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CURRICULUM, CREDENTIALS, AND THE MIDDLE CLASS:
A CASE STUDY OF A NINETEENTH-CENTURY HIGH SCHOOL

DAVID F. LABAREE
Michigan State University

Sociology of Education 1986, Vol. 59 (January):42-57

This historical case study of a prominent nineteenth-century high school analyzes one example
of the development of the hegemonic curriculum. This developmental process hinged on the
complex relationship between the high school and its middle-class constituency, a relationship
that was mediated by the market in educational credentials. Shaped by bourgeois ideological
principles (merit, self-discipline, and utility), the curriculum of the mid-1800s provided the
school’'s middle-class constituents with a valuable form of symbolic wealth: i.e. educational
credentials. However, by the 1880s the market in educational credentials changed. Alternative
suppliers appeared on the scene, and the middle class began looking beyond a high school
diploma to the acquisition of professional credentials. This market pressure forced the high
school to revamp its course of study. What emerged was a version of the modern hegemonic
curriculum, in which knowledge is stratified, academic, and appropriated through individual

competition.

In recent years there has been a surge of
sociological interest in the school curriculum.
Writers such as Dreeben (1968), Young (1971),
and Bernstein (1971) were among the first to
study what schools teach their students and
how this instruction affects society. In the last
decade, research on the curriculum has been
dominated by a group of theorists who view
schooling as a form of cultural reproduction.
Bernstein (1974, 1977), Apple (1979), Sharp
(1980), and most importantly, Bourdieu (1977)
and Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) have argued
that the school curriculum reflects and
legitimizes dominant-class culture while it de-
values working-class culture.

As Giroux (1983) has recently noted, how-
ever, the cultural reproduction approach is
deterministic. It both overstates the power of
dominant-class culture, which is considered
capable of simultaneously reproducing itself
and hiding its class origins, and understates the
influence of the school, which is defined as the
instrument of cultural reproduction. This view
gives an aura of inevitability and functional
necessity to the reproductive process and casts
the school in the role of agent.

An earlier version of this paper was presented at
the annual meeting of the American Sociological As-
sociation, August 1984. The research for this paper
was supported by National Institute of Education
grant 9-0173 to Michael Katz. I want to thank David
Hogan for contributing many of the ideas in this
paper. In addition, I am grateful for the comments
from two anonymous reviewers and the editors.
Address all correspondence to the author at the
Department of Teacher Education, Michigan State
University, 320 Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI
48824-1034.
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In this paper, the relationship between social
class and curriculum is regarded as interde-
pendent. The dominant classes exert cultural
pressure on the school and shape its cur-
riculum. At the same time, however, the
school is an independent social and cultural
force that shapes the formation of the dominant
classes. Thus, class and school interact over
time, molding each other in a process Giddens
(1984) calls structuration. Resistance theorists
such as Willis (1977) and Everhart (1983) have
moved toward such an approach by stressing
the extent to which students reject school cul-
ture and seek to replace it with their own alter-
native culture. However, such studies inevita-
bly promote theories of social and cultural re-
production, although they show that the repro-
duction process is more indirect than previ-
ously thought: i.e., working-class students
choose working-class culture in reaction to the
school culture; it is not forced on them.

Only one recent study, by Connell et al.
(1983), has represented the relationship be-
tween class culture and curriculum as interde-
pendent and indeterminate. The study was
based on a series of interviews with students,
teachers, administrators, and parents in two
contrasting types of high schools in Australia:
public working-class schools and private
ruling-class schools. Connell et al. argue that
ruling-class schools, which draw their students
from proprietary, managerial, and professional
families, are organic to the ruling class, that
they are not its agents. These schools are re-
sponsive to the perceptions and needs of the
ruling class, but they also play a significant role
in shaping those perceptions and needs. In
contrast, working-class schools have a largely
antagonistic relationship with the working
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class. Both types of schools are organized
around the same structure of learning, a
structure that is harmonious with ruling-class
culture and discordant with working-class
culture. Since this structure supports the
dominant class and excludes the subordinate
class, Connell et al. refer to it as the hegemonic
curriculum.

The hegemonic curriculum is composed of
“hierarchically organized bodies of academic
knowledge appropriated in individual competi-
tion” (Connell et al. 1983, p. 120). In a modern
capitalist society, certain kinds of knowledge
are more highly valued than others; in particu-
lar, school-based knowledge and cognitive
skills are valued over community-based practi-
cal knowledge and manual skills. Moreover,
knowledge is considered a form of property for
which individuals must compete, not an em-
powerment that should be acquired and used
cooperatively.

The hegemonic curriculum reflects the life
experiences of the dominant class in a
capitalist society—experiences that are hierar-
chically arranged, cognitive, proprietary, indi-
vidualistic, and competitive. Yet this cur-
riculum simultaneously shapes the culture of
the dominant class by requiring that its mem-
bers spend an extended period of time in
school acquiring a respectable amount of aca-
demically legitimated cultural wealth. In con-
trast to reproduction theorists, who argue that
structure is cause and school is effect, Connell
et al. argue that curriculum and class develop
interdependently. In other words, neither is
directed toward some structurally predeter-
mined end. In addition, they suggest that cur-
riculum development and class formation are
two sides of the same process.

This paper presents a case study of the de-
velopment of the hegemonic curriculum. As
Silver (1983, p. 296) has noted, a case study by
nature ‘‘is not representative, but exemplary.”
Its purpose is not to supply systematic evi-
dence in support of a theoretical construct but
to flesh out such a construct and assess its
utility in explaining the complexity of an indi-
vidual case. The case in point is the Central
High School of Philadelphia, a prominent pub-
lic school that began in the mid-nineteenth
century with a partial hegemonic curriculum
and then shifted to a fully hegemonic cur-
riculum near the end of the century. My pri-
mary aim is to explain how and why this
transformation occurred. To do so, I examine
how the school and its primary constit-
uency—the proprietary middle class—in-
teracted over time. I examine how the pro-
prietary middle class helped shape the school’s
curriculum and how this curriculum helped in
the formation of the middle class. In addition, I

argue that the relationship between class and
curriculum was essentially a market relation-
ship; i.e., the impact of each on the other was
due to the fluctuations of supply and demand in
the local market for educational credentials.

THE EARLY CURRICULUM:
PRACTICAL AND MERITOCRATIC

Central High School was Philadelphia’s first
public high school. It was founded in 1838, and
it remained the only public high school for boys
until 1885. Because of its unique position, the
high school played a prominent and influential
role in the school system and in the cultural
and social life of the city. Well aware of the
school’s influence, its leaders and supporters
kept a complete record of its activities for
posterity. These records are a valuable source
of information on nineteenth-century school-
ing. They include a set of published annual
reports written by various principals (Philadel-
phia Board of Public Education 1840-1915), a
complete set of detailed faculty-meeting min-
utes from 1840 to the present, three published
histories (Cliff 1888; Edmonds 1902; Cornog
1952), and the records of all students who ever
attended the school. I drew a sample of about
two thousand students from the latter source,
picking those who entered in federal census
years from 1840 to 1920. When possible, these
school records were linked to the students’
family records from census manuscripts (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1850-1900; Labaree
1983).

For the first 50 years, Central’s curriculum
differed from a fully hegemonic curriculum in
certain key respects. According to Connell et
al., two characteristics define the hegemonic
curriculum: (1) stratified academic courses and
(2) a meritocratic pedagogy. Central was
largely meritocratic, and it became even more
so during the nineteenth century, but its origi-
nal curriculum was neither stratified nor fully
academic.

During most of the nineteenth century, Cen-
tral’s curriculum was explicitly practical. The
school prepared students for direct entry into
the city’s commercial life rather than for col-
lege. Its purpose was “‘not to educate boys
above their business, but for it” (Philadelphia
Board of Public Education 1843, p. 65). This
emphasis on practicality was manifested in
three ways. First, the courses reflected a shift
away from an overwhelming emphasis on
classics, which characterized the traditional
Latin grammar school curriculum, to an em-
phasis on modern languages and science. Thus,
students spent between zero and 15 percent of
their time studying the classics and over 40
percent of their time studying modern lan-
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guages and science (see Table 1). Second, the
science curriculum leaned heavily toward
practical applications of scientific principles,
which required a considerable amount of sci-
entific equipment for demonstration. These
acquisitions were also promoted as symbols of
the curriculum’s practicality. The most expen-
sive and highly publicized piece of equipment
was an advanced telescope, which was en-
shrined in an astronomical observatory atop
the original high school building. Third, the
curriculum included several courses that were
explicitly designed to provide vocational
training for white-collar jobs. These included
courses in stenography, bookkeeping, me-
chanical drawing, and civil engineering.

These practical tendencies in the school's
curriculum need to be put in perspective. Cen-
tral’s aim was not to provide its students with
an apprenticeship for business. The vocational
courses never comprised more than 12 percent
of the students’ schedule, and nearly all the
remaining courses were academic (see Table
1). Most of the courses were in such traditional
liberal arts subjects as English, literature,
composition, French, geometry, chemistry,
and physics—none of which can be considered
practical, except in terms of cognitive skill ac-
quisition. Central’'s much-vaunted astronomi-
cal observatory provided hands-on experience
in scientific observation, but it was hardly rel-
evant for future clerks, managers, and com-
mercial agents. Thus, the high school’s practi-
cal curriculum was actually an academic cur-
riculum with a practical bent, and its useful-
ness was most striking when viewed in contrast
to the traditional classical course from which it
emerged.

Also, it should be noted that Central’s cur-
riculum was by no means unique. Most
nineteenth-century high schools offered a
similar course of study, usually identified as
the English course. Although probably less
comprehensive and less rigorous than Central’s
practical curriculum, the generic English

course was a close match, right down to the
classes in bookkeeping and stenography. In
most high schools, the English course was
typically paired with a classical course in-
tended for those who were college-bound.
Central also offered both options when it
opened in 1838, but unlike many other high
schools, it emphasized the practical course,
which the catalogue referred to as the principal
course. In 1856, the principal and classical
courses were combined into a single program
of academic subjects with a practical orienta-
tion. For the next 33 years, public high school
boys in Philadelphia were given no choice in
their course of study. Central presented them
with a single, unstratified body of practical,
academic knowledge.

Though Central’s original curriculum only
partially approximated Connell et al.’s
hegemonic curriculum, its pedagogy was a
closer match: i.e., knowledge was ‘‘appropri-
ated in individual competition™ (Connell et al.
1983, p. 120). In both purpose and practice,
this was a thoroughly meritocratic school. Ac-
cording to one of its founders, Central was

the School of the Republic . . . demanding
no passport to its blessings, or to its laurels,
save that which the people demands, and
forever will demand from all its sons—
INDIVIDUAL, PERSONAL MERIT [em-
phasis in original] (Dunlap 1851, p. 16).

Only those who obtained a high score on a
competitive written examination were admit-
ted, and only those deemed most worthy were
graduated. The graduation rate at Central was
quite low, as it was in most nineteenth-century
high schools. Between 1838 and 1920, only 27
percent of the students admitted to the school
graduated. It is tempting to attribute this low
success rate to the inability of working-class
families to forego the income of a teenage son,
but as Table 2 shows, graduation rates were
almost entirely unrelated to social class: 29.1
percent of students from the proprietary mid-

Table 1. Percentage of Time Devoted to Courses in Practical and Stratified Curricula

Course
Classical Modern Voca- Course
Curriculum Languages Languages English History Science tional Other Years?
Practical (1871) 10 8 13 13 33 10 13 31
Stratified (1900) :
Academic
Classical 25 4 14 14 36 0 7 28
Latin scientific 14 7 14 14 45 0 7 29
Modern languages 7 17 14 14 41 0 7 29
Commercial 3 17 14 21 21 17 7 29

Source: Philadelphia Board of Public Education (1840-1915).
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 across rows because of rounding.
2 Course years is the total number of years devoted to a particular subject in a four-year curriculum.
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Table 2. Mean Graduation Rates for Central High
School Students, by Social Class, 1840-

Table 3. Mean Graduation Rates for Central High
School Students, by Average Grades,

1920 1840-1920
Graduation Graduation
Social Class N Rate Average Grade N Rate
Proprietary middle class 1,088 29.1 Greater than 85 percent 461 72.6
Employed middle class 482 25.5 Less than 85 percent 2,252 17.6
Skilled working class 588 26.5 , _
Unskilled working class 157 26.6 Sf:nrlcsesf'a cﬁlttu (f;{;tetirsc%r;ii;dteiommencement pro
Total 2,315 100.0 grams, y & :

Missing and unclassifiable 398 23.6

Total 2,713 26.9 When separate MCAs are done for each en-

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1850-1900),
student records.

dle class and 26.6 percent of students from the
unskilled working class graduated.'

The best predictor of a student’s chances for
graduation was his academic performance,
measured by his grades. Table 3 reveals that
72.6 percent of students who achieved honor
grades graduated, but only 17.6 percent of
those without such grades graduated. For the
classes entering in 1910 and 1920 (when rec-
ords permit the calculation of grade point av-
erages), the mean graduation rate was 77 per-
cent for A and B+ students, 54 percent for B—
students, 28 percent for C+ students, and only
5 percent for the rest. When both class and
grades are included in a multiple classification
analysis (MCA) of graduation rates (Table 4),
grades still emerge as the most important pre-
dictor of success: The beta for grades is .50 and
the beta for class is only .03. A second MCA,
using a smaller sample but a larger number of
variables (Table 5), yields a similar result.?2

! Class membership was ascertained from the oc-
cupational titles indicated on school records and
census manuscripts. The proprietary middle class
consists of self-employed individuals, including arti-
sans and professionals; the employed middle class
consists of white-collar employees; the skilled
working class consists of skilled workers who were
not self-employed; the unskilled working class con-
sists of semiskilled and unskilled workers. Persons
whose occupational title was missing or unclassifi-
able are included in the “‘missing and other™ cate-
gory.

2 The use of a binary dependent variable violates
the assumption of homoskedasticity, which is re-
quired for regression analysis. Although some have
argued that regression should not be used in such
cases (e.g., Kousser, Cox, and Galenson 1982), I feel
that its use is justified here. First, as Bohrnstedt and
Carter (1971) have argued, regression is a re-
markably robust procedure even when its assump-
tions (except for measurement error) are violated.
Second, the primary effects of heteroskedasticity are
an increase in the variance of the regression esti-
mates and bias in the tests of significance. But since I
use MCA primarily to establish gross differences
between variables (via the betas) rather than fine

tering class, grades are consistently the
strongest predictor of graduation.

Thus, Central rewarded those students who
displayed the greatest prowess in the individual
competition over academic honors. However,
academic competition at Central was undercut
by an elaborate disciplinary policy that pre-
vailed for the school’s first 21 years. The ex-
plicit purpose of this policy was to instill self-
control in the students. Demerits were given to
misbehaving students and were deducted from
their grades prior to the calculation of term
averages. Grade point averages, therefore, re-
flected a combination of academic achieve-
ment and personal deportment. The first two
principals believed that the school should not
only transmit knowledge but also build char-
acter. Thus, the original curriculum and the
pedagogy of Central High School reveal a less
than full commitment to a strictly academic
curriculum. The academic purity of Central’s
program was muddied by the school’s devotion
to practical content and personal conduct.

MIDDLE-CLASS IDEOLOGY AND
THE EARLY CURRICULUM

The emphasis on practicality, merit, and
character in Central High School's early cur-
riculum was an expression of the entrepre-
neurial form of bourgeois ideology that became
dominant among the American middle and

differences in graduation rates, and since I base no
conclusions on the significance tests, these effects
pose no problem for the analysis. Third, graduation
is the best available variable for measuring educa-
tional attainment. The number of terms a student has
been enrolled in school confounds achievement
(promotion) with failure (repeating a grade). The
highest grade level achieved does provide a gradu-
ated measure of achievement, but it is not available
for most years. Finally, students’ educational at-
tainment was more dichotomous than continuous:
Students either dropped out in the first two years or
they graduated. When I performed the same MCAs
with the other two dependent variables, the relative
importance of all the key factors remained the
same.
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Table 4. Multiple Classification Analysis of Mean Graduation Rates for Central High School Students,

1850-1920
Graduation Rate
Factors N After Adjustments Beta
Social class
Proprietary middle 926 28
Employed middle 420 25
Skilled working 465 28
Unskilled working 139 25
Missing and unclassifiable 236 26
.03
Grammar school frequency?
Over 50 233 31
30 to 49 294 29
20 to 29 437 32
10 to 19 576 22
1to9 687 26
.09*
Age at admission
12 or younger 59 51
13 384 35
14 828 30
15 581 20
16 261 17
17 or older 113 25
.16*
Grades
No high grades 1,801 16
Some high grades 426 73
.50%
Cohort
1850 85 14
1860 142 12
1870 128 14
1880 124 18
1890 296 26
1900 584 35
1910 273 26
1920 595 30
.16%*
N =2,227
Missing cases = 240
X=27

R? (adjusted) =.307
R? (adjusted) without grades =.081
R? (adjusted) with grades alone = .226

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1850-1900), student records, commencement programs, faculty-

meeting minutes.

a This variable represents the number of Central students who attended the same grammar school that the
subject student attended. It measures the effect of both educational preparation and residential proximity.

* Significant at the .001 level.

upper classes in the early nineteenth century.
To explore the impact of this ideology on Cen-
tral, we must first consider the class composi-
tion of the high school. As Table 6 shows, over
two thirds of the students who attended the
school between 1838 and 1920 came from the
middle classes?; nearly half came from the

3 Note that I designate Central as a middle-class
school, deliberately avoiding the label ruling class,
which is preferred by Connell et al. This term is
inappropriate in analyses of most industrialized

proprietary middle class, and less than 7 per-
cent came from the unskilled working class.
The unrepresentativeness of Central’'s constit-
uency becomes more apparent when we com-
pare the class distribution of Central parents in

capitalist societies. Class domination most often oc-
curs indirectly through structure and ideology
rather than directly through the intervention of class
members. Furthermore, the parents of Central stu-
dents were generally not large-scale capitalists but
middle-class proprietors. These parents were much
more likely to be shopkeepers than factory owners.
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Table 5. Multiple Classification Analysis of Mean Graduation Rates for Central High School Students, from

Census Data, 1850-1900

Graduation Rate Raw
After Regression
N Adjustments Beta Coefficient
Factors
Social class
Proprietary middle 325 31
Employed middle 150 19
Skilled working 140 27
Unskilled working 42 17
Missing and unclassifiable 63 34
2%
Birthplace of family head
U.S. 504 27
Ireland 75 24
Germany 66 20
Great Britain 24 23
Russia 28 32
Northern Europe and other 23 48
'10***
Birth rank of student and
dependence of siblings
Youngest, working 86 26
Youngest, dependent 42 14
Middle, working 157 26
Middle, dependent 121 27
Oldest 248 31
Only child 66 24
.09
Grades
No high grades 599 17
Some high grades 121 78
.52***
Cohort
1850 53 9
1860 89 14
1870 96 16
1880 94 18
1900 388 37
‘25***
Covariates
Grammar school frequency .002%*
Sex of family head 19433
Age at admission —. 073k

N=T720

Missing cases =94

X=27

R? (adjusted) =.401

R? (adjusted) without grades =.170
R? (adjusted) with grades alone =.231

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1850-1900), commencement programs, and faculty-meeting minutes.

* Significant at the .05 level.
** Significant at the .01 level.
##% Significant at the .001 level.

a particular year with the class distribution of
household heads in the city. An index of repre-
sentativeness produced from such a compari-
son for the year 1880 shows that the middle
classes were heavily overrepresented and that

the working classes, particularly the unskilled -

working class, were heavily underrepresented.
Moreover, this class distribution was re-
markably stable over the 80-year period cov-

ered by this study. In every year from 1838 to
1920, about half of the entering students were
from the proprietary middle class.

Members of the proprietary middle class
were not salaried workers but owners, inde-
pendent businesspersons. However, for the
most part, these individuals owned relatively
small businesses. Although some wealthy and
powerful families sent their sons to Central,
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Table 6. Percentage of Central High School Parents and Philadelphia Household Heads in Each Class

1 2 3 4
Central Central Philadelphia Index
High School  High School Household of
Parents, Parents, Heads, Representativeness,
1840-1920 1880 1880 18802
Proprietary middle class 47.0 51.9 23.0 226
Employed middle class 20.8 27.2 7.6 358
Skilled working class 25.4 23.4 39.9 59
Unskilled working class 6.8 3.5 29.5 12
N 2,315 114 114,196
Missing and unclassifiable 398 16 0

Goodman and Kruskal's tau for 1880=.215"

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1850-1900), student records.

2 Column 4 = (column 2/column 3) 100.

" This measure of association was calculated from a percentage class distribution of Central household
heads and non-Central Philadelphia household heads in 1880. Class is the independent variable.

they were more likely to opt for private school.
Central’s constituency was dominated by
shopkeepers and master craftsmen, the petty
entrepreneurs who had been considered middle
class long before the arrival of industrial
capitalism and who continued to hold this po-
sition, albeit in declining numbers, throughout
the mid-nineteenth century.

It was this class that jumped to the support
of that vast array of institutional innovations
and ideological initiatives that burst onto the
American scene during the Jacksonian era.
Petty proprietors rallied around the peniten-
tiary (Rothman 1971), the mental asylum (Scull
1977), the poorhouse (Trattner 1979), the
privatized family (Ryan 1981), pietistic religion
(Johnson 1978), the temperance movement
(Gusfield 1963), and, of course, the common
schools (Kaestle 1983). There was consider-
able ideological consistency among these re-
forms. All reflected middle-class concern
about the disruptive effects of the expansion of
capitalist social relations on the existing social
order, and all sought to establish a new order
that was both compatible with capitalism and
congenial with middle-class interests.

Let us consider, in turn, three principles
promoted in Central’s early curriculum—self-
control, practicality, and merit—in light of the
middle-class ideology reflected in these in-
stitutional reforms. From penitentiary to
poorhouse and from pietism to prohibitionism,
these reform efforts were all aimed at building
character through the development of a rigor-
ous self-discipline. Kaestle (1983), Tyack and
Hansot (1982), and others have argued that the
founding of the common schools, in particular,
is attributable to bourgeois concerns about the
development of self-control. This obsession
with self-control is a natural outgrowth of
the experience of the petty entrepreneur in a
competitive market. Central's second principal
believed that self-control learned at the high

school would prepare the student for ‘““the real
accountabilities of life” (Philadelphia Board of
Public Education 1853, p. 125), especially, one
might add, for the rigidly self-sufficient exis-
tence of the proprietary middle class.
Practical concerns—i.e., work-related or
work-enhancing concerns—permeated the in-
stitutions created during the Jacksonian pe-
riod. Inmates in all the new institutions were
expected to develop work skills or at least
work habits during their tenure; therefore, it is
hardly surprising that high school students
were confronted with similar expectations.
One of Central’s early leaders stated the core
ideological principle succinctly: ‘It was very
early a matter of anxiety with the Controllers
[of the school system] to avoid the error, not of
over educating the pupils, but of so educating
them as to give them a distaste for business”
(Philadelphia Board of Public Education 1850,
p. 118). This strong predilection for business
over intellectualism and for practical education
over classical education, like the emphasis on
self-discipline, emanated from the daily experi-
ence and developing thought patterns of the
proprietary middle class. The one-track practi-
cal curriculum put Central in a strong position
to defend itself against the charge directed
toward nineteenth-century high schools
generally—that they were designed to serve
the needs of the elite—while still allowing it to
serve the privileged few. But this political con-
sideration does not undercut the significance of
the connection between practicality and
middle-class ideology. The practical cur-
riculum could hardly have attracted so many
middle-class students if they were ideologically
committed to a classical education.
Meritocracy is another concern that emerges
from entrepreneurial activity. In contrast to
working-class culture, which is characterized
by a pattern of cooperative coping, middle-
class culture is characterized by competitive
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striving (Connell et al. 1983, p. 42). Signifi-
cantly, of all the Jacksonian institutions named
above, only the high school was capable of
promoting the principle of meritocratic com-
petition. Neither the penitentiary, the asylum,
the poorhouse, the family, the church, nor
even the public elementary school provided a
competitive arena, an incentive for individual
striving, or a legitimate, merit-based reward
structure. Central High School met all the re-
quirements of a truly meritocratic institution.
This helps explain why nineteenth-century
high schools were so important, despite the
small number of students they enrolled. Only
here could one of the most important elements
of bourgeois ideology be learned, practiced,
and legitimized.

Of course, Central’'s meritocracy arose not
only from middle-class ideology but also from
the school’s admissions policy. As noted
above, only those students who obtained a high
score on the entrance exam were admitted.
Because admissions were highly selective,
Central’s students were high achievers; and
because of economic pressures, most of them
were middle class. Working-class families
could ill afford to send a potential wage earner
to high school. The few who did must have
been extremely committed to education and
assured of its promise of upward mobility. In
short, Central’s meritocracy consisted of those
students who were most likely to make it
work—high achievers who were self-selected,
culturally homogeneous, and middle class.

As a matter of practice, therefore, Central’s
rewards were not distributed purely on the
basis of merit, but then a pure meritocracy
probably doesn’t exist in any class society.
What is significant about this nineteenth-
century high school, however, is that its formal
procedures for admission and graduation were
truly meritocratic. After all, the school was
free and open to boys of all classes, and both
admission and promotion were determined by
written achievement tests. The forces of as-
cription, which intruded on the process, came
indirectly from the class structure rather than
directly from class-biased procedures within
the school. Thus, Central’s middle-class con-
stituents had it both ways: They reveled in the
school’s class-blind meritocracy (perceived as
a concrete expression of bourgeois ideology),
while they enjoyed privileged access to its so-
cial rewards.

The preceding discussion tracing the origins
of Central’s curriculum to middle-class ideol-
ogy sounds very much like a cultural repro-
duction argument. It is time to restore some
balance by noting that this curriculum was not
only practical, character building, and
meritocratic—traits that are easily identified as

middle class—but also academic. The core of
the curriculum consisted of traditional subjects
that were much more closely associated with
schools than with the bourgeoisie. The primary
middle-class contributions to the curriculum
were a few clerical courses and a shift in em-
phasis from one type of academic knowledge to
another. Central’'s curriculum was not a pale
reflection of middle-class ideology but an aca-
demic course of study shaped by this ideology.
It offered experiences not freely available in
daily middle-class life. It offered knowledge
that could only be acquired at the high school,
not vocational training that could be obtained
more efficiently in a business apprenticeship.
Thus, although Central High School was in
many ways the creature of the city’s middle
classes, these same classes depended on the
school to provide them with academic knowl-
edge, which was simply unavailable anywhere
else. The meritocratic competition that the
school encouraged focused on the achievement
of goals that were themselves largely
academic—goals that were defined in terms of
school-based knowledge and that were attained
through a school-directed pedagogy.

One indication that Central’s academic au-
tonomy was not only strong to begin with but
growing stronger was its early abandonment of
the focus on character building. In 1859, over
bitter opposition, the new principal abruptly
ended the practice of grading students on both
academic achievement and conduct.* “This
practice,” he argued, “was evidently unjust
and injurious. It destroyed all incentive to
study; it deprived the student of those honors
which he had fairly won by diligence and in-
dustry” (Philadelphia Board of Public Educa-
tion 1859, p. 133). He believed that the school’s
sole purpose was to promote academic
achievement. This represented an important
narrowing of the high school's mission: Instead
of socializing students in the dominant ideol-
ogy, it focused on its academic mission, which
was to promote the acquisition of the school’s
own body of knowledge.

COMPETING FOR
HIGH SCHOOL CREDENTIALS

Fierce competition for the credentials Cen-
tral High School provided began soon after the
school was founded. There were considerably
more applicants than openings, and this state
of affairs persisted even as the school grew.
Why were the credentials provided by Central
so highly valued in the local credentials

4 Harvard College took a similar step 10 years
latér, ranking students by grades alone (Rudolph
1962, p. 348).
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market? There are three reasons: the merito-
cratic admission and graduation procedures, the
unique position of the high school in the local
market, and, at the most basic level, the special
structural needs of the high school’'s middle-
class constituency. Note that the first two rea-
sons involve supply considerations and that the
third involves demand. At the conclusion of
this analysis I will argue that the educational
credentials market played a crucial role in the
history of the high school by mediating the
relationship between the school and the middle
class.

Central’s meritocracy defined the high
school diploma as a form of cultural property
for which many students could compete but
which relatively few could acquire. Central be-
stowed its credentials only upon those students
who demonstrated superior academic ability.
This selectivity and the legitimacy these cre-
dentials conferred made them a scarce and val-
uable cultural commodity. Only one out of
every 50 male first graders were eventually
admitted to Central High School, but only one
out of every 200 ever graduated. Being a Cen-
tral student was a source of some distinction,
but being a Central graduate was a signal
honor.

Another reason Central’s credentials were so
highly valued is the uniquely high status the
school had during the mid-nineteenth century.
For 50 years it was the only public high school
for boys in the nation’s second largest city:
This fact alone gave it a kind of solitary promi-
nence, which no high school has achieved
since. In the loose, prebureaucratic structure
of the Philadelphia school system, the high
school became the dominant market presence.
In their eagerness to gain admission to Central,
both grammar school students and teachers re-
shaped the lower school curriculum to meet the
high school admission standard (Labaree 1983,
Chap. 1). Few private schools could compete
with the high school’s prestige much less with
its free tuition and its meritocratic credibility.

Even colleges were threatened by the upstart
competitor. In the mid-nineteenth century,
colleges and high schools frequently competed
for the same group of students.’ Central’s po-
sition relative to these colleges was
strengthened by two factors. First, in 1849, the
state assembly granted the school the right to
award college degrees to its students, which it
has done ever since. Thus, the term people’s

5 This was especially true between Central High
School and its local rival, the University of Pennsyl-
vania. During this period, the average age of admis-
sion was 16 at Penn and 14.5 at Central. Because
there was a wide range of ages at each school, there
was considerable overlap (Burke 1982, p. 116).

college, which was popularly applied to high
schools during this era, was uniquely appropri-
ate to Central. Second, during the third quarter
of the nineteenth century, the number of col-
leges in the United States grew considerably
faster than the population, so that in 1880 there
were 16.1 colleges per one million people—a
proportion that has not been exceeded since
(Collins 1979, pp. 119-21). Under these market
conditions, college credentials were devalued.
However, because of its unique position, Cen-
tral was able to maintain the high value of its
credentials.

The supply of high-status credentials was
strictly limited. But this alone cannot explain
why such a high market value was placed on
the credentials Central provided. We must also
show that there was a strong demand for these
credentials. To examine the demand side of the
market we need to explore the fit between high
school credentials and the structural needs of
the high school's primary constituency: the
proprietary middle class. Before the nineteenth
century, America’s shopkeepers and master
artisans enjoyed a relatively secure existence
protected by a traditional economy and stable
prices and costs. Under these circumstances, a
father transmitted his class position to his son
by transferring economic captial—i.e., by
passing on title to the business or by establish-
ing his son in a business of his own.

However, as is shown in Johnson’s (1978)
study of Rochester, New York, after the arri-
val of the Erie Canal, the rapid development of
market capitalism and the resulting increased
competition and price fluctuation created a
sharp increase in economic and social instabil-
ity. Thus, the transfer of economic capital be-
came difficult. Ryan (1981, p. 152), in a study
of middle-class life in mid-nineteenth-century
Oneida County, New York, concluded that

small-business men who were struggling to
keep their own firms solvent were particu-
larly hard-pressed to put their progeny on a
sound economic footing within the middling
sort. Of all the wills processed in Utica after
1850 a mere five witnessed the transfer of a
store or workshop to a second generation.

In this era, the proprietary middle class was
caught between two advancing dangers. On the
one side, the encroachment of successful en-
trepreneurial competitors threatened bank-
ruptcy. On the other side, the rapid growth of
wage labor threatened proletarianization. As
the reliability of economic property as a guar-
antee of social reproduction decreased, the
middle class’s dependence on cultural property
increased. By the latter term I mean symbolic
wealth, all those cultural traits (speech pat-
terns, tastes, manners, style, and academic
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credentials) that are considered valuable be-
cause of their association with the dominant
culture. The hegemonic curriculum teaches a
form of knowledge deemed to be a desirable
form of cultural property. This kind of property
can serve either as a cultural corollary to eco-
nomic capital (part of the property benefit that
follows from owning capital) or as a crucial
means of status attainment for those without
capital.

I use the term cultural property in deliberate
contrast to the term cultural capital, which
Bourdieu defines as “‘instruments for the ap-
propriation of symbolic wealth socially desig-
nated as worthy of being sought and pos-
sessed” (1977, p. 488). I reject Bourdieu’s con-
cept for two reasons. First, it reflects a repro-
ductionist vision of education. In Bourdieu’s
theory, cultural capital is the key element in
cultural reproduction. It is more than the ac-
cumulation of symbolic wealth (cultural prop-
erty); it is the set of instruments or codes with
which one can unlock the storehouses of such
wealth. Members of the dominant classes are
familiarized with these codes during early so-
cialization. Therefore, they have easier access
to the available stores of cultural property than
persons from the lower classes (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1977). Second, Bourdieu’s concept
misuses the word capital (Hogan 1985). In
Marx’s definition, capital is not just the means
of accumulating private property but a social
relation that determines ownership and control
of productive property. By using the concept of
cultural property, I have incorporated educa-
tional credentials into a broader social frame-
work without committing the analysis to a re-
productionist viewpoint or creating a false
analogy to economic capital.

The proprietary middle class in the mid-
nineteenth century was under such intense so-
cioeconomic pressure from the advance of
capitalist social relations that it jumped at the
opportunity to acquire cultural property from
Central High School. The school was ideally
suited to fill this need: Its curriculum was al-
ready partially shaped into the bourgeois mold,
its credentials were scarce and prestigious, and
its reward system was meritocratic. Thus, de-
mand for Central's credentials among the
shopkeepers and master artisans at mid-cen-
tury was strong indeed. By acquiring this
unique form of cultural property, the propri-
etors’ sons could ease into a very different kind
of middle-class existence—one based on busi-
ness employment rather than business
ownership. The practical curriculum Central
offered was relevant to such employment
(compared to the purely academic classical
course); i.e., students could learn a few useful
skills such as bookkeeping and drafting. But

more important than the vocational training
was the symbolic wealth that students ac-
cumulated at the high school. Such wealth had
limited utility for those with substantial eco-
nomic property, but for white-collar em-
ployees, this cultural property was what
marked them off from the wage earners of the
working class. A Central High School diploma,
therefore, offered its constituents a cultural
reinforcement of middle-class standing, an en-
trée into business employment, and a hedge
against proletarianization.

MARKET FORCES PRESS
FOR CURRICULAR CHANGE

As I have shown, Central’s original cur-
riculum only partly resembled Connell et al.’s
hegemonic curriculum. The school had a
meritocratic pedagogy (in fact, it was probably
more meritocratic than any modern American
high school), but its course of study differed
sharply from a hegemonic curriculum. The
knowledge that was taught was uniform rather
than stratified, and its academic character was
adulterated by an emphasis on practical skills
and character building. To understand this
early curriculum, we have to understand the
school's relationship with the city’s middle
classes. On the one hand, the curriculum was
partly shaped by middle-class ideology, an in-
fluence that is apparent in the school's empha-
sis on merit, practicality, and character. On the
other hand, the middle classes became depen-
dent on the high school curriculum as a unique
source of much-needed cultural property.

The relationship between Central High
School and its middle-class constituency was
mediated by the market in educational creden-
tials. The strength of this relationship is evi-
dent in the high value placed on a Central High
School diploma. During most of Central’s first
50 years, the demand for the school's creden-
tials was high, but the supply was scarce. This
market situation led to a cycle of mutual rein-
forcement: Heavy middle-class demand in-
creased the value of Central's credentials; the
increase in value raised the school's prestige
and strengthened its independence; the en-
hancement of the school's position led to a
further increase in credential value; and these
increases in value further stimulated demand.
Given the neat circularity of this process and
the satisfactions it granted to both buyer and
seller, it is hardly surprising that Central High
School was loath to permit more than minor
tinkering with its strikingly successful cur-
riculum. Why fix something that worked so
well?

However, in the 1880s the relationship be-
tween the high school and the middle classes
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began to show signs of strain. Critics in the
press and on the school board claimed that
Central had lost its rigor and its direction, that
its curriculum was elementary and outdated,
and that it no longer served the needs of its
students. The faculty was sharply divided over
the issue of change, but in 1887 it voted for a
new curriculum. Two years later, a new pro-
gram, similar to Connell et al.’s hegemonic cur-
riculum, was established. What had been uni-
form was now stratified, and what had been a
mixture of academic and practical became a
purely academic track and a second,
practical/vocational track.

This curriculum shift was a response to dra-
matic changes in the market conditions that
defined Central’s relationship with its middle-
class clientele. A sudden increase in the
number of high schools offering similar cre-
dentials coupled with a shift in the demand for
these credentials caused the value of a Central
High School diploma to decline sharply. Both
the school’s officials and its middle-class con-
stituency believed that the curriculum should
be changed to meet this dramatically different
market.

The pressures that made educational cre-
dentials attractive to the middle classes in the
mid-nineteenth century became intensified by
the 1880s. In particular, the position of the
proprietary middle class was even more
threatened. Table 7 shows that from 1850 to
1880, while the proportion of middle-class em-
ployees in the male population of the city grew
slowly, the proportion of proprietors remained
the same. But between 1880 and 1900, the pro-
portion of proprietors decreased and the pro-
portion of business employees increased
sharply, making the latter the dominant group
within the middle class. This reduction in the
role of proprietors in the city’s class structure
combined with the stability of Central's class
distribution over the entire period meant that
the proprietary middle class was increasingly
overrepresented at the high school after 1880.
Faced with declining opportunities for inde-

pendent businessmen and increasing opportu-
nities for business employees, the proprietary
middle class shifted its pattern of investment
from economic property to cultural property.
The question then became, What kind of cul-
tural property would prove most valuable to
this class in the midst of its accelerating
structural change?

Several factors influenced the way in which
this question was ultimately answered. First,
the social meaning of business employment
was undergoing change. At mid-century, a
clerkship was an apprentice position leading
either to management or proprietorship. In
1850, 56 percent of Central’s students entered
clerk-type positions upon leaving school. In
this era, therefore, business employment—
especially when combined with highly valued
high school credentials—was an alternative
route to the proprietary middle class. But by
the 1880s, such employment was no longer a
temporary stop on the way to proprietorship.
For the first time, proprietors had to think
seriously about the likelihood that their sons
would be permanent salaried employees: Being
a clerk was no longer a stage in the life cycle
but a career. Such a career was not what
middle-class families wanted for their sons; it
was separated from a working-class job by only
a thin status differential and an even thinner
pay differential. What kind of employment
would be appropriate for the offspring of the
proprietary middle class? What career would
help preserve their social standing? The an-
swer, which had always been available but
which had not appeared so strikingly attractive
until the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
was the professions.

The professions offered a number of advan-
tages over business employment, including
higher prestige and higher income, but their
most attractive feature (a feature that enhanced
prestige and income) was the autonomy they
granted. The professional was clearly no
white-collar wage slave subject to the authority
of the boss. His expertise and his ideology

Table 7. Percentage of Philadelphia Males in Each Class, by Year, 1850—1920

1850 1860 1870 1880 1900 1910 1920
Proprietary middle class 15.4 16.8 16.1 15.3 13.3 12.6 11.3
Employed middle class . 6.7 7.5 9.0 10.1 16.4 18.1 20.5
Skilled working class 52.8 46.8 43.7 42.2 37.3 27.2 29.5
Unskilled working class 25.1 28.9 31.2 324 33.0 42.1 38.7
N 55 127 92 114 516 353 595
Missing and unclassifiable 41 15 36 16 80 45 95

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1850-1900).

NOTE: Because aggregate census data were used, master artisans could not be identified. In Tables 2
through 6, they are included in the proprietary middle class, but in this table, they are included in the skilled

working class.
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buffered him from both management and the
market, thus neatly shielding him from the twin
threats facing the proprietors: proletarian sub-
ordination and market competition. Because of
the attractiveness of the professions to the de-
clining proprietors, middle-class culture in the
late nineteenth century evolved into a “‘culture
of professionalism” (Bledstein 1976). On one
level, this transformation reflected the change
in the source of the class’s social standing,
from the autonomy of proprietorship to the
autonomy of professionalism. But on another
level, it represented an intensification of the
class’s dependence on academic credentials.

Most professionals in the nineteenth century
achieved their positions by apprenticing them-
selves to an established member of the field.
However, the most prominent members of
each profession had generally received a de-
gree from a professional school. The propri-
etors, who had already competed for the cre-
dentials offered by Central High School, had
learned by experience that the accumulation of
symbolic wealth was an important buttress for
social position and that academic credentials
were a significant addition to this wealth. If
they were going to pursue the professions, they
needed the appropriate academic certification.
Thus, in the acquisition of cultural property,
the emphasis shifted from the high school to
the university. The result was a remarkable
increase in the middle-class demand for
professional-school credentials. According to
Kett (1977, p. 154), there was a substantial
increase in the number of professional students
between 1878 and 1899, but the most dramatic
increase occurred between 1888 and 1899: The
number of dental students increased by 988
percent, the number of medical students by 142
percent, the number of law students by 249
percent, and the number of theology students
by 87 percent. By 1889, when Central changed
its curriculum, the school's clientele was no
longer interested in a terminal program
oriented toward business employment. In-
stead, these families wanted a strictly aca-
demic program that would prepare students for
admission to the university. This is exactly
what they got.

The supply side of the educational creden-
tials market also underwent significant change
in the 1880s, partly because of the shift in de-
mand. By the end of the decade, Central faced
stiff competition for the first time from both
newly created high schools and newly invigo-
rated universities. In many ways, the success
of the public high school (in Philadelphia and
elsewhere) was at least partly responsible for
both developments. The elements that made
Central so attractive—uniqueness, selectivity,
and scarcity of credentials—provoked a de-

mand for more of the same. Before the 1890s,
Central’s enrollments were between 500 and
600. This represented more than 1 percent of
the total enrollment in the city’s school system
during the 1850s, but this proportion dropped
below 0.5 percent by 1880. Under these cir-
cumstances, only a fraction of the city’'s
middle-class families could hope to educate
their sons at the school. Finally, in 1883, the
school board yielded to middle-class demands
and established a manual-training school as an
alternative secondary institution. (Other such
schools followed quickly on its heels, and by
1915 there were 15 public high schools in the
city.) Thus, after 50 years of monopoly, Cen-
tral had its first public competitor. To make
matters worse, the new school’s curriculum
was similar to Central’s. It offered a terminal,
practical education with a manual-training
component that was a more systematic and
more intensive form of Central’s hands-on ap-
proach. Thus, to distinguish itself from its sec-
ondary competition and restore the value of its
credentials, Central had to revise its cur-
riculum.

Central had found it could compete suc-
cessfully with the mid-century college, which
suffered from oversupply and underdistinction.
But between 1865 and 1890, during the profes-
sionalization of the middle class, the university
developed into the dominant force in American
education (Veysey 1965). The cultural prop-
erty the university offered, which at the highest
level was certification for admission to the
professions, was much more attractive than
anything the high school could offer. Central,
like other high schools, had to make a choice:
It could preserve its practical/terminal cur-
riculum and become useless to those in quest
of professional credentials, or it could adopt an
academic/college-preparatory curriculum and
thus become subordinate to the university in
the new hierarchy of American education.
Central chose the latter course.

Only the purely academic courses were in-
cluded in the new college-preparatory curric-
ulum. As Table 1 shows, all vocational courses
were eliminated and the classics and science
courses predominated. These changes do not
seem terribly dramatic, but as I have shown,
the original curriculum was already largely ac-
ademic. The practical curriculum was not
created de novo by the middle class to reflect
its worldview (as the cultural reproduction
theorists maintain); instead, an existing body
of school-bound knowledge was shaped into a
program with a practical orientation. The
change in the curriculum occurred at the mar-
gins, not at the core. The most significant
change was in the orientation of the actors
rather than in the content of classroom in-
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struction. The new curriculum represented a
major turnabout in the perceived purpose of a
high school education, from preparation for
business to preparation for higher education
and the professions.

In addition to the change in the content of
the curriculum, there was also a significant
change in its form. A uniform course of study
with no electives was transformed into a menu
of courses offering a variety of hierarchically
arranged knowledge. From the start, the aca-
demic course occupied the top stratum. After a
few years of experimentation, the school set-
tled on a format that further stratified the aca-

demic course into classical, Latin scientific, *

and modern language courses. (The classical
course was designed for preprofessionals.)
Below the academic course was the commer-
cial course (called the scientific course before
1898). Thus, it seemed as if the old practical
curriculum had been split in two: Its academic
features were embodied in the academic track
and its practical features were embodied in the
commercial track. The latter prepared young
men for entry into the world of business. It
included both vocational courses and
watered-down academic courses. A mechan-
ical course (engineering) was added in 1912 and
an industrial program (vocational) was added
in 1919.

To understand the reasons for the stratifica-
tion of Central’s curriculum, we must look
again at conditions in the credentials market.
In the 1890s, more people were demanding ac-
cess to high school, and in Philadelphia (and
around the country) high school enrollment
rates rose dramatically. As more people ac-
quired the same piece of cultural property (a
high school diploma), its market value de-
clined. In a bourgeois democracy, it is im-
proper and probably impossible to deny a citi-
zen the opportunity to attend an institution as
meritocratic as the high school. Thus, it be-
came necessary to open access to a valued
cultural good without decreasing its value to
those who already enjoyed it. This was accom-
plished through stratification, a strategy de-
rived from the middle-class principle of merit.
In the Philadelphia school system, stratifica-
tion occurred within and between schools,
creating a hierarchy that is found today in
American education.

As soon as Central adopted a college-
preparatory curriculum (which included the
prestigious classical course), it moved to a
higher stratum than that occupied by the
manual-training school (which offered a practi-
cal and terminal course). These two schools
were no longer in competition, since they op-
erated on different planes and for different
goals. Thus, the proliferation of the new

manual-training high schools did not threaten
the value of a Central High School education.
In addition, Central’s curriculum was stratified
internally, and it is no coincidence that it si-
multaneously expanded its enrollment. After
50 years of stable enrollments, Central grew
from 561 in 1890 to 1,235 in 1900 and to 2,301 in
1910. This surge in the number of students did
not swamp the credentials market, because
that market was now separated into different
tracks, which were ranked according to the
strength of their association with the dominant
culture of professionalism.

Predictably, the academic track at Central
was the most popular. But just as predictably,
this popularity was in part a function of the
students’ social class (see Table 8). In 1890,
immediately after the installation of the aca-
demic and scientific tracks, 81 percent of the
entering proprietary middle-class students
opted for the academic course. Fewer than two
thirds of the other students who entered that
year selected this course. By 1900, the new
curriculum had settled into the format it would
keep for the next 20 years: The college-
preparatory, academic course, which was
broken into three strata, was on top, and the
commercial course, which was more explicitly
vocational than the earlier scientific course,
fell below. The courses chosen by the students
who entered in 1900 show a pattern of lessen-
ing interest in the academic course at each step
down the class scale: This course was chosen
by 72.2 percent of the students from the pro-
prietary middle class, by 66.7 percent of the
students from the employed middle class, by
55.2 percent of the students from the skilled
working class, and by 14.3 percent of the stu-
dents from the unskilled working class. The top
track of the high school’s newly stratified cur-
riculum was most popular among the most
privileged students, for whom it was a special
school within the school. The new academic
diploma provided these students with an exclu-
sive and marketable piece of cultural property
that enabled them to maintain their class posi--
tion.

CONCLUSION

This case study of the Central High School
of Philadelphia has provided an example of the
development of the modern hegemonic cur-
riculum. This developmental process hinged on
the complex relationship between the high
school's curriculum and its middle-class con-
stituency, a relationship that was structured
according to market principles. In the begin-
ning, Central’s students engaged in an intense
competition for its business-oriented but still
academic body of knowledge. The original cur-
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Table 8. Percentage of Students Enrolled in Academic, Scientific, and Commercial Curricula, by Social

Class and Year of Entry

1890 1900

Social Class N Academic Scientific N Academic Commercial
"Proprietary middle class 126 81.0 19.0 216 72.2 27.8
Employed middle class 52 65.4 34.6 108 66.7 333
_Skilled working class 62 61.3 38.7 116 55.2 44.8
Unskilled working class 6 66.7 333 28 14.3 85.7

Total 246 72.4 27.6 468 63.2 36.8
Missing and unclassifiable 40 95.0 5.0 72 83.3 16.7

Source: Student records.

riculum was shaped by middle-class principles
(merit, self-discipline, and utility), but it also
provided the school’s middle-class constituents
with a valuable form of symbolic wealth—i.e.
educational credentials. At the same time, the
very attractiveness of these credentials pres-
sured middle-class families to organize them-
selves around the expectation of extended
education. In the pursuit of this education,
they found themselves being molded by an in-
stitution whose course of study was more
bookish than bourgeois and whose standard of
evaluation was limited to academic achieve-
ment.

As long as the supply of high school creden-
tials was severely limited and the demand for
them remained strong, there was little reason
for Central to reform its curriculum. However,
by the 1880s, alternative suppliers appeared on
the scene and the middle class began looking
beyond a high school diploma to the acquisi-
tion of professional credentials. The high
school had already succeeded in reshaping
middle-class culture. The university was ac-
complishing the same goal at a higher level.
Like the early high school, the university of-
fered a scarce and valuable cultural commod-
ity, which served as a powerful inducement to
the high school’s old constituency. This market
pressure forced Central to revamp its course of
study, and what emerged was a version of the
modern hegemonic curriculum, in which
knowledge is stratified, academic, and appro-
priated through individual competition. This
curriculum developed from the interaction of
two forces: (1) the high school, whose concern
was to preserve itself and its body of academic
knowledge, and (2) the proprietary middle
class, whose concern was to accumulate
enough symbolic wealth to serve as a hedge
against structural uncertainty. The high school
and the middle class needed each other to sur-
vive and prosper, and both needed the educa-
tional credentials market that mediated their
relationship. The result of this relationship was
the hegemonic curriculum.

There are, of course, a variety of alternative

explanations for the changes instituted at Cen-
tral High School—explanations that are not
based on the mediation of the educational cre-
dentials market or on the concept of hegemonic
curriculum. Let us consider just two theories
that are relevant to this case: modernization
theory and reproduction theory.

In modernization theory, the development of
stratification within and between high schools
(which I have attributed to the changing supply
of and demand for educational credentials) is
best understood as part of a larger process of
structural differentiation within societies. In
this view, as societies (or organizational units
within them) develop, they encounter in-
creased population density and increased
structural complexity. Thus, the development
of the hegemonic curriculum at Central would
be seen as part of this trend toward differentia-
tion. But the order of events is all wrong. Cen-
tral's enrollment remained steady during the
period in which curricular change was debated
and adopted; therefore, Central had not been
pressed into instituting a multilevel curriculum
by the force of numbers. Enrollments in-
creased only after the change was instituted,
which indicates that the newly stratified cur-
riculum attracted the students (not that the in-
creased enrollments forced the curriculum
change) and that this change was designed to
enhance the school's attractiveness. The
school was attractive to the proprietary middle
class not because it provided a differentiated
curriculum that was useful to the general
population but because it provided an elite
course of study and a highly marketable cre-
dential.

But according to social reproduction theory,
the development of the hegemonic curriculum
at Central is an example not of the power of the
credentials market but of the power of the
dominant class to reproduce itself through the
schools. According to this perspective, Cen-
tral's tracking system reflected the existing
class structure and was installed to maintain
that structure. This is certainly a more par-
simonious argument than the one I have pre-
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sented here, but it fails to take account of the
evidence from this study. At the functional
level, reproduction theory is correct: The
school was highly responsive to the needs of
the dominant class, and the curriculum
changes did indeed work to the benefit of this
class. However, this explanation overlooks
important school processes—e.g., how the
school operated and how it experienced
change—which should dispel any notions of
inevitability or of ruling-class determinism.
For example, the school's aggressively
meritocratic pedagogy can be seen as an ex-
pression of dominant ideology and as a factor
that enhanced the school’s legitimacy; but it
also barred a large number of middle-class
children from admission and caused most of
those who were admitted to flunk out—hardly
the picture of a one-sided relationship.

The proprietary middle class created Central
High School, dominated its student body, and
reaped most of its benefits, but the school was
not simply manipulated like a marionette. Once
the high school was established, its crea-
tors needed the cultural property it offered
to preserve their class position. They had
nowhere else to turn (in the public sector) to
acquire it, so they had to compete for its hon-
ors, submit to its rules, accept its academic
knowledge, and endure the fluctuations in the
exchange value of its credentials on the open
market. The credentials market is a metaphor
for the interdependency of the high school and
the proprietary middle class. Thus, the adop-
tion of the full hegemonic curriculum at Central
in the 1880s is a sign of class weakness as much
as class power, a sign of the middle class’s
dependence on the high school and its creden-
tials and a sign of how quickly the class and the
school had to act when their relationship was
jeopardized.
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