nine-part documentary that has tracked the lives of fourteen individuals for over fifty-six years, dating back to 1964. The director, Michael Apted, identified fourteen seven-year-old children, interviewed them, and documented their daily lives. Every seven years, Apted returned to the same children as they became adults: fourteen, twenty-one, twenty-eight, and so on. The most recent episode of Up was released in 2019 when the protagonists were sixty-three years old. Before Apted died in 2021, he explained that the purpose of the documentary series evolved over the decades. Originally, Apted intended to unmask Britain’s entrenched class system. He wanted to show how the children of elites received greater opportunities and how the children of the working class were limited in their development. The results of fifty-six years of documentation did not necessarily contradict Apted’s hypothesis. The wealthy did indeed maintain their wealth and they did indeed experience more career opportunities. Meanwhile, the working-class participants continued to struggle financially. However, as the series evolved, the relevance of Britain’s hierarchy became less and less interesting. Instead, the Up series is fascinating because it traces fourteen people’s maturation, their struggle to find meaning in their careers, their families, and their communities. The series stopped being a Marxist interpretation of Britain’s political-economy and became a humanist reflection on existence.
In a small way, I feel that the same evolution occurred in the years of researching this book. I began with the intention of examining the history of how power exerted itself within schools. I ended much more interested in how individuals navigated that power to find purpose and meaning in their lives. The protagonists were, at times, aware of the arbitrary nature of school reports and how the system of surveillance and record keeping was shaping them. But how they lived their lives and how they found—or failed to find—purpose is fascinating, much more fascinating than the evolution of disciplinary power, in my opinion.
Patrick, my fellow elementary school dad, and I are continuations of the history of education in the United States. We have inherited the system that Willson helped to create, that Matthews perpetuated, that McKay reinforced, that Monroe rejected, that Schorr survived, and that Albrecht worked so hard to avoid. If the current era in the history of US schools is one characterized by mistrust and exhaustion, then it is important to note how Patrick and I are also navigating these larger forces in a daily struggle to both parent and build community. Do we pull the weeds, or do we add the weeds to the long list of shortcomings in our school system, a list that includes report cards?
My daughters’ fourth-grade teacher, Ms. Williams, noticed the same problem with weeds. On a crisp Saturday, she organized a cleanup crew. For four hours, several dozen students, parents, administrators, and teachers gathered to pull those weeds, rake leaves, and lay pine straw. At one point, as I was digging up the roots of a dead bush in the school courtyard, a group of students arrived. They were there to give Ms. Williams a hug. Ms. Williams saw a need within the school community, and she acted. She did not overanalyze who was to blame for the weeds, nor did she pause to reflect on power structures within our public school district. Instead, she asked her fourth graders to give up their Saturday to help her. And they responded. They said yes because they adore her.
Ms. Williams’ Saturday cleanup was the first opportunity that I had to chat casually with many of the teachers since the early days of the pandemic, when my exploration of the report card’s history began. I asked them what they thought about Atlanta Public Schools issuing report cards in elementary school. No one defended the practice. Consensus, even among the administrators, was that quantifying the progress of children is silly, at best. Yet we continue the system—parents and teachers alike—because school, like life, is full of contradictions. Cognitive dissonance is sometimes required to be functional adults. Within these contradictions between pedagogical belief and daily practices, teachers and students are still able to find meaning.



Appendix I
Depiction of African American Parents in American Missionary, 1867–1881
The data show that there was a marked decrease in the number of references to Black parents from 1867 to 1881 (figure A.I.1). In 1867, thirty-four articles in American Missionary mentioned or described how formerly enslaved adults in the South were parenting their children. By the late 1870s and early 1880s, the references were less than half their peak in the late 1860s, numbering as low as just nine references in 1876. There are several explanations. First, as the 1870s progressed, the American Missionary Association (AMA) either closed its schools for freed people or turned administrative responsibility over to newly created local school boards. Lewis High was unusual in that it remained entirely reliant on the AMA for funding and administrative support. Second, the AMA’s focus turned toward its overseas ventures in West Africa and China, and schools for indigenous people within the United States. While each issue of American Missionary still described the AMA’s work with freed people, the journal dedicated more and more space to other projects. However, part of the decrease in references to African American parents did reflect a change in attitude among the mostly white teachers. The regional director of AMA’s schools in Georgia, overseeing Lewis High School, wrote that “the novelty” of education “had worn off” among freed parents and “there was a loss of interest and a decreased attendance” in Georgia’s schools.1
I further divided the articles that referenced African American parents into three categories: positive, critical, or neutral. The results are shown in figure A.I.2, tracking the percentage of positive and critical references to parents from 1867 to 1881 in American Missionary. Neutral articles typically described the challenges that freed parents faced but did so without commentary; a tone of pity, and perhaps even condescension, pervaded neutral articles. As soon as the article mentioned a parent overcoming challenges, I counted it in the positive column. Positive references also included a description of parents supporting their child’s school or the parental sacrifices made on behalf of education. Critical references, on the other hand, tended to focus on parental alcohol consumption, absent fathers, overreliance on physical punishment, and general disinterest in education among parents.
Once again, the results were striking. As time progressed, there was a noticeable decrease in the percentage of positive references to African American parents. As the 1860s closed, typically about half of references to parents in American Missionary were explicitly positive, praising their enthusiasm for education and their resilience in the face of adversity. By the late 1870s and early 1880s, positive references to parents had dropped to below 20 percent. Meanwhile, criticism of African American parents jumped from 12 percent to 14 percent in the late 1860s, to as high as 55 percent in the late 1870s. To be sure, inherent in the data are the prejudices and racism of the authors. Also, the data reflect the general loss of enthusiasm in the North for the egalitarian crusade of Reconstruction. There are other factors, though, that are more peculiar to the AMA. In the late 1860s, schools for freed people were the main focus of the AMA’s fundraising efforts. Thus, there was an incentive for editors and authors to celebrate freed people as worthy of and grateful to northern donors. In the 1870s, as the number of references to African Americans decreased and as the percentage of those references that were negative increased, there was less pressure on teachers to deliver fundraising propaganda.


Figure A.I.1. Number of articles in American Missionary that mention the parenting of formerly enslaved people, from 1867 to 1881


Figure A.I.2. Mentions of freed parents in American Missionary that were positive and critical, from 1867 to 1881 (in percentages)
NOTE
 
	1. W. L. Clarke, “Transitions—Good Time Coming,” American Missionary 16, no. 9 (September 1872): 196–97.




Appendix II
Ladies Home Journal and the Defense of Teachers
To what extent did the women’s club movement lead to an increase in the defense of teachers? To help answer this question, I once again employed a content analysis. I examined each issue of two different monthly publications from the years 1885 to 1904. The first, Ladies Home Journal, was the most popular monthly magazine publicized primarily for white, upper-class female audiences. I chose the second journal, Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, as a point of comparison. While not explicitly intended for wealthy white men, Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly did cater to male audiences and was also widely distributed across the United States. I tracked every article that referenced schoolteachers for a twenty-year period. I chose to begin in 1885, still the early period of the women’s club movement, and ended in 1904, which was the year that G. Stanley Hall published his book Adolescence and represented the height of the child study movement.
I narrowed my focus on schoolteachers of grammar school through what was then beginning to be called “high school.” I did not track references to college professors or Sunday school teachers. I excluded references to specialized teachers outside of school, what we might call tutors. There were hundreds of articles in Ladies Home Journal that mentioned piano, voice, and art tutors that I ignored. I also excluded descriptions of foreign teachers. Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly tended to publish long-form pieces describing European, African, and Asian cultures; many of these articles also described foreign educational traditions. However, if an article mentioned an American missionary teacher abroad, then I did include it in the data. One important point is that I was tracking the number of articles that referenced teachers, even if the reference was just in passing. I did not quantify the relative emphasis that each article placed on teachers. Therefore, an article that mentioned a teacher in a single sentence carried the same weight as an article dedicated to describing a teacher’s working conditions in depth. Finally, I should note that each issue of Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly included about twice as many pages as Ladies Home Journal, and Ladies Home Journal also tended to include more images and advertisements. There were more opportunities, therefore, for Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly to mention schoolteachers.
The first goal of this content analysis was comparative. I wanted to see if a journal explicitly dedicated to women and largely written by women placed more of an emphasis on schoolteachers than a journal implicitly dedicated to male audiences. My hypothesis was that with the rise of women gaining a public voice, whether through the women’s club movement or in a monthly magazine, the interests of a mostly female teaching workforce would be amplified. The second goal was to track change over time. Did references to schoolteachers become more sympathetic over these two decades, a period that correlated with an increase in participation in women’s clubs? In order to answer this question, I categorized each reference to schoolteachers into four groups: positive, sympathetic, neutral, and critical. First, any reference to a teacher that mentioned a teacher’s piety, patience, effectiveness, and so on was included in the positive group. Most important for testing William Reese’s argument—that clubwomen became vocal defenders of teachers—was the “sympathetic” category.1 I tracked all articles that mentioned the challenges that teachers faced, namely low pay, overcrowded classrooms, lack of supplies, and the like. I also created a category called “neutral” in which there was no editorializing about the teacher, good or bad. Finally, I tracked articles that were critical of teachers, their behavior in the classroom, lack of training, and so on. If William Reese’s hypothesis was correct, then I would likely see an increase in the number of sympathetic references to teachers as the two decades progressed, as more and more women organized themselves into clubs and advocated for the interests of teachers.
It came as no surprise that the journal dedicated to women referenced teachers far more than the journal read by mostly men. From 1885 to 1904, Ladies Home Journal published 567 articles that mentioned schoolteachers. During that same period, Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly mentioned American schoolteachers in 188 articles. There were four times as many articles that included a positive reference to teachers in Ladies Home Journal but also twice as many articles that were critical of teachers. Most importantly for testing the Reese hypothesis, Ladies Home Journal was more than thirteen times more likely to include an article that was sympathetic to the challenges of school teaching than Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly (figure A.II.1). The typical refence to a teacher in Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly was in passing, such as a biography of William T. Sherman that described the general’s childhood teacher.2 Meanwhile, several of the authors in Ladies Home Journal were former teachers and it was not unusual for them to write with schoolteachers as the intended audience.3 To be fair, however, Ladies Home Journal was not a publication dedicated to education. The journal published entire issues that did not reference teachers. The journal dedicated far more space to topics like opera, home decorations, floral arrangements, and cooking.
While the data show that Ladies Home Journal was more sympathetic to teachers than Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, it is less clear that the increase in sympathetic references correlates with the increase in women’s clubs. Three different peaks and valleys of articles that mention the challenges of teaching are shown in figure A.II.2. There were seven references in 1891, five references in 1898 and 1899, and then a spike in 1903 with thirteen articles. One of the main causes of concern in Ladies Home Journal was the poor physical condition of the classroom. In 1886, a teacher wrote about the “icy spare chambers” of her classroom; in 1888, the journal published a fictionalized story in which the protagonist, a teacher, broke down with “nervous excitement” because of the crowded schoolroom that lacked lighting and ventilation; thirteen years later, in 1901, a veteran female educator detailed the “dreary” conditions under which teachers labored.4 However, the most common sympathetic defense of teachers was about their low pay.


Figure A.II.1. Number of articles with references to teachers in Ladies Home Journal as compared to Frank Leslie’s Monthly Journal, 1885 to 1904


Figure A.II.2. Number of articles with sympathetic references to teachers in Ladies Home Journal as compared to Frank Leslie’s Monthly Journal, 1885 to 1904
Many references to low pay were in passing, incidental to the main point of the article.5 Yet on a few occasions, Ladies Home Journal published articles that bordered on political advocacy, denouncing the large workloads and low pay as an abuse of teachers. In 1890, one author criticized parents and society as a whole for allowing teachers to be “underrated, underpaid, and obtain[ing] no social recognition.” 6 In 1899, the journal described teachers as a “noble army of martyrs” who “marched to the chambers of torture.”7
Ladies Home Journal veered closest to feminism, though, in 1889, when it protested the fact that female teachers were paid less than male teachers.8
It is difficult to conclude that the women’s club movement caused the spike in such sympathetic references in the early 1900s. Ladies Home Journal did indeed publish stories on women’s clubs, such as when it provided a detailed guide on how to establish a local club. However, there was rarely a link in the journal between the clubs and defense of teachers.9
One exception came in 1903 when the journal published a story about a club that raised money for teacher training and supplies.10 However, editorial decisions best explain the dramatic rise in the early 1900s of sympathetic references. Beginning in the late 1890s, Ladies Home Journal dedicated more space to advice columns in which authors responded to reader mail. Many, but not all, of these readers were teachers or young women pondering whether or not to become teachers, asking for advice on how to navigate difficult working conditions.11 Even though there is little evidence for a direct line of causation, William Reese’s insight resonates. The more civically engaged women became, whether through a literary club or an advice column, the more visible the interests of women are to historians over a century later. Evidence suggests that mothers and teachers, particularly female teachers, did indeed become allies in the nineteenth century, albeit in a piecemeal, disconnected way that is difficult to track.
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Essay on Sources
Michel Foucault is buried deep in the heart of this book. I am an ambivalent Foucauldian. On the one hand, generations of scholars have rightly criticized Foucault’s historical methods and his willingness to generalize without sufficient evidence. For that criticism, see Richard Hamilton’s The Social Misconstruction of Reality: Validity and Verification in the Scholarly Community (1996), Ronald Butchart’s “What’s Foucault Got to Do with It? History, Theory, and Becoming Subjected” (2011), Allan Megill’s “The Reception of Foucault by Historians” (1987), Mark Bevir’s “Foucault and Critique: Deploying Agency against Autonomy” (1999), and Jeffrey Weeks’ “Foucault for Historians” (1982).
Foucault’s disciples have left their mark on educational analysis: Stephen J. Ball’s Foucault and Education: Disciplines and Knowledge (1990), Michael Bowbridge and Sean Blenkinsop’s “Michel Foucault Goes Outside: Discipline and Control in the Practice of Outdoor Education” (2011), and Lizbet Simmons’ Schools under Surveillance: Cultures of Control in Public Education (2010). For two biographies of Foucault, see The Passion of Michel Foucault (1993) by James Miller and Michel Foucault (1991) by Didier Eribon. And, of course, one should read Foucault for oneself: Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology (1984), Discipline and Punish (1975), The History of Sexuality, Volume I (1976), “I, Pierre Rivière, Having Slaughtered My Mother, My Sister, and My Brother” (1973), Power, Psychiatric Power: Lectures at the Collège de France (1974), Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France (1978).
Chapter 1. Rousing the Attention of Parents
Chapter 1 builds on the work of the great classics in educational history, scholars who captured the main themes of market capitalism, religious fervor, and republican virtue ubiquitous in the antebellum common school era: Carl Kaestle’s Pillars of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society (1983), Joyce Appleby’s Recollections of the Early Republic (1997), Joseph Kett’s Rites of Passage: Adolescence in America (1977), William J. Reese’s America’s Public Schools from the Common School to “No Child Left Behind” (2005), Nancy Beadie’s Education and the Creation of Capital in the Early American Republic (2010), and David Hogan’s “Modes of Discipline: Affective Individualism and Pedagogical Reform in New England” (1990).
For more on the Second Great Awakening’s impact on American schooling, see “The Second Great Awakening and the New England Social Order” (1970) by Richard D. Birdsall, “The Invention of the Great Awakening” (1991) by Joseph Conforti, “The Fight against Corporal Punishment in American Schools” (1952) by James P. Jewett, A Shopkeeper’s Millennium: Society and Revivals in Rochester, New York, 1815–1837 (1978) by Paul E. Johnson, “The Burned-over District Reconsidered: A Portent of Evolving Religious Pluralism in the United States” (1984) by Linda K. Pritchard, “Tropes of Temperance, Specters of Naturalism” (2016) by Anna Pochmara, and “The Urban Threshold and the Second Great Awakening: Revivalism in New York State” (2010) by Richard Lee Rogers. For themes of education and republican virtue, see Rita Koganzon’s “ ‘Producing a Reconciliation of Disinterestedness and Commerce’: The Political Rhetoric of Education in the Early Republic” (2012) and Holly Link, Sarah Gallo, and Stanton E. F. Wortham’s “The Production of Schoolchildren as Enlightened Subjects” (2017). There are quite a few historians who have described the importance of parent–teacher animosity during this period: William W. Cutler’s Parents and Schools: The 150-Year Struggle for Control in American Education (2000), J. M. Opal’s “Exciting Emulation: Academies and the Transformation of the Rural North” (2004), and David F. Allmendinger Jr.’s Paupers and Scholars: The Transformation of Student Life in Nineteenth-Century New England (1975).
Above all, I have been inspired by educational historians who dig deep into the daily classroom experiences of ordinary teachers and students: Fit to Teach: Same-Sex Desire, Gender, and School Work in the Twentieth Century (2005) by Jackie M. Blount, “A Nation of Ink and Paint: Map Drawing and Geographic Pedagogy in the American Ceylon Mission” (2019) by Mark E. Balmforth, How Teachers Taught: Constancy and Change in American Classrooms (1993) by Larry Cuban, Governing the Young: Teacher Behavior in Popular Primary Schools in Nineteenth-Century United States (1989) by Barbara Finkelstein, “ ‘Chanting Choristers’: Simultaneous Recitation in Baltimore’s Nineteenth-Century Primary Schools” (1994) by William R. Johnson, “Reconstructing the Life Histories of Spanish Primary School Teachers” (2014) by Kira Mahamud and María José Martínez Ruiz-Funes, and “Losing Patience and Staying Professional: Women Teachers and the Problem of Classroom Discipline in New York City Schools in the 1920s” (1994) by Kate Rousmaniere.
Chapter 2. Unity, Efficiency, and Freed People
To capture the broader context of William Matthews’ childhood, I relied on a wide variety of secondary sources on the experiences of freed people after emancipation. The postbellum period was an incredibly complex one, full of hope, violence, tragedy, and resilience. For further reading, please see Carol Anderson’s White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide (2016), Ira Berlin’s Many Thousand Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (1998), Paul A. Cimbala’s Under the Guardianship of the Nation: The Freedman’s Bureau and the Reconstruction of Georgia (1997), Edmund L. Drago’s “How Sherman’s March through Georgia Affected the Slaves” (1973), John Hope Franklin’s Reconstruction After the Civil War (1994), Michael Golay’s A Ruined Land: The End of the Civil War (1999), William A. Link and James J. Broomall’s Rethinking American Emancipation: Legacies of Slavery and the Quest for Black Freedom (2015), Leon F. Litwack’s Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (1979), Clarence L. Mohr’s On the Threshold of Freedom: Masters and Slaves in Civil War Georgia (1986), Susan Eva O’Donovan’s Becoming Free in the Cotton South (2007), Michael Perman’s Emancipation and Reconstruction (2003), Joe M. Richardson’s Christian Reconstruction: The American Missionary Association and Southern Blacks (1986), and Andrew Ward’s The Slaves’ War: The Civil War in the Words of Former Slaves (2008).
There have now been decades of excellent scholarship on schooling for freed people and nineteenth-century African American education more generally. The obvious classics are Horace Mann Bond’s The Education of the Negro in the American Social Order (1970), W. E. B. Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk (1903), and Carter G. Woodson’s The Mis-Education of the Negro (1933). James D. Anderson wrote the definitive history of African American education in the wake of the Civil War with The Education of Blacks in the South (1988). My personal favorite for capturing the complexities and contradictions of schools for freed people is the work of Ronald E. Butchart, particularly Northern Schools, Southern Blacks, and Reconstruction (1980) and Schooling the Freed People (2010). Titus Brown’s Faithful, Firm, and True (2006) is a comprehensive history of Lewis High School, which is where chapter 3’s protagonist attended. I also drew upon the following works of history: A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated South (2007) by Adam Fairclough, “African American Teachers in the South, 1890–1940: Powerlessness and the Ironies of Expectations and Protest” (1995) by Michael Fultz, “New Perspectives on Black Educational History (1978) by Vincent P. Franklin and James D. Anderson, Educational Reconstruction: African American Schools in the Urban South (2016) by Hilary Green, Soldiers of Light and Love: Northern Teachers and Georgia Blacks (1980) by Jacqueline Jones, “ ‘A Good and Delicious Country’: Free Children of Color and How They Learned to Imagine the Atlantic World in Nineteenth-Century Louisiana” (2000) by Mary Niall Mitchell, Reading, ’Riting, and Reconstruction: The Education of Freedmen in the South (1976) by Robert C. Morris, “Half a Loaf: The Shift from White to Black Teachers in the Negro Schools of the Urban South” (1974) by Howard N. Rabinowitz, From Cotton Field to Schoolhouse: African American Education in Mississippi (2009) by Christopher M. Span, The Lost Education of Horace Tate: Uncovering the Hidden Heroes Who Fought for Justice in Schools (2018) by Vanessa Siddle Walker, The White Architects of Black Education (2001) by William H. Watkins, and Self-Taught: African American Education in Slavery and Freedom (2005) by Heather Andrea Williams.
Chapter 2 also deals with the growth of public schools in the 1870s and 1880s, and with that growth the increasing corporatization of school governance. For more, see Raymond E. Callahan’s Education and the Cult of Efficiency: A Study of the Social Forces That Have Shaped the Administration of the Public Schools (1962), Benjamin Justice’s The War That Wasn’t: Religious Conflict and Compromise in the Common Schools of New York State (2009), Michael B. Katz’s The Irony of Early School Reform: Educational Innovation in Mid-Nineteenth Century Massachusetts (1968), David F. Labaree’s The Making of an American High School: The Credentials Market and the Central High School of Philadelphia (1988), Joel Perlman and Robert A. Margo’s Women’s Work?: American Schoolteachers (2001), Kate Rousmaniere’s The Principal’s Office: A Social History of the American School Principal (2013), Patrick J. Ryan’s “A Case Study in the Cultural Origins of Superpower: Modern Youth, American Nationalism, and the Rise of the High School Life” (2005), Kyle P. Steele’s Making a Mass Institution: Indianapolis and the American High School (2020), Daniel Calhoun’s The Intelligence of a People (1974), David B. Tyack and Elizabeth Hansot’s Managers of Virtue: Public School Leadership in America (1986), and William Reese’s Power and the Promise of School Reform: Grassroots Movements During the Progressive Era (1986).
Chapter 3. Overworn Mothers and Unfed Minds
In chapter 3, I tried to integrate the history of nineteenth-century motherhood with Martha McKay’s story in Indianapolis. For more, see Rima Apple’s Perfect Motherhood: Science and Childrearing in America (2006), Nancy F. Cott’s The Bonds of Womanhood (1979), Ruth Schwartz Cowan’s More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave (1983), Linda K. Kerber’s “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman’s Place: The Rhetoric of Women’s History” (1983), Molly Ladd-Taylor’s Mother-Work: Women, Child Welfare, and the State (1994), Rebecca Jo Plant’s Mom: The Transformation of Motherhood in Modern America (2010), Theresa Richardson’s The Century of the Child: The Mental Hygiene Movement and Social Policy in the United States and Canada (1989), Cynthia Eagle Russett’s Sexual Science: The Victorian Construction of Womanhood (1989), Alice Boardman Smuts’ Science in the Service of Children (2006), Peter N. Stearns’ Anxious Parents: A History of Modern Childrearing in America (2003), Nancy M. Theriot’s Mothers and Daughters in Nineteenth-Century America: The Biosocial Construction of Femininity (1996), and Jodi Vandenberg-Daves’ Modern Motherhood: An American History (2014).
The third chapter also links the growth of the women’s club movement with the increasingly vocal defense among mothers of female teachers. For context on women’s clubs in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, I consulted “Social Life and Social Services in Indianapolis: Networks During the Gilded Age and Progressive Era” (2017) by Katherine Badertscher, “Everybody’s Paid But the Teacher”: The Teaching Profession and the Women’s Movement (2002) by Patricia A. Carter, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (1987) by Nancy F. Cott, The Sound of Our Own Voices: Women’s Study Clubs (1989) by Theodora Penny Martin, G. Stanley Hall: The Psychologist as Prophet (1972) by Dorothy Ross, Woman’s Proper Place: A History of Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present (1978) by Sheila M. Rothman, Natural Allies: Women’s Associations in American History (1992) by Anne Firor Scott, “The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in Nineteenth-Century America” (1975) by Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, The National PTA, Race, and Civic Engagement (2009) by Christine Woyshner, and “G. Stanley Hall, Child Study, and the American Public” (2016) by Jacy L. Young.
Finally, the chapter also touches on the growth of the testing movement and the evolution of grading practices in American primary and secondary schools. Three works of scholarship were particularly important: Testing Wars in the Public Schools: A Forgotten History (2013) by William Reese, Merit: The History of a Founding Ideal from the American Revolution to the 21st Century (2013) by Joseph Kett, and “Making the Grade: A History of the A–F Marking Scheme” (2014) by Jack Schneider and Ethan Hutt. For more on this topic, see Chara Haeussler Bohan’s “Early Vanguards of Progressive Education: The Committee of Ten, the Committee of Seven, and Social Education” (2003), David A. Gamson’s The Importance of Being Urban: Designing the Progressive School District (2019), Brian Gill and Steven Schlossman’s “ ‘A Sin against Childhood’: Progressive Education and the Crusade to Abolish Homework” (1996), Patricia Albjerg Graham’s Schooling America: How the Public Schools Meet the Nation’s Changing Needs (2005), Nicholas Lemann’s The Big Test: The Secret History of the American Meritocracy (1999), Joseph L. Tropea’s “Bureaucratic Order and Special Children: Urban Schools, 1890s–1940s” (1987), David Tyack’s The One Best System: A History of American Urban Education (1974), David Tyack and Larry Cuban’s Tinkering Toward Utopia: A Century of Public School Reform (1995), Rebecca Zwick’s Fair Game? The Use of Standardized Tests in Higher Education (2002), David Hogan’s “ ‘To Better Our Condition’: Educational Credentialing and ‘The Silent Compulsion of Economic Relations’ in the United States, 1830 to the Present” (1996), Susan M. Brookhart’s “A Century of Grading Research: Meaning and Value in the Most Common Educational Measure” (2016), Thomas R. Guskey and Susan M. Brookhart’s What We Know About Grading: What Works, What Doesn’t, and What’s Next (2019), Kate Rousmaniere’s City Teacher: Teaching and School Reform in Historical Perspective (1997), Julius D’Agostino’s “Concern for the Future, Ghosts from the Past for American High Schools: The Carnegie Unit Revisited” (1984), Sidney L. Besvinick’s “The Expendable Carnegie Unit” (1966), and Paul E. Peterson’s The Politics of School Reform (1985).
Chapter 4. The Eye of the Juvenile Court
To learn more about Colorado at the turn of the twentieth century, I relied upon Thomas G. Andrews’ Killing for Coal: America’s Deadliest Labor War (2008), Rena K. Fowler’s “Settling Down and Proving Up on an Eastern Colorado Homestead: The Correspondence of Estelle Siglin and Home Evans” (2016), Andrew Guilford’s The Woolly West: Colorado’s History of Sheepscapes (2018), Richard Hogan’s Class and Community in Frontier Colorado (1990), Jim Nelson’s Glenwood Springs: The History of a Rocky Mountain Resort (1999), William Philpott’s Vacationland: Tourism and Environment in the Colorado High Country (2013), Melanie Shellenbarger’s High Country Summers: The Early Second Homes of Colorado (2012), and Duane A. Smith’s The Trail of Silver and Gold: Mining in Colorado (2009).
The 1890s and early 1900s witnessed the rise of the “child saver” progressives, among them Ben Lindsey. Several biographies of Lindsey were indispensable: D’Ann Campbell’s “Judge Ben Lindsey and the Juvenile Court Movement” (1976), Paul Colomy and Martin Kretzmann’s “Projects and Institution Building: Judge Ben B. Lindsey and the Juvenile Court Movement” (1995), and Charles Larsen’s The Good Fight: The Life and Times of Ben B. Lindsey (1972). In order to understand the broader evolution of childhood in this era and efforts by progressives to reform urban life, I consulted Sherri Broder’s Tramps, Unfit Mothers, and Neglected Children: Negotiating the Family in Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia (2002), Linda Gordon’s Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence, Boston (1998), Julia Grant’s The Boy Problem: Educating Boys in Urban America (2014), Joseph M. Hawes’ Children in Urban Society: Juvenile Delinquency in Nineteenth-Century America (1971), Joseph E. Illick’s American Childhoods (2002), Steven Mintz’s Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood (2004), Anthony M. Platt’s Child Savers: The Invention of Delinquency (1969), Andrew J. Polsky’s The Rise of the Therapeutic State (1991), Steven Schlossman and Stephanie Wallach’s “The Crime of Precocious Sexuality: Female Juvenile Delinquency in the Progressive Era” (1978), Tracy L. Steffes’ School, Society, and State: A New Education to Govern Modern America (2012), Geoff K. Ward’s The Black Child-Savers: Racial Democracy and Juvenile Justice (2012), Emma Watkins and Barry Godfrey’s Criminal Children: Researching Juvenile Offenders (2018), Ethan L. Hutt’s “Formalism Over Function: Compulsion, Courts, and the Rise of Educational Formalism in America” (2012), Ken McGrew’s Education’s Prisoners: Schooling, the Political Economy, and the Prison Industrial Complex (2007), and Christopher J. Menihan’s “Criminal Mind or Inculpable Adolescence? A Glimpse at the History, Failures, and Required Changes of the American Juvenile Correction System” (2014).
For the growth of juvenile courts in the early twentieth century, I consulted “The ‘Unchildlike Child’: Making and Marking the Child/Adult Divide in the Juvenile Court” (2011) by Elizabeth Brown, The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America (2010) by Khalil Gibrain Muhammad, Caught: Montreal’s Modern Girls and the Law (2006) and Youth Squad: Policing Children in the Twentieth Century (2019) by Tamara Myers, Carl Suddler’s Presumed Criminal: Black Youth and the Justice System in Postwar New York (2019), and David S. Tanenhaus’ Juvenile Justice in the Making (2004). In the past few decades, historians have produced some incredibly rich and detailed accounts of reform schools. I highly recommend the following for more on the experience of children in the early years of juvenile corrections: Tera Eva Agyepong’s The Criminalization of Black Children: Race, Gender, and Delinquency in Chicago’s Juvenile Justice System (2018), William S. Bush’s Who Gets a Childhood? Race and Juvenile Justice in Twentieth-Century Texas (2010), Miroslava García-Chávez’s States of Delinquency: Race and Science in the Making of California’s Juvenile Justice System (2012), Lorna F. Hurl and David J. Tucker’s “The Michigan County Agents and the Development of Juvenile Probation” (1997), Anne Meis Knupfer’s “ ‘To Become Good, Self-Supporting Women”: The State Industrial School for Delinquent Girls at Geneva, Illinois” (2000), Paul D. Nelson’s “Early Days of the State Reform School” (2012), Randall G. Shelden’s “A History of the Shelby County Industrial and Training School” (1992), and Karin L. Zipf’s Bad Girls at Samarcand: Sexuality and Sterilization in a Southern Juvenile Reformatory (2016).
Chapter 5. Mobility, Anxiety, and Merit
The fifth chapter attempted to trace the educational experiences of one Russian Jewish family, from their roots living in the Pale of Settlement to the Bronx. For life in Tsarist Russia, I relied on the following: David W. Edwards’ “Nicholas I and Jewish Education” (1982), Lloyd P. Gartner’s “Jewish Migrants En Route from Europe to North America” (1986), Brian Horowitz’s Russian Idea, Jewish Presence (2013), Shlomo Lambroza’s “The Tsarist Government and the Pogroms of 1903–06” (1987) and Pogroms: Anti-Jewish Violence in Modern Russian History (1992), Monty Noam Penkower’s “The Kishinev Pogrom of 1903: A Turning Point in Jewish History” (2004), Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern’s The Golden Age Shtetl: A New History of Jewish Life in East Europe (2014), Ben Cionn Pinchuk’s “Jewish Discourse and the Shtetl” (2001), Mark S. Simpson’s “The ‘Svyaschonnaya Druzhina’ and Jewish Persecution in Tsarist Russia” (1978), and Steven J. Zipperstein’s Imagining Russian Jewry: Memory, History, Identity (1999).
For the experience of Jews in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century, especially in New York City, I relied upon “Jews and the Ambivalence of Middle-Classness” (2007) by Lila Corwin Berman, “Education and Economic Mobility: The Jewish Experience in New York City” (1976) by Selma C. Berrol, All the Nations Under Heaven: An Ethnic and Racial History of New York City (1995) by Frederick M. Binder and David M. Reimers, “Jewish Immigrants, Liberal Higher Education, and the Quest for a Torah u-Madda Curriculum at Yeshiva College” (2011) by Zev Eleff, City College and the Jewish Poor: Education in New York, 1880–1924 (1981) by Sherry Gorelick, Jews in Gotham: New York Jews in a Changing City (2012) by Jeffrey S. Gurock, World of Our Fathers by Irving Howe (1976), “The Limits of Cultural Zionism in America: The Case of Hebrew in the New York City Public Schools” (2009) by Jonathan Krasner, and Jewish New York: The Remarkable Story of a City and a People (2017) by Deborah Dash Moore.
Daniel Schorr’s story became a lens through which to understand the changes in college admissions during this period, a topic upon which the following histories describe to varying degrees: Donald G. Barker’s “The History of Entrance Examinations” (1967), Andrew V. Beale’s “The Evolution of College Admission Requirements” (2012), Arthur M. Cohen’s The Shaping of American Higher Education (1998), Charles Dorn’s For the Common Good: A New History of Higher Education (2017), Roger L. Geiger’s To Advance Knowledge: The Growth of American Research Universities (1986), Jerome Karabel’s The Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton (2005), Ezekiel Kimball’s “College Admission in a Contested Marketplace: The 20th Century and a New Logic for Access” (2011), David Labaree’s A Perfect Mess: The Unlikely Ascendancy of American Higher Education (2017), Jennifer M. Nations’ “How Austerity Politics Led to Tuition Charges at the University of California and City University of New York” (2021), John R. Thelin’s A History of American Higher Education (2004), and Laurence R. Veysey’s The Emergence of the American University (1965).
The history and theory behind humor as a form of resistance proved relevant to chapter 5, especially when examining student subcultures of satire: Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World (1984), Dustin Griffin’s Satire: A Critical Reintroduction (1994), Michael Mulkay’s On Humor: Its Nature and Its Place in Modern Society (1988), Kerry Soper’s “The Pathetic Carnival in the Cubicles: The Office as Meditation on the Misuses and Collapse of Traditional Comedy” (2009), Saul Stampfer’s Families, Rabbis, and Education: Traditional Jewish Society in Nineteenth-Century Eastern Europe (2010), and Carole Anne Taylor’s “Ideologies of the Funny” (1992).
Chapter 6. The Pursuit of Educational Dignity
I believe that the definitive history of the alternative school movement of the 1960s and 1970s has yet to be written. Having said that, there were many contemporaneous sources from the era evaluating the movement’s progress. For general summaries, William Reese’s America’s Public Schools: From the Common School to “No Child Left Behind” (2005) and Larry Cuban’s How Teachers Taught: Constancy and Change in American Classrooms (1993) are a good starting point.
There are quite a few books from the 1960s and 1970s that advocated for the spread of alternative schools: Alterative Schools: Ideologies, Realities, Guidelines (1978) by Terrence E. Deal and Robert R. Nolan, “The First Decade of Public School Alternatives” (1981) by Mary Anne Raywid, Open Education and the American School (1972) by Roland S. Barth, Crisis in the Classroom: The Remaking of American Education (1970) by Charles E. Silberman, Letters to a Young Teacher (2007) by Jonathan Kozol, Education and Ecstasy (1987) by George Leonard, “Lasting Alternatives: A Lesson in Survival” (1981) by Barbara J. Case, Free the Children: Radical Reform and the Free School Movement (1972) by Allen Graubard, and The Open Classroom: A Practical Guide to a New Way of Teaching (1969) by Herbert R. Kohl. The work of Daniel Linden Duke was slightly more critical: The Retransformation of the School: The Emergence of Contemporary Alternative Schools in the United States (1978) and “Challenge to Bureaucracy: The Contemporary Alternative School” (1976).
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