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Ella Flagg Young and the Chicago

Schools, 19051915

JOAN K. SMITH

ELLA FLAGG YOUNG was a prominent
figure in the turn-of-the-century reform ac-
tivities known as progressivism. In fact, she
is often regarded as the prototype among
educators for that era. Her life and career
bespeak the extent to which she worked
through the Chicago school system against
factionalism and divisiveness towards a
united democratic society.!

The youngest of three children, Ella
Flagg was born in 1845 to American-born
parents of Scottish descent in Buffalo, New
York. Because of her mother’s conviction
that she was a “delicate child,” she was not
allowed to attend school until the age of ten,
after she had already taught herself to read
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and write. Like her father, a skilled
mechanic, she excelled in mathematics and
science, was an avid reader, and was prone
to independent thinking. As Margaret
Haley of the Chicago Teachers’ Federation
said of her: “Mrs. Young impressed me as
one who was not inhibited as a child from
responding to normal stimuli. She must
have had some great advantage in her early
deveiopment which made for quick transla-
tion of impressions into expressions and
direct action. . . . It was a liberal educa-
tion to watch her as she considered a matter
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and then reacted to her thought; . . . here
was free play of mind in all matters.”?
Business conditions in Buffalo prompted
the family to move to Chicago in 1858. Two
years later, the fifteen-year-old Ella en-
tered the Chicago Normal School, graduat-
ingin 1862. For the next three years she was
an elementary teacher, and in 1865 was ap-
pointed director of the small pre-collegiate
“practice school” newly opened at Scam-
mon School. Thereafter, her career in edu-
cation advanced steadily while she suffered
considerable personal loss. Her mother
died in 1862 and her brother in 1868, the
year that Ella married a Chicago merchant,
William Young. He died in 1873, followed
within a year by both her sister and father.
Young’s innovative methods at the prac-
tice school and later work as a secondary
mathematics teacher led to her appoint-
ment in 1876 as principal of Scammon
School. Three years later she was promoted
to principal of Skinner School, one of the

Ella FZ(;%Q Young in 1862, at the start of her nearly
frve decades of service to the Chicago public schools

largest and most prestigious grammar
schools in the city. There, she established a
reputation for allowing her teachers the
freedom to devise their own methods. “No
one can work in another’s harness,” she was
fond of saying. While principal she con-
ducted faculty study groups on such topics
as Greek drama and English literature. Her
style of administration won many admirers,
including Chicago Mayor Carter H. Harri-
son, Sr., who remarked that the Skinner
School was the “most effective social institu-
tion in the city.”

In 1887, the year that Young first ad-
dressed a male-dominated National Educa-
tion Association convention, she was named
an assistant district superintendent in the
Chicago system. In her new position she
continued the same effective administra-
tion that had characterized her years at
Scammon and Skinner. Innovative teacher
institutes became popular in her district,

“

and one member described Young as “a
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fascinating speaker” and the best learner in
attendance. Her reputation led to an ap-
pointment to the state board of education,
on which she served from 1889 to 1909. She
cultivated professors from the pedagogy
and philosophy departments of the Univer-
sity of Chicago, and she frequently invited
them to address her teachers. She also
began graduate study at the University on a
part-time basis.?

Democracy in education was a frequent
theme of Young’s institutes and provided
the inspiration for the movement that re-
sulted in the creation of the Chicago
Teachers’ Federation in 1897. Although
Young at first questioned the wisdom of
such an organization (later she would say
that she was not “large enough” to see the
necessity of unionization), she was sym-
pathetic to teachers’ complaints of inade-
quate representation in school and cur-
riculum management. In 1899, to the dis-
may of many teachers, she resigned when a
new superintendent attempted to curtail
her authority.!

?Unpublished autobiography, 1934-1935, pre-
cedes Version 1V, p. 8, Margaret A. Haley Papers,
Boxes 32-34, Chicago Teachers’ Federation Papers,
Chicago Historical Society (hereafter cited as Haley
Autobiography).
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Impelled by a desire to improve the “sci-
entific” basis of teacher education, Young
began full-time graduate study at the Uni-
versity of Chicago under John Dewey,
whose pragmatic philosophy of instrumen-
talism stressed the importance of experi-
ence and democracy in education. Desig-
nated an “associate professorial lecturer” in
the Department of Education, Young
helped to reorganize Dewey’s laboratory
school while also working towards a
Ph.D. She completed her dissertation,
“Isolation in School Systems,” in 1900 at the
age of fifty-five and until 1904 held the rank
of professor of education.?

Her work with Dewey brought the practi-
cal elements of education into his budding
philosophical framework. Conversely,
Dewey’s instrumentalism provided a
philosophical justification for what Young
had been practicing throughout her career.
Dewey said of her, “She had by tempera-
ment and training the gist of a concrete
empirical pragmatism . . . before the doc-
trine was ever formulated in print.” He con-
tinued:

In my opinion, what Mrs. Young got from her
study of philosophy was chiefly a specific intel-
lectual point of view and terminology (the two
things can’t be separated, for terminology with a
person like Mrs. Young is a very real thing, not a
verbal one) in which to clear up and express the
practical outcome of her prior experience. This
gave her in turn a greater command of her ex-
perience and a greater intellectual assur-
ance. . . . Another thing that impressed me
was the range of her experience—its scope, and
her habitual attitude of openness to everything
which would enrich it. . . . What I chiefly got
from Mrs. Young was just the translation of
philosophic conceptions into their empirical
equivalents. More times than 1 could well say 1
didn’t see the meaning or force of some favorite
conception of my own till Mrs. Young had given
it back tome. . . . I have hardly known anyone
who made the effect of genuine intellectual de-
velopment the test and criterion of the value of
everything as much as she.®

Young was one of Dewey’s associates at the
time that his work won the acclaim of
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philosopher-psychologist William James,
who praised the University for its “flourish-
ing school of radical empiricism.”?

Soon after Dewey left Chicago for Co-
lumbia University, Young also resigned
from the faculty. After a year abroad, she
returned in 1905 as principal of the Chi-
cago Normal School. Her administration
stressed the “scientific method applied to
the art of teaching,” the quality for which
she had received such high praise from
Dewey. She restructured the curriculum
with an emphasis on integrating traditional
subjects and utilizing students’ experiences
for greater meaning. She brought har-
mony, efficiency, and unity to the members
of the fragmented Normal staff, who had
become isolated from the schools they were
intended to serve.® Young thoroughly put
into practice the pedagogical philosophy
that she had learned and written about dur-
ing her student years under Dewey. She
cautioned her students to be less concerned
with obedience and more concerned with
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understanding individual patterns. She
also stressed content. As she wrote in her
1903 book Scientific Method in Education :
“No one would be so rash as to claim that it
makes no difference what food a child has,
that the only question is how does its
stomach attack the food. Yet certain
educators maintain that the ‘significant
question in education is how children learn
and not what they learn.””*

Young’s educational efforts and exper-
tise were not limited to teachers and stu-
dents at the Normal. In October, 1906, she
founded Educational Bi-Monthly—a journal
of practice in education that was distributed
without charge to teachers throughout the
city. Dewey contributed “Culture and In-
dustry in Education” to the first issue.

While Young was learning and then
teaching a pragmatic approach to educa-
tion, the public schools of Chicago were
experiencing the worst decade of turbu-
lence in their sixty-year history. The most
significant development during the period
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was the growth of teachers’ organizations.
Since 1897, the Chicago Teachers’ Federa-
tion had worked towards the twin goals of
establishment of pension funds and greater
teacher representation in school manage-
ment. Led by Margaret Haley and
Catharine Goggin, the CTF had won cer-
tain improvements in salaries, but because
of resistance by the Chicago Board of Edu-
cation, surplus funds were diverted to
building and maintenance.'®

Another source of discontent was the re-
strictive manner of elementary teacher
promotions. Under Superintendent Edwin
G. Cooley’s merit plan, adopted during the
summer of 1902, teachers were evaluated
annually by a system of secret markings by
the principal and district superintendent.
The plan established ten salary levels.

"See James to F. C. 8. Schiller, April 8, 1903, as
cited in Gay Wilson Allen, William James: A Biography
(New York: Viking, 1967), pp. 435-36.
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tory of the Chicago Normal School: 1856-1906" (M. A.
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Flagg Young” (M.E. Thesis Chicago Teachers College
1940}, pp. 9-11; Rosemary Donatelli, “The Contribu-
tions of Ella Flagg Young to the Educational Enter-
prise” (Diss. University of Chicago 1971), pp. 201-78.

?The book was published in the Decennial Publica-
tions series of the University, see pp. 141-55.
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(Diss. Towa State University 1976), pp. 164-70; Robert
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cago Experience, 1895-1920" (Diss. Northwestern
University 1969); Olive Orton Anderson, “The Chi-
cago Teachers' Federation” (Diss. University of Chi-
cago 1908); Dominic Candeloro, “The Chicago School
Board Crisis of 1907,” Journal of the Ilinois State Histori-
cal Society, 68 (1975), 396—406; Haley Autobiography,
1911, Version LI, pp. 113-18; Forty-Ninth Annual Re-
portof the Board of Education. . . 1903 (Chicago: Board
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Teachers could advance through the first
seven levels, year by year, so long as their
annual ratings were satisfactory. To pro-
ceed to the eighth level, however, teachers
had to achieve an eighty percent score on
the yearly evaluation as well as pass a
reexamination on certification subjects."!

Although the plan was widely promoted
by the board as a reform plan based on
merit, most teachers opposed it because of
the secrecy of evaluations. Haley and other
members of the CTT saw it as a direct threat
to their freedom, and the plan was unani-
mously condemned at the September,
1902, meeting of the CTF. In order to give
a stronger voice to their protest, the CTF
then turned to what appeared to be a fair-
weather friend—the Chicago Federation of
Labor. With encouragement from Jane
Addams (who had memberships in several
labor unions), the largely female CTF voted
at their October meeting to affiliate with the
200,000 members of the CFL, most of
whom, as men, had the vote.'?

Three years later, however, there was lit-
tle improvement in teacher salaries. Of the
2,600 teachers eligible for advancement to
level ten, only sixty-one were receiving that
salary in 1905. For most, level seven was the
uppermost limit, and that salary had dated
back as such for twenty years.'?

Early in 1906, Young became indirectly
involved in an attempt to reform the merit
plan. The election of Democrat Edward F.
Dunne as mayor in 1905 had brought new
members to the board, including Jane
Addams. Dunne’s candidacy had been sup-
ported by the CTF, and he showed a com-
mitment to educational reform. Superin-
tendent Cooley, spurred by the reformist
demands of the Dunne appointees, drafted
a new merit plan in which courses from
accredited colleges could be substituted for
the promotion examinations. Before pre-
senting his plan to the full board, Cooley
requested Addams’s opinion; she, in turn,
sought out Haley and Young, both of whom
advised her to present the plan to the
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teachers. When Cooley refused, Addams
dropped the matter. Although she was a
great social reformer with much compas-
sion for the downtrodden, Addams dis-
played little stamina in the face of Cooley’s
authority. After the incident, Young repor-
tedly observed that Addams “was wholly
unfit to cope” with Cooley and “ought not
either to go alone or be sent alone to put
such matters to him because she always lost
out.”

Cooley’s plan was approved (with
Addams casting an affirmative vote), but
within a year it was reevaluated by a board
subcommittee and proclaimed to be not
only “without beneficial use” but “positively
detrimental to the educational interests of
the pupils of the public schools.” '* An open
system of marking was instituted, but when
Dunne failed to win reelection in 1907 the
old Cooley plan was reinstated.'® Bad feel-
ings continued for two years, and in 1909
Cooley resigned, giving reasons of ill
health.'?

PROGRESSIVE SCHOOL ADMINISTRATION

The Board of Education debated five
months over Cooley’s replacement. At the
end of July, the national wire services car-
ried the news that sixty-four-year—old Ella
Flagg Young had been elected unani-
mously as the superintendent of the Chi-
cago public school system. It was the first
time that a woman had been chosen to head
a major metropolitan school system. The
board set another precedent by combining
the duties of the two assistant superinten-
dents into a single position, assistant gen-
eral superintendent. John D. Shoop, for-
merly vacation schools supervisor, was
elected to the new position.'®

Young’s election reHected the board’s
apparent desire to restore harmony to the
school system. In the month following her
election, Young announced that “democra-
tic efficiency” was to be the keynote of her
administration. “There is to be but one
head of the schools, and I am it,” she an-
nounced firmly. “Whenever 1 find that 1
cannot have complete charge of the educa-
tional end of the school system I will quit. I
cannot carry out my ideas unless [ am given

“bid., pp. 165-68,

'*Candeloro, pp. 398-99: CTF Bulletin, Oct. 19
(pp. 1-4), Nov. 16 (p. 1), Dec. 7 (p. 1), Dec. 14 (pp. 1-
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"“Haley Autobiography, 1911, Version 11,
pp. 173-201; CTF Bulletin, Oct. 4, 1907.

""Louis F. Post, “Revolutionary School Proceed-
ings,” The Public, 10 (1907), 176; Proceedings of the
Board of Education . . . 1906-1907 (Chicago: Jones
Stationers, 1907), pp. 1114-16: CTF Bulletin, May-
June, 1908; Inter Ocean (Chicago), Feb. 13, 1909, p. 9,
col. 6; Chicago Record-Herald , Feb. 13,1909, p. 1,col. 5.

'%See, for example, New York Times, July 30, 1909,
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Y Chicago Record-Herald, Aug. 3, 1909, p. 3, col. 1,
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cago Needed,” The Independent, Jan. 19, 1914, p. 96.

20 Fifty-Sixth Annual Report of the Board of Education

. 1910 (Chicago: Board of Education, 1910),
pp. 12, 80-87; Olive Hyde Foster, “Mrs. Ella Flagg
Young: Teacher, Woman, Friend,” Harper's Bazar,
April, 1911, p. 174; Helen C. Bennett, American
Women in Civic Work (New York: Dodd, 1915),
pp- 255-57; Inter Ocean, May 29, 1910, p. 1, col. 5.
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control of affairs.”' Twice during her six-
and-one-half-year term she would find her-
self complying with that declaration.

One of'the first things that the new super-
intendent did was to abolish secret evalua-
tions. She announced that her door would
always be open—with or without an
appointment—to all teachers. She also rec-
ommended a higher and more stable salary
schedule and began revising the course of
study. Teachers were involved in those re-
visions at all levels.??

The first thirty months of Young’s ad-
ministration were filled with accomplish-
ments. The Chicago schools experienced
an expansion of the manual arts cur-
riculum. Young succeeded in making those
programs, as well as the academic ones,
available to all interested students. Courses
of study at the elementary level resembled
those offered earlier at Dewey’s lab school
and at the Chicago Normal. As much as
possible, studies were supplemented with
field trips, handicrafts, and other self-
expressive activities. Elementary school
administration was geared to the individ-
ual. “Science,” Young stated in her annual
report of 1911, “has obliged the college to
recognize the ability of the mind that does
not care for Greek.”?!

Traditional content was not neglected; it

2 Fifty-Seventh Annual Report of the Board of Education
. . . 1911 (Chicago: Board of Education, 1911), pp.
89-91; Smith, “Portrait of a Leader,” p. 230,

2 Fifty-Sixth Annual Report of the Board of Education
.. 1910, pp. 90-92: Fifty-Seventh Annual Report of the
Board of Education . . . 1911, p. 266.

*3Fifty-Sixth Annual Report of the Board of Education
... 1910, p. 85.

HInter Ocean, Nov. 11, 1910, p. 3, col. 2; Chicago
Record-Herald, Nov, 12, 1910, p. 3, col. 2.

*3 Inter Ocean , May 29, 1910, p. 1, col. 5. Accounts of
Young's presidency appear in Haley Autobiography,
1934-1935, Version IV, pp. 95-103; National Educa-
tion Association, Journal of Proceedings and Addresses of
the Forty-Eighth Annual Meeting . . . 1910 (Winona,
Minn.: National Education Association, 1910), pp.
31-50; Edgar B. Wesley, NEA, The First Hundred Years:
The Building of the Teaching Profession (New York:
Harper, 1957), pp. 285-90, 325-30.

33
was instead incorporated in a more mean-
ingful way to the student. Each grammar
school was to equip a room with manual arts
materials, and students in grades six
through eight were allowed to choose be-
tween a general course and a new industrial
one—again, the effort was to recognize in-
dividual differences in aptitude and inter-
est.

High school students were given the op-
portunity to take a variety of two-year voca-
tional courses, including accounting,
stenography, mechanical drawing, design,
advanced carpentry, patternmaking,
machine-shop work, household arts, and
printing. A vocational school for girls, the
Lucy Flower Technical High School, was
opened during the 1911-1912 school
year.??

At Young’s suggestion, the board ap-
proved programs in ethics and morality.
She believed that the best way to teach the
subject was not through recitation and
exercises on moral lessons but through
“duties and responsibilities whose sig-
nificance is interpreted in activities natural
to childhood.” She also recommended that
sex education courses be implemented in
the high schools. Known as personal purity,
the classes were begun in 1912. Instruction
was by male and female doctors to segre-
gated classes of boys and girls.?*

In 1910, on the recommendation of a
board member, a penny lunch program was
instituted in all of the Chicago grammar
schools. Students in the upper grades of the
household arts curriculum were responsi-
ble for the preparation of the meals.?*

The harmony of line-staff members was
evident as board members, principals, and
teachers united behind Superintendent
Young and “boomed” her to the presidency
of the National Education Association in
1910. Young was the first woman to head
that organization.??

In the area of salaries for Chicago
teachers, Young had moderate success.
Teachers received a salary increase for the
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1910-1911 and 1912-1913 school years,
but the board pleaded lack of funds
throughout the 1911-1912 year. Young
continued to lament low salaries in her an-
nual reports.

By winter, 1911-1912, the new mayor,
Carter H. Harrison, Jr., had appointed a
new board. Although Young was reelected
superintendent, her relationship with
members changed considerably. First, the
board created special committees to which
the Superintendent’s recommendations
were referred before being introduced to
the full board. Goggin, in a letter to Mar-
garet Haley, stated that Young was frankly
“troubled” by the new committees because
she saw them as limiting the endorsement
she had received in previous years. Fur-
thermore, salaries were approved without
her consultation, and three of her recom-
mendations for principalships were turned
down.?$

By early summer, there were rumors that
Mayor Harrison no longer supported
Young. In a personal letter, the Mayor as-
sured her that he did indeed approve of her
work. She acknowledged the letter, stated
that she intended to ignore divisive rumors,
and wished his administration well.*”

Eight Harrison appointees were on the
board by July, 1912. Four were reappoint-
ments, and four were new members,
Among the newcomers was William
Rothmann, who eventually became chair-
man of the finance committee. An attorney
who had served as president of the police
pension board, Rothmann was distrusted
by CTF officials because of accusations that
he had mishandled interest on the police
pension fund.?®

Tension between Young and the school
board continued through 1912. Special
committees were appointed, and increas-
ingly Young’s recommendations were not
approved. In December, the board re-
moved the elementary school curriculum
from her authority because certain mem-
bers believed that there were too many
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“fads and frills” in it, particularly sewing
and handiwork. A committee was directed
to develop a curriculum that would em-
phasize the “three R’s.” Young was visibly
upset. “Every time I start to do anything,
there is a committee appointed to take it out
of my hands,” she told a group of jour-
nalists. “It makes one wonder if the super-
intendent is to be allowed to do any-
thing.”?*

Two bills concerning the composition of
teachers’ pensions were being considered
by the Illinois General Assembly during the
same time. One plan, drafted with the ap-
proval of Board President Alfred Urion,
provided for a pension board made up of
four board members and four teachers.
The superintendent was to serve ex-officio,
and the finance committee chairman was to
head the pension board. The board was to
match the teachers’ contributions dollar for
dollar, with an option to double the
amount. (The previous pension plan re-
quired that the board match the interest
only, with an option to match the teachers’
contributions.) The CTF opposed the
Urion plan in favor of one that maintained
the existing representation of six teachers
to two board members and a compulsory
matching interest provision. The union re-
fused to sacrifice the teacher-board mem-
ber ratio, even in exchange for a better rev-
enue clause. On that point, Young was in
disagreement.

Teacher representatives, including Gog-
gin and Haley, were invited to attend the
mid-April school board meeting. Finance
Committee Chairman Rothmann, who

26 Goggin to Haley, Feb. 9, 1911, CTF Papers, Box
41, Folder 3.

#7Harrison to Young, July 1, 1912, and Young to
Harrison, July 8, 1911, both in Carter H. Harrison
Papers, Newberry Library, Chicago.

28 Chicago Record-Herald, July 23, 1912, p. 3, col. 2;
Inter Ocean, Jan, 24, 1913, p. 3, col. 3; Haley Autobiog-
raphy, 1934-1935, Version 1V, pp. 315-16, 339-40.



Chicago Mayor Carter Henry Harrison, Jr.,
repeatedly assured Superintendent Young of
his support, but many of his school board ap-
pointees continued to undermine her policies.

would head the pension board under the
school board plan, explained the program
and solicited opinions from the teacher
representatives. It was decided that the
program should be voted on by the
teachers. After the meeting, Haley com-
mended Rothmann for agreeing to abide
by the teachers’ decision and promised that
she would not attempt to influence CTF
members. Rothmann’s “sardonic” manner
caused her to be suspicious, however, and
she instead began a full-scale information
campaign for teachers based on the con-
troversies surrounding Rothmann’s term
on the police board.**

*Inter Ocean, Dec. 12 (p. 3, col. 4), Dec. 20 (p. 1, col.
1), 1912; Chicago Record-Herald, Dec. 12, 1912, p. 7,
col. 2; Smith, “Portrait of a Leader,” p. 235.

30 Haley Autobiography, 1934-1935, Version IV,
pPp- 296, 315-16. 339-40; Proceedings of the Board of
Education . . . 1912-1913 | pp. 1085-86. The newspa-
pers carried daily accounts of the debates through
April and May.

Haley's circulars against Rothmann were
presented at a city-wide teachers’ conven-
tion. The meeting opended in chaos, and
for a time the noise was so great that Super-
intendent Young could not be recognized.
When given the podium, however, she tried
to restore order. “I was pleased when this
meeting was called today,” she said. “I felt
sure of you. I thought you would not give
yourselves and me a black eye the first
thing. You are so primed with this you can-
not think of anything else. Nevertheless, it
will be all right.” She then alluded to the
information campaign of the CTF. “I know
that many of you under the leadership of
Miss Haley and Miss Goggin know a great
deal more about city government than most
any other body of teachers in this country

. . and yet, with all that, here I am dif-
fering today with your leaders on the ques-
tion of the chairman of the committee on
finance of the Board of Education.” She
reminded teachers that popular precedent
had supported the right of city, county and
state treasurers to use interest in whatever






