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A history of Roosevelt's New Deal education policies

?&éVQhOQS‘thgt‘the Depression of the 1930s led to unprecedented
"\ experimentation in federal educational programs. Three as
i\ Dealeducation policy are important. Pirst, the New Dealf set’

New

,ptecedént$°that redefined and legitimized the federal governaent's

role in education. Working through structures parall

to traditiomnal

education-<such as the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), the Horks
Progress. Adpinistration (WPA), and the National Youth Administration
(KYA) =-the federal government constructed schools, helped eaploy

te2echers, an

aeﬁpnsirated~¢}e.necessity'and'the effectiveness of federal

..._interventi

. deprived gfonﬁ§.
training of blacks; though often in segregatei circumstances.

offered a wide variety of courses. Second, the New Deal

on for the education of blacks and other educationally

The CCC, WPA, NYA, and other prodraps emphasized the

Third,

‘however, the New Deal failed to institutionalize its new policies.

Thus it built no .group of profession
participation in education. The New

policy did

.

ig\\édﬁéiftqﬁ“ghd nev goals for equal and democratic education.
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al educators committed to federal
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Abstract
/ .

The emergency conditions created by the Depression of the 1930s i
provided the context for unprecedented experimentation by the federal -
government in the development of direct educational programs and the
evolution of new ideas of federal responsibility for education. These:
programs, part of the New Deal's relief endeavor, were at once a radical
departure from previous views about the legitimate role of the federal
government in education and ultimately -circumscribed by the manner in :
which they were conceived and administered. Although the specific educa- o
tional programs of -the New Deal-ended when- the relief agencies were .
disbanded, the Roosevelt educational experiments had important’ consequences ’
in mstablishing new goals for an -effective democratic education, equal
'opportunity for blacks .and- other disadvantaged groups, and. federal res- -
Jponsibility'for education which -anticipated more recent policies and- = - - -
perspectives,

.
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Education, and especially since the 1960? - Americans have become accustom=-
ed to active federal participation in education. We often assume that the
recent past emerged i‘r'om a kind of tabula rasa, a'long prehistory of

federal quiescence in which educationai matters rested exclusively and

naturally in the domain of the. etates and ],ocal school districts where the

silence of the Constitution seemed to leave the matter. In fact; American
history is dotted with :mstances of federal activity affecting education,®

Usually\, howeveér, these were s:.mple legislative acts which, as in the case

of the Morrill Act (1862) and Smith-Hughes Act (1917),provided federal
assiﬁgtance for special educational projects like the land grant universities =
or subsidies to encourage vocational education. Rarely did the federal
government actively design a sot of prograrﬁs or policies which reached
broadly and deeply into the resla of education.

° e = e = e e =

The one important"exception was the New Deal. The reform- activities‘ —— = ‘
initiated by Franklin Roosévélt in the 1930s ~ to cope with the devastationeﬁﬁ B
.of the depression were unprecedented in many ways. Not the least of these
was the significant educational dimension of federal intervention which was
carved out of the jigsaw pattern of economic relief. This federal activity
£} was not only fundamentally new but had significant implications for defining
--- -a- new--federal-responsibility-in -educational matters which anticipated our

more recent experiences. In telling the story of the New Deal's educational

activities, I will concentrate on three areas which I believe are most

instructive in providing historical antecedents arid contrasts to the concerns




- »
‘{gwhich have dominated our seminar discussions: how the New Deal helped to

A

i'pdefine the legitimate and necessary rgspgnsibility of the 'federal govern=

-merit for education; the effect of federal intervention for the education of

" blacks and other educationally deprived groups; the nature of federal
adninistration and its cq;xsequenées.' The New Deal provided important
precedents which fundamentally altered beliefs about the rale of the
federal government in the area of education and,as significantly, made

it clear that the t{ducation of hlacks was integral to any new responsibility

“the: *federal government might assuine. At the same time, the Roosevelt

A
‘._,:‘/

M

Administr,ation fa:Lle\d to anchor these changes in-a lasti.r“;g w ”‘“because of
the manner in which i:ts educational programs were administ.ered and bacause

. its educational innovations were not the result of a defined set of policies
and goals concerningjnducation, but were practical and temporary expedients.
In this sense, the New Deal both anticipated the educational developments of -

the post-1960s period but had no direct lings with it either in institutions
_or programs. . . C e e P
. The connections between the New Deal aqd the present are both real -

" and indirect. The Roosevelt Administration broke decisively with former
assumpbions about the limited role of the federal government in education,
but did so in the cont:xt of emergency condltions, without a specific policy
or objective concerning education, and .hoped tc limit its innovations to the
short term. In failing to institutionalize the changes it inaugurated, the

New Deal fulfilled its own goals but never provided a lasting educational

S «—structurejnor~a"continuouerbur‘e‘a“‘ucracy to administer the new vision it

=t 1 helped to inaugurate. — ‘

2
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_%In responsiveness to popular sovereignty, in adaptability to
varying need and.aspiration, and in richness of experimentation-
conducive-to- ﬂe:d.bility -and"to progress, our management of public .
schools is without a peer, -Certainly no national system of public B
. schools managed in a highly centralized spirit shows such substantial
) democratlc qualities.... "

"The American people are :]ustified in using their federal tax system,

to give financial aid to education in the States, provided they do-

this in a manner that does not delegate to the Federal Government

any control of the social purpose and specific processes of education.

To understand the nature and scope of New Deal innovations, it would
‘be useful to begin with a brief examination of a classic document in
American educational history, the 1931 Report of the National Advisory
Committee on Education. Appearing before Roosevelt took office, the report

serves as a convenient frame against which to. define the changes introduced

by the New Deal, ° The report is often remembered for its innovative recommenda--

tion calling for federal financial agsistance for education, hubt this is

tions on the role of the federal goverrunent and the tensions in the report, -

deceptive. In fact, the ‘port _highlights and and confirms.traditionalk-restric=——" 7

.i1lustrated by the paired statements above, summed up the dilemma of the

-

Committee which at once urged financial assistance and denied the federal )
government any active supervisory role. Although: the Committee appo:.nted
by President Hoover in 1929, was composed of a varied group of educators,
public officials, leaders of citizenms organizations and private industry,

it was overwhelmingly dominated by professional educators. The makeup of

the.. group—represented -ifnot a crossection of “public thought on education

certainly a good Sample of those who were thinking most seriously about ¢
€ ’ E 2

American education at the time. And the Committee as well as its report

most nearly approximated the dominant views of the educational community, S

?

+

-

a
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- ) The Committee took pains to discuss at length, and often with

: l 7 sjzimental \i"lourishes, the. traditional roots of American localism in
education and its fundamental contribution to democracy and citizenship.

And even as it pointed to the precedents for federal aid to education, ‘ .
'it carefully differentiated the earlier forms 6f federal aid, like land -
. grants,-which supported Jlocal autonomy, from the later more intrusive T ¢
forms like‘the Morrill and Smith-Hughes Acts, which the Cornnittee rejected
as unwarranted attempts by the federal government to maike policy. Noting | ..
the "conﬂict between our traditional’ policy of State and local autonomy -
" and this growing trend to\'ard federal centralization, w3 the 1931 Report L

P T o repeatedly reasserted the primacy of local control and left no doubt about ‘
the dangers implicit in innovation.
The Report was not trying to build up an historical notebook of
cases to support increased federal partifigation. _Rather it hOped~to~ o T

-—-——"¢onfine -and severely delimit the proper realm of what it called federal

"cooperation," This seemed especially ne_ces_gagyk in the light of the .

o e - ms i oM

Committee's recommendations for direct federal financial aid. The Committee -
reluctantly supported fcderal aid because of its recognition of the indis-

. putable economic and social changes vwhich had taken place. as rapid

P

industrialization transformed a formerly rural society, and a newly national~
ized economy exposed;and aggravated the glaring inequities in prov{sions for
education by local communities. At a time when :mdustrial opportunities

- e

““were draining population into a nationwide labor pool, the local school

district continued to serve as the exclusive basis for ecducational funding.,

Jany of the local (especialll; rural ) districts,had‘become‘unable adequately
" s une .~ to provide for the basic‘education necessary for a newly nationalized -

citizenry just when that education was becoming a necessity for the national

: . -
. -
S . o

state and the national economy.
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N Accordingly, the Committee’s recommendations can be sumari/zed/as
| o- ' .’ ‘ - L -~ o
- follows: 1) Control of education must remain exclusively with the states,

- _2) The Federal government should assist the states through a general
education fund, to ‘be*provided to the states with no strings attached, and
to ibe .&i’stributed accordiné to need. 3) There should be no federal aid‘
for special education projects which by their nature result in federal
direction and an exercise of .controls. Afong with this, the Committee
e ,'urged the elimiuation of all federal matching fund requirements in
,“'f‘:“f';~ '\.. existing legislation (for example, vocational education). 4) A majBr
purpose of federal cooperation in education was the.collection and dissemina-

tion of. information, Therefore the federal government should act1vely

¢
i

pursue, encourage and sponsor research activitieg. 5)- Thes onl’?“ legitimate
. - .i«wl.}“

e T

-, expenditure of/ funds. 6) The Federal government should establish a

*

. Department of Education with a Cabinet level Secretary
SO -The_first_ five points represent a fair swmnary of traditional values

modifieu by the Committee's reluctant acceptance of the e need for federal “aid.
The last recommendation seems :mc.ongruous with the others. If, one may
properly ask, the federal government was to disgense funds ‘'with no controls

‘and to restrict itself to simple audits and the encouragement of research,

’

vhy introduce a demand for a bureaucratic structure? Or as a minc rity report,

) written by two Catholic clergymen, aptly put it: "A Federal Demeent of

Education will inevitably bring about centralization and—federal contxol. « »
of education. . . . A Federal Department, ‘headed by a Secretary in the ‘
~.. President’s Cai‘)inet, is of its nature an administrative institution and
i - nothing that could-be written into any act setting up such a Department \
.~ --could prevent it_from taking on administrative and directional functions in

" the course of time, ,'. ."l" Why then, in the light of the rust of the repox‘t,

oL ©o3 10




'this recomendation? In some ways, the recomm ndation is only comprehensible
in the context ofith\e rest of the report, for only the last provision could
ensure the delicite balance required by th;e others. Such a national center

could provide the legitimacy and stature which an incrsasingly self-conscious

profession demanded while assuring it the leverage, through .access to the -

President and Congress, for the contimuous flow%s unrestricted funds, The
report, wanted it both ways — money and ithe recognition of-education .t,
as a national concern, and no federal controls over education which technically

_ rested with the states\ and localities, but was in fact increasingly, if less
expl‘icity, lodged in a self-confident_ profession; Only a department which
educators could 'coni‘idently hupe to cortrol would protect the schools from' ' \ i
inde;Sendent federal action. . - .

The oniy‘ other minority report reminds us of issues the majority simply |
ignored as beyond the scope of federal concern. This report, issued by three
Presidents of Negro institutions of higher education, presented the most
fundamental challenge to the report as a whole. While they proclaimed ‘their
general agreement with the r,eport, they asked the federal government to .
assume the "moral obligation which binds a central governpent.to exercise.
special™solicitude for disadvantaged minorities," Presidents Davis, Johnson,
and foton declared that historical experience of the limitacions of state
cction and the deplorable state of education for blacks made intervention

on their behalf through supplemental grants for black education a necessity

and an qbligation.“These grants, they added, should be administered just as i‘\7~f
the general fund wés admigis;ered, "i4 full accord with the principles of
state dutonomy," demanding only "some definite increase in the per capita
amounts and in the perceritages of State support made dvajilable for Neéro
education." They based thei; demands on the requirements of°fairness and

equity alone, and did not propose any restructuring of traditional federal-

©




state relationships in education. - T A

! " This plea. carei‘ully worded to uphold and -respect local autonomy and.
\not to insult the Soul;hern states, had no resonance whatever in the majority
report, The ma’jority raised the issue of .black edu;:ation only to dismiss it
as one of the "perplexing pxjoblemo" the soluj:ion to which "might appear

to be hastened by the Federal Government. n. .Instead.the majority noted

(l .~ Cn e

- . steady improvement in Negrc education and the "impressive advance made hy ‘
colored people," wli‘ich the Conmittee believ_ would continue_\to result from v
. N b \
- private charity. "It seems clear that the actqal limitations which still ¢

. operate to handicap Negroes are primarily due to\imgerfec;ions in the .
r:litical,‘fbonomic, physical and social conditions often surrounding them."5 ,
- 5 * ~ » “) M
In many ways, the Committee's statement was worse than silence since it

¢

-/pplauded a progress which was a slap-in—the-face to black Americans.. . 2
o
But as significantly, the statement also suggesSted that the role of

*

-® education was limited, that education was qnly one of many~social forces.

S “and that equal opportunity\in eduéaﬁion could not .substitute for or
produce social equality. By 1938, .a new Advisoxzy Co(runitt.ee, appointed by
Roosevelt _and deeply affected by New Deal experience, wou.'.l.d‘adopt a more,
imperial view of education and with it a different pefrspective on the‘role
of education in soeietyq and of the govesnment's obligations toward all t_he

nation's ci.ildren. - : “ . {

. A - £, ' N
. 31 s :
" . - . // F“‘ ‘ .
: , e 4
. . . a

As the ‘Iational Adv:.sory Committee was deliberating and oreoaring to.

Wy e

y issue its findings, Ithe American economy had collapsed. The Depress%n,xthe .
coming of Roosevelt, and the incipient destruction of.the financial founda~ e
tion_ of thousands .of school systems across the ﬁc\qé would profoundly affect X

3
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educational experience in the decade of the thirties, ) But these changes i
. did not itmnediately revise traditi%nal beliefs about the role and responsibility ;
of the federal government in educational matters. Nor were the implicatjons '
M o A oi‘ the innovations introduced by the New Deal imuediately apparent. Indeed
-, whab is striking about the initial development of federal educxional

: . activities in the thirties is how the federal government managed %o assume
;_w o ‘a good part of\ the bturden and responsibility for education without Seeming
e to 'alte‘r. traditional relationships between the federal government and \the'

i schools. In this, the New Deal’s actions concérning-education were like \:\Lts
___, — ) ettects on. other segment s of the econonw and society - neither Roosevelt. \ .

pmT ‘ - “Tor his Administration questioned the legitimacy or normal functioning of

g . .

basic American institutions.

e The New Deal accomplished this legerdema.in by erecting parallel

: ‘ structures to traditional educational institutions whigh wéte federally

. dmﬁi‘stered and highly centralized, but which did not techn...cally interfere )
D ’ with or challenge traditional local "and state control, New Deal structures
;___;r .b - were often vitally aconcerned with education, had an 1mplicit educational

philosophy and purpose and v'ere critical to the maintanence of educational

< : . E—————
¥ > - e e

- stabilit,y, but were organized and legitimated under the rubric of relief,

. That. they could.do this effectively suggests how imoortant,‘ education had

e

o _ ‘hecome as a unit of the economy, It also suggests how*cruc:.ally committed

-, ) < the New Deal _was—to*federal intervention as a tempcfrary expedient, not to be

- re g o st

— oy ‘

confused with basic revision of traditional institutions. The New Deal

never overtly questioned the local basis of educational policy or the autonommy
. L

.0 of the states in decisions about schooling. Roosevelt neveﬁeven suggested

) or offered federal assistance to the schools on ‘a regular and continu’ﬂg basis. d

L . - L
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Nevertheless, the actions of the New Deal focussed attention as never before

- on the federal government as an active participant in all phases of social

life, accustomed American educators to federal action without necessarily
alleviatdng their fears, and directed atténtion £6 basic inequities,

inefficitngies and "paradoxes" that had been dormant -or-taboo-subjectss

In the end, the Roosevelt Administration injected the federal government
int¢ the educational arena in such a way that it not only exposed educational

failures but defined their redress as.a federal responsibility.
"By the time Franklin Roosevelt took office, the schools like other

segments of the economy had taken a severe beating. After expanding

,.‘ B

R
¥

/

4
7

, enormously in the twenties in_capital plant, services. and_program offerings, ]

and population (especially in secondary schools) American schools

‘were financially iounded, and also under ‘seige from those vho

sought to impose economies in this so-called social luxury. 6 Some ! sc}?ls,
mostly in rural areas, were forced to close entirely and almost all school
districts reduced their budgets, often by as much as one—th:.rd, cv:bting
_‘deeply into teacher staffing ang salari.es.7 The National Educational Associae
tion, as we shall see, responded with a(n urgent plea for umne:iiate

federal aid as well as with a long term program of federal supports for

education. Roosevelt and the relief administrators most immediately involved,

, Harry Hopkins and-Harold- Ickes, also responded. But, aside”from a one-time

v

money grant afnpunting to sometfﬁfng under -$20,000,000 in 1934=35 to keep

some schools from imminent collaps'e,8 they responded in typical New Deal

fashion by assisting not the schools as organizations but school people

and plants. They did so through a mixed bag of work relief nrograms,
public_».on‘cs_constmctmn_anmmpair_proiects, work-study schemes, and

supplementary@ocial work enterprises. The educational import of these

A3
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relief activities would subsequently become clear and v.;as described’ and ¢ :
1 évaluated by Roosevelt's. own Advisory Committee Reports issued at the éend

} . of the decade. s}But their immediate orientation and administration fell

\ o within the much broade; scope of genei‘al federal relief activities, organiz-

ed--by. and subordinated to FDR's alphabet-soup agencies, the Public Vorks ;

Administration (PWA), Works Progress Administratioh—(WPA)y—the-Civilisn

- Conservation Corps (CCC), the Federal Emergency Relief Administration L
(FERA), and the Natienal Youth Administration (NYA). These separately run
' agenies, relying heavily on discretionary administrative pclicies-whose
PN o ,pm'pose was to provide maximum individual relief, were coordinated with a

-
<

PP ——_ﬁvarietrof-—federal—deparbments,—but—almost never-responsibtle-to the-0ffice—; )
N

of Education.

L

Thus, to speak of the New Deal’s educational activities is both*to

e T

- deecribe a massive program of school cor;struction and ;e_pair, teacher

‘employment, courses in literacy and naturalization, vocational rehabilitation .
* nurséry schools, coi'respondence courses, educational~rad‘io progra'ms,

suﬁ‘i}ertb;ons tc high school and college students, and to describe no educaéional
policy at all. In most cases (the NYA was in part an exception to this)
_educatien was a byproduct of vork relief and the _educational content and _
purpose vas definéd in the course of the agencies' activities by the need

i w.;_“,.*.to,ﬂfi'nd _appropriate employment -for teachers, ~carpen’cere, masons, students,

| nurses, and unskilled laborers. Because of the way in which they were

administered, it is difficult, probably impossible,. to estimate even how

much money was expended oy the New Deal on educationally relevant programs.

The WPA spent over $213,000,000 on school construction and rep‘eyl and loaned -

an additional $85,000,000 for this purpose. The most clearly sSchool-badsed

progranm, NYA, spent $53,000,000 on scholarship-like student work programs in

.the two years between:1935-37 and lesser amounts in subsequent per:'l.ods.9

e 15
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But how is it possitle to determine what portion of the CCC budget was )

directed to education, or which of the many WPA programs were educational? - |
.. Since many 6f its educational endeavors were ;;-;foéused, :

the New Deal often discovered.its educational commitments.in the process ,

of program admini"‘str,ation. When the CCC, the most popular of the New Deal- - -- ‘—---

work projests, got under way, its aim was to provide out~of-work youth from

that they would pick up what they needed to learn in the process. This

“explicit instruction, not only in the technical asoewrvation, I

sought ways in which to occupy and stimulate camp enrollees in their non~
working hours, they turned to educatioi} in subjects like Latin, mathematics -

relief families with immediate employment in conservation work, expecting

would: give them something useful to do while a portion of their salaries
was sent home to aid their needy families. It soon became clear that

but often in basic literacy was urgently needed. Additionally, as the CCC -

and history, as well as in vocational skills and Lliteracy.’C At first, these
‘activities were entirely voluntary, but the moral pressure on enrollees to

occ}xﬁy their time usefully made the educational supplements almost as basig

to CCC activities as the work regime. By 1938-39, morethan 9C per cent of the Corps
wés érirolled in some ihstruction, averaging four hours per week. Two-thirds TR

of these ‘enrollees were in Job related, but one-third were in strictly . .

academic classes.ll

educational activities by providing each camp with a school building and By

An educational adviser had early been attached to each -

LCC camp and it is clear that the camps, by utilizing various local educational ;

/.
resources, helped to educate thousands of young men, providing many with 7
basic literacy, remedial instruction, and some with welcome advanced education.

A i ‘ o
When\ Congress extended the 1ife of the CCC in 1937, it formalized its

ucreashtgbspeeiﬁea&y—educational_annmnriahon& By 19bl, credit for ‘ b

]

5
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educational work completed in CCC camps was provided by 47 states and the

District of Columbia, \cThe 'CCC had certainly become the center of a federally

’administered educational enterprise, but the camps were run by the War
Dopertment, with personnel and responsibllities shared with the Departments
-of. Agriculture and Interior, and to only a limited degree, the Office of
i"Education. / ‘
The‘émbiguities which merked the administration of the CCC and its
;policies pervaded New Deal educational activities. The National Youth

Administraticn, superficially more focused in its goals, was even more

”}oi‘wthe WPK, the aim of the NYA was cledF — to permit’ studenits in secondary

/// schools and colleges to continue their educati01 Yy prov1ding them with

part-time, often on=campus, jobs as clerks, janitors, research assistants,

or in construction. projects, playgrounds, and nursery schools. The NYA also

provided work trelief with a prevocational goal to unemployed out-of-school
youths of school age. During 1936=37, at the height of its actzvmties, the
NYA provided ‘almost ‘éne-half million students with this kind of a551stan9e.
_Some of this work had already been done under ‘the auspices of the FIRA on an
ad hoc basis. 15 Organizationally autonomous, though nominally under the
WPA, the NYA "has in principle worked in close cooperation with local,

State, and other Federal governmental agencies and numerous nongovernmental
16

agencies,™ the 1938 Adv1sory Committee -Staffreport—concludeds’

-~

see, this close cooperation was strongly disputed by some educators, vho
felt that they had, in fact, been 1gnored in both the organization and

administration of the NYA, ‘!ore significantly, thexOffice of EZducation had
17

no major role in its organization or operations.
)

In reglity, the coordination of the NYA was often a nightmare chart

adﬁihistrat ively fragmented., Established in 1935 as an autopomous division

As—we—shaEL—

17
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“of responsibi;lities, with cooperatior} between student aid officers, work
project administretors, State Departments of quéation,I and school officials
necessarfr to establish school quotas, to determine who qualified scholasticall}:
ar1d financially, and to define which jobs were necessary or desiral\ale.18 Si:u_dents‘
‘ r:eceiving'aid sometimes changed from month to month, depending on any number
of factors = their continued need, their acaderr;ic status, the determination
of most appropriate work, whether quotas had been filled, etc. At each\
step, a host of variables (with responsibilities in different federai, s\tate

and 3chool agencies) had to be coordinated., Nevertheless, .

the NYA worked — trom the perspective of the student who was

%"”‘ T ‘able'to stay in school; of the public, with whom it was popular' and in o

terms of New Deal policies, whose principal objective vas to keep youth off \

the labor market, Similarly, despite the resentment of educators, the NYA

4 in no way affected the content of e ucation which was the main basis of ) .

: | the statedufearssof;theseducationaliestablishment. Educators, like Lotus

: Coffman, President of the University of h.nnesota, pronosed that innovationsc

like this prov:n.ded but "an easy step. « o to a situation uhere the materials
of instruction were suggested and then required from Washington, nt In fect,
educators, as well as the NEA and the Oi‘fice of lEducatign‘ dislixed and were
suspicious of the NYA , ' . mpre because they were irked by the fact that:
they had been ighored by Roosevelt in instituting and administering the

*~ I program and that-it—v:as—"divorce&;from—the—e:d:sting— educational agencies" o

“ than they were seriously worried about centrally imposed curricula, 20 '

By 1938, the Office of Education wes actively seeking to undermine t}3e NYA

and in 1?hl the Eaucational Policies Committee of the NEA called for the ”

abolition of the NYA and the CCC..21 Thus the ‘NYA both succeeded and fa:.led.

- It succeeded in instituting a truly radical ney program of student aSSistance

and initiatlng a wholly new sense of federal responsibility for education. .

18 C el




‘ educational programs, many run by the WPA.  These included woz‘ker educatbn, i S

14

~-And it ‘failed, not because -jt~was-difficult to adminisier, but- because it ’
d:.d not muster thc support of that educational establishment without whose
w

In addition to the CCC “and-NYA which were the only exclusively *ﬁ?ﬁ
\.p

2, ;

supportithe NYA's innovations could only be shortlived and temporary “* ﬁ 3 4 L :

youth-oriented programs the New Deal also prov:.ded a va.riety of other '
nursory schools, vocational retraining, and parent education. In all ‘. \
these programs, the federal government saw its role as simply providing
funds., It selected personnel on the basis of relief needs, but left

program content to various professional groups and state departments of 3

- e e —nima - ata—

*'education. "Under the Works Progress Administration the emergency educa-‘
tion program is conducted.on a, State basis. This practice derives from )
_the principle of operati.on underlyiné all Works Progress Administration
‘ policies, which assumes that the determination of the nature and content
of the program is essentially a State and local government responsibility. "23

In short, accord:mg to the Advisory Committee taf{*‘s:f which- issuedsthis

content, Indeed, it had no policy concerning e

This was no doubt v'hat Roosevelt w1..hed;rto believe and was, probaTblT
initially also true because the educationalxprograms vere mere spin-offs
of relief’activn.ties. /A glance.at the WPA projects maxes clear that the
programs .were ca.reful to provide educat:l.onal offerings that did not conspicu-
ougly compete with traditional school programs, or compensated for cuts
made necessary by the emergency. In fact, however, tbis was a less than -
cand:l.d assessment of the impact and consequences, if not the intent, of

New Deal educational endeavors. In the first place, the New Deal programs,

ad hoc and admlnistratively derivative rather than policy oriented

- 0

—_—
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as they often were, were making 'stat‘ements~‘about' American-education and
direction. The programs were all work-coordinated; that is to sa;v that

S0 Afeducation in the cee camps, student supports, and various supplemental

_ programs‘sponsored by the WPA were heavily vocational. In the process of

\ 7 administering relief, the New Deal discovered not only massive illiteracy,

v 3

but also a population with outdated and inadequate skills, '

EIT ety

The relief projects became actively involved in underwriting a practical
'vocationalism and helped to- define this as a deeply educational issue and

,;\esponsi.bility. In so doing, they helped to emphasize the value of education
) lin Job s-and--as- essential to-economic opportunity in America. Roosevelt's

Advisory Conmittee would confirm this relationship between education and

eccnomic.opportunity, in sharp ‘contrast to the 1931 report which had
proclaimed the more traditional ‘associationzbetwee\n education and citizen-

~.which included ‘a variety of school-centered services like health, vocational
guidance, preschool and adult education, and would. ‘culminate in a policy

P Education and Welfare, - z

which eventually ‘placed education in a broadly defined Department of Health,

B

~

? . . . Thirdly, the Roosevelt programs avoided,even circled arourid the Office
of EZducation. Thus, at a time when Federal involvement in education was
thickening, and might have invested.' the Office with vastly more power, a/

: greatly expa.nded staff a.nd proportionately increased vested interest in

contimx_ing, federal action, FDR‘ chose not to do so. This negative action

was srobably crucial to the subsequent dismemberment of the educational

programns whichremained fragments of a tempor'ar,w} set.of relief expedients

It most liicely also prevented the articulation of any real educational policies

which might have resulted inastly more federal control over education,

e et s Y

. - \‘\ - . .
ship. Secondly, the experience of education as a byproductofd'elief\
% \\
helped to legitimate a troader, more welfare oriented view of education T

Y
i




In nob wishing to deal with, compromise with, or contend with the educational

establishment, Roosevelt at once made certain that his ;&é;m?v:odd be ‘
tentative and predrdéined that educators would e;rolve their own set of
Iii'in'ciplés oraderﬁands about federal aid. The NEA, as we shall see, did just

. thate - i : - " ‘ T

Fourth, the eduéapional programs of t.hé New Deal were aimed at the
poor. As the Advisory Committee Staff Report on the WPA explained: ,"Here,

—., —perhaps-lies- its greatest"c‘o'ﬂbribution “and its sm An .educational _
SNCHE orfering of major significance ‘has been made” available to the poor and the‘
needy. e o o That there was and is.a demand for the services rendered is
manifest in the persisfc.ence and g_rowth of enrollments. The people can
learn; the people want to learn; the people intend to learn. What the
regular educational agincies have failed to provide the people have found -
in a relief program.';zl‘ The point- was clear: Education for all was a
possibility and an imperative. Onlyr the inatten£ i>on of traditional
educational institutions had failed to awaken or ‘to feed the legitimate
educatidxial needs of 'all the people. The New Deal programs were at once
an implicit criticism of established educational offer:mgs and a demonstra-

t:.on\ of the fact that the federal government could do what establishec

agencies\ad failed to do. ,' ) .
The .criticism implied bv an educational agenda for thP por meant
more than an extehsion of education to those previously ignored. The New

Deal programs encourag

an- awareness of how poverty often underlay '

Ltainment, Before the 1930s, equal educational

inequaliﬁies in educational
opportunity was more often a catch phrase for providing people with only as
much education as they could use than™it was a’ platform for eliminating

-:equaiiti'es in access to ‘tducation. But the NYA subsidies especi'aliy
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1____~— provided a profound challenge to-this perspective, As Hurry Hopkins made

¥

1

e e e = 4
3

clear-in an inforndl address to NYA state administretors in 1935 : W

L Well, I think we have started something, It seems t6 me that what S
¢ we are starting is-this: that anyone hho has capacities should be
. - in college and should get a higher éeducation, and that he is going
\ to get it irrespective-of his economic status, That is the crux of

Co the thing, to decide once and for all that this business of getting

an éducation. and -going to law echool and medical school and dental
- school and going to college is not to be -confined to the people who :
' have an economic status at home. that permits-them to:do:iter ———— "

13 3

‘ All this -about amrone\being .able to go to school. who .wants. to -go to- MR
— -—- -~ -school ‘1s" sheernonsense. and alwavs has been, in my opinion. I grant . :
: o you there are a few exceptional students who_can do it, but-the ~ . :
‘ great majority of people cannot; and anyone who ‘aiows anything about .
: ) this.game at' all knows that in the.good:old days of 28 and 129 s
- tens of ‘thousands of ydung people were Leaving school to go to : L
work ‘for ho-other reason than that they were poor. They were K
quite capable .of going to college, far more so than some of us in -
this room. -

REE

e s LT What Hopla.ns ‘had done was to change fundamentelly the ineaning of ‘
equal educational opportunity and to- propose that the federal government b
#should meet the problem of ‘equal educational opportunity }'ead ONe o o o .o

- we propose to give arwbodv in the United States a chance to go to college el

if he wants to.'\'2 Wheéher the, source of this radical underst\anding was the

'eyeeopening experience of a depression during the long duratiom of wnich ’ :
. N '
from‘one~quarter to one-third of a normally hard-working population vas ‘

uneniﬁldjred, or. vhether tne deoression and the Roosevelt Administration :)rovid-

eda haven. for the expressmn of radical ideas that could not have’ been R

I ) voiced in such high pl/aces before, the New Deal provided a context in which ‘

a new view of the role the .federal government could and should play in
r:ialdng education available for all ~ emerged, The New Deal programs
- expos"ed not only educatlonal deficiences, but also the socisl condition which , ~ a
explained them. In this context, the Iederel government hecame responsibie
_i:or education as part of its r;e; ‘fotind obligation to eliminate gross in-

equalities and social deprivatlons of all kinds. Once again, education became - "

;ii —

¥
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part of a much larger national pictur>, too large in fact to remain
exclusiVely in the jurisdiction of the states or in the care of those.
proressionals\whose concern was. large.ly pedagogical.

Finallx,\the_ ~New Deal's educational programs both exposed and were
attent‘ive:tdtl;‘e “sducational needs of black Americans in a wholly unprécedent—

yrg e of CES
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edway. Much of this attention was the resuit simply of the discovery of

black~poverty == a poverty long borne, but also deeply exacerbated by the

depression. It is fairly .clear from- the: most recent study of the New Ieal’s
relationship to. blacks that Roosevelt initislly had no plans or policies
to0-deal with the special needs of black Americans, in education or a.rwthing

27

else. Nevertheleéss, by the mid-thirties, Roosevelt, often through the \

intercession of ‘his wife Eleanor, and in response to aggressive actions |
of ~'1diviuuals like, JIary uicLeod Bethune, President of the National :
Council .of- Negro-Women, his oecretary of the Interior, Harold Ickes, and
the activist head of the NYA, Aubrey Williams, began to ‘take note of and
make prov:i.sxon folﬁthe needs of blacks, Where blacks had received far less

tban their fair share of relief in the early phases of the New Deal, they

- began to be employed in larger numbers in constructlon orojects and other

“relief programs by mid-decade, lMore significantly for our purposes, black

schools and colleges received significant federal appropriations, some of

3

it speci‘.fically earmarked for Southern Negro colleges.28 The response of
P

Turning eagerly to.the

Lﬂ?‘-‘ B
blacks to New Deal offem.ngs was enthusmst,.c .
many opportunities for instructlon offered through the WPA, blac:cs benefitted

* especially from the skilled manpowver programe _and literacy classes. :Then.r

-4

response revealed the extent" of black educational deprlvatlon and provided

blacks with :.nstruction that had simply not been available to them before,—
The experience of blacks with NYA and CCC is especially instructive

since it rewels something of the manner in which New Deal programs operated

.
‘ .
’ 23 °
1 ’ ' . -
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~and ‘the possib.ﬂ.ities of federally sponsored programs. At NYA, exeedtive

_d.i.rector Aubrey Williams, attacked as "a nigger ‘Lover," saw "progress in -

the Negro's educational and economic status as one of his top priorities. w29
The NYA regulations -specifically forbade discri(ninatiOn in student
”sel'e\i'pmand paid black students exactly what was paid to whites for

S o - C e e 2 e e e e e s =

e their jobs. The prograin included almost. all of the one hundred and

b tw’enty. Negro .Colleges in- the student aid program. " NYA also had a special
fund to aid "Elwi“bﬂie.{black] graduate students who-cannot be Tcared for
vithin the quota for graduate aid of a perticular institution, after it .
has. made a  just allocation for Negro graduates from its regular quota. w30
This. rund, setl aside for use by blacks only, was specifically aimed at

_answering -the sad lack of opportunities for orofessional education for
— #
P 3 -y

- blac‘gs

At the CCC camps, blacks initially shortchanged in their 10 per cent
quota were by mid-decade enrolled up to ‘that proportion. 32 At the same
a ‘time, the CCC _program, ucgeful as it was for individuals, had less to
reeqrpmend it as an advance for black equalif._y, since bl:\‘acks were sequester—
ed in segregated camps-where educational adirisdrs but n‘z}?t other supervisory
personnel were black..3»3 Black GCC units constantly provoked local Opposi-
: tion and according to. on%‘bstudent of the camps, "m response to any slight
s o e ——pr€S SUre-CCC ~camps ;or Négro enrollees were cancelled or moved. n3b This
.paradox, an apparently aggréssive program to provide blacks with their
‘due and a .program which continued traditional social ppljicies, vas
thoroughly in line with the New Deal's record in general. The explapation' .
has as much to do with the fragmented way in vhich the New Deal programs '
N - . were organized and run, as with Democratic }:>art'.,;,'t politics to which it is

~~

usually vattributed. The agencies provided a wide berth for discretion,
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CcC, Tun by the War Départment which was accustomed to segregated units,

found it difficult to give blacks even their due; the NIA run by Williams

. and Ickes s‘ougl'it to do more.

But the paradox is more far-reaching,. for New Deal policies, despit'e

the benefits rendered blacks, .can be summed up in the term "senarate and

equal,™ This sounds incongruous{.to our post-1954 ears, but had meaning

in the context of the manifestly 'depri\ved condition in which black schools

w‘ére kept in segregated states by 'state. appropria’cions -—-a condition

shockingly revealed ty New Deal investigations.35 _The_retention of eegriégat'a

ed schools in the context of a developing ideology of equali’cy meant that

New Deal activities were both ultimately limited and mndamentally

.. distinguishable_from.the iswues.which define equal oppcrtunity today.

° The ‘New Deal experience, especially at NYA with its special fund for .

additional graduate instruction and its clear arti-discriminatory policies,

suggest.s that in the case of the education of blacks, experimentation by
the federal government, and indeed administrative discretion, could and
did open up new possibilities for: blacks~ providing many with literacy,
others with sk:.lls, building classr_ooms and .permltt:mg thousands to -

_ remain at school. As signficantly, the New Deal experience demonstrated

the potential efficacy of federal j.ntervenﬁion. As Aubrey V"illiams noted

~ = in a statement to the Chicago Urban League'in 1936, “It is only by having

a national adminietration . « o that it has been possible to l;reak dovm
and overcome. . o attitudes and provide a program in which all men are
treated as equals. . .’ their need and r;ot their birth nor their color
the only criterion for their trea.tment."36 The New Deal thus provided a
significént preeedent for federal intervention in efforts_ aimed_at.

producing racial equality.

and positive leadership as well as stand pa{".‘-‘ policies where possible. The




At the, same-tine, the Roosevelt Administration had established

neither a policy of equaiity or ggals.‘_’f.:dr-black‘,eggcatign vwhich eould
_ institutionalize the advances achieved and insure the continued respon-~
s‘iﬁiiit;y 6f-the. federal government for black. edueational advancement.
In this sense, the ex;wriene‘e"oi' blacks i_n-the New. Duegl higlﬂ_.ight:s
'the failures as well as the successes of the\'New Deal in the field of
-education generally. Clearly the federal govemment conld intercede )
effectivel):r:nd benei‘icially on behalf of a "disadvantaged minority. et
But. it did so iri the way charity is dispensed —-— throogh the good
graces and caprice of the benefactor. Like- charity b00, the actions
made ‘the need for help apparent\‘;nd raised the issues to social conscious- 3

ness. -Byf acting in this way,A howcwer,° vith no accompanying statement:~
of the legal rights of the recipient or the ‘moral obl:gation of the
benefae:cor, the New Deal -failed to establish a new patteérn of government
intervention on behalf of blacks that .could bind its suscessor. .

-~ . -

-

« iii

i_ > ~ The manner in which the New Deal went about its educational business —
through a package of relief expedients, without educationally speciric )
goals, with each program separ_ately run and all of them largely independent

~of the Office of ‘_Edu_gépiep'rf meant Vthat the New Deal was not burdened by ‘ .
the views of the traditional educational establishment or confined by a ‘\ﬁ
central administrative agency which defined policies across the board. '
éut this independence had its costs. Roosevelt was not able to enlist the
assistance of that-establishment in his efforts, nor develold their stake

in the enla:zged vision which was gradually' emerging from New Deal experiences.

. Instead of cooperating, the New Deal and the educational establ’.:-ment;
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. at, leag;t in so far as this was represented by the National Education L s
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“‘“ ] - "-Association,' went their separate way S, Throughout the twenties and thirties, - .
- - theFNEA had hoped that the federal government would provide the profeseion
. ‘ with more authority through a new Department of Education. At the very :

. . ¢

T 'least, they expected that_ educational programs of the New Deal would be ' ;
dirfected by-and channeled through the Office of Education, where the -
:P{EA'S ‘v‘:’té‘ws and assistance not}ld be sought., As we have seen, Roosevelt '

acted differently, ususlly ighoring and bypassing the Office in the ’

.—;—dmi:nietrat;.on of his pr'ogi'ams. Rooseve.lt ,continuously acted apart from
both the i:ro'f‘.es.s_ion.and ite closest ‘go;rernm_ent bureau, As ‘a result,. "

. ‘pf"ofess)ional- educators found themselves slighted at just the t;i.me when

| ~education was Becoming a lfederal concern. A look at the attitudes of the
NEA, the most articulate, well-organized and powerful of the professional .

educati'onal organizations, demonstrates the degree to vhich the Administra-

ti increas:.ngly diverged from the profession’s more traditional news :

about the legltimate role of the federal government in educat:Lon. It also -

heélps to define the actual limits of New Deal activities, since by failing ;

to- develop'professional commitments to its J.nnovations, the Administration

restricted the scope of those innovations and made their coordination with L

“ ¢ traditional views mxlike}y. J \

- ﬁeginning i’m 1932;‘the NZA began a series of efforts in the form
. pf/s;eual emergency :mvestigatory committees, educational’ coallt:Lons,

— and leglslative 1obbying groups to alert teachers, the Congress and the

9 .«

puhlic to the- dangers that threatened American educat:Lon.37 Initially,
'-' the NEA noped that Roosevelt would welcome its partlcmation in efforts
. ", to meet the emergency 51tqatlon and sought“to find ways to '"bring the
‘nation’s schools « « s . within the beneficent sphere of the New Deal."38

Roosevelt, however, ignoredn the organizatién_. In that context the NEA

B2 - B
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developed its own comprehensive program for longterm federal aid to
education as well as demands for imnediate relief., The overwhelming

consensus of NEA policies was that the time had arrived for some kind of

federal assistance to education, but that it should be assistance in

1ine with traditionsl federal-state relations. Thus, Willard Given,

: ,Secretary of the Association, introduced the organization's recommenda-

tions‘hlnn'tlyxz '7;'VI“ederal participation in the support of education is

_ inevitatle,’. . o The Federal Government has an inescapatle interest ”
) in the maintenanee of public education, and must bear with the

sthtes the fmancial burden of supporting school facilities thruoout [sic'l

- -the- nati.on."39 The- organization's actions were-based -on-two--considera=

tions, one pr:ctical, the other strategic — the financial distress in

local school districts had now become dr..matically clear, and the

educati@al estahlishmerrt had to act quickly, on its own, before as

many feared, they were presented with a fait accomplis, This

conclusion was partly based on exaggerated fears about the. increasing
power of the federal government in all spheres partly a :justifiable
recognition that the Roosevelt ‘Administration was in fact defveloping. \
educational programs which increasingly threatened traditional
federal-state relations.

In 1934, the NEA's Sducational Policies Commission was crgarized
in light of "present trends to estahlish nev educational agencies to -
serve large: numbers of youth and then to remove them from the custody of

the organized agencies of public education and new practices in such fields

) as preschool and adult education, and even deep into secondary and college

levels, wh Ve should note the word "custody" used here. As the thirties

e ] - -




,to vhether the federal government has by grants and subsidies sufficiently

» stimulated education. . . ." John Sexson, of the Educational Policies

by ‘a“vote of the people. This however, should nét

progress;d, the NEA ‘;.epeatedly mgdé clear that it, together with the ~ -
traditional local and state educationsl boards, had a proprietary interest ‘
in- the ;:;;:;n's children. and that the federal government threatened that

i.ni;erest. Thus, Lotus Co;'man noted“ih a statement that undoubtediy touched

@ sore wounds, "Every school superirrtendent knows that during the last

three years there have been at times as many as ﬁu‘ee, and sometimes more, . .
federal officers seeld.ng Jurisdiction over some of the youth of his

commnity. Each educator knows, too, that there have been established in -
each state a federal officer in charge of adult education and another in
charge of the educztion of unemployed youth; and that these officers
were apﬁo’irrhed“in in'a"fﬁ}“iﬁ&ances without the knowledge or consent of the. -
state superintendents, and that they may operate entirely independently

of them."b'l Note how easily Coffman moved from elaimf&pg jurisdiction over

the youth.of his community to a claim of jurisdiction by the states over adults

and unemployed persons whowere manifestly not within the domain of state
superirrbend.e.nt;s. In the course of counée;.’mg the perc\eived threat of

Roosevelt's relief programs to traditional sovereignty, the NEa e'ngaged .

ein considerable turf protecting.

Indeed,- the- NEA vids so éaé;;‘t’o‘pro_tect its turf that it;s views
and policies tended to rigidify in response to New Deal activities, Through.: “
oll.;t the thirties, the NEA sought federal aid and repehteély reaffirmed
traditional educational values..  Thus,--while-he noted that '"iuch discussion

has_.gone on ® [sic] America during the perviod of the emergenc,; as
»

Commission went on to declare, "Public schools should grow up as local -

wnits; they should be administered by local boards of education, elected :

29
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e interpreted \to mean that the Federal Government should not render .

L |
financial ass a.nce to the states in carry:ing on serviees or institutions

of government which are under-the control and management of the states."z”2

Paul R. Mort, who|spent mch of his time- dux:i\ng the thirties devising

mathematical formilas for federal aid to the states,hs eflected the
\

NEA's determined _posture most succinctly° "Our social and economic welfare

- e

. demands a more adequate educational program than the poor states .can provide....
There would seem to be no question but that all people, rich and poor,
are vitally con\rned with the establishment of a minimum of educational

opportunity at l_east sufficiently high to safeguard ourselves against

‘dang®r, . . . This result cannot be atbained without

o

) specifically maintained

federal aid,"44 . \. . ' -

N

In its programs, the NEA proposed that both interim a:i.dl+5 and more
longterm comprehensiv federal assistance to education he’ distributed to
the states directly ace ording to a predetermined formula (so as to leave

received shall be used| for\the maintenance of a progrsm of public education* —

is left wholly to the espective states."l‘6 In the various versiorns of

no room for administrs\ive discretion) and "the manner in which the funds
their legislative programs he NEA agreed to a limited set of conditions
~upon which federal funds v'ould be contingent- that each state set a
m.mﬁxmterm of 160 day that the states spend at least the amount per
school age population t at th y had spent at some earlier.time (variously

1936 and 1933); and tha the states in distributing aid take "into considera-
tion the total population and each population group for which schools are

distribution to black s¢

Ew s last proviso was meant to assure equal

contingent would have lilttle affect . on the quality of education received

by deprived' groups unless the states also ‘raised,their minimum dafs require-

TN Ty} PRI - Fe e hn a8 e - -5 - . e e o & r

ools i segregated states, In fact, the first W



" defensive, For the NEA, the depression and New Deal confirmed the wisdom
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ments in compulsory school attendance laws; the second was playing with
depression shrunken budgets; and the third could in no way prevent the
siphonin; off of state and local appropriations from black schools which )
would be substituted for, not supplemented by, federal funds. ‘ The NEA
permitted the federal government Just enough control to save ‘face, but

not enough’ to affect education. This version of the NEA legislative program
was- the most federally muscular of all the veroions prepared by the NEA.

Y

In its programs the NEA consistently upheld local autonorrw and
-general school ﬁmd appropriations. It opposed special appropriations |
which were viewed ae a form of federal control over the content

and direction of education. It  decried federal interference in af1
essential matters. Indeed, NEA's agenda profoundly resembled

‘ the prgposals of the, 1931 Advisory Committee. The NEA stood pat

with its hand out. :

-

‘The NEA's posiiion @ local control was at once traditional "and

of conservative policies. In this sense, Roosevelt was both justified in acting
~apart from the organization, since it seemed v.holly unable to support
federal experimentation, and helped to- strengthen the organization s
intransigent posture. In acting separately from the recognized organs

of the prefession and not including them actively in the formation or
administration of his policies, Roosevelt not only alienated a group which
remained constantly suspicious of federal encroachment on sacred turf, but
one whose active assistance would have been necessary to any continuing
federal program and in the formulation of effective longterm policies,
iioosev;lt appears to have been interested in preventing just such a develop-
ment, - He.nevcr proposed that educatjion become a continu.mg part of federal
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activity nor did he envision a larger,. more aggressive role for the Office

of Education, and certainly not .a place for a Department of Education in
Washington. *ﬁoo'sﬂe‘velt.rﬂepeatedly ignored the NEA not from neglect, but
vd.th conscious intent. As a result, the profession had no reason to

see the federal government as amrthing other than an antagonist. The
Adud.nistration had s3imply not used the occasion to educate the organization

to a more -expansive viev of federal paz:ticipation. “Thus, while the New Deal

"had raised federal participation in education to the threshold of social

consciousness and while. some individuéls_ like Hopkins and Williams had
begun to ‘env‘ision a new federal 1eader'sh-ip in education;

the New Deal’ programs had not developed an effective cadre of professional
policy makers, educa tional bureaucrats, and rank-and-file educatox}s with

-.a comitment to and sta&e in that new federal participation.:

©

iv

LU

The NEA's experience~of the depression and the New Deal's growing
avareness of the requirements of American education as it bumbled along
were radically different. For the educational establishment, the depression !
had émphasized the basic need for federal assistance to shore up an antiquat-
ed and inadequate financial Sructure whi ch underlay what they believed to
be a sound locally-rooted educational enterprise. The N,w Deal programs
. had: responded to human needs and. miseries, primarily for bread, but eventually
for literacy, skills and other .forms” of learning. The relief e.forts ‘
uncovered vast inequities not only-in .local abilities to fund education,
but in Americans' ability to afford to be educated and in their access
. to thé education they needed. :Phis was agonizingly clear in the case of
blacks, but alao obvious from experience of students aided by the NYA,

\
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“laborers ‘in,-WPA._pro:i ects, and nursery school children,
‘The depression thus. generated: two _,'quite distinct and irreconcilable
sets of perceptions'.' On the one hand, it sharpened the views alreadaf con-i
tained in the 1931 National Advisory Committee Report and reaffirmed by the
' NEA which called for fede'ral aid with no active, independent federal partici-:
.‘pation in education.. On the other, ‘it produced an unprecedented degree of
federa.l involvement in education which. for some New Dealers, like Williams
and. Hopld.ns, resulted in a new vision of an aggressive federal leadership
in a new educational democracy. ' ' ST
. Just as’the 1931 National .Advisory Committée Report provides a
convenient statement of - pre-New Deal views, its successor, published just
seven years later,allows us an unusually effective perspective on the
possibilities and limits of federal participation opened up by the New Deal, -
.Although the Committee's report was never -adopted by either Roosevelt or-@' ‘
his igm‘ediate successors, it is significant to us‘ because it articuiated a
new vision of federal responsibility for education and a 'new idwology of ’
equal educational -opportunity which incprporated the New Desl‘s ad hoc
experiences. 'The 1938 Repory provides a striking contrast to that of _th_e
1931 National Advisory Committee. The composition of the 1938 Committee was

very different from Hoover's, Significantly, educators were now in the

minority, their places takeén by a kind of Rooseveltian coalition — labor,
government, agriculture and industry.’ ~ This persoimel profile anticipated
‘the new, more comprehensive conception of e¢ducstion as a necessary part of
a functioning societfr that the Report would adopt. The report of the Commitice

and its twenty-one Staff Studies were basers on an exhaustive set of investi-

gationsq of various aspects of "American education, as well as investigations
’ge&ed to definipg the legal precedents for federal aid and possible
financial aid formulas. These were conducted by a staff?of ninety-nine

researchers and advisors. A number of the staff reports summarized the -

. . -
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educational results -and implications of several New Deal relief agencies
thus at once evaluating and legitmating these new educational endeavors.
Lo From the outset, the Committes report adopted a broad perspective .on

educatic!n, noting that the schools had become the most important educational .
agency in modern city-centered society eclipsing community, church, and even
family. According to the Report, children needed and the schools must i
provide new social and welfare services which would assume the burden of
1socia1ization once carried by a closely integrated network of family and
~comunity agencies. Educators had said this often enough before, but the W
report- must be compared not with the usual rhetoric of educators, but with
the _modesty and local community orientation.of the 1931 Report, which

-7 ‘. described .schools as part of and not a substitute for the richly democratic ‘

life.of small communities., Where the earlier report emphasized how the schools’

Mere an extension and product .of that local democracy, the new‘proposed that
the .schools provide a means for bringing it about. The Report noted that

many of these new social services had been provided through Various agencies

Y

of the New Deal and concluded that the time had arrived for a continuing
. . commitment to #improved educational services for all‘ c'hildren. The American

5

people are committed to the principleé that all of the children of this
- A

e R RS

e country;‘regardless of economic status, race, or place of residence, are
: o

entitled to an equ:.table opportunity to obtain a suitable educatione o o
The ‘principle has neverpbeen fully realized in practice. . There is now no
reason why it cannot be, and it is time that it should be."' The benefits of
docalism as the prim’arygcontext of democratic schooling had given way to a new | k
imperative for national goals for the education of all of America's chn.ldren, o
and we can already hear the early strains of "entitlement" arguments with K =
which the 1960s and 70s  have rnade us familiar. Finally, the Report noted

that "The Comittee is, con\rinced that the Federal Government rust continue

i - . and expand its. efforts, to improve and enlarge the social services, includ- ’ (
:ERIC - - 3y | SN
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ing education, and that it must exercise a large measure of constructive
national leadership, because in no other agency can representative national . ' )
leadership be vested, " nh9 The federal government thus had the obligation to 7 ;

g

protect and to provide for the legitimate rights of itg citizens in various.
. areas, including- educatior, The document is in-fact do+ted with forceful” N
- statements of this ldnd: "If the educational programs of local. comxmmities -
and states could and would accomplish all of the: purposes "that.are vital to
the naticn as a whole, the ,F.ederal .government would not need to partic'ip"ate
in. education.‘ Past Federal participation in\education has been necessitated
tyth_e fact that local programs never have been adequate t/o accomplish all

. vital national purposes. '+ . " "Education can be made a force to equalize

' the conditions of men. It'is no less true that it may be a force to create
class, race, vand sectional distinctions." 50 The report thus raises not only
the principle of entitl ement, but describes education as a force which can
and should be used as an instrumant to encour age social equality.

‘ And yet, in the context of the trumpet blasting of enlax;ged principles
and objective, the report shows the strains' of the mixed New Deal experience
vhose innovations were at once radical and limited. Those limitations were
the result of the New Deal's failure to develop- a long term program for ' '
federal action, a concrete set of objectives, or to challenge the traditional
lo,cal basis of school control. arid administration, ﬁ - T .

Roosevelt hoped his ‘programs would serve their purpose and evaporate. In

fact, however, they generated new ideals and possibﬁ.ities. At the same

R AL e stam] B Tas s I

time, they produced neither eﬁ‘ective polici es of a strictly educational d.nd, nore e
a new professional educational. leadership,nor machinery for turmng the )
principles vhich were implicitly emerging from New Deal experience nto policy.'

This tension is reflected in the report which ineffectively Imits together
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néw ideals with ald proce‘duresv— eénlarged federal responsibilities with an
almost exclusive. dependence on. local school admin:.stration and state
distribution formulas. Those limitauions ‘make the report a less than
completely convincing document- or the possibilities of federal leadership
in'education. In the end, the report shortcircuit's its radical new vision
by concluding, not that the schools had been inadequate, but that their
financial structures were inefi‘icient: "The major reason for the great
inequalities in educational opportunity is the manner in vilch financial
support ‘l.s\provided for the public schools. "If every l'cality were
eqtml].y provided with taxable resources in education, there would be little
need for Federal participation in the finsncial support of education, "5
The 3pirit, they implied, was willing but the pnrse was_weak, ,

* In i’act, ﬁs conclusion flew in the face of some of the evidence,
especially that ovided by Doxey Wilkerson in a detailed study of the state
of tlack education in segregated.~school systems. The inequalities in
facilities, the dispa.rities in mnding and teachers’. salaries, the blatant

discrimination against blacks and black school.Sin segregated states could

. not be defined as good faith inefficiently u{xderwritten. And the New Deal -

progrsms had, as-we have seen, uncovered the special need of bléacks in
ways that could not be ignored if_the federal government was to exercise
real leadership. The response of the Committee, h\ovxver, was not to call
for ‘special aid for black education, or for new federall dministered

X programs, but to make each of the elements of the federal ding program .

(divided by goals like teacher education, adult education,vocatz.onal educa=
tion, apprenticeship training, etc.) contingent on "an equitable str:.bution
of the ‘Federal i‘unds between fac:.lities for the two races."s:2 This pr Vl"O
was repeated throughout the recommendations made by the Committee which, .\

by .prohihgiting‘ a reduction in stat .and* 'local funding when federal

' _funds were received,. furth‘er protected Negro schools. The re_commendations
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of the Comittee were ?nuch -more- far reaching and much more specific than

those of the 1931 Report, defining a host of target areas for appropriations

. ’in addition to :the general mnd, -and naking each of these contingent on equ.itable

return And it is in the context of this much expanded view of federal

.obligations that the gstatemmts about equal opportunity for blacks must
. be placed.Blacks ere togt their fair share of each of the allocated funds,

&

but the: report called not for équal educa.ion for blacks (obvious in its

‘acquiescence in segregated ‘schools) and not even for equal though separate

facilities. The. demand was restricted to equal distribution of federal
mnds, and a maintanence of present levels of state and local appropr* ations.
In -other words, the federal government was not to correct the fundamental
inequalities, but would assist in improving < “
education for btlacks, commensurate with the impro*{ement ‘offered to
education in general. The mixed legacy of the New Deal for blacks 'is"w"

. nowhere clearer than in this report, which was so much a, product of

New Deal experience. The Roosevelt Administration raised the issue of -
inequality to national consciousness and made it central _to'any federal
aid to education, but never fundamentally challenged the traditional

institutional matrix within which this inequality functioned. The New

Deal had not questioned segregated schools, as it had not challenged. . -
segregated CCC units,”  Its goals for education as part of an enlarged .

commitment to social velfare were large, but, its procedures ultimately
limited to. smaZL‘L objectives like an "equitable allocation" of federal funds. -
‘I'his was, in” l‘act, the limitat ion of the report throughout, and it-
illustrate.s 'both the strength and weamess of New Deal educational activities.
'I’he New Deal projected the federal overnment into a new educational orbit,
bu:t its measures were. meant to be t*emporary, S0 that after the depression,

the nation - could return to: "normal" operations. The precedents set by the

g
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New ;Deal were thus self-liriting.In the long run, the only permanent machinery ’

-available for education were the existent state and local agencies. The

New Deal. had created no permanent federal agencies with a continuing
educational outlook and policies which were intended to outlive the emergency.

‘Moreover, as:-we ‘have seen, the New Deal had done nothing to assuage the

\
Y

profassion's fears about the dangers of " federally sponsored education 3

L

‘programs;. Little wonder that thé Advisory Committee fell back on local
'adminiet;;ation. It had no basis for assuning that any other form was
either possible or desirable, . The one exception to this was the Committee's
recom;endation that. the CCC and NYA be retained,. and newly coox:dinat'ed‘ in
a-National Youth Services Administration, to be run as a separate agency
under the auspices of "a-department including public health, education and
welfare, if such a department should be est‘.ai:a].ished."53 Here the New Deal agencies
provided a direct precedent, toth in progranm and in adnd.nistration.

‘The report tlius tried to bridge the old and the newyand in order '
to effect the larger educational purposes to which it committed the federT.

goverr‘.ment it provided the government with considerable muscle ~-The | i
federal government could withhold money 1f certain conditions for funds .

were ‘not met. .These terms included not only the already noted "equitat_)le )
da.str:.bution" clauses for black institutions, but the provision that

certa:.n a.nds of aid — school books, transportation and scholarships — -
be made/ava.ilable_ to children in private (including parochial) as well as

,pubfic schools, This too was a notable departure, based on the principle

that the federal governmen'b 1ssued these funds to individuals not to schools,.

a view heavily mfluenced by New Deal exper:.ence. Another recommendat:.on perm:.tted

the federal government to withh¢’l: funds for school bu:lldings if rural districts
did not proceed with consolidation project5°another required that the state
establish special departmentsthrough which funds would be channeled and who

L 38
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wotild be résponsible for overseeing proper e:\cpenditure and reporting.
The Committee: thus took seriously its betief that the federal government
had an obligation to assist in the®education of all its citizens and that
it also had ‘a responsibility to see that the funds were actua].ly used for:
that purpose. ‘
In the end, despite its limitations, the Report -of the Advisory |

. Comittee provides a strild.ng contrast to its predecessor., For the 1938

Committee, education had become a national responsibility not only because

many ocal school districts were poor, but because the education they
pro ed was weak, limited and unequal. The federal government's role was
—the efore to provide financial assistance not simply to remedy the districts'

y as the 1931 Po:mnittee had proposcd, bqt in order to rectify this
tion. In contrast to the recommendations of the 1931.‘Comt'nittee which

for very specific purposes —- for better vocational training; better

cher training, in order to make textbooks free and available to all, to

’ p\[ovide transport_ation, to permit college students to continue their
education tiespit'éq family poverty, to conéolidate and enrich rural schools, .=

‘ to str‘engthm black schoolses Although Roosevelt had hoped to return the .

. nation to a situatisn that exicsted in education in pre-depression days, the

Committee he appointed. incorporated the experieuce of his emergency admin-
istration to propose a profound alteration in the federal government's
relation to education. For the Committee, the depression had brought

the federal government face-to-face wlth the underlying defects-- of

Y

American schools and made it clear that the federal government, could do
something about these, - - ..o

v
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oL , ‘ ‘ While the depression thus - changed the relationship of the federal
; goverzment to edncation, it did so in ironic and probl :matic ways. The,
New. Deale had. operated. without a sense of the future. Its 'discove_ries < *
about education -and the goals it ‘pursuedvcame ia the course of experience. e
At no ‘time-did Roosevelt seek to anchor his educational programs in long

tem eomitments or in a-central bureaucra*y with clear aims and: enforce-

r
arn BN S b v

ment procedures, Roosevelt never intended to challenge the; traditional
.principle ‘of loeal control. He fiever even supported federgl “aid to d

SR <

S education, ’ The National Education Association never revised its views

‘ e ] A
o . about ‘the role of ‘the federal government in education and continued to

> o

seek genecral assistance without federal supervision. The way the New
. Deal operated, by providing temporary alternative channels of educational :
——opportunity', without the active assistance of the educational establishment . . \
. and without developing a vested central educational bureaucracy, meant )
that it failed to provide clear policy goals or produce a vested educational

: interest in-innovative approaches. . . ’ - -
o The New Deal thus had a profo.md effect but left no immediate i '
\ legacy. Ius greatest strengths - experimentalism, h'eedom from r:.gid R
‘ - cantral diréctives, ablli‘.y to innovate by allowmg agencies wide discretion «,«

as at NYA eﬁ to create programs as it went along to suit the needs of its

clients as at CCC — were also its greatest wealmess, The New Deal could
be. innovative because it was unencwnbered by a bureaucracy which‘would have ’
enforced regularity and'most likely have been dominated by a generally
sconservative profession. As a resglt, however, it was unable to leave to --

, S

o the future any contimuag programs, personnel or agencies. The New Deal

3' ' e:q)erim.nts in education were effectively over ‘when one-by-one betueen ;
g ' ¢ "“?“w o ;
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o oo 1939 and"l9h2 the depression agendes, WPA, CCC, NYA were reduced and

3 . disbanded. The war, the accompaxm renewal opprosperity, an increasing-

1y ooéervative Longress, and the strengthening opposition of the NEA and <

. ’ . the. Office of Education to educational programs_ operating outside of -
"normal" channels together turned the New Deal programs into tempora_ry
experiments of an emerging welfare states Although the New Deal programs °©
were thus no more than an educational flash-in-the—pan, the experience . -

. nevertheless changed the meaning and nature of all future discussions ahout )
the rederal government and education. For the perceptioNbout the

nature ot educational,.de vation, the meaning -of federal respasibility,

the definition of equal educat " opportunity and &he right that

Americans possessed in education, and the rolé of education for national
prosperity and the welfare of the people represented a quantun - /
leap in American educational ideology. ¥nd the New Deal itself would

serve as a precedent and rese_rvoir of ideas in the 1960s_and beyond.

- . v




1 For a general introduction to pze-New Deal federal legislation, see, ]
darry Zeitlin, Federal Relations in American Education, _1933-13: A Study of

New Deal Efforts and Innovations (Doctoral Dissertation, Teachérs College,

Columbia University, 1958), -chap. 1; also U. S. Office of Education,
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