Travis Seay

Review 3

November 23, 2004

Lawrence A. Cremin. The Transformation of the School: Progressivism in American Education, 1876-1957. New York: Vintage Books, 1961. Pp. vii, 387. 

Lawrence Cremin treats the core of the progressive education movement as a revolt against formalism and as an extension of school responsibilities.  This book concludes with a look at the impact of bohemianism and radicalism, both of which emerged, in part, as revolts against formalism during the early decades of the twentieth century.  The various experiments resulting from these two movements represent attempts to interpret and implement what stood, for Cremin, as the truly progressive programs of progressive education.  His major argument is that, ultimately, the resistance against formalism failed, leaving behind an empty caricature of its past.
Cremin begins with a summary of educational reforms which were driven by business responses to industrialization.  In light of the path Transformation eventually takes, the summary seems almost tangential to a discussion of progressive education.  It does, however, point Cremin’s consideration of various intellectual works toward the context of a changing world grappling with industrialization.  The vocational movement, he explains, arose out of a perceived need to democratize education and make instruction more relevant to students’ needs; spurred by the business community, vocational programs became popular among politicians and academicians.  By the first decade of the twentieth century, it was clear that the advocates of vocational education had won their case.  In time, however, craft-oriented instruction was outmoded by teachers’ isolation from advances in real-world technology.  
Americanization became a stated goal of WASP school reformers; adapting education “to immigrant needs” was important to that concept, as were “citizenship” and “ethical character.”  Concurrently, reformers saw the need to revitalize country life for the advancement of “civilization.”  Again, with the support of Eastern businesses and professionals, agricultural programs sprang up in secondary schools and colleges across the nation.  
Business interests were not, of course, the only impetuses for reform.  Humanitarians of all creeds viewed education as the centerpiece for programs of social relief in the early twentieth century.  Some found their instructional formulas in child-centered, avant-garde movements; others retained a relatively broad social reformist agenda.  All took an anti-formalist stance; all were open, in varying degrees, to the ridicule of skeptics.  It is with these programs that progressive education was subsequently associated.  But, argues Cremin, the many caricatures which came out of public ridicule are not accurate representations of the entire movement.  
   This book’s importance lies in its assimilation of various approaches to education reform in the period 1876-1957.  The author includes political, philosophical, and business interests as influences on progressive education.  It is, in my opinion, a good starting reference for those interested in the history of American education.   

Still, it is difficult to make out precisely what Cremin means by progressive.  His presentation of the intellectual framework of progressive education, though impressive to this graduate student, is not wholly satisfying.  There is room to question some of the assumptions he apparently makes about the motives of progressive educators.  Not surprisingly, he assigns John Dewey the role of chief spokesperson for school reform and for what was progressive about progressive education.  More than merely advocating a “revolt against formalism,” Dewey wanted to end the school’s isolation from reality.  He proposed that educational theory should become political theory, and saw the educator as a social reformer (p. 118).  In such a setting, the student became the center of the curriculum.  Child-centered education was strongly reinforced, at least at the outset of the twentieth century, by G. Stanley Hall, whose recapitulation theory “opened the pedagogical floodgates” to that kind of experimentation (p. 104).  Dewey’s aim was to embolden human agency by allowing students to control their environment, rather than simply adapting them to it (a significant modification of Social Darwinism).  He viewed the Laboratory School as an experiment in creating a “cooperative community” while cultivating individual interests.  Indeed, his working goal as an educator became the freeing up of the school for such experimentation.  For Cremin, this combination of concern for the individual and urgency toward social reform was the essence of progressive education.  But he makes a troubling distinction. He recounts certain movements which were evidently outgrowths of Dewey’s work, but dismisses them because they were controversial and lacked an explicitly social reformist mission.    
The distinction becomes important in the third decade of the twentieth century.  World War I was the turning point in progressive education; in the 1920s, the movement fragmented and began to lose its appeal.  An increasing fascination with the arts and Freud resulted in child-centered programs which overshadowed the social reform aspect of progressive education.  Largely an outgrowth of the Greenwich Village art scene, bohemianism represented a revolt against puritan restraint.  Pedagogues in these splinter groups included Caroline Pratt, whose Play School put into practice the expressionistic child-as-artist credo and touted the “joys of purposeful effort” (p. 202).  According to Cremin, Pratt inflated one characteristic of progressive education and adopted it as her sole philosophy.  In this way, she showcased a caricature which, to the public, represented the crux of the movement.  
Freudian instructional methods were used to bolster a revolt against traditional moral values.  The unconscious was viewed seriously as a motivator of students’ behaviors.  But teachers were also expected to understand their own unconscious motives.  For many in this group, the most important job of the school was to channel character development in the proper directions.  Again, the caricature was readymade:  Freudianism in schools was dismissed as irrational, anti-authoritarian, and (at least for Cremin) focused too much on the individual.     
Social reform did survive during this period, but it was channeled into a variety of theories.  William H. Kilpatrick exemplifies, for Cremin, the most solid attempt to interpret and teach Dewey’s theories.  Purposeful activity and problem solving are discussed quite a lot, though almost entirely in terms of theory.  Also in the realm of social reform were radical educators.  George S. Counts serves as the representative for the opponents of the “evils of capitalism.” Though they were not as “fashionable” as their bohemian counterparts immediately after World War I, they did regain some credibility during the Depression (p. 201).  Emerging from this period was The Social Frontier (1933), a collaborative scholarly work which called for the development of a socially aware and politically active public through the reorganization of school curricula and administrative structures.  Cremin critiques it as naïve, lacking in specific recommendations for action, and too demanding of an unprepared teaching force.     
The author reserves a few critiques of Dewey’s work (e.g., it is often frustratingly vague), but he saves most of his criticisms concerning Dewey for educators who have used the philosopher-educator’s ideas irresponsibly.  Those who actually read Dewey’s work, he explains in a forceful passage, pull it out of its historical context.  Cremin urges that Dewey’s work must be viewed as part of a critique of its historically-unique surroundings, not simply as potential ammunition against the social ills of all historical periods.  The vagueness of Dewey’s work, coupled with educators’ use of selected phrases divorced from historical context further slowed the momentum of progressive education.  Post-World War II teachers and parents had little time for the subtleties of philosophy or for attaching themselves to the progressive mission.  By the 1950s, remarks Cremin, “all that remained were the slogans” (p. 181).  But it was more than a distortion of the progressive message which led to the collapse of the progressive education movement after the Second World War.  Minority factions developed and were often represented by “fanatics” who helped to deepen the fragmentation of the movement.  Cremin also cites the increased professionalization of education, a lack of teacher autonomy, a general postwar swing toward conservatism, and the inability of the movement to keep pace with the “march of events” as important to the changes in the latter half of the century (p. 351).                        

In his review of Transformation, Frederick Rudolph writes that Cremin’s work does a good job of covering great variety in the progressive education movement, but that it fails to explain the larger context of the Progressive era.  “Some readers are going to conclude, quite mistakenly,” he writes, “…that progressive educators were particularly mixed-up, self-deluded, and lacking in elemental common sense.”  A more careful study of the age of progressivism shows that educators’ behaviors and ideas “had their applications in business, art, religion, politics, and elsewhere.”
  
Such a study might also have made Cremin’s distinction between social reformists and the avant-garde (perhaps we could call them individualists) less important to his definition of progressive education.  If, for example, there were more of a discussion of the politics or social philosophies of the expressionists and Freudians, there might have been room for viewing individual (student-centered) development as central to social reform.     
Arthur Mann delivers a mostly favorable review which celebrates Cremin’s vast knowledge and “lively style” of writing.  He does, however, offer one important criticism:  Cremin does not provide the type of detail in his discussion of post-World War I education that he does for the forty years preceding the war.
  This an apt comment.  Cremin neglects a discussion of the process of intellectual and pedagogical fragmentation after the First World War.  Likewise, he does not discuss the roots of conservatism, which he claims hastened the demise of progressive education after the Second World War.    
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