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Curriculum Struggles in Late 19th and Early 20th Century 

In his book, The Struggle for American Curriculum, 1893-1958, Herber Kliebard talks 

about how the American education system began to experience many changes during the late 

1800s and early 1900s. In the chapter, “Curriculum Ferment in the 1890s”, Kliebard discusses 

some of the causes of this change, notable people and the four major groups that were 

responsible for trying to influence the American curriculum (Kleibard, 2004).  

In the early 1800’s, education looked much different than it does today. Students were 

educated at home or went to a schoolhouse where education was teacher centered. Teachers were 

undertrained and relied on using tough discipline to teach the unruly and dull-witted (Kleibard, 

2004, p. 1). Students learned in a setting where they were bored by the monotonous task of rote 

memorization, and they didn’t want to be in school since it was an environment where they often 

experienced humility and cruelty (Kleibard, 2004, p. 6).  

In the late 1890s society and traditional family life was in decline. As society changed 

and grew, it had an impact on the American curriculum. Resulting in the realization that the 

school system and its curriculum had to adapt and refocus. During this time, there were four 

major interest groups that emerged. The groups were known as the Humanists, 

developmentalists, social efficiency education reformers, and the social meliorists. They each 

had their own vision and tried to influence the American curriculum (Kleibard, 2004).  

The humanist interest group focused on “two main functions of educations, the discipline 

and the furniture of the mind” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 5). They believed in strengthening the powers 

of the mind and filling the mind with content (Kliebard, 20014, p. 5). Charles W. Eliot is notable 
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for his leadership of the humanists, as well as his appointment as the head of the Committee of 

Ten and for his leadership of the humanist interest group. While most humanists believe that the 

current state of education was fine the way it was, Eliot did not support the status quo. He 

believed that “there has been too much reliance on the principle of authority, too little on the 

progressive and persistent appeal to reason” (Kleibard, 2004, p. 9).  Eliot was optimistic about 

human capabilities and believed that the everyone should get an equal education.  

A critic of Eliot’s was G. Stanley Hall. He is notable for his leadership with the 

developmentalists and the child-study movement. This group criticized the humanists because of 

their belief that all students should be taught the same way, all subjects are equal, and that 

college and life preparedness were the same (Kleibard, 2014, p. 12). They felt that “the natural 

order of development in the child was the most significant and scientifically defensible basis for 

determining what should be taught” (Kliebard, 2014, p. 11). They felt curriculum should be 

catered to the different stages of child development and children could learn more about what 

interested them. This would be a big change from what they were used to in previous years.  

Joseph Mayer Rice is notable for his leadership with the social efficiency education 

reformers. This group felt that society was falling apart. They wanted to use a scientifically 

constructed curriculum, much like Taylorism, because they believed that people needed to be 

controlled. They wanted more specialization of skill and more differentiation in the curriculum. 

They believed that this would create an efficient and smoothly run society and would prevent a 

future disaster (Kliebard, 2003, p. 24). 
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Frank Ward is notable for his leadership with the social meliorists group. This group 

believed that schools have the power to create a new social order and that it was up to the 

schools to create a social vision (p. 24). They believed that over time, a good education would 

correct issues in society.  

Eventually, the emerging new American curriculum was not a result of any one group 

gaining supremacy, It was more like a compromise (Kliebard, 2004, p. 25). They all influenced 

the American curriculum in one way or another.  
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