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ABSTRACT 

Junius L. Meriam’s (1872-1960) work as a progressiv e 

educator remains overlooked by today’s educational historians. A 

critic of highly traditional teaching methods, Meri am also 

opposed progressive practices that advocated the ab olishment of 

traditional subject matter. Instead, he encouraged using 

activities appropriate to children’s interests to t each reading, 

writing, and arithmetic. He put his theory into pra ctice as 

Professor of Education at the University of Missour i from 1905 

until 1924, during which time he directed the work of the 

university-sponsored elementary school.  

This study reconstructs Junius L. Meriam’s work at 

University Elementary School, explores the implicat ions of 

Meriam’s work for an understanding of early twentie th century 

progressive education, and explores the implication s of Meriam’s 



 

work for curriculum practice today. This study util izes 

historical research, a collection and evaluation of  data 

intended to describe, explain, and comprehend actio ns or events 

of the past. The reconstruction of Meriam’s work no t only 

elucidates the past by exploring the implications o f the work 

for the prevailing interpretations of early twentie th century 

progressive education, but also reveals whether a c orrelation 

exists between past and current curriculum theories  and 

practices.  

Meriam’s work at University Elementary school demon strated 

a curriculum that focused on the needs of children without 

regard to their future plans. Even while enabling c hildren to 

live more efficiently as children, however, the cur riculum was 

preparing them for the future. While today’s school s might not 

be able to implement the same curriculum that Meria m implemented 

at University Elementary School, his principles cou ld be the 

foundation for the development of a curriculum appr opriate for 

today’s society. Students could pursue topics in wh ich they are 

interested and might have a better idea about what they would 

like to do when they graduate from high school. Reg ardless of 

whether one sees the purpose of education as prepar ation for the 

future or enabling students to live better lives wh ile they are 

students, a curriculum based on Meriam’s principles  fulfills the 

purpose.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Despite Junius L. Meriam’s (1872-1960) devotion of most of 

his professional life to the improvement of element ary education 

through his research and experimentation in instruc tional 

methods and curriculum, his work as a progressive e ducator 

remains overlooked by today’s educational historian s. A critic 

of highly traditional teaching methods, Meriam also  opposed 

progressive practices that advocated the abolishmen t of 

traditional subject matter. Instead, he encouraged using 

activities appropriate to children’s interests to t each reading, 

writing, and arithmetic. He put his theory into pra ctice as 

Professor of Education at the University of Missour i from 1905 

until 1924, during which time he directed the work of the 

university-sponsored elementary school. In addition  to his work 

at the University of Missouri, he engaged in simila r work in the 

Francis Parker School in San Diego, California; the  Glendora 

Foot-hills School in Glendora, California; the La J olla School 

in Placentia, California; and the Garfield School i n Santa 

Monica, California (University of California Histor y Digital 

Archives, 1962). He ended his career in 1943, retir ing from his 

position as Professor of Education at the Universit y of 
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California, Los Angeles, a position he had held sin ce he left 

the University of Missouri in 1924 (University of C alifornia 

History Digital Archives, 1962). Notwithstanding hi storians’ 

oversight of Junius Meriam, the theory he put into practice 

through his research and experimentation and the re sults he 

achieved have potential implications for prevailing  

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive education 

as well as for current curriculum practice. 

 

Background of the Problem 

In “Curriculum Theory and Change: What Can We Learn  from 

History?” Reid (1986) suggested, “Curriculum Histor y will not be 

objective in the way that History has conventionall y claimed to 

be: by surrendering that spurious objectivity it ma y become a 

truer guide to the understanding of curriculum chan ge” (p. 82). 

Unfortunately, many educational historians demonstr ate an 

inability, or perhaps an unwillingness, to surrende r that 

“spurious objectivity.”  Stories of the progressive  education 

movement stand as testimony to historians’ spurious  objectivity. 

Cremin (1961) related one such story in The Transfo rmation of 

the School : 

. . . John Dewey . . . awakes one night with a 
new vision of the American school: the vision is 
progressive education. Over the years, with the hel p 
of a dedicated group of crafty professional 
lieutenants at Teachers College, Columbia Universit y, 
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he is able to foist the vision on an unsuspecting 
American people. The story usually ends with a plea  
for exorcising of this devil from our midst and a 
return to the ways of fathers. (p. viii) 

 

According to Cremin (1961), this kind of “morality play” has 

held popularity in American politics with both refo rmers and 

conservatives, but it should not be confused with h istory.  

At the turn of the nineteenth century, schools were  

experiencing changes similar to the changes schools  of today are 

experiencing as a result of rapid advancements in t echnology, 

changing life styles, and the large number of immig rants (Semel 

& Sadovnik, 1999). Cremin (1961) asserted that prog ressive 

education began as an effort to use the school to i mprove the 

lives of individuals by applying the ideal of democ racy to the 

urban-industrial civilization engendered during the  latter half 

of the nineteenth century. This meant four things t o progressive 

educators: 

First, it meant broadening the program and 
function of the school to include direct concern fo r 
health, vocation, and the quality of family and 
community life. 

Second, it meant applying in the classroom the 
pedagogical principles derived from new scientific 
research in psychology and the social sciences.  

Third, it meant tailoring instruction more and 
more to the different kinds and classes of children  
who were being brought within the purview of the 
school. 

Finally, Progressivism implied the radical faith 
that culture could be democratized without being 
vulgarized, the faith that everyone could share not  
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only in the benefits of the new sciences but in the  
pursuit of the arts as well. (Cremin, 1961, p. viii ) 

 
Throughout its history, different people interprete d the 

progressive movement in different ways, and the div ersity of 

American education only compounded the different 

interpretations. Consequently, even though the prog ressive 

movement in education comprised a critical period i n the history 

of American education, it was “marked from the very  beginning by 

a pluralistic, frequently contradictory, character”  (Cremin, 

1961, p. x). Despite the fact that Progressives sha red no common 

view of progressive education, historians often ass ert 

Progressives agreed “that their common enemy was th e traditional 

academic curriculum” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 60). Accord ing to Semel 

& Sadovnik (1999), John Dewey, who is considered th e father of 

progressivism, placed emphasis on the need for the curriculum to 

relate to the interests and needs of the learner, b ut he did not 

reject traditional subject matter. Rather, he regar ded an 

integrated curriculum the most effective way to bal ance 

traditional disciplines with the interests and need s of the 

learner. Even though Dewey inspired the progressive  movement, 

unfortunately, other progressive educators often “m isread, 

misunderstood, and misinterpreted” him (Semel & Sad ovnik, 1999, 

p. 9). Consequently, not all progressive ideas rema ined loyal to 

Dewey’s intentions (Ravitch, 2000).  
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Significance of the Study 

Junius L. Meriam, one progressive educator who did remain 

loyal to Dewey’s ideas, “took a position identifiab ly more 

militant toward conventional subject matter than De wey did,” but 

he did not neglect subject matter (Wraga, 2001, p. 36). He 

organized his curriculum around children’s experien ces and 

integrated the traditional subject matter necessary  to teach the 

concepts. The theory Meriam put into practice throu gh his 

research and experimentation and the results he ach ieved at 

University Elementary School potentially impact the  prevailing 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive education 

as well as current curriculum practice. A reconstru ction of 

Meriam’s work at University Elementary School revea ls his theory 

and practice and allows the researcher to make comp arisons with 

other early twentieth century progressive theories and 

practices, comparisons that are likely to reveal si gnificant 

differences. 

In their “spurious objectivity” historians have vir tually 

overlooked Meriam’s work. For example, in The Trans formation of 

the School , Cremin (1961) presented a history of the progress ive 

education movement from 1876-1957, a movement in wh ich Meriam 

played a major role, yet he mentioned Meriam only t wice. He 

first referred to Meriam’s University Elementary Sc hool as one 

of the schools praised by the Deweys in Schools of To-Morrow , 
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yet he included no further discussion of the school . Cremin’s 

(1961) second reference to Meriam appears as a biog raphical note 

at the end of the book: “As might be expected, the studies of 

individual ventures vary considerably in character and quality; 

among the better are Junius L. Meriam: Child Life a nd the 

Curriculum  (1920) . . .” (p. 381). While he admitted the qual ity 

of Meriam’s work, he included no further discussion .  

Taking a more comprehensive approach, Tanner & Tann er 

(1990), in History of the School Curriculum , discussed American 

education from 1642-1989. Only through careful read ing of the 

unarguably comprehensive history, however, will one  find in a 

short section discussing “other educational reforme rs” the 

mention of Meriam’s work: “Particularly interesting  are the 

programs of the Elementary School at the University  of Missouri, 

where the curriculum was organized on the bases of observation, 

play, stories, and handwork . . .” (Tanner & Tanner , 1990, p. 

133). Of course, because Tanner & Tanner (1990) off ered no 

further discussion of Meriam’s work, the reader can not determine 

what they meant by “interesting.” 

In his preface to The Struggle for the American Cur riculum 

1893-1958 , Kliebard (1995) explained that the sixty-five yea r 

time span his book covers “encompasses a period of intense 

activity in curriculum matters—actually when curric ulum reform 

emerged from somewhat tentative beginnings to becom e a national 
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preoccupation” (p. xvi). In his discussion of curri culum 

reforms, Kliebard (1995) included William Heard Kil patrick’s 

promotion of the project method as a curriculum.  K liebard 

(1995) also included a list of books on the topic o f the project 

method, all of which appeared in the 1920s. Of cour se, 

Kilpatrick’s (1925) Foundations of Method  claimed a place on the 

list, as did Meriam’s (1920) Child Life and the Cur riculum . 

Kliebard (1995) introduced this list: “With such di scipleship, 

it was inevitable that the impact of the project cu rriculum 

should be felt in school practice . . .” (p. 144). Rather than 

discussing any individual work, Kliebard (1995) lim ited his 

discussion to a statement about the body of work in  general.  

In Changing Schools , Zilversmit (1993) took yet a more 

limited approach and discussed the theory and pract ice of 

progressive education from 1930-1960. Zilversmit (1 993) did, 

however, include some historical perspective on the  progressive 

education movement. In doing so, he discussed some of Meriam’s 

peers, William Heard Kilpatrick and George Counts, in 

particular. Zilversmit (1993) also discussed theori es such as 

the child-centered curriculum, meeting the needs of  the “whole 

child,” and allowing students to play an active rol e in deciding 

the content of their education (p. 18). Although hi s discussion 

of these theories provided an opportunity to discus s how Meriam 

put his curriculum into practice at University Elem entary 
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School, which ended in 1924, as well as the work he  continued 

for another nineteen years in various schools, Zilv ersmit (1993) 

failed to mention him at all. 

In their introduction to “Schools of Tomorrow,” Sch ools of 

Today , Semel & Sadovnik (1999) explained that the title of the 

book “evokes John and Evelyn Dewey’s 1915 book, Sch ools of To-

Morrow ” (p. 1). Semel & Sadovnik (1999) documented some o f the 

child-centered progressive schools of the early twe ntieth 

century, including three schools the Deweys include d in their 

book. Because the Deweys included Meriam’s Universi ty Elementary 

School in Schools of To-Morrow , one might reasonably expect 

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) to include it in “Schools o f Tomorrow,” 

Schools of Today . Despite the Deweys’ praise of Meriam’s school, 

however, Semel & Sadovnik (1999) made no mention of  Meriam’s 

work or Meriam’s book, which resulted from that wor k. 

Ironically, Ravitch (2000), the historian who has s o far 

devoted the most discussion to Meriam, argued that the important 

strands of the progressive movement—those which had  the most 

influence on public education—naturally resulted in  “anti-

intellectualism,” and she used Meriam’s school as o ne such 

example (p.16). Ravitch (2000) claimed that in Meri am’s school 

“adult purposes and subject matter virtually disapp eared” (p. 

91). However, in Child Life and the Curriculum , Meriam (1920) 

stated, “Such details of arithmetic, language, and geography are 
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properly concrete only when they function in the re al experience 

of people, when that experience is of primary impor tance and 

these details of arithmetic, language, and geograph y are 

instruments in contributing to the effectiveness of  that 

experience” (p. 172). Certainly, Meriam did not adv ocate using 

traditional instructional methods to teach the acad emic 

curriculum; neither did he, however, resolutely spu rn subject 

matter as Ravitch (2000) asserted. A determination of Meriam’s 

treatment of subject matter, as well as the instruc tional 

methods he utilized, results through systematic stu dy of his 

work. 

A study of Meriam’s work at University Elementary S chool 

provides a history of only a single school, but tha t history 

potentially holds some answers to recurring questio ns and 

emphasizes themes in reform movements—movements beg inning in the 

early twentieth century and continuing today. Meria m (1920) 

himself found enough significance in his work to pu blish the 

results in Child Life and the Curriculum . In his preface, Meriam 

(1920) explained, “the University Elementary School  at Columbia, 

Missouri, has exhibited a very considerable amount of modern 

school practice that warrants the critical consider ation of 

school officials, school teachers, and school commu nities” (p. 

vii). A history of Meriam’s school provides such co nsideration, 

but with the benefit of historical hindsight. Labar ee (1988) 
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also published a case of study of a single school, Central High 

School of Philadelphia, the purpose of which “provi des insight 

into the institutional development of the high scho ol and the 

role of politics and markets in this process” (p. 3 ). Such 

studies demonstrate the significance of a history o f a single 

school for its potential to build on past work, bet ter 

understand current trends, and develop new policies  and 

practices. 

When combined with the histories of other progressi ve 

schools, a history of a single school becomes even more 

significant. Dewey & Dewey’s (1915) Schools of To-M orrow  

demonstrates an example of such a collection, as do es Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) “Schools of Tomorrow,” Schools of  Today . In 

the preface to Schools of To-Morrow , Dewey & Dewey (1915) 

explained the primary purpose of the book: “We have  hoped to 

suggest to the reader the practical meaning of some  of the more 

widely recognized and accepted views of educational  reformers by 

showing what happens when a teacher applies these v iews” (p. i). 

Clearly, as the “father of progressivism,” Dewey fo cused on the 

progressive movement and its implications at the ti me. Educators 

today, however, cannot afford to embark on reform m ovements 

without first looking to the past. Through their ex amination of 

both progressive schools of the past and contempora ry 

progressive schools, Semel & Sadovnik (1999) argued  that 
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“contemporary progressive educational reforms have their origins 

in the early child-centered schools” and “progressi ve education 

is alive and well . . .” (p. 376). Consequently, a history of a 

single school like University Elementary School mak es it clear 

that the past offers much to teach the present abou t “new 

education,” a phrase originally applied to progress ive education 

in the early twentieth century. As Semel & Sadovnik  (1999) 

asserted, “It is time that educational reformers an d 

practitioners stop reinventing the wheel” (p. 376).  Before 

developing and implementing “new” educational refor ms, educators 

need to examine past reform movements to determine what worked, 

what failed, and why. 

Even though this study of Meriam’s work focuses on the 

University Elementary School rather than on his ent ire life, it 

also holds significance for its potential as a part  of a 

prosopography, or collective biography, of progress ivism. 

Cunningham (2001) asserted the increasing need for educational 

history to concentrate attention on the “anonymous 

practitioner,” strengthening his proposal for a pro sopography of 

progressivism (p. 436). “A survey of literature of progressivism 

reveals a dearth of teachers, . . . and in working towards the 

idea of a prosopograhy of progressivism we need to focus on more 

examples [of teachers]” (Cunningham, 2001, p. 447).   The annals 

of curriculum history include obscure practitioners  for whom a 
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prosopography of progressivism would provide docume ntation 

(Cunningham, 2001). In light of how overlooked his work has 

been, Meriam certainly qualifies as an obscure prac titioner. 

Ultimately, a prosopography of progressivism would reveal a more 

accurate composite of the curriculum past, discredi ting the 

specious interpretations, not only of Meriam’s work , but the 

work of many other progressive educators. If not di spelled, 

these specious interpretations prevent contemporary  education 

specialists from considering any part of his theory  or practice 

in implementing curriculum change.  

 

Statement of Purpose 

 This study purposes to reconstruct Junius L. Meria m’s 

work at University Elementary School, sponsored by the 

University of Missouri; to explore the implications  of Meriam’s 

work for an understanding of early twentieth centur y progressive 

education; and to explore the implications of Meria m’s work for 

curriculum practice today. 

 

Research Questions 

The study will attempt to answer the following ques tions: 

1.  What were the predominant theories of early twentie th 

century progressive education?  
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2.  What are the prevailing interpretations of early tw entieth 

century progressive education?  

3.  What was Meriam’s theory regarding instructional me thods and 

curriculum? 

4.  How did Meriam put his theory into practice at Univ ersity 

Elementary School? 

5.  What were the results of Meriam’s experimentation a t 

University Elementary School? 

6.  To what extent does Meriam’s work support prevailin g 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive 

education? 

7.  To what extent does Meriam’s work contradict prevai ling 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive 

education? 

8.  What are the implications of Meriam’s work for curr iculum 

practice today? 

 

Scope of Study 

This study will consist of: 

1.  a review of predominant theories of early twentieth  century 

progressive education,  

2.  a review of prevailing interpretations of progressi ve 

education in the early twentieth century, 
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3.  an examination of primary sources germane to Meriam ’s work 

at University Elementary School, 

4.  a review of Meriam’s interpretations of his work at  

University Elementary School,  

5.  a comparison of the primary sources germane to Meri am’s work 

at University Elementary Schools with his own 

interpretations,  

6.  an evaluation of Meriam’s work in comparison with p revailing 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive 

education, and   

7.  a discussion of implications of the study’s finding s for 

current curriculum practice. 

 

Methodology 

This study will utilize historical research, “the 

systematic collection and evaluation of data to des cribe, 

explain, and thereby understand actions or events t hat occurred 

sometime in the past” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1996, p. 495). 

According to Fraenkel & Wallen (1996), historical r esearch 

serves several purposes: It makes the researcher aw are of the 

past so he can learn from it, helps the researcher determine 

whether past methods might correlate with current p roblems and 

practices, allows the researcher to test hypotheses  concerning 

relationships and trends and make predictions, and helps the 
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researcher better understand current educational pr actices and 

policies. This study endeavors to serve at least th ree of these 

purposes. The reconstruction of Meriam’s work not o nly 

elucidates the past by exploring the implications o f the work 

for the prevailing interpretations of early twentie th century 

progressive education, but also reveals whether a c orrelation 

exists between past and current curriculum theories  and 

practices, ultimately leading to a better understan ding of 

current curriculum practices and policies. 

Fraenkel & Wallen (1996) explicated four steps invo lved in 

historical research: defining the problem, locating  sources, 

summarizing and evaluating information, and interpr eting and 

presenting the information in relation to the probl em being 

investigated. In this study, the researcher investi gates the 

work of Meriam with the belief that the theory he p ut into 

practice through his research and experimentation a nd the 

results he achieved have underlying implications fo r prevailing 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive education 

as well as for current curriculum practice. The inv estigation of 

Meriam’s work allows the researcher to exploit prim ary 

resources, resources prepared by participants or di rect 

witnesses, which Fraenkel and Wallen (1996) recomme nded. 

Fortunately, primary sources relating to Meriam’s w ork are 

preserved in the archives at the University of Miss ouri; 
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consequently, the researcher has access to, at the very least, 

documents and numerical records.  Often, however, t he researcher 

must rely on secondary sources, documents prepared by an 

individual who obtained his description of the even t from 

another person (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1996). Because h istorians 

have overlooked Meriam’s work for the most part, fe w secondary 

sources about his work exist. At least one secondar y source 

focusing on Meriam’s (1920) work exists—his own boo k, Child Life 

and the Curriculum , an explanation of his research and 

experimentation and interpretation of the results. Using 

Meriam’s own explanation and interpretation, howeve r, presents 

an obvious problem in its lack of objectivity. The researcher, 

however, will use secondary sources by early twenti eth century 

educators who championed the predominant theories o f progressive 

education, in particular, Dewey (1900, 1902, 1916),  Dewey & 

Dewey (1915), Kilpatrick (1918), Charters (1924, 19 71), and 

Bobbitt (1912, 1918, 1924). The research will also use sources 

that assert prevailing interpretations of early twe ntieth 

century progressive education, including, but not l imited to, 

Cremin (1961), Tanner & Tanner (1990), Kliebard (19 95), 

Zilversmit (1993), Semel & Sadovnik (1999), and Rav itch (2000). 

The last two steps of historical research—summarizi ng and 

evaluating the information, and interpreting and pr esenting the 

information—involve making generalizations. In fact , Kaestle 
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(1997) discussed the idea that historical research is part 

science and part art because the researcher must ma ke 

generalizations about the past or judgments about t he 

relationship of the past to the present. He suggest ed that 

generalization is an act of creative interpretation  because it 

involves the researcher’s values, interests, and tr aining. 

Therefore, even though historical research involves  evidence, it 

remains somewhat subjective. Consequently, historic al 

generalizations are not beyond dispute. Kaestle (19 97) argued 

that it is important for the researcher to understa nd the 

problematic nature of historical research because b eliefs about 

the historical role of education play a part in pre sent-day 

politics. Historians’ oversight of Meriam’s work se rves as an 

example of the problematic nature of historical res earch. By its 

fundamental nature, Meriam’s work necessitates inqu iry for a 

more accurate understanding of early twentieth cent ury 

progressive education, yet historians have virtuall y ignored 

Meriam and his work in shaping their interpretation s. 

Reconstruction of Meriam’s work offers a better und erstanding of 

early twentieth century progressive education; that  

understanding, in turn, could suggest implications for current 

curriculum practice.    

According to Fraenkel & Wallen (1996), the research er must 

also be cognizant of the advantages and disadvantag es that are 
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inherent in historical research. A primary advantag e of 

historical research is that the researcher can stud y problems 

that no other methodology allows because it uses ev idence from 

the past as that evidence relates to present-day pr oblems and 

practices (Frankel & Wallen, 1996). This study of M eriam’s work 

seeks to clarify theories and practices of early tw entieth 

century progressive education with the belief that the practices 

might contribute to the improvement of current prac tices. 

Historical research also utilizes a larger number o f different 

types of evidence than other methodologies (Fraenke l & Wallen, 

1996). Unfortunately, the major disadvantage in his torical 

research is the absence of a method to control for threats to 

validity, which places great emphasis on the compet ence and 

probity of the researcher (Frankel & Wallen, 1996).  The sundry 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive education 

clearly demonstrate this disadvantage.  

Because this study focuses primarily on the work of  one 

man, the methodology expands to include—to some ext ent—

biography. Using the biographical method offers the  researcher 

the opportunity to gain insight into curriculum the ories and 

practices of the early twentieth century. Biographi cal 

methodology necessitates an investigation of the or igin of 

Meriam’s theories. More importantly, it requires ex amination of 

the primary sources involved in and resulting from Meriam’s 
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work. This examination allows the researcher to dra w conclusions 

about the relationship between Meriam’s work and th e work of 

other progressive educators (as reported through se condary 

sources). Ultimately, biographical studies reveal m ore than an 

individual’s history: Biography can provide a docum entary 

framework within which to evaluate curriculum theor ies and 

practices of the past as well as their implications  for current 

curriculum practice (Finkelstein, 1998).  

Certainly, as Marius (1999) suggested, researchers need to 

be mindful in suggesting what history can reveal ab out the 

present and the future. However, Marius (1999) also  stated, “Our 

times and our thoughts are shaped by the past. That  shaping is 

why we study history” (p. 7). Indeed, educational l eaders should 

review the literature and make themselves aware of the history 

of educational theories, policies, and practices be fore 

implementing any type of curriculum reform. If educ ators are 

mindful of what has happened in the past, they can learn from 

past success and failures. All too often, Fraenkel & Wallen 

(1996) pointed out, when educational leaders propos e some 

radical innovation, all they are doing is reinventi ng the wheel. 

Historical research, then, allows educators to buil d upon past 

work, affords them a better understanding of curren t educational 

trends, and helps them formulate new curriculum pol icies and 

practices. 
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Assumptions 

The following assumptions apply to this study: 

1.  Review of Meriam’s work, both the primary sources a nd his 

interpretations thereof, can facilitate the analysi s of 

prevailing interpretations of theories of early twe ntieth 

century progressive education. 

2.  The primary source documents are authentic.  

3.  Historical research holds the potential not only to  further 

comprehension of past educational practice but also  to 

enlighten current educational practice. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

This study purposes to reconstruct the work of Meri am’s 

University Elementary School, sponsored by the Univ ersity of 

Missouri; to explore the implications of Meriam’s w ork for an 

understanding of early twentieth century progressiv e education; 

and to explore the implications of Meriam’s work fo r curriculum 

practice today. The study will address Meriam’s the ory of 

education, how he put his theory into practice thro ugh his 

research and experimentation at University Elementa ry School, 

and the results he achieved there. This study will not speak to 

all aspects of Meriam’s life; rather, the researche r will limit 

the topic to Meriam’s work with University Elementa ry School, 

the implications his work has on prevailing interpr etations of 
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early twentieth century progressive education, and the 

implications of his work for current curriculum pra ctice. 

In addition to the limitations the researcher place s on the 

study, circumstances beyond the control of the rese archer pose 

restrictions as well. While the archives at the Uni versity of 

Missouri hold primary sources relating to and resul ting from 

Meriam’s work at University Elementary School, the researcher 

has no way to verify the completeness of the source s. 

Additionally, Meriam and his wife assembled the sou rces, 

creating the question of the objectivity of the col lection. 

 

Organization of the Report 

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the study, which includes 

the introduction, background of the problem, signif icance of the 

study, statement of purpose, scope of study, resear ch questions, 

methodology, assumptions, limitations of the study,  and 

organization of the report. 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature of the predominant  

theories of early twentieth century progressive edu cation, 

focusing on Dewey, Kilpatrick, Charters, and Bobbit t. 

Chapter 3 reviews the prevailing interpretations of  early 

twentieth century progressive education, including,  but not 

limited to, Cremin (1961), Tanner & Tanner (1990), Kliebard 
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(1995), Zilversmit (1993), Semel & Sadovnik(1999), and Ravitch 

(2000).  

Chapter 4 discusses Meriam’s career, including his work at 

University Elementary School as well as his work in  the Francis 

Parker School in San Diego, California; the Glendor a Foot-hills 

School in Glendora, California; the La Jolla School  in 

Placentia, California; and the Garfield School in S anta Monica, 

California. Additionally, Chapter 4 discusses Meria m’s theory of 

education.  

Chapter 5 reconstructs Meriam’s work at University 

Elementary School at the University of Missouri. Th e 

reconstruction includes how he put his theory into practice 

through his research and experimentation at Univers ity 

Elementary School and the results of his work. 

Chapter 6 analyzes Meriam’s work with respect to pr evailing 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive 

education. The analysis reveals to what extent Meri am’s work 

supports and/or contradicts the prevailing interpre tations. 

Chapter 7 summarizes the findings and reveals impli cations 

for current curriculum practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PREDOMINANT THEORIES OF EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY PROGRESSIVE 

EDUCATION 

In this chapter, some general principles of the Pro gressive 

movement, a course of social and political reform t riggered by 

radical changes that began in the second half of th e nineteenth 

century, will be discussed. The idea of progressive  education, 

which “viewed education as an adjunct to politics i n realizing 

the promise of American life,” began as a part of t he 

Progressive movement (Cremin, 1961, p. 88). Additio nally, three 

predominant curriculum theories of early twentieth century 

progressive education will be discussed. The discus sion of these 

general principles and theories will provide the ba ckground 

necessary for analysis of Meriam’s work at Universi ty Elementary 

School and its potential impact on prevailing inter pretations of 

early twentieth century progressive education. Thou gh many 

theories of progressive education arose throughout the 

Progressive movement, the theories of four specific  progressive 

educators—John Dewey, William Heard Kilpatrick, Joh n Franklin 

Bobbitt, and Werrett Wallace Charters—will be the f ocus of the 

discussion.  
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Many social and political changes occurred during t he 

latter half of the nineteenth century. Tanner & Tan ner (1990) 

explicated several factors that contributed to thes e changes. A 

momentous influence, Charles Darwin’s (1859) Origin  of the 

Species , along with the ensuing advances in science and 

technology, shook the basis of supernatural explana tions of 

humanity and the universe, supplanting them with na turalistic 

explanations. Additionally, the number of immigrant s rose, 

creating a surge of culturally diverse people looki ng for 

opportunities not available in their homelands. Fur thermore, 

agricultural ingenuity moderated labor in subsisten ce farming, 

giving rise to urbanization.  

As new ideas of man and society came to the vanguar d, 

Cremin (1961) explained, education became an integr al factor. 

Development in scientific thought regarding the hum an race and 

the universe strengthened the democratic social bel ief of “a 

humanity committed to progress through the unleashi ng of 

intelligence, as opposed to the old traditions and the 

imposition of authority” (Tanner & Tanner, 1990, pp . 328-329). 

Accordingly, Cremin (1961) explicated, educators de veloped 

theories of a “new education,” theories that envisi oned using 

the school to improve the lives of individuals by a pplying the 

ideal of democracy to the urban-industrial civiliza tion 

engendered during the latter half of the nineteenth  century. 
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Educators built theories on a principle that encour aged 

developing a curriculum based on the scientific met hod and 

problem solving, supporting the idea of education a s development 

from within. Not all progressive educators interpre ted this 

principle the same way, however, and by the turn of  the 

nineteenth century, there existed a growing number of theories 

to support the reform that progressive educators ch ampioned 

(Cremin, 1961). The different interpretations of th e progressive 

principles become evident in an analysis of the var ious 

theories. Examination of the theories of Dewey, Kil patrick, 

Bobbitt, and Charters explicates the nuances in the ir 

interpretations of the progressive theory, making m ore obvious 

complexity of that theory. 

 

John Dewey’s Theory 

According to Tanner & Tanner (1990), the works of J ohn 

Dewey, who methodically studied the need to restruc ture the 

school curriculum to correlate with the changing na ture of 

knowledge and the ideals of a democratic society, e xemplified 

the new perception. In 1896, John Dewey opened at t he University 

of Chicago an experimental school with the intentio n of testing 

his educational theories. He hoped to learn how a s chool could 

become a collaborative community while allowing ind ividuals to 

develop their own abilities and satisfy their own n eeds. Dewey 
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hypothesized that the focus of the curriculum shoul d be life 

itself and that a necessary condition for growth wa s freedom of 

expression, albeit under the guidance of a teacher.  He desired 

children to have the same natural interest in schoo l as they 

have in their activities at home. Dewey & Dewey (19 15) asserted 

that education was not something to be forced on ch ildren; 

rather, it was the development of abilities with wh ich people 

are born.  

Dewey & Dewey (1915) believed that educators made a  mistake 

in forgetting that learning necessarily occurred wh en the 

learner dealt with real situations, assuming even t hat the mind 

was indisposed to learning. Teaching practices supp orted this 

assumption, with teachers often having to coax or b ully students 

into having anything to do with learning. These tea ching 

practices valued accumulating information for the p urpose of 

answering questions. Instead, the purpose of teachi ng was to 

guide natural growth, stressing “the need of intima te and 

extensive personal acquaintance with a small number  of typical 

situations with a view to mastering the way of deal ing with the 

problems of experience, not piling up information” (Dewey & 

Dewey, 1915, p. 13).  

Dewey’s theory of curriculum argued that there were  no 

permanent truths. His theory asserted that the need s and 

interests of the child in the classroom should be a  priority for 
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educators and that the child should participate in planning his 

or her course of study (Semel & Sadovnik, 1999). Ne cessarily, 

Dewey (1902) advocated discarding the view of subje ct matter as 

fixed and separate from the child’s experience. He based his 

methodology on the idea that children were “active,  organic 

beings, growing and changing,” so they required a c ourse of 

study commensurate with their particular stage of d evelopment 

(Semel & Sadovnik, 1999, p. 6). He asserted that an ything 

considered a study—regardless of subject matter—sho uld derive 

from materials that “fall within the scope of ordin ary life-

experience” (Dewey, 1938, p. 73). He illustrated th is idea with 

example of the natural physical and intellectual gr owth of a 

child. The infant, Dewey (1938) explained, began in  an 

environment restricted by space and time. The “intr insic 

subject-matter of experience” expanded as the baby learned to 

“reach, creep, walk, and talk” (Dewey, 1938, p. 74) . The 

resulting realization, he contended, is 

that the child and the curriculum are simply two 
limits which define a single process. Just as two 
points define a straight line, so the present 
standpoint of the child and the facts and truths of  
studies define instruction. It is continuous 
reconstruction, moving from the child’s present 
experience out into that represented by the organiz ed 
bodies of truth that we call studies. (Dewey, 1902,  
p. 189) 
 

Dewey (1938) concluded that a child’s induction int o formal 

education should begin with abilities the child dev eloped as a 



28 

result of his growth from infancy. He explained tha t such a 

child-centered curriculum supported interpreting th e child’s 

feelings, inclinations, and deeds to determine whet her they were 

“signs of a waning tendency,” to which one would no t give 

encouragement; “a culminating power and interest,” which one 

would select and exploit; or “the dawning of flicke ring light 

that will shine steadily only in the far future,” t o which one 

would give a chance and wait for a definite directi on in the 

future (Dewey, 1902,  p. 192).  

Kliebard (1995) maintained that Dewey’s treatment o f 

subject matter, which meshed naturally with his tre atment of the 

learner, departed dramatically from the traditional  curriculum. 

Dewey believed that the most effective method of te aching 

reading, writing, and arithmetic—the three R’s—occu rred within 

the context of the child’s experience. He perceived  the child’s 

experience as crucial and burgeoning (Dewey, 1902).  He stated, 

“The child is the starting-point, the center, and t he end” 

(Dewey, 1902, p. 187). He explained that subject ma tter was an 

instrument of growth and that self-realization, not  knowledge or 

information, was the goal: “To the growth of the ch ild all 

studies are subservient; they are instruments value d as they 

serve the needs of growth” (Dewey, 1902, p. 187). H e further 

explained that learning started within the child, s tating, 

“Literally, we must take our stand with the child a nd our 
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departure from him. It is he and not the subject-ma tter which 

determines both quality and quantity of learning” ( Dewey, 1902, 

p. 187). The learner must take an active role, “rea ching out of 

his own mind,” rather than having subject matter “g ot into the 

child from without” (Dewey, 1902, p. 187). Dewey en couraged both 

freedom and responsibility for students because bot h were 

necessary components of a democratic life (Semel & Sadovnik, 

1999). Nonetheless, Dewey (1902) warned against exp ecting a 

child to work things out without providing guidance . He 

cautioned, “Nothing can be developed from nothing; nothing but 

the crude can be developed out of the crude—and thi s is what 

surely happens when we throw the child back upon hi s achieved 

self as a finality, and invite him to spin new trut hs of nature 

or of conduct out of that” (Dewey, 1902, p. 196). R ather, an 

educator must carefully choose activities related t o existing 

experiences, experiences that have the potential to  present new 

problems, thus generating critical thinking and exp anding the 

child’s experience (Dewey, 1938). “Guidance,” as De wey (1902) 

defined it, “is not external imposition. It is free ing the life-

process for its own most adequate fulfillment” (p. 195). 

Dewey’s theory considered the nature of society to be 

entwined with the nature of the subject matter and the nature of 

the learner. Dewey (1900) criticized traditional ed ucation for 

the child’s inability to use at school any experien ces he 
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encountered outside of school as well as the inabil ity to apply 

in his daily life what he learned at school. Dewey believed that 

school should mirror the life of society at large, thus 

eliminating the problem inherent in the traditional  school—

isolation from reality (Cremin, 1961). Dewey (1900)  explained 

that in progressive education, “All studies grow ou t of 

relations in the one great common world. When the c hild lives in 

varied but concrete and active relationship to this  common 

world, his studies are naturally unified” (p. 91). He further 

explained that learning activities at school replic ated active 

community life by developing a spirit of social coo peration and 

a sense of community. These activities allowed the school to 

affiliate itself with life. Dewey (1902) said this allowed the 

school to get “a chance to be a miniature community , an 

embryonic society” (p. 18). The activities of this embryonic 

society, he explained, modeled those of society at large (Dewey, 

1900). Even more importantly, Dewey’s “embryonic so ciety” would 

improve the larger society (Cremin, 1961). Dewey (1 900) 

explained: 

When the school introduces and trains each child of  
society into membership within such a little 
community, saturating him with the spirit of servic e, 
and providing him with the instruments of effective  
self-direction, we shall have the deepest and best 
guaranty of a larger society which is worthy, lovel y, 
and harmonious. (p. 29)  
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Cremin (1961) maintained that Dewey perceived the n eed of 

education to increase the breadth of social situati ons in which 

individuals recognized concerns, made choices regar ding those 

concerns, and acted upon their choices. He thought schools 

should instill habits that enabled individuals to c hange their 

environment rather than merely adapting to it. Ulti mately, Dewey 

sought to achieve intellectual development through the 

curriculum because it gave the individual control o ver his or 

her surroundings, and intelligent social action off ered the most 

promise for a better society (Kliebard, 1995).      

 

William Heard Kilpatrick’s Project Method 

Over the years, William Heard Kilpatrick has been a cclaimed 

as “the great interpreter and popularizer of Dewey’ s theories” 

(Cremin, 1961, p. 215). In the spring of 1918, Kilp atrick wrote 

an essay titled “The Project Method,” which was a t heoretical 

analysis placing “the purposeful act” at the core o f the 

educative process. Indeed, Kilpatrick’s project met hod shared 

striking similarities with Dewey’s theory of curric ulum in its 

concern for children. When Kilpatrick (1918) presen ted the 

project method, he warned at the outset that the id ea lacked 

novelty. Ironically, his article turned out to be “ the single 

most dramatic event in the evolution of the movemen t to reform 

the curriculum through projects” (Kliebard, 1995, p . 137). 
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Kilpatrick (1918) explained that it resulted from h is perceived 

need to unify “more completely a number of importan t related 

aspects of the educative process” (pp. 319-320). He  endeavored 

to develop a theory that would join the educational  psychology 

and educational philosophy of the day (Tanner & Tan ner, 1990). 

Kilpatrick (1918) admitted his philosophic outlook had made him 

“suspicious of so-called ‘fundamental principles’” (p. 320). He 

sought a concept that stressed action, “preferably wholehearted 

vigorous activity,” while it allowed for the “adequ ate 

utilization of the laws of learning, and no less fo r the 

essential elements of the ethical quality of conduc t” 

(Kilpatrick, 1918, p. 320).  Kilpatrick (1918) conc luded he 

found the unifying idea he sought in the “conceptio n of whole-

hearted purposeful activity proceeding in a social environment” 

(p. 320). By emphasizing purposeful activity, he so ught to 

enhance both direct and associated learning; by loc ating the 

activity in a social environment, he thought he cou ld make 

possible certain moral results (Cremin, 1961). He s aw the best 

assurance of heightened intellectual insight and su perior moral 

judgment in a curriculum reorganized as a successio n of 

projects. He applied the term “project” to this pur poseful act 

(Kilpatrick, 1918). Kilpatrick proposed the project  method as a 

complete theory for curriculum development and the method to 
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implement that curriculum, which was made up of pro jects (Tanner 

& Tanner, 1990).  

For Kilpatrick, the project method was not a way of  

reorganizing the teaching of particular subjects; r ather, it was 

a substitute for the subject (Kliebard, 1995). In t his regard, 

Kilpatrick took a position contrary to Dewey’s. Whi le Kilpatrick 

claimed that supporters of a reorganized curriculum  were not 

unconcerned with subject matter and asserted that t hey needed it 

and would use it, his emphasis obviously differed f rom Dewey’s 

(Zilversmit, 1993). For Dewey (1916), subject matte r represented 

“the essential ingredients of the culture to be per petuated in . 

. . an organized form” (p. 214). According to Zilve rsmit (1993), 

Dewey believed that teachers needed to understand c hildren, but 

he believed they first needed a deep understanding of the 

subject matter. Kilpatrick, on the other hand, requ ired teachers 

first to love children. Additionally, Dewey believe d that as 

children matured, they were better able to understa nd subject 

matter as adults did, so the curriculum could becom e more 

subject-centered. Kilpatrick, however, asserted tha t the process 

of teaching by activities rather than subjects shou ld replace 

the subject-centered curriculum of secondary school s. 

While Kilpatrick and Dewey held contrary stances wi th 

respect to subject matter, they agreed on education ’s role in 

social change (Zilversmit, 1993). Cremin (1961) exp lained that 
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Kilpatrick reiterated Dewey’s argument that the cha nges in 

society and the economy brought about by scientific  and 

industrial advances required a complete transformat ion of the 

school. While there would always be some continuity , changes 

would continue, and intelligence was the only guide  to dealing 

with those changes. Consequently, schools needed to  teach 

techniques of scrutinizing and validating truth rat her than 

teaching the truth itself. In other words, schools needed to 

teach children how to think, not what to think. To do so, 

schools could not predetermine subject matter; inst ead, subject 

matter needed to be the knowledge derived by studen ts in pursing 

the activities they had purposed and planned. Accor ding to 

Kliebard (1995), Kilpatrick saw subject matter as a  “rich 

reconstruction of the child’s experience” (p. 142).  He sought to 

reintegrate subject matter, or knowledge, into the realm of 

human action; under these circumstances, subject ma tter was not 

to be learned but was to function directly in reali zing human 

purposes.  

Kilpatrick believed the project method designed an 

education that would facilitate a better life by te aching the 

“business of living” (Cremin, 1961, p. 217).  He be lieved that 

education should prepare students to meet the “dema nds for 

practical efficiency and of moral responsibility,” thus 

presenting the “ideal of democratic citizenship” (K ilpatrick, 
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1918, p. 322). Kilpatrick (1918) asserted that the “purposeful 

act is the typical unit of the worthy life,” since “purposive 

activity” rather than “mere drifting” characterizes  the worthy 

life (p. 322). Purposeful activity, therefore, shou ld be the 

typical unit of school practice. Basing education o n purposeful 

activity, Kilpatrick (1918) explained, identified “ the process 

of education with worthy living itself,” merging th e two into 

one (p. 323). While it was acceptable for the child  to 

acknowledge a teacher’s suggestion for a project, i t was 

preferable for children to experience the four step s of a 

project, which included purposing, planning, execut ing, and 

judging (Tanner & Tanner, 1990). Because no necessa ry conflict 

existed between social demands and the child’s inte rests, 

practicing well-chosen purposeful acts under the gu idance of 

teachers, while being held accountable for their ac tions, would 

prepare students for the “worthy life of the coming  day” 

(Kilpatrick, 1918, p. 323). It was the duty of the teacher to 

guide the pupil, using the pupil’s interests and ac hievement, 

“into the wider interests and achievement demanded by wider 

social life of the older world” (Kilpatrick, 1918, p. 328). 

Kilpatrick (1918) averred that through the guidance  of a 

skillful teacher, “the children of an embryonic soc iety will 

make increasingly finer discriminations as to what is right and 

proper” (p. 328-329). The teacher guided the proces s of 
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evaluating the situation, but, ultimately, the teac her achieved 

success in gradually eliminating himself or herself  from the 

success of the process. In essence, Kilpatrick sugg ested that 

the child must make his own curriculum (Tanner & Ta nner, 1990).  

Kilpatrick (1918) offered the project method as a 

compromise between the “regime of coercion” of trad itional 

schools and the “foolish humoring of childish whims ” of some of 

the child-centered progressive theories (p. 334). H e contended 

that “wholehearted purposeful activity in a social situation as 

the typical unit of school procedure” utilized the learner’s 

natural tendency to learn (Kilpatrick, 1918, p. 334 ). With 

proper guidance, purposeful activity offered effici ency in 

reaching the goal of the activity as well as the po tential 

learning within the activity. Additionally, a child ’s natural 

sociability combined with a skillful teacher to gui de his 

activity potentially resulted in character building . Kilpatrick 

(1918) captured the essence of the project method i n claiming, 

“Learning of all kinds and in its all desirable ram ifications 

best proceeds in proportion as wholeheartedness of purpose is 

present” (p. 334).  

 

Theory of Social Efficiency 

Despite the work of Dewey, Kilpatrick, and other 

progressive educators, the various interpretations of the 
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progressive theory suffered the same criticisms: cu rriculum 

fragmentation, the lack of methodical treatment of subject 

matter, the lack of scope and sequence, and the ass umption that 

the interests of children will result in high-level  cognitive 

outcomes (Tanner & Tanner, 1990). According to Tann er & Tanner 

(1990), some critics characterized the lack of curr iculum design 

as impractical and ineffective; others characterize d it as 

failing to prepare children in academic work and mo ral training. 

A third group criticized the school for its lack of  holding 

power and, consequently, a source of educational wa ste. A fourth 

criticism, however, spoke more loudly than the othe rs. Reform 

economists demanded that schools show measurable re sults in 

terms of social improvement or have their funds cut .  

Tanner & Tanner (1990) explained that the economic concern 

for curriculum efficiency led to the Committee on E conomy and 

Time, created by the NEA’s Department of Superinten dence in 

1911. Even though the concept of a useful curriculu m was 

reformist in essence, the committee’s plan, an unch anging 

curriculum with no concern for individual differenc es, was 

conservative. Additionally, the committee determine d the 

interests of the child to be insufficient justifica tion for 

determining the subject matter of the curriculum; i nstead, 

subject matter needed to be useful in adulthood, an d it was the 

teacher’s job to make it interesting.  
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According to Cremin (1961), a group of educators fo llowed 

in the footsteps of the committee and ensued with t he analysis 

of contemporary society as the standard of priority  in the 

curriculum. John Franklin Bobbitt and Werrett Walla ce Charters 

were the two most notable leaders of the group, Bob bitt having 

originally worked with the committee. Bobbitt and C harters 

wanted public schools to train children for their d ifferent 

roles in the working structure rather than squander  the public’s 

money by trying to educate students who were not li kely to go to 

college or professions (Ravitch, 2000).  Of the two , Bobbitt 

stands as the “quintessential example” (Cremin, 196 1, p. 199). 

 

John Franklin Bobbitt’s Theory of Activity Analysis  

Bobbitt (1924) understood that the social changes o ccurring 

in the early twentieth century necessitated a chang e in 

education so that it might perform functions it had  not 

previously endeavored and terminate practices that were no 

longer useful. While many educators of his time fel t that change 

was progress, Bobbitt (1924) warned that “merely sh ifting 

position is not progress” because the possibility o f “going 

wrong” exceeded the chances of “going right” (p. 7) . Unlike 

Dewey and Kilpatrick, whose theories espoused the s chool as an 

agent of social change, Bobbitt (1924) preferred ma intaining the 

status quo over changes in the wrong direction. He concluded 



39 

that curriculum making needed guiding principles to  lead it with 

all possible certainty in “right directions” (Bobbi tt, 1924, p. 

7).    

Bobbitt’s (1924) theory of curriculum began with a “simple 

assumption . . . that education is to prepare men a nd women for 

the activities of every kind which make up, or whic h ought to 

make up, well-rounded adult life; that it has no ot her purpose; 

that everything should be done with a view to this purpose; and 

that nothing should be included which does not serv e this 

purpose” (pp. 7-8). Bobbitt (1924) believed that ed ucation 

purposed to prepare learners for adulthood rather t han childhood 

and youth. According to Bobbitt, the curriculum tha t prepared 

the learner for the activities of adulthood would p repare the 

learner for life (Tanner & Tanner, 1990). He applie d his theory 

to all levels of education, including “pre-primary,  primary, 

elementary, junior high school, senior high school,  and junior 

college,” claiming that all schools “are training f or the same 

adult life” and “aimed at the same ultimate goals” (Bobbitt, 

1924, p. 30). His focus on preparation for adult li fe and his 

indifference about childhood and youth clearly demo nstrated his 

lack of concern and focus on the learner, an aspect  that 

distinctly separates his theory from Dewey’s and Ki lpatrick’s, 

both of whom placed great emphasis on the interests  and needs of 

the child.     
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Bobbitt (1924) asserted that learning what men and women 

“ought to do along the many lines and levels of hum an 

experience” would reveal “the things for which they  should be 

trained” (p. 8). To develop educational objectives,  which 

comprised the content of the various subjects, he n eeded to 

discover “the activities which ought to make up the  lives of men 

and women,” along with the “abilities and personal qualities 

necessary for proper performance” (Bobbitt, 1924, p . 8). In 

order to do so, he developed a plan called activity  analysis. 

The method involved the analysis of the specific ac tivities 

needed for the performance of a given job, the impl ication being 

that the schools could reduce the curriculum to twe nty or thirty 

thousand mechanical skills or behaviors (Tanner & T anner, 1990).  

The first step in activity analysis involved analyz ing a 

“broad range of human experience into major fields”  (Bobbitt, 

1924, p. 8). Bobbitt (1924) allowed for different c urriculum-

making groups to make divisions best fit for their own purposes, 

but he offered one that he described as “serviceabl e” (p. 8). 

His division included the following: 

1.  Language activities; social intercommunication. 
2.  Health activities. 
3.  Citizenship activities. 
4.  General social activities—meeting and mingling 

with others. 
5.  Spare-time activities, amusements, recreations. 
6.  Keeping one’s self mentally fit—analogous to the 

health activities of keeping one’s self 
physically fit. 
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7.  Religious activities. 
8.  Parental activities, the upbringing of children, 

the maintenance of a proper home life. 
9.  Unspecialized or non-vocational practical 

activities. 
  10.The labors of one’s calling. (Bobbitt, 1924, p p. 
     8-9) 
 
Bobbitt’s (1924) second step involved breaking the major 

fields down into more specific activities, first di viding the 

field into “a rather few large units” and then brea king them up 

into smaller ones (p. 9). He directed that the divi sion process 

should continue until the curriculum maker “has fou nd the quite 

specific activities that are to be performed” (Bobb itt, 1924, p. 

9). 

Kliebard (1995) maintained that Bobbitt understood that no 

curriculum could include the entire range of human activity. The 

learner achieved some objectives without cognizant effort, and 

the curriculum maker needed to be aware of these ob jectives so 

that he could allow as much as possible to be learn ed 

indirectly. Additionally, schools did not have to t each 

everything, as children learned some things through  the natural 

process of socialization. Consequently, Bobbitt sug gested that 

schools focus attention on shortcomings, the defici ts that 

people demonstrated after the full range of activit ies had been 

discovered. He explained that the theory of finding  the academic 

curriculum in the shortcomings of children and adul ts was 

familiar to teachers in its application of objectiv e performance 
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in such areas as spelling and grammar, but it was n ot as obvious 

regarding the “highly complex subjects of history, literature, 

geography, etc.” (Bobbitt, 1918, p. 50). Therefore,  Bobbitt 

(1918) asserted, the first task of the curriculum m aker was the 

discovery of the “social deficiencies that result f rom a lack of 

historical, literary, and geographical experiences”  (p. 51). 

Each deficiency found required directed training an d suggested 

an objective. The essence of the objectives then de termined the 

curriculum materials necessary for the subjects. Bo bbitt (1924) 

admonished the curriculum maker, at all stages of t he analyses, 

to focus on “the actual activities of mankind” (p. 9). He 

explained that once the curriculum maker discovered  the 

activities, the educational objectives—the abilitie s to perform 

the activities—would become clear because of the si milarity 

between the activities and the objectives.  

In his conclusion to The Curriculum , an introductory 

textbook in curriculum theory, Bobbitt (1918) sugge sted that the 

first necessity in curriculum reform was for the ed ucational 

profession to adopt a social perspective rather tha n an academic 

perspective. Additionally, he believed it was more important for 

the educators to reach a consensus regarding a meth od of 

curriculum discovery than to reach a consensus on t he details 

regarding curriculum content. Finally, Bobbitt (191 8) emphasized 

making thought rather than imitation the basis of c urriculum 
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making and urged educators to maintain a vision in advance of 

their practice.   

 

Werrett Wallace Charters’ Theory of Functional and 

Difficulty Analysis 

Like Bobbitt, Charters considered himself to be “br inging 

the light of science to a field that had been gover ned by drift, 

tradition and fruitless speculation” (Kliebard, 199 5, p. 101). 

Charters differed from Bobbitt, however, in his ide as on the 

source for curriculum objectives (Tanner & Tanner, 1990). 

Bobbitt determined curriculum objectives by scienti fic analysis, 

whereas Charters (1924) explained that functional a nalysis was a 

method of investigation, not a philosophy of educat ion. The 

philosopher determined the goal, and the analyst pr ovided the 

technique for making the goal part of a curriculum.   

According to Charters, curriculum construction shou ld begin 

with a list of the key objectives of education, “su ch as 

citizenship, morality, social efficiency, and growt h” (Ravitch, 

2000, p. 167). He believed that to replace in the c urriculum 

what was “useless and merely symbolic” with what wa s directly 

useful required an analysis of the activities that humans 

engaged in along with a verification of the ideals that 

controlled those activities (Kliebard, 1995, p. 102 ). Charters 

(1924) began his discussion of curriculum construct ion by 
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explaining job analysis, the determination of “what  activities 

are carried on by individuals in the performance of  tasks” (p. 

214). The curriculum maker developed a list of idea ls and a list 

of activities related to the job in which the learn er planned to 

work, in the present or in the future (Ravitch, 200 0). Using 

these lists, the curriculum maker prepared units of  study, 

ranked in order based on the learners’ interests, t heir level of 

difficulty, and their function.  

Charters (1924) deemed job analysis “a deliberate a nd 

persistent attempt to apply the method of analysis to 

constellations of activities from the functional po int of view” 

(p. 214). He recommended it as a method of curricul um 

construction, assuming that “the function of a curr iculum is to 

provide material for efficient performance, conduct , and 

behavior” (Charters, 1924, p. 214). Because of its restricted 

connotations with reference to curriculum construct ion, Charters 

(1924) suggested that functional analysis might be a more 

appropriate name than job analysis.  

Charters (1924) asserted that functional analysis w orked 

better with simple operations such as “making an ap ron, cleaning 

a fish, or sawing a board” (p. 214). As the activit ies became 

more complex, however, the analysis became more dif ficult. 

Consequently, functional analysis required “a great  deal of 
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time, effort, money, and intelligent technical skil l” (Charters, 

1924, p. 215).  

Because of the difficulty involved in analyzing voc ations 

requiring superior intelligence and skill, Charters  (1924) 

suggested substituting difficulty analysis. In diff iculty 

analysis, the follower of the vocation listed the d uties with 

which he had difficulty performing rather than a li st of all his 

duties. Charters (1924) asserted that the duties wi th which a 

person had difficulty were the basis of his attenti on and 

thought, while most duties were routine and slipped  from his 

memory. Charters (1924) applied the same concept to  curriculum, 

using language as an example. One experienced diffi culty in 

listing all the facts of language and grammar, and simply 

listing them also proved useless because many of th e facts 

presented no difficulties. However, an analysis of the errors of 

written and spoken English, along with the methods and reasons 

for the methods of correcting the errors, resulted in “a 

seemingly adequate language curriculum” (Charters, 1924, p. 

216).  

In his discussion of difficulty analysis, Charters (1971) 

explained what he considered to be some major diffe rences 

between his and Bobbitt’s understanding of “shortco mings.”  

Charters (1971) asserted that the undirected experi ence to which 

Bobbitt referred was not undirected regarding the c urriculum; 
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rather, it was undirected “only so far as the learn er’s attitude 

is concerned” (p. 81). Even though the child felt h e was getting 

what he wanted without interference, the objectives  prescribed 

his limits of experience. However, the limits were not 

prescribed on the basis of difficulty; they were de termined so 

that the learner would be “brought under the domina tion of the 

ideals and activities with which he should be broug ht into 

contact” (Charters, 1971, p. 81). In other words, t he student 

had not failed to achieve them; rather, he needed t o become 

aware of them. Charters (1971) maintained also that  in many new 

subjects being taught no introductory undirected ex perience 

existed, making everything a difficulty. Charters ( 1971) did 

acknowledge that error was significant in determini ng where in 

the curriculum schools should place emphasis. Nonet heless, he 

insisted that “errors prescribe emphasis; they do n ot provide 

content” (Charters, 1971, p. 82). 

Charters (1924) recommended a trait analysis along with the 

functional analysis because “much depends on person ality traits, 

such as accuracy, neatness, courtesy, and firmness”  (p. 218). 

Charters (1924) contended that failure rarely resul ted from lack 

of information or technical skill but from “weaknes ses of 

personality” (p. 218). He stressed that “what has t o be done is 

not so important as how it is done” (Charters, 1924 , p. 218). 
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Personality traits and character set the standards of 

performance.  

Following Charters’ explanation of scientific curri culum 

making, he addressed the issue of the subject matte r. Charters 

did not reject academic subjects (Ravitch, 2000, p.  167). 

Instead, he suggested the possibility of eliminatin g the 

“obviously useless” subjects by a limited reorganiz ation 

(Charters, 1971, p. 151). Charters (1971) asserted,  however, 

that a complete reorganization required an analysis  of life 

activities. He redirected school subjects with rega rd to their 

relationships to activities that were useful in adu lt life 

(Ravitch, 2000). According to Charters (1971), an a nalysis of 

life activities determined which subjects were of t he most 

importance and required the most attention. Activit ies within 

the subjects needed to provide “drill and instructi on” to 

properly prepare students to use them in the “broad er range of 

life activities” (Charters, 1971, p. 151).  

Charters’ discussion of subject matter clearly demo nstrated 

the major difference between the child-centered asp ect of 

Dewey’s and Kilpatrick’s theories and Bobbitt’s and  Charter’s 

social efficiency theories of curriculum making. Ch arters (1971) 

negated the interests of the child, asserting that children’s 

activities “are modifications of adult activities t hat are 

produced by differences in ability, interests, and character; 
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but the core of the activities is the same” (p. 153 ). Charters 

(1971) admitted that the traditional curriculum too k “no account 

of the laws of learning or of interest”; consequent ly, “the 

champion of the child has arisen to demand that the  form in 

which the material taught shall be determined by th e needs, 

interests, and ability of children rather than of a dults” (p. 

152). Charters (1971) contradicted that requirement , suggesting 

that it seemed simple, but analysis revealed “a num ber of 

tangles” (p. 152). Charters (1971) used Meriam’s th eory that the 

curriculum should be based on activity typical of c hildren as an 

example of one such “tangle,” citing the “difficult y in 

determining what is ‘normal activity’ for children (p. 152).  

Like Bobbitt’s, Charters’ scientific curriculum des ign 

supported the status quo because the activities peo ple were 

engaging in served as the norm for what people ough t to do 

(Kliebard, 1995). The perception of social progress  involved 

performing more competently what one would do anywa y, 

disregarding the potential for changes in society h aving an 

effect on the nature and range of those activities.  Charters 

(1924) countered criticism that functional analysis  gave no 

thought to the future by suggesting the impossibili ty of knowing 

the future duties and methods of performing them in  the next 

generation. Consequently, the school taught the cur rent duties 

and the best method of performing them. As preparat ion for the 



49 

future, Charters (1924) urged teaching the children  critical 

thinking and problem solving skills so that when th ey met new 

situations, they could ascertain the best methods o f dealing 

with the situations.  

Charters (1924) used an acronym, AIPRTE, to explain  the 

composition of the curriculum: 

Each activity (A) is controlled by an ideal (I), 
whether that ideal be high or low. The method of 
performance of an activity is determined by the 
accuracy, neatness, openmindedness, and courtesy of  
the performer. It is also carried on with due regar d 
to persons (P). . . . Furthermore, when this activity, 
controlled by its proper ideals, is to be performed  in 
connection with persons, reasoning (R) is used to plan 
the proper method of carrying on the activity. In s ome 
cases the plan is the important element in the 
activity. In other routine and simple situations, 
reason is reduced to a minimum and may completely 
disappear. After the activity has been planned, it is 
carried out with a certain technique (T). . . . 
Finally in the performance of the act there is an 
emotional or affective element (E), which constitutes 
the atmosphere in which the activity is performed. 
This emotional quality colors the experience of the  
action, and is frequently the single element which 
makes for its success or failure in life. (pp. 219-
220) 

 

Charters (1924) suggested that the efficiency of an y activity 

depended upon ideals, thinking, the personal elemen ts that enter 

in, or the emotional reactions of the students and that any of 

these factors could “make or break the effectivenes s of the 

situation” (p. 220).  
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According to Ravitch (2000), Bobbitt and Charters c reated 

the professional field of curriculum studies and de termined 

social efficiency to be the measure of good curricu lum practice. 

Educators attempted to justify their schools based on social 

efficiency as opposed to the intellectual or cultur al 

development of its students. Bobbitt’s and Charters ’ influence 

remained obvious throughout the twentieth century i n the 

emphasis educators placed on goals and objectives i n the 

curricula of American schools.  

 

Summary 

Progressive educators of the early twentieth centur y based 

their theories upon the premise that encouraged dev eloping a 

curriculum based on the scientific method and probl em solving, 

supporting the idea of education as development fro m within. 

However, different interpretations of that premise manifest 

themselves in an analysis of the various theories. Dewey’s 

theory stood at the forefront of progressive educat ion, and his 

philosophy formulated the basic tenets of progressi vism. Dewey 

asserted that the needs and interests of the child in the 

classroom should be a priority for educators and th at the child 

should participate in his or her course of study, a lbeit under 

the guidance of a teacher (Semel & Sadovnik, 1999).  Dewey 

believed that school should mirror the life of soci ety at large 
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(Cremin, 1961). He perceived the need of education to increase 

the breadth of social situations in which individua ls recognized 

concerns, made choices regarding those concerns, an d acted upon 

their choices. Ultimately, Dewey sought to achieve intellectual 

development through the curriculum because it gave the 

individual control over his or her surroundings, wh ich offered 

the most promise for a better society (Kliebard, 19 95).  

Kilpatrick’s project method shared similarities wit h 

Dewey’s theory in its concern for children. For Kil patrick, the 

project method was not a way of reorganizing the te aching of 

particular subjects; rather, it was a substitute fo r the subject 

(Kliebard, 1995). Kilpatrick asserted that the proc ess of 

teaching activities rather than subjects should rep lace the 

subject-centered curriculum of secondary schools (Z ilversmit, 

1993). Because no necessary conflict existed betwee n social 

demands and the child’s interests, practicing well- chosen 

purposeful acts under the guidance of teachers, whi le being held 

accountable for their actions, would prepare studen ts for “the 

worthy life of the coming day” (Kilpatrick, 1918, p . 323). 

Kilpatrick (1918) believed education should prepare  students to 

meet the “demands for practical efficiency and of m oral 

responsibility,” thus presenting the “ideal of demo cratic 

citizenship” (p. 322).  
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Differing from Dewey and Kilpatrick, Bobbitt and Ch arters 

analyzed contemporary society as the standard of pr iority in the 

curriculum (Cremin, 1961). Bobbitt (1924) believed the purpose 

of education was to prepare learners for adulthood rather than 

childhood and youth. He asserted that learning what  men and 

women “ought to do along the many lines and levels of human 

experience” would reveal “the things for which they  should be 

trained” (Bobbitt, 1934, p. 8). To develop educatio nal 

objectives, which comprised the content of the vari ous subjects, 

he needed to discover “the activities which ought t o make up the 

lives of men and women,” along with the “abilities and personal 

qualities necessary for proper performance” (Bobbit t, 1924, p. 

8). In order to do so, he developed a plan called a ctivity 

analysis (Bobbitt, 1924). The method involved the a nalysis of 

the specific activities needed for the performance of a given 

job, the implication being that the schools could r educe the 

curriculum to twenty or thirty thousand mechanical skills or 

behaviors (Tanner & Tanner, 1991). Charters (1924) began his 

discussion of curriculum construction by explaining  job 

analysis, the determination of “what activities are  carried on 

by individuals in the performance of tasks” (p. 214 ). The 

curriculum maker developed a list of ideals and a l ist of 

activities related to the job in which the learner planned to 

work, in the present or in the future (Ravitch, 200 0). Using 
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these lists, the curriculum maker prepared units of  study, 

ranked in order based on the learners’ interests, t heir level of 

difficulty, and their function.  

  Meriam’s work at University Elementary School 

incorporates ideas similar to other progressive edu cation 

theories of the early twentieth century—especially Dewey’s and 

Kilpatrick’s. A reconstruction of his work explores  the 

implications his theory and practice have for an un derstanding 

of early twentieth century progressive education as  well as for 

curriculum practice today. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PREVAILING INTERPRETATIONS OF EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY 

PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION 

In this chapter, specific educational historians’ 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive theories 

and education will be discussed. Junius Meriam’s th eory and 

practice at University Elementary School encompasse d 

characteristics similar to the theories of progress ive education 

upon which this chapter focuses; consequently, info rmation 

provided here proves relevant to the later analysis  Meriam’s 

work. The organization of the chapter will be based  on six 

educational historians’ discussion of two central p oints: 

prevailing interpretations of progressive education  in general 

and the extent to which the theories of Dewey, Kilp atrick, 

Bobbitt, and Charters are consistent with the preva iling 

interpretations of progressive education. The inter pretations 

will include those of Cremin (1961), Tanner & Tanne r (1990), 

Zilversmit (1993), Kliebard (1995), Semel & Sadovni k(1999), and 

Ravitch (2000).  
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Prevailing Interpretations of Progressive Education  

Cremin (1961), who is the considered the foremost h istorian 

of progressive education, asserted that the movemen t began as an 

effort to use the school to improve the lives of in dividuals by 

applying the ideal of democracy to the urban-indust rial 

civilization engendered during the latter half of t he nineteenth 

century. He credited Jane Addams, the founder of Hu ll House, for 

providing the crux of progressive education when sh e remarked, 

“‘We have learned to say that the good must be exte nded to all 

of society before it can be held secure by any one person or any 

one class; but we have not yet learned to add to th at statement, 

that unless all men and all classes contribute to a  good, we 

cannot even be sure that it is worth having’” (Crem in, 1961, p. 

ix). Enabling “‘all men and all classes’” to contri bute, Cremin 

(1961) claimed, meant four things: 

First, it meant broadening the program and 
function of the school to include direct concern fo r 
health, vocation, and the quality of family and 
community life. 

Second, it meant applying in the classroom the 
pedagogical principles derived from new scientific 
research in psychology and the social sciences.  

Third, it meant tailoring instruction more and 
more to the different kinds and classes of children  
who were being brought within the purview of the 
school. 

Finally, Progressivism implied the radical faith 
that culture could be democratized without being 
vulgarized, the faith that everyone could share not  
only in the benefits of the new sciences but in the  
pursuit of the arts as well. (p. viii) 
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Progressive educators who developed theories of pro gressive 

education, however, did not all agree about the mea ning of the 

movement. Consequently, a “remarkable diversity of pedagogical 

protest and innovation” transpired throughout the p rogressive 

movement, which, from its inception, was “pluralist ic, often 

self-contradictory, and always closely related to b roader 

currents of social and political progressivism” (Cr emin, 1961, 

p. 22). Universities saw rise of the movement in ph ilosophy, 

psychology, and the social sciences as part of the rebellion 

against formalism. In cities, municipal reform embr aced the 

movement as one of its components. Farmers perceive d the 

movement as the essence of a reasonable substitute for radical 

land reform. It was the “‘social education’” urban settlement 

workers wanted, the “‘schooling for country life’” rural 

publicists wanted, the vocational training business men’s 

associations and labor unions wanted, and the new t eaching 

techniques forward-thinking educators wanted (Cremi n, 1961, p. 

22). The progressive movement affected all levels o f education, 

from kindergarten to the university and attracted t he interest 

of a diversity of people, including parents, teache rs, 

reformers, and politicians. 

According to Tanner & Tanner (1990), the last two d ecades 

of the nineteenth century engendered progress in th e scientific 

community’s thought regarding human nature and the universe. 
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Progressive educators aimed to develop critical thi nkers. They 

wanted students, upon entering society, to be able to create 

better lives for themselves by controlling their en vironment 

instead of allowing the environment to control them .  

Tanner & Tanner (1990) agreed with Cremin’s content ion that 

progressive education meant different things to dif ferent 

people. They described the child-centered romantici sts, who 

focused more on the needs of the child and less on the need for 

systematic curriculum development. Though many crit ics attribute 

the child-centered movement to Dewey, Dewey attacke d the idea 

that freedom existed in allowing the student to pur sue his own 

interests. Rather, Dewey asserted freedom existed i n a teacher’s 

direction of choices and control of experience.  

Tanner & Tanner (1990) also described the 

reconstructionists, who wanted to use the school fo r direct 

social correction. According to Tanner & Tanner (19 90), the 

prescriptions of the reconstructionists were “prefo rmulated and 

directed by an enlightened elite” (p. 351). Additio nally, 

despite their claim to be democratic, these prescri ptions did 

not preclude indoctrination, and they produced unif ormity, 

repression, segregation, and despotism.  

Finally, Tanner & Tanner (1990) described the 

experimentalists, who followed Dewey’s beliefs and believed the 

democratic principle of mutual responsibility—each member of 
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society contributed to the good of all. For individ uals to be 

able to contribute to the good of all, the school h ad to help 

each student discover his abilities and develop the m as much as 

possible in the time allotted. Additionally, the sc hool had to 

do this for an ever-increasing diversity of student s, giving 

credence to the democratic promise of the equal opp ortunity for 

everyone. Equal opportunity, however, did not mean the same 

curriculum for everyone; rather, it meant a flexibl e curriculum 

adjusted to the needs of individuals, a curriculum that also 

strengthened the “ties which unite all citizens of a democracy” 

(Tanner & Tanner, 1990, p. 114). This flexible curr iculum 

included only subjects that had an immediate value for the 

current needs and growth of the student.  

According to Tanner & Tanner (1990), progressive ed ucators 

in America sought to solve social problems through “enlightened 

social action” and believed education played a sign ificant role 

in equipping students to bring out social change (p . 108). 

Unfortunately, progressive ideas did not always wor k out when 

they were implemented, but the ideas themselves wer e not 

necessarily at fault. The problem usually resided i n that lack 

of practical suggestions for implementing the ideas . 

Zilversmit (1993) also agreed that while progressiv e 

educators shared a common set of beliefs, its leade rs stressed 

different facets of their goals, and as the movemen t progressed, 



59 

different facets of the progressive plan were stres sed. Despite 

the differences, Zilversmit (1993) contended the ex istence of 

central set of ideas and practices, ideas and princ iples that 

grew from the writings of Dewey.  

Zilversmit (1993) explained that the philosophical 

foundation of the progressive movement depended on Dewey’s 

belief that all facets of life were continually cha nging; 

consequently, all human goals were provisional. The  ultimate 

task of education, then, was to prepare people for life and for 

change. However, childhood should not be considered  only as 

preparation for adult life. Therefore, schools shou ld use 

children’s natural curiosity instead of subordinati ng it to a 

pre-selected, though arbitrary, curriculum and futu re goals. 

Dewey’s commitment to the idea of continual change and his 

belief that individuals could contribute to the cre ation of a 

better society placed a major responsibility on the  school. He 

maintained that the school had to be the means of s ocietal 

reform.  

Though Zilversmith (1993) based his interpretation of 

progressive education on Dewey’s beliefs, he explai ned that 

Dewey’s philosophy was part of a larger picture. Th e larger 

outlook included devotion to scientific methods and  to the idea 

of a democratic society. Devotion to the scientific  method meant 

basing pedagogy on science by finding the condition s that 
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allowed learning to occur naturally, ultimately dis covering 

methods to utilize the natural activities of childr en so that 

learning was the consequence. A democratic communit y manifested 

a combined communicated experience, the kind of exp erience that 

could only occur through the destruction of obstacl es such as 

race, ethnicity, and class. The progressive movemen t sought to 

utilize its conception of the scientific method to realize a 

democratic community.  

While he did not categorize the varying ideas stres sed by 

different progressive theories, as did Tanner & Tan ner, 

Zilversmit (1993) provided much the same descriptio ns. He 

described the child-centered progressives as those who agreed 

that the school should recognize the interests of t he child, 

which were not exclusively academic, but explained that they 

differed from Dewey “by standing the traditional cu rriculum on 

its head” (Zilversmit, 1993, p. 12). While attendin g to the 

nonintellectual interests of children, they neglect ed academics. 

Zilversmit (1993) also discussed progressive educat ors who 

adopted Dewey’s wish for social reform through educ ation, 

emphasizing the fact that some educators used the “ language of 

progressive education” to justify procedures that w ere not in 

accord with Dewey’s goals (p. 13). Consequently, a degree of 

anti-intellectualism appeared as that aspect of the  progressive 

movement became part of educational belief. 
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Interestingly, while Zilversmit (1993) considered 

particular reforms to be a part of the overall Prog ressive 

movement, he did not consider them to be part of pr ogressive 

education. In this group Zilversmit (1993) included  reformers 

who called for a vocational component, reformers co ncerned with 

helping European immigrants assimilate, and reforme rs concerned 

with “applying principles of efficiency, centraliza tion, and 

bureaucratic decision making, based on the example of modern 

business, to the schools” (p. 2). These reformers s aw the 

traditional curriculum as inefficient, called for 

standardization and testing, and wanted to “rescue urban schools 

from hopelessly inefficient and corrupt ward politi cs” 

(Zilversmit, 1993, p. 2).  

Zilversmit (1993) asserted that despite the disagre ement 

among progressive educators, they shared a common s et of 

beliefs. A progressive educator who developed a the ory of 

progressive education based it on this set of belie fs. 

Consequently, it is possible to recognize a distinc t progressive 

education movement and determine its influence on e ducation. 

In his Preface to the first edition of The Struggle  for the 

American Curriculum , Kliebard (1995), stated that he was puzzled 

by the meaning of the “innumerable references” he h ad seen to 

progressive education (p. xv). He explained that th e more he 

studied, the more he believed that the term was mea ningless 



62 

because it included such an extensive range of diff erent, even 

contradictory, ideas on education. Kliebard (1995) concluded 

that the term was “not only vacuous but mischievous ” (p. xv). He 

determined that he could identify and define nothin g that 

deserved a single name, concluding that there were several 

reform movements in education during the twentieth century, and 

each had its own agenda. Kliebard (1995) decided in stead to 

demarcate the foremost ideological positions of the  different 

reform groups, including explanations for how they both balanced 

and contradicted each other. Ultimately, he settled  on four 

groups: humanists, who stood in opposition to the o ther three 

groups; developmentalists; social efficiency educat ors; and 

social meliorists. 

The humanists were “the guardians of an ancient tra dition 

tied to the power and reason and the finest element s of the 

Western cultural heritage” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 23).  Their task 

was to preserve through reinterpretation the “rever ed traditions 

and values” in a rapidly changing society (Kliebard , 1995, p. 

23). The developmentalists led the charge for a cur riculum 

aligned with the natural development of the child, using 

scientific data to understand the different stages of child and 

adolescent development, as well as the nature of le arning. From 

this information they could develop a curriculum in  accord with 

children’s interests, needs, and learning patterns.  The social 
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efficiency educators also believed in using scienti fic data, but 

their ultimate goal was to create “a coolly efficie nt, smoothly 

running society” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 24). They beli eved a 

scientifically-based curriculum could be more funct ional in the 

roles children took as adults. Additionally, societ y was 

becoming highly technical and demanded more special ization of 

skills, which meant more differentiation in the cur riculum. The 

social meliorists perceived the school as the prima ry force for 

social change and social justice. They believed ind ividuals held 

the power to bring about change, but the school had  the power to 

create the new social vision. 

In Kliebard’s (1995) Preface to the second edition of his 

book, he explained the addition of an afterword ent itled “The 

Search for Meaning in Progressive Education: Curric ulum Conflict 

in the Context of Status Politics.” Kliebard (1995)  stated that 

he was influenced by the work of Joseph Gusfield, w ho, in the 

epilogue of his book Symbolic Crusade: Status Polit ics and the 

American Temperance,  reflected on the substance of his book, 

“casting new light on the way a symbolic politics f ramework 

enriches his interpretations—not rejecting earlier 

interpretations but imbuing them with new insight” (p. x).   

Kliebard’s (1995) afterword traced a series of inte rpretations 

of progressive education, a movement he originally claimed could 

not be defined, much less interpreted. However, Kli ebard (1995) 



64 

did not include any of his own interpretations; he limited his 

discussion to interpretations offered by other hist orians. 

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) put Dewey at the forefront of 

movement in progressive education. According to Sem el & Sadovnik 

(1999), Dewey based his methodology on the idea tha t children 

were “active, organic beings, growing and changing, ” so they 

needed a course of study that reflected their stage  of 

development (p. 6). Dewey supported freedom and res ponsibility 

for students—essential factors in democratic living . He also 

believed that, to help students assume their eventu al roles in 

society and live democratically, the school should reflect a 

democratic community. Basically, Semel & Sadovnik ( 1999) 

maintained, Dewey respected democracy and believed education 

contributed to a perfect realization of democracy t hrough 

continual reconstruction and reorganization of soci ety.  

Unfortunately, other progressive educators “misread , 

misunderstood, and misinterpreted” Dewey, leading t o a variety 

of different theories of progressive education (Sem el & 

Sadovnik, 1999, p. 9). According to Semel & Sadovni k (1999), 

three progressive forms emerged: child-centered ped agogy, social 

efficiency pedagogy, and social reconstructionist p edagogy. The 

child-centered pedagogy argued that schools should develop 

curricula according to the stages of child developm ent, 

maintaining that traditional schools suppressed chi ldren’s 
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natural tendencies. The child-centered progressives  also 

suggested individualizing instruction and paying at tention to 

the needs and interests of the children. The social  efficiency 

pedagogy encouraged schools not only to provide mea ningful 

experiences for children but also to prepare them f or the 

occupations they would assume as adults. To do this , schools 

should educate students according to their interest s and 

abilities. The social reconstructionist pedagogy st ressed the 

development of “a more just, humane and egalitarian  community” 

(Semel & Sadovnik, 1999, p. 10). According to Semel  & Sadovnik 

(1999), many child-centered schools incorporated th e community-

centered facets of social reconstructionism in thei r efforts to 

meet their students’ individual needs while they we re 

integrating them into a democratic community.   

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) concluded that progressive 

reformers had “a sweeping agenda” (p. 4). Like virt ually all 

reformers past and present, progressive educators v iewed the 

school as a method of attacking social problems. It  was no 

surprise that they turned to the schools as a way o f “preserving 

and promoting democracy, within the new social orde r” (Semel & 

Sadovnik, 1999, p. 4). 

According to Ravitch (2000), Dewey’s beliefs encomp assed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Dewey maintained 

that advancing education meant applying the social sciences, 
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especially psychology, to education. The school had  to represent 

real life, so the best way to correlate the Three-R  subjects was 

to focus on children’s natural interests. According  to Ravitch 

(2000), Dewey advised that what was taught in schoo l should be 

determined by children’s ability to understand it a s it applied 

in real life. The school was a mechanism of social change and 

progress, so the focus of education should be probl ems and 

processes instead of academic subjects. 

Ravitch (2000) agreed with Semel & Sadovnik that wh ile 

Dewey inspired the progressive education movement, progressive 

educators were not always loyal to his intentions. She 

maintained that the progressive movement included f our ideas, 

all of which undermined the basic idea that childre n should 

study an academic curriculum. The first idea was th e mental 

testing movement, which embraced the idea that educ ation could 

become a science, the methods and purpose of educat ion being 

determined and measured scientifically. The second idea, the 

child-centered movement, suggested the methods and purpose of 

education could be drawn from the nature and needs of the child. 

The third idea, the social efficiency movement, cla imed that the 

methods and purpose of education could be determine d by 

assessing society’s needs and preparing children fo r their role 

in society. The fourth idea manifested itself in tw o versions; 

the first version held that the method and purpose of education 
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could be altered in ways that would bring about soc ial reform by 

“freeing children’s creative spirit” (Ravitch, 2000 , p. 60). The 

second version believed that the methods and purpos e of 

education could be changed in ways to bring about s ocial reform 

by “indoctrinating them for life in a planned socie ty” (Ravitch, 

2000, p. 60).  

According to Ravitch (2000), all of these “camps” b egan to 

disagree with each other because of the contradicti ons among 

their views (p. 60). However, Ravitch (2000) claime d, the one 

aspect upon which all camps agreed was their common  enemy: the 

traditional academic curriculum.  

    

Consistency of Specific Early Twentieth Century Pro gressive 

Theories with Prevailing Interpretations of Progres sive 

Education 

Cremin (1961) praised several aspects of Dewey’s (1 900) The 

School and Society , a tract resulting from a series of three 

lectures Dewey delivered in response to criticism o f his 

Laboratory School. The ideas Dewey (1900) explained  in The 

School and Society  expressed concern for the individual, 

focusing on utilizing the child’s natural interests  and talents, 

as well as teaching him or her to be self-directed.  While the 

individual was important, even more important was t he 

improvement of society at large. These principles a re consistent 



68 

with Cremin’s (1961) characteristic of progressive education, 

the “broadening of the program and function of the school to 

include direct concern for health, vocation, and th e quality of 

family and community life” (p. viii).       

Another work that Cremin (1961) found laudable was Dewey’s 

(1916) Democracy and Education . Cremin (1961) explained that the 

“ideas of the work are legion” and “lent new vigor to the drive 

for educational reform” (pp. 120-121). In this work , Dewey, 

having studied the history of philosophy, provided “illuminating 

critical discussions of Plato, Aristotle, Locke, Ro usseau, Kant, 

Fichte, Hegel, Herbart, and Froebel” (Cremin, 1961,  p. 120). 

Additionally, Dewey demonstrated an awareness of th e existing 

developments in pedagogy, psychology, and sociology . Cremin’s 

(1961) second characteristic of progressive educati on addressed 

the classroom application of “pedagogical principle s derived 

from the new scientific research in psychology and the social 

science” (p. viii). Dewey’s awareness of the existi ng 

developments in pedagogy, psychology, and sociology  is 

consistent with this characteristic.       

Cremin (1961) contended that the ideas in Democracy  and 

Education  were especially appropriate for society at the tim e, 

“a society in flux, a society of immigrant groups e ngaged in a 

dramatic reshuffling of customs and allegiances, a society whose 

intellectuals sense a loss of community and a drivi ng need to 
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rebuild it” (p. 121). Dewey’s (1916) conception of democracy 

was: 

more than a form of government; it is primarily a m ode 
of associated living, of conjoint communicated 
experience. The extension in space of the number of  
individuals who participate in an interest so that 
each has to refer his own action to that of others,  
and to consider the action of others to give point and 
direction to his own is equivalent to the breaking 
down of those barriers of class, race, and national  
territory which kept men from perceiving the full 
import of their activity. (p. 101) 
 

Dewey maintained that democracy triumphed as more p oints of 

shared common interest among the diverse groups tha t made up 

society grew and created less restricted interactio n and 

adjustment (Cremin, 1961). Dewey’s emphasis on the school’s role 

in breaking down the barriers of class, race, and e thnicity to 

build a community with shared interest among divers e groups is 

consistent with Cremin’s (1961) third characteristi c of 

progressive education, “tailoring instruction more and more to 

the different kinds and classes of children who wer e being 

brought within the purview of the school” (p. viii) .     

Cremin’s (1961) critique of Democracy and Education  

included a discussion of Dewey’s belief that democr acy demanded 

“a reconstitution of culture, and with it the curri culum,” that 

viewed scientific and industrial studies as tools f or making 

people more aware of the life around them (p. 124).  Dewey wanted 

to introduce vocational subjects to build practical  skills and 
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as the point of departure for “increasingly intelle ctualized 

ventures into the life and meaning of industrial so ciety” 

(Cremin, 1961, p. 124). He argued that no studies w ere 

“intrinsically endowed with liberating or cultural powers per 

se,” so all subjects had potential to be cultural i n its “widest 

possible range of meanings” (Cremin, 1961, p. 125).  Therefore, 

culture could encompass a wider range of studies th an ever 

before, and those studies included the sciences and  trade as 

long as they were taught with the goal of growth in  mind. 

Cremin’s (1961) final characteristic of progressive  education 

was the belief that society could be democratized w ith being 

“vulgarized,” that everyone could share in the bene fits of the 

new sciences as well as the pursuit of arts (p. vii i). Dewey’s 

idea of the reconstituted curriculum, which encompa ssed a wider 

range of studies, is consistent with this character istic. 

Sharing Cremin’s high opinion of Democracy and Educ ation , 

Tanner & Tanner (1990) lauded it as “the most brill iant study of 

pedagogical principles and practices in a democracy  that had 

ever been written” (p. 9). Tanner & Tanner’s (1990)  

interpretation of progressive education included th ree strands, 

including the romanticists, the reconstructionists,  and the 

experimentalists. According to Tanner & Tanner (199 0), 

experimentalists were those who remained loyal to D ewey’s ideas. 

The logical expectation is that Dewey’s theory is c onsistent 
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only with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpretation o f 

experimentalist progressive education. Indeed, Dewe y’s belief in 

a free society that offered the chance for the indi vidual’s 

development, development that was grounded in the p erspective of 

democratic social responsibility, and Dewey’s prima ry tenets 

involving the necessity of the learner’s interest a re consistent 

with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpretation of exp erimentalist 

progressive education. Even though Dewey was concer ned with the 

interests of the child, his curriculum was not so c hild-centered 

that it ignored the need for systematic curriculum development, 

as Tanner & Tanner (1990) contended the romanticist  strand did. 

The social reconstructionists wanted to use the sch ool to bring 

about social reformation, but because their prescri ptions did 

not preclude uniformity, repression, segregation, a nd despotism, 

their conception of democracy differed from Dewey’s . 

Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of Dewey’s philo sophy 

differed drastically from both Cremin’s and Tanner & Tanner’s. 

Zilversmit (1993) praised Dewey in the Preface to C hanging 

Schools: Progressive Education Theory and Practice,  1930-1960 , 

claiming he “read and admired the works of John Dew ey and 

recognized the philosophy that had animated my summ er 

experiences” (p. xi). Zilversmit (1993) also credit ed Dewey’s 

educational philosophy as the basis of progressive education. In 

the text of his book, however, Zilversmit (1993) hy pothesized 
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that the reason for the ultimate failure of progres sive 

education was that the ideal itself was flawed.    

Zilversmit (1993) based his interpretation of progr essive 

education on Dewey’s philosophy. Ironically, howeve r, 

Zilversmit’s (1993) criticisms implied that Dewey’s  beliefs are 

not consistent with that interpretation of progress ive 

education. For example, according to Zilversmit (19 93), 

progressive education was committed to the idea tha t the school 

was responsible for teaching the individual to cont ribute to the 

creation of a better society. Zilversmit (1993) imp lied that the 

application of Dewey’s beliefs, though, resulted in  a hidden 

form of social control by manipulating children to do what an 

external authority demanded. Zilversmit (1993) even  claimed that 

the teachers were manipulated, so Dewey’s idea that  teachers 

could lead an important social revolution was illog ical. In this 

respect, Dewey’s beliefs seem to be more consistent  with the 

strand of progressive education that, according to Zilversmit 

(1993), wanted social reform and used the “language  of 

progressive education” to justify procedures that w ere not in 

accord with Dewey’s goals, subsequently resulting i n a form of 

anti-intellectualism (p. 13). Zilversmit (1993) als o included in 

his interpretation of progressive education the pri nciple of 

using children’s natural curiosity instead of subor dinating it 

to an arbitrarily pre-selected curriculum and child ren’s future 
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goals. Dewey’s beliefs were not aligned with progre ssive 

educators who, according to Zilversmit (1993), agre ed that the 

school should recognize the interests of the child to the extent 

of “standing the traditional curriculum on its head ” (p. 12). 

However, Zilversmit (1993) claimed the teachers wer e not at all 

interested in the students’ interests, and only fei gned concern 

for the students’ interests by starting with someth ing in which 

the students expressed an interest and subsequently  leading them 

to the academic subject matter. Additionally, he cl aimed that 

the work in a progressive classroom only seemed uns tructured, 

while it was actually planned in advance, with the teacher 

disguising her guidance.    

Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of Dewey’s belie fs 

implied a lack of consistency with his interpretati on of 

progressive education in general. However, Zilversm it (1993) was 

not criticizing Dewey’s ides as inconsistent with h is 

interpretation of the basic tenets of progressive e ducation, 

which, after all, was based on Dewey’s philosophy. Rather, he 

was criticizing the basic principles of progressive  education, 

which he considered “flawed” (Zilversmit, 1993, p. 175). 

Therefore, despite the criticism of Dewey’s beliefs , they are 

consistent with Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of 

progressive education.     
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Kliebard (1995) claimed he could not define progres sive 

education, choosing instead to delineate four ideol ogical 

positions of reform that occurred in the early twen tieth 

century. He included humanists, developmentalists, social 

efficiency educators, and social meliorists. The hu manists’ task 

was to preserve through reinterpretation the “rever ed traditions 

and values” in a rapidly changing society (Kliebard , 1995, p. 

23). The developmentalists led the charge for a cur riculum 

aligned with the natural development of the child, using 

scientific data to understand the different stages of child and 

adolescent development, as well as the nature of le arning. The 

social efficiency educators also believed in using scientific 

data, but their ultimate goal was to create “a cool ly efficient, 

smoothly running society” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 24). The social 

meliorists believed individuals held the power to b ring about 

change, but the school had the power to create the new social 

vision. According to Kliebard’s (1995) ideologies, Dewey’s 

beliefs were consistent with those of the humanists , the 

developmentalists, and the social meliorists. While  Dewey did 

not want to continue teaching the traditional subje ct matter as 

it had always been taught, the Three-R subjects mai ntained an 

important role in his curriculum. According to Klie bard (1995), 

this idea is consistent in part with the humanists’  ideology. 

However, Dewey believed the school’s direction of t he curriculum 
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should be toward what the child valued in the prese nt rather 

than preparation for the future, and idea consisten t with the 

developmentalists. The development of the child’s i ndividuality 

would then work to enhance the social community, an  idea 

consistent with the ideology of the social melioris ts. 

Like Zilversmit, Semel & Sadovnik (1999) put Dewey at the 

forefront of the movement in progressive education,  interpreting 

his beliefs as the basic principles of progressive education. 

Accordingly, his beliefs are consistent with Semel & Sadovnik’s 

(1999) interpretation of progressive education in g eneral. Semel 

& Sadovnik (1999), like other historians, conceded that 

progressive educators often misinterpreted Dewey’s beliefs, 

resulting in different strands of progressive educa tion, which 

they labeled child-centered, social efficiency, and  social 

reconstructionist. Because each of these strands wa s based on 

Dewey’s principles, however, Dewey’s beliefs are co nsistent in 

some respect to each of them. Like Dewey, child-cen tered 

progressives argued that schools should develop cur ricula 

according to the stages of child development, indiv idualize 

instruction, and pay attention to the needs and int erests of the 

children. The social efficiency pedagogy encouraged  schools to 

educate students according to their interests and a bilities, 

which was consistent with one of Dewey’s principles . The social 

reconstructionist pedagogy stressed the development  of “a more 
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just, humane and egalitarian community,” an idea De wey also 

embraced (Semel & Sadovnik, 1999, p. 10).  

Like Zilversmit and Semel & Sadovnik, Ravitch (2000 ) 

interpreted Dewey’s beliefs to be the crucial princ iples of 

progressive education, thus making his beliefs cons istent with 

her interpretation of progressive education in gene ral. Dewey 

maintained that advancing education meant applying the social 

sciences, especially psychology, to education. The school had to 

represent real life, so the best way to correlate t he Three-R 

subjects was to focus on children’s natural interes ts. According 

to Ravitch (2000), Dewey advised that what was taug ht in school 

should be determined by children’s ability to under stand it as 

it applied in real life. The school was a mechanism  of social 

change and progress, so the focus of education shou ld be 

problems and processes instead of academic subjects . 

Ravitch (2000) agreed with Semel & Sadovnik that wh ile 

Dewey inspired the progressive education movement, progressive 

educators were not always loyal to his intentions. She 

maintained that the progressive movement branched f rom Dewey’s 

beliefs into four movements, all of which undermine d the basic 

idea that children should study an academic curricu lum: the 

mental testing movement, the child-centered movemen t, the social 

efficiency movement, and the social reform movement . The mental 

testing movement embraced the idea that the methods  and purpose 



77 

of education should be determined and measured scie ntifically. 

The child-centered movement suggested the methods a nd purpose of 

education could be drawn from the nature and needs of the child. 

The social efficiency movement claimed that the met hods and 

purpose of education could be determined by assessi ng society’s 

needs and preparing children for their role in soci ety. The 

fourth idea manifested itself in two versions; the first version 

held that the method and purpose of education could  bring about 

social reform by “freeing children’s creative spiri t”; the 

second version believed that the methods and purpos e of 

education could bring about social reform by “indoc trinating 

them for life in a planned society” (Ravitch, 2000,  p. 60). 

Dewey’s beliefs are consistent to a very small degr ee with 

Ravitch’s interpretation of the mental testing move ment in his 

devotion to the scientific method to determine the conditions 

that allowed learning to occur naturally, ultimatel y discovering 

methods to utilize the natural activities of childr en so that 

learning was the consequence. Though Ravitch (2000)  criticized 

Dewey for being too tolerant of other practitioners  who “adored 

children but abhorred subject matter, and who loved  random 

experiences and cared not at all for connecting chi ldren’s 

experience to the cumulative experience of the huma n race,” she 

granted Dewey’s belief of the importance of subject  matter, 

suggesting that Dewey’s beliefs are consistent with  her 
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interpretation of the child-centered movement only to a limited 

degree (p. 173). Dewey’s beliefs are completely inc onsistent 

with her interpretation of the social efficiency mo vement. 

However, Dewey’s belief that education could result  in social 

reform is consistent to some degree with Ravitch’s 

interpretation of the social reform movement.  

Bobbitt and Charters analyzed contemporary society as the 

standard of priority in the curriculum (Cremin, 196 1). They 

wanted public schools to train children for their d ifferent 

roles in the working structure rather than squander  the public’s 

money by trying to educate students who were not li kely to go to 

college or professions (Ravitch, 2000).   

Bobbitt’s (1924) suggested curriculum divisions imp ly 

consistency with Cremin’s (1961) first characterist ic of 

progressive education, “broadening the program and function of 

the school to include direct concern for health, vo cation, and 

the quality of family and community life” (p. viii) . In his 

suggested curriculum divisions, Bobbitt included so cial 

intercommunication; health activities; citizenship activities; 

general social activities—meeting and mingling with  others; 

staying mentally fit—analogous to the health activi ties of 

staying physically fit; parental activities, the up bringing of 

children, the maintenance of a proper home life; an d the labors 

of one’s calling (Bobbitt, 1924). Charters offered no such 
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curriculum divisions, stipulating only that the cur riculum maker 

developed a list of ideals and a list of activities  related to 

the job in which the learner planned to work, in th e present or 

in the future (Ravitch, 2000). Consequently, the on ly 

consistency between Charters’ theory and Cremin’s f irst 

characteristic of progressive education is Charters ’ concern for 

vocation. Cremin (1961) credited Bobbitt for identi fying “the 

actual with the desirable. . . . an identification closely tied 

to the quest for a science of education” (p. 199). This praise 

implies consistency with Cremin’s (1961) second cha racteristic, 

the application of educational principles derived f rom research. 

Like Bobbitt, Charters considered himself to be “br inging the 

light of science to a field that had been governed by drift, 

tradition, and fruitless speculation” (Kliebard, 19 95, p. 101). 

Therefore, there is also consistency between Charte rs’ theory 

and Cremin’s (1961) second characteristic of progre ssive 

education. Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories fall sh ort of 

consistency with Cremin’s (1961) third characterist ic, a concern 

for the different kinds and classes of children att ending 

school, in their lack of concern for the learner. B obbitt’s and 

Charters’ theories are also inconsistent with Cremi n’s (1961) 

last characteristic of progressive education, the b elief that 

everyone could share in the benefits of the new sci ences and in 

the pursuit of the arts. Bobbitt (1924) disregarded  the 
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importance of social progress with his preference t o maintain 

the status quo over making changes in the wrong dir ection. 

Charters’ perception of social progress meant perfo rming more 

competently what one would do anyway, disregarding the potential 

for changes in society having an effect on the natu re and range 

of those activities (Kliebard, 1995). Regardless of  the 

differences regarding why they were unconcerned abo ut social 

progress, both theories focused on rote skills inte nded to adapt 

the learner to existing social conditions. 

Considering their total disregard for the learner, 

Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are definitely not  consistent 

with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpretation of the  child-

centered progressive movement. Nor are Bobbitt’s an d Charters’ 

theories consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) i nterpretation 

of the reconstructionist strand of progressivism, s ince their 

theories supported the status quo. Tanner & Tanner (1990) 

explained that the quantitative approach Bobbitt an d Charters 

used in curriculum making was often erroneously lin ked to the 

experimentalists because of Dewey’s devotion to the  scientific 

method. However, Dewey perceived their “reductionis t efforts as 

scientism rather than scientific” (Tanner & Tanner,  1990, p. 

348). Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories of scientifi c curriculum 

making were not at all consistent with Tanner & Tan ner’s (1990) 
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interpretations of the various strands of progressi ve education 

in general.    

Zilversmit (1993) did not discuss Bobbitt or Charte rs 

because he did not consider them to be part of the progressive 

education movement. He did, however, consider them to be part of 

the Progressive movement in general. Zilversmit (19 93) included 

in this group reformers who called for a vocational  component, 

reformers concerned with helping European immigrant s assimilate, 

and reformers concerned with “applying principles o f efficiency, 

centralization, and bureaucratic decision making, b ased on the 

example of modern business, to the schools (p. 2). Clearly, 

Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are consistent wit h the last 

group of reformers in Zilversmit’s (1993) descripti on.  

Because they preserved the use of the traditional a cademic 

curriculum, Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are co nsistent with 

Kliebard’s (1995) interpretation of the humanists’ ideology, 

which guarded “an ancient tradition tied to the pow er and reason 

of the finest elements of the Western cultural heri tage” (p. 

23). Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are also cons istent with 

Kliebard’s (1995) interpretation of the social effi ciency 

educators, who believed in using scientific data to  create “a 

coolly efficient, smoothly running society” (p. 24) . Bobbitt’s 

and Charters’ negation of the importance of the chi ld’s 

interests and their lack of concern for social prog ress are 
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clearly inconsistent with Kliebard’s (1995) interpr etations of 

the ideologies of the developmentalists, who found significance 

in the child’s interests, needs, and learning patte rns, and the 

social meliorists, who perceived the school as the primary force 

for social change. 

Like Zilversmit, Semel & Sadovnik (1999) did not di scuss 

the theories of Bobbitt or Charters. Their theories , however, 

are not at all consistent with Dewey’s beliefs, whi ch provided 

the foundation for Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interp retation of 

progressive education. However, Semel & Sadovnik (1 999) included 

interpretations of the branches of progressive educ ation that 

resulted from the misinterpretations of Dewey’s bel iefs, which 

included the child-centered pedagogy, the social ef ficiency 

pedagogy, and the social reconstructionist pedagogy . Of these 

three strands, Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are  consistent 

only with Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of the social 

efficiency pedagogy, which encouraged schools to pr epare 

children for occupations they would assume as adult s.  

Ravitch (2000) interpreted Dewey’s beliefs to be th e basis 

for progressive education in general. However, she interpreted 

that four branches of progressive education resulte d from other 

educators’ misinterpretations of Dewey’s ideas: the  mental 

testing movement, the child-centered movement, the social 

efficiency movement, and the social reform movement . With regard 
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to Ravitch’s (2000) interpretations of progressive education—

both Dewey’s beliefs and the offshoots—Bobbitt’s an d Charter’s 

theories are consistent only with the social effici ency 

movement, which claimed the methods and purpose of education 

could be determined by assessing society’s needs an d preparing 

children for their role in society.  

Kilpatrick’s project method is somewhat consistent with 

Cremin’s (1961) first characteristic of progressive  education. 

Kilpatrick (1918) believed education should prepare  students to 

meet the “demands for practical efficiency and of m oral 

responsibility,” thus representing the “ideal of de mocratic 

citizenship” (p. 322). He also asserted that childr en should be 

held accountable for their actions, thus preparing them for “the 

worthy life of the coming day” (Kilpatrick, 1918, p . 323). These 

aspects espoused the progressive concern for vocati on and the 

overall quality of life (Cremin, 1961). Kilpatrick’ s project 

method is also consistent with Cremin’s (1961) seco nd 

characteristic of progressive education in its ende avor to join 

the educational psychology of the day by deriving p edagogy from 

educational research (Tanner & Tanner, 1990). Kilpa trick’s 

interest in children’s needs is consistent with Cre min’s (1961) 

third characteristic of progressive education, whic h urged 

tailoring instruction to the different needs of chi ldren. 

Kilpatrick’s project method falls short of consiste ncy with 
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Cremin’s (1961) fourth characteristic, the belief t hat everyone 

could share in the benefits of the new sciences and  the pursuit 

of the arts. Kilpatrick asserted that schools could  not 

predetermine subject matter; he saw it instead as a  

reconstruction of the child’s experience (Kliebard,  1995). Under 

these circumstances, subject matter was not to be l earned but 

was to function directly in realizing human purpose s.   

Because Tanner & Tanner (1990) suggested that it wa s not a 

curriculum theory at all, one could argue that the project 

method is not consistent with any of their interpre tations of 

progressive education. The question of whether it i s a theory or 

a method aside, Kilpatrick’s project method is most  consistent 

with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpretation of the  child-

centered romanticists, who focused more on the need s of the 

child and less on the need for systematic curriculu m 

development. Dewey himself attacked the idea that f reedom 

existed in allowing students to pursue their own in terests, 

asserting instead that freedom existed in a teacher ’s direction 

of choices and control of experience (Tanner & Tann er, 1990). 

While Kilpatrick (1918) was also concerned with pre paring 

children to participate in the “ideal of democratic  

citizenship,” his focus was not on teaching childre n to solve 

social problems (p. 322). Therefore, Kilpatrick’s p roject method 

is not consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) int erpretation 
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of the reconstructionists, who used the school for direct social 

correction. Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpretation  of the 

experimentalist was based on Dewey’s philosophy of education, 

and Kilpatrick’s project method falls short of this  

interpretation in his disregard for traditional sub ject matter 

as well as his lack of concern for social reform.       

Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of progressive 

education, like Tanner & Tanner’s, was based on Dew ey’s beliefs, 

and the differences between Dewey’s beliefs and the  project 

method indicate little consistency between the two.  Unlike 

Dewey’s beliefs, the project method failed to addre ss social 

reform, which also made it inconsistent with Zilver smit’s (1993) 

interpretation of the branch of progressive educati on that 

focused primarily on social reform. Additionally, i t denigrated 

the importance of traditional subject matter (Zilve rsmit, 1993). 

While Dewey believed that teachers’ understanding o f children 

was necessary, he believed that a deep understandin g of subject 

matter was more important. Kilpatrick, however, pla ced the 

teachers’ love for children above the understanding  of subject 

matter. Therefore, the project method is consistent  with 

Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of the child-cen tered 

progressives, who agreed that the school should rec ognize the 

interests of the child, which were not exclusively academic, 

consequently neglecting traditional subject matter.   
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Of Kliebard’s (1995) interpretations of the various  

ideologies, Kilpatrick’s project method is consiste nt with the 

developmentalists, who asserted that the curriculum  should be 

aligned with children’s needs, interests, and learn ing patterns. 

The project method is not at all consistent with Kl iebard’s 

(1995) interpretation of the humanists, who wanted to preserve 

the traditional academic curriculum, or with the so cial 

efficiency educators who wanted education to contri bute to a 

more efficiently-run society. Neither is there cons istency 

between Kliebard’s (1995) interpretation of the soc ial 

meliorists, who perceived the school as the source of social 

change, and Kilpatrick’s project method, which show ed no concern 

for engendering social reform.  

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) did not discuss Kilpatrick’ s 

project method, but one can still interpret his wor k in relation 

to their perspectives of progressive education. Lik e Tanner & 

Tanner and Zilversmit, Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) in terpretation 

of progressive education was based on Dewey’s philo sophy. 

Consequently, Kilpatrick’s exclusion of traditional  subject 

matter and concern for social reform make the proje ct method 

inconsistent with Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpr etation of 

progressive education in general. The project metho d is also not 

consistent with Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpret ation of the 

social efficiency pedagogy, which encouraged school s to prepare 
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children for occupations they would assume as adult s, or the 

social reconstructionist pedagogy, which stressed t he 

development of a more civilized and classless socie ty. However, 

Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of the chi ld-centered 

pedagogy, which they considered one of the branches  of 

progressive education, is consistent with the proje ct method’s 

concern for the interests and needs and of the chil d.      

 Like many other educational historians, Ravitch (2 000) 

based her interpretation of progressive education o n Dewey’s 

beliefs but also included interpretations of the mo vements she 

considered offshoots of Dewey’s. Kilpatrick’s proje ct method is 

not consistent with Ravitch’s (2000) interpretation  of Dewey’s 

beliefs, again, for its failure to address the idea  of social 

reform and for its denigration of traditional subje ct matter. 

Though Kilpatrick’s project method promoted the ide a of worthy 

living, it did not focus on preparing children for a specific 

role in their adult lives. Therefore, it is not con sistent with 

Ravitch’s (2000) interpretations of the social effi ciency 

movement, which advocated assessing society’s needs  and 

preparing children for their role in society. The p roject 

method’s lack of concern for bringing about social change makes 

it inconsistent also with the social reform movemen t, which 

sought to bring about social reform by tapping into  children’s 

creative spirits or by indoctrinating children into  a planned 
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society. Kilpatrick’s project method attempted to j oin 

behaviorism and Dewey’s method of intelligence, and  behaviorism 

equated to the establishment of the proper response s (Tanner & 

Tanner, 1990). Therefore, Kilpatrick’s project meth od was 

somewhat consistent with Ravitch’s (2000) interpret ation of the 

mental testing movement, which embraced the idea th at education 

could become a science. Considering Kilpatrick’s be lief that the 

child could create his or her own curriculum indica tes that 

project method is also consistent with Ravitch’s (2 000) 

interpretation of the child-centered movement, whic h suggested 

teaching children by drawing from their nature and needs.     

     

Summary 

Examination of the prevailing interpretations of ea rly 

twentieth century progressive education reveals con sensus as 

well as disagreement. Cremin (1961) asserted that p rogressive 

education meant four things: broadening the program  and purpose 

of the school to include concern for health, vocati on, and the 

quality of family and community life; applying in t he classroom 

the pedagogical principles derived from new scienti fic research 

in psychology and the social sciences; tailoring in struction to 

the different kinds and classes of children who wer e attending 

school, and believing that everyone could share not  only in the 

benefits of the new sciences but in the pursuit of the arts as 
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well. Progressive educators who developed theories of 

progressive education, however, did not all agree a bout the 

meaning of the movement, which gave rise to a numbe r of 

different progressive theories.  

Tanner & Tanner (1990) agreed with Cremin’s content ion that 

progressive education meant different things to dif ferent 

people. They described the child-centered romantici sts, who 

focused more on the needs of the child and less on the need for 

systematic curriculum development. Tanner & Tanner (1990) also 

described the reconstructionists, who wanted to use  the school 

for direct social correction. Finally, Tanner & Tan ner (1990) 

described the experimentalists who followed Dewey’s  beliefs and 

believed the democratic principle of mutual respons ibility.  

Zilversmit (1993) contended the existence of a cent ral set 

of ideas and practices, which grew from the writing s of Dewey. 

While he did not categorize the varying ideas stres sed by 

different progressive theories, as did Tanner & Tan ner, 

Zilversmit (1993) provided much the same descriptio ns. He 

described the child-centered progressives as those who agreed 

that the school should recognize the interests of t he child, but 

that often resulted in the neglect of academics. Zi lversmit 

(1993) also discussed progressive educators who ado pted Dewey’s 

wish for social reform through education, emphasizi ng the fact 

that some educators used the “language of progressi ve education” 
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to justify procedures that were not in accord with Dewey’s 

goals, leading to the appearance of anti-intellectu alism (p. 

13). Interestingly, while Zilversmit (1993) conside red 

particular reforms to be a part of the overall Prog ressive 

movement, he did not consider them to be part of pr ogressive 

education. In this group Zilversmit (1993) included  reformers 

who called for a vocational component, reformers co ncerned with 

helping European immigrants assimilate, and reforme rs concerned 

with “applying principles of efficiency, centraliza tion, and 

bureaucratic decision making, based on the example of modern 

business, to the schools” (p. 2).  

In his Preface to the first edition of The Struggle  for the 

American Curriculum , Kliebard (1995) determined that he could 

identify and define nothing that deserved the singl e name 

progressive education, concluding that there were s everal reform 

movements in education during the twentieth century , and each 

had its own agenda. Kliebard (1995) decided instead  to demarcate 

the foremost ideological positions of the different  reform 

groups and explain how they both balanced and contr adicted each 

other. Ultimately, he settled on four groups: human ists, who 

stood in opposition to the other three groups; 

developmentalists; social efficiency educators; and  social 

meliorists. The humanists were “the guardians of an  ancient 

tradition tied to the power and reason and the fine st elements 
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of the Western cultural heritage” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 23). The 

developmentalists led the charge for a curriculum a ligned with 

the natural development of the child, using scienti fic data to 

understand the different stages of child and adoles cent 

development, as well as the nature of learning. The  social 

efficiency educators also believed in using scienti fic data, and 

they believed a scientifically-based curriculum cou ld be more 

functional in the roles children took as adults. Th e social 

meliorists perceived the school as the primary forc e for social 

change and social justice.  

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) put Dewey at the forefront of 

movement in progressive education. Unfortunately, o ther 

progressive educators misinterpreted Dewey, leading  to a variety 

of different theories of progressive education. Acc ording to 

Semel & Sadovnik (1999), three progressive forms em erged: child-

centered pedagogy, social efficiency pedagogy, and social 

reconstructionist pedagogy. The child-centered peda gogy argued 

that schools should develop curricula according to the stages of 

child development and suggested individualizing ins truction and 

paying attention to the needs and interests of the children. The 

social efficiency pedagogy encouraged schools not o nly to 

provide meaningful experiences for children but als o to prepare 

them for the occupations they would assume as adult s. The social 

reconstructionist pedagogy stressed the development  of “a more 
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just, humane and egalitarian community” (Semel & Sa dovnik, 1999, 

p. 10).   

According to Ravitch (2000), Dewey’s beliefs encomp assed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Howeve r, Ravitch 

(2000) agreed with Semel & Sadovnik that while Dewe y inspired 

the progressive education movement, progressive edu cators were 

not always loyal to his intentions. She maintained that the 

progressive movement included four ideas, all of wh ich 

undermined the basic idea that children should stud y an academic 

curriculum. The first idea was the mental testing m ovement, 

which embraced the idea that education could become  a science, 

the methods and purpose of education being determin ed and 

measured scientifically. The second idea, the child -centered 

movement, suggested the nature and needs of the chi ld could 

determine the methods and purpose of education. The  third idea, 

the social efficiency movement, claimed that assess ing society’s 

needs and preparing children for their role in soci ety could 

determine the methods and purpose of education. The  fourth idea 

manifested itself in two versions; the first versio n held that 

the method and purpose of education could be altere d in ways 

that would bring about social reform by “freeing ch ildren’s 

creative spirit” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 60). The second  version 

believed that the methods and purpose of education could be 
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changed in ways to bring about social reform by “in doctrinating 

them for life in a planned society” (Ravitch, 2000,  p. 60).  

Dewey’s theory is the most consistent with the Crem in’s 

(1961), Tanner & Tanner’s (1990), Zilversmit’s (199 3), Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999), and Ravitch’s (2000) interpretat ions of 

progressive education in general. With the exceptio n of Cremin 

(1961), these historians’ interpretations of progre ssive 

education were based specifically on Dewey’s theory . Kliebard 

(1995) contended progressive education could not be  defined, 

instead delineating ideologies for four reform move ments, 

including the developmentalists. Dewey’s theory is consistent 

with Kliebard’s interpretation of the developmental ists, which 

read much like the other historians’ interpretation  of the 

progressive movement in general.   

Bobbitt’s and Charter’s theories are somewhat consi stent 

with Cremin’s (1961) first two characteristics of p rogressive 

education, broadening the program and function of t he school to 

include concern for health, vocation, and the quali ty of life, 

and the application of educational principles deriv ed from 

research. Tanner & Tanner (1990) explained that the  quantitative 

approach Bobbitt and Charters used in curriculum ma king was 

often erroneously linked to the experimentalists be cause of 

Dewey’s devotion to the scientific method. However,  Dewey 

perceived their “reductionist efforts as scientism rather than 
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scientific” (Tanner & Tanner, 1990, p. 348). Bobbit t’s and 

Charters’ theories of scientific curriculum making were not at 

all consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interp retations of 

any of the various strands of progressive education . Because 

they preserved the use of the traditional academic curriculum, 

Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are consistent wit h Kliebard’s 

(1995) interpretation of the humanists’ ideology, w hich guarded 

“an ancient tradition tied to the power and reason of the finest 

elements of the Western cultural heritage” (Kliebar d, 1995, p. 

23). Bobbitt’s and Charters’ theories are also cons istent with 

Kliebard’s (1995) interpretation of the social effi ciency 

educators, who believed in using scientific data to  create “a 

coolly efficient, smoothly running society” (Klieba rd, 1995, p. 

24). While Zilversmit (1993) considered Bobbitt and  Charters to 

be part of the Progressive movement in general, he did not 

consider them to be a part of progressive education .   

Zilversmit (1993) included in this group reformers who called 

for a vocational component, reformers concerned wit h helping 

European immigrants assimilate, and reformers conce rned with 

“applying principles of efficiency, centralization,  and 

bureaucratic decision making, based on the example of modern 

business, to the schools (p. 2). Clearly, Bobbitt’s  and 

Charters’ theories are consistent with the last gro up of 

reformers in Zilversmit’s (1993) description. Bobbi tt’s and 
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Charters’ theories are consistent with Semel & Sado vnik’s (1999) 

interpretation of the social efficiency pedagogy, w hich 

encouraged schools to prepare children for occupati ons they 

would assume as adults. With regard to Ravitch’s (2 000) 

interpretations of progressive education—Dewey’s be liefs and the 

offshoots—Bobbitt’s and Charter’s theories are cons istent only 

with the social efficiency movement, which claimed the methods 

and purpose of education could be determined by ass essing 

society’s needs and preparing children for their ro le in 

society. 

Kilpatrick’s project method is somewhat consistent with 

Cremin’s (1961) first characteristic of progressive  education in 

its concern for vocation and the overall quality of  life. 

Kilpatrick’s project method is also consistent with  Cremin’s 

(1961) second characteristic of progressive educati on in its 

endeavor to join the educational psychology of the day by 

deriving pedagogy from educational research (Tanner  & Tanner, 

1990). Kilpatrick’s interest in children’s needs is  also 

consistent with Cremin’s (1961) third characteristi c of 

progressive education, which urged tailoring instru ction to the 

different needs of children. Kilpatrick’s project m ethod is most 

consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpreta tion of the 

child-centered romanticists, who focused more on th e needs of 

the child and less on the need for systematic curri culum 
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development. Of Kliebard’s (1995) interpretations o f the various 

ideologies, Kilpatrick’s project method is consiste nt with the 

developmentalists, who asserted that the curriculum  should be 

aligned with children’s needs, interests, and learn ing patterns. 

Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of the chi ld-centered 

pedagogy, which they considered one of the branches  of 

progressive education, is consistent with the proje ct method’s 

concern for the interests and needs and of the chil d. 

Kilpatrick’s project method attempted to join behav iorism and 

Dewey’s method of intelligence, and behaviorism equ ated to the 

establishment of the proper responses (Tanner & Tan ner, 1990). 

Therefore, Kilpatrick’s project method was somewhat  consistent 

with Ravitch’s (2000) interpretation of the mental testing 

movement, which embraced the idea that education co uld become a 

science. Considering Kilpatrick’s belief that the c hild could 

create his or her own curriculum indicates that pro ject method 

is also consistent with Ravitch’s (2000) interpreta tion of the 

child-centered movement, which suggested teaching c hildren by 

drawing from their nature and needs.         

The differing interpretations of early twentieth ce ntury 

theories and progressive education mirrored the sam e lack of 

agreement that progressive educators demonstrated t hrough their 

development of their varied theories. Even though p rogressive 

educators of the early twentieth century espoused t he same basic 
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principles, varied interpretations of those basic p rinciples 

grew into many different theories. While Dewey’s th eory can be 

interpreted as the definitive curriculum theory of progressive 

education, educational historians cannot contend th at because an 

educator was a part of the progressive educational movement, he 

espoused the same ideas that Dewey espoused, as exa mination and 

comparison of the theories of Dewey, Bobbitt, Chart ers, and 

Kilpatrick clearly demonstrates. Only in-depth stud y of the 

theory and practice of any progressive educator can  expose the 

inaccuracies of any educational historian’s interpr etations. 

Studies such as the reconstruction of Meriam’s work  at 

University Elementary School reveal significant asp ects of 

earlier theories and practices, potentially impacti ng the 

prevailing interpretations of those theories and pr actices as 

well as current curriculum practice.  

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



98 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

MERIAM’S THEORY OF INSTRUCTION AND CURRICULUM 

In this chapter, Meriam’s major works will be discu ssed, 

explicating his theory of education and the princip les upon 

which he based his work. Meriam’s career as an educ ator began in 

1895 as high school principal and township superint endent of 

schools in Wakeman, Ohio. He worked there until 189 8, when he 

became the principal of Spicer Elementary School in  Akron, Ohio. 

He remained in Akron for only a year before moving to New York 

to be critic teacher at the New York State Normal C ollege until 

1901. From 1902-1903 he was assistant in philosophy  and 

education at Harvard University; he then served as assistant in 

education at Columbia University from 1903-1904, wh ere he was 

pursuing his Ph.D., which he completed in 1905. In 1904, he 

became professor of education at the University of Missouri, a 

position he held for the next twenty years; from 19 05-1924, he 

also served as superintendent of University Schools  for the 

University of Missouri. In addition to his work dur ing his 

tenure at the University of Missouri, Meriam served  as director 

of the Francis W. Parker School in San Diego, Calif ornia from 

1921-22, and director of the Glendora (California) Foothills 
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School in 1924 (The National Cyclopaedia of America n Biography, 

1965). 

Meriam left the University of Missouri in 1924 to b ecome 

professor of education at the University of Califor nia at Los 

Angeles, where he worked until he retired as profes sor emeritus 

in 1943. In 1931, while Meriam was working at the U niversity of 

California, he also served as visiting professor of  education at 

Columbia University and visiting lecturer in educat ion at New 

York University (NCAB, 1965). 

Throughout his career, Meriam spent his summers lec turing 

in education at various institutions. These institu tions 

included Cornell University (1908), the University of Pittsburgh 

(1915), Columbia University (1916), the University of Wisconsin 

(1920), the University of Detroit (1921), the Unive rsity of 

Omaha (1921), Washington State College, Pullman (19 22), the 

University of California, Berkeley (1930 and 1935),  and the New 

York State College for Teachers, Albany (1931) (NCA B, 1965).  

While Meriam (1906) held the position of superinten dent of 

University Schools for the University of Missouri, he published 

his first major work, Normal School Education and E fficiency in 

Teaching . He also contributed numerous articles to the fiel d of 

education and delivered speeches at annual meetings  of the 

National Education Association. Most of his work cl early derived 

from the theories he put into practice at Missouri’ s 
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experimental elementary school, theories he later e xplicated 

more fully in Child Life and the Curriculum  (1920). 

 

Research of the Relationship between Teacher Traini ng and 

Success in Teaching 

Meriam’s (1906) first major work, Normal School Edu cation 

and Efficiency in Teaching , differed from most of his later 

work. The book collected five studies related to th e work of 

Normal Schools as training institutions and the eff iciency of 

elementary school teachers. The problem in all of t he studies 

was the relationship between the ability to teach a nd aptitude 

in previous study and training. The first study, hi storical in 

nature, examined the beginning and rise of the stud y of 

psychology, the nature of which Meriam (1906) descr ibed as 

general and outdated. The second study used a quest ionnaire, 

completed by Normal School graduates who were teach ing, to 

determine the effectiveness of the study of psychol ogy. While 

the subjectivity of a questionnaire made any conclu sions 

provisional, the evidence suggested that the study of psychology 

was “vague, loose, and in need of reconstruction” ( Meriam, 1906, 

p. 10).  

The third study Meriam (1906) discussed, statistica l in 

nature, investigated the relationship between teach ing 

efficiency and scholarship. The study revealed that  success in 
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practice teaching and in the study of psychology we re the major 

contributors of success in teaching. Additionally, the study 

concluded that the emphasis on “‘Methods’” was unne cessary and 

that subject-matter courses only ranked slightly mo re important 

than “‘Methods’” (Meriam, 1906, pp. 10-11). Finally , the study 

revealed deficiency in methods of grading scholarsh ip.  

The fourth study Meriam (1906) explicated considere d the 

general preparation of elementary teachers. The stu dy revealed 

that more or less than a high school diploma made n o difference, 

college graduates were less successful in the lower  grades, and 

work in Normal Schools did not contribute “as much as one might 

expect,” though graduates of Normal Schools were mo re successful 

than teachers trained in city training schools (Mer iam, 1906, p. 

11). However, teachers trained in city training sch ools fared 

better than those with no training in pedagogy. The  fifth and 

final study in Meriam’s (1906) collection investiga ted the 

qualifications of teachers in State Normal Schools of New York. 

The study revealed that one fourth of them were col lege 

graduates, and one third had never studied beyond t he Normal 

Schools in which they were teaching.  

 

Introduction of Meriam’s Theory of Education 

Meriam (1909) moved away from the topic of teacher 

education and efficiency in teaching and closer to the ideas to 
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which he devoted his career in one of his early art icles, 

“Fundamentals in the Elementary School Curriculum.”   This 

article introduced the idea that dominated his work  at 

University Elementary School—the idea that school o fficials, 

teachers, and parents needed a greater appreciation  of the 

nature of children in their normal activities outsi de of school. 

In the article, Meriam (1909) focused on “waste in school work,” 

which he deemed “due to a maladjustment between mea ns and end” 

(p. 390). He perceived the maladjustment to be betw een the 

curriculum’s content and the pupils’ needs and the community’s 

needs. To explain this maladjustment, Meriam (1909)  

differentiated between the adult view and the child  view 

regarding the function of the curriculum.  

Meriam (1909) asserted that in the adult view, the 

curriculum was selected and organized with social e fficiency as 

the ultimate aim of education. Because life in the twentieth 

century was so complex, “a score of school subjects  are used” 

(Meriam, 1909, p. 391). Consequently, the subjects were isolated 

and unrelated, congested, and abstract. According t o Meriam 

(1909), the efforts made to solve those problems—en richment, 

omission, and correlation—caused even more problems .  

Meriam (1909) contended that the perspective of the  child 

differed greatly from that of the adult. Meriam (19 09) believed 

the “schoolboy” was “too limited in experience to p lan for the 
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future” (p. 393). Rather he lived in the present, c aring for 

school subjects only to the extent that they contri buted to his 

current needs. Meriam (1909) contended that adults were “slowly 

coming to this view,” realizing that “the most adeq uate 

adjustment today prepares best for adequate adjustm ent tomorrow” 

(p. 393). In such a curriculum, school subjects wer e introduced 

into the course of study when the student needed th em for 

extension of prior knowledge.  

Meriam (1909) provided a four-part principle to gui de the 

selection and organization of the curriculum’s cont ent. Though 

he changed the wording, Meriam (1920) later incorpo rated the 

same ideas into his five principles of making curri cula, which 

he published in Child Life and the Curriculum . First, the 

content needed to have “a place in the curriculum w hich meets 

real, present needs of the pupil” (Meriam, 1909, p.  394). Meriam 

(1909) believed that schools were not “adequately s erving 

individual and community needs” and suggested that “the 

curriculum be more practical and constructive, rela ting more 

specifically to every-day life” (p. 394). Second, M eriam (1909) 

required the curriculum content to contribute to th e student’s 

need, thus supplying a “conscious motive” (p. 394).  Third, 

Meriam (1909) required student comprehension and un derstanding 

regarding the significance of the content. Finally,  Meriam 

(1909) required that the content contribute “to the  continuity 
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in the development of the special problem being stu died” (p. 

393-394). 

Meriam (1909) concluded his article with a suggeste d 

curriculum, which, not coincidentally, was the curr iculum he had 

implemented at University Elementary School. Meriam ’s (1909) 

description of his curriculum laid the foundation f or the work 

he later explicated in Child Life and the Curriculu m (1920). 

Meriam’s (1909) curriculum began with the question,  “What are 

the normal activities of children of school age, in  which the 

school can assist?” (p. 395). Those activities, acc ording to 

Meriam (1909), were play, observation, and hand-wor k. Meriam 

(1920) later added stories to the activities, which  he explained 

in The Child Life and the Curriculum , the book that thoroughly 

explicated his work at University Elementary School . Meriam 

(1909) suggested that, initially, these activities centered 

“largely in the self”; as the child grew older, how ever, he 

became interested in the “activities of those about  him and 

later interested in industrial activities of the wo rld at large” 

(p. 395). Meriam (1909) asserted that the function of the 

curriculum was to help students “in their own activ ities and in 

understanding the activities of others” (pp. 395-39 6).    
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Criticism of the Traditional School 

Like “Fundamentals in the Elementary School Curricu lum,” 

most of Meriam’s articles were critical of the trad itional 

school, but not all of them focused primarily on cu rriculum 

theory. For example, in “Recitation and Study,” Mer iam (1910) 

discussed his objections to traditional homework as signments in 

which students were expected to teach themselves. M eriam (1910) 

suggested instead that class study should prepare s tudents “to 

face the problem, to see the method of attack; then  leave to the 

pupil the completion of the study at home” (p. 631) .  

In “Measuring School Work in Terms of Life out of S chool,” 

Meriam (1917a) continued his condemnation of the tr aditional 

curriculum. Rather than discussing the curriculum per se, 

however, he discussed how students were measured in  their 

abilities in reading, writing, and arithmetic. Meri am (1917a) 

explained that social and industrial changes were m aking “great 

demands on schools,” but educators tested without r eference to 

the changes (p. 342). Meriam (1917a) contended that  “ability 

tested in a formal exercise leaves still the proble m of the 

correlation between formal exercise and normal expe rience” (p. 

341). Consequently, “measurements of abilities shou ld be in 

terms of normal experiences rather than in terms of  abstractions 

from that experience” (Meriam, 1917a, p. 341). Meri am (1917a) 

even suggested that commercial and industrial men c ould assist 
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in making the measurements. The result, Meriam (191 7a) asserted, 

would be “a demand for a more valuable educational content in 

the school curriculum; a curriculum in terms of lif e out of 

school” (p. 341). 

 

Educational Experimentation 

In “The Control of Educational Progress through Edu cational 

Experimentation,” Meriam (1917b) again addressed th e issue of 

testing but approached it through the perspective o f laboratory 

experimentation versus school experimentation. Whil e Meriam 

(1917b) acknowledged the value of laboratory experi mentation in 

supplying knowledge rather than speculation, he ref erenced the 

danger that experimentation could be conducted for the purposes 

of science rather than the “social betterment of bo ys and girls” 

(p. 602). Meriam (1917b) urged that experimentation  instead be 

“directed to larger social problems and conducted u nder normal 

school conditions” (p. 604). Meriam (1917b) cited s ome 

successful experimental schools as examples, includ ing Dr. 

Kerschensteiner’s continuation schools of Munich, w hich 

supplemented apprenticeships by instruction in trad e and 

citizenship. He also referenced Dewey’s school at t he University 

of Chicago, Superintendent Wirt and the Gary school s, Madame 

Montessori, and his own work at University Elementa ry School. 

Meriam (1917b) contended that the problems studied in 
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educational experimentation should be “large educat ional issues 

rather than limited schoolroom methods” (p. 606). H e asserted 

that the real issue was improving the “out-of-schoo l lives of 

our young people” and that “problems of organizatio n, methods, 

equipment and the like are strictly subordinate” (M eriam, 1917b, 

p. 606). 

 

Explication of Meriam’s Theory and Practice 

While at the University of California, Meriam produ ced two 

more major works. For the first, Catalog of Units o f Work, 

Activities, Projects, etc., to 1932 , Meriam (1932) collaborated 

with two other educators. For the second, Activitie s, Projects, 

Units of work, Cataloged for 1932-1939 , which continued the work 

of the first, Meriam (1943a) worked alone. Meriam a lso continued 

to contribute articles to the field of education an d to make 

speeches at the annual meetings of the National Edu cation 

Association. Many of Meriam’s articles and speeches  maintained 

the focus of his work at the University of Missouri . For 

example, in his 1927 speech to the National Educati on 

Association, Meriam again addressed the idea that t he education 

of children relies on an “intimate knowledge of the  normal 

activities of children” (p. 468). Meriam (1927) con tended that 

“child life is one of doing, primarily; and learnin g, only 

secondarily” (p. 468). Meriam (1927) also asserted that “child 
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life is one of play, coordinate with any work that is to be 

done” (p. 469). These ideas, Meriam (1927) conclude d, implied 

that the curriculum should consist primarily of chi ldren’s 

activities “leading, in later grades and the high s chool, to a 

study of the specific activities of people” and tha t the 

curriculum should include “a good balance of wholes ome play and 

vigorous work, commensurate with real life” (p. 469 ). 

A year later, Meriam (1928) published “Educational Research 

and Statistics: Children’s Activities and the Schoo l 

Curriculum.”  In this article, Meriam (1928) explic ated further 

the ideas he discussed only briefly in his speech a t the 1927 

meeting of the National Education Association. Meri am (1928) 

began the article with an anecdote about a baby who  chose to 

play with a “brightly polished cuspidor” because hi s mother had 

provided nothing else (p. 458). The mother, quite d isgusted, 

“snatched the child away and kicked the coveted ‘to y’ under a 

chair” (Meriam, 1928, p. 458). Meriam (1928) used t his incident 

to introduce his first thesis: “Parents and teacher s fail to 

provide children and pupils with occupations called  for by their 

natures and their needs: fail—not by reason of indi fference, but 

because of a lack of understanding and appreciation  of child 

life” (p. 458). Meriam’s (1928) second thesis intro duced the 

data from child studies he explicated later in the article: 

“Parents and teachers should generously provide lit tle people 
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with the opportunity to be far more active in doing —in contrast 

with the emphasis usually given to learning” (p. 45 8). The 

mistakes parents and teachers made, Meriam (1928) e xplained, 

resulted from their failure to realize that “childh ood is a 

period to be actively lived through by all children  who develop 

normally. That is, in home and community, childhood  is to too 

great an extent a period of retention while waiting  for youth 

and adulthood” (p. 458). Meriam (1928) then present ed data from 

the study that proved “play activities and doing ac tivities . . 

. suggest . . . a shift in emphasis from work to pl ay and from 

learning to doing” (p. 459). Meriam (1928) conclude d his article 

with the same implications with which he concluded his speech at 

the 1927 meeting of the National Education Associat ion: “Child 

life is one of doing, primarily, and learning only secondarily” 

and “Child life is one of play—to a very large exte nt” (p. 462). 

In “An Educational Yearbook and Propaganda,” Meriam  (1931) 

returned to his criticism of the traditional school  and those 

who supported it. Meriam (1931) asserted that the T wenty-ninth 

Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of E ducation, 

which included two reports of the society’s Committ ee on 

Arithmetic entitled “Some Aspects of Modern Thought  on 

Arithmetic” and “Research in Arithmetic,” was “a la rge volume of 

questionable contribution to this reputation of thi s society” 

(p. 697). Meriam (1931) wrote the review “as an act ive member of 
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the society” who found the yearbook, in its treatme nt of 

mathematics, to be “narrow and biased” and believed  that “undue 

consideration and space have been accorded those wh o offered 

contributions strictly in harmony with the prevaili ng views of 

the chairman, but to those who had other views no c onsideration 

was given” (p. 697). F.B. Knight chaired the commit tee, the 

members of which included W.A. Brownell, B.R. Bucki ngham, G.T. 

Buswell, C.E. Greene, and R.L. West (National Socie ty for the 

Study of Education, 1930). Though he did not provid e the names 

of the contributors, Meriam (1931) offered as suppo rt two 

projects rejected from the yearbook, both of which supported the 

theory that “less time and attention to formal math ematics would 

not lead to less efficiency in arithmetical ability ” (p. 700). 

Meriam (1931) contended that the extended analysis of 

mathematics advocated by the yearbook was in suppor t of the 

traditional emphasis on formal arithmetic. Meriam ( 1931) 

concluded his derisive review by suggesting the yea rbook 

impressed its reader with repetition, perspectives,  methods, and 

results. Meriam (1931) then asks, “Why ‘dribble’ so  much with 

all the petty details in some of these long chapter s?” (p. 701).  

He answered his own question, suggesting that such treatment 

keeps the public’s attention “upon the traditional arithmetic 

and its texts” (Meriam, 1931, p. 701). 
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Discussion of the Activity Curriculum 

Meriam (1934) continued his attack on the tradition al 

school in his article “The Traditional Curriculum o f the High 

School Is Challenged by the Activity Curriculum of the 

Elementary School.”  Meriam (1934) organized the ar ticle in 

three “rounds” (p. 169). In the first round, Meriam ’s (1934) 

purpose was to show in the traditional high school curriculum 

the policies and practices that he deemed deficient . In the 

second round, Meriam’s (1934) purpose was to “place  the activity 

curriculum strictly in the open” (p. 169). Meriam ( 1934) 

admitted that within the activity curriculum were “ gross 

inadequacies” that needed to be overcome (p. 169). Meriam’s 

(1934) third round was to show how the traditional high school 

could meet the challenge of the elementary school’s  activity 

curriculum. 

Meriam’s (1934) criticism of the high school focuse d 

primarily on his own observation and experience in secondary 

schools and the “representative portions” of a surv ey requested 

by the North Central Association of Colleges and Se condary 

Schools to determine “‘where we stand in secondary education.’” 

(p. 170). The Office of Education at Washington con ducted the 

survey and published the results in twenty eight mo nographs. 

According to Meriam (1934), the reorganization of t he secondary 

school, a topic of one of the monographs, was engen dered by the 
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study to determine what organizational form of the secondary 

school held the most potential, the effects of the junior high 

school movement being of particular interest. Meria m (1934) 

suggested that the reorganization began with “littl e significant 

regard for the real curriculum work of the school,”  suggesting 

it was merely an “administrative affair” (p. 170). Meriam (1934) 

concluded that subject-matter courses in grades sev en through 

nine as well as grades ten through twelve showed li ttle 

significant change as a result of the reorganizatio n. 

Following the outline he provided at the outset of his 

article, Meriam (1934) then moved into his second r ound, the 

four weaknesses of the activity curriculum. First, Meriam (1934) 

asserted that the activity curriculum coddled and p ampered 

children by “catering to their interests” (p. 174).  Meriam’s 

(1934) second contention of the activity curriculum  argued that 

hard, serious work was being jeopardized by the coo peration in 

the social experience—too much superficial work was  done “under 

the guise of social cooperation” (p. 174). Meriam’s  (1934) third 

contention with the activity curriculum asserted th at 

integration had no significance in the normal activ ities of 

children, and correlating a life activity to a scho ol subject 

created relationships without value and demeaned th e “beautiful 

activities of childhood” (p. 174). Meriam’s (1934) final 

criticism of the activity curriculum argued that ac tivities used 
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to motivate the study of uninviting subjects was “b elittling to 

our teaching procedures” and lowered “the valuation  of the life 

activities of children” (p. 174). Meriam (1934) con cluded his 

discussion of these weaknesses by suggesting that t hey were not 

a challenge to the traditional high school curricul um. 

Completing the proposed outline for his article, Me riam 

(1934) moved into his third round, an explication o f how the 

traditional high school curriculum could meet the c hallenge of 

the activity curriculum of the elementary school. M eriam (1934) 

first challenged “that the high school assign itsel f the task of 

serving youth (12 to 18 years of age) without regar d to college 

entrance requirements” (p. 174). Meriam (1934) sugg ested that 

the majority of students, those who would not atten d college, 

were sacrificed for the relatively few who did. Ins tead, Meriam 

(1934) argued that secondary schools should equip s tudents for 

participation in the home, industry, and society. M eriam’s 

(1934) second challenge required the inclusion of t wo hours of 

time each day devoted to guided leisure activities,  “not in a 

teaching-learning situation, but as a part of norma l life that 

rightfully belongs to youth” (p. 175). Additionally , two hours 

of each day called for a variety of work activities , “wood shop 

and metal, print shop and office, cooking and sewin g, laundry 

and hairdressing” (Meriam, 1934, p. 175). A third t wo-hour block 

of time should be devoted to “acquiring and underst anding of the 
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very complex environment in which we live—nature al l about us 

and human nature all around us” (Meriam, 1934, pp. 175-176). 

These three two-hour periods encompassed the “range  of the life 

of youth and does not direct all to college” (Meria m, 1934, p. 

176). Meriam’s (1934) third challenge asked that th e disciplines 

of “English grammar, the algebraic equation, the se quence of 

history” be recognized “so far as they have values,  as strictly 

incidental to the larger values in the activities o f real life”  

(p. 176). Consequently, secondary schools should us e these 

disciplines only when the development of an activit y required 

them (Meriam, 1934). Not surprisingly, the changes Meriam 

suggested emulated his curriculum at University Ele mentary 

School. 

Meriam (1934) concluded his article with several 

concessions as well as a challenge. Meriam (1934) c onceded that 

colleges put great pressure on secondary schools to  comply with 

their entrance requirements; he also conceded the p ressure to 

maintain the social custom of the traditional curri culum. 

Neither concession, however, carried the weight of his 

challenge: secondary schools hold the ultimate resp onsibility of 

service to all youth.  
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Criticism of Progressive Education 

In 1943, Meriam retired from active service after n ineteen 

years as professor of education at the University o f California. 

He spoke at a breakfast given in his honor, and Sch ool and 

Society  published Meriam’s (1943b) concluding remarks in a n 

article entitled “Looking Educationally Toward a ‘P rogressive 

Practical World.’”  Meriam (1943b) disdainfully ref erred to the 

Progressive Education Association and his membershi p therein 

until he “could no longer subscribe to its wild pol icy of sugar-

coating the Three R’s by the activities in current life” (p. 

385). Neither did Meriam (1943b) approve of “‘Back to the Three 

R’s, back to the fundamentals and the discipline of  the old 

school’” (p. 385). According to Meriam (1943b), “Pr ogress is not 

made by a resumption of outmoded practices” (p. 385 ). Clearly, 

Meriam did not approve of any progressive practice that 

advocated the abandonment of traditional subject ma tter. Nor did 

he believe, however, that schools should return to the 

traditional approach. Meriam (1943b) instead prefer red the 

methods of his experimental school at the Universit y of 

Missouri, where he “insisted that the activities of  children and 

adults are far more fundamental than the so-called fundamentals 

in our schools” (p. 385). He reiterated what he had  said so many 

times before: the primary purpose of the public sch ool was to 

“help children and youth to improve their normal wh olesome 
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activities,” further explaining that these activiti es became the 

curriculum (Meriam, 1943b, p. 385).   

 

Basic Plan for a Curriculum, Building, and Schedule  

In 1959, Meriam turned his focus from the ills of 

progressive education, returning again to the princ iples he 

espoused throughout his career as an educator. He w rote an 

article entitled “The School as Wholesome Living,” in which he 

outlined a plan for a school that aimed to help “bo ys and girls 

do better in all the wholesome activities in which they engage” 

(Meriam, 1959a, p. 282). In spite of Meriam’s (1959 a) censure of 

the traditional curriculum, he did not omit the “Th ree-R 

subjects” from his “strictly basic” plan for a curr iculum, 

building, and schedule (p. 282).  

Meriam (1959a) divided the curriculum into two part s: 

social studies and physical activities. Meriam’s (1 959a) social 

studies included the physical, industrial, and soci al 

environment in which people lived. Meriam’s idea of  “social 

studies” echoed the sections of his University Elem entary School 

curriculum that he called “observation” and “storie s.”  He 

suggested the motion picture as the “instrument for  contacting 

the outside world,” supplementing the motion pictur e with 

readings and discussions (Meriam, 1959a, p. 282). M eriam’s 

(1959a) physical activities included fine arts, suc h as music, 
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drama, art, dancing, and social parties; crafts, su ch as manual 

arts using textiles, wood and metal, designing and drawing, and 

cooking; and health, utilizing indoor and games and  gymnastics 

and outdoor sports. These physical activities coinc ided with the 

sections of Meriam’s University Elementary School c urriculum 

called “handwork” and “play.”   

Meriam (1959a) proposed that the building should se rve the 

two parts of the curriculum—one part of the buildin g would be 

for social studies, the other part for the three ty pes of 

physical activities. The social studies building sh ould be able 

to accommodate group viewings of movies, and the pr imary 

classroom should be supplied with books and periodi cals not only 

for the social studies, but also for leisure. Not 

coincidentally, leisure was one of the sections of Meriam’s 

University School curriculum. The physical activiti es required 

an assembly room with mobile seats, equipped to vie w movies and 

the television. Craft rooms required materials for a variety of 

projects, and a gymnasium and outdoor field were ne cessary. 

Meriam’s (1959a) suggested schedule, divided into t imes from 

9:00 to 12:00 and 1:00 to 4:00 with lunch from 12:0 0-1:00, 

allowed a half day for each part of the curriculum,  social 

studies and physical activities, splitting each par t into 

different sessions so that the different parts of t he building 

were always in use. 
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Meriam (1959a) believed school should be a mutual a ffair—

the teacher was not the only one teaching and the s tudent was 

not the only one learning. Just as children in thei r “out-of-

school” lives became leaders among their friends, M eriam (1959a) 

believed they also did so in school because they we re 

experiencing “normal and wholesome life,” learning as they 

needed (p. 282). Meriam (1959a) cautioned, however,  that 

“discipline in high standards of achievement must b e in constant 

demand” (p. 282). Meriam (1959a) contended that the  school, 

parents, and the public were responsible for the ba d behavior of 

young people. Because a young person’s “active natu re prompts 

him to do that which is right or not right,” if he did not 

receive guidance in choosing right, he misbehaved ( Meriam, 

1959a, p. 282). Meriam (1959a) asserted that such g uidance 

“forestalls juvenile delinquency and fosters uprigh t living” (p. 

283). In his conclusion, Meriam (1959a) reiterated his 

contention that the school should be “devoted to wh olesome 

living, more and more abundant” (p. 283).        

 

Tribute to Dewey 

The year 1959 marked the centennial of John Dewey’s  birth, 

and Meriam (1959b) took the occasion to honor Dewey  in an 

article he called “John Dewey in History.” Througho ut the 

article, Meriam (1959b) made clear Dewey’s influenc e on his own 
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theory and practice. Meriam (1959b) explicated a ke ynote that 

ran throughout Dewey’s writings, saying “the adult public needs 

to center its attention upon the inclusive philosop hy of social 

life; that the teaching profession center its instr uction of 

youth upon their manner of living; and that the pup ils in school 

look foremost to their own life activities” (p. 376 ). In other 

words, living is primary, while learning is seconda ry. Meriam 

(1959b) maintained that Dewey emphasized the activi ty of the 

child, with the task of the lay public and teachers  to guide 

that activity and give it direction. Meriam (1959b)  conceded 

that the public attributed to Dewey the responsibil ity of the 

“adversely credited ‘progressive’ education in our modern 

schools,” but he explained that the criticism resul ted from the 

failure of “school officials to interpret and apply  adequately 

his [Dewey’s] principles to practical problems in t he conduct of 

our schools” (p. 377). Meriam (1959b) concluded his  tribute to 

Dewey, saying “Dewey’s school is one of wholesome l iving within 

the school regime in contrast to that of formal edu cation of the 

traditional stamp” (p. 378). 

 

An Emerging Philosophy 

In 1960, Meriam published The Traditional and the M odern 

Curriculum, an Emerging Philosophy , which he described as “the 

product of the author’s many experiences through wh ich his 
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observations, experimentations, and studies have be en guided” 

(p. vii). In the majority of his earlier publicatio ns, Meriam 

used examples from his laboratory school at the Uni versity of 

Missouri to demonstrate how he put his theories int o practice. 

While Meriam (1960) reiterated the theories he deve loped and put 

into practice at the University of Missouri, in thi s final work 

he included examples and explication of work in whi ch he had 

been involved during his tenure at the University o f California.  

In the first chapter of The Traditional and the Mod ern 

curriculum, an Emerging Philosophy , Meriam (1960) stated, “The 

title of this study implies an education before and  after some 

change. It indicates . . . a situation of two alter natives,” the 

two alternatives being traditional education, with an emphasis 

on the fundamentals, and the work of the modern sch ool, with an 

emphasis on pupils’ interests (p. 1). The title, ho wever, was 

deceiving. Instead of choosing between the two alte rnatives, 

Meriam (1960) proposed an underlying relationship b etween the 

two alternatives, an “emerging philosophy—a continu ous inquiry 

as to how current schools may profit by values in e arlier 

education and extend values into schools further ah ead” (p. 3). 

In this emerging philosophy, Meriam (1960) perceive d four 

characteristics of the traditional and the modern s chool that 

demonstrated the change in values from the former t o the latter. 

The first of these characteristics asserted that le ss emphasis 
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was given to preparation for the future, focusing i nstead on 

present living. The second characteristic was the c ontinuation 

of the “Three-R” subject matter, but with more cont acts with 

present living. The third characteristic involved s tudents 

learning through doing, which led to a more informa l program 

that was “in tune with the normal life of children”  (Meriam, 

1960, p. 11). The fourth characteristic resulted fr om the 

combination of the first three: learning by doing—c reating 

products—led to self direction and “skillful behavi or” (Meriam, 

1960, p. 11). Of course, all of these characteristi cs also 

applied to Meriam’s University Elementary School cu rriculum. 

Meriam (1960) devoted a chapter of this work to 

“activities” and how they were used in schools, the  purpose of 

the chapter being to clarify the concept and show i ts 

feasibility (p. 18). Meriam (1960) referenced pract ices of 

school districts throughout the country, books and periodicals 

by “‘leaders in education,’” and direct observation  (p. 18). In 

the next chapter, Meriam (1960) provided a list of activities 

collected in two of his previous works, Catalog: Un its of Works, 

Activities, Projects, etc., to 1932  (1932) and Activities, 

Projects, Units of Work, Cataloged for 1932-1939  (1943a). These 

catalogs included activities from 271 schools, cove ring a time 

span from 1924 to 1939. The purpose of this chapter  was to show 

how to choose appropriate classroom activities, and  Meriam 
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(1960) included examples of both appropriate and qu estionable 

activities. The next two chapters demonstrated grad e-level 

appropriate activities and grade-level organization  of topics 

(subject matter) of activities. In the last chapter , Meriam 

(1960) provided examples of activity schools in ope ration, 

including the La Jolla School at Placentia, Califor nia, which he 

directed from 1930-1937, as well as the Garfield Sc hool of Santa 

Monica, California, which he directed from 1935-193 7 (NCAB, 

1965).  

In his conclusion, Meriam (1960) asserted that the activity 

curriculum rested “upon principles more fundamental  than most 

school men and most laymen realize” (p. 97). He con tended that 

life was basically social adjustment, and that chan ge was 

“destined to continue” (Meriam, 1960, p. 97). Meria m (1960) 

maintained that the emerging philosophy would “cont inue its 

course along with social changes” (p. 97). Meriam’s  (1960) 

emerging philosophy pointed to “an activity school in which the 

fundamentals for instruction and study consist esse ntially of 

life activities of people, young and old, in an eve r 

increasingly complex environment within which we mu st all strive 

for adjustment,” looking forward to “improving and extending 

action in our schools” (p. 97).          
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Summary 

Meriam’s work, critical of traditional education, d eveloped 

his major theory: school officials, teachers, and p arents needed 

to appreciate and utilize children’s natures in the ir normal 

out-of-school activities. To that end, Meriam (1909 ) provided a 

four-part principle to guide the selection and orga nization of 

the curriculum’s content: the content of the curric ulum should 

meet the real needs of the student, supply a consci ous motive, 

demonstrate an understandable significance, and con tribute to 

the continuity in the development of the study of a  problem. 

Meriam (1909) implemented at University Elementary School a 

curriculum that manifested this principle; his curr iculum began 

with the question “What are the normal activities o f children of 

school age, in which the school can assist?” (p. 39 5). According 

to Meriam (1909), these activities were observation , play, 

stories, and handwork. Meriam (1910) believed that class study 

should prepare students “to face the problem, to se e the method 

of attack; then leave to the pupil the completion o f the study 

at home” (p. 351). Aligned with the same idea, Meri am (1917a) 

argued that assessment should be in terms of normal  experiences 

rather than formal exercises. It is important to no te that while 

Meriam (1959b) was critical of the traditional curr iculum, he 

never advocated omitting the Three-R subjects. He w as also 

critical of parents and teachers who failed to prov ide learning 
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opportunities in terms of children’s nature and nee ds (Meriam, 

1928). Ultimately, Meriam (1960) developed an emerg ing 

philosophy, in which he perceived four characterist ics of the 

traditional and the modern school that demonstrated  the change 

in values from the former to the latter. The charac teristics 

included less emphasis on preparation for the futur e and more on 

present living, the continuation of the Three-R sub ject matter 

with more real life application, students learning through 

doing, and self-direction. Meriam (1959a) believed school should 

be a mutual affair—the teacher was not the only one  teaching and 

the student was not the only one learning. Just as children in 

their “out-of-school” lives became leaders among th eir friends, 

Meriam (1959a) believed they also did so in school because they 

were experiencing “normal and wholesome life,” lear ning as they 

needed (p. 282).   

Meriam devoted his career to the field of elementar y 

education, earning his reputation as a leading Amer ican educator 

through his writing, teaching, lecturing, and his w ork in 

experimental schools (NCAB, 1965). As the director of several 

experimental schools, primarily University Elementa ry School at 

the University of Missouri, he tested his theory an d 

disseminated his views, greatly influencing generat ions of 

teachers (NCAB, 1965).  
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CHAPTER 5 

MERIAM’S THEORY AND PRACTICE AT UNIVERSITY ELEMENTARY 

SCHOOL 

In this chapter, Meriam’s theory of education and 

supporting principles will be investigated through a discussion 

of his practices at University Elementary School at  the 

University of Missouri. Much of the discussion of M eriam’s work 

was derived from his book Child Life and the Curric ulum  (1920), 

in which he described every aspect of his theory an d practice at 

University Elementary School. Before and after he p ublished this 

comprehensive work, however, Meriam wrote articles and made 

speeches based on his work at University Elementary  School. 

These articles and speeches often focused on the in dividual 

aspects that Meriam (1920) later combined in the co nstruction of 

Child Life and the Curriculum ; consequently, they proved to be 

valuable sources of information for the discussion.  Information 

gleaned from Meriam’s papers, which he and his wife  donated to 

University of Missouri archives, was also incorpora ted into the 

discussion. However, as stated in “Limitations of t he Study,” 

circumstances beyond the control of the researcher posed 

restrictions regarding Meriam’s collection.  
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The composition of the collection presented the gre atest 

problem: a majority of the papers in the collection  were not 

Meriam’s primary documents of his work at Universit y Elementary 

School. The primary documents included photographs of exhibits 

of student work and University Elementary School cl asses, 

informational pamphlets about University Elementary  School, 

programs of closing exercises, and letters written to or about 

Meriam. Other papers in the collection were compris ed primarily 

of newspaper clippings that were photocopied, sever al articles 

to each piece of paper, and often parts of articles  were 

missing. In some situations, one article covered a part of 

another, or part of the article was cut off when be ing 

photocopied. Meriam wrote some of the articles, but  most of the 

articles were written by other people about Meriam’ s work at 

University Elementary School. Consequently, the com parison of 

primary documents with Meriam’s interpretations of his work was 

based solely on the photographs, pamphlets, program s, and 

letters in the collection. In addition, the researc her had no 

way to verify the completeness of the sources, and in some 

situations, information was definitely missing. Fin ally, Meriam 

and his wife assembled the sources, creating the qu estion of the 

objectivity of the collection.  
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Meriam’s Criticism of Traditional Education 

 Early in his career as an educator, Meriam (1920) perceived 

a problem with the traditional educational system. The problem, 

as he explained it, involved three factors. The fir st factor, 

that the education of boys and girls aimed to prepa re them to be 

more efficient in later life, stood in complete opp osition to 

Meriam’s concern (Meriam, 1960). Meriam (1920) was specifically 

interested in helping boys and girls live more full y while they 

were boys and girls. He contended that the experien ces of 

children were too limited to plan for the future, s o their 

interests lay in the present (Meriam, 1909). By foc using on 

children’s lives in the present, Meriam asserted th at the 

schools also contributed to the preparation of chil dren for 

later life (n.d., “Educator Comes as Advisor to Pop ular School,” 

Meriam Papers, 59-60).  

 Meriam’s (1920) second factor was the subject matt er of the 

traditional curriculum. Meriam (1920) suggested the  traditional 

curriculum was aimless because it had no purpose ot her than to 

occupy children until they were mature enough to pr epare for 

some position in life or to enter an occupation for  which they 

were unprepared. Meriam (1920) also characterized t he curriculum 

as lifeless, focused on artificial studies consisti ng of content 

intended to be learned passively instead of problem s to be 

studied actively. Meriam (1909) considered the curr iculum to be 
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an organization of desegregated, unrelated experien ces. Any 

attempt at correlation was arbitrary, making it com pletely 

unnatural and superficial. The curriculum, accordin g to Meriam 

(1909), was congested, with a rising number of subj ects 

resulting from the growing complexity of civilizati on. Meriam 

(1920) concluded that any curriculum that was aimle ss, lifeless, 

disconnected, and congested was also wasteful, fill ed with busy 

work to occupy a student’s time until the law no lo nger required 

him to attend school. 

 Meriam’s (1920) third factor was the social and in dustrial 

life and “an environment full of physical phenomena  of 

increasing interest to people as our civilization r apidly 

develops” (p. vi). According to Meriam (1920), the curriculum 

was untimely, paying too much attention to the past  and too 

little attention to the present, “an age of intense ly 

interesting progress” (p. 68). While Meriam (1920) agreed that 

traditional subject matter could be used to teach c hildren, he 

developed and put into practice at University Eleme ntary School 

a theory that espoused using activities in which ch ildren were 

interested to teach them reading, writing, and arit hmetic.  

Meriam (1920) argued that his curriculum was not an  effort 

to escape the traditional curriculum; rather, he wa s trying to 

get close as possible to the lives of children outs ide of 

school. While the traditional curriculum was receiv ing 
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unfavorable criticism, Meriam (1920) noted evidence  of an 

inclination to ask that public schools give more co nsideration 

to existing problems in the life of the home, commu nity, and 

nation. Meriam (1959a) believed his curriculum, bas ed on real 

experiences, led to the formation of good habits th at ultimately 

prepared children for life at home and in the commu nity. While 

Meriam (1920) conceded that his curriculum was not a “panacea 

for all the ills of elementary education,” he empha sized that 

University Elementary School at the University of M issouri 

demonstrated modern school practices that “warrante d the 

critical consideration of school officials, teacher s, and school 

communities” (vii).  

Meriam (1960) perceived the problem as an educator to be, 

“How can I help these boys and girls to do better i n all those 

wholesome activities in which they normally engage? ” (p. 98). It 

was this problem to which he devoted his career. At  University 

Elementary School, students were always busy with m otivating 

work or wholesome leisure activities (Meriam, n.d.,  University 

Elementary School pamphlet, Meriam Papers). Meriam considered 

this to be the secret of diligence in school—studen ts were self-

directed and worked well if they were given the opp ortunity to 

be mutually helpful when doing things that met thei r needs. Not 

surprisingly, as Frances Harden, a visitor to Unive rsity 

Elementary School, noticed, students developed an i nterest in 
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working together, consequently gaining and understa nding of 

citizenship and loyalty, key factors in a democrati c society 

(1917, “Visiting Teacher Is Pleased,” Meriam Papers , 83). Even 

while helping children live more efficiently while they were 

children, a by-product of Meriam’s method was prepa ration for 

the future. Some of the photographs included in Mer iam’s 

collection supported Ms. Harden’s observation. Phot ograph 5-1 

depicts students sitting together at tables. While there appears 

to be little interaction between some of the studen ts, others 

are clearly working together. 

 

Photograph 5-1 
 From Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944 (C965_11 ),     
 Western Historical Manuscript Collection—Columbia,  MO. 
 Reprinted with permission. 

 
Instead of focusing on the subject matter of the 

traditional curriculum, Meriam (1920) used the “nor mal 

experiences of children and people in whom they are  concerned” 
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as the subjects for study (p. 13). Rather than sele cting the 

curriculum in terms of math, geography, and grammar , Meriam 

(1909) selected the curriculum in terms of children ’s activities 

and adult recreation. While Meriam (1920) did not a dvocate 

abandoning traditional subject matter, he maintaine d that it 

should only be considered when it functioned in the  work of 

pupils. In fact, Meriam argued that traditional sub ject matter 

had a more important place in his curriculum than i n the 

curriculum of traditional school because his curric ulum was 

based on the natural activities of the child (1909,  “Would Map 

Studies To Suit Child’s View,” Meriam Papers, 65). As a result, 

the children learned to read, write, and draw when they needed 

to (Meriam, n.d., University Elementary School pamp hlet, Meriam 

Papers). Skills in the Three-R subjects improved mo re as they 

served to enhance the life activities of children ( Meriam, 

1960).  

   

Meriam’s Plan for Making Curricula 

Clearly, Meriam (1920) strongly believed that while  the 

traditional curriculum had met the needs of the pas t and was 

developing in an attempt to meet the needs of a rap idly changing 

society, it was not keeping pace with the “conditio ns of modern 

life” (p. 71). Meriam (1920) asserted that mere cha nges in the 

traditional curriculum were not sufficient; instead , he called 
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for the making of a new curriculum. To differentiat e between 

changing a curriculum and making a new one, Meriam (1920) 

outlined the most common methods of revising curric ula as well 

as a plan for making curricula. 

According to Meriam (1920), the usual method of cha nging 

curricula involved one or any combination of five p rocedures: 

omission, enrichment, motivation, determination of minimum 

essentials, and introduction of the practical. Omis sion, 

obviously, meant removing elements from the curricu lum, 

justifying the omission by the lack of correlation between the 

subject matter and life outside of school. However,  Meriam 

(1920) asserted that omission was not constructive or economical 

in the development of curricula. Furthermore, becau se it was not 

a principle for permanent prevention of congestion,  it provided 

only temporary relief (Meriam, 1909).  

Enrichment occurred by increasing subjects, themes,  and 

details and by attempting to teach abstract concept s through 

concrete situations (Meriam, 1909). Increasing subj ects, themes, 

and details proved only to crowd the curriculum fur ther, and 

teaching abstract concepts through concrete situati ons proved 

unnatural. 

Motivation attempted to bolster tedious work by int roducing 

other relevant subject matter that strongly appeale d to children 

(Meriam, 1920). These attempts, Meriam (1920) asser ted, were 
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only provisional strategies, not basic renovation. If school 

work needed to be vitalized, it was not appropriate  for 

children.  

Determining the minimum essentials meant modifying the 

content of the curriculum based on the use of subje ct matter in 

out-of-school activities (Meriam, 1920). Meriam (19 20), however, 

questioned the necessity of the Three-R subjects, s uggesting 

that life outside of school included topics for stu dy that could 

not be “pigeonholed in the traditional subjects” (p . 74).  

Finally, the introduction of “‘practical subjects’”  

occurred when schools realized they were not effect ively 

contributing to the community (Meriam, 1920, p. 74) . While the 

introduction of practical subjects was an improveme nt, it was 

only partial, making the school “practical only in spots” 

(Meriam, 1920, p. 74).  

 

Obligations of the Curriculum Maker  

Meriam (1920) asserted that the purpose of school w as to 

serve society as well as the individual as a part o f society. 

Consequently, Meriam (1920) explained, the source o f guiding 

principles in making curricula was in social proble ms and 

conditions. As such, a curriculum maker had certain  obligations. 

First, the curriculum maker had to feel completely unrestricted 

by the traditional curriculum. Meriam (1920) quickl y pointed out 
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that he did not mean the curriculum maker could not  use the 

subject matter of the traditional school. The curri culum maker 

did not have to throw away the curriculum of the tr aditional 

school, but he did have to effectively supply the n ew demands, 

which meant discriminatingly selecting the material s related to 

school work and present needs. Any use of the tradi tional 

curriculum should be limited to that in which stude nts 

discovered something that contributed to their need s, thus 

providing a real motive (Meriam, 1909). Ultimately,  the 

curriculum maker had to be willing to use or throw away parts of 

or the entire traditional curriculum and introduce materials 

most effective to the work of the school (Meriam, 1 920).                   

According to Meriam (1920), the curriculum maker’s second 

obligation was to consult with sociologists and psy chologists 

and with experimental schools, thus precluding a cu rriculum that 

was particular to the curriculum maker himself. The  third 

obligation for the curriculum maker was to construc t the 

principles of his curriculum to meet all circumstan ces and 

situations and make the details applicable to all l ocations and 

conditions. In other words, students anywhere shoul d understand 

the content and appreciate its significance (Meriam , 1909). 

Lastly, the curriculum maker had to be faithful to his work and 

uncompromising with the conditions he wanted to imp rove, freeing 
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himself from “local limitations” but never being “i ndifferent or 

inconsiderate of them” (Meriam, 1920, p. 76).             

The curriculum maker’s obligations made up only par t of 

Meriam’s (1920) plan for curriculum making. Additio nally, Meriam 

(1920) included consideration of social conditions and problems, 

which provided the foundation for educational princ iples. Meriam 

(1920) also recommended being cognizant of current educational 

trends in order to guard against dependency on them . Finally, 

Meriam (1920) provided five principles for the cons truction of 

curricula, principles founded on “social problems a nd the 

interests of the individual” (p. 79).    

 

Consideration of Social Conditions and Current Educ ational 

Trends  

Meriam (1920) asserted that teachers studied subjec t matter 

and methods of teaching and school administrators s pent time on 

organization, management, and finance, but neither group devoted 

enough attention to the study of social problems an d the 

school’s opportunity for social service. While Meri am (1920) 

maintained that social efficiency was the common go al of 

educators, he believed that most school people did not 

necessarily understand the goal because it was alwa ys presented 

in general, indefinite terms. Additionally, Meriam (1920) 

asserted that school administrators and teachers di d not read 
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current social studies and were unaware of the soci al conditions 

in which they were working. Consequently, they were  uninformed 

regarding how the school should function in relatio n to the 

social environment.  

Meriam (1920) urged educators to keep abreast of so cial 

problems, studying life activities, and consider sc hool work in 

relation to the environment they observed. He asser ted that the 

work of the school should contribute to practical l ife—“all the 

profitable and enjoyable acts that make up wholesom e living” 

(Meriam, 1920, p. 105). Meriam (1934) believed the school’s 

obligation was to provide an education that prepare d students 

for participation at home, at work, and in society.  This 

obligation could only be met by teaching students t o study, in 

the concrete, the diversity of human relationships and 

industrial activities that comprise community life (Meriam, 

1920).  Only a school that took its subject matter from real 

life could avoid the abstractions of the subjects o f the 

traditional curriculum (Meriam, 1934).  

Meriam (1920) noted a trend in educational changes,  

referencing private schools in Europe and the Unite d States in 

which the work was adapted to modern social conditi ons. Meriam 

(1920) also discussed universities that encouraged change in 

secondary schools by developing more liberal entran ce 

requirements, secondary schools that began providin g industrial 
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education, and elementary schools that devoted more  attention to 

the study of activities of the community. Additiona lly, Meriam 

(1920) discussed other agencies that contributed to  the trend of 

studying contemporary social conditions. These incl uded textbook 

companies that developed more practical books, the increasing 

number of publications on practical subjects, movie s that 

portrayed life activities, the growth of junior civ ic leagues 

that connected the school and the community, the de mand for the 

wider use of the school facilities, and legislative  acts 

encouraging the study of modern life.  

Meriam (1920) noted that some of the changes focuse d on 

efficiency, measuring results in terms of real life , while 

others maintained a focus on the traditional curric ulum, 

measuring results in terms of the Three-R subjects.  In these two 

views existed the conflict that thwarted progress: people wanted 

a greater practical outcome for school work, but th ey also saw 

in the Three-R subjects the only content for school  work.  

 

Meriam’s Five Principles for Curricula Construction  

Meriam (1920) provided five principles for the cons truction 

of curricula. The first principle stated, “The curr iculum should 

contribute primarily to enabling boys and girls to be efficient 

in what they are now doing, only secondarily to pre paring them 

to be efficient later” (p. 137). Meriam (1928) argu ed that 
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educators had incorrectly assumed that children’s t ime was best 

spent passively learning, soaking up knowledge like  sponges. 

Instead, Meriam (1928) contended, childhood was pri marily a 

period of doing, and secondarily a period of learni ng. Meriam 

(1959a) emphasized the “all-sufficient objective” o f elementary 

education should be “To help boys and girls do bett er in all the 

wholesome activities in which they normally engage”  (p. 282). He 

knew, however, that this purpose implied a referenc e to the 

immediate present, which was at odds with the tradi tional school 

practice and therefore not likely to be accepted (M eriam, 1920). 

Consequently, Meriam (1920) devoted much attention to explaining 

his claim that school work should be “directed prim arily in the 

interests of the present” and to showing “how effic iency in the 

present includes adequate provision for the future”  (p. 137).        

Meriam (1920) maintained that because children were  not in 

school long enough to prepare sufficiently for late r life, the 

more reasonable expectation was to help them meet p resent needs. 

Meriam conceded, however, that even in emphasizing the present, 

parents and schools had to be cognizant of their ob ligation “to 

contribute as much as possible to the preparation o f children 

for the exigencies of later life”; consequently, ar rangements 

had to be made for such preparation (p. 158). Becau se utilizing 

different curriculums for each purpose was unfeasib le, Meriam 

(1920) asserted that one curriculum should serve bo th purposes.  
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According to Meriam (1920), the traditional curricu lum 

primarily served the purpose of preparing children for the 

future, which would not be a problem if life’s need s were in 

terms of the subject matter of the traditional curr iculum. 

However, Meriam (1920) contended that “the real exp eriences of 

the merchant, the banker, the lawyer, the farmer, a nd the 

laborer” were not “in terms of arithmetic, geograph y, and 

language” (p. 158). Consequently, the schools were not 

sufficiently serving the needs of the individual or  the 

community (Meriam, 1909). As a result, Meriam (1920 ) concluded, 

studies more closely related to the activities of e veryday life 

were arguably preferable as preparation for meeting  needs later 

in life. The curriculum needed to be more realistic  and 

productive, thus creating a relationship more speci fic to 

everyday life (Meriam, 1909).  

Meriam (1920) believed that children’s lives includ ed a 

simpler form of the variety of the activities of wh ich adult’s 

lives consisted. Therefore, enabling children to do  better in 

their normal activities and interests brought them into contact 

with the range of activities that would make up the ir lives as 

adults. Meriam (1920) admitted, however, that many of the 

activities in which students participated in school  would not 

directly function in their adult lives; additionall y, students 
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would encounter experiences in their adult lives fo r which they 

had no preparation as children. 

Meriam (1920) noted that the traditional curriculum , which 

focused on preparing students for later life, provi ded an answer 

to the adult question, “How shall the boy prepare f or the duties 

he must meet at my stage of life?” (p. 167). The or ganization 

and management of schools, Meriam explained, were a rranged from 

the adult’s perspective rather than the child’s (19 09, “A New 

Curriculum,” Meriam Papers, 69). Throughout his sch ool years, 

the child asked why he needed to learn the subject being 

studied, and the teacher responded that he would ne ed it in the 

future. The child, however, whose perspective was l imited by 

experience, sought to answer the question “How can I get the 

very most out of what I am now doing?” (Meriam, 192 0, p. 167). 

Meriam argued that children were too inexperienced to care about 

the future and were interested in school subjects o nly to the 

extent that they contributed to their immediate int erests (1909, 

“Would Map Studies To Suit Child’s View,” Meriam Pa pers, 65). 

While being told that he would need to know somethi ng in the 

future temporarily silenced a student, it did not p ique his 

interest or engender within him any enthusiasm for the subject 

(1909, “A New Curriculum,” Meriam Papers, 69). Acco rding to 

Meriam, the perfect curriculum had several qualific ations: 

“‘there would be present only what meets the real, present need 
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of the child, only that in which the pupil has a co nscious 

motive, only that which the pupil can comprehend an d appreciate, 

and only whatever contributes to the continuity of development 

in the special problem being studied’” (1909, “Woul d Map Studies 

To Suit Child’s View,” Meriam Papers, 65). The curr iculum Meriam 

put into practice at University Elementary School f ulfilled 

these qualifications. University Elementary School’ s curriculum 

was one of present activities, which Meriam (1920) believed 

prepared students better for later efficiency by pr oviding “the 

opportunity to exercise those traits that contribut e so much to 

efficiency in all phases of life” (p. 168).  

Meriam’s (1920) second principle stated, “The curri culum 

should be selected directly from real life and shou ld be 

expressed in terms of the activities and the enviro nments of 

people” (p. 171). According to Meriam traditional s ubjects did 

not meet children’s interests, while “lessons from actual life 

are found to be very valuable and very interesting”  (n.d., 

“Meriam Idea of Education Complimented,” Meriam Pap ers, 81). The 

most reasonable study, Meriam (1920) explained, foc used on the 

concrete and the practical in everyday life rather than the 

“abstract and speculative so characteristic of the traditional 

curriculum” (p. 171). Meriam (1909) contended that schools had 

not kept up with the recent changes in society that  created a 

demand for a more practical and productive curricul um. As a 
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result, students often discovered that their elemen tary 

education was almost worthless in actual life work,  and they 

were forced to learn the principles and fundamental s of their 

jobs under the direction instead of foremen and man agers (n.d., 

“Fruit from the Tree, Meriam Papers, 64). Instead o f focusing on 

the subjects of the traditional curriculum, Meriam advocated 

emphasis on “the things that every young man is com pelled to 

learn after he leaves school” (n.d., “Fruit from th e Tree, 

Meriam Papers, 64).    

Meriam (1920) contended that “a curriculum in terms  of the 

concrete and the practical” did not disregard the s ubject matter 

in math, geography, or language (p. 203). Rather, t hrough their 

real-life studies, children utilized concepts in ma th, 

geography, and language (Meriam, 1909). Meriam (192 0) argued 

that children’s understanding of these subjects was  more 

effective as a result of the motive through which t he learning 

transpired. Meriam (1909) did not abandon the Three -R subjects; 

however, he insisted that the study of real life wa s more 

crucial than the “study of formal generalizations w ith labored 

application to life” (p. 398). The value of the two  types of 

subject matter was determined by their contribution  to real 

life, which, according to Meriam (1920) rendered th e traditional 

Three-R subjects subordinate in rank to instruction  in the 

practical interactions of everyday life. 



143 

Meriam’s (1920) third principle for the constructio n of 

curricula stated, “The curriculum should provide fo r great scope 

and flexibility to meet individual differences in i nterests and 

abilities” (p. 207). This principle worked in direc t opposition 

to studies and reports that indicated the existence  of “the 

average boy,” who served as a standard (Meriam, 192 0, p. 207). 

According to Meriam (1920), teachers orchestrated s chool work 

and evaluated results based on this standard. Howev er, Meriam 

contended that students should not be measured by a  standard 

because every person varied in interests and abilit ies (n.d., 

“Curriculum Not Practical,” Meriam Papers, 14). In assuming the 

existence of a standard, however, teachers did not have to 

concern themselves with the different interests and  abilities of 

their students (Meriam, 1920).  

Unlike traditional educators, Meriam (1920) recogni zed the 

importance of individual differences in students’ d evelopment 

and adjustment. Meriam (1920) also perceived the im portance of 

individual differences in the different activities in which 

children participated outside of school and the occ upations 

people chose after they left school. Meriam (1960) utilized the 

time he allotted in the schedule for leisure readin g to provide 

for the varying interests and abilities of children . During this 

time, children, under the guidance of the teacher, pursued their 

individual interests through serious study or readi ng for 



144 

pleasure.  Whether the school’s aim was to help chi ldren live 

more complete lives in the present, as Meriam (1920 ) advocated, 

or to help children live more complete lives in the  future, as 

traditional education advocated, providing for indi vidual 

differences was crucial.  

Meriam’s (1920) fourth principle stated, “The curri culum 

should be so organized that it will admit of easy r earrangement 

of the schedule for any day, of the work for any gr ade, and even 

of the transfer of work from grade to grade” (p. 23 7). While 

Meriam (1920) had no opposition to organization, he  believed 

that administrators and teachers gave it “an undue amount of 

attention” (p. 238). Though Meriam and his teachers  arranged a 

schedule and a definite plan, the organization of U niversity 

Elementary School was flexible enough to meet the n eeds of the 

students (Meriam, n.d., University Elementary Schoo l pamphlet, 

Meriam Papers). 

 Meriam’s (1920) idea of organization called for no  specific 

amount of work to be accomplished in a specific amo unt of time 

or in a specific year. He set no minimum requiremen ts for any 

grade, allowing promotion from grade to grade based  on one year 

of experience. Likewise, graduation from elementary  school meant 

only that a student had completed activities in the  school for 

seven years. Meriam (1960) utilized classroom metho ds that 

emphasized finding information rather than memorizi ng it, 
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increased discussion and reduced recitation, and fo cused on the 

normal activities of children instead of formal dri ll. Teachers 

gave no formal tests or examinations, instead basin g their 

evaluations on students’ daily work (Meriam, 1920).   

Meriam (1920) explained some considerations which w ere 

affected by this alternative organizational structu re. According 

to Meriam (1920), the first consideration affected was the 

program of study. Rather than being selected in ter ms of 

abstract subject matter, the content of the curricu lum was 

selected in terms of concrete experiences, children ’s activities 

and adult pursuits (Meriam, 1909). The most natural  program was 

one of interchangeable topics, making it possible t o study a 

topic in any grade at any time during the school ye ar (Meriam, 

1920).  

Meriam (1920) explained that the flexible organizat ion 

structure also affected the management of the schoo l. For 

example, the concern for the work accomplished by t he students, 

their industrious attitudes, and their ability to a pply their 

knowledge was greater than the concern for regulari ty in 

attendance. However, attendance was not a serious p roblem when 

the school work and the flexible organization of th e school 

appealed to students. University Elementary School students 

enjoyed school and considered it a second home (Mer iam, n.d., 

University Elementary School pamphlet, Meriam Paper s). Meriam 
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(1920) also believed that “thoughtful direction und er a flexible 

organization” more closely resembled real life than  “mechanical 

routine under a rigid organization” (p. 248). The r esult was 

students who were independent, original thinkers (1 912, “Where 

School-Going Is Fun,” Meriam Papers, 82).  

Another consideration for school management involve d 

fatigue among students. Meriam (1920) asserted that  the fatigue 

resulted from the effort to comply with organizatio n and routine 

instead of the effort used in productive studies. A ccording to 

Meriam (1920), when children were permitted to be m ore 

individual in their work and their own needs contro lled the 

energy they expended, they did not experience as mu ch fatigue. 

Consequently, students benefit from the maximum amo unt of 

training for the time they were required to be in s chool (n.d., 

“Curriculum Not Practical,” Meriam Papers, 14).  

Meriam’s (1920) final principle for curriculum maki ng 

addressed two areas: work and leisure. His principl e stated, 

“The curriculum should lead the pupil to appreciate  both work 

and leisure and to develop a habit of engaging in b oth” (Meriam, 

1920, p. 255). Clearly, the traditional school had no issue with 

the idea of teaching students to appreciate and eng age in work; 

many students could not complete the amount of work  assigned by 

the teacher in the time allowed (n.d., “Curriculum Not 

Practical,” Meriam Papers, 14). Meriam however, con tended that 
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leisure time was one phase of life, and the school had the 

obligation to teach children how to use that time w ell (n.d., 

“Teaching through Play,” Meriam Papers, 15). In fac t, students 

found time for leisure regardless of whether the sc hool allowed 

for it: “They also find time for play—even against the rules. 

Play will come out, usually in the form of mischief ” (Meriam, 

1920, p. 261).  

Meriam (1920) did not advocate having students stud y about 

leisure. If students learned to work by working, Me riam (1920) 

explained, they learned to use their leisure time b y being 

provided with it and given guidance in using that t ime. Meriam 

(1920) further explained that younger children need ed less time 

for work and more time for leisure, while older stu dents needed 

less time for leisure and more time for work. Addit ionally, the 

line between work and leisure was not always absolu te since work 

for one student might be leisure for another.  

Meriam (1920) asserted that emphasizing leisure act ivities 

in school reduced the likelihood that children woul d turn to 

such places as “playhouses, clubs, pool rooms and t he like” for 

entertainment, relying instead on the higher forms of leisure 

found in literature, music, art, games, and other s ocial 

activities (p. 273). Meriam (1959a) also believed t hat the 

school, the parents, and the public were responsibl e for 

teaching children to develop the habit of “finding wholesome 
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occupation” when not in school (p. 282). In doing s o, the school 

prevented juvenile delinquency by providing childre n with 

something to do during the time children might comm it crimes.           

 

Meriam’s School Studies 

Meriam’s (1920) curriculum at University Elementary  School 

addressed each of his five principles of curricula making.  The 

curriculum’s primary aim was to provide the most su fficient 

adjustment today, which, according to Meriam (1909)  would 

prepare them best for sufficient adjustment tomorro w. The 

activities within the curriculum were based on the activities of 

people in real life, both children and adults (Meri am, 1960). 

The schedule provided flexibility for a range of in dividual 

interests and abilities. The curriculum’s organizat ion allowed 

for easy rearrangement of the schedule for any day,  of the work 

for any grade, and transfer of work from one grade to the next 

(Meriam, 1920). Finally, Meriam’s (1920) curriculum  led students 

to appreciate both work and leisure and to develop the habit of 

engaging in both.  

Meriam divided his curriculum into four subjects: 

observation, play, stories, and handwork (Wells, 19 21, “A School 

for Real Boys and Girls, Meriam Papers, 87-88). Mer iam admitted 

that he did not teach traditional subjects as such (n.d., “U.S. 

Explains Local School,” Meriam Papers, 13). In stud ying present-
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day problems, though, students obtained practice in  history, 

math, geography, language, and other traditional su bjects. 

Meriam provided the example of the sixth-grade topi c, 

transportation. Students spent eight weeks studying  railroads, 

steamship lines, and highways; animal power and the  use of 

electricity in travel; and the car and the airplane . At the 

conclusion of their study, children knew such detai ls as what 

kind of wood airplanes were made of, what kind of m etal was used 

in their construction, what the weight of the engin e was, and 

what the propellers were made of (1918, “Why Is an Airplane? Or 

Why Is a Zeppelin?”, Meriam Papers, 29). 

 

Observation  

Meriam (1920) explained that he included observatio n as a 

school subject “as one important factor in natural development” 

(pp. 290-291). For example, as children grew, they indicated an 

interest in those around them and eventually expres sed interest 

in the activities of adults (1909, “Would Map Studi es To Suit 

Child’s View,” Meriam Papers, 65). According to Mer iam (1920), 

directly studying the environment would enable stud ents’ 

ultimate adjustment through “continual readjustment ” (p. 291). 

Meriam’s (1920) program allowed for variation to ad apt to local 

and personal conditions. Additionally, while Meriam  (1920) 

designated work for certain grades, the topics stud ied were 
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adapted to the individual rather than the individua l adapting to 

the topics.  

In grades I and II, Meriam (1920) arbitrarily divid ed the 

work into plant life, animal life, earth and sky, a nd people. 

Meriam based instruction on the basis of immediate needs of the 

children; the work was not exercise in skill (1911,  “Natural 

Education,” Meriam Papers, 74b). Teachers helped ch ildren 

understand the things they saw and heard, not as in structive 

material, but as things in which they were interest ed. 

Photographs 5-2 and 5-3 demonstrate the results of a study of 

the wind in grades I and II, students having produc ed both 

pictures and written descriptions.  

 

        Photograph 5-2 
  From Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944 (C965_2 8),  
  Western Historical Manuscript Collection—Columbia , MO. 
  Reprinted with permission. 
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        Photograph 5-3  
    From Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944 
    (C965_32), Western Historical Manuscript  
    Collection—Columbia, MO. 
    Reprinted with permission. 

 

In grades III and IV, Meriam proposed a subject he called 

“local studies,” and topics varied according to the  location 

(1911, “Natural Education,” Meriam Papers, 74b). Ho wever, some 

commonalities existed, as most communities had a po st office, 

fire department, grocery story, and bank (Meriam, 1 920). In 

grades V and VI or even V through VIII, Meriam impl emented what 

he called “social-industrial” studies, which includ ed such 

topics as recreations, mining, lumbering, manufactu ring, 

transportation, and government and social activitie s (1911, 

“Natural Education,” Meriam Papers, 74b). Meriam li mited 

instruction in all grades to concrete activities bu t did not 
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utilize these activities to provide instruction in traditional 

subjects. Instead, Meriam’s plan was to encourage c hildren’s 

interests, which then developed into adult interest s.  

Meriam’s (1920) two primary concerns with method we re how 

students received the information and how they expr essed what 

they learned. Meriam (1920) believed direct observa tion was the 

most effective way to get information. Consequently , Meriam 

(1920) included excursions outside of the classroom  as part of 

the study. The students took excursions to the post  office, 

blacksmith shops, the water and light plants, the f ire 

department, shoe factory, and other plants located in Columbia 

(1904, “Children Rule in This School,” Meriam Paper s, 14)). 

Informal classroom conferences preceded the excursi ons, and 

systematic organization played no role in the excur sions 

(Meriam, 1920). During the excursions, students obs erved closely 

but did not take notes; Meriam (1920) contended tha t what 

students could not remember was not worth writing d own. Finally, 

students supplemented the excursion with further st udy and 

discussion in the classroom (Meriam, n.d., Universi ty Elementary 

School pamphlet, Meriam Papers). They investigated arithmetic, 

geography, history, and poetry in their endeavors t o learn more 

about these local studies. 

Textbooks, however, were not sufficient for 

supplementation: “in place of forty copies of the t ext, the 
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forty pupils should have forty different books, whi ch means 

nearly forty times the information usually supplied ” (Meriam, 

1920, p. 298). Frances Harden (1917), who visited U niversity 

Elementary School in 1917, commented on the schools  “well filled 

library” and how the students used it “constantly i n gathering 

material for their work and in finding the explanat ion of 

questions arising in their reading” (personal corre spondence, 

Meriam Papers). Harden (1917) also made note of Mer iam’s methods 

in the written report of her visit: “The children t ake 

excursions and visit local industries. These are us ed as the 

basis for reading, writing, drawing, language and n umber” 

(personal correspondence, Meriam Papers).  

Because the excursions and readings encouraged stud ents to 

talk, class conferences were arranged to allow them  the 

opportunity to do so (Meriam, 1920). Meriam (1920) believed that 

the traditional school required too many written re ports, so he 

implemented their use only when students felt they contributed 

to their understanding. As a result, Meriam contend ed, his 

students actually wrote more, had a larger vocabula ry, and 

produced better work in general than they would hav e in a 

traditional school (1909, “Would Map Studies To Sui t Child’s 

View,” Meriam Papers, 65).  

Units in the subject of observation were plentiful at 

University Elementary School. One fourth-grade unit  of study in 
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the subject of observation involved the local dairy  and 

transpired over the course of ten days (n.d., “Prai se for 

U[niversity] of M[issouri] Elementary School,” Meri am Papers, 

91). The unit included a three-hour excursion, read ings from 

twenty sources, chemical experiments in the souring  of milk, 

science work in the study of cows, vocabulary likel y to be 

misspelled, and liquid and avoirdupois weights. A f ifth grade 

unit of the lumber industry lasted twenty-four days  and included 

four excursions—to the forest, the sawmill, the pla nning mill, 

and the lumberyard. The unit also included readings  from eighty 

sources, eighteen compositions, twenty-three concre te problems, 

board and square measure, and science work on trees  and other 

forest products. 

Fifth and sixth grade students visited the tax coll ector’s 

office, learning how, when, and why taxes were asse ssed and 

collected and what was done with the money afterwar d (n.d., 

“Pupils Visit County Offices,” Meriam Papers, 29). Sixth grade 

students visited the coal mine after studying the p roduction of 

coal (n.d., “Sixth-Grade Pupils Visit Coal Mine, Me riam Papers, 

29). Fourth grade students visited several grocery stores and 

created a list of products found in a grocery store  as well as 

questions to ask a grocer (n.d., “Young Students St udy Stores,” 

Meriam Papers, 29). Students learned how foods were  shipped and 

kept; they also learned about liquid and dry measur es. Students 
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calculated the cost of their own meals each day as well as 

recording and calculating their families’ grocery b ills. 

Students also compared the cost of foods. Third gra de students 

visited a dentist’s office in conjunction with a st udy on teeth 

and their composition; number; differences in perma nent and 

temporary as well as their shape, size, and use; th eir treatment 

and general care; and their decay (n.d., “Dentist A cts As 

Teacher,” Meriam Papers, 29). The dentist showed th em dental 

instruments, different kinds of fillings, and the m ethod of 

making artificial teeth and plaster casts. Ironical ly, the week 

after the third graders visited the dentist, they v isited the 

confectioner to learn how candy was made (n.d., “Pu pils Study 

Candy Science,” Meriam Papers, 30).       

Meriam (1920) emphasized attention to the topic of 

observation without allusion to the Three-R subject s. He quickly 

pointed out, however, that effective study of any t opic required 

a substantial amount of material from the Three R’s  (Meriam, 

1920). In pursuing real-life problems, students rec eived 

practice in reading, writing, and arithmetic (n.d.,  “U.S. 

Explains Local School,” Meriam Papers, 13). Meriam considered 

the training in these traditional subjects the offs hoot rather 

than the end itself. Therefore, the major differenc e in the 

treatment of the Three-R subjects between Meriam’s (1920) 

program and the traditional school was in the way t hey were 
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presented. Upon visiting University Elementary Scho ol, Frances 

Harden (1917) observed, “No formal work is done in reading, 

writing, arithmetic or grammar. Reading grows out o f a desire to 

know more about the subjects which they are studyin g” (personal 

correspondence, Meriam Papers). Indeed, Meriam (192 0) maintained 

that the best way to teach reading, writing, and ar ithmetic was 

“not to teach them as such, but to use their conten t in the most 

effective way possible in the study of phases of re al life” (p. 

300). According to Meriam (1920), knowledge of any of the Three-

R subjects was pointless apart from its function in  real 

situations. 

 

Play  

The second subject in Meriam’s (1920) program was p lay. 

While Meriam (1920) allowed play a coordinate posit ion with the 

other three studies—observation, stories, and handw ork, he did 

not allow as much time for play as he did for the o thers. Meriam 

(1920) included play as a subject based on the prin ciple that 

the purpose of the school was to enable students “t o do better 

in all of their activities that are normal and whol esome” (p. 

305). Meriam also believed play deserved a place in  the 

curriculum because it brought pleasure to children (n.d., 

“Elementary School Has Organized Play,” Meriam Pape rs, 32). 

Meriam knew that teachers who could make use of chi ldren’s 
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instinct to play laid the best foundation for their  education 

(n.d., “Teaching through Play,” Meriam Papers, 15).  While play 

was one the normal and wholesome activities of chil dren, Meriam 

(1920) argued that it could not be assumed that chi ldren played 

well enough. Consequently, the direction of childre n’s play, or 

the lack thereof, created problems (n.d., “Teaching  through 

Play,” Meriam Papers, 15). While Meriam (1920) agre ed that play 

was improved by practice, he understood that teache rs had to be 

leaders in children’s play as they were leaders in their 

academic instruction. Organization and help from th e teacher 

attempted to direct children and help them play wit h more 

enjoyment (n.d., “Elementary School Has Organized P lay,” Meriam 

Papers, 32).    

Meriam (1920) included a variety of games and play 

activities in his program. The games included indiv idual and 

group competitive games, physical games, mental gam es, singing 

games, and outdoor games. The play activities inclu ded making 

collections; preparing puzzles, tricks, and magic p erformances; 

photography and blue printing; social, literacy, an d dramatic 

activities; typewriting and job printing; and const ructive 

occupations. Meriam (1920) asserted that all of the se activities 

met children’s present play needs and contributed t o preparing 

children for occupations they might pursue later in  life. He 

allowed no more than four hours a week for play act ivities and 



158 

gave students the opportunity to find play activiti es that 

interested them (n.d., “Elementary School Has Organ ized Play,” 

Meriam Papers, 32). 

 

Stories  

 Meriam (1920) presented the third subject in his p rogram—

stories—as way for children to spend leisure. The s chool 

selected literature that satisfied the varied inter ests of the 

children and made provision in the schedule for rea ding for 

pleasure. Since not all children in the lower grade s could read, 

stories were sometimes told, dramatized, or picture d. 

Photographs 5-4 and 5-5 depict dramatizations of st ories.  

 

 
 

Photograph 5-4 
       From Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944  
       (C965_25), Western Historical Manuscript                          
   Collection—Columbia, MO. 
       Reprinted with permission. 
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     Photograph 5-5 
  From Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944  
  (C965_24), Western Historical Manuscript  
  Collection—Columbia, MO. 
  Reprinted with permission. 
 

According to Meriam, the stories became more real w hen they 

were represented this way (Chenery, 1916, “Public S chools,” 

Meriam Papers, 89). Meriam explained that while the  teachers 

told many stories, the students told even more. Tel ling and 

acting out stories laid the foundation for literary  work (1912, 

“Where School-Going Is Fun,” Meriam Papers, 82). Fo r example, 

first graders read between twelve and thirty books a year, and 

second graders read between twenty-five and fifty ( Chenery, 

1916, “Public Schools,” 89).  

The reading material selected for the lower grades varied 

so much that classification was “impracticable” (Me riam, 1920, 

p. 347). In the upper grades, however, the reading material 
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included fables, fairy tales, myths, legends, and w onder 

stories; travel, exploration, adventure, scenery, m anners, and 

customs; nature; industries, invention, and science ; history and 

biography; character study; and humor.    

Meriam firmly stated that the purpose of the time s et apart 

for pleasure reading was the enjoyment of stories, not learning 

to read (Meriam, n.d., University Elementary School  pamphlet, 

Meriam Papers). The story hour helped children deve lop “‘an 

intelligent appreciation for good literature and a consequent 

habit of reading only that kind’” (n.d., “Boys Like  Adventure 

Stories,” Meriam Papers, 23). He conceded, however,  that it may 

be expected that students “will learn to read while  engaged in 

the enjoyment of stories” (Meriam, 1920, p. 357). I n reading as 

many books as they did, students naturally learned to read good 

stories and to read them well (Meriam, n.d., Univer sity 

Elementary School pamphlet, Meriam Papers). 

 Meriam (1920) required students to practice both s ilent and 

oral reading. For oral reading, Meriam suggested th at students 

sit in a circle in small groups. Photograph 5-6 dep icts such an 

arrangement. Sitting in a circle provided the audie nce that 

sitting in rows did not allow; breaking into smalle r groups 

allowed more students the opportunity to read aloud . In the 

lower grades, Meriam suggested both silent and oral  reading 
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during the hour, but he suggested a full hour of si lent reading 

for the upper grades. 

 

       Photograph 5-6 
     Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944 (C965_12) , 
     Western Historical Manuscript Collection—Colum bia, MO. 
     Reprinted with permission. 

 

Leisure reading also yielded other valuable results : 

students learned to read by becoming familiar with letters, 

sounds, and combinations (Meriam, 1920). Students l earned to 

read aloud with expression, and they became good li steners. 

Finally, extensive reading provided information tha t proved 

valuable later in the students’ lives and developed  in them the 

habit of reading as well as good taste in their sel ection of 

reading material.    
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Handwork  

Meriam (1920) based his inclusion of handwork as on e of the 

subjects in his program on his purpose of elementar y education—

“to help boys and girls do better in all those whol esome 

activities in which they normally engage” (p. 371).  Meriam 

believed that “handwork is a good companion for hea d work” 

(Meriam, n.d., University Elementary School pamphle t, p. 16, 

Meriam Papers). In consideration of individual diff erences, 

students were given the opportunity to choose what they wanted 

to make based on the materials to be used (Meriam, 1920). 

Children made gifts for parents or friends and bags , gaskets, 

and boxes they wanted for themselves (Meriam, n.d.,  University 

Elementary School pamphlet, Meriam Papers). In the lower grades, 

children chose from a variety of designs (Meriam, 1 920). The 

older children, however, were encouraged to plan th eir own 

designs (Meriam, n.d., University Elementary School  pamphlet, 

Meriam Papers). Some of the types of projects, base d on 

materials used, included the following:  

Cord, yarn, rugs: Bags, mats, rugs, holders, 
hammocks, tatting edging, stocking caps or 
sailor’s knots. 
Paper, cardboard: Boxes, poster work, lamp shade, 
bookmarks, portfolio covers, blotter pad, reminder 
pad. 
Reed, raffia, tissue-paper rope: Baskets, mats, 
jardinières, bird nests, hats. 
Textiles: Table runners, whisk brooms, holder, 
slipper cases, needlebooks, doilies, bookmarks, 
napkins rings, laundry bags, cushion covers, 
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magazine covers, silver case, wall pockets, 
articles of clothing, bibs. 
Wood: Boxes, spool rack, necktie holder, 
footstool, fox and geese board, bread board, 
boats, water wheel, weather vane, bookrack. 
Metal: Pin tray, paper knife, bookmark, blotter 
pad, lamp shade, paper weight, watch fob. (Meriam, 
1920, p. 377)   

 
Meriam (1920) allotted an hour to an hour and a hal f for 

handwork. Regarding designs and specifications, Mer iam (1920) 

urged consideration for the value and aesthetic app eal of the 

completed project: “Artistic design and accurate sp ecifications 

should precede all constructions” (p. 378). While M eriam (1920) 

warned that handwork was not used an opportunity to  teach math 

and drawing, he insisted that students make accurat e 

calculations and careful drawings. Meriam (1920) al so encouraged 

discussion of the work, with the focus on purpose, structure, 

materials, and artistic finish, as a means of impro vement. 

Finally, Meriam exhibited all projects, not just th e best ones 

(Meriam, n.d., University Elementary School pamphle t, Meriam 

Papers). The exhibit was continuous, with newly fin ished 

projects replacing the old (Meriam, 1920).  

Though Meriam insisted that handwork was “not that of a 

trade school” and “no attempt was made to train ski lled 

workmen,” handwork did introduce children to occupa tions they 

might pursue in later life (Meriam, n.d., Universit y Elementary 

School pamphlet, p. 16, Meriam Papers). However, it  also gave 
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them another way to use their time at home (Meriam,  1920). In 

addition to using their leisure time at home to pla y and read, 

students could occupy themselves in making things “ useful or 

artistic” (Meriam, 1920, p. 380). Consequently, ins tructing 

students in handwork provided the school an opportu nity to 

benefit the home. Meriam clearly maintained the sta ndards of the 

time with regards to gender roles, as many of the p hotographs in 

Meriam’s collection clearly demonstrate. For exampl e, Photograph 

5-7 depicts upper grade girls sewing, while photogr aph 5-8 

depicts boys working with woods and metal. 

 

 

        Photograph 5-7  
   Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944  
   (C965_5), Western Historical Manuscript   
   Collection—Columbia, MO. 
   Reprinted with permission. 
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         Photograph 5-8  
      Meriam, Junius L., Papers, 1900-1944  
      (C965_4), Western Historical Manuscript    
      Collection—Columbia, MO. 
      Reprinted with permission. 
   

 

Subject Matter, Method, and Motive 

Meriam (1920) included in his curriculum considerat ion of 

subject matter, motive, and method and their relati onship with 

each other. Meriam (1920) summarized the relationsh ip among the 

three with a basic principle: “The more normal the pupils’ 

motives and the more appropriate the subject matter , the less is 

the need of method” (p. 437). If the motive, or men tal attitude 

of the students toward the subjects of study, had t o 

artificially created, the subject matter was inappr opriate. 

Meriam (1909) argued, instead, that real motives re sult from the 

study of real life. The traditional curriculum was a combination 

of subjects that had no discernible relationship wi th each other 

or the students. As a result, it provided little or  none of the 

usual motivation found in the normal experiences of  children 
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outside of school (Meriam, 1920). Because of the la ck of 

inherent motivation, Meriam (1909) asserted that th e curriculum 

had to consider the real, present needs of the stud ents. 

A letter from W. H. Kilpatrick to the president of the 

University of Missouri validated Meriam’s explanati on of subject 

matter, method, and motive and their relationship w ith each 

other. Kilpatrick was part of a group that visited University 

Elementary School in 1917. At the conclusion of the  visit, 

Kilpatrick (1917) noted that the interest of every member of the 

group had been stimulated (personal correspondence,  Meriam 

Papers).  After “a good deal of discussion,” the gr oup agreed 

that Meriam’s contribution was not with any method or principle 

of method, but with a new way of looking at the cur riculum (W. 

Kilpatrick, April 26, 1917, personal correspondence , Meriam 

Papers). The teachers in the school “had come to fe el a freedom 

and a correlative responsibility regarding the curr iculum which 

called forth from them unusual professional zeal an d the best 

though of which they were capable” (W. Kilpatrick, April 26, 

1917, personal correspondence, Meriam Papers). The teachers’ 

enthusiastic attitude, thought, and responsibility stimulated 

the students, which resulted in a similar interest and sense of 

responsibility (W. Kilpatrick, April 26, 1917, pers onal 

correspondence, Meriam Papers). Kilpatrick’s observ ations 
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confirmed Meriam’s contention that method did not h ave to be an 

issue if the students were interested in the subjec t matter.      

In Meriam’s (1920) curriculum, the subject matter u tilized 

the motivation the students already had instead of trying to 

find motives that would lead students to study trad itional 

subject matter. Meriam (1909) explained that in rea l life, the 

Three R’s were tools for the work of a banker or la borer, but 

they were subordinate to real life activities. Meri am’s (1909) 

curriculum placed emphasis on the experiences of li fe out of 

school, providing the natural motivation that ultim ately led to 

greater mastery of the Three-R subjects. The subjec ts of the 

traditional curriculum were generalizations of adul t 

experiences, and administrators, teachers, and pare nts forced 

them on students, claiming that these subjects woul d be of 

service to them later in life. Adults feared allowi ng school 

work to be comprised completely of children’s norma l interests 

and activities (Meriam, 1920). Meriam (1920), howev er, advocated 

that teachers, administrators, and parents recogniz e children’s 

normal motives and embrace the selection of subject  matter more 

appropriate to those motives. 

 

Educational Outcomes 

Meriam (1920) disliked the idea of measuring the ab ilities 

of the students at University Elementary School wit h the tests 
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for which students of the traditional school had be en trained, 

claiming not only that the comparison was unfair, b ut that the 

tests were an ineffectual assessment of the work co mpleted. 

Additionally, judging the effectiveness of Universi ty Elementary 

School by its students’ ability to keep up with the  traditional 

system of education—the system upon which Meriam wa s trying to 

improve—was of little value (Wells, 1921, “A School  for Real 

Boys and Girls,” 87-88). After all, Meriam’s purpos e was not to 

teach children more in the same amount of time or t o prepare 

them more effectively for college. However, Meriam (1920) 

acknowledged that when students who attended Univer sity 

Elementary School and subsequently attended a tradi tional school 

or a school in which they had to compete with tradi tionally 

trained students, comparison of the two types of st udents 

provided a reliable method of evaluating the work o f University 

Elementary School in terms of the traditional work.  Meriam 

(1920) understood that students, parents, and commu nities 

demanded of University Elementary School that the s tudents who 

wanted to transfer to the traditional school be abl e to do the 

work there without any problems, given time is to a djust to the 

new conditions.  

Meriam asserted that students in University Element ary 

School read as much or more than students in Columb ia’s public 

elementary school (1914, “Come To Study School Meth od,” Meriam 
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Papers, 34). He also claimed that his students were  more 

advanced than public elementary school students in comprehending 

problems in the Three-R subjects and that they appr eciated the 

real-life activities that gave rise to such problem s (1911, 

“Natural Education,” Meriam Papers, 74b). To substa ntiate his 

claims, Meriam (1920) provided data of students tra ined at 

University Elementary School who then attended othe r schools, 

but he qualified the data as “quite limited,” expla ining that 

the conclusions were not as reliable as they would be if he had 

more cases (p. 445). Between September 1912 and Jun e 1916, after 

having spent at least one year at University Elemen tary School, 

twenty-seven students withdrew and enrolled in two city of 

Columbia schools.  

Meriam’s (1920) data revealed that in the subject o f 

reading in the city schools, the students who had s pent at least 

a year in University Elementary School earned the h ighest grade 

(E) at the rate of eleven percent and the second hi ghest grade 

(S) at the rate of forty-eight, compared with the c ity school 

students, who earned E at the rate of six percent a nd S at the 

rate of 35 percent. In addition to the percentage o f E’s and S’s 

being noticeably greater for the University Element ary Students, 

the percentage of low grades, I’s and F’s, was noti ceably lower. 

Only in the subjects writing, spelling, and geograp hy did the 

University Elementary School students earn a lower percentage of 



170 

E’s that the city school students, but the overall percentage of 

E’s and S’s for these subjects was greater. Regardi ng I’s and 

F’s, the overall percentage in each of the nine sch ool subjects 

was “strikingly less” for University Elementary Sch ool students 

than for students with traditional training. Studen ts trained at 

University Elementary School rarely earned an F, wh ile 

traditionally-trained students earned an F at the r ate of one in 

twenty. 

Meriam asserted that the purpose of elementary educ ation 

was not to train students for high school but to he lp them do 

better in the normal activities in which they engag e (1916, 

“Pupils Show Worth of Elementary Plan,” Meriam Pape rs, 25). 

However, Meriam (1920) acknowledged that the change s in the 

elementary curriculum would never be accepted by st udents, 

teachers, administrators, parents, or the community  unless 

students who attended University Elementary School subsequently 

experienced success in the traditional high school.   

Meriam contended that University Elementary School students 

entering high school were better prepared and more capable than 

students with a traditional elementary education (C henery, 1916, 

“Public Schools,” Meriam Papers, 89). To verify his  contention, 

Meriam (1920) studied data involving one hundred st udents who 

graduated from University Elementary School between  1907 and 

1917 inclusive and entered one of two high schools,  Columbia 
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City High School or University High School. Even th ough all 

graduates from the beginning through the class of 1 917 were 

considered in the study, students who graduated in 1907 

experienced only work in the upper grades since the  school 

opened in 1905.    

Rather than examining grades, Meriam advocated judg ing 

students by the part they took in community life an d how helpful 

they were (1916, “Pupils Show Worth of Elementary P lan,” Meriam 

Papers, 25). He also believed that independent, ori ginal 

thinking indicated a successful educational experie nce (1912, 

“Where School-Going Is Fun,” Meriam Papers, 82). Fo r the sake of 

his study, however, Meriam realized the necessity o f using 

earned grades.  

Meriam’s (1920) study concluded that fifty-five Uni versity 

Elementary School students who attended Columbia Ci ty High 

School earned many high grades and comparatively fe w low grades. 

Additionally, students who attended University Elem entary School 

earned better grades than students who had differen t previous 

training. The data for the forty-five students who attended 

University High School revealed comparable results.  At 

University High School, a larger percentage of the grades were 

E’s, and a lower percentage were I’s and F’s than i n Columbia 

City High School. Meriam (1920) concluded that the students at 

University High School were “intellectually stronge r” than the 



172 

students of Columbia City High School (p. 452). He explained 

that students at University High School were three or four years 

older and came to the school from all parts of the state. 

Additionally, they typically had higher motives for  study. 

Consequently, graduates of University Elementary Sc hool probably 

met stronger competitors at University High School than those 

who attended Columbia City High School. Nonetheless , University 

Elementary School students maintained a higher rank  in 

University High School than they did in Columbia Ci ty High 

School.  

Meriam (1920) offered five reasons for the success of 

University Elementary School students in high schoo l, despite 

the lack of “traditional drill in the grade school subjects” (p. 

456). First, University Elementary School graduates  obtained the 

habit of approaching school studies as personal pro blems: “how 

we help one another, the squirrel as our pet, the g rocery story, 

the meat market, the means of transportation, the p ost office, 

the army and navy, the work of the physicians and t he nurse” 

(Meriam, 1920, p. 457). These were the problems of real life and 

appealed to children and adults. Second, the studen ts developed 

the “spirit of initiative”; rather than having form al lessons 

assigned to them, large problems were opened to the m (Meriam, 

1920, p. 457). While the teacher offered guidance, the students 

depended largely on their own resources. Students l earned how to 
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utilize the library’s books, newspapers, and magazi nes to find 

the information they needed to work on their proble ms (Chenery, 

1916, “Public Schools,” 89). Third, embracing the p roblem as 

personal and developing the spirit of initiative co ntributed to 

the method of study (Meriam, 1920). With no textboo k to turn to, 

students had to make observations, collect informat ion, make 

comparisons, and reach conclusions. As a result, st udents were 

rarely unoccupied; they were industrious and self-d irected 

(Meriam, n.d., University Elementary School pamphle t, Meriam 

Papers). These habits carried over into high school  work 

(Meriam, 1920). Fourth, students acquired the habit  of 

persistence through the problems studied and the me thods of 

study. Because University Elementary School followe d no fixed 

schedule, students learned to work on a problem for  an extensive 

amount of time. In Kilpatrick’s (1917) observations  upon his 

visit to University Elementary School, he confirmed  Meriam’s 

explanation, noting the students’ self direction (p ersonal 

correspondence, Meriam Papers). Frances Harden (191 7) also 

referenced the students’ self reliance, which gave them “power 

to do their own thinking and the opportunity for se lf 

expression” (personal correspondence, Meriam Papers ). Finally, 

the students’ work was unlimited (Meriam, 1920). St udents 

usually left a piece of work with the desire to “re turn for 
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further study whenever opportunity invites” (Meriam , 1920, p. 

458).  

 

Reactions to Meriam’s Work at University Elementary  School 

 During Meriam’s tenure at the University of Missou ri, 

University Elementary School captured the attention  of 

educators, parents, and the general public througho ut the 

country. As a result, Meriam received and accepted invitations 

to speak before a range of audiences, including the  National 

Education Association, school administrators, teach ers’ 

associations and institutes, various parent associa tions, and 

general audiences. Clearly, a variety people were i nterested in 

Meriam’s work at University Elementary School. Most  people 

considered his theory and practice an improvement o ver the 

traditional curriculum; however, some dissention ap peared in 

reviews of his work. 

 One such dissenting review appeared in an editoria l that 

ran in The National Tribune  (1909), a Washington, D. C. 

newspaper (Meriam Papers, 15). The writer argued th at children 

were allowed to do what they wanted to do, thereby educating 

themselves. The writer also asserted that Meriam re fused to 

teach math, geography, grammar, and spelling as for mal studies, 

choosing instead to sugar-coat all learning exercis es as games. 

At this point in the discussion, the writer referre d to Meriam 
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as a member of the class of fools, suggesting that the education 

Meriam provided was of little value in the children ’s future 

careers. Developing skills in math, spelling, speak ing, and 

writing required hard work and discipline, even the  shedding of 

tears. The hard work and discipline children learne d in school 

then carried over into their adult lives. The impli cation in the 

editorial was that because children at University E lementary 

School enjoyed their school work, they were not wor king hard or 

learning discipline. Additionally, because the curr iculum was 

selected in terms of the activities of real life, c hildren were 

not developing skills in the Three-R subjects. Inte restingly, 

the writer did not provide any sources for the info rmation 

regarding Meriam’s work, nor was there any indicati on that the 

he had ever visited University Elementary School. 

 People who did visit University Elementary School offered 

nothing but praise for the work being done in the s chool. One 

such visitor was Helen Montgomery, sent to Columbia  by Chicago’s 

Joint Committee on Education to visit the school an d meet with 

Meriam (1917, “Praises Elementary School,” Meriam P apers, 82). 

Following the visit, Montgomery commented on the so undness of 

Meriam’s principles, which enhanced students’ inter est in school 

by allowing them to choose what problems they study . Another 

visitor was Hilda Hartle of Cambridge, England, who  was touring 

the United States to study the American educational  system 
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(n.d., “Miss Hartle Likes M. U. School,” Meriam Pap ers, 84). 

Hartle was impressed with the development of indepe ndent study, 

commenting that she observed more independent study  at 

University Elementary School than she had observed in any other 

school she had visited. More praise came from Mrs. Donald R. 

Morgan, who visited University Elementary School as  a part of 

her tour of elementary schools in the South and Eas t (n.d., 

“Praises Elementary School,” Meriam Papers, 81). Mo rgan, who 

resigned her position as assistant manager of a mus eum in San 

Diego specifically to tour elementary schools, note d that 

Meriam’s students developed self reliance and the q ualities of 

democracy needed to equip them for citizenship.  

 During the annual National Education Association’s  

conference held in Kansas City, University Elementa ry School 

received many visitors (n.d., “Had Extra Visitors Y esterday,” 

Meriam Papers, 35). Upon her visit, Elizabeth Woodw ard, 

supervisor of the Brooklyn Free Kindergarten Societ y, was 

impressed with the natural relationships between th e teachers 

and students. She also expressed appreciation of th e children’s 

poise and initiative in planning and playing their own games.  

 Personnel from large metropolitan schools in New Y ork and 

Chicago regularly visited University Elementary Sch ool to glean 

useful ideas for their own schools (1914, “Come To Study School 

Method,” Meriam Papers, 34). They were particularly  impressed 
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with the freedom Meriam allowed his students to use  their 

natural instincts, learning as they played. They we re also 

impressed with the rapid development of the childre n, as well as 

their ability to perform well in higher level cours es in high 

school. Abraham Flexner, assistant secretary of New  York City’s 

General Board of Education, visited Columbia becaus e he had 

heard about Meriam’s work and wanted to see the ope ration of 

University Elementary School (n.d., “Praises Elemen tary School,” 

Meriam Papers, 82). After his visit, Flexner commen ted that 

traditional schools should try to emulate Meriam’s practices.  

 Though David Snedden (1919) did not visit Universi ty 

Elementary School or offer commentary regarding the  school, he 

read and commented on Meriam’s manuscript detailing  his theory 

and how he put it into practice at the school (pers onal 

correspondence, Meriam Papers). Snedden (1919) made  the comments 

in a letter he wrote to Caspar Hodgson in which he recommended 

publishing the manuscript, which he believed would be a good 

book for elementary school teachers and teacher can didates. 

Snedden (1919) categorized Meriam’s theory as the “ Dewey-McMurry 

et al philosophy of education” and perceived its pr imary value 

to be in its concrete examples and illustrations, a ll of which 

were based on experiences at University Elementary School. 

Snedden (1919) recommended the book for teachers wh o needed 

guidance in breaking away from the traditional scho ol. However, 
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he disagreed with the underlying philosophy of Meri am’s book and 

any similar books. He also stated that because he w as not ready 

to propose an alternative philosophy, he could not logically 

offer criticism.  

 Meriam obviously changed the original title of his  

manuscript to Child Life and the Curriculum  before he published 

it, as Snedden (1919) commented on the wisdom of re taining the 

word democracy in the title. He understood that Mer iam’s theory 

initially grew from the desire for schools to be mo re 

democratic, but he did not think that premise was p revalent in 

the manuscript. Snedden (1919) also suggested addin g to the 

title something that indicated the book considered only 

elementary education. While Snedden (1919) apprecia ted Meriam’s 

work, he did not agree with his principles. However , he offered 

no direct criticism because he had not developed wh at he 

considered to be improvements over the prevailing p ractices. 

 The reaction in which Meriam was probably the most  

interested was that of John and Evelyn Dewey (1915)  in Schools 

of To-morrow . The purpose of the book was to show how 

educational theories were applied and to discuss th e direction 

that American education was taking. Dewey & Dewey ( 1915) titled 

the chapter about University Elementary School “Fou r Factors in 

Natural Growth,” focusing on Meriam’s four studies— play, 

stories, observation, and handwork. Dewey & Dewey ( 1915) 
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interpreted Meriam’s basic principle to be that edu cation should 

follow the child’s natural development and devoted the bulk of 

the chapter to a description of Meriam’s curriculum  and methods. 

At the conclusion of the chapter, Dewey & Dewey (19 15) provided 

information regarding the educational outcomes at U niversity 

Elementary School, most of which were probably prov ided by 

Meriam. Dewey & Dewey (1915) indicated that most of  the 

elementary school graduates went to University High  School, 

where they had no problems completing the college p reparatory 

work. As a matter of fact, their grades and the age  at which 

they typically entered college suggested that their  elementary 

education gave them advantages over the students wh o attended 

the public elementary school. 

 Meriam was also the director of University High Sc hool and 

had reorganized the high school English curriculum to be more 

aligned with the elementary curriculum (Dewey & Dew ey, 1915). A 

study of graduates from university schools and from  the town 

high school enrolled in college English courses ind icated that 

students who did not receive traditional training i n high school 

English outperformed students who were formally tra ined.  

 Dewey & Dewey (1915) point out that judging Univer sity 

Elementary School by the students’ ability to keep up with the 

traditional system—the system Meriam was trying to improve—was 

of little value. After all, Meriam’s purpose was no t to teach 
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more in the same length of time or better prepare s tudents for 

college. Rather, Meriam’s purpose was to give the c hildren an 

education that would make them “better, happier, an d more 

efficient” people by showing them what they were ca pable of and 

how to use those capabilities “materially and socia lly” (Dewey & 

Dewey, 1915, p. 58). According to Dewey & Dewey (19 15), if 

University Elementary School could give students al l they would 

have gained in a more traditional school while it w as learning 

the best methods to do so, there was no loss. If th ey learned a 

manual skill or gained bodily strength, or if they experienced 

enjoyment in their daily tasks and the humanities, those gains 

could be seen or measured. The real test of Univers ity 

Elementary School’s success or failure, which attem pted to help 

society by helping the individual, was the lives of  all its 

students.          

 

Summary 

Meriam (1920) perceived two basic problems with the  

traditional education system: its purpose and its c urriculum. 

According to Meriam (1920), the purpose of traditio nal education 

was to prepare children to be more efficient in lat er life. This 

purpose clashed with Meriam’s (1920) fundamental pr inciple—

helping children do better in the activities in whi ch they 

normally engaged. Regarding the traditional curricu lum, Meriam 
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(1920) perceived it to be aimless, lifeless, discon nected, and 

congested. Therefore, instead of using the Three-R subjects of 

the traditional curriculum, Meriam (1920) used the normal 

interests and activities of children and the study.   

In constructing his curriculum, Meriam developed an d 

utilized five principles. First, Meriam (1920) asse rted that 

school activities should help children be more effi cient as 

children first, only secondarily preparing them for  the future. 

Second, Meriam (1920) contended that the curriculum  should be 

selected from the real life activities and environm ents of 

people. Third, Meriam (1920) argued that the curric ulum should 

be flexible enough to meet individual interests and  abilities. 

Fourth, Meriam (1920) emphasized that the curriculu m’s 

organization should allow for rearrangement of the day and the 

students’ work. Finally, Meriam (1920) averred that  the 

curriculum should lead students to appreciate and e ngage in both 

work and leisure.  

Meriam (1920) divided his curriculum, which applied  his 

five principles, into four subjects: observation, p lay, stories, 

and handwork. Meriam (1920) included observation as  school 

subject because it was an important factor in child  development. 

He included play and handwork to enable students to  do better in 

their normal activities. Meriam (1920) included sto ries as a way 

for children to spend their leisure time. Meriam (1 920) believed 
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that the subjects of his curriculum provided childr en motive to 

study, negating the concern for methods that would pique 

children’s interest in something for which they sho wed no 

concern. 

Meriam (1920) conducted several studies to determin e the 

success of University Elementary School. Using stud ent grades as 

a measure, he discovered that University Elementary  School 

students were more successful in a traditional scho ol setting—

both elementary and high schools—than were students  who had 

attended Columbia’s public elementary school. Addit ionally, 

Meriam discovered that students who graduated from university 

schools performed better in college English courses  than 

students who graduated from Columbia High School (D ewey & Dewey, 

1915). Meriam (1920) attributed his students’ succe ss to five 

factors: students approached school studies as pers onal 

problems, students learned to be self directed, stu dents learned 

how to find information, students learned to be per sistent, and 

students learned that problems had unlimited depth.   

Meriam admitted that his curriculum had weaknesses and was 

“not a panacea for all the educational ills and evi ls” (n.d., 

“Parents Give Views of Children’s Work,” Meriam Pap ers, 26). 

However, Meriam contended that its strength lay in the attitude 

of each student, which created a positive atmospher e that 
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permeated the school. Meriam’s challenge was to tea ch students 

to profit through their enjoyment of learning.    
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CHAPTER 6 

ANALYSIS OF MERIAM’S WORK WITH RESPECT TO PREVAILIN G 

INTERPRETATIONS OF EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION 

Notwithstanding educational historians’ oversight o f 

Meriam, the theory he put into practice through his  research and 

experimentation and the results he achieved have po tential 

implications for prevailing interpretations of earl y twentieth 

century progressive education. In this chapter, Mer iam’s theory 

and practice will be analyzed with respect to preva iling 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive education 

to reveal the extent to which they are consistent w ith those 

interpretations. Meriam’s theory and practice will be analyzed 

with respect to the interpretations of Cremin (1961 ), Tanner & 

Tanner (1990), Zilversmit (1993), Kliebard (1995), Semel & 

Sadovnik (1999), and Ravitch (2000). 

In constructing his curriculum, Meriam developed an d 

utilized five principles. First, Meriam (1920) asse rted that 

school activities should help children be more effi cient as 

children first, only secondarily preparing them for  the future. 

Second, Meriam (1920) contended that the curriculum  should be 

selected from the real life activities and environm ents of 

people. Third, Meriam (1920) argued that the curric ulum should 
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be flexible enough to meet individual interests and  abilities. 

Fourth, Meriam (1920) emphasized that the curriculu m’s 

organization should allow for rearrangement of the day and the 

students’ work. Finally, Meriam (1920) maintained t hat the 

curriculum should lead students to appreciate and e ngage in both 

work and leisure.  

Meriam (1920) divided his curriculum, which applied  his 

five principles, into four subjects: observation, p lay, stories, 

and handwork. Meriam (1920) included observation as  school 

subject because it was an important factor in child  development. 

He included play and handwork to enable students to  do better in 

their normal activities. Meriam (1920) included sto ries as a way 

for children to spend their leisure time. Meriam (1 920) believed 

that the subjects of his curriculum provided childr en motive to 

study, negating the concern for methods that would pique 

children’s interest in something for which they sho wed no 

concern. 

 

Analysis of Meriam’s Work with Respect to Cremin’s (1961) 

Interpretation of Progressive Education 

Cremin (1961) asserted that progressive education m eant 

four things: broadening the program and purpose of the school to 

include concern for health, vocation, and the quali ty of family 

and community life; applying in the classroom the p edagogical 
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principles derived from new scientific research in psychology 

and the social sciences; tailoring instruction to t he different 

kinds and classes of children who were attending sc hool, and 

believing that everyone could share not only in the  benefits of 

the new sciences but in the pursuit of the arts as well. 

Meriam’s curriculum principles and the four subject s of study to 

which he applied his principles indicate complete c onsistency 

with Cremin’s characteristics. Meriam’s assertions that school 

activities should help children be more efficient a s children, 

that the curriculum should be selected from the rea l life 

activities and environments of people, and that the  curriculum’s 

organization should allow for rearrangement of the day and the 

students’ work, revealed his concern with children’ s health, 

vocation, and family and community life. The subjec ts play and 

handwork, which Meriam described at the normal acti vities of 

children, revealed the same concern. Meriam include d observation 

as a school subject because it was an important fac tor in child 

development, demonstrating his application of pedag ogical 

principles derived from research in psychology. Mer iam’s 

argument that the curriculum should be flexible eno ugh to meet 

individual interests and abilities expressed his co ncern for 

individualizing instruction. Finally, Meriam’s cont ention that 

the curriculum should lead students to appreciate a nd engage in 

both work and leisure, as well as his inclusion of observation 
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and stories as subjects, confirmed his commitment t o the belief 

that everyone could share not only in the benefits of the new 

sciences but in the pursuit of the arts as well. 

 

Analysis of Meriam’s Work with Respect to Tanner & Tanner’s 

(1990) Interpretation of Progressive Education 

Tanner & Tanner (1990) described the child-centered  

romanticists, who focused more on the needs of the child and 

less on the need for systematic curriculum developm ent. Tanner & 

Tanner (1990) also described the reconstructionists , who wanted 

to use the school for direct social correction. Fin ally, Tanner 

& Tanner (1990) described the experimentalists who followed 

Dewey’s beliefs and believed the democratic princip le of mutual 

responsibility. For individuals to be able to contr ibute to the 

good of all, the school had to provide opportunity for a 

diversity of students to discover their abilities a nd develop 

them as much as possible. Equal opportunity meant a  flexible 

curriculum adjusted to the needs of individuals tha t also 

strengthened the “ties which unite all citizens of a democracy” 

(Tanner & Tanner, 1990, p. 114). While Meriam was f ocused on the 

child, he did not forego systematic curriculum deve lopment in 

favor of the interests of the child. Nor did he see  the school 

as the source of social change. Consequently, Meria m’s theory 

does not show consistency with Tanner & Tanner’s (1 990) child-
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centered romanticist or reconstructionist interpret ation of 

progressive education. Instead, Meriam’s theory was  more aligned 

with Dewey’s and therefore is consistent with Tanne r & Tanner’s 

(1990) interpretation of the experimentalists. Meri am’s idea of 

helping children to be more efficient as children f irst, 

selecting the curriculum from the real life activit ies and 

environments of people, and providing a flexible cu rriculum that 

met the interests and needs of children mirrored De wey’s 

embryonic society. As children participated togethe r in 

activities in which they were interested, they form ed a 

miniature community, learning the democratic concep t of mutual 

responsibility. Though Meriam differed from Dewey i n his direct 

concern for bringing about social reform, he argued  that 

enabling children to be more efficient as children would enable 

them to be more efficient as adults. As a result, t hey would be 

able to contribute more to society. While Meriam’s theory did 

not directly incorporate all of Dewey’s beliefs, it  is largely 

consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpreta tion of the 

experimentalist branch of progressive education.  

 

Analysis of Meriam’s Work with Respect to Zilversmi t’s 

(1993) Interpretation of Progressive Education 

Zilversmit (1993) contended the existence of a cent ral set 

of ideas and practices, which grew from the writing s of Dewey. 
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The philosophical foundation of the progressive mov ement 

depended on Dewey’s belief that all facets of life were 

continually changing. The ultimate task of educatio n, then, was 

to prepare people for life and for change. Instead of preparing 

children for adulthood, however, schools should uti lize 

children’s natural curiosity rather than subordinat ing it to a 

pre-selected, though arbitrary, curriculum and futu re goals. 

Additionally, Dewey maintained that the school had to be the 

means of societal reform. Again, while Meriam’ theo ry did not 

directly address social reform, it was, in most res pects, 

aligned with Dewey’s. Meriam’s concept of helping c hildren to be 

more efficient as children first was in accord with  Dewey’s idea 

that education should prepare children for life, no t necessarily 

adulthood. Meriam’s principle of selecting the curr iculum from 

the real life activities and environments of people  and 

providing a flexible curriculum that met the intere sts and needs 

of children echoed Dewey’s belief that schools shou ld utilize 

children’s natural curiosity.  

While he did not categorize the varying ideas stres sed by 

different progressive theories, as did Tanner & Tan ner, 

Zilversmit (1993) provided much the same descriptio ns. He 

described the child-centered progressives as those who agreed 

that the school should recognize the interests of t he child, but 

that often resulted in the neglect of academics. Wh ile Meriam 
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subordinated the rank of academic subjects in his c urriculum as 

being less significant than the activities of real life, he did 

not neglect traditional subject matter. Therefore, his theory is 

not consistent with Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretat ion of the 

child-centered progressives. Zilversmit (1993) also  discussed 

progressive educators who adopted Dewey’s wish for social reform 

through education, emphasizing the fact that some e ducators used 

the “language of progressive education” to justify procedures 

that were not in accord with Dewey’s goals, leading  to the 

appearance of anti-intellectualism (p. 13). Since M eriam did not 

incorporate social reform into his principles, his theory is not 

consistent with Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of 

progressive education as social reform.  

 

Analysis of Meriam’s Work with Respect to Kliebard’ s (1995) 

Demarcation of Reform Groups 

In his Preface to the first edition of The Struggle  for the 

American Curriculum , Kliebard (1995) determined that he could 

identify and define nothing that deserved the singl e name 

progressive education, concluding that there were s everal reform 

movements in education during the twentieth century , and each 

had its own agenda. Kliebard (1995) decided instead  to demarcate 

the foremost ideological positions of the different  reform 

groups and explain how they both balanced and contr adicted each 
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other. Ultimately, he settled on four groups: human ists, who 

stood in opposition to the other three groups; 

developmentalists; social efficiency educators; and  social 

meliorists. The humanists were “the guardians of an  ancient 

tradition tied to the power and reason and the fine st elements 

of the Western cultural heritage” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 23). The 

developmentalists led the charge for a curriculum a ligned with 

the natural development of the child, using scienti fic data to 

understand the different stages of child and adoles cent 

development, as well as the nature of learning. Lik e Dewey’s, 

Meriam’s theory is consistent with Kliebard’s inter pretations of 

humanists and developmentalists. While Meriam did n ot guard the 

position traditional subjects had always held in th e curriculum, 

he did preserve their inclusion. However, his focus  on the 

interests, needs, and natural development of childr en makes his 

theory also consistent with Kliebard’s interpretati on of 

developmentalists. The social efficiency educators also believed 

in using scientific data, and they believed a scien tifically-

based curriculum could be more functional in the ro les children 

took as adults (Kliebard, 1995). Though Meriam argu ed that 

enabling children to be more efficient as children would enable 

them to be more efficient as adults, his primary go al was not a 

more efficiently running society. The social melior ists 

perceived the school as the primary force for socia l change and 



192 

social justice (Kliebard, 1995). Meriam’s theory is  not 

consistent with Kliebard’s interpretations of socia l efficiency 

educators or social meliorists.   

 

Analysis of Meriam’s Work with Respect to Semel & S adovnik’s 

(1999) Interpretation of Progressive Education 

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) put Dewey at the forefront of 

movement in progressive education. According to Sem el & Sadovnik 

(1999), Dewey based his methodology on the idea tha t children 

were “active, organic beings, growing and changing, ” so they 

needed a course of study that reflected their stage  of 

development (p. 6). Dewey supported freedom and res ponsibility 

for students—essential factors in democratic living . He also 

believed that, to help students assume their eventu al roles in 

society and live democratically, the school should reflect a 

democratic community. Basically, Semel & Sadovnik ( 1999) 

maintained, Dewey respected democracy and believed education 

contributed to a perfect realization of democracy t hrough 

continual reconstruction and reorganization of soci ety. Though 

Meriam’s ultimate goal was not the realization of d emocracy 

through society reconstruction and reorganization, his theory 

was consistent in Dewey’s in other respects. Meriam ’s principle 

of providing a flexible curriculum that met the int erests and 

needs of children was in harmony with Dewey’s belie f that 
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children needed a course of study that reflected th eir stage of 

development. Meriam’s principle of selecting the cu rriculum from 

the real life activities and environments helped ch ildren assume 

roles in the school community, resembling Dewey’s e mbryonic 

community. Though Meriam did not focus on teaching children the 

democratic concept of mutual responsibility, their participation 

in the school community engendered in them the trai ts of loyalty 

and mutual respect. 

Unfortunately, other progressive educators misinter preted 

Dewey, leading to a variety of different theories o f progressive 

education (Semel & Sadovnik, 1999). According to Se mel & 

Sadovnik (1999), three progressive forms emerged: c hild-centered 

pedagogy, social efficiency pedagogy, and social 

reconstructionist pedagogy. The child-centered peda gogy argued 

that schools should develop curricula according to the stages of 

child development and suggested individualizing ins truction and 

paying attention to the needs and interests of the children. 

Meriam’s theory could be considered consistent with  Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) child-centered pedagogy if one di d not 

carefully consider his principles of curriculum sel ection that 

did not focus specifically on children’s interests,  such as the 

inclusion of the activities of real life as well as  traditional 

subject matter. Again, while Meriam argued that hel ping children 

to be more efficient in their activities as childre n would 
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enable them to be more efficient in their adult act ivities, his 

theory is not consistent with Semel & Sadovnik’s (1 999) 

interpretation of the social efficiency pedagogy, w hich 

encouraged schools not only to provide meaningful e xperiences 

for children but also to prepare them for the occup ations they 

would assume as adults. Meriam, after all, was more  concerned 

with helping them live as children than prepare for  adulthood. 

The social reconstructionist pedagogy stressed the development 

of “a more just, humane and egalitarian community” (Semel & 

Sadovnik, 1999, p. 10). Meriam’s principles did not  consider 

social reform, so his theory is not consistent with  Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of the social reco nstructionist 

pedagogy.   

 

Analysis of Meriam’s Work with Respect to Ravitch’s  (2000) 

Interpretation of Progressive Education 

According to Ravitch (2000), Dewey’s beliefs encomp assed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Dewey maintained 

that advancing education meant applying the social sciences, 

especially psychology, to education. Meriam was als o concerned 

with the application of psychology to education, sp ecifically 

including observation as a subject in his curriculu m because it 

was a factor in child development. The school had t o represent 

real life, so the best way to correlate the Three-R  subjects was 
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to focus on children’s natural interests. Instead o f selecting 

the curriculum from traditional academic subjects, Meriam 

selected his curriculum from the activities and env ironments of 

people and provided flexibility to allow for indivi dual 

interests and abilities. However, he used real life  activities 

to help children develop skills in the Three-R subj ects. Meriam 

based his curriculum on Dewey’s beliefs. According to Ravitch 

(2000), Dewey advised that what was taught in schoo l should be 

determined by children’s ability to understand it a s it applied 

in real life. Meriam followed Dewey’s advice, using  real-life 

applications to teach the skills usually taught thr ough isolated 

subjects in the traditional curriculum. For Dewey, the school 

was a mechanism of social change and progress, so t he focus of 

education should be problems and processes instead of academic 

subjects. While Meriam’s curriculum did focus on pr oblems and 

processes, he did not necessarily perceive the scho ol as a 

mechanism of social change.  

Ravitch (2000) agreed with Semel & Sadovnik that wh ile 

Dewey inspired the progressive education movement, progressive 

educators were not always loyal to his intentions. She 

maintained that the progressive movement included f our ideas, 

all of which undermined the basic idea that childre n should 

study an academic curriculum. The first idea was th e mental 

testing movement, which embraced the idea that educ ation could 
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become a science, the methods and purpose of educat ion being 

determined and measured scientifically. The second idea, the 

child-centered movement, suggested the nature and n eeds of the 

child could determine the methods and purpose of ed ucation. The 

third idea, the social efficiency movement, claimed  that 

assessing society’s needs and preparing children fo r their role 

in society could determine the methods and purpose of education. 

The fourth idea manifested itself in two versions; the first 

version held that the method and purpose of educati on could be 

altered in ways that would bring about social refor m by “freeing 

children’s creative spirit” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 60).  The second 

version maintained that the methods and purpose of education 

could be changed in ways to bring about social refo rm by 

“indoctrinating them for life in a planned society”  (Ravitch, 

2000, p. 60). Again, Meriam’s theory could be assoc iated with 

Ravitch’s interpretation of the child-centered move ment because 

of his focus on the nature and needs of children. H owever, 

Meriam’s focus on children did not obscure his unde rstanding for 

the importance of academic skills; he simply used t he natural 

activities of people to teach those skills so that children 

could see the relevance of what they were learning.  

Analysis of Meriam’s theory and practice with respe ct to 

the prevailing interpretations of early twentieth c entury 

progressive education highlights the major principl es of 
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Meriam’s theory and provides a basis for comparison  of his 

theory and practice to other early twentieth centur y theories of 

progressive education. However, analysis of his the ory and 

practice also informs and, in some cases, corrects the 

prevailing interpretations of early twentieth centu ry 

progressive education.  

 

Extent to Which Analysis of Meriam’s Work Informs o r Corrects 

Prevailing Interpretations of Early Twentieth Centu ry 

Progressive Education 

Analysis of Meriam’s work at University Elementary School—

his curriculum principles and the subjects to which  he applied 

his principles—upholds Cremin’s (1961) four charact eristics of 

progressive education. It also lends credence to Ta nner & 

Tanner’s (1990) interpretation of the experimentali st 

progressives, who followed Dewey’s beliefs and beli eved the 

democratic principle of mutual responsibility .  Ho wever, it 

offers little support for Tanner & Tanner’s (1990)  

interpretation of the child-centered romanticists, who focused 

more on the needs of the child and less on the need  for 

systematic curriculum development, and no support f or their 

interpretation of the reconstructionists, who wante d to use the 

school for direct social correction. 
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With the exception of Meriam’s lack of concern for bringing 

about social reform, analysis of his work maintains  Zilversmit’s 

(1993) interpretation of progressive education, whi ch grew from 

the writings of Dewey. Like Tanner & Tanner, Zilver smit (1993) 

included interpretations of theories he considered offshoots of 

Dewey’s theory, the child-centered progressives and  the 

progressive educators who pushed primarily for soci al reform. 

Study of Meriam’s work offers no support for the Zi lversmit’s 

(1993) interpretation of the child-centered progres sives, who 

neglected academics in their attempts to recognize the interest 

of the child, or the social reformists, who justifi ed procedures 

that were not aligned with Dewey’s goal in the purs uit of social 

reform. Consideration of Meriam’s work offers suppo rt for 

Kliebard’s (1995) interpretations of the humanists,  who wanted 

to preserve the traditional curriculum, and the 

developmentalists, who wanted to align the curricul um with the 

natural development of the child . Meriam’s work, h owever, 

offers no support for Kliebard’s (1995) interpretat ions of the 

social efficiency educators, who believed a scienti fically-based 

curriculum could be more functional in the roles ch ildren took 

as adults, or the social meliorists, who perceived the school as 

the primary source of social change. 

Though Meriam’s theory did not involve social 

reconstruction and reorganization, it was largely c onsistent 
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with Dewey’s. Examination of Meriam’s work, therefo re, supports 

Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of progres sive 

education, which put Dewey at the forefront of the progressive 

movement in education. Research of Meriam’s work su pports, to 

some extent, Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretati on of child-

centered pedagogy, which suggested individualizing instruction 

and paying attention to the needs and interests of the children.  

However, Meriam’s curriculum included activities of  real life 

and traditional subject matter and did not focus so lely on the 

needs and interests of the children. Analysis of Me riam’s work 

lends no credence to Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) inte rpretation of 

social efficiency pedagogy, which encouraged school s to provide 

meaningful experiences for children and prepare the m for the 

occupations they would assume as adults.    

Ravitch (2000) maintained that Dewey’s beliefs enco mpassed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Howeve r, Ravitch 

(2000) contended that not all progressive educators  were loyal 

to Dewey’s intentions, resulting in different stran ds of 

progressive education, all of which undermined the tenet that 

children should study an academic curriculum. These  strands 

included the mental testing movement, the social ef ficiency 

movement, the child-centered movement, and the soci al reform 

movement. Ravitch (2000) argued that these strands of the 

progressive movement, which had the most influence on public 
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education, naturally resulted in “anti-intellectual ism,” and she 

used Meriam’s school as one such example (p.16). Ho wever, 

consideration of Meriam’s theory and practice does not support 

Ravitch’s (2000) allegation that the child-centered  strand of 

progressive education, which Meriam’s theory suppor ts to a 

limited degree, undermined the idea that children s hould study 

an academic curriculum. Ravitch (2000) claimed that  in Meriam’s 

school “adult purposes and subject matter virtually  disappeared” 

(p. 91). However, Meriam’s theory and practice diff ered from 

Dewey’s only in that he did not perceive the school  as a 

mechanism of social change. Like Dewey, Meriam incl uded the 

Three-R subjects in his curriculum, but he used rea l-life 

applications to teach the skills usually taught thr ough isolated 

subjects in the traditional curriculum, following D ewey’s advice 

to determine what was taught in school by children’ s ability to 

understand it as it applied in real life. In Child Life and the 

Curriculum , Meriam (1920) stated, “Such details of arithmetic , 

language, and geography are properly concrete only when they 

function in the real experience of people, when tha t experience 

is of primary importance and these details of arith metic, 

language, and geography are instruments in contribu ting to the 

effectiveness of that experience” (p. 172).  

Ironically, Ravitch (2000) is the only educational 

historian who has devoted significant discussion to  Meriam, and 
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she misinterpreted him. Certainly, Meriam did not a dvocate using 

traditional instructional methods to teach the acad emic 

curriculum; neither did he, however, resolutely spu rn subject 

matter as Ravitch (2000) asserted. Ravitch’s (2000)  

misinterpretation of Meriam’s work leads one to que stion her 

generalization that all theories other than Dewey’s  undermined 

the basic idea that children should study and acade mic 

curriculum.   

 

Summary 

The differing interpretations of early twentieth ce ntury 

theories and progressive education mirrored the sam e lack of 

agreement that progressive educators demonstrated t hrough 

development of their varied theories. Even though p rogressive 

educators of the early twentieth century espoused t he same basic 

principles, varied interpretations of those basic p rinciples 

grew into many different theories. While Dewey’s th eory can be 

interpreted as the definitive curriculum theory of progressive 

education, educational historians cannot contend th at because an 

educator was a part of the progressive educational movement, he 

espoused the same ideas. However, Meriam’s theory w as based on 

Dewey’s theory and emulated it in all aspects with the exception 

of Dewey’s concern for social reform. Meriam’s theo ry, which 

closely mirrored Dewey’s definitive curriculum theo ry of 
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progressive education, is more consistent with Crem in’s (1961), 

Tanner & Tanner’s (1990), Zilversmit’s (1993), Seme l & 

Sadovnik’s (1999), and Ravitch’s (2000) interpretat ions of 

progressive education in general than are Kilpatric k’s, 

Bobbitt’s, and Charters’. However, Meriam’s theory lacks 

consistency with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990), Zilversm it (1993), 

Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999), and Ravitch’s (2000) int erpretations 

of the branches of progressive education that grew from 

misinterpretation of Dewey’s ideas. Viewed from a d ifferent 

perspective, analysis of Meriam’s work supports Cre min’s (1961), 

Tanner & Tanner’s (1990), Zilversmit’s (1993), and Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretations of progressive ed ucation in 

general. Analysis of Meriam’s work, because of its parallel to 

Dewey’s work, also supports Ravitch’s (2000) interp retation of 

progressive education in general.  Ravitch (2000), however, 

misconstrued Meriam’s work, describing him as one o f the 

progressive educators who misinterpreted Dewey’s in tentions by 

undermining the principle that children should stud y an academic 

curriculum. Despite its commonalities with Dewey’s theory, 

however, Meriam’s work has been virtually overlooke d by these 

educational historians. Only in-depth study of the theory and 

practice of any progressive educator can expose sig nificant 

information that has been overlooked in educational  historians’ 

interpretations of progressive education. The recon struction of 
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Meriam’s work at University Elementary School revea led 

significant similarities between his theory and pra ctice and 

Dewey’s. If Dewey’s theory is considered the defini tive 

curriculum theory of progressive education, the sim ilarities 

between the work of Meriam and Dewey suggest a void  in the 

prevailing interpretations of progressive education . In 

addition, the findings of this study suggest implic ations for 

current curriculum research and practice.   
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CHAPTER 7 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Despite Meriam’s (1872-1960) devotion of most of hi s 

professional life to the improvement of elementary education 

through his research and experimentation in instruc tional 

methods and curriculum, today’s educational histori ans have 

virtually overlooked his work as a progressive educ ator. Though 

he criticized the traditional curriculum, Meriam al so opposed 

progressive practices that advocated the abolishmen t of 

traditional subject matter. Instead, he encouraged using 

activities appropriate to children’s interests to t each reading, 

writing, and arithmetic. He organized his curriculu m around 

children’s experiences and integrated the tradition al subject 

matter necessary to teach the concepts.  

Reconstruction of Meriam’s work at University Eleme ntary 

School explicated his theory and practice and allow ed the 

researcher to make comparisons with other early twe ntieth 

century progressive theories and practices, compari sons that 

revealed similarities and differences. The theory h e put into 

practice through his research and experimentation a nd the 

results he achieved have definite implications for prevailing 
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interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive education 

as well as for current curriculum practice. 

 

Research Questions 

1. What were the predominant theories of early twen tieth 

   century progressive education?  

John Dewey’s theory stood at the forefront of progr essive 

education, and his philosophy formulated the basic tenets of 

progressivism. Dewey asserted that the needs and in terests of 

the child in the classroom should be a priority for  educators 

and that the child should participate in his or her  course of 

study, albeit under the guidance of a teacher (Seme l & Sadovnik, 

1999). Dewey believed that school should mirror the  life of 

society at large (Cremin, 1961). He perceived the n eed of 

education to increase the breadth of social situati ons in which 

individuals recognized concerns, made choices regar ding those 

concerns, and acted upon their choices. Ultimately,  Dewey sought 

to achieve intellectual development through the cur riculum 

because it gave the individual control over his or her 

surroundings, which offered the most promise for a better 

society (Kliebard, 1995). 

W. H. Kilpatrick’s project method shared similariti es with 

Dewey’s theory in its concern for children. For Kil patrick, the 

project method was not a way of reorganizing the te aching of 
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particular subjects; rather, it was a substitute fo r the subject 

(Kliebard, 1995). Kilpatrick asserted that the proc ess of 

teaching activities rather than subjects should rep lace the 

subject-centered curriculum of secondary schools (Z ilversmit, 

1993). Because no necessary conflict existed betwee n social 

demands and the child’s interests, practicing well- chosen 

purposeful acts under the guidance of teachers, whi le being held 

accountable for their actions, would prepare studen ts for “the 

worthy life of the coming day” (Kilpatrick, 1918, p . 323). 

Kilpatrick (1918) believed education should prepare  students to 

meet the “demands for practical efficiency and of m oral 

responsibility,” thus presenting the “ideal of demo cratic 

citizenship” (p. 322).  

Differing from Dewey and Kilpatrick, Bobbitt and Ch arters 

analyzed contemporary society as the standard of pr iority in the 

curriculum (Cremin, 1961). Bobbitt (1924) believed the purpose 

of education was to prepare learners for adulthood rather than 

childhood and youth. He asserted that learning what  men and 

women “ought to do along the many lines and levels of human 

experience” would reveal “the things for which they  should be 

trained” (Bobbitt, 1934, p. 8). To develop educatio nal 

objectives, which comprised the content of the vari ous subjects, 

he needed to discover “the activities which ought t o make up the 

lives of men and women,” along with the “abilities and personal 
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qualities necessary for proper performance” (Bobbit t, 1924, p. 

8). In order to do so, he developed a plan called a ctivity 

analysis. The method involved the analysis of the s pecific 

activities needed for the performance of a given jo b, the 

implication being that the schools could reduce the  curriculum 

to twenty or thirty thousand mechanical skills or b ehaviors 

(Tanner & Tanner, 1991). Charters (1924) began his discussion of 

curriculum construction by explaining job analysis,  the 

determination of “what activities are carried on by  individuals 

in the performance of tasks” (p. 214). The curricul um maker 

developed a list of ideals and a list of activities  related to 

the job in which the learner planned to work, in th e present or 

in the future (Ravitch, 2000). Using these lists, t he curriculum 

maker prepared units of study, ranked in order base d on the 

learners’ interests, their level of difficulty, and  their 

function.  

 

2. What are the prevailing interpretations of early  twentieth 

   century progressive education?  

Cremin (1961) asserted that progressive education m eant 

four things: broadening the program and purpose of the school to 

include concern for health, vocation, and the quali ty of family 

and community life; applying in the classroom the p edagogical 

principles derived from new scientific research in psychology 
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and the social sciences; tailoring instruction to t he different 

kinds and classes of children who were attending sc hool, and 

believing that everyone could share not only in the  benefits of 

the new sciences but in the pursuit of the arts as well. 

Progressive educators who developed theories of pro gressive 

education, however, did not all agree about the mea ning of the 

movement, which gave rise to a number of different progressive 

theories.  

Tanner & Tanner (1990) agreed with Cremin’s (1961) 

contention that progressive education meant differe nt things to 

different people. They described the child-centered  

romanticists, who focused more on the needs of the child and 

less on the need for systematic curriculum developm ent. Tanner & 

Tanner (1990) also described the reconstructionists , who wanted 

to use the school for direct social correction. Fin ally, Tanner 

& Tanner (1990) described the experimentalists who followed 

Dewey’s beliefs and believed the democratic princip le of mutual 

responsibility.  

Zilversmit (1993) contended the existence of a cent ral set 

of ideas and practices, which grew from the writing s of Dewey. 

While he did not categorize the varying ideas stres sed by 

different progressive theories, as did Tanner & Tan ner, 

Zilversmit (1993) provided much the same descriptio ns. He 

described the child-centered progressives as those who agreed 
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that the school should recognize the interests of t he child, but 

that often resulted in the neglect of academics. Zi lversmit 

(1993) also discussed progressive educators who ado pted Dewey’s 

wish for social reform through education, emphasizi ng the fact 

that some educators used the “language of progressi ve education” 

to justify procedures that were not in accord with Dewey’s 

goals, leading to the appearance of anti-intellectu alism (p. 

13). Interestingly, while Zilversmit (1993) conside red 

particular reforms to be a part of the overall Prog ressive 

movement, he did not consider them to be part of pr ogressive 

education. In this group Zilversmit (1993) included  reformers 

who called for a vocational component, reformers co ncerned with 

helping European immigrants assimilate, and reforme rs concerned 

with “applying principles of efficiency, centraliza tion, and 

bureaucratic decision making, based on the example of modern 

business, to the schools” (p. 2).  

In his Preface to the first edition of The Struggle  for the 

American Curriculum , Kliebard (1995) determined that he could 

identify and define nothing that deserved the singl e name 

progressive education, concluding that there were s everal reform 

movements in education during the twentieth century , and each 

had its own agenda. Kliebard (1995) decided instead  to demarcate 

the foremost ideological positions of the different  reform 

groups and explain how they both balanced and contr adicted each 
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other. Ultimately, he settled on four groups: human ists, who 

stood in opposition to the other three groups; 

developmentalists; social efficiency educators; and  social 

meliorists. The humanists were “the guardians of an  ancient 

tradition tied to the power and reason and the fine st elements 

of the Western cultural heritage” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 23). The 

developmentalists led the charge for a curriculum a ligned with 

the natural development of the child, using scienti fic data to 

understand the different stages of child and adoles cent 

development, as well as the nature of learning. The  social 

efficiency educators also believed in using scienti fic data, and 

they believed a scientifically-based curriculum cou ld be more 

functional in the roles children took as adults. Th e social 

meliorists perceived the school as the primary forc e for social 

change and social justice.  

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) put Dewey at the forefront of 

movement in progressive education. Unfortunately, o ther 

progressive educators misinterpreted Dewey, leading  to a variety 

of different theories of progressive education. Acc ording to 

Semel & Sadovnik (1999), three progressive forms em erged: child-

centered pedagogy, social efficiency pedagogy, and social 

reconstructionist pedagogy. The child-centered peda gogy argued 

that schools should develop curricula according to the stages of 

child development and suggested individualizing ins truction and 
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paying attention to the needs and interests of the children. The 

social efficiency pedagogy encouraged schools not o nly to 

provide meaningful experiences for children but als o to prepare 

them for the occupations they would assume as adult s. The social 

reconstructionist pedagogy stressed the development  of “a more 

just, humane and egalitarian community” (Semel & Sa dovnik, 1999, 

p. 10).   

According to Ravitch (2000), Dewey’s beliefs encomp assed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Howeve r, Ravitch 

(2000) agreed with Semel & Sadovnik that while Dewe y inspired 

the progressive education movement, progressive edu cators were 

not always loyal to his intentions. She maintained that the 

progressive movement included four ideas, all of wh ich 

undermined the basic idea that children should stud y an academic 

curriculum. The first idea was the mental testing m ovement, 

which embraced the idea that education could become  a science, 

the methods and purpose of education being determin ed and 

measured scientifically. The second idea, the child -centered 

movement, suggested the nature and needs of the chi ld could 

determine the methods and purpose of education. The  third idea, 

the social efficiency movement, claimed that assess ing society’s 

needs and preparing children for their role in soci ety could 

determine the methods and purpose of education. The  fourth idea 

manifested itself in two versions; the first versio n held that 
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the method and purpose of education could be altere d in ways 

that would bring about social reform by “freeing ch ildren’s 

creative spirit” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 60). The second  version 

maintained that the methods and purpose of educatio n could be 

changed in ways to bring about social reform by “in doctrinating 

them for life in a planned society” (Ravitch, 2000,  p. 60).  

 

3. What was Meriam’s theory regarding instructional  methods and 

   curriculum? 

Meriam’s work, critical of traditional education, d eveloped 

his major theory: school officials, teachers, and p arents needed 

to appreciate and utilize children’s natures in the ir normal 

out-of-school activities. To that end, Meriam (1909 ) provided a 

four-part principle to guide the selection and orga nization of 

the curriculum’s content: the content of the curric ulum should 

meet the real needs of the student, supply a consci ous motive, 

demonstrate an understandable significance, and con tribute to 

the continuity in the development of the study of a  problem. 

Meriam (1909) implemented at University Elementary School a 

curriculum that manifested this principle; his curr iculum began 

with the question “What are the normal activities o f children of 

school age, in which the school can assist?” (p. 39 5). According 

to Meriam (1909), these activities were observation , play, 

stories, and handwork. Meriam (1910) believed that class study 
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should prepare students “to face the problem, to se e the method 

of attack; then leave to the pupil the completion o f the study 

at home” (p. 351). Aligned with the same idea, Meri am (1917a) 

argued that assessment should be in terms of normal  experiences 

rather than formal exercises. It is important to no te that while 

Meriam (1959a) was critical of the traditional curr iculum, he 

never advocated omitting the Three-R subjects. He w as also 

critical of parents and teachers who failed to prov ide learning 

opportunities in terms of children’s nature and nee ds (Meriam, 

1928). Ultimately, Meriam (1960) developed an emerg ing 

philosophy, in which he perceived four characterist ics of the 

traditional and the modern school that demonstrated  the change 

in values from the former to the latter. The charac teristics 

included less emphasis on preparation for the futur e and more on 

present living, the continuation of the Three-R sub ject matter 

with more real life application, students learning through 

doing, and self-direction. Meriam (1959a) believed school should 

be a mutual affair—the teacher was not the only one  teaching and 

the student was not the only one learning. Just as children in 

their “out-of-school” lives became leaders among th eir friends, 

Meriam (1959a) believed they also did so in school because they 

were experiencing “normal and wholesome life,” lear ning as they 

needed (p. 282).  
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4. How did Meriam put his theory into practice at U niversity 

   Elementary School? 

Meriam (1920) perceived two basic problems with the  

traditional education system: its purpose and its c urriculum. 

According to Meriam (1920), the purpose of traditio nal education 

was to prepare children to be more efficient in lat er life. This 

purpose clashed with Meriam’s (1920) fundamental pr inciple—

helping children do better in the activities in whi ch they 

normally engaged. Regarding the traditional curricu lum, Meriam 

(1920) perceived it to be aimless, lifeless, discon nected, and 

congested. Therefore, instead of using the Three-R subjects of 

the traditional curriculum, Meriam (1920) used the normal 

interests and activities of children and the study.   

In constructing his curriculum, Meriam developed an d 

utilized five principles. First, Meriam (1920) asse rted that 

school activities should help children be more effi cient as 

children first, only secondarily preparing them for  the future. 

Second, Meriam (1920) contended that the curriculum  should be 

selected from the real life activities and environm ents of 

people. Third, Meriam (1920) argued that the curric ulum should 

be flexible enough to meet individual interests and  abilities. 

Fourth, Meriam (1920) emphasized that the curriculu m’s 

organization should allow for rearrangement of the day and the 

students’ work. Finally, Meriam (1920) maintained t hat the 
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curriculum should lead students to appreciate and e ngage in both 

work and leisure.  

Meriam (1920) divided his curriculum, which applied  his 

five principles, into four subjects: observation, p lay, stories, 

and handwork. Meriam (1920) included observation as  school 

subject because it was an important factor in child  development. 

He included play and handwork to enable students to  do better in 

their normal activities. Meriam (1920) included sto ries as a way 

for children to spend their leisure time. Meriam (1 920) believed 

that the subjects of his curriculum provided childr en motive to 

study, negating the concern for methods that would pique 

children’s interest in something for which they sho wed no 

concern. 

 

5. What were the results of Meriam’s experimentatio n at 

   University Elementary School? 

Meriam (1920) conducted several studies to determin e the 

success of University Elementary School. Using stud ent grades as 

a measure, he discovered that University Elementary  School 

students were more successful in a traditional scho ol setting—

both elementary and high schools—than were students  who had 

attended Columbia’s public elementary school. Addit ionally, 

Meriam discovered that students who graduated from university 

schools performed better in college English courses  than 
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students who graduated from Columbia High School (D ewey & Dewey, 

1915). Meriam (1920) attributed his students’ succe ss to five 

factors: students approached school studies as pers onal 

problems, students learned to be self directed, stu dents learned 

how to find information, students learned to be per sistent, and 

students learned that problems had unlimited depth.   

 

6. To what extent does Meriam’s work support prevai ling 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive 

education? 

Meriam’s (1920) curriculum utilized five principles : school 

activities should help children be more efficient a s children 

first, only secondarily preparing them for the futu re; the 

curriculum should be selected from the real life ac tivities and 

environments of people; the curriculum should be fl exible enough 

to meet individual interests and abilities; the cur riculum’s 

organization should allow for rearrangement of the day and the 

students’ work; and the curriculum should lead stud ents to 

appreciate and engage in both work and leisure.  

Meriam (1920) divided his curriculum, which applied  his 

five principles, into four subjects: observation, p lay, stories, 

and handwork. Meriam (1920) included observation as  school 

subject because it was an important factor in child  development. 

He included play and handwork to enable students to  do better in 
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their normal activities. Meriam (1920) included sto ries as a way 

for children to spend their leisure time. Meriam (1 920) believed 

that the subjects of his curriculum provided childr en motive to 

study, negating the concern for methods that would pique 

children’s interest in something for which they sho wed no 

concern. 

Cremin (1961) asserted that progressive education m eant 

four things: broadening the program and purpose of the school to 

include concern for health, vocation, and the quali ty of family 

and community life; applying in the classroom the p edagogical 

principles derived from new scientific research in psychology 

and the social sciences; tailoring instruction to t he different 

kinds and classes of children who were attending sc hool, and 

believing that everyone could share not only in the  benefits of 

the new sciences but in the pursuit of the arts as well. 

Meriam’s curriculum principles and the four subject s of study to 

which he applied his principles indicate complete c onsistency 

with Cremin’s characteristics. Meriam’s assertions that school 

activities should help children be more efficient a s children, 

that the curriculum should be selected from the rea l life 

activities and environments of people, and that the  curriculum’s 

organization should allow for rearrangement of the day and the 

students’ work, revealed his concern with children’ s health, 

vocation, and family and community life. The subjec ts play and 
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handwork, which Meriam described as the normal acti vities of 

children, revealed the same concern. Meriam include d observation 

as a school subject because it was an important fac tor in child 

development, demonstrating his application of pedag ogical 

principles derived from research in psychology. Mer iam’s 

argument that the curriculum should be flexible eno ugh to meet 

individual interests and abilities expressed his co ncern for 

individualizing instruction. Finally, Meriam’s cont ention that 

the curriculum should lead students to appreciate a nd engage in 

both work and leisure, as well as his inclusion of observation 

and stories as subjects, confirmed his commitment t o the belief 

that everyone could share not only in the benefits of the new 

sciences but in the pursuit of the arts as well. 

Tanner & Tanner (1990) described the experimentalis ts who 

followed Dewey’s beliefs and believed the democrati c principle 

of mutual responsibility. For individuals to be abl e to 

contribute to the good of all, the school had to pr ovide 

opportunity for a diversity of students to discover  their 

abilities and develop them as much as possible. Equ al 

opportunity meant a flexible curriculum adjusted to  the needs of 

individuals that also strengthened the “ties which unite all 

citizens of a democracy” (Tanner & Tanner, 1990, p.  114). 

Meriam’s theory was aligned with Dewey’s and theref ore is 

consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpreta tion of the 
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experimentalists. Meriam’s idea of helping children  to be more 

efficient as children first, selecting the curricul um from the 

real life activities and environments of people, an d providing a 

flexible curriculum that met the interests and need s of children 

mirrored Dewey’s embryonic society. As children par ticipated 

together in activities in which they were intereste d, they 

formed a miniature community, learning the democrat ic concept of 

mutual responsibility. Though Meriam differed from Dewey in his 

direct concern for bringing about social reform, he  argued that 

enabling children to be more efficient as children would enable 

them to be more efficient as adults. As a result, t hey would be 

able to contribute more to society. While Meriam’s theory did 

not directly incorporate all of Dewey’s beliefs, it  is largely 

consistent with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) interpreta tion of the 

experimentalist branch of progressive education.  

Zilversmit (1993) contended the existence of a cent ral set 

of ideas and practices, which grew from the writing s of Dewey. 

The philosophical foundation of the progressive mov ement 

depended on Dewey’s belief that all facets of life were 

continually changing. The ultimate task of educatio n, then, was 

to prepare people for life and for change. Instead of preparing 

children for adulthood, however, schools should uti lize 

children’s natural curiosity rather than subordinat ing it to a 

pre-selected, though arbitrary, curriculum and futu re goals. 
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Additionally, Dewey maintained that the school had to be the 

means of societal reform. Again, while Meriam’ theo ry did not 

directly address social reform, it was, in most res pects, 

aligned with Dewey’s. Meriam’s concept of helping c hildren to be 

more efficient as children first was in accord with  Dewey’s idea 

that education should prepare children for life, no t necessarily 

adulthood. Meriam’s principle of selecting the curr iculum from 

the real life activities and environments of people  and 

providing a flexible curriculum that met the intere sts and needs 

of children echoed Dewey’s belief that schools shou ld utilize 

children’s natural curiosity.  

In his Preface to the first edition of The Struggle  for the 

American Curriculum , Kliebard (1995) determined that he could 

identify and define nothing that deserved the singl e name 

progressive education, concluding that there were s everal reform 

movements in education during the twentieth century , and each 

had its own agenda. Kliebard (1995) decided instead  to demarcate 

the foremost ideological positions of the different  reform 

groups and explain how they both balanced and contr adicted each 

other. The humanists were “the guardians of an anci ent tradition 

tied to the power and reason and the finest element s of the 

Western cultural heritage” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 23).  The 

developmentalists led the charge for a curriculum a ligned with 

the natural development of the child, using scienti fic data to 
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understand the different stages of child and adoles cent 

development, as well as the nature of learning. Lik e Dewey’s, 

Meriam’s theory is consistent with Kliebard’s inter pretations of 

humanists and developmentalists. While Meriam did n ot guard the 

position traditional subjects had always held in th e curriculum, 

he did preserve their inclusion. However, his focus  on the 

interests, needs, and natural development of childr en makes his 

theory also consistent with Kliebard’s interpretati on of 

developmentalists. 

Semel & Sadovnik (1999) put Dewey at the forefront of 

movement in progressive education. According to Sem el & Sadovnik 

(1999), Dewey based his methodology on the idea tha t children 

were “active, organic beings, growing and changing, ” so they 

needed a course of study that reflected their stage  of 

development (p. 6). Dewey supported freedom and res ponsibility 

for students—essential factors in democratic living . He also 

believed that, to help students assume their eventu al roles in 

society and live democratically, the school should reflect a 

democratic community. Basically, Semel & Sadovnik ( 1999) 

maintained, Dewey respected democracy and believed education 

contributed to a perfect realization of democracy t hrough 

continual reconstruction and reorganization of soci ety. Though 

Meriam’s ultimate goal was not the realization of d emocracy 

through society reconstruction and reorganization, his theory 
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was consistent with Dewey’s in other respects. Meri am’s 

principle of providing a flexible curriculum that m et the 

interests and needs of children was in harmony with  Dewey’s 

belief that children needed a course of study that reflected 

their stage of development. Meriam’s principle of s electing the 

curriculum from the real life activities and enviro nments helped 

children assume roles in the school community, rese mbling 

Dewey’s embryonic community. Though Meriam did not focus on 

teaching children the democratic concept of mutual 

responsibility, their participation in the school c ommunity 

engendered in them the traits of loyalty and mutual  respect. 

According to Ravitch (2000), Dewey’s beliefs encomp assed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Dewey maintained 

that advancing education meant applying the social sciences, 

especially psychology, to education. Meriam was als o concerned 

with the application of psychology to education, sp ecifically 

including observation as a subject in his curriculu m because it 

was a factor in child development. The school had t o represent 

real life, so the best way to correlate the Three-R  subjects was 

to focus on children’s natural interests. Instead o f selecting 

the curriculum from traditional academic subjects, Meriam 

selected his curriculum from the activities and env ironments of 

people and provided flexibility to allow for indivi dual 

interests and abilities. However, he used real life  activities 
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to help children develop skills in the Three-R subj ects. 

Meriam’s curriculum was based on the same beliefs o n which Dewey 

based his. According to Ravitch (2000), Dewey advis ed that what 

was taught in school should be determined by childr en’s ability 

to understand it as it applied in real life. Meriam  followed 

Dewey’s advice, using real-life applications to tea ch the skills 

usually taught through isolated subjects in the tra ditional 

curriculum. For Dewey, the school was a mechanism o f social 

change and progress, so the focus of education shou ld be 

problems and processes instead of academic subjects . While 

Meriam’s curriculum did focus on problems and proce sses, he did 

not necessarily perceive the school as a mechanism of social 

change.  

Analysis of Meriam’s theory and practice also infor ms the 

prevailing interpretations of early twentieth centu ry 

progressive education. For example, analysis of his  curriculum 

principles and the subjects to which he applied his  principles 

upholds Cremin’s (1961) four characteristics of pro gressive 

education. It also lends credence to Tanner & Tanne r’s (1990) 

interpretation of the experimentalist progressives,  who followed 

Dewey’s beliefs and believed the democratic princip le of mutual 

responsibility. With the exception of Meriam’s lack  of concern 

for bringing about social reform, analysis of his w ork maintains 

Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of progressive e ducation, 
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which grew from the writings of Dewey. Consideratio n of Meriam’s 

work also offers support for Kliebard’s (1995) inte rpretations 

of the humanists, who wanted to preserve the tradit ional 

curriculum, and the developmentalists, who wanted t o align the 

curriculum with the natural development of the chil d.  

Examination of Meriam’s work supports Semel & Sadov nik’s 

(1999) interpretation of progressive education, whi ch put Dewey 

at the forefront of the progressive movement in edu cation. 

Research of Meriam’s work supports, to some extent,  Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of child-centered pedagogy, 

which suggested individualizing instruction and pay ing attention 

to the needs and interests of the children.  Howeve r, Meriam’s 

curriculum included activities of real life and tra ditional 

subject matter and did not focus solely on the need s and 

interests of the children.  

Ravitch (2000) maintained that Dewey’s beliefs enco mpassed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Like D ewey, Meriam 

included the Three-R subjects in his curriculum, bu t he used 

real-life applications to teach the skills usually taught 

through isolated subjects in the traditional curric ulum, 

following Dewey’s advice to determine what was taug ht in school 

by children’s ability to understand it as it applie d in real 

life. In Child Life and the Curriculum , Meriam (1920) stated, 

“Such details of arithmetic, language, and geograph y are 
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properly concrete only when they function in the re al experience 

of people, when that experience is of primary impor tance and 

these details of arithmetic, language, and geograph y are 

instruments in contributing to the effectiveness of  that 

experience” (p. 172). Consequently, if one consider s only 

Ravitch’s (2000) interpretation of the primary them es of 

progressive education, which was based on Dewey’s b eliefs, 

analysis of Meriam’s work supports her interpretati on.   

 

7. To what extent does Meriam’s work contradict pre vailing 

interpretations of early twentieth century progress ive 

education? 

Tanner & Tanner (1990) described the child-centered  

romanticists, who focused more on the needs of the child and 

less on the need for systematic curriculum developm ent (Tanner & 

Tanner, 1990). Tanner & Tanner (1990) also describe d the 

reconstructionists, who wanted to use the school fo r direct 

social correction. While Meriam was focused on the child, he did 

not forego systematic curriculum development in fav or of the 

interests of the child. Nor did he see the school a s the source 

of social change. Consequently, Meriam’s theory doe s not show 

consistency with Tanner & Tanner’s (1990) child-cen ter 

romanticist or reconstructionist interpretation of progressive 

education.  
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While he did not categorize the varying ideas stres sed by 

different progressive theories, as did Tanner & Tan ner, 

Zilversmit (1993) provided much the same descriptio ns. He 

described the child-centered progressives as those who agreed 

that the school should recognize the interests of t he child, but 

that often resulted in the neglect of academics. Wh ile Meriam 

subordinated the rank of academic subjects in his c urriculum as 

being less significant than the activities of real life, he did 

not neglect traditional subject matter. Therefore, his theory is 

not consistent with Zilversmit’s interpretation of the child-

centered progressives. Zilversmit (1993) also discu ssed 

progressive educators who adopted Dewey’s wish for social reform 

through education, emphasizing the fact that some e ducators used 

the “language of progressive education” to justify procedures 

that were not in accord with Dewey’s goals, leading  to the 

appearance of anti-intellectualism (p. 13). Since M eriam did not 

incorporate social reform into his principles, his theory is not 

consistent with Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of 

progressive education as social reform.  

In his Preface to the first edition of The Struggle  for the 

American Curriculum , Kliebard (1995) determined that he could 

identify and define nothing that deserved the singl e name 

progressive education, concluding that there were s everal reform 

movements in education during the twentieth century , and each 
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had its own agenda. Kliebard (1995) decided instead  to demarcate 

the foremost ideological positions of the different  reform 

groups and explain how they both balanced and contr adicted each 

other. The social efficiency educators believed in using 

scientific data, and they believed a scientifically -based 

curriculum could be more functional in the roles ch ildren took 

as adults. Though Meriam argued that enabling child ren to be 

more efficient as children would enable them to be more 

efficient as adults, his primary goal was not a mor e efficiently 

running society. The social meliorists perceived th e school as 

the primary force for social change and social just ice. Meriam’s 

theory is not consistent with Kliebard’s interpreta tions of 

social efficiency educators or social meliorists.   

According to Semel & Sadovnik (1999), three progres sive 

forms emerged from the misinterpretations of Dewey’ s theory: 

child-centered pedagogy, social efficiency pedagogy , and social 

reconstructionist pedagogy. The child-centered peda gogy argued 

that schools should develop curricula according to the stages of 

child development and suggested individualizing ins truction and 

paying attention to the needs and interests of the children. 

Meriam’s theory could be considered consistent with  Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) child-centered pedagogy if one di d not 

carefully consider his principles of curriculum sel ection that 

did not focus specifically on children’s interests,  such as the 
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inclusion of the activities of real life as well as  traditional 

subject matter. Again, while Meriam argued that hel ping children 

to be more efficient in their activities as childre n would 

enable them to be more efficient in their adult act ivities, his 

theory is not consistent with Semel & Sadovnik’s (1 999) 

interpretation of the social efficiency pedagogy, w hich 

encouraged schools not only to provide meaningful e xperiences 

for children but also to prepare them for the occup ations they 

would assume as adults. Meriam, after all, was more  concerned 

with helping them live as children than prepare for  adulthood. 

The social reconstructionist pedagogy stressed the development 

of “a more just, humane and egalitarian community” (Semel & 

Sadovnik, 1999, p. 10). Meriam’s principles did not  consider 

social reform, so his theory is not consistent with  Semel & 

Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of the social reco nstructionist 

pedagogy.   

Ravitch (2000) agreed with Semel & Sadovnik that wh ile 

Dewey inspired the progressive education movement, progressive 

educators were not always loyal to his intentions. She 

maintained that the progressive movement included f our ideas, 

all of which undermined the basic idea that childre n should 

study an academic curriculum. The first idea was th e mental 

testing movement, which embraced the idea that educ ation could 

become a science, the methods and purpose of educat ion being 
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determined and measured scientifically. The second idea, the 

child-centered movement, suggested the nature and n eeds of the 

child could determine the methods and purpose of ed ucation. The 

third idea, the social efficiency movement, claimed  that 

assessing society’s needs and preparing children fo r their role 

in society could determine the methods and purpose of education. 

The fourth idea manifested itself in two versions; the first 

version held that the method and purpose of educati on could be 

altered in ways that would bring about social refor m by “freeing 

children’s creative spirit” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 60).  The second 

version maintained that the methods and purpose of education 

could be changed in ways to bring about social refo rm by 

“indoctrinating them for life in a planned society”  (Ravitch, 

2000, p. 60). Again, Meriam’s theory could be assoc iated with 

Ravitch’s interpretation of the child-centered move ment because 

of his focus on the nature and needs of children. H owever, 

Meriam’s focus on children did not obscure his unde rstanding for 

the importance of academic skills; he simply used t he natural 

activities of people to teach those skills so that children 

could see the relevance of what they were learning.  

Analysis of Meriam’s work refutes some interpretati ons of 

progressive education. For example, it offers littl e support for 

Tanner & Tanner’s (1990)  interpretation of the chi ld-centered 

romanticists, who focused more on the needs of the child and 
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less on the need for systematic curriculum developm ent, and no 

support for their interpretation of the reconstruct ionists, who 

wanted to use the school for direct social correcti on. 

Zilversmit (1993) explained interpretations of theo ries he 

considered offshoots of Dewey’s theory, the child-c entered 

progressives and the progressive educators who push ed primarily 

for social reform. Study of Meriam’s work offers no  support for 

the Zilversmit’s (1993) interpretation of the child -centered 

progressives, who neglected academics in their atte mpts to 

recognize the interest of the child, or the social reformists, 

who justified procedures that were not aligned with  Dewey’s goal 

in the pursuit of social reform.  

Neither does Meriam’s work offer support for Klieba rd’s 

(1995) interpretations of the social efficiency edu cators, who 

believed a scientifically-based curriculum could be  more 

functional in the roles children took as adults, or  the social 

meliorists, who perceived the school as the primary  source of 

social change. Research of Meriam’s work supports, to some 

extent, Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) interpretation of  child-

centered pedagogy, which suggested individualizing instruction 

and paying attention to the needs and interests of the children.  

However, Meriam’s curriculum included activities of  real life 

and traditional subject matter and did not focus so lely on the 

needs and interests of the children. Analysis of Me riam’s work 
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lends no credence to Semel & Sadovnik’s (1999) inte rpretation of 

social efficiency pedagogy, which encouraged school s to provide 

meaningful experiences for children and prepare the m for the 

occupations they would assume as adults.  

Ravitch (2000) maintained that Dewey’s beliefs enco mpassed 

the primary themes of progressive education. Howeve r, Ravitch 

(2000) contended that not all progressive educators  were loyal 

to Dewey’s intentions, resulting in different stran ds of 

progressive education, all of which undermined the tenet that 

children should study an academic curriculum. Ravit ch (2000) 

argued that the resulting strands of the progressiv e movement, 

which had the most influence on public education, n aturally 

resulted in “anti-intellectualism,” and she used Me riam’s school 

as one such example (p.16). However, consideration of Meriam’s 

theory and practice does not support Ravitch’s (200 0) allegation 

that the child-centered strand of progressive educa tion, which 

Meriam’s theory supports to a limited degree, under mined the 

idea that children should study an academic curricu lum. Ravitch 

(2000) claimed that in Meriam’s school “adult purpo ses and 

subject matter virtually disappeared” (p. 91). Howe ver, Meriam’s 

theory and practice differed from Dewey’s only in t hat he did 

not perceive the school as a mechanism of social ch ange. 

Ironically, Ravitch (2000) is the only educational historian who 

has devoted significant discussion to Meriam, and s he 
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misinterpreted him. Certainly, Meriam did not advoc ate using 

traditional instructional methods to teach the acad emic 

curriculum; neither did he, however, resolutely spu rn subject 

matter as Ravitch (2000) asserted. Ravitch’s (2000)  

misinterpretation of Meriam’s work leads one to que stion her 

generalization that all theories other than Dewey’s  undermined 

the basic idea that children should study and acade mic 

curriculum.   

 

8. What are the implications of Meriam’s work for c urriculum 

practice today? 

Implications for Practice 

In 1957, when Russia beat the United States in the space 

race by launching Sputnik , the first artificial earth satellite, 

American schools received the blame, giving rise to  a “back-to-

basics” reform movement that emphasized science and  math. In 

1983, American schools again came under attack when  A Nation at 

Risk  blamed the schools for America’s decline in the gl obal 

marketplace. Once more, the “back-to-basics” reform  movement 

gained impetus and continues to impact educational policy today. 

Certainly, the state of Georgia has not escaped the  prevailing 

reform movements of the past two decades. Shortly a fter 

publication of A Nation at Risk , Georgia’s legislators passed 

the Quality Basic Education Act (1986). More recent ly, Roy 
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Barnes, a former governor, succeeded in pushing Hou se Bill 1187-

A Plus Education Reform Act (2000) through legislat ion. The most 

recent legislation is No Child Left Behind (2002), the overall 

purpose of which is to ensure that each child in Am erica is able 

to meet the high learning standards of the state wh ere he or she 

lives. The legislation requires each state to defin e minimum its 

standards and provides a timeline for determining w hether a 

school, district, and the state are making adequate  yearly 

progress (AYP) toward the goal of 100 percent of st udents 

meeting those standards by 2014. The legislation al so mandates 

that all children will graduate from high school, t hough it 

provides no deadline. 

The implementation of one reform after another indi cates a 

continued dissatisfaction with the educational syst em, yet each 

“new” reform encourages a “back-to-basics” movement . “Back to 

basics” does not really imply basics, however; basi cs actually 

implies more higher level courses in science, math,  and foreign 

language, courses geared toward the college prepara tory diploma. 

Because schools often do not have enough personnel to offer 

academic courses specifically designed for technica l-career 

students, those students often have to take the sci ence, math, 

social studies, and English classes intended for co llege-bound 

students.  
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Even though the number of students attending colleg e 

continues to increase, there is a large number of s tudents who 

do not go to college, and the number of students wh o actually 

finish college is much smaller than the number of s tudents who 

start. Even though many schools offer programs that  provide 

students with vocational skills, those programs do not include 

academic courses designed to meet the needs of stud ents who do 

not plan to attend college. Nor do schools find sig nificance in 

teaching basic life skills to students who plan to attend 

college. For some reason, schools do not see any re levance in 

helping college-bound students develop skills in wr iting 

resumes, completing job applications, or writing bu siness 

letters; interviewing for jobs; and following direc tions. 

Regardless of future plans, however, all students n eed to 

develop these skills.         

Meriam implemented his curriculum in an elementary school 

during a time when students were not expected to pu rsue a high 

school diploma, much less a college degree. At a mi nimum, 

society now holds the expectation that students wil l graduate 

from high school, so high school graduates now corr elate with 

elementary school graduates then. While Meriam’s cu rriculum was 

an elementary curriculum, there is a correlation be tween the 

expectations of elementary school graduates then an d high 

graduates of today. Though his actual curriculum wo uld be far 
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too basic for high school students, his principles could be 

applied to a curriculum for high school students. W ith the 

flexibility of a curriculum that allows students to  pursue the 

topics of study in which they are interested, divis ion between 

the college-prep and career-technical programs of s tudy might 

not be necessary because students could gain skills  that would 

allow them to pursue postsecondary education, techn ical school 

or college, or to enter the world of work.  

The true irony in continuing to force technical-car eer 

students into academic courses intended to prepare students for 

college occurs when students are not successful. Th eir lack of 

success often stems from lack of interest; if they do not plan 

to attend college, or do not really know what they want to do 

when they graduate from high school, they see no re levance in 

the course. Even students who plan to attend colleg e ask the 

same question repeatedly: Why do we have to know th is? If 

students who know they want to go to college cannot  see the 

relevance, students who are unsure of their futures  are less 

likely to. Schools, however, interpret failure as a n indication 

of the students’ intellectual abilities—or lack the reof—and try 

to remediate the students, approaching the same cur riculum in a 

different way. Instead of changing the curriculum t o meet the 

needs of the students, as Meriam did, they try to f orce the 

curriculum on the students. If schools provided opp ortunities 
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for students to learn by selecting the curriculum f rom the 

activities and environment of real life, students w ould be able 

to determine where their interests and abilities li e and pursue 

an education based on their interests and abilities .   

The application of Meriam’s theories to a high scho ol 

curriculum could prevent failure that results from a lack of 

interest. If the curriculum has the flexibility to adapt to 

individual differences in interests and abilities a nd focus more 

on what the student needs now, the likelihood of ap athy 

virtually disappears. Additionally, Meriam’s curric ulum was 

selected from real life and expressed in terms of t he activities 

and environments of people. With more opportunities  to discover 

their interests and talents and develop them more f ully, both 

college-preparatory students and technical-career s tudents could 

benefit from such a curriculum. Students could live  more fully 

while they are in school as well as when they gradu ate and 

continue their education or enter the work force.  

A major problem with Meriam’s curriculum lies in th e fact 

that he did not practice any kind of formal assessm ent. As long 

as today’s society insists on empirical data, schoo ls will 

continue testing students. These tests determine if  students 

will be promoted in elementary school and if they w ill graduate 

from high school. Even if schools use Meriam’s info rmal 

assessment methods, government legislation will man date the 
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additional use of formal assessments. Of course, if  today’s 

schools could achieve the success that Meriam achie ved at 

University Elementary School, students would probab ly achieve 

more success with the formal assessments than stude nts who have 

been traditionally taught currently achieve. 

Another quandary lies in the problems that might ar ise 

because of the necessary organizational structure o f a school 

that implements a curriculum based on Meriam’s prin ciples. 

Meriam himself admitted that many changes had to oc cur in a 

school that implemented a curriculum such as his. U nfortunately, 

there is little likelihood that public schools toda y, being 

bound by so many legalities, could make the necessa ry changes. 

However, legislation does provide for charter schoo ls, which can 

operate outside the normal guidelines to which othe r public 

schools have to adhere. A charter school would be t he perfect 

choice to implement such a curriculum and document the results.     

 

Implications for Research 

 Today’s society bears striking resemblance to the society 

in which Meriam lived. Rapid advances in technology , changing 

life styles, a large number of immigrants—the issue s America 

faced at the outset of the twentieth century differ  little from 

the issue America faces today. It is no surprise th at educators 

now, in the early twenty-first century, face the sa me issues 
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faced by educators of the early twentieth century. Not 

surprisingly, most issues point to one major factor : the 

curriculum and the considerations upon which the cu rriculum is 

determined. The age-old question persists: Should t he curriculum 

consider the nature and needs of the learner, the n ature of 

society, or the nature of the subject matter? Meria m’s 

curriculum primarily supported consideration of the  nature and 

needs of the learner, but he did not neglect societ y or subject 

matter in his curriculum. Even though a century has  gone by 

since the opening of Meriam’s University Elementary  School, 

Meriam’s theory and practice hold important implica tions for 

today’s curriculum research.  

George Santayana (1905), an American philosopher, p oet, and 

novelist once remarked that those who could not rem ember the 

past were destined to repeat it.  In their attempts  to reform 

education, however, curriculum developers often fai l to research 

successes and failures of past attempts at curricul um reform. 

The fact that Meriam’s work has been virtually over looked 

provides an excellent example of the failure to res earch an 

apparently successful progressive curriculum implem ented in the 

past.  

If Meriam’s work has been disregarded, one can logi cally 

question whether there are other progressive educat ors who have 

also been overlooked. The number of visitors to Uni versity 
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Elementary School and the number of invitations Mer iam received 

to speak and lecture are indicative of his renown i n the 

education field, yet one can find little explicatio n of his work 

by educational historians. It is possible, then, th at other 

people have done similar work and had reputations a s innovative 

educators, but their work has been ignored in curri culum 

research. The curriculum field needs research to id entify other 

progressive educators—and their theories and practi ces—to 

analyze how their work might impact prevailing inte rpretations 

of progressive education as well as current curricu lum practice.       

Meriam’s theory and practice were based on Dewey’s ideals, 

but one cannot reach conclusions based on that info rmation 

alone. A reconstruction of his work at University E lementary 

school revealed the principles behind his theory an d how he 

implemented his curriculum. Meriam provided represe ntative 

curriculum outlines, daily schedules, teaching meth ods, 

activities, games, types of reading and titles of s tories or 

books targeted at different grade levels, records o f books 

students read, pictures of student work, and result s of a study 

he conducted involving University Elementary School  graduates. 

Meriam gave educators not only a theory but also su ggestions for 

how to put his theory into practice.   

Though this study researched the work Meriam’s work  at 

University Elementary School, his work did not end there. As 
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Professor of Education at the University of Califor nia, he 

engaged in similar work in the Glendora Foot-hills School in 

Glendora, California, the La Jolla School in Placen tia, 

California, and the Garfield School in Santa Monica , California. 

However, Meriam did not produce any major publicati ons 

explicating his work in these schools as he did wit h his work at 

University Elementary School. As a matter of fact, Meriam 

continued to publish articles, but his writing usua lly 

referenced the work he had done at University Eleme ntary School. 

This leads one to question whether Meriam was able to achieve 

the same results in California that he had achieved  in Missouri. 

Research into his work at these California schools could provide 

information regarding his success or failure to rep licate his 

work, as well as the factors that contributed to hi s success or 

failure. His success or failure and the contributin g factors 

would help to determine whether an attempt to recre ate his 

curriculum and methods is feasible and what adjustm ents might 

need to be made to ensure success of the experiment . 

While today’s society differs from the society of t he early 

twentieth century, the problems that educators face  have not 

changed. Then as now, educators struggled with the issue of what 

they should consider in developing the curriculum: the nature 

and needs of the learner, the nature of society, or  the nature 

of the subject matter. Educators now, however, have  the ability 
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to research curriculum history spanning over one hu ndred years. 

Researching curricula implemented in the past can i nform 

educators regarding what worked and what did not, p otentially 

ending the perpetual swing of the pendulum.  

 

Conclusion 

Meriam’s work at University Elementary school demon strated 

a curriculum that focused on the needs of children without 

regard to their future plans. Even while enabling c hildren to 

live more efficiently as children, however, the cur riculum was 

preparing them for the future. While today’s school s might not 

be able to implement the same curriculum that Meria m implemented 

at University Elementary School, his principles cou ld be the 

foundation for the development of a curriculum appr opriate for 

today’s society. Rather than selecting the curricul um from the 

traditional academic subjects, the curriculum could  be selected 

from the activities of real life, which could give the 

curriculum more meaning for all students. Students could still 

acquire skills in the traditional subjects and coul d actually 

see their relevance when the position of those subj ects in the 

curriculum is relegated to the incidental position they hold in 

real life. Students could pursue topics in which th ey are 

interested, and they might enjoy school more and ha ve a better 

idea about what they would like to do when they gra duate from 
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high school. Regardless of whether one sees the pur pose of 

education as preparation for the future or enabling  students to 

live better lives while they are students, a curric ulum based on 

Meriam’s principles fulfills the purpose.  
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