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Education 548
American Education Reform 

Tuesdays, 2-4 p.m.

Jonathan Zimmerman
Office Location: GSE, 3700 Walnut Street, Room 429
Office Hours: Mondays-Tuesdays, 4-5 p.m. and by appointment
Office Phone: 215-898-5672
E-mail: zimmj@gse.upenn.edu
This course will explore the central themes, issues, and controversies in American education reform, from the birth of the common-school system into the present. What is the purpose of “school”? How did schools begin, in the United States, and how have they evolved across time?  How do children learn? How are they different from each other, and why and when should that matter? How should we teach them? And how should we structure schools and classrooms to promote learning? 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS
1. Reading: Each week, I will assign about 200 pages of reading, from the following books:
Frederick M. Hess, Letters to a Young Education Reformer (Harvard, 2017)
Carl Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society, 1780-

1860 (Hill and Wang, 1983)
David L. Kirp, Improbable Scholars: The Rebirth of a Great American School System 

and a Strategy for America’s Schools (Oxford, 2015)
Jal Mehta, The Allure of Order: High Hopes, Dashed Expectations, and the Troubled 

Quest to Remake American Schooling (Oxford University Press, 2015)
Jonna Perrillo, Uncivil Rights: Teachers, Unions, and Race in the battle for School Equity 

(Chicago, 2012)
Dale Russakoff, The Prize: Who’s in Charge of America’s Schools? (Houghton Mifflin, 

2015)

John P. Spencer, In the Crossfire: Marcus Foster and the Troubled History of American 

School Reform (University of Pennsylvania, 2012)

I will also assign a few articles and book chapters, which will be available on “Canvas.” Please note: I expect you to do all the assigned reading, on time.
2. Critical Response (CR) Papers: On alternating weeks, I will ask you to hand in a brief (750-1,000 words, maximum) paper that analyzes the argument(s) of the assigned reading. What is the key question or issue in the texts? How does the author (or authors) address and answer it? Are the arguments persuasive? How do they cast school reform—past, present, or future—in a different light? Please note: I do not accept late CR Papers.
3. Discussion Questions: On all other weeks, I will ask you to hand in 3-5 discussion questions about the assigned readings. As in the CR Papers, I would ask you to identify the key issues or questions in the readings; the only difference is that you don’t have to answer them! Please note: I do not accept late Discussion Questions.
4. Final Paper: On December 12, I will ask you to hand in a 15-25 page paper that addresses the following prompt: You have been asked to produce a memorandum for Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos, entitled “A Usable Past? How History Can Help Us Reform Our Schools.” Please submit your memorandum, which should draw upon specific details, examples, and themes from history to shape an argument about contemporary education reform. Please note: I do not accept late Final Papers.
5. Attendance: In this course, we want everyone to learn from each other. So it is imperative that you prepare for--and attend--every class, on time. If an emergency forces you to be tardy or absent, please notify me (by phone or e-mail) beforehand.
6. Laptop Policy: In light of recent research showing that laptops distract other students—not just the laptop user—I have finally decided to prohibit them from my classroom. If you have a disability that requires you to use a laptop, of course I will gladly make an exception. Otherwise, please don’t bring one to class.

GRADING

Weekly CR Papers and Discussion Questions: 50%
Final Paper: 30%
Discussion/Participation: 20%
COURSE SCHEDULE

August 29: Course Introduction

September 5: The Common School Reform: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic
September 12: “Progressive” Reform, I: The “Administrative” Progressives: CR PAPER DUE

David Tyack, The One Best System: A History of American Urban Education (Harvard University Press, 1974), 177-268.

Jonna Perrillo, “Beyond ‘Progressive’ Reform: Bodies, Discipline, and the Construction of the ‘Professional Teacher’ in Interwar America,” History of Education Quarterly 44:3 (Fall 2004), 337-63.

Mehta, Allure of Order, chapters 1-2.
September 19: “Progressive” Reform, II: The “Pedagogical” Progressives: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

William J. Reese, “The Origins of Progressive Education,” History of Education 

Quarterly 41:1 (Spring 2001), 1-24.


Robert B. Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy (Cornell University Press, 1991), 150-194.

George Counts, “Dare Progressive Education be Progressive?” Progressive Education 9:4 (April 1932), 257-63. 


David F. Labaree, E. D. Hirsch Jr. and Barbara Beatty, “The Ed School’s Romance with Progressivism,” Brookings Papers on Education Policy, No. 7 (2004), 89-129.
September 26: The Color of School Reform, I: Progressivism and African-Americans: CR PAPER DUE

James D. Anderson, “Northern Foundations and the Shaping of Black Rural Education, 1902-1935,” History of Education Quarterly 18 (Winter 1978), 371-96.


Joan Malczewski, “Weak State, Stronger Schools: Northern Philanthropy and Organizational Change in the Jim Crow South,” Journal of Southern History 75:4 (November 2009), 963-999.


Jeffrey Aaron Snyder, “Progressive Education in Black and White: Rereading Carter G. Woodson’s Miseducation of the Negro,” History of Education Quarterly 55:3 (August 2015), 273-293.
October 3: The “Conservative” 1950s? The Cold War and School Reform: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

JoAnne Brown, “‘A is for Atom, B is for Bomb’: Civil Defense in American Public Education, 1948-1963,” Journal of American History 75:1 (June 1988), 68-90.


Christopher J. Phillips, “The New Math and Midcentury American Politics,” Journal of American History 101:2 (2014), 454-479.


Andrew Hartman, Education and the Cold War: The Battle for the American School (New York: Palgrave, 2008), chapters 3-5.
October 10: The Color of School Reform, II: Brown and the Civil Rights Revolution: CR PAPER DUE

Vanessa Siddle Walker, “Caswell County Training School, 1933-1969: Relationships between community and school,” Harvard Educational Review 63 (1993), 161-182.


Michael Fultz, “The displacement of black educators post-Brown: An overview and analysis,” History of Education Quarterly 44:1 (Spring 2004), 11-45.


Jonathan Zimmerman, “Brown-ing the American Textbook: History, Psychology, and the Origins of Modern Multiculturalism,” History of Education Quarterly 44:1 (Spring 2004), 46-69.



Ansley Erickson, “Building inequality: The spatial organization of schooling in Nashville, Tennessee after Brown,” Journal of Urban History 38:2 (2012), 247-70.

October 17: The Color of School Reform, III: Race and Teachers in the Urban North: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

Perrillo, Uncivil Rights
October 24: The Accountability Revolution: From ESEA to No Child Left Behind: CR PAPER DUE

Mehta, Allure of Order, chapters 4-10
October 31: Lives in Education, I: Administrator: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

Spencer, In the Crossfire
November 7: Lives in Education, II: Reformer: CR PAPER DUE

Hess, Letters to a Young Education Reformer
November 14: School Reform Comes to New Jersey, I: Glass Half Empty: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

Russakoff, The Prize
November 21: NO CLASS
November 28: School Reform Comes to New Jersey, II: Glass Half Full: CR PAPER DUE

Kirp, Improbable Scholars
December 5: Obama, Trump, and the Future of School Reform: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS DUE

Jonathan Zimmerman, “Uncle Sam at the Blackboard: The Federal Government and American Education,” in To Promote The General Welfare: The Case for Big Government, ed. Steven Conn (Oxford University Press, July 2012). 

Jonathan Zimmerman, “Education in the Age of Obama: The Paradox of Consensus” (paper delivered at conference on the Obama presidency at Princeton University, November 11-12)

Articles on the Trump Administration and education (to be determined!)

December 12: FINAL PAPER DUE
