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The History of American 
Education 
Dr. Jeff Sapp 

!  “Those who cannot remember 
the past are condemned to 
repeat it.” 

G. Santayana, 1905 

The Value of the History of 
Education to You 

Provides the knowledge base 
of the profession 

Connects professionals with visions 
of others, enabling them to develop 
their educational vision 

Provides new insights 
into contemporary programs 
and practices 

Enables professionals to be active 
participants in applying timeless ideas 
to everyday practice 

Helps guide reflection 
and practice 

Provides professionals a 
foundation for developing 
meaningful careers 

It helps us answer 
timeless  
Questions of our 
profession, such 
As “What is worth 
knowing?” and 
“How best to teach?” 

“You’re entering the 

‘grand 
conversation.’” 

Educational 
philosophy & practice 

often swings like a 
pendulum back-and-

forth about every 10 or 
so years… 

…and “if 
it’s new, 
it’s not 

true and 
if it’s 

true, it’s 
not 

new”… 
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Just some 
sound-bites 
about the 
history of 

education… 

…like a ship 
without a 
rudder… 

…like a chicken with your 
head cut off… 

…jumping on the latest 
The Reading 

Wars 
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Themes 

!  Race 

!  Class 

!  Gender 

!  Other? 

Key Periods in Educational History 
Historical 
Period 

Goals Students Methods Curriculum Educators 

7000 to 5000 
B.C. 

Survival skills, 
group 
cohesiveness 

Children Informal, 
imitation  

Hunting & 
gathering, stories, 
myths, songs, dances 

Parents, elders, 
priests 

China 3000 B.C. 
to 1900 A.D. 

Prepare elite to 
govern 

Males of gentry 
class 

Memorization & 
recitation 

Confucian classics Government 
officials 

India 3000 B.C.  Learn behavior 
& rituals 

Males of upper 
class 

Memorizing & 
interpreting 
sacred texts 

Religious texts Priest-Scholars 

Egypt 3000 to 
300 B.C. 

Prepare priests-
scribes to run 
empire 

Males of upper 
class 

Memorizing & 
copying texts 

Religious or 
technical texts 

Priests & Scribes 

Greek 1600 to 
300 B.C. 

(Athens) to 
cultivate civic 
responsibility, 
identification w/ 
city-state, & 
develop well-
rounded persons 
(Sparta) train 
soldiers & 
military leaders 

Male children of 
citizens, ages 
7-20 

Drill, 
memorization, 
recitation in 
primary; lecture, 
discussion, 
dialogue in 
higher schools 

(Athens) 3R’s, 
drama, music, 
physical education, 
literature, poetry 
(Sparta) drill, 
military songs & 
tactics 

(Athens) Sophists & 
Philosophers 
(Sparta) Military 
teachers 

Key Periods in Educational History 
Historical 
Period 

Goals Students Methods Curriculum Educators 

Roman 750 B.C. 
to 450 A.D. 

Develop civic 
responsibility, 
administrative & 
military skills 

Male children of 
citizens, ages 
7-20 

Drill, 
memorization & 
recitation 

3R’s, Roman law & 
philosophy 

Private schools & 
schools of rhetoric 

Arabic 700 to 
1350 A.D. 

Cultivate 
religious 
commitment to 
Islamic beliefs; 
develop expertise 
in math, 
medicine & 
science 

Male children of 
upper classes, 
ages 7-20 

Drill, 
memorization & 
recitation in 
lower schools; 
imitation & 
discussion in 
higher schools 

3R’s, religious 
literature, scientific 
studies 

Mosques, court 
schools 

Medieval 500 to 
1400 A.D. 

Develop religious 
commitment & 
knowledge, 
establish social 
order, prepare 
people for 
appropriate roles 

Male children of 
upper classes or 
those entering 
religious life; 
girls entering 
religious 
communities, 
ages 7-20 

Drill, 
memorization, 
recitation & 
chanting in 
lower; textual 
analysis in higher 
schools 

3R’s, liberal studies, 
philosophy, 
theology, crafts, 
military tactics & 
chivalry 

Religious schools, 
universities, 
apprenticeship & 
knighthood 

Key Periods in Educational History 
Historical 
Period 

Goals Students Methods Curriculum Educators 

Renaissance 
1350 to 1500 
A.D. 

Cultivate a 
humanist expert 
in the classics, to 
prepare servants 
for leaders 

Male children or 
aristocracy & 
upper classes, 
ages 7-20 

Memorization, 
translation & 
analysis of Greek 
& Roman 
classics 

Latin, Greek, 
classical literature, 
poetry, art 

Classical humanist 
educators 

Reformation 
1500 to 1600 
A.D. 

Cultivate a 
commitment to a 
particular 
religious 
denomination; 
cultivate general 
literacy 

Boys & Girls, 
ages 7-12 in 
language schools; 
men ages 7-12 of 
upper class 
backgrounds in 
humanistic 
schools 

Memorization, 
drill, 
indoctrination, 
religious 
instruction in 
language schools, 
translation & 
analysis of 
classical 
literature in 
humanist schools 

3R’s, catechism, 
religious concepts & 
ritual; Latin & 
Greek theology 

Religious and 
classically trained 
educators 

Key Periods in Educational History 
Historical 
Period 

Goals 

Dame Schools 1600s These private schools taught by women in their homes offered child care 
for working parents willing to pay a fee.  The dames who taught here 
received meager wages, and the quality of instruction varied greatly. 

Local Schools 1600s-1800s First started in towns and later expanded to include larger districts, these 
schools were open to those who could afford to pay.  Found generally in 
New England, these schools taught basic skills and religion. 

Itinerant Schools (1700s) and tutors 
(1600s-1900s) 

Rural America couldn’t support schools & full-time teachers.  As a result, 
itinerant teachers carried schooling from village to village; they lived in 
people’s homes and provided instruction.  In the South, private tutors 
taught the rich. 

Private Schools 1700s-1800s Private schools offered a variety of special studies.  These schools 
constituted a true free market, as parents paid for the kind of private 
school they desired.  Curricula and quality varied greatly. 

Common Schools 1830-Present The common school was a radical departure from earlier ones in several 
ways.  First, it was free.  Parents didn’t have to pay tuition or fees.  Second, 
it was open to all social classes.  The common school was meant to bring 
democracy to the classroom.  By the mid-nineteenth century, kindergarten 
was added.  In the past few decades, many common schools, now called 
elementary schools, have added Head Start and other prekindergarten 
programs. 

Key Periods in Educational History 
Historical 
Period 

Goals 

English Grammar Schools 1700s These private schools moved away from the classical Latin 
tradition to more practical studies.  These schools were 
viewed not as preparation for college but as preparation 
for business careers and as a means of instilling social 
graces.  Some of these schools set a precedent by admitting 
girls, thus paving the way for the widespread acceptance of 
females in other schools. 

Academies 1700s-1800s The academies were a combination of the Latin and 
English grammar schools.   These schools taught English, 
not Latin.  Practical courses were taught, but history and 
the classics were also included.  Some academies 
emphasized college preparation, while others prepared 
students to enter business and vocations. 

High Schools 1800s-Present These secondary schools differed from their predecessors 
in that they were free; they were governed not by private 
boards but by the public.  The high school can be viewed 
as an extension of the common school movement to the 
secondary level.  High schools were open to all social 
classes and provided both precollege and career education. 

Junior High Schools 1909-Present and Middle Schools 
1950s-Present 

Junior high schools (grades 7-9) and middle schools 
(grades 6-8) were designed to meet the unique needs of 
preadolescents and to prepare them for high school. 
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Themes 

!  Race 

!  Class 

!  Gender 

!  Other? 

An inheritance 

!   “Both schooling for democratic citizenship and schooling for 
second-class citizenship have been basic traditions in 
American education….Both were fundamental American 
conceptions of society and progress, occupied the same time 
and space, were fostered by the same governments, and 
usually were embraced by the same leaders.” 
!   J. D. Anderson 

 The Education of Blacks in the South 

“O Chiefs when you sit and counsel for 
the welfare of the people, think not of 
yourself or your family or even your 
generation.  But make your decisions on 
behalf of the seventh generation coming.” 

  
The Great Peacemaker 
Founder of the Haudenosaunee, 
Circa 1000 A.D. 

Postmodern Influences on 
Education in America 

Civil Rights 
Movement 

Bureaucratization of 
Schools 

Liberal & Conservative 
Agendas 

War on  
Poverty 

Cultural 
Diversity 

Legislation for People 
With Disabilities 

Sputnik and 
The Cold War 

Education Research 
& School Reform 
Movements The School Choice 

Movement 

Technology 

Others? 

1872 
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Great Quotes 

!   “Beyond the power of diffusing old wealth, 
[education] has the prerogative of creating 
new.  It is a thousand times more lucrative 
than fraud; and adds a thousand fold more to 
a nation’s resources than the most successful 
conquest.” 

  Horace Mann 

  “Father of the Common School”, 1848 

November 9, 1956 1881 

Before 

After 
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1950s 

1950s 1957 

1957 
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Brown vs. Board of Education 
1896 Plessy v. Ferguson 

!  U. S. Supreme Court rules, 
in a case concerning 
railroad passenger cars, that 
laws requiring segregated 
facilities do not violate the 
Constitution. 

Méndez v. Westminster 1946 

!   The California State Supreme Court rules against the 
segregation of Latino children in an Orange County 
School. 

The Museum of Tolerance 

Brown v. Board of Education 

!   1952 – Brown v. Board of Education is first filed with the U. S. Supreme 
Court. 

!   1954 – Brown v. Board of Education:  U. S. Supreme Court overturns 
Plessy v. Ferguson, ruling that the doctrine of separate but equal violates the 
14th Amendment guarantee of equal protection. 

!   1955 – Brown v. Board of Education (also known as Brown II);  The Court 
rules that in implementing the first Brown decision, desegregation is to 
proceed with “all deliberate speed,” and each local school district can set its 
own timetable. 

!   1963 – Civil rights demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama 

!   1963 – March on Washington 

!   1964 – Passage of Civil Rights Act 

Schools in the U. S. are MORE 

segregated today than they have been in more than 4 decades.  
According to a new Civil Rights report published by UCLA, 
schools in the U.S. are 44% non-white, and minorities are 
rapidly emerging as the majority of public school students in the 
U.S.  Latinos and blacks, the two largest minority groups, attend 
schools more segregated today than during the civil rights 
movement 40 years ago.  In Latino and African American 
populations, 2 out of every 5 students attend intensely 
segregated schools.   

And today… 
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The March 
Continues 

My Grandmother – Nanny or 
Grace Ott West – and the 

History of Teaching 


