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We show here that contrary to popular rhetoric, from an early stage the American federal government demonstrated remarkable influence over not only the political and economic landscape of the developing nation but also over education as well.  This occurred in spite of the fact that the institutions in support of such action were fragmented and poorly organized to accomplish national educational goals.  In this light, our focus is upon how these 19th century developments set the tone for the system of education inherited today – one which heralded the widespread provision of education, but also a greatly diminished federal role that frustrates current policy innovations in terms of US education reform. 

The historical development of American education detailed herein illustrates and makes clear the roots of the ongoing policy tug-of-war between localism and national progressive goals that continue to dictate the schizophrenic nature of this country’s educational system and the attitudes toward it.  Ironically, it is its early roots as the premier educational resource provider that has ultimately contributed to the greatly diminished role for the US central state in educational matters in later periods.  This a legacy that policy makers, parents, and educators are wise to understand, but often neglect, as they shape their current efforts at reform.
. . .Our goal is nothing less than a renaissance in American education. . . .  We will abolish the Department of Education, end Federal meddling in our schools, and promote family choice at all levels of learning. 

    

– Excerpt from the 1996 Republican Party Platform

"Reforming our schools is an urgent national priority that requires a national strategy," 



–  Vice President Gore, Pearl-Cohn High School, Nashville, Tenn., Dec. 16, 1999. 
I don’t want to tinker with the machinery of the federal role in education. I want to redefine that role entirely. I want to guide our government by the North Star of a new agenda – an agenda of rising [educational] standards and real results


 –  Presidential Campaign White Paper: Governor George W. Bush October 5, 1999


The US government’s contemporary approach to education policy is often awkward and incoherent as evidenced by the statements above.  In this paper we demonstrate that this struggle has been with us from the founding of the American republic.  Since the time of the Founding Fathers, America has witnessed waves of reform efforts in which political elites have attempted to improve the quality and delivery of education across the country.  We argue that the waves are the product of the compromise found in America between the country’s basic democratic and egalitarian principles on the one hand, and her localist and republican institutions on the other.  The result is that American education policy ends up characterized by a type of national schizophrenia rather than a coherent and stable public policy.  On the one hand, this country has some of the best educational institutions found anywhere in the world.  At the same, however, 

American students on average do quite poorly in international comparisons and many of our schools are grossly inadequate, underfunded, and seemingly hopeless institutions.  We argue, more broadly, that these disheartening outcomes must be seen as a product of the basic institutional fragmentation of American politics.  This fragmentation has throughout our history empowered localist and reactionary interests who fear reform efforts because they correctly understand them as attempts to challenge and change the basic social structure of American society.  Failure to understand this fundamental aspect of American educational politics typically dooms reform efforts like those hinted at above, often before they even begin. 

Education and the American Dream

Education plays prominently in “The American Dream.”  At its very core this public philosophy holds everyone should be offered the chance to ‘get ahead.’   Virtually everyone in America agrees that a good education is an essential foundation for that success.  Even while Americans appear to be somewhat uncomfortable with this idea’s outwardly redistributive public policies, they very strongly support policies that help foster a society of ‘equal opportunity.’  No single domain of public authority is more closely tied to this concept.
   


But in account after account, America fails to fulfill this dream for many of its citizens.
  Even while Americans spend more on education than most other contemporary democratic nations, our performance in arithmetic among the top 24 OECD countries places us nineteenth. In the realm of reading literacy, the US ties for tenth place among 13 other OECD nations.
   It is not that all schools in America are terrible.  Quite the contrary some schools in the US are as good or better as most any schools in the world.  Indeed, most American public education is quite good by international standards.  The problem, of course, is that many schools and school districts are grossly inadequate.  Closer examination of performance statistics reveals that even while there may be a good amount of unease among middle class Americans about the quality of education their children are receiving, the critical issue is that so many Americans are put into schools that fail to meet even the most basic educational needs. 

Political Institutions and Historical Paths – Culture, Class, and Race 

Most previous work on educational history has emphasized  either cultural or class-based arguments.  Culturalists see America’s progressive/egalitarian traditions as the root cause for America’s early and vigorous foray into public education.  Class-based analyses argue instead that America’s commercial interests pressed for the expansion of educational institutions in this nation.
   In our view, both class interests and social norms favoring equality of opportunity are important for explaining the early and remarkably thorough expansion of public education in the US despite this country’s avowedly ‘anti-state’ political traditions and culture.  But these variables by themselves fail to provide an accurate explanation because both fail to examine how and why specific outcomes came to be institutionalized.  Moreover, each specifically fails to explain the remarkably inconsistent and inequitable educational outcomes that have so long been a dominant feature of American educational history.  


The problem with a cultural explanation is not that culture or public values are irrelevant to policy outcomes.  Rather, the real question is which values and whose values will predominate in the public arena.  As Rogers Smith and others have argued, it is simply incorrect to see America as having been dominated by a single set of values, preference and/or cultures.  Instead, American political culture and history has been dense with differing and sometimes explicitly competing value systems.
  American values and culture have certainly been powerful forces behind the very expansion of the state into education policy (Ramirez and Boli 1987; Emirbayer 1992).  But it is equally clear that these “progressive” values have not always dominated education policy in America.  Indeed, as this analysis will demonstrate,  reactionary, anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian values have been just as likely to win the day politically as the nation engaged in educational reform debates.  The key here is that there have been many political traditions in America.  The crucial question has been which traditions and which values are successful and why.


Similarly ‘class’ analysis can only go so far to explaining complex historical outcomes.  Several historians building on the work of C. Wright Mills and William Domhoff have effectively demonstrated that public policies (like education) get governmental attention when they are in the interest of America’s capitalist class.  In the case of education, they have argued that the extension of mass education fit the structural needs of the expanding nation in the 19th century  MACROBUTTON endnote+.cit (Bowles and Gintis 1976), and/or the expansion of higher education in the 20th century was a product of the needs of capitalists for a more highly trained technical workforce as capitalism matured in the 20th century  MACROBUTTON endnote+.cit (Barrow 1992; Conroy 1975).   Here too we find support for the line of argument that suggests that the expanding commercial nation generally, and the capitalist class specifically, supported and promoted many educational reforms because they were in their interests.  But the key questions are how and why did capitalists interests get interpreted in the ways that they did at different points in American history and why did some interests (capitalist and others) win over others who opposed their goals.


The following analysis emphasizes the conflict between the pressures for national educational policies on the one hand, and the localist, often racist, local interests on the other.  We argue that to understand America’s particular education policy outcomes (massive spending, high expectations, a commitment to remarkably egalitarian principles on the one side vs. low average performance, massive educational inequalities and declining confidence in public education across the nation on the other) one must understand the ways in which the progressive/egalitarian values in combination with the commercializing pressures confronted and were transformed by America’s fragmented political institutions.  More succinctly put, we argue that progressive/democratic reformers who wished to use education as an instrument of social change in the US have been persistently frustrated by localist, often racist, political elites who feared the very changes implied in this agenda.  Secondly, we argue that early on, the country’s enormous resource wealth (specifically land) concentrated in the hands of the central government offered national progressive elites a powerful means of shaping the development of American educational policy such that they could achieve many of their goals despite this country’s federally structured system of governance.  Only after the depletion of this unique Federal resource was complete, did the American central state’s role in educational policy truly become enfeebled.   Last, we provide evidence that the US central state has repeatedly been active in education policy for relatively short periods and in times of crisis.  But the fragmentation of power at the national level (as determined by US Constitution) has made long term and consistent Federal intervention into education policy difficult at best.  The result of this historical evolution is the unique educational system we find ourselves faced with today.  It is a system whose room and tolerance for Federal intervention is indeed schizophrenic and prone to only sporadic and rarely long-lasting central state efforts on education’s behalf.


One specific sub-theme, the role of the South, deserves highlighting here.  The reader will see that repeated efforts by liberal and egalitarian reformers to improve education across America through concerted central government action has often been stymied by southern political elites.  It is tempting to say, then, that the reason the US has the particular educational system that it does is because of Southern opposition to Yankee meddling.  At one level, we submit, this is correct.  But of course, the real question then becomes, why have Southern elites been so powerful that they could effectively dictate policy for the rest of the country?  Are we to suggest that it is Southern political culture that has defined public policy outcomes not just in the South (Hickel 2001, Keith 2001) but often times for the entire US (Smith 1993)?  Our point is that it has been the unique features of American political institutions that have yielded these Southern elites so much power at the national level. We further suggest that the existence of this political reality has, in the end, had enormous consequences for American attitudes towards the state more generally and on the nature of educational provision over time.


Finally, we show here that contrary to popular rhetoric, from an early stage the American state demonstrated remarkable influence over the not only the political and economic landscape but also over education as well.  This occurred in spite of the fact that the institutions in support of such action were fragmented and poorly organized to accomplish national educational goals.  We demonstrate how the peculiar structure of the American state, in combination with the unique land endowment available to that state, shaped the structure and development of education policy throughout the land.  It is clear that the Federal government has had its hands tied by both the fragmentation of political authority at the national level and by the 10th Amendment’s apparent provision of education as a state concern. But this does not imply that there has been little or no educational policy at the national level. 


As a result of these institutional constraints, many have sought to classify the US as a “weak” state vis-a-vis its European counterparts.
  We, like other recent work find quite the contrary.
  The US Federal government has been an active and extraordinarily important player education policy since the founding of the Republic.  But, it has been a player who on the one hand is very wealthy and able to guide educational policy, and on the other hand, has had its hands and feet bound in such a way that it has seldom dominated it.  This does not make this actor ‘weak.’  Instead, a better metaphor might be that it makes him ‘clumsy.’


This essay is organized in the following manner.  In Part I we briefly examine the historical roots of early American thinking on the subject of education.  We demonstrate that while not explicitly codified in the structure of the new government, many early American statesmen argued for a special state role for education in securing the success of the new republic.  Education, they believed, would be a powerful force in tempering the passions of men in a free state where revolutionary rhetoric and daily practice had convinced men of their equality.  We then chronicle some of the early failures but especially the increasing successes that characterized a powerful federal role in educational provision throughout much of the 19th century.  This heightened federal role arose as a direct by-product of the demands wrought by crises such as immigration, commercialization, and industrialization in the US.  It is the American central state’s responses to these challenges and crises with provisions for education that contributed to this important period of unique and stunning American political, economic, and social development.  


In Part II, we focus specifically on those late 19th century developments that set the tone for the system of education inherited today, and which heralded a greatly diminished federal role.  It is during the period of the American Civil War that earlier regional differences are exacerbated in such a way that they come to force a change in both federal policy and states’ attitudes toward intervention in their educational affairs.  


Each aspect of the development of American education detailed herein illustrates and makes clear the roots of the ongoing tug-of-war between localism and national progressive goals that continue to dictate the schizophrenic nature of this country’s educational system and the attitudes toward it.  Ironically, it is its early roots as the premier educational resource provider that has ultimately contributed to the greatly diminished role for the US central state in educational matters in later periods – a legacy that current policy makers, parents, and educators are wise to understand as they shape their current efforts at reform. 

Part I:  Creating Americans and Men of Commerce 

At the conclusion of the American Revolution, education was certainly not the first item of business for those who wished to construct a unified nation and the Constitution by which to guide it.
  But it is important to note that many of America’s ‘Founding Fathers’ were critically concerned with education and its role in helping them build a new nation and a new people.  Though education was more widespread in many parts of North America than in Europe at this time, there were massive disparities in the character, quality, and distribution of educational resources across the ex-colonies.  


As a result, many of the Founders themselves took an early and active role in pushing education as crucial to the success of the new nation.  Their arguments were both practical and philosophical.    For example, very early on, Benjamin Franklin believed that the study of commerce, invention, manufacturers, and trade would be not only complimentary to the learning of citizen virtue and duty but would also, “be of great Use to them whether they are Merchants, Handicrafts, or Divines.”
   It was also widely argued that this new kind of polity required a type of active citizenry that, in Aristotle’s mold, were able to rule and be ruled.  In Federalist No. 57, Madison asks about the nature of citizen responsibility in a new republic. “Who are to be the electors of the federal representatives,” he asked?  His answer:

   
Not the rich, more than the poor; not the learned, more than the ignorant; not the haughty heirs of distinguished names, more than the humble sons of obscurity and unpropitious fortune.  The electors are to be the great body of the people of the United States... I answer: the genius of the whole system; the nature of just and constitutional laws; and above all, the vigilant and manly spirit which actuates the people of America, a spirit which nourishes freedom, and in return is nourished by it.
     
As a result, both Franklin and Madison were early and vocal supporters of some form of public funding for the purpose of education.
  These and other prominent American leaders did attempt push their reform ideas through during the Constitutional Convention but their ideas fell flat against the fear that the national government was already gaining too much power.  Indeed, it now seems apparent that the Federal government’s meddling in the social affairs of the various states (especially Southern) was precisely the kind of intervention that some of the more hesitant members of the Convention were most concerned about.  Thus the Constitution itself does not explicitly mention education —  save through the perhaps oblique reference found in the 10th Amendment which dictates that all powers not specifically granted to the national government should remain under the domain of the states.


The failure to establish a national system of education at the founding did not however convince the early American leadership to let the issue die out.  On the contrary, a number of America’s most prominent leaders continued to propagandize actively.  In 1790 the publication of Noah Webster’s famous essay, On the Education of Youth in America reminded the new leadership: “you have an empire to raise and support by your exertions and a national character to establish and extend by your wisdom and virtues.  To effect these great objects, it is necessary to frame a liberal plan of policy and build it upon a broad system of education.”
   In 1795 Benjamin Rush, Declaration of Independence signatory, delegate to the Constitutional Convention, and vocal supporter of central state direction of education, came out in support of mass public education suggesting that children should be formed by education into “republican machines.”
  Thus, according to Gordon Wood, many leaders of the day held the conviction that  “[o]nly an informed, alert, intelligent, and uncorrupted electorate would preserve the freedoms of a republican state.”


Still, absent a Constitutional mandate these leaders were forced to focus their attention at the state level where they could more likely gain successes.  These successes mostly came in the states of New England.  Remembering that mass or public education was still prohibited in many European states (including the UK) one should perhaps not be surprised by the slow spread of public education across the new nation that found root in three main causes:  First, the nature of early national life was still well served by the carry-over of private Colonial educational institutions.  Second, many states were still recovering from the revolutionary war and were not on firm financial footing to provide support to schools.  And third, while many of the states understood the importance of education for cultivating good citizen leadership, a remaining aristocratic sentiment (especially in the South) still held that education was simply not for all.  The last of these factors, regional differences, is the focus here.


Of course the US national Constitution was not the only basic law penned during and immediately after the Revolutionary war.  Many state constitutions, especially in the North, contained language mandating the establishment of schools in each town.   As noted, much of the leadership in the North saw the value of expanding education and helped to facilitate it during this period.  The elites in south, on the other hand, had a quite different attitude towards the need to educate those that could not afford private schooling.  Southern state constitutions provided only vague or tepid language urging the creation of a formal system of schooling in their founding documents.
  In fact, many states were down-right hostile to any educational plan or design that might, in any way or form contribute to the education of Blacks.  


Indeed, in most southern states the educating of Blacks as a crime punishable by fines, jail, or both.  In 1823, according to Bowen, a white Reverend by the name of Dougherty had his Sunday call for the creation of Black schools rewarded by a mob that set upon him.  Upon finding the poor reverend,  he was, “dragged from his pulpit, down to the pump where he was thrown in the trough.”
  Even in Virginia, and despite the leadership of Jefferson, as late as 1831 teaching a Black to read or write yielded a $50 fine and/or two months in jail.
  As Monroe notes, “the aristocratic character of society prevailing throughout the early United States was more influential in the South because of large land holdings, the dominance of the landed aristocracy in politics, and the system of slavery.”
  In the end, Southern educational mandates were left to localities and as a result fell far behind the North in terms of educational provision for whites but especially for Blacks. 

Land and the Politics of Education

 As noted above, education policy was not the primary issue facing the young nation’s national project.  Education is scarcely mentioned in the Federalist papers and though Madison and his allies brought forward arguments for a national educational system during the Constitutional Debates, these ideas were quickly dropped presumably for fear that they would elicit opposition and thus undermine the entire nationalizing project.  We should not conclude from this evidence, however, that there was no national education policy for the new nation.   Indeed, even before the Constitution was signed America’s nascent central government, the Continental Congress, made its first foray into the provision of education.  Though this institution was a weak government by any standard, one of the few issues that it was able to address was the promotion of education in the Western Territories.   The Northwest Ordinance, (May 20, 1785) mandated that, “there shall be reserved the lot No. 16 of every township, for the maintenance of public schools, within the said township.”
  Though little noticed by subsequent historians, this Ordinance marked the beginning of a pattern in which the US central state supported the provision and finance of public education in a way that is at once decisive and at the same time hidden.  This pattern of land transfer from federal to state governments in support of public education would later be expanded again and again in response for more resources in support of education to total well over 77 million acres of land by the end of the 19th century (some argue for a figure approaching 165 million total gifted acres in support of education).
  By 1854 alone and according to government records, these transfers for educational purposes totaled well over 52 million acres.


While still a few years before successful ratification of the Constitution, the groundwork provided by the Ordinances clearly demonstrates the commitment of the Founding elite in favor of supporting education.  While a widespread, free system of education did not commence on a large scale for some years to come, the seeds for its growth were most certainly planted along with a commitment and recognition by the central state of the importance that such an institution would play in the successful development of the nation.

Shortcomings of the State Experience and the First Crises


  By 1820, ten new states had been added to the original thirteen.  Each, to varying degrees had incorporated language in their constitutions paying at least some attention to the provision of education.
  Some of the larger cities, particularly in the Northeast, had also begun the establishment of  school districts headed by school boards, but struggled continuously with the funding for these institutions.  To fund their schools, states appropriated funds from their own treasuries, but funding was erratic and public education was by no means widespread.  Rural education was still largely provided by the religious communities and the churches they established. 


Much like today, the battles over school funds that came directly from state coffers were contentious and provided inconsistent funding both in annual terms and cross-regionally.  As an example, in 1805 the state of New York was forced to sell 500,000 acres of land to bolster its permanent school fund that had its funding revoked when earlier grants were not renewed by lawmakers.
  In most cases, it would be the land given over by the federal government that provided the monies used to establish or maintain permanent school funds.  It is during this period that we begin to see the first real use and dependence on federally granted lands for the provision of education, and therefore, the expansion of the role of the central American state in the provision of education.


As a result of this wrangling over educational funds in the state-guided system, educational provision during the end of the 1700s and early decades of the 1800s tended to be spotty and fragile.   However, enough of an educational base had been provided by those existing private and public institutions to compel one foreign observer from Italy to note of the US in 1810 that, “these people are not quasi-barbarians; one does not find here the ignorant peasantry that one finds in our country.”
  The US, indeed was not in educational dire straits.  In fact, while measures of literacy for this period do not exist, proxy measures for the degree of education can be employed.  For example, the US led the world in terms of printed periodicals per capita.  The population of the US in 1810 was 7,224,000 and was served by nearly 360 periodicals with a circulation of over 22 million.  It was not until 1827 that Great Britain with a population of over 23 million, saw 438 newspapers and other periodicals. In 1828 with a population of only 12 million, the US was served by over 850 newspapers and periodicals.
   These numbers strongly suggest that even at this early time, the US possessed a more literate population vis-a-vis other nations — a trend that would come to characterize the educational attainment of the US more and more as the century wore on.    See Table 1, for a more detailed treatment of America’s exceptionally low illiteracy rate compared to other nations by 1850 when more reliable numbers became available. 

Table 1.  Comparative illiteracy 1850
	Country
	Total Population

	Illiteracy Rate


	US
	23191876
	10-15%


	Germany
	35409000
	20%

	Sweden
	3483000
	10%

	France
	34907000
	40-45%

	England & Wales
	17773000
	30-33%

	Italy
	23900000
	75-80%

	Spain
	14500000
	75%

	Russian Empire
	56882000
	90-95%


Commercialization, Continental Expansion, and Immigration 


The 1830s witnessed  fundamental and powerful social and economic changes in the young nation.  With these changes demands for public education re-emerged.  The rise of the factory in the Northern states, and the shift of workers from the farm to the city was under way.  By way of example, in 1810, less than a score of cotton mills dotted the landscape of the North.  By 1830 the number had grown to about eight hundred and by 1840 the number was closer to thirteen hundred.
  As Bowles and Gintes (1976) have shown, a more educated workforce was thought necessary to help the nation face the demands of industrial commercialization and continental expansion (see also Barrow, 1992).   In 1830, only about 7 percent of the US population of 12.8 million lived in the country’s urban centers.  However, conditions were beginning to grow worse for these nearly 1 million individuals living in the cities.  In particular, the condition of the uneducated under these circumstances was particularly dire and many came to view westward migration as the best escape from their conditions in the east.  This exodus toward the West raised the concerns of the establishment
 who clearly understood the need for workers in the booming commercial centers.  For example, in his report of 1835 to the Massachusetts legislature, A. H. Everett, chairman of the committee on education argued that public high schools would help stem this flow of talent to the west by teaching new skills for city life and commercial enterprise.  He urged the voters of his state to, “seek to increase the amount of light among every class of citizens, that this ancient state may maintain by their intelligence, that influence which they are rapidly losing by the increase of population in other parts of the Union.”
  


In response to these pressures and demands, this period saw the beginning of the so-called common school movement.  Common school is the name given to the establishment of the system of public schools, open to all, and funded by the collection of local taxes specifically for that purpose.  The movement for common schools was largely a response to ensure greater equity and consistency in the quality of education that sporadic funding and the varying efforts of private education could not guarantee.
  The movement received its greatest push from the demands for more workers with basic skills to fill factory jobs; as a means to assimilate newcomers to the cities; and a way to provide continued opportunity growth (on the Eastern seaboard) through education to stem the population flow to the west.


By 1837, the complaints over education from local and state authorities reached the point that Congress moved to distribute the surplus monies taken in by the federal government back to the states.  While the money was not expressly earmarked for education, it was well understood that it would play a large role in its provision.  Congress eventually turned over $28 million to the states in the form of loans which were never recalled.  As Tyack notes, “all but four of the states used this income from part or all of this ‘loan’ to support common schools, indicating the high priority which states placed on education.”
  The role of the American central state as benefactor of education, couched within its policy of land management and the distribution of the proceeds from the sales of federal lands and fiscal surplus, was once again gaining steam and influence in spite of its seemingly “weak” position within a system of federalism.

Immigrants and the Making of Americans

In addition to the early commercialization of the 1820s and 30s and in order to staff the ever growing numbers of enterprises this era gave rise to, America encouraged its first great immigration.
   In just a thirty year period (1820-50) the population of the US grew from 9.6 million to over 23 million people much of this being made up of immigrants and their children.
  Blessed with vast areas of open and free land, this population growth was easily absorbed.  However, the cities again felt the initial brunt of this tremendous immigrant influx.  The call again arose for an increase in the role of education to help assimilate and Americanize these masses, foreigner and American alike, but the emphasis was upon the immigrant.  The sentiments of Calvin Stowe of Ohio were typical.  He warned teachers that, “it is altogether essential to our national strength and peace, if not even to our national existence, that the foreigners who settle on our soil, should cease to be Europeans and become Americans. . . .”
  


Yet even with the rise of the local, tax-supported school, the funding supplied by the American central state’s gifting of land still formed a large part of the funding for education.  As subsequent Congressional actions would prove, the central state would again assert its leadership role in addressing the social and economic dislocation of a rapidly expanding republic.
  Among these central state moves was the gifting in 1841 of 500,000 acres to each of eight states, later extended to a total of 19 states.  These lands were to be used for “internal improvements”.  But, as Senator McRoberts of Illinois commented on the floor of the US Senate during the debates over this land grant, “the greatest privation in the new Territories is the want of schools.  A sparse population cannot provide the means of education.  It is in the infancy of society. . .that public aid in providing means to educate the children of the country is most needed.”
  In his survey of land and its role of educational provision, Tyack notes of this 1841 gift that again, “a majority of these states devoted part or all of the income from these lands to schools.”
   These lands were given and accepted with few, if any, strings attached. 


In 1848 Congress mandated that land section 36 (in addition to the earlier earmarked section 16) be added to the federal survey allotment of land to the states provided in the Ordinance of 1785 for the sole support of education.  As a result, California, the first state to benefit under this provision, received what amounted to a staggering 5.5 percent of the public domain in the state from the federal government solely for the support of education.  The states of the American Southwest (Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico) each received a total of four sections per survey plot making their relative take even greater.
  It is important to note however, that unlike the earlier surplus (“forgiven loan”) funds of 1837, the land granted for education  in this era was not always used accordingly.
  


Even with the mismanagement of this land by the various states acknowledged,  the central state’s contribution to, and direction of the provision of education and its funding can scarcely be under-emphasized.  With these lands the central government inserted itself into the process of educational provision and funding.  This funding came especially during those times of social and economic strain when individual state action alone could not cope.  As noted earlier, by 1854, over 52 million acres of federal land passed to the states.  Valuations of this land peg it at between $1.25 and $8.00 per acre.
  Erring on the conservative side and splitting the difference by using the mean per acre valuation of $4.63, these 52 million acres that the federal government had turned over by 1854 alone equated to more than $240,760,000 million gifted to the states in support of education by 1854.
  See Table 2 (below) for land granted by state.

Table 2.
Whole amount of Lands appropriated by the Federal Government 

for Educational Purposes, to the 1st  of January, 1854





	States and Territories
	For Schools
	For Universities
	States and Territories
	For Schools
	For Universities

	Ohio
	704488
	23040
	Iowa
	905144
	46080

	Indiana
	650317
	23040
	Wisconsin
	958648
	46080

	Illinois
	978755
	23040
	California
	6719324
	46080

	Alabama
	902774
	23040
	Tennessee
	--
	3553824


	Mississippi
	837584
	23040
	Territories
	
	

	Michigan
	1067397
	46080
	Minnesota
	5089224
	--

	Arkansas
	886460
	46080
	Oregon
	12140907
	46080

	Florida
	908503
	46080
	New Mexico
	7493120
	--

	Missouri
	1199139
	23040
	Utah
	6681707
	--

	Louisiana
	786044
	46080
	Total Acres
	48909535
	4060704



These numbers in both raw dollar terms and land acres are stunningly impressive when compared to estimates made by scholars on what have been identified as remarkably high US contributions to other state building activities compared to its European counterparts.  Dobbin identifies federal government contributions to railroad building in the US (which in his comparison dwarfs that of the French central state) at $504 million by 1872.
  The total end of the century figure of 77 million acres of land gifted by the US central state to the several states in support of education can be valued using the same criteria as above at over $356 million; other measures have this total valuation up to well over $763 million in federal support.
  While we know that not all funds went directly to education, it is clear that this remarkable transfer of wealth most certainly funded the growth of education when the states were unable to effectively do so by themselves.  


We have not been able to find any evidence suggesting that educational progressives favored these massive transfers of wealth as the best means for promoting American education.  Indeed the critiques of the inequities in American education by region and their focus on the needs of the urban poor were problems clearly not well handled through the land grant system.  But a coherent national strategy, they were forced to admit, ran afoul of the state’s rights arguments which were increasingly potent in the year’s leading up to the Civil War.  But in a pattern seen repeatedly in American educational history, national reformer advocates adapted their strategies to the Constitutional system they lived within.  Unable to win a national plan, reformers made the best of the resources they had available.  And, as we have seen, a tremendous amount of land was available.

Part II:

The Waning of the Great Land Grant Era: 

The Morrill Land Grant Colleges and the Civil War

The onset of the American Civil War has been characterized as the beginning of accelerated American central state formation.
  This period also represents the era of the last great grants of land to the states for education by the federal government.  In the years leading up to the war, the southern states had turned increasingly hostile to the continued influence and perceived intrusion exerted by the central state in issuing land even for the seemingly benevolent use of education.  Thus, the last great transfer of federal lands on behalf of higher education came shortly after the secession of the southern states, when their approval was no longer necessary for such a provision to pass in the Congress.   This land transfer came in the form of the 1862 Morrill Act.  The act gave 30,000 acres of land to each state for each Senator and Representative in Congress as provided by the 1860 Census.
  The land provided by the Act was to be used to establish colleges whose curriculum focused on the teaching of military tactics (in the wake of the lessons of the first Battle of Bull Run), agriculture, and engineering (in response to heightened European competition in these arenas).
 


Support for the act was generated by a number of factors, some of which concerned the war.  Others were political and economic and concerned the continued maintenance and growth of a knowledgeable industrial class that could effectively allow America to compete in both agriculture and industry with a quickly rising Europe.  As noted by Roger Williams in his study of the Morrill Act:

Morrill’s motives in introducing the bill covered a complex web of concerns.  Certainly the urge to provide a practical and, especially liberal education for the industrial classes was salient, as this constituency comprised 80 percent of the population. . . .  But other factors entered the picture: the inability of the newer states to provide such colleges without federal help (twenty new states were formed in the years between 1820 and 1860); concern over the rapid dissipation of public lands to private interests, such as railroads; concern over soil deterioration and wastage; the competition from Europe’s agricultural and industrial movements, and the fear that the United States should not fall behind.

With the initial opposition from the southern states that had helped to defeat similar earlier efforts removed by their secession, the bill passed the Senate by a vote of 32 to 7, and was followed by passage in the House with a margin of 90 to 25.  It was signed into law by President Lincoln on July 2, 1862.

Reconstruction’s Educational Successes and Failures  


One might have expected –  in the wake of the Morrill Act and the clear needs for financial assistance on the part of the war torn states - that the Federal government would redouble its aid for education in America after the Civil War.  But on the contrary, the federal role in education during Reconstruction was largely rebuked.  Whereas in previous times of crisis the central state responded by supporting education with large tracts of land, in the Post Civil War era such efforts were stymied.  Why?  Once again, we see the anti-egalitarian and reactionary forces of the South using their power in national government as a barricade against the social and political reform agenda of the progressive reformers from the North and East.  The war had freed over 4 million blacks and for progressives the task of assimilating and educating these people was of paramount importance.  But for Southern elites, the very idea of educating former slaves was anathema.  


With only minor successes to note, this period begins a states-rights backlash that, predicated on the strength of the earlier endowments, has come to largely signify the federal-to-state relationship over education ever since.  Some successful federal interventions on behalf of education during the immediate post-war period do, however, stand out.  These successes, like the Morrill Act before them, can be largely explained by the suspension of the southern Congressional vote in the wake of the war.  The first of these is the establishment in 1865 of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (BRFAL).  Under the command of the War Department this bureau’s mission was to aid in the reconstruction of the South, especially the betterment of the millions of freed slaves.  Before its five years of funding ran dry (the funding was not renewed), it managed to deploy over $6 million  on behalf of education.  This money opened and staffed over 2,500 schools, and introduced over 150,000 children to education for the first time.
  But rather than liberate Southern Blacks, these efforts instead contributed to the anti-carpet bagger, anti-government (federal) sentiment among the Southern elite.  This is noted in a later report filed by the US Bureau of Education that noted just how unwelcome efforts by “friends” from the North were in moving African Americans into formal education: 

strangers came to show them the way; kind and generous guides undoubtedly, but strangers nevertheless; and coming from communities unlike theirs, with usages and ways such as they had never known. . . . how was it possible for these teachers, bent on their message of enlightenment to a people brought out of bondage, to appreciate the better and gentler aspects of the hard system that had gone down in fire and blood?


The other action which signifies a partial success of the federal government’s role in the provision of education at this time was the formation of the Department of Education itself in 1867.
  The rhetoric surrounding the creation of the department spanned from those who viewed its creation as a federal hijacking of education, to those who welcomed its express and codified purpose of “collecting such statistics and facts as shall aid the people of the United States in the establishment and maintenance of efficient school systems, and otherwise promote the cause of education throughout the country.”.
  Hostilities toward the establishment of the Department were regionally diverse in nature but absent the southern block, opponents could not muster enough votes to stop its creation.
  


With the re-entry of the southern states into full voting rights in Congress, efforts to expand the provision and quality of educational provision floundered.  The Department of Education was the source of much controversy and consequently became underfunded and understaffed in response  to intensifying state hostility (from both north and south) toward its mission and especially resentment of the increased risk of central control.  By 1869 the Department had been downgraded to the status of a bureau assuming the name Bureau of Education, and was now housed under the auspices of the Department of the Interior with its budget greatly diminished. 


This period thus marks a crucial juncture in direct federal involvement in education; a turning point away from the path of strong state efforts to the control of educational provision at the local level.
  It was not the case that national progressive elites and/or the Federal government simply withdrew from education policy or funding at this time.  Rather, their repeated efforts in this direction were successfully defeated by localists who did not want, or now need, the Federal government telling them whom to educate and how.  This is best demonstrated by a review of two end-of-the-century legislative efforts by the federal government to influence education both which failed.

The Legislative Log Jam

The period between 1872 and 1880 saw eleven bills for direct federal aid to education introduced in Congress.  Only four came to the floor and only two received consideration each finally failing.
   Some scholars have blamed this log jam specifically on the bitter battle in 1870 over the Hoar Bill whose intent was to establish a federal system of educational oversight that could, “compel by national authority the establishment of a thorough and efficient system of public instruction throughout the whole country, [that] is not to supercede, but to stimulate, compel, and supplement action by the State.”
  In other words, the federal government could step in a provide adequate education where it was severely lacking.    To be sure, it was precisely this point that evoked the ire of local elites and their representatives in Congress.


Despite localist hostility, education reformers continued to press for national education reform in Congress.  Senator Henry W. Blair of New Hampshire, for example, waged a tireless, decade-long effort to provide funds from the national treasury to education.  The so-called Blair Bill which was submitted five times, every two years (1882-90) was more limited than the Hoar Bill and instead of mandating federal direction in areas of sub-standard education, it  provided funding to states in support of education with limited strings attached.
  Even this, localists feared, would set a poor precedent and failed.


The Blair Bill provides an especially clear window through which one can view the politics of education in the Post-Civil War years. The Bill’s proposal was to provide federal monies over eight years to those states that maintained minimum educational provisions and standards.  Among these standards were: free common schools to all children without distinction of race or color, timely reports submitted by each state to the Secretary of the Interior detailing these efforts, prohibitions on these funds in supporting denominational schools, and various other stipulations targeted at keeping the money in the classrooms rather than spent on other “educational related” items like school buildings (except in the first year of the plan).
  The bill repeatedly made it out of the Senate.
  But each time this bill went to the House, it met its doom.  Lee notes in his study of this era’s federal educational efforts, that this can best be explained by the powerful veto points
 that reinstated southern legislators held in the Congress:

During the three Congresses in which the Senate passed the Blair bill, the House of Representatives contained a Democratic majority.  Senator Blair claimed that, although two-thirds of the members of the House were sympathetic to his proposal, an organized minority under Speaker John G. Carlisle of Kentucky continually blocked consideration of the bill by that body.  The speaker was accused, by Blair and others, of “fixing” the House Committee on Education, of packing it with representative unfavorable to the idea.

Southern leader, J. L. M. Curry agreed with this assessment suspecting that, “fear of the difficulty of controlling more educated Negroes and the potential of upsetting of the traditional patterns of race relationships was the major cause of Southern opposition [to this bill].”
   In the end, the debate over Blair was the last bill of its type to be considered on the floor of either house for nearly thirty years!
  There can be no gainsaying that this outcome was a direct consequence of embedded racism.  


Ultimately, with the zeal and supply of large tracts of land greatly diminished, the Federal government was forced to reevaluate its methods of providing for widespread education in an environment hostile to its expanded role.  As Gordon Canfield, in his examination of the repeated and failed end of the century initiatives notes,  “the historic precedents of land grants for education [just did] not hold,” therefore precluding virtually all central state measures to assist education.
 


As with many treatments involving the American South, this explanation of the inadequate central state response to educational provision points again to the South’s truly exceptional political power over the national agenda.  This power, once again, was neither derived from their high moral principles, nor even the number of citizens they represented.  Instead, the power that these regressive anti-egalitarian elites held over the national political agenda derives from the peculiar power offered them by America’s unique institutional structure.   Thus, the failure of central state consolidation in education during this period in the face of unrepaired race relations, would come to form the legacy of our system of education that was characterized by the following:  a decreasing federal role in educational funding, and therefore direction setting; and a separate and most certainly not equal system that would not begin to be corrected for nearly a century.  


In the years to follow, developments in US education policy illustrate the further evolution of the Federal role in American education along the historical path already established.   Much as in the case of the railroads (Dobbin and Dowd, 1999; Dunlavy, 1992), by the turn of the century the federal government's efforts in setting the foundations upon which state and local policies became firmly ensconced ended, giving way to local domination of this policy arena.  Yet, at the same time there continued to be significant pressure to equalize education opportunities across regions (and increasingly across races) that continues through today. These efforts, however, continue to run up against the basic fragmentation of power at the national level.  The national government clearly plays a role in shaping education policy (esp. via the courts) but the gross inequities throughout the system of US education cannot be adequately addressed due to institutional protection of local authority embedded in the US Constitution.  While, the national government certainly does intervene from time to time, it continues to do so in clumsy, incoherent and generally inconsistent ways.

Conclusion

Little doubt exists that the American experience with state building was largely influenced by its access to a readily available resource base (especially land) and strong natural endowment.  Equally, however, America’s unique economic and political development was profoundly influenced by the fragmentation of state power.  This fragmentation has allowed anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian interests to sit in important ‘veto points’ within American political institutions and thus stifle progressive and egalitarian minded educational reforms.  But as we demonstrate, the existence of these veto points and thus the awkwardness of national public action on education policy did not mean that the central government could or would do nothing.  Although the central government was institutionally inhibited, it was still resource rich.  The result was an internationally unique policy outcome where the Federal government ended up providing the greatest of foundations for education throughout the US, all the while, appearing to be out of way.
  


In light of the Constitutional limitations on governmental tax authority  MACROBUTTON endnote+.cit (Steinmo 1995), it was land that was available to influence education policy across the states.  As a result of this, the federal role in educational provision was much more effective in the period before what is touted as the great consolidation of national administrative capacities than after.  Paradoxically, it is these early, successful efforts by the central state on behalf of education that seems to have undermined a subsequent federal role in education during the most intense period of state consolidation at the end of the 19th and early 20th century.  The federal government may have run out of land to help finance and shape education policy in the US, but there is little doubt that by the turn of the century it had effectively ‘primed the pump.’  In an set of outcomes analogous to the history of mineral extraction in late 19th century America, federal investment in education set in motion a series of increasing returns which encouraged further private investment as well as state and local commitment to continued educational opportunity for average American citizens.


 Today, it is again local interests that face off with a Federal government whose newest administrators seek to transform the system of educational provision.  Again the American central state seeks a stepped-up role in directing the provision of education.  Both political parties agree on this basic point, and the American people seem eager for some change along these lines to occur.  However, the awkward and institutionally challenged Federal machinery is still not up to the task.  Flying in the face of entrenched localist interests, continued racist attitudes, and socio-economic disparities in terms of educational funding –  hopes for meaningful change should not be high.  


Additionally, contributing as it now does only 10% of the educational funding in this country leaves the Federal government holding far too little in the way of resources to affect fundamental change.  This fact makes it difficult, if not impossible, to overcome the inherent inequalities of contemporary education rooted in the political development that has empowered local over egalitarian interests.   Regardless of political persuasion, the politics of the left and the right are equally challenged by this reality and face the same hurdles to meaningful reform.  Whether it be securing a system of educational vouchers or mandating equal spending for all children regardless of where they live, change on a national scale will prove to be difficult. 


Any work on behalf of educational reform must be undertaken with a conscious and realistic eye toward the profound affects that the institutional fragmentation of power in the US has had on education and its implications for meaningful nationalizing plans.  Failure to do so will not yield the intended reforming results, and will instead maintain the status quo.  This is a status quo characterized by an often unequal system of education in a country whose many hopes and aspirations are tied to the very faltering system of public education that it expects so much from.

Notes:
�.Taken from “Issues - Education, ‘Culture of Achievement’ Redefining the Federal Role in Education, http://www.georgewbush.com/issues/domestic/education/achieve.asp.  (May 16, 2000).
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�. Smith (1993).


�.  The weak state characterization is based upon the fact that due to its lack of concentrated governing capacity, well established bureaucracies, and programmatic political parties, America was fundamentally different from its European counterparts in terms of its early political development.  This generic definition of the weak vs. strong state distinction is gleaned primarily from the work of Skocpol and Skowronek and their treatment of the subject as well as its use in other works.  Skowronek (1982), Bensel (1990), Skocpol (1992), Lowi (1992).
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�.  Federalist No. 57.





�.  Good (1960), p. 403; Pangle and Pangle (1993), p. 87.


�.  Cremin (1980), p. 3.  Some other supporters of a federal involvement in education included, Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, James Madison, Benjamin Rush, John Adams, Noah Webster, Robert Coram, John Knox, John Smith and DuPont ( cf. H. G. Good, 1960: 404-5; J. Bowen, 1981: 266).


�.  Bowen (1981), p. 266.


�.  Bailyn, p. 379.


�.  One notable exception is Virginia at the time under the leadership of its then governor, Thomas Jefferson.  Jefferson sought the creation of a publicly funded system of education.  Drawing from his earlier “Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge”, Jefferson pushed for a first:  the free provision of education to white males funded by local taxation.  His scheme for local educational finance, however, depended heavily upon the division of counties in “hundreds” or wards responsible for their own education.  Due to the nature of Southern politics this plan eventually failed (Dabney, 1937).


�.  Bowen (1981), p. 280.


�.  Ibid.  In South Carolina Blacks were prohibited from even preaching the Bible.  In North Carolina this offense was punishible by 39 lashes.  


�.  Monroe (1940), p. 217.


�.  See Tyack et al. (1987).   Original documentation on the Ordinance of 1785 can be found in the Journals of the American Congress, 1785 (Washington, 1823), 520-22. The importance of the Ordinance for our purposes here is twofold.  First, it laid the groundwork for a commitment by the US central state to administer and claim lands in the West as part of the union (Confederacy).  Second and more importantly, Article 3 of the Ordinance stated: “Religion, morality, and knowledge, being necessary to good government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be encouraged [emphasis added].”
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�.  Tyack (1987), p. 37.
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�.  Cipolla, p. 93.


�.  Comparative figures on periodicals and circulation taken from DeBow’ Statistical View of the United States, p. 154.


�.  All figures taken from Cipolla, p. 115, except US figures taken from Cremin (1980).


�.  Ibid.
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�.  Meyer, p. 160.


�. Taken to mean here governmental, educational, and industry elite.


�.  In Curti, p. 70 from American Annals of Education and Instruction, Vol. V (April, 1835); 181.


�.  One of the common school’s greatest proponents and the man most closely associated with this movement is Horace Mann. This Massachusetts’ lawyer turned first Secretary of the state board of education did much to blaze the trail of tax-funded, free to all education.  See Messerli (1972).


�.  For more on the rise of the Common School, see Cremin’s definitive volume The American Common School (1951).


�.  Tyack et al. (1987), p. 36.
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�.  In Tyack (1967), p. 229.  See also Gerstle (1997) for an alternative treatment of this notion of “Making Americans.”





�.  Figures on the tax supported contributions to schools do not emerge until 1850.  These figures show a wide range of support varying from state to state in terms of percentage of school funds raised by taxes.  In 1850, regional differences in the funding of education became very clear.  The Northeastern states provided much more of the common school funding from taxes than did states in the South or Midwest.  Many states still relied heavily upon the unspecified US Census categories of ‘Public Funds’ and ‘Other Sources’ to fund public schooling wherein the proceeds from the sale and use of federal lands were lumped.  See DeBow, p. 142.
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�.  Tyack et al. (1987), p. 34.
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�.  For some perspective, all public spending in the US on education in 1850 was less than $10 million dollars a year (DeBow, p. 142).  This higher figure incorporates Allen’s (1950) inclusion of Alaskan grants and those grants in support of education dating back to 1785 he totals at over 165 million acres.





�.  As is argued by Skowronek (1982) and Bensel (1990).


�.  As taken from a reading of the Act in The Congressional Globe, June 17, 1862, p. 2770.


�.  Williams, p.  38-43.
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�.  Butts and Cremin, p. 426.
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�.  See � MACROBUTTON endnote+.cit (Pierson 2000)� for discussion of critical junctures and path dependency.
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�.  Ibid.
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�.  This occurred despite the misgivings and resistance from Northerners like Senator Eli Saulsbury of Delaware who feared the creation of an educational dependence on the central state were such a bill to pass, and those of Senator John Sherman of Ohio who simply did not trust the Southern states to employ the monies without prejudice and opposed the bill on the grounds that it did not go far enough in reforming the South.  For debate highlights see Lee (1949), pp. 147-155.


�.  See, Immergut (1992) for a broad institutional analysis of the role of ‘veto points’ in shaping political outcomes.
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�.  Ibid, p. 159 quoting from Curti’s The Social Ideas of American Educators: 272-273.
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