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Abstract  

 

 This case study analyzes the transition of the American state normal school to teacher’s 

colleges using a theoretical lens of isomorphism. This research draws upon mostly primary 

sources including journals, personal correspondence, published speeches, newspaper articles, and 

year books. Upon examination of the transition which took place at the institution located in 

Cedar Falls, Iowa it becomes clear that the state normal school adopted more than simply a title 

change in hopes of elevating its status among other institutions of higher learning. Curricular 

additions, department organization, new titles for faculty and staff, and administrative transitions 

were among the changes which took place in Iowa. This study finds that isomorphic pressures 

eventually led to the state normal school emanating institutional trends at the state university in 

order to survive as an institution of higher learning. 
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Introduction 

 
 

 Policy talk surrounding current reform strategies and practices aimed at improving 

teacher education has included discussions about higher education and the effectiveness of 

teacher preparation programs. In a recent speech given in 2011, National Education Association 

(NEA) President Dennis Van Roekel called for increased financial support from the federal 

government in order to improve teacher preparation programs.  He discussed how strong teacher 

preparation improves teacher effectiveness in the classroom. Van Roekel closed his speech by 

urging the federal government to provide incentives to states that created “world-class teacher 

preparation programs.”
1
  

 Van Roekel’s speech illustrates that the topic of improving departments of education on 

college campuses is a key factor the in broader discussion of overall teacher preparedness. 

Though Van Roekel’s speech reflects recent concerns about teacher training, for decades 

education leaders, academics, and policy makers have discussed the role of departments of 

education in terms of teacher preparation.  Throughout its history, teacher education and teacher 

training programs have amended their curricula and course objectives to reflect the research and 

pedagogical trends of the era. Teacher education is constantly evolving; and programs in colleges 

and universities reflect this trend.  

 Historians of education have devoted considerable attention to the evolution of teacher 

training. For example, in Larry Cuban’s How Teacher’s Taught: Constancy and Change in 

American Classrooms 1890-1990, Mr. Cuban discusses the history of teaching practice in the 

United States and the evolution of school curriculum. Through an analysis of different education 

institutions such as high schools, normal schools, colleges, and universities, Preparing 

                                                           
1
 Kevin Hart, "Great Public Schools Begin with Great Teachers," National Education Association. 
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America’s Teacher’s: A History by James W. Fraser examines the development of teacher 

training over the course of two centuries.  Christine Ogren’s book The American State Normal 

School focuses specifically on the historical narrative of the American state normal school and 

how it contributed to the foundations of education and teacher preparation. These texts, along 

with many other scholarly publications and news articles, represent the body of work devoted to 

understanding the history and development of teacher training. This study seeks to add to the 

literature by examining normal schools as institutions of teacher preparation. Specifically, this 

study focuses on why these institutions transitioned from normal schools into teacher’s colleges, 

and how that transition occurred.   

 

Why Study History of Teacher Preparation?  

 Much of the policy talk regarding education has included plans to transform the ways in 

which schools of education prepare future teachers. It is not uncommon to hear reformers talk 

about developments involving certification, testing, performance-based teacher pay all aimed at 

improving the quality of education.
2
 Historically, education leaders and researchers have debated 

what the proper pedagogies and curricula should include in training our nations teachers. Though 

many scholars have devoted research to higher education in general, the attention devoted 

specifically to normal training institutes and teachers colleges is limited. Additionally, in studies 

focused on normal schools, there is limited research on the evolution of these schools to 

teacher’s colleges (and later universities) or the evolution of teacher training in general. 

Understanding the history and evolution of teacher training programs can assist today’s 

education leaders in the development of strategies and programs aimed at improving teacher 

                                                           
2
 David F. Labaree, "Career Ladders and the Early Public High-School Teacher: A Study of Inequality and 

Opportunity," in American Teachers: Histories of a Profession at Work, ed. Donald Warren (New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Company 1989). 
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training. The study of institutions and the process of isomorphism can show how institutional 

dynamics affect teacher training in addition to shaping policy debates and other reforms 

regarding the training of teachers. History is indeed important in understanding the evolution of 

the preparation of our nation’s teachers and the transition of normal schools to teachers colleges 

remains a substantial part of that evolution. To borrow from David Tyack and Larry Cuban, “all 

people and institutions are a product of history, and all people use history when they make 

choices about the present and the future."
3
 By analyzing how the process of isomorphism shapes 

institutional dynamics, reformers can better understand how teacher training programs fit into the 

larger picture of higher educational training. They can better assess how to adopt strategies to 

improve the status of teacher education programs and departments of education.  

   

Isomorphism and Institutions of Higher Education  

 In the international encyclopedia of social sciences, institutional isomorphism is 

described by Amos Hawley as “a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to 

resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions."
4
  John Meyer and Brian 

Rowan in their article “Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and 

Ceremony” discuss the processes that result in organizations and institutions looking and 

functioning similarly. They argue that institutional isomorphism promotes the success and 

survival of organizations.  They suggest that the institutions in an organizational field which 

incorporate the reforms and innovations that are viewed as desirable buffer themselves from 

failure and secure their survival among other institutions in their field. By adhering to 

                                                           
3
 David Tyack and Larry Cuban, Tinkering toward Utopia: A Century of Public School Reform  (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1995)., 6. 
4
 Amos Hawley, "Human Ecology," in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, ed. David L. Sills (New York: 

Macmillan, 1968). 
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prescriptions of success set forth by the leading institutions, the organization protects itself from 

having its conduct questioned and therefore becomes legitimate.
5
 They go on to say that the 

institutions which deviate from the standards set by the most contemporary institutions and what 

the field views as worthy will fail because they will not be seen as desirable or worthy of public 

resources. They conclude by arguing that organizations gain legitimacy and resources needed to 

survive by successfully becoming isomorphic with their intuitional environments.
6
  

  Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell discuss the concept of institutional isomorphism 

by identifying three mechanisms through which this type of institutional change occurs; 

coercive, mimetic, and normative.
7
 They describe coercive (regulatory) isomorphism as change 

that results from “both formal and informal pressures exerted on organizations by other 

organizations upon which they are dependent and by cultural expectations in the society within 

which organizations function."
8
 For example, some organizational change is the direct result of a 

government mandate such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in public school education. 

Public schools had to adopt changes to meet the provisions set forth by the NCLB legislation in 

order to receive funding and support from the government.  

 The second form of isomorphic change, mimetic isomorphism, DiMaggio and Powell 

describe as change that occurs as a result of institutional uncertainty. They suggest that when 

organizational goals are ambiguous or uncertain, organizations model themselves after other 

successful organizations in their field.
9
 Modeling is the response to uncertainty. Modeled 

organizations serve as “convenient sources of practices that the borrowing organization may 

                                                           
5
 John W.  Meyer and Brian Rowan, "Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structures as Myth and Ceremony," 

American Journal of Sociology 83, no. 2 (1977)., p. 349 
6
 Ibid., p. 352 

7
 Paul. J.  Dimaggio and Walter W.  Powell, "The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective 

Rationality in Organizational Fields," American Sociological Review 48, no. 2 (1983)., p. 150 
8
 Ibid., p. 150 

9
 Ibid., p. 151 
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use." According to the authors, “models may be diffused indirectly through employee transfer or 

turnover, or explicitly by organizations such as consulting firms or industry trade associations."
10

 

They conclude that organizations tend to model themselves after similar organizations in their 

field that they perceive as more legitimate or successful.
11

  

 The third and final form of isomorphic change discussed is normative isomorphism 

which stems from professionalization. The two aspects of professionalization are formal 

education produced by university specialists and growth of professional networks that span 

across organizations. According to the authors, these mechanisms “create a pool of 

interchangeable individuals who occupy similar positions across a range of organizational and 

possess a similarity of orientation and disposition."
12

 DiMaggio and Powell conclude that 

organizations are rewarded for being similar to other organizations in their field. They argue that 

this similarity “can make it easier for organizations to transact with other organizations, to attract 

career-minded staff, to be acknowledged as legitimate, and reputable, and to fit into 

administrative categories that define eligibility for public and private grants and contracts."
13

  

 Normal schools as institutions were particularly vulnerable to this type of influence. 

Their goals, their interactions with other institutions of higher learning, and their dependence on 

the state for vital resources created a situation for normal schools which made them more prone 

to succumb to isomorphic pressure. The State Normal School at Cedar Falls, Iowa exemplified 

some of the above mentioned characteristics which Dimaggio and Powell also used as predictors 

of levels of isomorphic change. The state of Iowa agreed to open a state normal school several 

decades after funding a State University in Iowa City, and a College of Agriculture and 

                                                           
10

 Ibid., p. 151 
11

 Ibid., p. 152 
12

 Ibid., p. 152 
13

 Ibid., p. 153 
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Mechanic Arts in Ames. The State Normal School in Cedar Falls opened its doors in 1876, 

nearly thirty years after the state established the State University of Iowa. Despite the fact that 

The University provided students with training in education, the state believed in funding a 

school devoted specifically to the training of common school teachers. Firmly established in 

Iowa City, the State University provided an example to the institution at Cedar Falls of how to 

successfully organize an institution of higher learning. As the state normal school progressed, it 

eventually adopted mechanisms used by the state university including business operation 

procedures, department organizational structure, and their system of rank ordering faculty for 

better department organization. DiMaggio and Powell hypothesized that “the greater the 

dependence of an organization on another organization, the more similar it will become to that 

organization in structure”
14

. The situation in the state of Iowa provides an example of how this 

particular hypothesis presented by DiMaggio and Powell is a predictor of isomorphic change.  

 DiMaggio and Powell also posited that “the more ambiguous the goals of an 

organization, the greater the extent to which the organization will model itself after organizations 

that it perceives to be successful."15
 Throughout its history, skeptics criticized the normal schools for 

not offering any academic advantages to those who trained in them. They also claimed that the courses 

offered by normal schools lacked intellectual coherency, and their contributions to teacher training 

remained uneven as the schools did not supply states with a very large number of trained teachers.
16

  

Additionally, many students enrolled in state normal schools for the purpose of experiencing higher 

education rather than receiving teacher training. As a result, normal schools offered a smattering of 

classes to accommodate the wide array of students who enrolled. The attempt by the normal schools to 

                                                           
14

 Ibid., p. 154 
15

 Ibid., p. 155 
16

 Richard J. Altenbaugh and Kathleen Underwood, "The Evolution of Normal Schools," in Places Where Teachers 
Are Taught, ed. John I. Goodlad, Roger Soder, and Kenneth A. Sirotnik (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers 
1990)., p. 143 



15 
 

accommodate many students with different agendas resulted in ambiguous institutional goals. In Iowa for 

example, the state normal school offered several different programs to accommodate students of all levels 

enrolling in various programs. Over the years, the course offerings portion of the college catalog revealed 

a jumbled mess of classes which changed rather frequently. Nearly every year, program requirements and 

course offerings differed from the previous year. Over time, the state normal school’s organization more 

closely reflected that of the college of liberal arts and the department of teacher training at the State 

University. It modeled itself after the organization it perceived as successful.  

 High levels of isomorphic pressure on normal schools also existed because of the 

institution’s interactions with the state and their dependence upon the state for funding. 

DiMaggio and Powell postulated that “the greater the extent to which an organizational field is 

dependent upon a single source of support for vital resources, the higher the level of 

isomorphism” while also predicting that “the greater the extent to which the organizations in a 

field transact with agencies of the state, the greater the extent of isomorphism in the field as a 

whole."
17

  First, many state normal schools (along with other state supported higher education 

institutions) depended upon allocations of state funds in order to support the expenditures of the 

institution. This centralization of financial resources caused homogenization among institutions 

of higher learning because it placed schools under similar pressures to obtain financial resources. 

Also, the state regulated standards which the state schools had to adopt in order to continue to 

receive funding. The regulative pressures from the state forced higher education institutions to 

become similar. In the state of Iowa, the normal school competed with The College of 

Agriculture and Mechanic Arts and The State University for funding. Over the course of time, 

the state normal school’s operating procedures became more like those of the other state schools 

which received substantially higher amounts of money from the state. For example, the state 

                                                           
17

 Dimaggio and Powell, "The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in 
Organizational Fields.", p. 155 
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normal school adopted the state universities’ method of conducting matters of business and 

maintenance of financial records. By providing the state with more accurate records and 

bookkeeping procedures, the institution hoped to gain additional appropriations from the state. 

Additionally, when the state decided to condense the governing bodies of the school into one 

unified state board of education, all three state schools complied resulting in the adoption of 

similar governing procedures by all three state supported schools. The state required all three 

schools to change their governing body which resulted in coercive isomorphic change.  

 State normal schools were particularly susceptible to mimetic and coercive isomorphic 

pressures. The situation in the state of Iowa showed how the some predictors of isomorphic 

change including ambiguous goals, interactions with the state, and dependence upon another 

institution increased the level of isomorphic change in the state normal school. The interactions 

between the state schools of higher education in Iowa exemplified DiMaggio and Powell’s 

hypothesis of predictors of isomorphism, especially relating to mimetic and coercive change. 

 This study incorporates DiMaggio and Powel’s interpretation of institutional 

isomorphism as a theoretical framework for studying the evolution of normal schools into 

teacher’s colleges. Due to the complexities involved in the transition process, some schools 

evolved into teachers colleges and remained institutions devoted to the distinct purpose of 

training teachers, while other normal schools became departments of education on collegiate 

campuses, or simply ceased to exist. It specifically focuses on the case of the Iowa State Normal 

School (now formally known as the University of Northern Iowa). It explores several aspects of 

this transition including how this particular institution adjusted to changing expectations 

concerning the training of teachers. It also identifies changes adopted by the institution in order 

to function better and survive among other institutions in the field of higher education.  
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 This study specifically focuses on the state of Iowa and the case of the Iowa State Normal 

School. Currently, the state of Iowa is home to three public universities: The University of Iowa 

(U of I ), Iowa State University (ISU), and The University of Northern Iowa (UNI). While these 

are the current titles of each of the three state schools, during the time period this study focuses 

on (1890 – 1915), all three schools had different titles. The title given to the University of Iowa 

during the time frame was “The State University of Iowa." Iowa State University was called 

“The College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts." Finally, the University of Northern Iowa was 

known as “The Iowa State Normal School”, which later adopted the title “The Iowa State 

Teacher’s College." This study examines different aspects of each of the schools, and uses their 

former titles in the discussion of higher education in the state of Iowa. To clarify, the three state 

school’s examined in this study, from 1890 to 1915, were known as The State University of 

Iowa, The College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts, and The Iowa State Normal School. The 

Iowa State Normal School (now the University of Northern Iowa) is the major institution in 

question, and its transition from a normal school to collegiate status is the central focus of this 

study.  
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Chapter 1: 

Historical Context: A Synopsis of the History and Development of the Normal School 

  

 Normal Schools were originally created during the mid-nineteenth century as a solution 

to the teacher shortage problem. Supporters of the normal school idea also hoped this type of 

institution would address growing concerns regarding teacher quality. The leaders responsible 

for the development of these institutions hoped that these schools could better prepare teachers to 

lead and instruct students in their classrooms.  In general, normal schools offered a broad 

curriculum with a wide variety of classes to accommodate different students and teachers with 

varying levels of education preparation and background. Though many educators attended 

normal schools to receive some sort of teacher preparation, David Felmley, president of the 

Illinois State Normal in Normal Illinois, noted in 1923 the limited impact normal schools had in 

the teacher profession as a whole.
18

 Critics scrutinized normal schools for their watered down 

curriculum and low standards of admission. Eventually, isomorphic pressures lead to the 

transformation of normal schools to teacher’s colleges and to the adoption of standards used by 

other higher education institutions. Before this transition took place, normal schools provided 

pupils with an opportunity to extend their education beyond the high school level. Despite its 

contentious existence, normal school education spanned over the course of several decades, and 

its history and development is still relevant in the foundation of teacher training 

 

Teacher Institutes and Assemblies  

 Before the creation of normal schools, states offered few formal opportunities for the 

professional development and training of teachers. When opportunities for teacher training arose, 

                                                           
18

 James W. Fraser, Preparing America's Teachers: A History  (New York: Teachers College Press, 2007)., 131 
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oftentimes they occurred in conference format. These conferences, which began during the 1830s 

became known as Teacher Institutes.
19

 The idea to hold teacher institutes originally grew from a 

combination of Henry Barnard’s six week course of instruction in pedagogies for young men and 

classes taught at Emma Willard’s Troy Seminary for Women.
20

 While some teacher institutes 

afforded school teachers the opportunity to listen to guest lecturers and speakers, most gatherings 

consisted of discussions among teachers on different teaching practices and experiences.
21

  These 

meetings allowed teachers throughout various districts to come together for the purpose of 

sharing thoughts, ideas, and experiences as school teachers.  Mary Hurbut Cordier, a historian of 

rural teachers and teacher training, considered Teacher Institutes as one of the more widely 

spread forms of pedagogical training available to educators during this period. Her book, School 

Women of the Prairies and Plains, provides a description of teacher conferences, defining them 

as “a series of courses in basic content of the school subjects and in teaching methods."
22

 

According to Cordier, teacher institutes generally met from one to six weeks during the summer. 

The subjects frequently offered included content on curriculum, methods of instruction, and 

school management, spelling, penmanship, language, grammar, reading, drawing, music, 

geography, history, civics, arithmetic, physiology and hygiene, agriculture, sewing, and 

                                                           
19

 Christopher J. Lucas, American Higher Education: A History 2ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006)., 137 
20

Ibid. p.137. James W. Fraser and his study Preparing America’s Teachers: A History, provides more in-depth 
information regarding female seminaries and their contribution to the education of teachers, specifically, female 
teachers. He not only discusses the function of Emma Willlard and the Troy Seminary for Women but also 
Catherine Beecher’s Hartford Female Seminary and how these institutions contributed to the preparation of 
teachers. For additional information, see Fraser, Preparing America's Teachers: A History., p. 35 – 42. On teacher 
institutes, see also Christopher J. Lucas, Teacher Education in America: Reform Agendas for the Twenty-First 
Century  (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1999).  
21

 Teacher Education in America: Reform Agendas for the Twenty-First Century., 21 
22

 Mary Hurbut Cordier, School Women of the Prairies and Plains  (Alburquerque: The University of New Mexico 
Press 1992). Shortly following Henry Barnard’s six week course, the county superintendent of New York’s schools 
offered a similar pedagogical convention for his public school teachers in 1843. The fact that more districts began 
offering conventions of this nature, shows that educational leaders of the time acknowledged the necessity of 
teacher training. 
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cooking.
23

 According to Cordier, the institutes afforded rural teachers a way in which to improve 

their teaching skills without the expense of a college degree. 

 In his history of teacher education in America, Christopher Lucas provides readers 

additional detail on teacher institutes. Lucas explains that depending on the location, different 

leaders organized the institutes. For example, in New York State, Samuel N. Sweet organized an 

institute for prospective teachers in Ithaca, New York.
24

 The Tompkins county superintendent of 

schools also organized a “pedagogical convention” for teachers.
25

 Other states supported these 

institutes including New Hampshire, Maine, Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois.
26

 Lucas explained that 

during these meetings, groups of gentlemen received a thorough review of all subject taught in 

common schools, along with practical counsel in teaching methods. Along with instruction on 

content, according to Lucas, these institutes were a pedagogical convention where guest lecturers 

gave inspirational talks motivating current teachers. Discussion groups on topics of general 

interest and evening campfire meetings generally followed lectures and speeches.
27

 These 

assemblies usually only lasted a few days, and were meant as a supplement to a teacher’s 

certification, much like teacher in-service programs and educational workshops today. Unlike 

required teacher in-service training, attendance at teacher institutes during the mid-nineteenth 

century was mostly voluntary. In order to encourage participation in these types of training 

conferences, in 1846 the state of Massachusetts budgeted public funds for stipends and 

scholarships.
28

A few years later, other communities in New York, New Hampshire, Maine, Ohio, 

                                                           
23

 Ibid. 
24

 Lucas, Teacher Education in America: Reform Agendas for the Twenty-First Century., 21 
25

 Ibid., 21 
26

 Ibid., 21. In his discussion of teacher institutes and the states that supported them, Lucas does not mention who 
specifically organized these meetings nor does he mention where they received their funding. However, he does 
note that some states such as Massachusetts made public funds available to defray the cost of attending.  
27

 American Higher Education: A History  
28

 Teacher Education in America: Reform Agendas for the Twenty-First Century., p. 21.  
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Michigan and Illinois followed suit, sponsoring teacher assemblies for their public school 

educators. It is important to recognize, according to Lucas, that “few observers could have 

supposed that teachers’ institutes afforded an adequate or complete response to the problem of 

teachers’ preparation”
29

 However modest the training, according to Lucas, institutes often 

supplied the only form of teacher education available to working, tenured school masters during 

early portions of the nineteenth century.
30

  

 

The High School  

 During the post-civil war era, the number of pupils attending school drastically changed, 

increasing the demand for public school teachers. John L. Rury acknowledged this shift in his 

book Education and Women’s Work. He discussed how during this period, the high school 

“underwent a rapid process of expansion."
31

 He also noted that high schools appeared to be the 

avenue through which prospective teachers prepared for their role as classroom instructors. Rury 

discussed how nineteenth century educators believed in the use of high schools in preparing 

teachers citing examples from school districts in Detroit, New Haven, Connecticut, and St. 

Louis.
32

  

 Other education historians note this shift in education as well including historian James 

Fraser. He notes that during the post-civil war period American education underwent major 

transformations. Elementary school enrollments grew substantially, and so did the number of 

                                                           
29

 American Higher Education: A History , p.139. 
30

 Teacher Education in America: Reform Agendas for the Twenty-First Century., p. 22.  
31

 John L.  Rury, Education and Women's Work: Female Schooling and the Division of Labor in Urban America, 1870-
1930  (New York: State University of New York Press, 1991)., p.17 
32

 Ibid., p. 22 
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students entering high school.
33

 The increase in population growth necessitated the increase in 

common schools. This, in turn, demanded the hiring of greater numbers of trained teachers.
34

 

Schools needed an efficient way for training teachers, and training them quickly. For educational 

leaders and district superintendents, high schools offered a solution to the demand for teachers. 

Before any type of unified teacher education program was in place, completion of high school 

programs by those candidates desiring to become common school teachers satisfied school 

leaders. In his book on the history of teacher training programs, James Fraser points out that 

though high schools prepared some students for college and for advanced places in the working 

world, they also prepared teachers.
35

 Fraser provides two examples of this. Chicago’s high 

schools offered two year normal training courses to students who desired to become teacher and 

students who completed the two year course received their certification to teach at the 

elementary school level.
36

 Throughout most of the later nineteenth century, Philadelphia’s Model 

School, which became a high school training facility for girls, trained teachers for the elementary 

grades of the city’s schools.
37

  

 Other studies provide additional examples of using high schools for training elementary 

educators. In 1852, The Girls’ High and Normal School of Boston became the institution 

responsible for training women teachers for the city’s grammar schools.
38

 In fact, many of the 

larger high schools and coeducational institutions in different cities offered teacher training 

                                                           
33

 John L. Rury, Education and Social Change: Contours in The History of American Schooling, 3 ed. (New York: 
Routledge, 2009); John R. Thelin, A History of American Higher Education  (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press 2004). 
34

 Jurgen Herbst, "Teacher Preparation in the Nineteenth Century: Institutions and Purposes," in American 
Teachers: Histories of a Profession at Work, ed. Donald Warren (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1989). 
35

 Fraser, Preparing America's Teachers: A History. 
36

 Ibid. 
37

 Ibid. 
38

 Herbst, "Teacher Preparation in the Nineteenth Century: Institutions and Purposes.", p. 221. 
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curriculums for young women.
39

 The potential to receive education beyond grammar school 

training allured many young women to the teaching profession, and as a result, more and more 

girls attended high school and received training to become teachers.
40

  Teacher training at local 

high schools became so popular, that one of Indiana’s high school superintendents predicated in 

1853 “that high schools would long serve as an important ‘nursery of teachers’."
41

 However, an 

analysis of contemporaneous school systems revealed that the level and quality of common 

school education varied from city to city and across states, which education leaders of the time 

attributed to the modest, often inadequate training of school masters. In order to improve the 

quality of common school education, education leaders considered ways in which to improve 

teacher training. Reformers urged state legislatures to “full-fill their responsibility to ensure a 

supply of well-trained teachers for the nation’s common schools."
42

 This lead to legislation 

which created institutions designed specifically for the purpose of training elementary teachers. 

These institutes for teacher training became formally known as normal schools. In the summer of 

1839, Massachusetts became the first state to establish the first state supported normal school in 

Lexington.
43

 In the beginning, the main purpose of the normal school was to impart a broad 

range of academic knowledge to its students, while also providing lessons in pedagogy and 

teaching skills.  
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The Campaign for Normal Schools  

 In addition to inadequate teacher training, another reason behind the creation of special 

schools devoted specifically to the training of teachers was indifference on the part of 

universities and academies to in preparing teachers. Horace Mann, a leading campaigner for 

normal schools, complained that “the existing work in pedagogy did not command the utmost 

attention from educators, and argued “that the normal school offered an experience that 

combined practice with methodical training.
44

 Reformers continued to campaign for what 

seemed essential to generate adequate, well trained teachers: a system of publicly supported 

normal schools."  Education leaders Henry Edwin Dwight and James C. Carter also advocated 

funding institutions that would provide teacher training after high school which could be 

universal for all of the nation’s teachers.
45

 This type of specific training, according to Dwight 

and Carter, would not only instruct students using sound philosophies in teacher education but 

they would also provide curricula and instruction devoted specifically to the development of 

teaching methods, pedagogy, and the preparation of teachers for the district schools.
46

 Finally, in 

response to a donation of $10,000 by Edward Dwight “for the purpose of qualifying teachers of 

the common schools” the Massachusetts state legislature appropriated an additional $10,000 in 

order for the State Board of Education to open the first normal school.
47

 The State Board of 

Education elected to open three separate schools in different regions of the state where members 

of the state board determined the need for better trained teachers was greatest. 
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 The first school, an all-girls school, opened in Lexington on July 3, 1839 under Principal 

Cyrus Pierce; or as he was known to his students, “Father Pierce." Pierce graduated from 

Harvard College and the Harvard School of Divinity. After graduations, he worked as a school 

teacher prior to his ordination. He served as pastor of North Reading Unitarian church, and 

following that, returned to lead a town school in Nantucket. By September of 1839, Pierce 

enrolled twelve students in the normal school under his leadership. By October, he opened a 

model school which functioned as a practice school for some thirty normal students.
48

 The state’s 

second normal school was located in central Massachusetts in the town of Barre. School leaders 

selected Reverend Samuel P. Newman to serve as its first principal. Unlike Lexington, the school 

in Barre was coeducational. Barre Normal opened its doors in the town academy to twelve 

women and eight men in September of 1839. In the southeast corner of the state, under the 

direction of Colonel Nicholas Tillingcast, the third school, located in the town Bridgewater, 

opened to both men and women. Eventually, Massachusetts opened a fourth school in Salem in 

1854 under the leadership of Richard Edwards. In order to attract more students and increase 

enrollments, a tuition waiver was offered to those students who promised to teach in the common 

schools upon completion of a one-year course. At Barre, attendance increased so rapidly, that 

just two years after opening, it moved into its own building and was officially dubbed a state 

normal school.
49

 

 

Who went to Normals? 

 In the beginning, entrance requirements at state normal schools were not very strict. The 

normals at both Lexington and Barre, simply mandated that women seeking to enroll be at least 

                                                           
48

 Ibid., p. 66. 
49

 Ibid., p. 71. 



26 
 

16 years of age, and men at least 17. Salem normal school in Massachusetts required applicants 

to pass an examination in the common school subjects, and “prove their intellectual capability 

and high moral character."
50

 Though admission requirements in these institutions varied to some 

extent, most state normal schools required students to be in good health, and most importantly, 

asked students to declare their intention to teach in the common schools of Massachusetts upon 

completion of their course work.
51

 Once enrolled, normalites thoroughly reviewed “the common 

school subjects of spelling, reading, writing, grammar, geography, and arithmetic." If they 

remained enrolled, these pupils added more advanced studies such as “rhetoric, logic, geometry, 

bookkeeping, navigation, surveying, history, physiology, mental and natural philosophy, and ‘the 

principles of piety and morality common to all sects of Christians’.
52

  

 Because normal school was inexpensive, it was a convenient way for many who 

otherwise would have not been granted the opportunity, to resume their formal education or to 

prepare themselves for gainful employment. The vast majority of students who enrolled in the 

early normals came from farming families; and those whose parents were not farmers, were often 

employed as merchants in nonprofessional white-collar occupations, or in blue-collar 

occupations.
53

 The average age of the entering student was just a little below 19, and female 

students were often younger than the men. Because normal schools afforded girls an opportunity 

to continue their education which they may not have received by applying to colleges or 

academies, enrollment of girls often far outnumbered enrollment of boys. The male presence in 

normal schools continued to gradually decline as enrollment levels increased.
54
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 Faculty members and principals at the first normal schools reported that the educational 

background of those pupils who enrolled was dismal and inadequate, and not what they expected 

or desired in future teachers. Cyrus Pierce, principal of Massachusetts normal school in 

Nantucket, voiced his disappointment in students’ prior training as well as their current 

capabilities. In his journals, Pierce wrote that he found their academic knowledge and skills to be 

discouragingly defective. He declared that they “definitely needed at least one year of instruction 

even though it would take three to prepare them fully for their tasks."
55

 Paul Mattingly, in his 

book The Classless Profession: American Schoolmen in the Nineteenth Century, noted that “over 

and over again” Pierce complained “I have exhausted alternatives in the face of poorly prepared 

students and the necessity to maintain the school with unprofessional talents."
56

 

 

 

Criticisms 

 Through the founding of normal schools, education reformers attempted to meet the 

pressing needs of common schools for adequately trained teachers. Building new institutions 

devoted solely to the purpose of training teachers, however, did not come without criticism. 

There was much skepticism as to whether these new normal schools offered real preparatory 

training or satisfied “genuine” need of the schools.
57

 Skeptics claimed that normal schools 

weren’t necessary because any person who had a general understanding of the subject matter 

taught in elementary schools could teach.
58

 Those in opposition suggested several reasons why it 
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was unnecessary for the state to supply funding to the normals. Critics asserted that when 

compared to existing academies and high schools “as far as the normal schools were concerned, 

they did not appear to offer any peculiar or distinguishing advantages."
59

 Furthermore, some 

argued that the “real cause” for badly performing teachers was not in their insufficient 

preparation, but rather, in the depressing salary paid to current practicing teachers.
60

 

 Proponents of the normals maintained that a unique mission did exist, as normals first 

and foremost provided remedial instruction to common-school graduates, and proceeded to then 

prepare them further as elementary school teachers. However, critics held that their quality of 

instruction was inferior compared to what was available in public schools and academies. They 

persistently argued that the academic caliber of normal schools fell below a regular secondary 

education, and that a normal education amounted to “little more than a brief review of the 

subjects they were expected to teach once they returned to primary classrooms."
61

 Critics further 

claimed that even when pedagogical training was offered, normal schools merely taught only a 

smattering of pedagogy and advice on school discipline and classroom management.
62

 In sum, 

skeptics had the perception that normal schools did not accomplish their original purpose. In 

spite of these negative perceptions, however, normal schools continued to grow and receive state 

support. By the end of the century, states had built well over 100 normal schools across the 

nation and they remained a dominant force in the education of teachers until well after the turn of 

the twentieth century.  
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Curriculum and Expansion   

 Over the course of the next half century, normal schools expanded to the south and 

Midwest. Christine Ogren, who studied the development of state normal schools, reported in her 

book The American State Normal School: An Instrument of Greater Good that in 1869, 

approximately 35 state normal schools existed throughout the United States.
63

 Among them were 

schools like Illinois State Normal, which opened its doors in 1857. Kansas elected to open 

Emporia State Normal School in 1865 (which was reported to be the largest state normal school 

in the nation by 1890), and Platteville State Normal school which opened in Wisconsin in 

1876.
64

 Between 1870 and 1900 normal school enrollment grew from 10,000 to 70,000. While 

this number was only a small portion of teachers across the United States, estimates indicate that 

unlike in earlier decades, many more teachers received some type of normal instruction prior to 

teaching.
65

  

 Once firmly established, normal school leaders focused on curriculum development and 

the pedagogies offered in their coursework. Principals not only thought about what to teach but 

how to teach. They wanted to offer students a practical education for their futures as classroom 

teachers. Many leaders felt that a significant portion of the normal school curricula should be 

devoted to character training and moral development rather than rigorous, academic training.
66

 

Therefore, the original learning outcomes of normal schools focused on providing teachers with 

character and philosophical training so they could become moral leaders in their classrooms. But, 

once principals realized that many pupils arrived with inadequate academic preparation, it forced 

many schools to add an academically focused course of study for entry level student s entitled 
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“uniform course of study."
67

 Principals hoped that by adding the uniform coursework that 

students pursuing teacher training received the academic preparation they otherwise lacked from 

their previous years of schooling. Most training coursework for elementary teachers usually 

consisted of either a one or two-year program (though, many early pupils did not complete all of 

the suggested coursework in their program). These programs began with a review of elementary 

instruction to make up for academic deficiencies from the student’s common school days. 

Character training courses and advanced academic instruction generally followed entry level 

instruction.
68

 The baseline curriculum “included specific courses in grammar, ortheopy and 

reading, composition, spelling, penmanship, literature, American history, civics, European 

history, a choice between economic or sociology, arithmetic, algebra, geometry plane & solid, 

geography, physiography or additional physics, physics, botany, physiology, chemistry or 

zoology, and agriculture, plus one elective."
69

 Advanced classes included coursework in algebra, 

geometry, trigonometry, advanced chemistry, physics, botany, English literature, and general 

history.
70

 Normal school leaders felt confident that their curricular decisions provided adequate 

general education for would-be common school teachers.
71

 

 As the nineteenth century progressed, enrollment rates in normal schools substantially 

increased. The curriculum at these institutions expanded as well. According to Mattingly, during 

the period between 1870 and 1880, a major curricular transformation included the decision by 

normal school leaders to create classes designed to prepare students to teach at the secondary 

level. Normal school officials also decided to add courses that prepared individuals to become 
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education leaders and school administrators. Some normals offered a two-year course for high 

school graduates in addition to their four-year course for those students with less preparation.
72

 

Most course offerings included a two year high school training program designed for secondary 

teachers, and a three- or four-year program designed for principals and superintendents.
73

 Harper 

provided a detailed example of the five general curricula offered at Michigan State Normal 

College: “[1] general degree course of two years; [2] specialized degree course of two years [3] 

general diploma course of four years; [4] specialized four-year course; [5] course of one year for 

college graduates. Students would not receive special preparation for: [1] rural, ungraded, and 

village schools; [2] public and private kindergartens; [3] primary work and the lower grades of 

the elementary schools; [5] general grade work; [6] special subjects and departments; [7] 

supervision of the particular branches, such as music and drawing; and [8] general supervision 

and administration.”
74

 

 Normal schools also expanded their curriculum to include coursework in manual training 

and domestic science. The decision to add these types of courses to the normal school program 

proved beneficial for normal enrollments, as many of their students came from farm and laboring 

families.
75

 Vocational courses became extremely popular among many normalites, and historians 

have observed that by the turn of the twentieth century, vocational training of students overtook 

enrollments in some normal schools. They argued that this may have contributed to the criticism 

that normal schools lacked serious academic training.
76

  

                                                           
72

 Harper, A Century of Public Teacher Education: The Story of State Teachers Colleges as They Evolved from the 
Normal Schools  
73

 Altenbaugh and Underwood, "The Evolution of Normal Schools." 
74

 Harper, A Century of Public Teacher Education: The Story of State Teachers Colleges as They Evolved from the 
Normal Schools , p. 108.  
75

 Clifford and Guthrie, Ed School: A Brief for Professional Education , p.59.  
76

 Ibid.; Fraser, Preparing America's Teachers: A History. 



32 
 

 Soon after these adaptions, teachers and students came to view normal schools as 

extensions of secondary schooling, and many used normal schools to extend their education past 

high school. Slowly, as high school attendance and graduation increased, state legislatures and 

normal school authorities increased admission standards and required high school diplomas for 

admission.  

 

The Pedagogical Debate 

 Once normal schools gained momentum and began training more of the nation’s 

educators, conflicts arose as to what type of education was best suited for the preparation of 

school teachers.  Curricular debates arose concerning the adaption of a liberal arts based 

education versus professionalism. This debate “pitted those having a teachers college view point 

against those with the liberal arts outlook.”
77

 According to Borrowman, the conservative liberal 

arts advocates “were anxious to keep the general and professional sequences apart in order to 

preserve the purity of the liberal arts from what they considered professionalism."
78

 Despite 

arguments, most educators recognized the need for both the liberal and technical training of 

teachers in normal schools across the country, and studies of time showed that the state normal 

school, with its emphasis on methods and classroom management, “focused on the practical 

aspects of the teaching enterprise."
79

 In addition to in-depth knowledge of the subject matter 

presented in each course, students also received instruction about the best methods of imparting 

knowledge to their students.
80

 A number of normals developed courses on “the methods of 
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teaching particular subjects,” which included instruction in classroom management and the 

organization of schools alongside method training. According to Christine Ogren, not only did 

students become familiar with methods for teaching subjects, but they also familiarized 

themselves with how schools operated and the roles administrative officers played in maintaining 

and running school districts.
81

 

 During the 1870s and 1880s, with growing interest in child psychology, scholars in 

education began to value the study of child development.  Interest in child development fostered 

an increased awareness of a pedagogical theory called Herbartianism. Herbartians, as they called 

themselves, were a group of American educators that studied in Germany under the disciples of 

philosopher Johan Friedrich Herbart.
82

 They founded a society called “The National Herbart 

Society for the Scientific Study of Teaching” at the annual meeting of the National Education 

Association in 1895. Herbartianists strongly believed that the highest purpose in education was 

“the development of ethical character."
83

 This type of doctrine meant that a moral education was 

the product of instruction and it focused on the acquisition of ideas which affected the will “the 

chief element of morality.”
84

 For Herbartians, the full development of the child, a realization of 

all his capabilities, should be the constant aim of the process of education. To achieve this type 

of education, Herbart actually proposed five phases of pedagogical technique. He first 

emphasized child preparation; “the stimulation of readiness in the student to assimilate new 

learning”
85

 The remaining four stages included “presentation of material in ways appropriate to 

each student’s background; association that relates new material to past ideas and experiences; 
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generalization, or formulation of rules, laws, principles and guides; and application, by 

expression and use.”
86

 Additionally, Herbartinaists felt that the principle of “apperception” (the 

process of understanding new material based on previous experiences, knowledge, and feelings) 

was an important tool in understanding how the child learned.
87

 Ultimately, Herbartianists 

believed that good character could be obtained by teachers introducing their students to ethical 

ideas contained in the course of study.  

 Both Herbartianism and child psychology became a large component of the normal 

school curriculum. According to Ogren, the developing field of psychology, and the more 

specialized field of educational psychology, “provided both a theoretical base for principles of 

teaching and substantive questions for the ongoing inquiry into the learning process."
88

 This new 

interest in child development fostered the growth Herbartianism movement in normal schools. 

Prior to the addition of this school of thought, drill, recitation, and route memorization were the 

most common method of education in public schools. According to Fraser, Herbartianism 

“systemized psychological theories into concrete approaches into teaching based on engaging 

and fostering children’s interests.” The ideas behind this movement placed renewed importance 

on the model school and practice teaching. After herbartian theory grew in popularity among 

teachers, professors, and principals, many normal schools adopted Herbartianism as a guide for 

instruction and inquiry in their teacher education programs.
89
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20
th

 Century Developments and Social Change  

 From the end of the nineteenth century and on into the twentieth, normal school 

enrollments continued to grow. From 1879 to 1905, the number of normal schools operated by 

states, city and county authorities, and private sponsors increased from 69 to almost 200. Forty-

six of the forty-eight legislatures authorized the operation of normal schools in their 

states.
90

Though these institutions continued to grow in number, many of the students who 

enrolled elected to take vocational training courses and did not complete the teacher training 

program in its entirety.
91

 In fact, only a fraction of the students enrolled actually became 

common school teachers.
92

 The majority of students used normal schools as a means of obtaining 

vocational training, advancing career opportunities, furthering their education, or to prepare for 

the collegiate environment.   

 During the same period, high schools gained attention and enrollments in these 

institutions nearly doubled. Historians Dunham and Herbst attribute the growth of the normal 

school enrollments and changes to entrance requirements to increased attendance and graduation 

from high schools. The increase in the number of high school graduates prompted normal 

schools to adjust their entry requirements. Because more students attended high school, higher 

numbers of students graduated with a high school degree. This allowed normal schools to raise 

their entry requirements without limiting the number of students who could potentially enroll in 

their institutions. Normal school officials hoped that by requiring a high school diploma upon 

entrance to their institutions, the student body  would gradually be comprised of students with 

similar academic backgrounds.  
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 Increased numbers of high school students required that more teachers be trained to lead 

instruction in high school classrooms. This prompted discussion concerning which institutions 

would be responsible for the training of high school teachers.  Despite the fact that leaders from 

private colleges, academies, universities and normal schools debated which institutions should  

take on the responsibility of training high school teachers and other educational professionals, 

normal schools proceeded to add programs to their course offerings designed to train secondary 

teachers. Normal schools argued that they were better suited for the training of secondary 

education professionals because these teachers should be trained in the same intuitions and 

environments as elementary teachers. The addition of programs for the preparation of school 

administrators soon followed, and as some researchers argue, the original purpose of the normal 

school – the training of primary teachers – began to fade.
93

 In 1905, the Kansas legislature 

permitted Emporia State Normal school to grant degrees, and other state legislatures soon 

followed.
94

  

 Even though normal schools continued to add programs to their course offerings and 

enrollment rates continued to increase, author Christopher Lucas notes that students in state 

normal school teacher training programs represented only a fraction of the total number of 

students preparing to become teachers.
95

 The fact that a large percentage of teachers received 

training through other means raised questions concerning the legitimacy and purpose of state 

normal schools. In fact, Lucas argues that as fast as normal schools were built, they dwindled 

just as quickly. Negative perceptions of normal schools’ ability to provide education of substance 

followed the institutions into the twentieth century and threatened their survival. The reputation 
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of setting low entrance standards and offering inferior academic courses compared to their 

university counterparts never truly disappeared. In the opening years of the twentieth century, 

this reputation continued to plague them. Lucas notes that normal schools were criticized for 

other reasons as well, and that “they never actually succeeded in providing a reliable supply of 

high-quality classroom teachers for the nation’s public elementary schools."
96

 Eventually, some 

normal schools simply closed their doors and ceased to exist, others combined with colleges and 

universities to form normal departments of education and many transitioned into teachers 

colleges.  

 In order to gain a complete understanding of the transition made by normal schools into 

teachers colleges and departments of education on university campuses, it is important to 

recognize the social changes of the decades in which they operated. Characterized by growth, 

expansion, and social change, progress became the overarching theme of the first portion of the 

twentieth century. Industrial developments, population increases, professionalization, and the 

culture of aspiration, all grew out of what is now called “the progressive era."
97

 These economic 

and social developments which occurred during first three decades of the twentieth century 

compelled universities to amend their practices, policies, and structural organization. In order for 

normal school’s to gain any kind of status among higher education institutions, they too needed 

to change their institutional structure in order to be viewed by students and consumers as 

relevant institutions. State normal schools mirrored changes that universities and private colleges 

adopted in order to secure higher standing on the education hierarchy. These changes are an 
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example of how isomorphism, the idea that outside forces placed pressure on normal schools to 

change how they operated, effected institutions of higher learning.   

  

The Middle Class and Professionalism 

  Due to industrial expansion and population growth, many Americans embarked on a 

mission to improve the quality of life.
98

 This included the professionalization of many 

occupations. The fields of medicine, law, economics, business administration, social work, 

architecture, business, and education grew during this period. Many of these fields developed 

professional associations for their advancement. Some of these included The American Medical 

Association, The American Bar Association, American Historical Association, The American 

Economics Association, The American Political Science Association, and The American 

Sociological Society Association, among others.
99

 Economic development also contributed to the 

growth of these fields, as more companies became dependent upon the professional training of 

technicians and management personnel.
100

 According to David O. Levine, newly forged links 

between economic development and education increased enrollments on collegiate campuses, 

and stimulated scientific research in a wide range of engineering, technical, agricultural, business 

administration, and medicine.
101

  It was during this same period that young people began to 

look to higher education as “an avenue of economic and social mobility.” According to Burton J. 

Bledstein, author of Culture of Professionalism, between 1840 and 1915, the middle class culture 

of aspiration dominated American social thought and institutional developments, including 
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developments in higher education.
102

 In fact, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the 

number of professional schools, student enrollments, and standards for graduation rose 

quickly.
103

 Levine continues this discussion by adding that between the two world wars, “college 

education became an essential part of the success strategy of those who sought prestige in the 

United States.”
104

 The “culture of aspiration”, according to Levine, stimulated an “unprecedented 

demand for higher education” and contributed to the status, and symbol of economic and social 

mobility that a collegiate degree came to represent.
105

 Robert H. Wiebe also mentions aspirations 

of professionalism in his discussion of the emerging middle class in his book The Search for 

Order.
106

  Higher education during this time period emerged as “the seminal institution within 

the culture of professionalism”, and the school diploma served as a ticket to upward social 

mobility.
107

 Middle-class Americans magnified symbols such as degrees, diplomas, and honorary 

awards, which emphasized professional authority in society.
108

 For the middle-class American, 

higher education offered two advantages; a better career and social mobility. The continued 

growth of the middle-class coupled with the increased interest in higher education, led colleges 

to standardize minimum entry requirements, re-evaluate the curriculum it offered, the type of 

students it wished to attracts, and determine its role in the local or national community.
109

 

According to Thelin, “the new three R’s of colleges became ratings, rankings, and reputation.”
110
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The Business Model and Changes in Higher Education  

 Industry during this period grew staggering rates.  Factories adopted new forms of mass 

production and scientific management. Standardization was the model for success, and not only 

did companies adopt Frederick W. Taylor’s ideas on management, standardization, and reducing 

wasteful practices, but factories began paying according to rates of efficiency. The new 

efficiency model eventually trickled into higher education and schools in general. These business 

methods infiltrated many aspects of academic life, including the organizational structure of the 

administration and the professoriate. According to Lucas, “bureaucratic organization arouse out 

of increased size, expanding student enrollments, and demands for new services.”
111

 Universities 

adopted a hierarchical arrangement of administration structure, as duties became more 

specialized and divided. Top down organization included the board of trustees and the president, 

the registrar, vice-president and associate vice presidents, chief business officer, deans, the 

admissions director, the secretaries and subordinate administrative assistants. The exercise of 

power varied through the graduated ranks as specific roles began to develop for each position.
112

 

Additionally, the modern American university brought professional schools into its structure, and 

populated them with faculty focused on scholarship and research. The graduated faculty system 

mimicked the new administration hierarchy, with professors, associate professors, part-time 

faculty, lecturers, and adjuncts. These professors focused on their own research, publications in 

national journals and memberships in disciplinary groups. Professors focused on becoming 

experts by contributing to the research and development of their specialization. In fact, many 

colleges and professional schools aspired to become research centers and promoted scholarship 

through the addition of graduate training programs and adequate facilities to assist in scholarly 
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investigation. Because of their new found devotion to scholarship, many professors regarded the 

obligation of teaching as an irritating distraction.
113

 This arrangement became the new template 

by which institutions of higher education were organized. The institutions that did not change to 

reflect these new models were threatened. According to isomorphism, if normal schools did not 

adopt this new form of organization they would not be recognized as legitimate institutions and 

eventually could cease to exist. 

 

Professionalization and Institutions of Education  

 The culture of professionalism that permeated American society, also affected the 

academic profession in schools of education.  Paul Mattingly’s The Classless Profession 

explores the rise and development of education as a profession, and the debates that existed 

among leading educators on what constituted the appropriate training of education professionals. 

Mattingly tracts the shifting beliefs about what teaching as a profession meant, and how those 

beliefs instigated the need for institutional forms that could identify and create education 

professionals in the classroom. He follows the ambitious attempts and private endeavors of 

education leaders to create “institutions whose sole purpose was the special, professional 

preparation of teachers, and how academies and colleges broadened and enriched their programs 

with prospective teachers in mind.”
114

 Mattingly articulates that normal schools became the 

principle vehicle in the professionalization of teacher education. He also focuses on how the 

American Institute of Instruction became an agency for “elevating the public understanding of 

education and all its varied facets.” while also advancing educational literature and the 
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professional knowledge of teachers.
115

 During the 19
th

 century, and due to the evangelic origins 

of teaching, education leaders viewed education as a means to resolving social problems, and the 

impetus behind education reform was the inculcation of moral character and instilling a habit of 

moral choice.
116

 As the century progressed and eventually came to a close, the advancement of 

scientific principles in education coupled with academic tradition conflicted with reformers’ 

beliefs of pedagogical training solely in moral character. As university campuses added graduate 

schools of education and increasingly devoted more time to scientific research and study, debates 

arose regarding the role of schools of education at the university campus. Should normal 

school’s focus exclusively on the pedagogical training of teachers? Or, would normal schools be 

better suited to alter their curriculum to include an education rooted in academic tradition and 

scientific inquiry? These questions grew more concerning for normal school leaders as more of 

their institutions transitioned to schools of education.  

 The addition of normal schools to the college campus allowed university professors to 

focus on more than simply the preparation of elementary teachers. Professors increasingly 

devoted more time and attention to the preparation of high school teachers, graduate school 

education, and the training of students for administrative roles. According to Clifford and 

Guthrie, prestigious schools of education reduced teacher education to a very limited role. These 

schools focused their professionalism on graduate students and those “leaving teaching” rather 

than students who eventually entered the classroom.
117

 Professionalization of education and the 

prestige of departments of education became linked not to teachers, but to scholars devoted to 

research and scientific inquiry.  John R. Thelin explains that this transition occurred through 

signs of institutional status and prestige given to universities through hosting a scholarly journal 
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with a distinguished scholar from their faculty serving as the editor.
118

 Gradations of rank and 

promotion became a new conception of academic professionalism, and according to Thelin, the 

“ranks assigned were tied to the institutions conferring tenure and the privileges of academic 

freedom to professors who had gained promotion and passed muster.”
119

  According to Clifford 

and Guthrie, within the first few years of the addition of schools of education on university 

campuses, the university department became the model by which other institutions of education 

designed their programs.
120

 Institutions that did not change to fit the model of teacher education 

programs in place on university campuses were threatened.   

 All of these changes coupled with the serious questions critics posed in the late 

nineteenth century about the significant purpose of normal schools left these institutions with a 

questionable status among schools of higher learning. By deviating from the standards set by the 

leading academic institutions, normal schools’ legitimacy was threatened.  Since their inception, 

they battled against perceptions of inferiority, and the recent changes in universities only further 

reduced the State Normal School’s lowly status. Mimetic isomorphic pressures forced state 

normal schools to adopt practices put in place at universities and other well-respected institutions 

of higher learning. Normal schools needed to change professional perceptions of the quality of 

their work in order to gain status and acceptance among education peers. State Normal schools 

attempted to alter perceptions through additions and subtractions to their curriculum, changes to 

department structure, increasing admission requirements, and eliminating the word “normal” 

from their institutional title. Because University departments of pedagogy trained education 

leaders for positions of status and authority rather than focusing on the training of elementary 

teachers, state normal schools fought for the right to train secondary teachers because of the 
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academic status it afforded them. The ability to confer degrees and train teachers for secondary 

schools meant enhancing the status of their institution. By adopting standards set forth by leading 

colleges and universities, normal schools succumbed to isomorphic pressure and changed the 

way they operated. Normal schools of the twentieth century eventually mirrored departments of 

education and after several years of competing for students and legitimacy, either closed their 

doors, or transitioned into teachers colleges, full-fledged universities, or, became a normal 

department within the school of education on university campuses. 

 After the first decade of the twentieth century, approximately ten to twelve teachers 

colleges existed across the United States. By 1920, that number had more than doubled, with 

nearly fifty teacher’s colleges existing across the country. State normal schools eliminated two-

year teacher training programs and other short certificate-conferring programs within their 

curricula in order to transform themselves into four year, degree-granting institutions. By 1933, 

Lucas reported that state teachers colleges had risen to nearly 150 in number, furnishing close to 

sixty percent of all public school teachers.
121

 While some of the public normal schools were able 

to manage the transition into full-fledged teacher colleges or universities, others floundered, 

resulting in a rapid decrease in the number of functioning normal schools in the country. In 1890, 

the heyday of the normal school, approximately 135 institutions existed, enrolling 27,000 

students. By 1920 that number had fallen to only sixty nine, and by 1933, there were no more 

than fifty public normal schools in existence.
122

 

 Many state normal schools did successfully complete the transition into becoming 

teachers colleges. In some cases, this simply meant a change in name, while in other cases, it 
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meant a revamping of curricula, practices, and general organization.
123

 As recorded by Harper, 

the transition process involved amending several aspects of the normal school. According to 

Harper, many normal schools offered programs only two years in length. Adopting the term 

“college” in their title meant normal schools needed to enrich their curricula by adding one to 

two years to the length of the coursework the school’s offered.  In addition, normal schools 

needed to gain the legal right to grant degrees to those students who successfully completed a 

full four years of coursework. A successful transition also meant securing the necessary financial 

means and popular support from the state and from other institutions of higher learning. Harper 

also argued that in order for normal school’s to successfully transition into teachers colleges, 

they must, as institutions, prevent other colleges and universities from forcing normal schools 

out of the field of preparing high school and special teachers. As schools of learning, Harper 

reiterates, they must preserve their identity and distinctive traits as teachers colleges in order to 

survive. 

 Eventually, in 1908, the Department of Normal Schools of the National Education 

Association, in order to assist normal schools in the smooth transition to teachers colleges, drew 

up a statement of policy for all state normal schools. Through regulative isomorphic pressure 

state normal schools were compelled to change not only their title, but other aspects of the 

institution which made them less desirable as institutions of higher learning.  The statement 

made by the department of normal school’s suggested that first, all state normal school’s drop the 

word “normal” from their title in order to rid these institutions of any stigmas associated with the 

word normal. Second, the department also suggested that these schools make high school 

graduation, or an equivalent education, a basis for admission to the standard normal coursework, 

just as other colleges and universities required high school graduation upon entrance to their 
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schools.  They recommended that all state normal schools be responsible for the preparation of 

elementary and secondary teachers, that curricula in each program follow a similar trajectory at 

each institution, and that the curricula be broad enough in scope that it educates pupils in all 

phases of special preparation demanded by the public schools. Finally, the department 

recognized that state normal schools were not the only agent for the training of teachers, but 

strongly recommended these institutions establish well-organized departments of research in 

order to provide solutions to problems affecting education and school life. The state normal 

schools that persisted as teacher’s colleges underwent these transformations that aligned them 

more closely with institutions which dominated the field of higher education. Those normal 

schools that did not adopt these changes closed their doors and simply ceased to exist.  

 

 

The Case of the Iowa State Normal School  

 The Iowa State Normal School did successfully transition into a teacher’s college; but, 

the transition did not occur without conflict and resistance from faculty, alumni, and other 

education leaders within the institution and outside of it. Though the change in title was the 

institutions must public form of change, it was only a small part of the adjustments the institution 

made. Other program modifications included curricular changes, the addition of secondary 

teacher training programs, the adoption of a graded system of faculty rank and other forms of 

department organization, and adopting a one-state board administrative system. Ultimately, the 

changes made by the institution at Cedar Falls were a result of a combination of coercive and 

mimetic isomorphic pressures. By adopting the institutional changes it did, the Iowa State 
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Normal School was successfully able to transition into a Teacher’s College elevating its status as 

an institution of higher education.   

 Homer H. Seerley, who served as president of the institution from 1886 to 1928, was a 

key element to the success of the Iowa State Normal School. His leadership abilities helped to 

launch the state normal school into becoming a teacher’s college. Not only did Seerley have 

confidence in his institution, but he firmly believed in teachers, education, and the normal idea. 

His leadership abilities, involvement in teacher organizations and conferences, and his belief in 

continuing education are discussed in greater detail in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 2 
 

 

Homer Seerley and Managing Change in a Period of Institutional Transformation 

  

 

 From 1890 to 1915, the Iowa State Normal School went through many changes including 

curricular additions and developments, department restructuring, and a name change, to name a 

few. Shortly before this time period, in 1886 the school inaugurated its second president, Homer 

H. Seerley. By the end of his tenure as president, Seerley had become a well-respected leader 

and a strong advocate for continuing normal education, especially at his institution and other 

state normal schools and teachers colleges across the country.  

 President Seerley devoted his life to education. His career, first as a teacher, then as 

superintendent of public schools, and finally as president of the state normal school, spanned 

over six decades (his tenure as president of the Iowa State Normal School lasting from his 

inauguration in 1886 to his resignation in 1928; a period which spanned all the changes 

discussed in the previous chapter). His peers considered him a champion of teachers and a 

nationally recognized leader in the field of education. Throughout his career, he advocated for 

the betterment of educational institutions associated with the training of teachers. He also worked 

to incorporate agricultural education and country school teacher training courses into the 

curriculum of normal training colleges. In addition to running the Iowa State Normal School, 

Seerley spoke at many professional conferences regarding education. He prompted discussions 

concerning the need for normal schools to demonstrate their capability in training teachers of a 

superior quality.  

 Upon his acceptance of the presidency of the Iowa State Normal School, Homer H. 

Seerley faced many challenges. Though his institution had been open for a little more than a 
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decade, it lacked many resources, chief among them money, buildings and equipment, and a 

fully operational library. Despite many pleas to the government for much needed financial 

support, the Iowa State Normal School conducted its business with very limited financial 

resources. Additionally, though Seerley believed in the purpose of the state normal school, part 

of his role as president meant defending his institution against criticisms concerning the quality 

of education that normal offered, especially when compared to the State University of Iowa and 

the College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. Seerley felt that in order to elevate the status of 

his institution, he would need to ensure the successful adoption of institutional standards set by 

other leading post-secondary schools.  Though he advocated for several changes at his normal 

school, he strongly believed in the normal idea and the value of an institution devoted 

specifically to the training of not only public school teachers, but leaders and administrators as 

well. 

 President Seerley devoted much of his scholarship to the advancement of normal schools 

and the normal idea. Through lectures and addresses given at local and national conferences, 

Seerley shared his research and personal thoughts on education with other educational 

professionals throughout Iowa and the Midwest. In an address given to the Iowa State Teachers 

Association in Des Moines in December of 1898, he discussed the destiny of public schools and 

the organizational development and management of these institutions. His speech, The American 

School and the American People, challenged school leaders to think bigger, expand curricula, 

and enhance their institutions to fit the needs of their communities. He acknowledged the growth 

of the high school and what that meant for normal schools and teacher education. By adopting 

curricula associated with the training of high school teachers, normal institutions could increase 

their clientele and gain access to more resources. According to Seerley, change was necessary in 
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order to promote the normal school idea. He dared leaders not to be afraid of change. President 

Seerley claimed that the American doctrine expansion “belonged as much to educational 

organizations and instructional practices as it did to commerce, manufacturers, and the 

government as the new century witnessed change in school organization, school management 

and school policy.” 
124

 He wanted school officials to especially acknowledge the important role 

normal schools played in the future of education, especially if they adopted programs for the 

purpose of training public school administrators and high school teachers.   He wanted school 

leaders to admit that public demand for this type of education was growing, and normal schools 

were institutions which could supply this type of teacher training which would produce 

adequately trained secondary education teachers.
125

  

 President Seerley viewed program offerings of normal schools as a key component to its 

academic standing. He felt that normals reserved the right to train teachers for secondary schools. 

He also shared his belief in the importance of building superior curriculums for high school 

teachers. At the meeting of the National Education Association of the United States in St. Paul 

Minnesota in 1914, President Seerley, along with other education leaders, discussed the 

opportunities for normal schools regarding the preparation of teachers for secondary schools.
126

 

He presented a lecture to members of the association in which he argued that the normal school 

had to provide courses of study in high school teacher training that when compared to other 

institutions, was superior in quality. He stressed that normal schools cultivated the best 
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atmosphere for the preparation of teachers devoted to high school teaching. After all, teacher 

training in all fields of study was the primary role of the normal school.
127

  

 Seerley also addressed the social efficiency movement in many of his lectures presented 

to other education leaders. A champion of the social efficiency movement himself, he felt that 

smoothly running high schools and colleges were key to the success of public education. In more 

than one speech, Seerley challenged schools to meet the same efficiency standards which existed 

in the business community by implementing “better methods of instruction” and providing 

differentiated curriculum which could better prepare individuals for different roles in society. He 

said “it is apparent to anyone who can read the signs of the times and is capable of drawing 

conclusions therefrom, that the public, in every progressive community, is not satisfied with the 

degree of efficiency that the schools show in management, conditions, and definite results.”
128

 

Seerley believed schools, and most especially normal schools, needed to change in order to meet 

the standards and expectations of the public. For Seerley, change was a necessary element in the 

process of normal schools finding a place among leading education institutions.  

  

Supporting the Teaching Profession and the Normal Idea  

 Because Seerley presided over a state normal school, these institutions became one of his 

chief concerns as evidenced by his many lectures on the topic. Throughout his career, he 

concentrated on fixing what he considered to be defects in the normal schools. The defects, he 

claimed, were responsible for the many criticisms brought against normal schools. At the 

National Education Association in Minneapolis on July 10, 1902, he discussed the normal school 

and its peculiar status; especially when compared to other higher education institutions across the 
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country.
129

 He touched on how the normal school movement had been met with much ridicule. 

This ridicule, he argued, was responsible for delayed progress and proper development of the 

normals.
130

 According to Seerley, normals gained a poor academic reputation because they 

offered short and simple courses of study as a preparation for a career in education. Critics 

claimed the normal school curriculum disregarded the traditions and theories of the system of 

higher education.
131

  Additionally, according to critics, normal schools did not produce enough 

scholarship. He also felt that normal schools did not create an intellectual culture which satisfied 

the growing demand of the strongest, the best, and the most promising students who personally 

looked forward to education as a career. The critics claimed normal schools conducted business 

on cheap plans, had meager equipment, and hired a staff with limited scholarly ability and 

narrow experience in education.
132

   

 Seerley met these accusations by declaring that normal schools “are, and of right ought to 

be, great public institutions, because they have such a great province and are rightly expected to 

perform the great public service and a great way.”
133

 Seerley truly believed the purpose of the 

normal schools and in the service they provided their communities. He fought ardently to ensure 

their survival and acceptance in the education community. He valued the normal school idea so 

much, that in 1913, he chaired the Organization for Normal Schools. His duties in this position 

included delegating and heading a committee for normal schools which gathered data and 
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generated a report on the statistics of normal schools. The committee worked to defend the status 

quo of normal institutions.
134

  

 Seerley was also passionate about teacher pay. Seerley took it upon himself to advocate 

for higher teacher salaries. He hoped by raising teacher pay, the normal school could obtain 

better trained teachers.
135

  In several letters, faculty members requested an increase in pay to help 

with the cost of living. Seerley argued to the senate that the salaries of the teachers of the state 

normal schools were hardly commensurate to their work. Pay was so low, he claimed, it did not 

adequately support living expenses and general needs of the faculty.
136

 Seerley believed better 

wages for teachers in general meant common schools could be able to secure more competent 

teachers.
137

  In several statements made to affiliates of the normal board of trustees, and later to 

the state board of education, President Seerley urged members to consider raising teacher salaries 

as it could aid in attracting more confident and better prepared faculty members at the state 

normal school. Because salaries at the normal school were so low, procuring, encouraging, and 

keeping competent faculty remained difficult. Seerley wanted salaries commensurate with 

faculty experience, especially for women. In their consideration of matters related to teacher pay, 

Seerley urged the board to especially consider raising the salaries of women faculty to be more 

on par with that of the men's salaries.
138

  

 When the Carnegie Foundation of the Advancement of Teachers announced its plan to 

give pensions to long-time teachers of colleges and universities, it was only natural for Homer 
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Seerley to take the necessary steps which would afford those same benefits to teachers at the 

state normal school. By changing the name of the institution to the state teacher’s college, 

Seerley hoped it could meet the requirements put in place by the Carnegie Foundation for 

pension plans. This institutional shift was only the beginning of a period marked by great 

change. During the early portion of the twentieth century, the Iowa State Normal School also 

experienced a transfer of governance, and departmental restructure. It also faced revolutionary 

state coordination plans which threatened the prosperity of the institution. These changes 

signified the struggle of the Iowa State Normal School to gain relevant status as a legitimate 

institution in higher education. Over the course of his presidency, Seerley became a champion of 

isomorphic change to guarantee the survival and future success of his institution.  

 This research emphasizes Seerley’s involvement in matters related to institutional 

development and change; however, he was not the only person involved in promoting change for 

the school. Other constituents worked to ensure its survival among the other state-supported 

institutions of higher education in the state of Iowa.  No doubt faculty and students played a 

significant role in the development of their school. The student newspaper, first The Normal Eyte 

and then The College Eye, provided articles and stories through which student opinions were 

observed. The college paper also informed readers of the involvement of students and alumni in 

critical resolutions regarding the future of the school. Stories detailed actions taken by student 

groups to sway opinions and influence decisions concerning the institutions name, curriculum, 

and governing body, among other things.  

 While faculty most likely had strong opinions concerning the direction of the school, they 

were not reported in the faculty minutes. While a record did exist, it was not consistent, and did 

not reveal talking points in conversations, discussions, or opinions of the faculty regarding any 
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observations of pressures on the institution to change. Mostly, the faculty minutes concerned 

motions to admit student to certain programs, granting permission to students to graduate early, 

or approval of thesis topics.  The faculty minutes record did not contain any reports on the 

transition stages. The only mention of a name change was the motion that was moved and then 

carried by the faculty. No documentation of discussions or voting record existed concerning the 

motion.    

 It was not the intent of this study to discount the importance of the other key players 

involved including students, faculty, alumni, trustees, or other constituents of institution in the 

various transitional processes of the school. Certainly the view point of these people was relevant 

in determining the future of the Iowa State Normal School. The fact that Homer H. Seerley is a 

focal point for observing institutional pressures is a result of the his well-preserved historical 

record. Additionally, Seerley maintained a large portion of his letters of correspondence during 

his time as president of the institution. His account of the key situations at play spanned over 

thousands of pages of personal correspondence, institution reports, and various other historical 

artifacts which the University of Northern Iowa preserved. By maintaining such comprehensive 

records coupled with the length of his presidency, Homer Seerley created a personal, historic, 

and broad account of the events affecting his institution during the time period he governed it. 

Thus, his records provided the best focal point for observing pressures on the institution and the 

types of isomorphic change that impacted the school.  

In addition to participating in national education conferences, and speaking at various 

teacher organizations, Homer Seerley believed in the value of continuing his own education as 

well. He started his career earning a Bachelor of Philosophy in 1873, and then obtained his 

Bachelor of Didactics in 1875. During this time he also taught at a country school in the state of 
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Iowa. In 1876 he received his Master of Arts from the University of Iowa, and took a position as 

a principal of a high school. After his continued success as a principal, he was elected city 

superintendent. By 1898 he had enrolled back at the University of Iowa and finished his law 

degree (L.L.D.) by 1901.
139

  

By involving himself in education research and teacher associations, and by continuing 

his own education, Homer Seerley kept himself apprised of the current issues and challenges 

facing public school education. Additionally, his participation in the Organization for Normal 

Schools made him keenly aware of the problems facing state normal schools on a national scale. 

Seerley used the knowledge he gained from his involvement in the various education 

associations to assess his institution’s status and welfare among the other leading education 

institutions in his state and across the country. Seerley had exceptional leadership ability in that 

he was able to think about and look to the future of normal school education while also 

monitoring the situation in his state and at his institution. He had an uncanny ability to identify 

mechanisms which secured the well-being of his school and implemented those mechanisms 

with positive results. Home Seerley was the linchpin to his school’s success, especially during 

the first decade of the twentieth century, a time of great transition for the Iowa State Normal 

School.  

 One of the many changes Seerley implemented included curricular adoptions which 

provided stronger academic training and professional development for teachers at all levels. 

When Seerley began his tenure as president of the state normal school, only three options existed 

for students enrolling in courses to obtain their teaching certificate.
140

 However, by the time 
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Seerley resigned as president, the state teachers college adopted a kindergarten training program,   

endorsements in different fields such as history, civics, and science (among others), the 

expansion of various programs including agriculture education, industrial science, and music, 

and perhaps the most important, the addition of a bachelor’s degree. All of these development 

and more are discussed in further detail in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3 

 
Teacher Education in the State of Iowa and the Instructors who Taught It 

 

 As discussed in previous chapters, the status of the state normal school fell victim to 

skepticisms regarding their academic quality, and the Iowa State Normal School was no 

exception. Sharply aware of this problem, President Seerley actively sought ways in which to 

gradually improve the status quo of his school. From the time it opened its doors in 1877 to 

1915, the Iowa State Normal School (and later Teacher’s College) underwent many transitions, 

chief among them curricular and program development. Prior to his acceptance of the 

presidency, the Iowa State Normal School only enrolled a couple hundred students under the 

tutelage of less than ten faculty, and the courses available to finish the requirements for the 

teaching diploma were minimal and random at best.
141

 Seerley worked to develop his curriculum 

to provide students with a more structured academic plan for completing the requirements for 

certification. He also worked with faculty and staff to enhance already existing programs while 

also adding additional majors such as Kindergarten for various educational purposes. In order to 

ensure the adaption of successful changes, Seerley looked to universities and colleges whose 

programs distinguished them as contemporary, dominant institutions in their field. Over time, the 

programs offered at the Iowa State Normal School became remarkably similar to the education 

programs offered at the state university in Iowa City. Seerley enacted changes due to the mimetic 

pressures on his institution.  
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ISNS Curricula in the first Twenty Years  

 In 1887, ten years after its very first academic session, the Iowa State Normal School 

employed only nine faculty members, including president J.C. Gilcrest.  It had fourteen academic 

units which consisted of didactics, psychology, language and literature, mathematics, 

penmanship, drawing and accounts, geography and history, methods, natural science, physical 

science, gymnastics, and vocal and instrumental music. Students selected from a smorgasbord of 

class offerings to complete the requirements for their teaching diploma.
142

 Because only nine 

faculty members were responsible for teaching all courses offered, each individual faculty 

member had an overwhelming and diversified course load. This potentially led to less devotion 

on the part of the teacher to each individual course which may have resulted in lower standards 

of academic performance by the students. In spite of problematic issues which may have risen 

regarding teacher to student ratio and availability of faculty, enrollments at ISNS continued to 

grow. In 1887 the course catalog reported 435 students in attendance, up from 260 students in 

1877. By 1894, the number of students enrolled exceeded one thousand, and six additional 

teachers joined the faculty.  

 The Iowa State Normal School did not have stringent enrollment requirements even by 

1894. It required all students to be at least 16 years of age, and to declare their intent to teach in 

the state of Iowa upon completion of program requirements. Depending on their level of 

education upon entrance to the school, students either enrolled in the four-years’ course, the 

three-years’ course, the supplementary course, the professional course, or the special course. 
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Students who enrolled in the four-year course attended the Iowa State Normal School for four 

years, and upon completion of the required studies, “were qualified for the higher positions of 

public school work” and received the degree of Master of Didactics. During the freshman year, 

the course required students to take entry level general education courses including classes in 

English composition and grammar, history, geography, penmanship, reading, and word analysis. 

During their second, third, and fourth years of schooling, they enrolled in additional general 

education courses such as rhetoric, English literature, algebra, geometry, chemistry, elocution, 

and botany.  

 The three-years’ course ensured preparation in all subjects required for state certificates. 

The catalog informed candidates that this course furnished the teacher with knowledge necessary 

to successfully teach in the public schools of the state. At the completion of the requirements for 

this course, students received their Bachelor of Didactics degree. Students enrolled in the three-

year course were required to take the same type of general education classes as those students 

enrolled in the four-year course; however, they did not need to complete as many credit hours in 

general course studies. All students who enrolled in either the state diploma or bachelor’s course 

elected an emphasis of either Latin or English. Those students who elected an English emphasis 

completed more advanced work in English such as history of English, history of language, and 

English classics. Those students who elected a Latin emphasis replaced the required advanced 

English coursework with Latin coursework such as Cesar & Vergil, Cicero’s orations, and Cesar.  

 Within their first two years, the Iowa State Normal School required all students to take all 

three methods courses in education and foundational courses. The courses included methods in 

reading and language, methods in numbers and science, and methods in “other subjects." The 

general aim of these courses was to lead students “in a practical application of educational 



61 
 

principals in teaching.”
143

 Foundation courses included principles of education, school 

management and sanitation, and school laws and school practice. Before completion of the 

program, additional coursework required in education included history of education, psychology, 

and science of education. Both courses required students have six semesters of practice teaching 

and to complete a thesis.  

 Students seeking to be admitted to the Iowa State Normal School who had previously 

graduated from an accredited high school were admitted to “the supplementary course.” Students 

who entered this course received “the supplementary work” necessary to prepare them 

professionally for teaching and mostly enrolled in professional classes in education such as 

didactics and methods.
144

 While these students completed some advanced general education 

courses, they spent most of their time in the methods and foundation courses in education. They 

completed the same practice teaching requirements as the four-year and three-year course 

students while also completing a thesis.
145

  

 The professional course was a course offered to college graduates seeking teacher 

training after undergraduate education.
146

 These students enrolled in foundation and psychology 

coursework. They studied didactics, normal institute work, village school work, country school 

work, and professional literature. Students enrolled in the special course received training in 

kindergarten teaching. They enrolled in vocal music courses, drawing, special methods 

coursework, school law, and were required to complete practice teaching.  
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 While the four-year course, the three-year course, and the supplementary course had 

different requirements in terms of liberal arts education, there did not seem to be any 

methodology to the programs in terms of sequence of courses. They only required that students 

have a broad education base, and the education base seemed to echo courses offered in high 

school curricula.  

 As the school continued to grow over the course of the next fifteen years, student 

enrollments increased, and faculty and staff grew in number as well.  The academic catalog of 

1901 reported a total of 1,916 students in attendance, and employed over forty faculty and staff. 

Students could still enroll in the four-year course and obtain a Master of Didactics degree, the 

three-year course and earn their Bachelor of Didactics degree, or enroll in special courses. Both 

the three-year and four-year courses had separate degree plans available to students who entered 

with a high school diploma. Those students who entered the state normal school with a high 

school degree had one less year of required coursework because they were exempt from taking 

the general education courses required of those students who did not have a high school diploma.  

Special courses were available to students who enrolled at the state normal school to obtain 

teacher training in public school music, physical training, manual training, drawing, or domestic 

science. To acquire certificates in these fields, students took one year of course electives in their 

designated subject area, and a second year of coursework in the department of professional 

studies. They also completed credit hours in practice teaching prior to earning their state 

certificate.  

 In 1901, the state normal school also added additional majors for students to select from 

including English, Latin, mathematics, history and civics, and what it termed an “elective” 

major. In all of the different majors, within the first year of attending the state normal school, 
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students were required to complete credit hours in English, U.S. history, mathematics, and 

science. The school required more credit hours in course work specific to the elected major. For 

example, if a student entered into the state diploma course as an English major, the program 

required he complete more credit hours in English coursework than a mathematics major, who 

completed more credit hours in math courses.  

 During 1901, it also added a professional course of study for special primary teachers. 

Designed for students desiring professional preparation as primary teachers, this course was a 

two-years’ course of study. It required instruction in professional subjects and in scholastic 

subjects deemed by the state normal school as essential in the training of primary school 

teachers. The catalog informed candidates in this program “it is not to be assumed that the course 

is an easy one because of the brief time allotted for such preparation, as the intention is to 

concentrate the time and the efforts of the students upon the work necessary demanded for 

fitness in primary instruction.”
147

 The requirements for entrance into this course of study were 

somewhat different from the requirements in other courses of study offered by the state normal 

school. Candidates wishing to enroll in this course of study had to have earned their country 

certificate averaging ninety percent in their courses. Persons who took high school or equivalent 

college coursework were considered for admission as well. Candidates also had to have 

completed one successful year of teaching in the school room, “properly certified by competent 

persons” such as school superintendents. Once students completed all of the course requirements, 

The Board of Trustees issued a school certificate stating the completion of the course work. The 

catalog noted that the school did not consider students who completed this program “graduates” 
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of the school, “as only those granted degrees are so ranked.”
148

 The courses completed by 

students in this program included three semesters of methods coursework, psychology, school 

management, child study, history of education, and three semesters of practice teaching. The 

course also required students to complete credits in English, reading, geography, arithmetic, 

music, and math.
149

  

 The professional department at the Iowa State Normal School offered the coursework 

specific to teacher training. As of 1901, the professional department split the coursework into 

three different categories: psychology and didactics, the organization and work of the school, and 

school government. The catalog listed Elementary Psychology as the first course under “the 

psychology and didactics” portion of the professional department. In this course, students learned 

about the nervous system and how they connected to mental life, mental imagery “as related to 

perception, memory, imagination, symbols and language”, and habit and conduct.
150

 In the 

course entitled “Theoretical Education”, students learned about “different theories regarding 

management and methods." The course entitled “Practical Education” informed students on 

school management, fundamental principles of school organization, instruction, and discipline. It 

also discussed the legal rights and duties of teachers in Iowa. According to the catalog, in these 

courses, a standard text was used as a basis for class work supplemented by other required 

readings.  The Organization and Work of the School informed students about “the nature and 

aims of the school, its support, and relation to the state and society." It included lectures and 

assigned readings on the location of a school house, heating, ventilation, and contagious 

diseases. Students also learned about how to organize and classify schools, and how to organize 
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curricula in schools.
151

 School Government dealt with ethical principles, personality of the 

teacher, organization and occupation of the school, and authority, rules, and punishment. 

According to the catalog, the state normal school required every student who obtained a degree 

to complete a thesis.
152

 Students prepared an “actual study in educational management or theory 

of instruction” to demonstrate that the student could investigate educational problems.   

Education Coursework at The State University of Iowa through 1915 

 At The State University of Iowa, The Collegiate Department housed the program of 

pedagogy.
153

  The Collegiate Department offered four general courses of study – one classical, 

two philosophical, and one general scientific.
154

  The state university had very specific admission 

requirements for candidates seeking enrollment, including number of credits required for 

admission and expectations in work completed in grammar school. Each of the general courses 

of study had variations on the number of credits required in Latin, Greek, and electives, though 

all four expected candidates to have 9 credits of mathematics, 5 credits of English, and four 

credits of history.
155

 Each course of study had a detailed list of expected completed classes prior 

to admittance to the course. Upon admittance, the state university required all students to take 

coursework in Greek, Latin, English, math, ancient history, and military drill in their first and 

second years. After the sophomore year, student schedules differed depending on their major, as 

each course required fifteen or more elective credit hours.
156
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 If students elected to take classes in pedagogy, they selected from courses such as 

General Pedagogy, Philosophy of Education, Teaching and Governing, History of Education, 

Organization and Administration, School Systems, Child Study, Secondary Education, Seminary 

in the Theory and Practice of Teaching, and Seminary in Secondary Education. The state 

university required all candidates who desired to obtain a Bachelor of Didactics degree to take 

three full terms work in pedagogy.
157

 The course catalog instructed students who intended to 

teach in public schools to select their undergraduate work with reference to the subject they 

desired to teach in the public high school.
158

  

 The State University of Iowa also offered courses of study for graduates in pedagogy. 

The catalog informed students seeking advanced degrees “that no set course of study had been 

established to any advanced degree because each candidate pursued an independent line of 

study."
159

 The courses offered to students desiring to obtain a graduate degree in pedagogy 

included School Systems, Child Study, Public School Conditions, and Elementary Education in 

Germany. The catalog noted that students who enrolled in the two courses also open to 

undergraduates (Child Study and Public School Conditions) would be required to conduct a 

special study of one or more of the subjects included in the coursework in addition to the 

requirements expected of the undergraduate students.
160

  

 In general, the courses of study available to students seeking to obtain their bachelor of 

didactics degree from the State University of Iowa remained unchanged until, in 1900, the 

Collegiate Department changed its name to The College of Liberal Arts. The courses of study 

offered by The College of Liberal Arts stayed the same (four general courses of study – one 
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Classical, two Philosophical, and one General Scientific); however, the school added the courses 

of Civil Engineering and Electrical Engineering. Credit hours required for all candidates seeking 

to enroll in the College of Liberal Arts also remained the same (9 credits of Mathematics, five 

credits of English, and four credits of History).  

 Under the new college of liberal arts the admission requirements portion of the course 

catalog included a new section entitled “Advanced Standing." In this portion of the catalog, the 

State University announced that students from approved colleges who brought proper credentials 

of work equal to the academic standards of the university were admitted to equal rank provided 

they entered no later than their senior year. It also informed candidates that graduated from the 

four years’ course of The Iowa State Normal School would be admitted to “junior standing” 

without examination.
161

 The fact that the state university of Iowa only recognized the four-year 

degree as equivalent of two years of undergraduate work at their institution is informative of the 

value The State University of Iowa placed on the education received at The Iowa State Normal 

School. (This will be discussed in greater detail at a later point in the chapter). Under the College 

of Liberal Arts, the Department of Pedagogy listed elementary courses and advanced courses. 

General Pedagogy (three terms), Teaching and Governing, History of Education, Journal Club, 

and Seminary in Secondary Education comprised the list of elementary courses.  

 According to the catalog, General Pedagogy was designed primarily for students who had 

no experience in teaching. This course, taught in lecture format, supplemented materials in 

lectures by required readings and written and oral reports. Some of the topics covered by this 

introductory course included: functions of the mind, laws of mental development and general 

methods of teaching based on general forms of the mind’s activity.
162

 This course also included 
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special methods for teaching certain subjects. Teaching and Governing, also a lecture based 

course, instructed students on the fundamental principles of methods of instruction. Journal Club 

was a weekly meeting designed for students to discuss current education literature.  

 Advanced coursework in Pedagogy included: Educational Psychology, Philosophy of 

Education, Child Study, Organization and Administration, School Systems in the United States, 

Foreign School Systems, and Seminar in the Theory and Practice of Teaching. The Philosophy of 

Education course delivered lectures on varieties of educational ideas at different times among 

different educational thinkers such as Plato, Comenius, Pestalozzi, Froebel, Herbart, Hall, Harris, 

Rein, and Dewey. The child study course included lectures and discussions on the history of the 

subject, a careful study of the literature, special methods employed, and the value of child study 

to teachers. Coursework in Organization and Administration devoted most of its time to 

understanding the problems of organization and administration as they confronted the school 

superintendent or principal and the general duties and powers of public school leaders. The 

Seminar in the Theory and Practice of Teaching was open only to advanced students in 

Pedagogy, and was a course which allowed students the opportunity for “special investigation of 

simple education problems.”
163

  

 In 1902, the Pedagogy Department in the College of Liberal Arts became The Science 

and Art of Education. The department also added a course entitled Principles of Education which 

considered the meaning of education from the standpoint of psychology, neurology, biology, 

anthropology, and sociology. It was a foundations course for students beginning the education 

program at Iowa. The department also added a course entitled Methodology and Technique of 
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Instruction which considered the fundamental principles of methodology of teaching.
164

 The final 

course added to the curriculum was called “The High School” which the catalog referred to as “a 

practical consideration of the problems of the high school” and included lectures on the place of 

the high school in an educational system, its relation to the community, and its relation to 

adolescence.  

 In 1903 the education department renamed itself again and was simply noted as 

“Education." The curriculum in the department did not change, nor did the course requirements. 

In 1905, the department of education added “Herbartian Doctrines” to its list of available 

courses. This course was not available to undergraduates. All other coursework in the graduate 

program was similar to courses offered to undergraduates; however, graduate students had 

additional requirements in order to complete the course. The graduate program also added 

“Graduate Seminary” which was a course designed to assist graduate students in original 

research and thesis work for their advanced degree. In 1907 the education again added a new 

course to its list of offerings for undergraduates entitled “Contemporary Educational Literature." 

This class replaced the “Journal Club” course from the previous years. However, the intent of the 

course remained the same – students met weekly to discuss current education literature.
165

  

 By 1907, the Department of Education split from The College of Liberal Arts and formed 

its own school within The State University of Iowa devoted to training and research in education. 

According to the catalog, the School of Education based its curriculum on the assumption that  

“a liberal education constituted the best preparation for the high 

school teacher and while students seeking to become trained as 

secondary teachers still enrolled in courses in their major field of 

study in the college of liberal arts, extended preparation devoted 
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specifically to the science of education is held in the school of 

education”
166

. 

The minimum preparation for teachers at the state university included six semester hours of 

psychology, and fourteen semester hours in the school of education. Additionally, all 

requirements for the Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science degrees required sixteen semester 

hours of attendance. The curriculum offered by the new School of Education remained the same 

as it had been in 1906, apart from the added class mentioned previously.  

 In 1909, the state university’s school of education added a section in the catalog entitled 

“Scope and Ames behind the Philosophy of Teacher Training.”
167

 According to this excerpt, The 

State University believed a close connection existed between the school of education and the 

graduate college. According to the catalog, a large portion of the students who entered the 

university’s graduate college expected to be teachers at some point. Therefore, the school of 

education offered advanced, specialized courses of instruction of which students who desired to 

obtain a Master of Arts in Education or Master of Science in Education, and Doctor of 

Philosophy in Education, could enroll. By providing education to graduate students, and 

conferring doctoral degrees to those who complete the requirements, showed that the state 

university placed importance on scholarship and valued the prestige it supplied the program. 

Changes at Iowa State Normal School  

 In 1903, three years after The State University of Iowa announced in its course catalog of 

1900 that it recognized graduates of the state normal school’s four-year degree as having “junior 

standing” in their undergraduate programs, The Iowa State Normal School added a Bachelor of 

Arts in Education. According to the catalog, this diploma was the highest scholastic honor 
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conferred by the Board of Trustees “corresponding in excellence and extent scholarship to 

similar degrees granted by colleges and universities” and had “a definite amount of technical 

instruction and training in the science and practice of teaching.”
168

 According to the catalog, 

students who graduated from The Iowa State Normal School with their Bachelor or Master of 

Didactics degree could be admitted as candidates for the Bachelor of Arts. If students entered 

with their Master of Didactics they completed an additional two years of work, and those 

entering with their Bachelor of didactics completed an additional three years of work instead of 

completing the regular four-year program plan.
169

 In addition to offering the Bachelor of Arts 

degree, The State Normal School still offered a Master of Didactics (with a regular course of 

four years or the three year plan for high school graduates, and the professional course of one 

year), a Bachelor of Didactics (with a regular course of three years or the high school graduate 

course of two years), the Primary Teacher’s Certificate. Special courses continued to be available 

for students seeking training to become teachers of public school music, physical training, 

manual training, drawing, or domestic science. To acquire certificates in these fields, students 

took one year of course electives in their designated subject area, and a second year of 

coursework in the department of professional studies.  

 Candidates applying to the Bachelor of Arts course at the state normal school had more 

stringent admission requirements than students who enrolled in other courses at the school.
170

 

These candidates had to prove “credible ability in the use of the English language and spelling, 

legible penmanship, readiness and correct speaking and composition.” According to the catalog, 

                                                           
168

 Iowa State Normal School, "Bulletin," ed. State Normal School (Cedar Falls: The HawkEye Company Printer, 
1903)., p. 27 
169

 Ibid., p. 27 
170

 Admission requirements for all other coursework stipulated that students be at least 16 years of age and 
declare their intent to teach in public schools in the state of Iowa upon completion of the specified requirements 
for each course.  



72 
 

students met the condition of admission by passing an entrance examination. The school required 

that any student who did not pass the examination or showed deficiencies in any area, take 

additional classes within the first year. Other specified prerequisites for entrance to the Bachelor 

of Arts program included: English grammar, arithmetic (including the metric system), and 

general geography. These students also had to present credentials from secondary school 

certifying fifteen  years of work selected form the following lines of study: English and 

Literature, rhetoric, algebra, plain and solid geometry, trigonometry, physics, chemistry, 

zoology, botany and physiography, Latin lessons (including Cesar, Cicero and Virgil), history 

and civics, and foreign languages.
171

  By adding the degree of Bachelor of Arts to the available 

programs at the institution, Seerley demonstrated his desire for the school to be viewed by other 

institution of higher learning (The State University of Iowa among them) as a valuable teacher 

training school. Additionally, by adding a Bachelor of Arts to the available degree options, the 

state normal school hoped to attract a larger number of potential students. By offering the same 

degree that The State University of Iowa and The College of Agriculture and Mechanic arts 

offered, the normal school hoped to impress future candidates, as well as the other higher status 

institutions.  

 

Faculty at Iowa State Normal School and The State University of Iowa  

  By 1907, the faculty had grown to include just under seventy-five members with varying 

levels of professional experience and educational background. The catalog listed the faculty 

according to the programs in which they taught beginning with professional instruction in 
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education, language and literature, mathematics, science, history and political science, drawing, 

penmanship and bookkeeping, physical training, manual training, and additional appointments. 

Faculty members listed as “professors” had been employed with the institution as full-time 

teachers for a period exceeding two years. Those faculty members listed as “Instructors” had 

full-time appointments but had only been working for the school for one to two years. Those 

teachers listed as “Assistants” were only employed with the school as part time faculty. At this 

time, no single professor in any of the departments acted as the “department chair.” All 

professors employed full time in each department had equal authority in decisions concerning 

department matters, even those teachers listed as “instructors” (they simply carried a title which 

distinguished them as “new” to the department).   

 The faculty employed by The Iowa State Normal School had varying levels of education 

and came from a variety of different institutions. Approximately twenty-seven percent of the 

faculty listed as either professors or instructors received some sort of training at the Iowa State 

Normal School, either a Master of Didactics or a Bachelor of Didactics, prior to their 

employment with the institution.  Many of those professors trained at the normal school 

completed their Bachelor of Arts through The State University of Iowa. An additional twenty 

percent of the faculty received their training at other four-year colleges and universities in the 

state of Iowa. For example, Chauncy P. Calgrove, professor of Psychology and Didactics, 

received his Master of Arts from Upper Iowa. In fact, all of the professors who instructed classes 

in Professional Instruction in Education received their degree from a higher education institution 

in Iowa including Iowa Wesleyan, Cornell College, Simpson College, and Iowa College.
172

 An 
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additional seven members of the faculty in departments other than Professional Instruction in 

Education received their degree from institutions in Iowa. Only three of the seventy four faculty 

members (including the president) obtained their terminal degree in their field of study. Seerley 

had his Ll.d. degree from Iowa, Merchant obtained his Ph.D. from the University of Berlin in 

Latin, and Meyerholz earned his Ph.D. in Government (the catalog did not distinguish which 

institution conferred his degree).  

 Recall that the Department of Education at The State University of Iowa resided within 

the College of Liberal Arts until 1907, when it became its own college on the university’s 

campus. Even after it became its own college, students enrolled to become high school teachers 

still took credit hours required in their major field of study (such as History, Math, Physics, etc.) 

in the College of Liberal Arts. In the College of Liberal Arts (and including later The College of 

Education) the state university, similar to the state normal school, employed faculty members of 

varying backgrounds. However, unlike The Iowa State Normal School, none of the full-time 

faculty received training at the state normal school, and all full-time faculty employed by the 

university had obtained at least their master’s degree, if not their terminal degree. Also unlike 

The State Normal School, full-time faculty members employed by the university had titles which 

distinguished them by rank. The titles (in order of highest authority to lowest) given to teachers 

included professor, assistant professor, lecturer, instructor, assistant instructor, fellow, scholar, 

and assistant.
173

  

 Many of the professors employed by The College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at The 

State University of Iowa received their graduate education from some of the most prestigious 

universities across the country. Among colleges represented were Yale, University of Wisconsin, 
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Harvard, University of Michigan, Dartmouth, University of Nebraska, University of 

Pennsylvania, Cornell, Johns Hopkins University, Vanderbilt, and Columbia.  Many of these 

colleges and universities were the leading institutions in their field.   

 By the academic year 1909-1910 the institution at Cedar Falls adopted significant 

changes recorded by the annual catalog. First, the institution’s name successfully changed from 

the Iowa State Normal School to The Iowa State Teacher’s College (a transformation which is 

discussed in greater detail in a later chapter). President Seerley reported that faculty instigated 

the name change movement. He also reported the primary purpose for the name change was so 

faculty could receive retirement benefits from the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching. The fact that the name change movement came on the heels of the state university 

opening its own College of Education on its campus, may have indicated that President Seerley 

had other reasons for supporting the adoption of a new title for his school which removed the 

word “normal” and included the word “college."  Over the course of his tenure as president, 

Seerley consistently advocated for change that raised the status of his school. After observing the 

changes adopted at the Iowa City campus, Seerley probably felt that in order for his institution to 

remain competitive, he needed to adopt changes that reflected the status quo of the newly erected 

College of Education at the state university.  

 Prior to changing the institution’s name, starting in 1907 the state normal school began 

the process of implementing the same graded system of professor rank used the by State 

University of Iowa and other colleges. Before 1907, however, titles given to faculty merely 

distinguished the amount of time the school employed them. As a consequence, all of the 

professors shared equal rank, which created tension and conflict among faculty members in 

different departments. In 1909, the course catalog acknowledged the adoption of similar titles 
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used at The State University of Iowa to classify professors of different ranks and to establish 

heads of departments in the state normal school. The course catalog noted these changes its 

listing of faculty by department, recognizing department chairs, and reporting the new titles 

delegated to each member of the entire faculty of the school. The adoption of this graded system 

of faculty rank is another example of how mimetic pressures affected change at the state normal 

school. 

 Establishing department leadership and rank ordering faculty was a process that occurred 

over the course of many months. While some faculty members resisted the change, others 

welcomed it and believed it enabled the staff and the department to progress more smoothly.   

These changes, along with faculty responses, are discussed in further detail in chapter four.  
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Chapter 4 

 
Mimicking University Trends in the Establishment of Department Leadership 

 

  

 The graded system of professorial rank wasn’t adopted by colleges and universities until 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. According to John R. Thelin, this new 

conception, referring to professor rank, was “essential to the creation of the university 

professoriate."
174

 Positions of rank included instructor, assistant professor, associate professor, 

and full professor. Most importantly, promotion and faculty rank became tied to institutions 

conferring tenure.
175

 These titles became conventional during this period, and universities which 

adopted the system were tied more closely to academic professionalism. Due to mimetic 

isomorphic pressures, those institutions desiring to appear more legitimate and improve their 

status among other professional institutions of higher learning had to adopt this form of ranking 

faculty.  

 Before 1907, faculty at The Iowa State Normal School did not have titles establishing 

rank or department leadership. Rather, the title of professor, assistant, or instructor distinguished 

how long the particular teacher worked for the school and whether or not the institution 

employed the teacher part-time or full-time. If an employee only worked part time, the title given 

to him was “assistant." The school referred to full time faculty employed for one to two years as 

“instructor." Those faculty members who worked full time and had been employed with the 

school for longer than a period of two years were called “professor.”
176

  Additionally, no 
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individual acted as department chair or in a similar capacity. In some cases, three or four persons 

shared responsibility for making decisions regarding which teachers taught specific courses and 

the general direction of the department. Due to the fact that no professor in any department had 

authority to make final decisions, discussions over curriculum and other aspects of the 

department often led to faculty infighting and problematic situations. Furthermore, if faculty 

problems remained unresolved, teachers took their grievances directly to the office of the 

president. As situations across campus became more tense, the president lost more time dealing 

with faculty problems rather than attending to his administrative duties. The issue concerning 

department leadership was a serious, practical problem which required immediate attention. In 

order to resolve this particular issue, faculty and the president looked to other institutions for 

examples of how to delegate power and a position of authority within the departments across 

campus.   

 

Faculty Problems across Departments  

 In May of 1907 Ira Condit, who worked as a professor of the math department for the 

past nine years, wrote a letter to President Seerley describing his frustration with the current 

organization of the faculty at the state normal school.  In his department, three professors acted 

in the same capacity as head of the math program, and attempted to lead the faculty in matters 

pertaining to math education. Additionally, each year, the faculty consistently fought over who 

would be teaching certain courses. In his letter, Condit described how faculty infighting over 

coursework hindered the progress of the department. Without anyone in a leadership position 

with the authority and power to make decisions, problems within the department continued to be 

unresolved. Condit requested that the school restructure the math department and delegate one 
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faculty member as the sole leader. Condit described how disagreements between professors were 

so bad, that curricular matters could not be discussed without arguments arising. He explained 

that he felt the current system was “fundamentally wrong and militated against the exercise and 

development of a broad scholarship and a faculty” and most importantly, it did not serve the best 

interests of the students. He compared running a department with multiple leaders to 

administering to the special interests of the school “with three presidents with equal power and 

equal jurisdiction. Nothing would be resolved."
177

 The lack of department leadership was a 

serious, practical problem and needed to be solved in order for the math program to move 

forward.  

In his letter to the president, Condit suggested a method for organizing department 

professors which could potentially eliminate faculty fighting over who had the power to make 

decisions. He referred to his friends “qualified and experienced professors at The State 

University of Iowa” who previously explained to him how the state university adopted a graded 

system of faculty rank with specific definitions of the duties associated with each title given to 

all of the professors. He expressed that it was the opinion of these professors that faculty in 

university departments which were organized around one “department head” were far more 

successful in terms of department progress. Additionally, having someone with the power to 

make executive decisions during meetings in which faculty cannot agree would help ensure the 

success of the department and most certainly reduce heated disagreements.
178

 Ira’s university 

friends felt their departments were highly successful and efficient compared to other departments 

in other school’s that did not adopt this type of faculty organization.
179

  

                                                           
177

 Condit, Ira S. Ira S. Condit to Homer H. Seerley, 1907. Letter. From University of Northern Iowa Archives, The 
Homer Seerley Papers, 1886-1928. 
178

 Ibid. 
179

 Ibid. 



80 
 

As Condit was a member of the faculty no doubt involved in conflicts himself, he grew 

concerned that his letter to the president may appear to other teachers as self-serving or a way by 

which he himself could obtain a higher position of authority within his department. Professor 

Condit explained to the president that his suggestions concerning the reorganization of faculty 

were not motivated by a desire to profit at the expense of others. Rather, he simply wanted to 

share what he learned through his friends and their experience with different structuring 

mechanisms. Condit articulated that for the school to progress successfully, the problem of the 

lack of department leadership, or in his case, too many faculty who assumed leadership roles, 

needed to be solved. Condit believed that a more specific, graded system of faculty rank could 

ensure better organization and superior mathematical training for students, while also promoting 

better educational progress for the math program. He concluded that “the teaching of teachers 

was a serious business” and the departments of the normal school should be organized to foster 

the most successful environment possible. He argued that this could not be done with the 

situation and circumstances that currently existed. He suggested the state normal school not 

hesitate in bringing this matter in front of the Board of Trustees so the school could take 

measures to resolve the practical problem of department leadership.   

 Condit was not the only professor to relay his dissatisfaction with the current system of 

organization and with the lack of department leadership. Much like the math department, discord 

among faculty the elocution and English programs existed due to their inability to make 

decisions. Ms. Margaret Oliver, teacher in the elocution program, also wrote to President Seerley 

about the “lack of harmony” in her department. She attributed the dysfunction to the fact that the 

program did not have a professor with any kind of executive decision making power, or with any 

kind authority. The situation in the department of elocution caused fights between teachers 
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among other frustrations. Tension between faculty in her department was not uncommon, and 

this tension created an environment not conducive to student learning. Professors constantly 

argued as to the proper direction of the department and without a department head, fights 

between teachers continued. Soon after Oliver’s letter, additional faculty members in the school 

of elocution wrote to President Seerley requesting solutions to the frustrating situation in their 

department.  

The Department of English experienced discord due to the lack of faculty organization 

and leadership. Much like in the math department, more than one professor attempted to govern 

the English program. The lack of delegated leadership caused friction between many faculty 

members. Teachers attributed the problems to disagreements on the direction of the department 

and matters concerning curriculum and the addition of new courses. After several failed attempts 

by Seerley to orchestrate peace among the teachers, he concluded that any adjustment in 

professional rank required the attention of Board of Trustees for action.
180

  

   The combination of the department problems across campus led Seerley to request the 

Board of Trustees’ members to seriously consider adopting some sort of system for identifying 

members of the faculty who could act as leaders in the different departments. Seerley believed 

that reorganization was necessary not only for the departments to progress satisfactorily, but also 

to ensure the future success of the school.
181

 Condit’s letter, along with the other letters written to 

Seerley, relayed the fact that faculty members were aware that other institutions had adopted 

structures which generated more harmony among the other faculty in the department. Finding a 

resolution to this problem led Seerley to look to other institutions for examples of how to better 
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orchestrate within departments, and how to establish leadership roles among faculty. This 

situation naturally led the Iowa State Normal School to adopt a system of faculty organization 

similar to that of other institutions.  

 On June 28, 1907, during the early stages of reorganization, faculty members in the 

Department of Mathematics held a special meeting in order to decide how to restructure their 

program. They determined that mathematics courses should be divided into three general areas of 

study consisting of the Department of Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic. They requested that 

The Board of Trustees grant certain professors complete control over these subjects by 

designating leadership roles to certain professors. The faculty assigned Professor Wright to the 

geometry program and granted him complete authority over the courses taught. Teachers granted 

the same authority to Professor Condit in algebra, and Professor Dick in arithmetic. 
182

 Though 

the Math Department received full authority from the Board of Trustees to carry out their plan 

for establishing professors as leaders of programs, titles for these positions such as “head of the 

department” were not used. This distinction came later in 1908, as matters of reorganization 

progressed.
183

 During this particular phase of department restructuring, teachers simply 

distinguished which particular professors had sole authority in department decisions.   

 

A Plan to Restructure Departments and Adopt a System of Faculty Rank 

 In November of 1908, President Seerley wrote to Honorable John F. Riggs, 

Superintendent of Public Instruction and member of The Board of Trustees, requesting that the 

third day of their quarterly meeting be devoted to discussing future policies regarding department 

reorganization and adopting a graded system of faculty rank. A similar system, he wrote, was 
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recently adopted by the state university which helped orchestrate department leadership and 

organization. During this meeting, Seerley proposed to have “head professors” who would be 

granted more official authority than was previously conferred upon any single professor in the 

departments. Seerley suggested a full and immediate investigation regarding a successful way to 

adopt and implement his plan. He urged board members to decide the appropriate steps to 

successful management of department reorganization and the establishment of faculty rank. 

Seerley also suggested the Board of Trustees allow faculty members the chance to share their 

opinions regarding who in their department should be delegated as “department head."
184

 He 

added that the proposed plan necessitated the adoption of a schedule of salaries to be applied to 

new professor ranks and that a maximum and minimum salary for each position needed to be 

established. Seerley argued that by adopting this type of system, departments across campus and 

business at the normal school to be conducted in a more systematic way. These arrangements, 

according to Seerley, promoted more efficiency in department work.
185

 

 After its meeting in December, The Board of Trustees officially decided to adopt a 

graded system of faculty rank which established department heads in each program. These newly 

created positions of executive authority increased productivity of the office of the president and 

departments in general. The board also hoped that by ranking faculty members, departmental 

discord would be diminished. The execution of this type of reorganization involved 

consolidation and division of some departments. Due to the fact that this type of department 

overhaul affected a large number of teachers in the faculty, the board invited faculty members to 

individually submit proposals of suggested changes for the departments in which they belonged. 

While it is possible that several professors submitted suggestions or preferences to the board, the 
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office of the president only retained a few letters from faculty members. The proposals relayed 

concern to President Seerley about fairness in the establishment of rank and the potential 

difficulties associated with adjusting to the changes. Some teachers also informed Seerley that 

they had no desire to reorganization, and preferred that their departments remain unchanged.
186

 

 As the adoption of the new system progressed, Homer Seerley urged The Board of 

Trustees to consider faculty member’s concerns during the adjustment period. In order to ease 

faculty into the transition, Seerley requested implementing a more gradual change in command 

by adopting reorganization policies in only a few departments at a time. While Seerley 

recognized that the ultimate goal of the restructure plan was to secure better efficiency in 

department work, he was also aware of the fact that by adopting a graded system of faculty rank 

similar to The State University of Iowa, he was demonstrating his school’s progress thereby 

elevating its status. Seerley needed this plan to be successful to ensure the progress of his 

institution. He proposed a specific, detail-oriented plan for assigning faculty rank. He suggested 

assigning the rank of “professor” to those members of the faculty deserving of the title. Under 

this particular system, the term “head” would be used for the professors who maintained 

authority in their department. He also requested that a hiring policy be carefully adopted in order 

to ensure better qualified teachers were selected to teach at the institutions. If the board agreed to 

assign rank to members to the faculty, Seerley suggested they be defined as follows:  

 “1. Head Professor: have general control and management of the 

Department. Expected to consult with all the teachers of the 

Department, consider there requests and suggestions and conduct 

the business with fairness and discretion. He is to be responsible 

for the organization and the conduct of affairs in a broad sense.  

  

 2. Professor: in charge of parts of a Department under the 

supervision of the head professor if one exists. He is supposed to 
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do classwork of the superior order and to not need much 

supervision. He shall have authority over any assistant that does 

work in his division. He shall be a voter in faculty meetings. In 

Department meetings he shall receive consideration from the head 

Prof. and so far as giving a trial to what he deems best as regards to 

the work committed to him but is obliged to conform to the general 

plan instituted by the head Professor. 

  

 3. Assistant Professor: subordinate to the professor but assumed to 

be able to teach the work assigned without more than general 

supervision. They vote in Department meetings but not in faculty 

meetings. 

  

 4. Instructor: subordinate to the Prof. and required to work under 

direct supervision. They have worked in the Department long 

enough to be able to conduct the work in harmony without much 

direction except what may be given an instruction or consultation 

or in Department meetings. 

  

 5. Assistant: this teacher is not assumed to get along without much 

supervision and direction and to be in training for the rank of 

instructor after a year or more experience."
187

 

 

 Beginning in December of 1908, and continuing through 1909, The Board of Trustees 

and the Office of the President sent letters to several departments notifying them to adopted 

changes in management of their particular programs. The first notice went to the Department of 

Physics and informed faculty that the new Department of Physics was created December 9, 1908 

and the new organization model adopted by the department would go into effect January 1, 

1909.
188

 The Board named Lewis Berman as head of the department and assigned the rank of 

professor to S.F. Hersey. They also named E.K. Chapman primary instructor of the department. 

The notice to the department also included a definition of the duties associated with each 

professor rank.  
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“It is understood that all executive work of the new Department is 

located in the head Prof. and that all teachers associated with them 

will be assigned as to the work and directed as to plan by him. This 

includes the classification of students, supervision of work in the 

Department, determining the course of study to be given from term 

to term and what teacher shall conduct said classes is also the 

making of quarterly and annual reports as may be required by the 

president for the information for the Board of Trustees. It is also 

assumed that there will be regular Department meetings at which 

time the plans and methods to be used will be developed by the 

head of the Department, so the harmony, superior work, and 

continued improvement in the Department maybe secured. The 

head Prof. is held responsible for the management and the 

development of the Department in all particulars and must see that 

everything is conducted in a scholarly and scientific manner so that 

students are given the kind and quantity of instruction and training 

that should be required of the teachers college."
189

 

 

 

The Board sent out two additional notices with the same information to the Department of 

Training in Teaching, and the Department of Professional Instruction. In these two departments, 

The Board of Trustees also delegated a specific title to each teacher associated with the 

department. They also informed faculty of their expected responsibilities as defined by each 

specific rank.  In each notice that the board mailed, members reminded faculty that the director 

was the “chief executive” of the department.  The board now required that all matters needing 

the attention of the president’s office be submitted by the director of the department. The new 

director now had authority to assign executive powers of supervision to faculty, and also to 

“unite matters in harmonious relations.” The board required each director to file quarterly reports 

regarding the business, ideas, plans, discipline, and management of the work conducted in each 

department.
190

  

                                                           
189

 Ibid. 
190

 Seerley, Homer H. Notice of Change in Department Organization and Management, 1908. Notice. From the 
University of Northern Iowa Archives, The Homer Seerley Papers, 1886-1928.  



87 
 

 After trustees notified President Seerley that they determined the adoption of the new 

system in the three departments was successful, Seerley sent Honorable I. J. McDuffie a proposal 

requesting that other departments across campus adopt the new system of faculty rank.  He 

suggested the departments of music, mathematics, and English, adopt new titles for their 

instructors along with the duties specified by each title. He also proposed these changes be 

applied to the departments of chemistry, Latin and Greek, German and French, and commercial 

education. Honorable McDuffie approved Seerley’s proposal, and in 1909 professors associated 

with these departments had new titles and faculty rank. Much like the physics department, these 

professors also received notices from the board explaining changes and expectations associated 

with reorganization. 
191

 The  same year, the board sent every faculty member an additional notice 

informing them of their new title and salary.  

 

Professor J. B. Knoepfler, 

At the board meeting, April 29, you are made acting head of the 

Department of German and French, at a salary of $1900 for the 

year commencing September 1, 1909, and a salary of $350 for the 

summer term of 1910. Please advise me of your acceptance.
192

 

 

Miss Frances Dickey, 

At the board meeting April 29, you were given the rank of an 

assistant professor in the Department of Public School Music, with 

the leave of absence for the school year beginning September 1, 

1909, without salary. Your salary for the year commencing 

September 1, 1910, to be $1100. You were elected to a position in 

the summer term of 1910 with a salary of $210 for the term. Please 

advise me of your acceptance. You are also placed on the 

permanent list of teachers.
193

 

 

Miss Jessie Hurst,  
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At the board meeting April 29, you were elected to a position of 

the summer term faculty, to teach physical training as an assistant 

to Ms. McNally, for the salary of $160 for the term. Please advise 

me if you accept this position.
194

 

 

Mr. Robert Fullerton,  

At the board meeting April 29, you were placed on the permanent 

list of teachers, with the title professor of voice, in the Department 

of Public School Music.
195

 

 

Professor M. F. Arey, 

At the board meeting April 29, you were made acting head of the 

Department of Natural Science, and a professor of zoology, 

geology, mineralogy, and structural botany, at a salary of $1900 

for the school year, commencing September 1, 1909, and $350 for 

the summer term of 1910. Please advise me of your acceptance of 

this position.
196

 

 

 

Reactions of the Faculty  

 Though many of the professors were relieved and quite content with the changes adopted 

by the school, some faculty members became increasingly frustrated with title given to them 

after their years of service to the institution. Some felt the rank assigned to them did not reflect 

their work at the institution. These teachers sent letters to President Seerley protesting their 

assigned rank while also expressing their frustration with the situation. Some even threatened to 

submit letters of resignation. In other cases, professors were reluctant to relinquish their 

decision-making power to the newly elected department head. As a result, President Seerley 

spent a significant amount of time corresponding with faculty in order to defuse tensions that 
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arouse during the adjustment period.  Some examples of his correspondence with various faculty 

across campus:  

 

 There was never any inclination that your work was not 

satisfactory to the authorities or that your interest in in building up 

the Department was not to be commended. The only thing to be 

considered now is that of regarding officially the other persons 

responsibilities and authority and not infringing upon their rights 

and duties. Your resignation is not wanted and it would be a great 

injustice to you at the present juncture to allow it. I have great 

respect for your ambition, for your willingness to do more than 

would be required, and for your faithfulness to your Department, 

and hence I hope you will see fit to accept this adjustment and 

continue to the end of the year as you had planned. This will give 

you a better closing for your career at this college.
197

  

 

*** 

 

Miss Mabel B. McNally, 

 Being on the permanent list of faculty and excepting such 

from the Board of Trustees, makes it very desirable for you to 

comply with your contract. Because you feel that injustice has 

been done to you, does not relieve you of the official obligation 

that you accepted when elected to your present position. Is not my 

right to insist upon any specific action being carried out. You are 

subordinate to Prof. Seymour and to the president under the 

general regulations, and after the appointment of the Dean of 

women with authority in regard to the six students a year ago, you 

properly became subordinate by trustee action so far as these kinds 

of matters were concerned, as the Dean of women became 

responsible to the board in these matters.
198

 

 

  

 In some cases, problems arose because the newly elected Department chairs exercised too 

much authority and abused the power granted to them by The Board of Education. These chairs 

proceeded to make decisions regarding course assignments, curriculum, and the direction of their 
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department without consulting the opinions of other faculty. President Seerley cautioned 

department heads to be careful in exercising their authority, especially regarding the distribution 

of faculty duties. He also advised them to make certain that as a department chair, they were fair 

in their treatment of each teacher in their program. 

Professor Seymour, 

 In organizing the Department work for the winter term, 

please be careful to do the fair and prudent thing in every case. The 

key is to be very careful not to arbitrarily abuse your authority. 

They are practically your own naming an endorsement. It is 

absolutely necessary for you to maintain peace, harmony, and 

cooperation in the Department, or else your administration fails. I 

write this note because it is evident that you have not been as 

careful in the wise administration of the affairs that might have 

been, as your Associates are practically coming to the conclusion 

to tender their resignations the Board of Education. Such a 

decision would practically mean that your resignation would in all 

probability be required. 

  

 

 It is also necessary for you to secure the cooperation and a 

cheerful way of the students beyond what has existed during the 

past two years of your service and public instruction where 

popularity and acceptability are essential. I have cordially given 

you my support in all respects since you came here and I therefore 

giving you this official warning. You have the qualifications and 

character in the training that ought to make you successful to a 

high degree. Unless your administration can be improved in your 

recognition of the feelings and rights of others, you will not be able 

to continue college work beyond this year.
199

 

 

 The Department of Physical Training struggled the most in its adjustment to the new 

organization system. Tensions between teachers increased and the department began to 

deteriorate. Some of the problems in the department drove a few of the faculty to threaten to 

leave the school or even tender their resignations. The State Board of Education eventually asked 

for an investigation of The Physical Training Department with reference to certain difficulties 
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that existed during the adjustment period. In February of 1910, two years after the college 

implemented the department changes, The trustees discovered in its investigation of the 

department that students, alumni, and members of the faculty outside of the physical training 

program, spoke of it “regretfully and hopelessly." They threatened that unless a decided change 

was made it would be forced to close the department entirely. The main source of the problem, 

the board discovered, were the relationships between the current director, Professor Simmons, 

and the rest of the instructors in the department. In a letter addressed to the professor, 

investigation committee members warned Simmons that he either resolve his differences with the 

head of the department, Professor Seymour or they would be forced “to take drastic measures." 

They urged that harmony between teachers must be restored to the department in order for it to 

function properly and benefit normal’s students. They explained that Professor Simmons needed 

to recognize the authority of the department head as Seymour’s authority was required in every 

particular matter, and that any other exhibition of official conduct could be interpreted by the 

management of the committee as insubordination. The committee informed these professors that 

all contentions of any kind that militate against the best work of the teachers college were not 

considered proper conduct on the part of any teacher. 
200

 Despite attempts to reconcile 

differences, the physical training director Simmons resigned, which eventually resolved much of 

the conflict within the Department. 

 Other problems existed across campus among members of the faculty in music education. 

Teachers in the school of music took issue with relinquishing their official authority to the newly 

elected department head. This negatively affected the relationships between the faculty members 

of the department. Despite accusations of the chair’s inability to lead the department, The State 
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Board of Education conducted an investigation of the problems involved. They hoped to 

encourage complete cooperation among the teachers and the work done in music.
201

 The state 

board mailed notices to several faculty ordering that the work of these teachers “continue as 

originally organized."
202

  After the investigation committee completed its report, the board of 

education adopted general regulations concerning the cooperation of faculty in the administration 

of the program of music. The board reminded each faculty member of the newly elected 

department chair for the year 1910-1911, as well as listing the duties included in this position.  

“The head of the department of public school music, voice 

training, Piano forte instruction, orchestra, and band instruction, 

shall manage their respective department executively as has been 

done in the past subject to the regulations of the plans that have 

been adopted by the professors in a general meeting, said 

regulation having been approved by the general faculty and by the 

board, according to the character of the questions involved. The 

enacting director whose duties shall include presiding at the 

business meeting of said departments, bringing the attention of the 

faculty and board such recommendations as the professors of said 

departments may adopt, and making a report to the president from 

the department such decisions and opinions that the United 

teachers conclude to be essential in the improvement and 

development of said departments ."
203

    

 

The state board required the music department to have a joint business meeting to establish a 

plan to ensure the successful adoption of the new rules.
204

 After the instructors in the department 

of music adjourned their meeting, they claimed to have a more comprehensive understanding of 
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the regulations and by laws in place in the school of music. After a few months of 

implementation, problems in the department of music subsided and business ran more smoothly. 

 Though department restructuring and the adoption of the system of ranking professors 

created a few conflicts in certain departments; overall, teachers at Iowa State Normal School 

adjusted to the changes. Eventually, all departments delegated a faculty member to act as 

department chair. The heads of departments worked together with subordinate faculty of varying 

rank to conduct the business of training teachers. In general, after the adoption of the graded 

system and after reorganizing some of the departments, business at the normal school functioned 

better with greater efficiency than existed prior to the change.  

 The challenges faculty members faced over who ultimately was in charge of each 

department was a practical problem which required immediate attention. In order to solve the 

problem in the quickest way possible with some assurance that any changes made would be 

successful, Seerley referred to other schools to see what systems worked. This ultimately led the 

Iowa state Normal School to adopt an organizational structure similar to other institutions. The 

outcome led to the institution at Cedar Falls looking more like other institutions of higher 

education than it had in previous years.  

 While the Iowa State Normal School dealt with the challenges associated with faculty 

and department organization, and as it continued to develop its curriculum to better meet the 

needs of the students who enrolled, the state education leaders considered the efficiency of the 

three state schools maintaining three separate governing bodies. 1904 was the first year in which 

these same leaders first questioned whether or not they should continue to allow the separate 

administrative boards to continue to govern the state schools on an individual basis. Their 

questions lead to accusations that the state was producing education waste by duplicating 
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coursework at the state schools. Over the course of the next few years, the state began the 

process of consolidating the three governing bodies into one unified state board of education. 

The complexities involved in this movement are discussed in greater detail in chapter five.  
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Chapter 5 

 

Adopting a One-Board System: The Iowa State Board of Education 

 

  

 In the state of Iowa, in early1904, state officials accused the system of higher education 

of producing education "waste" by duplicating courses at the various state supported institutions 

of higher education. Proponents of a more efficient education system argued that by allowing the 

state schools to continue to progress under separate governing bodies, the duplication problem 

could increase, resulting in the wasteful use of state appropriations. In an attempt to eliminate 

this type of wasteful spending, proponents argued for unification of the management and control 

of the three state schools; The Iowa State Normal School, The State University of Iowa, and The 

College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. Though Senator Garst was first to introduce a bill to 

the state senate in March 1904 for the transfer of governance to a state board system, the state 

did not adopt a policy at this time. Rather, the senate passed a resolution for a joint committee for 

the purpose of investigating the state's system of management and affairs of the three state 

schools. Appropriation requests also created heated rivalries between the schools over which 

institution was more deserving of the money. Quite frankly, committee members reported 

growing increasingly annoyed with the state schools and dealing with the arguments between 

them over which institution deserved more funding. The continued requests for increased 

appropriations coupled with concerns over duplication, resulted in The State Board of Control 

ordering a full, formal investigation of (The committee elected Senator Whipple as chairman, 

and later became known as "The Whipple Committee."  

The Whipple Committee spent the later part of the year conducting a thorough 

investigation of the business conducted at state schools. Committee members visited each 
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institution inspecting the facilities, student body, grounds, and other aspects of the schools. They 

held meetings with each of The Board of Trustees and discussed financial matters with other 

school officials and leaders. Following their grueling investigative work, the members generated 

a report disclosing their findings. Shortly after the committee submitted their report to the 

governor, The Des Moines Register published the proceedings. The conclusions reached by the 

committee regarding the work conducted at Cedar Falls as reported by the Des Moines Register 

were no doubt negatively critical. The committee determined from its investigation that the state 

did not “get value received from the appropriations made to each institutions.” In other words, 

the committee felt the state spent unnecessary amounts of money on duplicated education work, 

especially regarding courses in engineering in Ames and in Iowa City. The duplication of 

courses cost tax payers unnecessary money. While the rivalry for coursework appeared to be 

mostly between the state college and the agricultural college, the unfavorable way in which The 

Whipple Committee portrayed work conducted at Cedar Falls did not go unnoticed. Trustee I.J. 

McDuffie wrote to Seerley “I am greatly surprised at the ignorance, stupidity, and unfairness 

displayed in the report. The committee does not seem to understand that the common schools 

have adopted courses of study and methods of instruction which make it necessary for the 

normal school to instruct pupils in all the subjects which the committee say have been taught in 

the normal school in violation of the law.”
205

 While the portrayal of the work done at the normal 

school no doubt frustrated President Seerley, he knew he had to present his opinion in a way that 

could not endanger the future of his institution. Seerley merely responded to McDuffie’s 

frustrations by writing “it is the business of the normal school to conduct itself in a professional, 

                                                           
205

 Seerley, Homer H. Homer Seerley to I.J. McDuffie, 1906. Letter. From the University of Northern Iowa Archives, 
The Homer Seerley Papers, 1886-1928. I.J.  



97 
 

ethical manner. We will approach this matter with the utmost care. By providing a list of facts 

and laws establishing this school, we will prevail in maintaining our purpose.”
206

 

Despite the fact that all three state institutions opposed the resolution to create a one-

board governing system, and even though they hotly contested it, the investigation of The 

Whipple Committee eventually led to  passage of an act requiring all of the boards of the three 

state schools to relinquish their governing powers to one, unified, state board of education. The 

governor appointed nine members to the state board, and its business commenced in April of 

1909.
207

   

 

Concerns over Financial Matters  

Numerous requests for additional appropriations each biennial period by all three of the 

state schools created many doubts regarding their ability to adequately manage their business and 

financial affairs. The normal school's requests for appropriations frequently exceeded the past 

year's amounts by a large sum, which caused raised eyebrows among legislative committee 

members and other state officials. In a statement submitted to the thirty-second general assembly 

on the business of the state normal school, President Seerley reported that the expected surplus 

available in the mill-tax to cover expenses for the school year no longer existed.
208

 Additionally, 

after a detailed, itemized listing of the appropriations given to the state normal school at Cedar 

Falls, including money granted for additional buildings and equipment, the president reported he 

anticipated a shortage of funds for the school year.
209

 In the same year, deficits existed in the 

contingent and teachers funds, in the amount of $2000. Before the end of the year, Seerley 
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anticipated the debts  of the school would reach nearly $5000.  In order to increase the contingent 

fund and ensure the adequate payment of salaries to his employees, Seerley requested additional 

appropriations in the amount of $3750, in order to finish the school year.
210

  In a letter to 

Honorable McDuffie, Seerley also reported on the inability of his school to pay outstanding bills 

and to settle certain accounts. McDuffie criticized Seerley for his improper management of 

funds. Seerley defended his actions by explaining that he appropriately allocated the money 

received from state appropriations but that unexpected expenses of the school caused the 

deficit.
211

   

 In light of these facts, several criticisms arouse regarding the conduct of the business 

office and the financial management of the institution. As a result, The State Board of Control 

ordered a full, formal investigation concerning matters of business which were “not fully 

explained by records, bookkeeping, or reports generated by the normal school.”
212

 The continued 

submission of incomplete budget reports eventually forced the government to hire a committee 

whose sole purpose was to investigate the financial matters at state normal school. Once the 

resolution was adopted and the committee appointed, state normal school leaders grew 

increasingly nervous of the impending investigation. The investigation prompted discussion 

concerning the readiness of the institution for a formal investigation, and also aroused concern of 

the physical appearance of the school. In a letter to President Seerley, Henry Sabin, former 

President of the Board of Directors of the Normal School and advocate for progress for the state 

normal school in Cedar Falls, wrote "Go ahead and get your buildings in just as good as shape as 

possible. What I mean is, get things so fixed that a penurious, money saving, economical board 
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could not put your enterprise back to the beginning."
213

 While The Whipple Committee's 

investigation created angst among leaders and officials of the state schools, editors of the Des 

Moines Register favored the state's position on improving efficiency in higher education. 

Regarding the proposed unified board, the newspaper reported their enthusiasm behind reducing 

duplicated coursework at the two schools.  

  

The Investigation of the Whipple Committee  

 State official's concerns about the financial management and duplication of coursework at 

the three state higher education institutions lead to the appointment of a committee responsible 

for investigating business affairs at each institution. In 1904, the governor appointed a joint 

committee, called The Whipple Committee, to conduct a complete financial investigation of all 

three state institutions. It scrutinized the ways in which the three state institutions conduct their 

business, especially concerning financial matters. 
214

  The committee required that the secretary 

of each of the state-supported institutions generate a report of state appropriations, endowment 

funds, tuition and fees, donations, along with any other funds made available to the institution. 

The Whipple Committee required that the report indicate how the institution allocated expenses 

toward instruction, administration, and maintenance costs. It also requested the report include an 

account of general expenses of the institution. The finance secretary at each school also needed 

to include a section on the number of professors, instructors, fellows and tutors, and the number 

of students enrolled in each program during the biennial period.
215
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Once The Iowa State Normal School received word of the forthcoming investigation by The 

Whipple Committee, Seerley grew increasingly concerned about the way in which his business 

office conducted matters concerning finances at his institutions.  The president held a meeting to 

ensure the finance secretary used the proper method s of bookkeeping. Upon discovering that the 

state normal school’s methods were not similar to methods used by other institutions, Seerley 

looked to The State University of Iowa as an example of how to properly conduct and organize 

matters of business. In a letter written to Judge Robinson, member of the board of control, 

Seerley requested information pertaining to the method of bookkeeping used by the state 

university. Through his correspondence, Seerley obtained financial forms along with guidance 

on how to use them for his school's financial management purposes. By implementing the state 

university's methods for conducting business, Seerley hoped that the business aspect of his 

institution could function better and allow his school to stay afloat.
216

 However, the new changes 

in financial management adopted by the normal school resulted in late submission of the first 

financial report to the investigation committee. This was not the first impression Seerley was 

hoping to give the committee concerning how the state normal school conducted its business.
217

 

It is important to note that in addition to submitting the financial statement, Seerley also 

submitted a statement regarding the function and purpose of his school. Seerley anticipated one 

of the major concerns under investigation by The Whipple Committee pertained to the alleged 

duplication of coursework by the three state schools. Seerley felt he needed to address these 

issues and preemptively work to alleviate any concerns of duplication. In the report submitted to 

the committee, Seerley pointed out that "while there may be a certain amount of uncertainty 
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pertaining to the endeavors rightly assigned to the State University or the Agricultural College, 

there is, as a matter of fact, no uncertainty regarding the true province of the normal school since 

the statues are explicit in defining it as a school for the training of teachers for the public 

schools."
218

 Furthermore, Seerley suggested that "since the people of the state expressed 

satisfaction with the school and since the function of the normal school had statutory definition, 

the problem of ambiguity of the functions lay with the institutions at Iowa City and at Ames."
219

  

Nevertheless, The Whipple Committee was less than impressed with the first round of 

information it received concerning the state normal school. The financial statement submitted by 

the school revealed large amounts of disorganization and unbalanced accounts. Seerley defended 

the situation by explaining that the reports were only approximately correct “because they did 

not make an exhibit of the business transacted by the stewards department when it was in 

existence."
220

 He also claimed the mistakes in bookkeeping were a result of the fact that the 

records for first decade of business transactions were unaccounted for due to missing 

paperwork.
221

 The evidence before the investigation committee revealed poor management of the 

school's finances. The Whipple Committee accused the normal school of wasting money, 

especially in their employment of trustees whose sole efforts were spent securing exceedingly 

large appropriations from the general assemblies. The normal board refuted the committee’s 

accusations by stating it had always complied with legislative procedures, and had always 

supplied a detailed statement of the conditions of the work and needs of the school to the 

appropriations committee. It also argued that the income of the institution was small compared to 
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the appropriations granted to the other two institutions in the state. Furthermore, board members 

reminded the committee that nothing was done without the approval or endorsement of the 

general assembly. They concluded their arguments by stating that no needless expenditures were 

made by the institution, and all business conducted contributed to making the school worthy of 

commendation and patronage. They stated “it is hardly fair to criticize the normal school for 

these things given our financial constraints; it rather deserves commendation and approval.” 

 In addition to divulging matters of finance, the initial report sent to The Whipple 

Committee also contained information and explanations concerning responsibilities of the 

general management of the school, the function of president, and the normal board of trustees 

and governing the school. It also detailed dissatisfaction with the present system. Seerley also 

added an opinion section on the potential difficulties associated with the adoption of a one board 

system for all three state schools. Seerley argued that though some discontent existed among the 

members of the general assembly regarding the current governing system, no system could be 

devised that was perfect or free from any problems. Seerley also reported his dissatisfaction with 

this states allocation of appropriations. He claimed that the normal school’s large budgetary 

requests were a direct result of the state’s neglect to adequately fund and support the meaningful 

quality of work conducted at Cedar Falls. The normal school merely requested better support for 

work completed at the institution. He argued that his institution served an important purpose to 

the people of the state and the quality of the normal school’s services required better funding. In 

order to provide students with an education of a superior quality, one that compared with the 

education of other states, the normal school simply needed more money.
222

  Seerley also claimed 

that increased enrollment rates caused normal trustees to request greater appropriations. Because 
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the school at Cedar Falls served a greater number of students, the institution simply required 

more money to operate. In spite of unfavorable comparisons with the other more stable, fully 

developed state institutions of Iowa, Seerley reported that increasing numbers of students 

actively sought an education in Cedar Falls. According to Seerley, enrollment rates, and nothing 

else, accounted for increased efforts to secure more appropriations from the general assembly.
223

 

 In its criticisms of the way in which the normal school conducted its business, The 

Whipple Committee also chastised the institution because it duplicated courses offered at the 

other two state schools. In response to the committee, Seerley claimed that by statute, the normal 

school must be allowed the freedom to adapt their work to the needs of the people of the state. 

He explained that “freedom must remain an actuality in order for schools to be distinguished for 

their services." He continued to defend the normal school’s special purpose to the state, 

cautioning that any change in the governing board may affect the educational progress of the 

normal school and teacher education in the State of Iowa. He defended the normal school’s case 

by reminding committee members: 

  “There is, and actuality, no uncertainty of the respective 

provinces of the normal school since the situations of education at 

this institution are explicit, defining it as a school for the training 

of teachers for public schools. This limitation has been continually 

regarded by the trustees, and students are received at this 

institution on formally declaring their intentions to be teachers and 

their course of studies are arranged and dedicated with this single-

purpose in mind. It is necessary for the normal school to maintain a 

variety of courses for the preparation of teachers because there is a 

proper differentiation to be made between primary, secondary, and 

special teachers, and the requirements for such professions cannot 

be based on scholarship alone but based on the requirements these 

teachers need.”
224
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Homer Seerley claimed that if the committee observed that his schools duplicated coursework 

offered at the other two state schools, it had only occurred because the respective functions of 

The State University of Iowa and The College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts are not fully 

designated by the statutes that govern them.
225

 

 The Whipple Committee’s investigation uncovered poor financial management by the 

state normal school, and in general, found many flaws with the governing structure in place for 

the state’s higher education institutions. The committee concluded that the official business 

organization methods used by each institution were ultimately ineffective. The committee also 

claimed that an overlap in courses offered at the state schools resulted in an inefficient and costly 

system of higher education in the state of Iowa. It determined that by creating one management 

board whose responsibility included undertaking the governance all of the state supported, higher 

education institutions, the state could avoid costly, unnecessary spending.   

 Seerley consistently defended the school’s status among the other higher education 

institutions. He urged committee members to consider that a new system of governance may 

eliminate progress already made by the normal school. The normal school “should be allowed to 

carry out its mission without objection or hundreds, permitting the present trustees to complete 

the plant as now planned and to develop the school as has been done so as to not delay successful 

progress." Seerley cautioned the committee that advocating a change in governance may 

negatively impact the success of his intuition. He feared that the normal school may not be as 

successful under a new system of governance. He explained that in his experience, “a school 

must be in the hands of its real friends who are interested in its special kind of work, rather than 

the hands of business managers who regard the finance question as the main problem.”
226
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 Seerley became more apprehensive of the state’s desire to adopt a one-board system 

because he felt this was the state’s first step toward possibly consolidating overlapping 

coursework between institutions in the state of Iowa. He felt this move was a forewarning of the 

synchronization of programs offered by each school. In a letter written to a trustee of the state 

normal school shortly after his report to the joint committee, Seerley revealed his concerns about 

the organizing measure. He felt that even though the joint committee's goal was to treat each 

institution fairly, he couldn't help but worry about the future of the normal school. He grew 

nervous about the committee's opinion of the relevance in the state maintaining a teacher training 

school. Despite his fears, he knew that in order for the normal school to remain in good standing 

with the joint committee, he must be careful in his opposition; especially if the state adopted a 

one board governing system. In order for the normal school to remain afloat, he must maintain 

good relationships with the members of the committee who determined the institution’s future.
227

   

Eventually a bill came before the senate proposing the state adopt a one-board governing system. 

The bill recommended electing a state board consisting of fifteen members.
228

  

 

Objections to the State One Board System Proposal  

 Students, faculty, staff, and alumni all objected to the legislative committee's proposal to 

adopt a State Board of Education. In an article written in the student newspaper The Normal 

Eyte, editors informed readers about the measure. According to the article, the measure contained 

three different items which affected the normal school: “ (1) the creation of a Board of Education 

for the state, (2) the creation of a County unit for the management of country schools and the 

placing of the work in a County Board of Education and, (3) the adoption of a more liberal and 
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flexible system for the support of the schools.” 
229

 The Normal Eyte later published opinions of 

the student body. In general, students felt if a single governing body was allowed to administer to 

the needs of the three schools, their institution would be last to receive consideration for 

anything.
230

 The student body felt certain that any change in the system as it currently stood 

would negatively impact the success of their school. They feared, if the state adopted this 

proposal, it meant more struggles in the future for the state normal school to stay afloat.  

 Seerley grew increasingly concerned that a new state board may escalate complications 

between the three schools. Seerley felt relations between the schools were already quite 

turbulent. Seerley said that the system “as it now currently stood” of maintaining separate boards 

for the three institutions, was more capable of administrating the needs of each of the individual 

schools. He felt the committee needed to seriously consider the differences of opinion which 

could arise with a newly elected board. New members, he argued, “wouldn’t know hardly 

anything about the conditions and needs of each institution.”
231

 In a letter to Board of Trustees 

member Honorable Riggs, Seerley wrote: “I believe in allowing educational institutions a chance 

for differentiation and for reasonable difference of opinion so that improvement and 

development may be possible in the growth and strength of Iowa's education system." In 

referring to the new board plan, he said, “It would be easy for us to make too many limitations 

which would not improve conditions.”
232
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 Despite the fact that the proposal regarding a new state board moved forward, Seerley 

continued to voice his opposition to the plan. In a letter he wrote to Senator DeWolf, of Des 

Moines Iowa, Seerley acknowledged that although it was inappropriate to tell the general 

assembly how to organize their institutions, he further reiterated his opinion that “there was no 

need for reorganization of the college boards.” Seerley felt the solution to elect a state board was 

a direct result of negative perceptions of work conducted at the normal school. Seerley feared the 

election of the state board was a way in which the state could eliminate programs offered at his 

institutions. Seerley tried to diffuse rumors about the normal school regarding the standard of 

courses, the admission of students, and the duplication of courses taught elsewhere, by informing 

senators that these facts simply weren’t true regarding the education available in Cedar Falls .
233

 

Seerley insisted that the normal school was not duplicating the courses of The College of 

Agriculture and Mechanic Arts nor was it duplicating courses in Iowa city. He said “the normal 

school did not endeavor to compete with them in any particular matter, including coursework." 

Some of the rumors even alleged that after completing degree requirements at the normal school 

in Cedar Falls, students were not granted admittance to the colleges in Ames or in Iowa City. He 

informed members that this simply wasn’t the case, as many students graduated with degrees 

from both institutions after completing coursework in the state normal school. Students had also 

been admitted to other colleges as graduate students following completion of their programs at 

normal.
234

 He reiterated “I can assure you without any hesitation that every allegation that was 
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made in the original report of the educational commission was not founded concerning transfer 

of our degrees.”
235

 

 As the Whipple Bill gained support from legislatures, relationships between the three 

educational institutions worsened. In a letter written to Honorable Schaeffer, of Harrisburg, 

Pennsylvania, Seerley commented “as things currently stand regarding the strong legislation 

concerning the state board, it is not possible for the presidents of the three educational 

institutions to secure worse relationships between each other.” Each president grew more 

concerned about the well-being of their own school. In meetings at the state capital, Homer 

Seerley grew increasingly frustrated with what little attention the governor of Iowa gave to the 

normal school in comparison with the time he devoted to the grievance status’ of other two 

institutions.
236

 Legislative sessions grew more heated as the passage of the bill became more 

likely.
237

 Students acknowledged in their college paper that “the legislative committee has had a 

very strenuous session at Des Moines the past week in conference with the educational 

commission.”
238

 They also discussed soured relations between the three schools and The 

Whipple Committee.  

 In a final attempt to prevent the adaption of a state board, The Normal Board of Control 

generated a report detailing the specific purpose and function of the normal school which they 

presented to Iowa’s legislative committee. The report reminded senators that the act establishing 

a normal school required them by law to undertake one specific kind of educational work: the 
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training of teachers for the common schools. The normal board declared that the success of the 

institution had been so great that any interference by an outside governing board could have 

detrimental consequences to the continued growth of the school. The board attempted to dispel 

accusations of course overlap by arguing other institutions endeavoring to train teachers for 

public schools overstepped their bounds. The report stated that the normal school was “a leading 

institution of its class the United States, and that its usefulness and prosperity had been 

recognized by people of the state of Iowa.”
239

 Therefore, the legislature must not adopt any 

changes impacting the prosperity of this great school. The board’s position held that the normal 

school prepared students into professionally certified, well-educated teachers. According to the 

board,   

“the normal school course of study is strictly in conformity with 

the law organizing the school and with the standards that are 

approved by the best authorities of the United States as necessary 

for the proper education of teachers. The high grade school of any 

kind is obliged to offer opportunities for studying the several arts 

and sciences that constitute modern civilization. Students in this 

school who are preparing to be teachers must always pursue their 

work from the standpoint of one who is to teach.” 
240

  

Board members made no apology for the school’s successes, its prosperity, or its popularity. 

They stated that though other educational leaders claim the school is no good for the young 

people of the state, that its management is too liberal in its conception of education as an agency 

in civilization, The Iowa State Normal School was indeed a good school with a great purpose. 

They declared the school provided the people of the state greater opportunities, greater 

privileges, and more superior instruction than other states provided their future teachers.
241

 They 

concluded by deeming a separate board more beneficial to the progress of the institution as it 
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would be impossible for members of a single board to know the personnel of the faculty and to 

appreciate anything in reference to their work.  

 Many faculty, including the president and normal board trustees, feared the effects of the 

regulative isomorphic pressures placed on the institution. If the regulative pressures forced the 

normal school to adopt a change in governance, they feared it would not be for the betterment of 

the institution, but contribute to its demise. Though many officials came forward to oppose The 

Whipple Bill, they could not prevent the state from adopting reform measures that could 

potentially improve the function of their higher education system.  

 

The New Board Elected 

 The Iowa State Legislature eventually passed an act to create a State Board of Education 

for The State University of Iowa, The College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts, and The Iowa 

State Normal School. This act, chapter 170, Senate file 198, entitled “The State Board of 

Education”, required that the three institutions be governed by a single state board of education 

consisting of nine members in which not more than five of the members be of the same political 

party. The act also stipulated that no more than three alumni of the above institutions and one 

alumnus from each institution were allowed to be members of the board at one time. The act, 

published on March 31, 1909, consisted of twenty-one sections explaining the powers and duties 

of the organization, the appointment of the members of the board, the abolishment of the current 

Board of Regents and Board of Trustees, and the appointment of a finance committee. Other 

sections included a detailed protocol of meetings, qualifications of the board members, business 

affairs conducted by the board, appropriations for the financing of the board, compensation 

expenses, lists of itemized statements of expenditures and the making of biennial reports to be 
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submitted to the office of the governor.
242

 Shortly thereafter, the governor appointed a board 

consisting of 5 republicans and 4 democrats. The members appointed by Governor B. F. Carroll 

included James H. Trewin, Roger Leavitt, E. P. Schoentagen (President of the Board), P. K. 

Holbrook, C.R. Brenton, D.D. Murphy, A. B. Funk, George D. Baker, and T.D. Foster. Though 

he actively protested the adoption of the state board, Seerley expressed satisfaction with the 

members who were appointed. He felt that these particular men understood and appreciated the 

magnitude of the work done at each institution. Seerley conveyed his personal satisfaction in 

Honorable Clark's appointment by saying “I believe that coming to the quarterly board meeting 

from time your service begins will contribute largely to the development and progress of the 

education in Iowa."
243

 The students of the normal school however, did not hesitate to express 

their displeasure in the members appointed for The State Board of Education. An article written 

in the student newspaper listed the names of the new board members, described their 

background, followed by a statement which read “these members are more associated with 

farming and have interests outside of their duties related more to the College of Agriculture and 

Mechanic Arts than anywhere else." The students felt this would result in unfair treatment of 

their school compared with the college in Ames.
244

 

 After the act took effect in March of 1909, the faculty of the normal school grew 

increasingly apprehensive of the state board’s governing power. They feared the board could 

make drastic changes which could negatively impact their school. Seerley empathized with the 

faculty, as he, himself admitted feeling unsettled about the new system of government. However, 
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he expressed confidence that, for the most part, business as usual would resume under the newly 

adopted State Board of Education. President Seerley assured teachers that though the system of 

administration had changed, programs and course offerings at the state normal school would not 

be negatively impacted. He believed that the new governing board would be fair in their 

treatment of the normal school and the institution would be allowed to progress successfully 

under the State Board of Education’s authority.  

 

Business of the New Board Commences  

 After their election, the duties of board members immediately commenced. The board 

held its first meeting in the state house in Des Moines on Tuesday, April 20, 1909. The college 

newspaper reported that beginning July 1, 1909, three members of the board of nine were to visit 

each of the three schools and devote considerable time in becoming familiar with the details of 

the administration of the schools. During the meeting, the board discussed potential candidates to 

appoint to the finance committee. Once selected, the finance committee members were 

responsible for assuming charge of the detailed management of financial affairs at the three 

schools.
245

 

 As time passed, elected officials on the state board and on the finance committee 

commenced with the duties assigned to them by the state. The normal school continued to adjust 

to the changes brought by the new governing system. In a letter written to the President of the 

State Normal School in Emporia, Kansas, President Seerley openly discussed his feelings toward 

the new State Board of Education. Seerley admitted it bothered him that though the men elected 
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to the board were very prominent political leaders in the state, they had no experience in 

education leadership except as members of the state board of education. He explained that under 

the statutes, the men had entire control of everything pertaining to the institutions. They were 

divided into three committees: the faculty committee, the building committee, and the business 

committee. Additionally, the board elected a finance committee whose duty included managing 

all business affairs of the state schools. The board also appointed an auditor that periodically 

investigated the bookkeeping claims and made reports to the finance committee. Seerley 

admitted despite his apprehensions regarding the power the board held concerning the normal 

school, he believed the state appointed a nonpartisan board unattached to any particular 

institution and that the conduct of the gentlemen appointed had been very fair and reasonable in 

all respects. To his surprise, he felt the normal school received nothing but fair treatment from 

the board and believed their objective remained to “ improve, in every way possible, the work of 

the institution, and to enlarge its function to the fullest extent that a teacher school has a right to 

expect.” 
246

 President Seerley noted however that the new board did not have the “friendly 

attitude” toward the institution that the old board did. He felt even though the newly elected 

board had a more comprehensive view of what education ought be in general, it seemed to allow 

the agricultural college and the state teachers college have their special functions prominently 

developed and while curtailing some functions at the University. 
247

 The board’s action 

represented to Seerley, a possible shift in attitude toward the State Normal School.  
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A National Trend  

 The accusation that higher education institutions were producing wasteful duplication of 

coursework was common across the country at this time. Institutions in the state of Kansas had 

similar charges brought against them, as the agricultural college and State University were 

accused of duplicating coursework in engineering. Legislators and the governor of the state grew 

more concerned of wasteful spending on duplicated courses between the state university and the 

Agricultural College. In his book The University of Kansas: A History, Clifford S. Griffin details 

the history of the governing bodies of the state institutions. Griffin tells the story of 

developments and initiatives to combine the three state schools’ governing bodies into one 

unified board. As in Iowa, the state had allowed the agricultural college in Manhattan, the state 

normal school at Emporia, and the state university of Lawrence operate under separate governing 

bodies. According to Griffin, as the schools continued to grow and add programs to their 

perspective course offerings, state leaders grew concerned about duplication, waste, and 

needlessly higher taxes for the people of the state in order to pay for the schools. In 1905, 

Governor Edward W. Hoch in a message to the legislature said "that the management of all state 

institutions needed a complete overhauling." Two years later, according to Griffin, the governor 

called for a single Board of Regents for the three state schools.
248

 As in the state of Iowa, the 

suggestion of overhauling the governing system concerned each of the institution's leaders. 

Consolidating the governing bodies potentially threatened the prosperity of their perspective 

institutions. For this reason, institutional leaders grew increasingly apprehensive of the 

legislation regarding a Board of Regents taking place in Kansas. 

 As the situation unfolded in the state of Kansas, the strongest rivalry over coursework 

occurred between the University and the Agricultural College over courses in engineering, just 

                                                           
248

 Clifford S.  Griffin, The University of Kansas: A History  (Lawrence: The University Press of Kansas, 1974)., p. 331 



115 
 

like in the state of Iowa.  According to Griffin, thanks to separate administrations, the Lawrence 

campus and the Manhattan campus offered similar coursework in engineering resulting in 

wasteful education spending. Concerns over duplication only encouraged senators and other 

reformers to pass a bill requiring the governing bodies of the institutions to transfer their 

governing powers to a singular governing unit. Before legislation was passed, the university 

grew increasingly uneasy, as it felt the coursework offered in engineering could potentially be 

threatened.  Before exploring fully the questions of duplication, Chancellor Strong of the 

university accused the Manhattan school of offering coursework in engineering which 

contradicted its historical purposes. The advanced courses offered, according to Strong, were a 

result of the misunderstanding of what the definition of a "mechanic arts" school entailed.
249

 

Nevertheless, the difficulties which arose out of the duplication question needed to be resolved. 

According to Griffin, Chancellor Strong favored the unification of the administrations of the two 

schools under a single Board of Regents and a single chancellor while leaving the parts of the 

consolidated institution in Lawrence and Manhattan.
250

  

 In 1909, the state of Kansas passed legislation prohibiting the university from offering 

coursework in agriculture, horticulture, and related subjects. The duplication bill also prevented 

the Agricultural College from offering courses in the professional work of engineering.
251

 

Meanwhile, the idea of a board of regents gained support as a growing number of Kansans felt 

that a single, salaried board of control should govern all the state's institutions of higher 

education.
252

 By 1913, Governor Hodges singed the Keene Bill and to the new board of 

                                                           
249

 Ibid., p. 337 
250

 Ibid., p. 339 
251

 Ibid., p. 341 
252

 Ibid., p. 342 



116 
 

administration went all the powers possessed by the regents. On July1, the separate boards of 

regents ceased to exist. 

 The situation in Kansas played out in a strikingly similar fashion as it did in the state of 

Iowa. The debate in Iowa and in Kansas over a singular governing body for the state's higher 

education institutions was reflective of a national trend of implementing a more efficient 

governing body for the state’s higher education institutions. The accusations that state schools 

were producing educational waste were perhaps a political response to isomorphic tendencies in 

higher education across the United States. Legislatures used the duplication argument as an 

avenue through which change could be impelled. 

 As the state worked to consolidate the governing bodies of the agricultural college, the 

state university, and the state normal school, and as these boards made the transition to the Iowa 

State Board of Education,  Seerley became focused not on matters of the state, but on matters 

pertaining to his institution and faculty. The creation of the Carnegie Foundation of 

Advancement of Teaching generated an endowment for the purpose of funding pension plans for 

retired faculty.
253

 However, due to the fact that normal schools were not included in the list of 

eligible schools to apply to receive the endowment benefits, Seerley felt he needed to campaign 

for approval for his institution to be eligible for retirement benefits.
254

 Seerley believed that his 

faculty was also deserving of retirement benefits provided by the endowment, especially those 

faculty who dedicated their profession to the training of teachers. Due to this fact, he became an 

integral part of the movement to change the institution’s name to “teacher’s college” so that his 
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school could be eligible, under the conditions set forth by the Carnegie Foundation, to receive 

the endowment benefits.  
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Chapter 6 

Aiming for Elevated Status: Becoming the Iowa State Teacher’s College 

 

  

 As the years progressed, the criticisms originally brought against the normal schools 

continued to plague the Iowa State Normal School well into the twentieth century. As evidenced 

by the process of adopting the State Board of Education, questions still persisted about whether 

or not the state normal school served any purpose significantly different from the education 

experiences provided by the State University or the College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. 

Additionally, rumors continued to spread about quality of education students received in Cedar 

Falls. The question concerning President Seerley the most pertained to how to change people’s 

perceptions regarding the legitimacy of his institution. Could changing the school’s title 

ultimately rid the institution of the negative perception that followed it? Seerley attributed his 

interest in changing the school’s name from “The Iowa State Normal School” to “The Iowa State 

Teacher’s College” to the fact that the word “normal” prohibited faculty members from 

qualifying to receive retirement packages. However, the decision of the Carnegie Foundation not 

to include institutions that designated themselves as State Normal Schools indicated to Seerley 

the sign of the times; that state normal schools were falling fast in terms of their status as 

institutions of higher education.
255

 In order to gain more resources to function better and ensure 

the survival of his school, Seerley advocated for change. Mimetic isomorphic pressures 

compelled him to adopt standards set by other more prominent institutions in the field of higher 

education.  
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Obtaining Eligibility for Teacher Pensions  

  

 In 1905 Andrew Carnegie gave $10,000,000 to create an endowment fund for the purpose 

of providing pensions for retired faculty members. He started the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, an organization devoted to research on education and educational 

institutions in the United States. In 1906, the 27th president of the United States, William H. 

Taft, approved government funding of the program. Two years later, the foundation received an 

additional endowment from the government for the purpose of extending the retirement funds to 

tax-supported, higher education institutions for professors across the country. The Carnegie 

endowment stipulated that only faculty members who taught in private colleges, universities, and 

technical schools were eligible for teacher pensions, excluding from retirement benefits faculty 

members from state normal schools.
256

 According to the stipulations of the Carnegie Endowment 

“collegiate status” was a requirement to participate, and because state normal schools and other 

teacher training institutions did not have “collegiate status”, their faculty members were 

excluded from retirement benefits. The Carnegie endowment became a powerful force of 

standardization, as those schools which did not qualify for the benefits desired to adopt changes 

in order to receive benefits for their dedicated faculty.
257

   

 In the state of Iowa, the rules governing the pension plans permitted The State University 

of Iowa and Iowa College of Agriculture of Mechanic Arts to apply to the Carnegie fund in order 

to obtain retirement benefits for eligible professors in their institutions; however, the state normal 

school did not meet the requirements, and therefore was not permitted to apply to the foundation.  

Eventually, the chairmen of the normal board, John F. Riggs, petitioned the foundation to fund 
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pension plans for normal school faculty; however, the foundation decided not to. The foundation 

reiterated to Riggs that in order for schools to be eligible to receive funding for pension plans, 

the foundation required institutions to have collegiate status.  

 The fact that the Carnegie Endowment refused to allow the state normal school benefit 

aggravated school officials, faculty, and other constituents of the institution.  The student 

newspaper, The Normal Eyte, reported on February 3,  

“Since the launching of the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, trustees of the various educational 

institutions throughout the United States have made application for 

benefits from the Carnegie fund. That the trustees of the Iowa State 

Normal School may be placed in a good position to apply for such 

retiring fund, which provided in the Carnegie movement, for old 

teachers, it has been deemed advisable to follow the steps taken by 

schools at Ypsilanti, Albany, St. Louis, Chicago and New 

York."
258

 

 

 In a conference held by the normal board, Professor Begeman (instructor of physics in 

the science program) made a motion to have the school’s name changed from “Iowa State 

Normal School” to “Iowa State Teachers College." According to the faculty log the motion 

carried unanimously.
259

 The president’s report, submitted to the board in June of 1908, 

announced “on April 27, 1908, moved by Begeman, that it be the consensus of the opinion of 

this faculty that the name of the school should be changed by The Board of Trustees to the Iowa 

State Teachers College and that such steps should be taken by the board to bring about such 

action as is legally necessary."
260

 The senior class of 1908 also submitted a request to the board 

that  

                                                           
258

 Students, "Normal's Name Changed: Henceforth to Be Known as, "Iowa State Teachers' College", Name 
Consistent with School's Work " The Normal Eyte 1909, p.2. 
259

 Unknown, "Normal Board Minutes" (paper presented at the Normal Board Meeting, Cedar Falls, 1908)., 
"Minutes of the Faculty" (paper presented at the Faculty Committee Meeting, Iowa State Normal School, 1908). 
260

 Ibid. 



121 
 

“inasmuch as the Iowa State Normal School is now, and has been 

for some years, carrying courses of college grade, and in as much 

as it is the interest of the student body, faculty members, and 

especially the senior class of 1908, we the senior class and joint 

assembly do hereby base a resolution to the effect that the name of 

the Iowa State Normal School be changed to the Iowa State 

Normal College.”
261

  

 

The June report encouraged members of the Board of Trustees seriously considered the name 

change for the benefit of the school.
262

 In a letter to Superintendent Else, President Seerley wrote 

“I have your recent favor relative to the change of name of the normal school. This has grown 

out of two reasons: there is nothing in the statute that has ever given us a definite name. The 

school and the state simply chose to refer to us as 'The Normal School at Cedar falls
263

'." Seerley 

explained to Else that The Carnegie Foundation only provided retirement privileges to 

institutions with collegiate status and obtaining eligibility for these benefits was the main reasons 

the faculty desired to remove the word “normal” from the title of the school. Seerley articulated 

in his letter that he believed his institution already had collegiate status, it just wasn't reflected by 

the title. Superintendent Else agreed with the president. Seerley relayed to Else that The Carnegie 

Foundation’s refusal to recognize the normal school as an institution equal in stature to the 

University, concerned him. For Seerley, the name change was a necessary step in elevating the 

status of the school.
264
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Petitioning for a New Title and Gaining Support   

 Beginning in January of 1909, Seerley began lobbying members of Iowa's legislature to 

change the name of the institution. He first wrote a letter to Senator Smith of Des Moines. He 

explained how The Carnegie Foundation declined to consider faculty members of the normal 

school in its retirement benefits package. President Seerley requested “if the general assembly is 

willing to place our trustees in a good position to apply for retirement funds for our old teachers 

it would help matters much by calling this educational institution in said resolution, the teachers 

college.”
265

 Seerley admitted to Senator Smith that he felt the use of the word “normal” in the 

title of Iowa’s teacher training school tarnished its reputation. According to Seerley, many other 

“inferior teacher institutions” used the word in their title as well, further diminishing the 

reputation of the word “normal.”
266

 This same title had been given to week-long county teacher 

assemblies as well as other minor conferences that “did not deserve to dignify themselves as 

educational institutions."
267

 So many minor meetings associated with education, use the word 

“normal” that the definition no longer possessed academic relevance. Because of this fact, 

members of The Carnegie Board did not recognize the school at Cedar Falls as a quality 

institution devoted to the training of teachers. The school newspaper reported “owing to the fact 

that various inferior schools have adopted as their title, ‘normal schools’, it has become apparent 

that a more dignified and suitable name shall be adopted by the schools in the class of The Iowa 

State Normal School. The state normal school is equal to the best, and in the changing of the 

name, the general assembly would greatly benefit the school, most people think, in making 
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application to the Carnegie board.”
268

 He remarked in his letter to Senator Smith that other 

schools across the country began to dignify their better developed teacher schools with a more 

suitable name. The president mentioned to legislative committee members that Ypsilanti, 

Albany, St. Louis, Chicago, and New York had secured name changes for their normal schools. 

Seerley assured the senator that adopting a new title for the school “would not change the 

function and purpose of the institution."
269

 More importantly, the name change could allow aging 

faculty members who served the institution faithfully for several decades to be compensated 

during their retirement. He explained to Senator Smith that Iowa’s school “is equal to the best”, 

and the general assembly could improve the reputation of the college by agreeing to the proposed 

name change.  

 Senator Smith relayed Seerley’s message to Iowa’s legislature. Seerley began contacting 

other educational leaders to petition the Senate. Honorable Leavitt, member of the Board of 

Trustees of The State Normal School, contacted Senator Smith to secure the name “The Teachers 

College of Iowa” .
270

 Leavitt told Senator Smith that he too felt the title change would earn the 

school in Cedar Falls more respect from other colleges thereby elevating their status as an 

institution of higher learning.
271

 Other leaders at the forefront of the name change movement 

included Honorable Harwood and Honorable Feeley (Speaker of the House of Representatives, 

of the state house of Des Moines). Seerley requested these leaders to speak to other members of 

the legislature in order to secure support for the name “Teachers College."
272
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 In a letter written to Honorable Lyon, of the attorney general's office in Des Moines, 

Seerley requested that those associated with the normal school “give it a lift by calling it a State 

Teachers College, as such an endorsement would dignify the school and go to prove that we have 

good standing in Iowa.”
273

  He reiterated in his letter to Lyon the   “embarrassment of the word 

‘normal’” in the title of the college. The adoption of the by other “insignificant and often times 

one week summer courses for teachers” reduced the status of the word, and therefore, the status 

of the state normal school. Seerley implied that education and political leaders across the country 

placed little value in institutions upon which the word “normal” appeared. This devaluation 

occurred despite the level of work and the degrees conferred by any institution referring to itself 

as a “normal” institution.
274

 After contacting several members of the legislature, Seerley 

expressed in several letters written to professors and faculty members that he expected the 

measure to pass. Members of Iowa’s legislature sympathized with the plight of faculty who 

devoted their careers at the normal school yet did not qualify under the Carnegie Foundation Act 

for teacher pensions.  

 Students and faculty across the state not directly involved with the measure to change the 

school’s name questioned President Seerley’s motives behind the request. Rumors existed that 

adopting a new title involved more than simply changing the school’s name. Alumni, former 

faculty, current students, members of the community, and other education officials felt that the 

movement to change the school’s name also meant amending the original stated purpose of the 

institution by altering the programs and coursework offered at normal. On more than one 

occasion and to more than one group of individuals, Seerley conveyed that no intention existed 

to change the function of the school, nor to change the courses offered. He proclaimed “there 
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were no endeavors to change the direction of the college only to change the name."
275

 

Nevertheless, several people wrote to Seerley relaying their dissatisfaction and concern with 

name change movement. They disclosed rumors that the motion originated with the office of the 

president and felt that Seerley overstepped his authority as leader of the institution. Seerley 

responded to many accusations and attempted to diffuse the situation by explaining the origins of 

the name change and how it could benefit the institution. 

 

To Mrs. J. W. Robinson, 

I know what Sen. Francis says concerning my ambition as 

president of the normal school. I can assure you that he is entirely 

mistaken. I am not the originator of the change of name. That came 

from the senior class of 1908, from alumni, who had discussed the 

matter quickly, and finally, through the faculty in the Board of 

Trustees. I am merely supporting the matter because it seems wise 

to grant our teachers the opportunity to have a space in the 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, if other 

professors in the state are to be given such consideration. I know 

that I am charged with the ambition in order to bring the normal 

school to a standard that is doubtful and unprecedented. I wish to 

assure you that I would state the truth, and that this is not the 

matter of my own seeking nor is it the cause of my own personal 

wish for this place, or power of recognition of any sort 

whatsoever.
276

 

*** 

 

To Hon. G. D. Thompson,  

The change of name did not originate with me and I have not been 

advocating the matter, except to give the alumni information of 

what has been going on. I think that the change would be a good 

thing for the reputation of the school where it is not well known. 

The impression in the legislature that it is the ambition to take the 

school entirely away from the original plan of the state. I want to 

assure you, personally, that such is not the case. We are giving no 

higher degrees nor diploma than the first Board of Trustees 

originally adopted. I would be glad to have you make that fact. To 

those who may be interested or who may think that it is my 
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ambition to take the school away from its original province, I only 

wish to correct the impression that this is not an endeavor of mine. 

I have been satisfied to keep the present name, believing that over 

the course of time it be established as an institution of superior 

order.
277

 

 

*** 

 

To Mr. W. J. Book, 

I understand that Sen. Francis deems this proposed change of name 

of the normal school my personal endeavor to take the school away 

from its original province. I write to you again simply to state that 

this idea did not originate with me and did not receive my personal 

support, but was advocated by the alumni and by the senior class 

of 1908, was finally adopted by the faculty and the trustees. I see 

no objection to this matter, as the school will not be remodeled nor 

will elementary teachers be given less attention than at present. I 

assure you that any other person who may communicate with you 

in reference to the matter had he not hear anything from me, as I 

never had any constructive legislation before the legislature in my 

23 years of public service for the state.
278

 

 

*** 

 

To Superintendent L. D. Curtis, 

please understand that it is not my ambition to make this change of 

name to the state normal school. It originated with the senior class 

and the alumni and it came from them to the faculty and then to the 

Board of Trustees. It has been deemed wise to have this change 

made. Though it has been mentioned that it is my ambition to 

entirely change the scope of the school such is not true, as it never 

occurred to me to seek such a change and I'm indifferent myself 

whether it is done, but as it is being done in several of the states, I 

would see no reason why I would not grant the state normal school 

faculty equivalent recognition, particularly as it is our purpose to 

stay as we were in the past.
279

 

 

 In order for the resolution to pass successfully, Senator Sherman DeWolfe contacted 

Homer Seerley requesting letters from normal school members indicating their approval of the 
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name change. He used these letters as documentation to assist him in passing the legislation. 

Homer Seerley asked the board of trustees and several members of the alumni association to 

contact Senator DeWolfe and declare their support of the name change. In his correspondence 

with Senator DeWolfe went to great efforts to convey that the movement to change the name of 

the normal school was not a “President’s movement”, but a movement that originated entirely 

through the alumni of the student body and by the faculty.
280

 

  

 

Dissention from The State University of Iowa  

 The state university objected to the specific use of the words “teachers college” in the 

title change while also declaring the omission of the word normal as an improper distinction of 

the type of institution at Cedar Falls. Claude Jarnagain, special correspondent for The Daily 

Record Paper, posted in an article on Friday, February 13, “it won't be ‘Iowa State Normal 

School’ anymore but the ‘Iowa State Normal College’ if the legislature accepts the report of the 

committee on educational institutions from the Senate as decided upon at a red-hot session 

yesterday afternoon.”
281

 State University men objected to the use of the word “teachers college” 

as that was the title they planned to give their new College of Pedagogy at The State University 

of Iowa. The university only felt it necessary to rename the normal school “State Normal 

College." Seerley acted quickly in responding to the state university’s counter-proposal in a new 

title for the school. In several letters sent to members of the legislative committee, Seerley 

clarified the importance of omitting the word “normal” from the title of the institution. The sole 

purpose of the name change was to eliminate the association of the school with the word normal 
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and expunge negative connotations associated with the meaning of the word. Seerley explained 

to Honorable Fuslaysoon,  

“our clear objection to the word normal as used in the place would 

be to confuse us with a meaningless institute, of which these are a 

number in the North central states, and cause us unnecessary 

negative press. We would like the legislature to take the steps to 

change the name in accordance with the request of the Board of 

Trustees, as the matter was all thoroughly canvassed at the time. 

We wish to avoid the word normal chiefly because we will have 

more certainty on our part secure attention from the Carnegie 

foundation management under the name teachers college.
282

  

 

In another letter to Hon. McDuffie, he said that he would prefer to call the school “The State 

Teachers College” because it would be well understood by everybody that the institution at 

Cedar Falls conducted quality academic work.
283

  

 The students of the state normal school in late February of 1909, reported that the state 

legislature agreed to a title change, but debated if the school’ should contain the word “normal” 

or “teachers” college. The student’s felt the Senate’s objections in discarding the word “normal” 

from the title of their college was a rather queer move. According to the students “the discussion 

of the question exhibited a lot of ignorance on the part of the senators and it showed conclusively 

that a number of them ought to post up a little as to the work the institution is doing and the feel 

that occupies."
284

 Students of the normal school claimed the true intent behind the university’s 

declination was to secure the name “teachers college” for its own use in titling the education 

department. They student body felt that it was “due to the fact that the success of the normal has 

stimulated a lot of narrow jealousy on the part of the state university contingent and this creeps 
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out on various and sundry occasions. Just occasionally, it gets into the legislature.”
285

 On 

February 24, the editorial staff of the student body published an article describing the desire of 

the students to have the name of their institution changed. They felt that for several years there 

was a growing conviction among people acquainted with the work of the school that the name 

did not adequately represent the type of work conducted at the school. According to editors of 

the newspaper “It was not because the term ‘normal school’ is inexpressive or originally 

unworthy as an appellation, but rather because of late years through its associations and other 

states than ours, it has become too highly expressive of things not characteristic of this 

institution."
286

 In the article the students implied that the name normal had become synonymous 

with inferior work. They continued by claiming that many of the teacher training facilities 

claiming to be normal schools fell short of the scholastic advantages offered at institutions like 

The Iowa State Normal School. Students perceived the biggest annoyance to be that valuable 

resources for training teachers were scattered across these miniscule academies when those 

resources could be put into more prestigious schools like their school in Cedar Falls.
287

 The 

students concluded by arguing that “the state normal school in Iowa has become in all respects 

worthy of the state whose name it bears and is now known far and wide for the peculiar 

efficiency and success of its educational work."
288

 Alumni, students, and friends of the institution 

all hoped the state of Iowa would recognize their work as deserving of a title worthy of merit.
289

 

Most likely, changing the institution’s name from “The Iowa State Normal School” to the “Iowa 

State Normal College” may have satisfied the requirements in obtaining the endowment from the 
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Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  Despite this fact, constituents of the 

school continued to debate the complete removal of the word normal. The fact that Seerley and 

other members associated with the school rejected the word normal indicated that perhaps there 

were deeper issues under the surface of the faculty pension fund question. Even though Seerley 

repeatedly argued his motivation in seeking a new title for the school was merely due to 

retirement funds, the fact that he sought to drop the word normal was a clear indication of his 

desire to distinguish his institution from others that were arguably beneath it in the institutional 

pecking order.  

 Some Senate members opposed the request of the normal school to change its name. 

Senator Whipple accused the normal school of maintaining entrance requirements too high for 

those students who had mastered rudimentary branches of education but were anxious to train as 

teachers. Senator Whipple argued “that just because the school refuses admission and sets high 

standards for entrance requirements does not make the institution a college."
290

 Senator Whipple 

did not agree that the business conducted at normal was worthy of title change. Seerley 

responded by pointing out that courses existed at the school which accommodated students of all 

educational backgrounds, from a two year advanced course two a full five-year course. He also 

explained that the training school afforded excellent preparatory training under the skilled 

direction of some of the best educators in the state. On of March 4, 1909, Seerley received 

confirmation from Senator DeWolfe, informing him that the newly proposed title of the school 

had been approved by the Senate and he expected the House to pass it as well.  

  

 Finally, on Tuesday, April 6, 1909, The Iowa legislature approved an act “to amend 

section 2675 of the code relating to the normal school at Cedar falls: 
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 Be It Enacted By The General Assembly Of The State Of Iowa: 

Section 1. State teachers college. That section 2675 of the code is 

hereby amended by striking out the, after the word schools in line 

3 thereof, and by inserting in lieu thereof the following: shall be 

officially designated then known as the Iowa state teachers 

college."
291

 

 

Once the school received word that the Bill passed, an article appeared in the student newspaper 

entitled “State Normals Name Finally Changed Altogether: Original Proposition Passed Senate."  

Unfortunately for the state normal school, the name change did not have the desired effects. 

Seerley hoped that by removing the word normal form the title of his school, he could also 

remove doubts associated with the academic caliber of the coursework offered at the school. 

However, as debates regarding higher education in the state of Iowa progressed, circumstances 

revealed the true opinions of state officials regarding plans for the institution at Cedar Falls.  

 Shortly after obtaining official approval to change the institution’s name, the state board 

of education published a report suggesting the state support a coordination plan to eliminate 

duplicated coursework at the state schools. The conclusion of the report suggested the state 

teacher’s college be converted to a two-year institution. From the moment the governor 

appointed the members of the board, they conducted an intense investigation of matters 

pertaining to coursework, especially course overlap, at each of the state schools.
292

 At the 

conclusion of the investigation, the board published its report which included recommendations 

on how to solve the duplication problem. The state schools rallied together in the hopes of 

preventing the board’s suggested changes from being set into motion. The coordination 

movement and the confusion it created are discussed in further detail in the following chapter.   
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Chapter 7 

 

The State Board of Education Plans for Iowa’s Future: Coordinating Programs at the 

Three State Institutions 

 

 

 After business commenced at the now Iowa State Teacher’s College, Seerley continued 

to guard against rumors associated with the academic caliber and general function and purpose of 

the institution.  Seerley explained to The State Board and other education leaders that since the 

creation of the College, it had been a special school, unique in its nature, devoted to teacher 

training from kindergarten to the highest high school grades, and were “particularly strong in all 

these kinds of education.”
293

 From the beginning, Seerley argued, the Teacher’s College 

endeavored to keep pace with educational progress and elaborated its courses of study to fully 

comply with the province the state legally designated in 1876. Seerley conveyed that the 

Teacher’s College had a notable reputation in the State of Iowa as well as surrounding states.  

The certificates awarded and the degrees conferred at the state teacher’s college were invaluable 

the state’s public school population. According to Seerley, the school had at least seven distinct 

departments organized for the purpose of teacher certification. The school also maintained a 

training department devoted exclusively to professional work in education and actual training in 

teaching. Seerley asserted the courses offered in his school “differed greatly from any courses 

offered at other schools.”
294

 These were only a few of the reasons he offered as to “why many of 

the characteristics that exist here have been so decidedly emphasized and advocated as the 
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recognition of such needs and American civilization should always be insisted upon by colleges 

that make it a special business to train teachers for public service.”
295

  

 Despite Seerley’s attempts in justifying the special nature of his school, his greatest fears 

were realized when the state board of education announced its plan to eliminate entire programs 

and other various course offerings at The Iowa State Teacher’s College. The board of education 

sought to remove the degree-granting ability from the college, and send students seeking a four-

year degree in teacher training to The State University of Iowa. Board members wanted the 

institution at Cedar Falls to become a two year school. If the state succeeded in its consolidation 

attempts, through regulative isomorphic pressure the scope of the state teacher’s college could 

change entirely.  

 

Combining Curricula of the Three State Schools  

 The legislative committee appointed a State Board of Education for two reasons. First, it 

wanted to reduce appropriation request by all three state colleges and organize educational 

spending at each institution. Second, the state wanted a way in which to eliminate wasteful 

educational spending caused by overlapping course work at the schools.  The Finance 

Committee, as appointed by The State Board, conducted research on each state school. Members 

collected data on financial spending, programs and coursework offered by the schools, student 

enrollment rates, graduation rates, and degrees conferred. It concluded that the state of Iowa had 

two options. The first: it could decide to support each institution as a school devoted to different 

kinds of training with distinct functions. The second option included spending less money by 

combining them into one university with one educational purpose. According to the report, the 
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board felt the primary problem with combining the schools into one university derived from the 

fact that each institution was “bound by traditions and institutional pride” and would do anything 

necessary to keep the programs, departments, and courses they offered. 
296

  Despite conflicts 

which may arise, the board claimed that in order for the state to progress educationally, it was 

time to consider consolidating the three state schools in order to solve this problem. The finance 

committee’s report asked the state to consider what constituted the most efficient system of 

higher education in Iowa, and offered recommendations in an effort to eliminate educational 

waste. 
297

 

 

The Proposal of the Finance Committee  

 Since 1909, the state board became intimately acquainted with each of the three state 

schools. It researched each school’s business practices, department affairs, courses offered, 

attendance records, faculty information, finances, and other matters of institutional development. 

On July 16, 1912, The State Board of Education generated a report on a coordination plan 

designated to combine specific departments of The State University of Iowa and The College of 

Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. The coordination plan also suggested making the teachers 

college of Iowa a two-year institution instead of a four-year institution. It is suggested that those 

students seeking a four-year teaching degree could complete it at The state university's College 

of Education. At an executive session, state board members adopted a resolution which 

instructed the finance committee to report on the feasibility of carrying out the coordination plan. 

They focused on a strategy which combined coursework in the engineering program at Ames and 

the domestic technology program in Iowa City. In a prepared memorandum the committee 
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presented financial and sentimental facts in connection with the coordination of the schools.   In 

compliance with the foregoing resolution the finance committee prepared the following report 

which was read and presented to the board by Mr. Boyd, chairman of the committee.
298

  

 The finance committee considered the work done regarding the coordination project as 

the most important work the state asked the board to complete. The finance committee 

specifically implied that when the state board was created, it asked members of the finance 

committee to reconstruct departments in particular fields in the three state educational 

institutions. Members claimed they conducted this work in order to perfect Iowa's system of 

higher education. The committee suggested there be no further delay in making clear the position 

of the state board. It asked that if the state agreed to the coordination plan, that it should be 

announced by the state and adopted as soon as possible.
299

 

 Members of the board agreed that the biggest problem involved in the coordination plan 

was the refusal of the separate institutions to combine. The finance committee stated that these 

institutions “are invariably jealous of their prerogatives and cherish their traditions as something 

sacred."
300

 The committee expected that these schools would not willingly relinquish any courses 

to the other institutions. The finance committee anticipated great problems from officers and 

faculties of the three colleges. The committee felt faculty members were too close to their 

traditions to view the course overlap issue as a financial burden to the state. For this reason, the 

state could not depend on the school’s reaching a solution without an intervening party. The fact 

of the matter was that the state allowed the schools to develop separately with little regard for 

programs of the other schools. As a consequence, the college’s developed programs of study 
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which overlapped causing wasteful spending by the state.
301

 The biggest question for The 

Finance Committee and The State Board of Education was whether or not the state should 

continue supporting all three colleges simply to maintain the traditions of each of the separate 

institutions. The two committees felt the wisest, most efficient solution would be to consolidate 

the three institutions at one place. The initial loss in the abandonment of one program at the 

expense of enlarging the other may seem high at first; but, it would be far more economical and 

efficient for the state long-term. However, members decided that consolidating three institutions 

into one large school posed significant legal complications. Because all three institutions 

developed extensively as separate schools, they recommended allowing the three institutions to 

remain separate. They composed a solution which reduced duplications of coursework to a 

justifiable minimum; yet, still reserved the educational needs of the state in the most efficient 

manner. Though it was impossible to estimate how much money their plan would save the state, 

members believed to long-term savings outweighed the immediate cost of consolidation. By 

combining programs, cost could be reduced, and programs could receive appropriate financial 

support from the state. 

 The financial committee carefully prepared a memorandum detailing a tentative plan of 

coordination. The recommendations in the coordination plan were submitted in four steps. The 

first step proposed that all work in engineering be centered at the College of Agriculture and 

Mechanic Arts, and that the college of applied science at the university be discontinued. The 

second step suggested that all courses in professional education and in liberal arts offered at The 

Iowa State Teachers College, which extend beyond the sophomore year, be discontinued and that 

similar courses at the university be further developed. The third step recommended that the 

general science course and the department of home economics existing at the college of 
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agriculture and mechanic arts be discontinued, and that a department of home economics be 

opened at the university. Finally, The Finance Committee suggested that the changes go into 

effect in September of 1913; and, recommended that the general assembly establish additional 

normal schools.  

 

 The finance committee agreed that: “the undersigned were satisfied that, taking all things 

into consideration, this plan offer the best possible solution of this coordination problem. Further 

study did not materially alter our opinion.” W. R. Boyd and Thomas Lambert, members of The 

Finance Committee, signed the committee report. One committee member, D. A. Emery, did not 

agree with the plan to remove all liberal arts courses from the state teachers college. Emery 

argued that the law establishing the state teachers college (which at the time of the plan was still 

in force by the state) stated that the teachers college “shall be for the special instruction and 

training of teachers for the common schools.” Because the state refused in a large majority of its 

high schools to employ teachers without college degrees, and because there was no question that 

the high school was a part of the common school system in the state, the state teachers college 

was clearly within its rights and its duty under the law to keep up with the growth and 

advancement of the common schools. Therefore, Emery felt it was appropriate for the teachers 

college to offer high school training programs and provide a full college course.
302

 He also 

debated that because the legislature approved the name change from the state normal school to 

the teachers college they approved the action of the institution to grant collegiate degrees. Emery 

did not believe The State Board of Education had the authority to change the condition of the 

teachers college which had already been previously established by the state. Emery argued: “that 

we have at Cedar Falls a normal school that is not excelled by any in this country. It has been 
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presided over for twenty-five years by a man of exceptional ability as an executive and as a 

teacher.”
303

 

 Because no member of the committee was an educational expert, it submitted the plan to 

several prominent educators asking them to examine it and determine if it seemed justifiable. 

The committee consulted Kendrick C. Babcok, expert in higher education in the National 

Educational Bureau at Washington, Henry S. Pritchett, President of the Carnegie Foundation for 

the Advancement of Teaching, Andrew S. Draper, Commissioner of Education for the state of 

New York, Jacob G. Shurmann, President of The University of Missouri, and Charles R. Van 

Hise, President of The University of Wisconsin. 

 A. Rose Hill, responded to Mr. Boyd first. Hill announced after reading the report and 

examining the course catalog of the three state institutions, that he completely agreed with the 

report from beginning to end. He offered his opinion on matters pertaining to The State Teachers 

College of Iowa. He believed that the state was not wasting money by educating students in 

general courses during their freshman and sophomore years. However, he agreed that it was, in 

fact, a waste of money to continue to educate only a few students of Junior and senior standing. 

He felt those students could receive the same education of greater academic value at the 

university in Iowa City with no additional expense.
304

 

 Henry S. Pritchett, the second of the experts to respond, answered “without misgiving”, 

that an attempt to continue the development of the engineering program at the university, “would 

neither be feasible nor wise.” He believed the university's department of physics and chemistry 

retained strong records of academic progress and achievement, and its science program was a 

better fit for undertaking a college of engineering. However, he suggested that because The 
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College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts had a developed and advanced engineering 

department it did not make financial sense to move this program to the state university. He felt 

Ames should retain the college of engineering. In his opinion, The state agricultural college 

should remain specifically devoted to the training of students in agricultural sciences, and should 

focus more on the students who wished to become practical farmers. He also felt that the normal 

school’s sole purpose was the training of elementary teachers for common schools and that the 

normal school in Iowa should, in Pritchett's judgment, “devote itself to this work abandon the 

granting of college degrees and offerings in the liberal arts field.”
305

 Pritchett concluded that the 

coordination plan of the state of Iowa was admirable, because it related the higher institutions to 

the state system as a whole. 

 Kendrick C. Babcock acknowledged that the problem existing in Iowa was a problem that 

existed in many other states. To his curiosity and surprise, the states allowed these conditions 

and continued to tolerate extravagant rivalries of state-supported institutions. He suggested that 

Iowa’s proposed solution to the problem was “timely, equitable, judicious, practicable, and 

efficient.”
306

 He declared the tentative coordination plan proposed by the memorandum would 

“go far towards meeting such reasonable demands, and would secure a wise adjustment for the 

different state agencies for higher education in Iowa, and would constitute a real contribution to a 

movement for higher educational efficiency, with deep significance for other states.”
307

 

 A. S. Draper was in opposition of the coordination plan and thought it to be “extremely 

experimental if not sensational to undertake to coordinate under one management three 

educational institutions of essentially different purposes, plans, and grade.” He concluded by 
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saying he had “no confident opinion on the matter” especially considering the potential 

outcomes.  

 After considering the inherent difficulties of the situation, Charles Van Hise wrote that he 

thought consolidating overlapping courses was wise. He specifically addressed the issue of 

placing the college of education within the state university. He agreed this was an excellent 

solution to the problem. He claimed that the task of successfully preparing teachers for a higher 

class of schools was too large for the institution at Cedar Falls. The state university could offer a 

resolution in this regard. He stated “a College of Education as a thing apart from a College of 

Liberal Arts is unthinkable. The only possible way by which the normal school at Cedar Falls 

could satisfactorily give the work of a college education would be for it to become also a college 

of liberal arts. This duplicates the very central work of the University.”
308

   

 In Mr. Russell’s judgment, the training of elementary teachers should be the sole 

responsibility of the normal schools, and that the training of secondary school teachers and 

administrators should be superimposed upon a sound collegiate foundation. He expressed that:  

 

“it is useless to talk of professional training for persons who do not 

have a good academic training. In fact, the ordinary college course 

is insufficient. High school teachers need specialized information, 

in precisely the way that lawyers, engineers, or farmers need 

specialized information. The ordinary arts course does not give that 

kind of training. Hence, the criticism of those who advanced 

normal school training as a corrective, and those who would 

remedy defects by a postgraduate course in academic studies. Both 

are right and both are wrong. What is wanted is a general 

education as broad and liberal as circumstances will permit; next, 

specialization along lines which the teacher will follow; been 

trained to develop technical skill in school teaching.”
309
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He agreed that the cheapest way for any state to train it secondary teachers and administrators 

was to train them in the state university. His chief criticism regarding teacher training at the 

university was that its courses were more oriented toward academic studies and opposed all 

professional interests. However, Russell argued that he believed the school of education should 

be a part of every state University; and, it should offer instruction and specialized academic 

courses as well as theoretical and practical courses in secondary education and school 

management. He also felt it should have access to a real school or a school system for the same 

reasons that a clinic and hospital are needed in connection with the medical school.
310

 

  

Statement of the Problems Specific to The Teachers College  

 In the summary of the research submitted by the finance committee, members accused 

the state of Iowa as misinterpreting the purpose and function of a normal school. They argued 

“by very general consent, substantiated by wide practice in the 

United States, the following definition of the state normal school is 

accepted: state normal school is a professional school of secondary 

grade established, maintained and administered by the state for the 

purpose of training teachers. It should be superimposed upon the 

high school and should require two years of academic and 

professional work in about equal proportion, its main purpose 

being to develop scholarly habits, professional knowledge, mental 

attitude and touching power in the teachers of the elementary 

schools.”
311

 

 

 Their study reported that the normal school as a professional school should be different 

from a department of education on a college or university campus. It stated “the normal school is 

not a high school or college” and that it was distinctly a professional school. The problem in the 

state of Iowa, according to the study, was that the teacher’s college was duplicating similar work 
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done at the university, and was not within its rights to offer four-year degrees. According to the 

finance committee’s interpretation of what it meant to be a normal school, the right to confer 

degrees belonged only to an institution with university status. The committee felt that the 

training of specialized and secondary school teachers belonged to a college or university and not 

to a professional school. In order to remedy this problem, the committee offered two solutions. 

First, they could develop a strong and thorough college of liberal arts at the teachers college in 

connection with professional courses in education; or, the state could choose to centralize all of 

the training of secondary teachers and school administrators at the state university in Iowa City. 

  

The Council of Departments of the Iowa State Teachers College  

 In September of 1912, Seerley held a preliminary meeting with department chairs in 

order to discuss the creation of a new committee called The Council of Departments of the Iowa 

State Teachers College. Seerley suggested this committee be comprised of department heads and 

be completely confidential. This committee provided faculty an opportunity to fundamentally 

discuss matters related to the future of education, there college, and Iowa legislation. Seerley 

believed the council was an avenue through which faculty could privately discuss their opinions 

regarding the merits of the new coordination laws proposed by The Board of Education without 

concern of public criticisms. 

 The Council of Departments could also become an advisory body to which Seerley could 

submit questions of policy development for constructive consideration. Ultimately, this counsel 

could be a confidential way for faculty members and the president to make decisions beneficial 

to the governing body of the teachers college. As the coordination situation unfolded during the 
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next couple of months, Seerley grew even more concerned about the future status of his 

institution.  

  

Public Reactions to the Board’s Proposal 

 The proposal originally submitted by the finance committee advised the state board to 

supply to the people of Iowa specific, detailed explanations of any actions taken. To gain public 

support of the movement, the finance committee felt the board needed to release public 

statements justifying the need for coordination. Once the public discovered the intentions of the 

state board, newspapers across Iowa published the board's actions along with the public's 

response toward the coordination of the three schools. The Cedar Rapids Evening Gazette on 

Wednesday, October 9, 1912, was the first local paper that reported on the presentation of the 

finance committee's findings. The editors said that the action of the board was perhaps “the most 

far-reaching ever taken by any similar governing body in this country.”
312

 In the column, 

reporters described what board members felt the sole purpose behind the state appointing them as 

a governing body of the three higher education institutions. The article referred to the legislative 

act from 1909 which created a single governing board for the state schools. In the section 

depicting the “hard problem” in Iowa's system of education, the Gazette reported the board's 

belief that 

“the intent of the general assembly creating this board was 

exceedingly plain. Duplications as between the several institutions 

were to be reduced to a justifiable minimum. The task thus 

imposed was not without great difficulty. Reconstruction in 

anything is no easy task. Education institutions are invariably 

jealous of their prerogatives and cherish their traditions as 

something sacred. It was not to be expected that any institution 

would willingly give up anything it possessed. Even though was 
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very clear to an unprejudiced observer that it would be for the 

benefit of the state as a whole to make such sacrifice.”
313

 

  

 

The paper reported that no faculty members from any of the schools were consulted regarding 

the coordination plan. The state board felt that professionals with any close ties to the individual 

schools were too invested in the institutions to view the questions of efficiency in an unbiased 

and impartial way. They noted that because the educational institutions were allowed to develop 

separately, with little regard for each other, they inadvertently duplicated some programs of 

study. The question the board now faced was if these conditions, “especially extravagant and 

productive of weakness” should be allowed to continue for sentimental, unselfish reasons.  

 The Article, entitled State Educational Board Takes Important Action Regarding Iowa 

Colleges, went on to say that the board felt it was too late for these institutions to be consolidated 

into one great body. The Finance Committee “upon careful investigation” concluded that a 

coordination plan involving all three state institutions should take place. The obligation of the 

state was to meet the educational needs of the people in the most efficient and effective manner. 

The article conveyed that the State Board of Education felt it wasteful for the state of Iowa to 

continue to maintain two colleges of engineering covering practically the same field. They also 

felt maintaining two colleges of liberal arts, one in Cedar Falls and the other in Iowa City, cost 

needlessly cost the state additional money. They clarified further “the state teachers college 

would better serve the educational needs of the state by concentrating its energies on the training 

of teachers for the elementary schools." The Board explained that the faculties in professional 

training and education were thoroughly established at the university. Finally, The Board regarded 

the supply of properly trained teachers for rural and elementary schools the most potent 
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educational need in Iowa and felt the state teacher’s college should be more focused on meeting 

this demand.
314

 The article confirmed that the only educational expert consulted by the board that 

did not agree with the finance committee's plan was Dr. Draper.
315

 

 Alumni of the state teachers college hotly rejected the findings of the finance committee 

and their coordination plan. President Seerley recommended that protests of the faculty, staff, 

alumni, and students be forwarded to The State Board of Education. He urged that they submit 

their opinions to local and statewide newspapers. The goal for the alumni was to sway public 

opinion, and pressure members of the legislatures to refrain from implementing the changes 

recommended by the state board report. In response to a letter of inquiry from Ms. Florence 

Strecter Goodykontz regarding the developments, Seerley commented that “the faculty here is 

very sorry this difficulty has arisen and the women of the college can do a great deal toward 

emphasizing the importance of their school.”
316

 

 Seerley contested what to him was one of the biggest accusations made by The State 

Board of Education. They assumed the teachers college was “a college of liberal arts training.” 

Seerley continuously asserted whatever subjects taught at the school were handled primarily as a 

preparation for a teaching career. He proclaimed further, that the law of 1876 establishing the 

institution called for the creation of an institution for the instruction of teachers for common 

schools. He told Beam he regretted to see the college suffer condemnation and repudiation 

especially considering the unanimous cooperation of recent years pertaining to the support of the 

institution. He commented that The State Teachers College of Iowa was the only institution of its 
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kind in the whole United States, and its uniqueness was the very reason that Iowa should wish to 

retain it as an example to other states.
317

 

 In a special report of the president to The State Board of Education, the title of which was 

The Teachers College Is Not a College Of Liberal Arts, Seerley disputed assumptions among 

education leaders regarding the function of the teachers college. Seerley emphatically declared 

“The State Teachers College was not and never should become a college of liberal arts.” Its 

curriculum did not contain courses of study for any training other than training for students 

intending to become teachers. He continued to explain that every branch of study taught at the 

teacher’s school was developed from the standpoint of what a teacher needed to consider when 

preparing to give instruction. Every lesson taught by professors was conducted in a technical 

manner. For Seerley, the liberal arts education was a preparatory education, not a technical 

education. The education undertaken at the teacher’s college, where every student enrolled had 

previously declared their intent in becoming a teacher, was essentially different than training for 

any other occupation. Seerley explained that while other states attempted to make the 

professional education of teachers similar in relation to the liberal arts training of lawyers, 

physicians, and clergyman, this was not the case in Iowa. These attempts, according to Seerley, 

had only been partially successful. He always promoted The Iowa State Teachers College as an 

institution “unique in its undertakings, discipline, moral excellence, and in its endeavors to give 

superb, academic training to future teachers for Iowa’s schools."
318

 

 The Iowa State Teachers College student newspaper, The College Eye, reported on 

Thursday, October 17, 1912, on “the sweeping action” proposed by The State Board of 

Education. The article, entitled Sweeping Action, informed students of the specific changes 
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regarding the three colleges. The action aroused the indignation of all three institutions. The 

article reported that the coordination plan passed with only one dissenting vote. In a press 

statement given by the board representatives, the president explained reasons why the board had 

taken such action. He regarded the coordination plan as “the most important and far-reaching 

duty with which the board was charged.”
319

  

 The student body of the teachers college responded by holding a mass meeting to voice 

their objections to actions taken by the state board. The college paper recounted that over one 

thousand students, together with the Cedar Falls band, gathered on Monday night, October 15, at 

the College Hill Park. Several heated speeches given by both men and women showed the 

attitude of the students towards the board's action. The crowd of people marched from the Park, 

down Main Street, and into the heart of the business section of the town. The paper reported it 

was the greatest demonstration of loyalty ever shown in the Cedar Fall’s history.  According to 

the newspaper article, though appeals to the state board were useless in changing board 

member’s opinions, the power of the public's response now sweeping over the state had the 

ability to impact the enforcement of the plan.
320

  

 The action of Iowa's State Board of Education was not only publicized in Iowa 

newspapers, but columns appeared in other state newspapers including the New York Times. An 

article published by an unknown author entitled “Changes for Iowa, College of Applied Science 

to be Removed to Ames” appeared in a special to the New York Times on October 19, 1912.
321

 

The article summarized the action taken by the board focusing primarily on the removal of the 

engineering college from The State University at Iowa City. Though no personal opinions were 
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printed, the fact that editors of the New York Times mentioned the situation in Iowa showed the 

importance of the coordination plan to others. It also proved that the situation of overlapping 

coursework may have been a problem which concerned other leading education officials from 

various states. 

 As the situation progressed, President Seerley was careful to avoid making any 

statements to members of the press that could not be verified. However, on several occasions he 

voiced his opinion concerning the future of the institution and the state’s plans for consolidation. 

For Seerley, “it did not seem possible for the state teachers college to be an institution of higher 

merit if the action was completed.”
322

 The teachers college needed to address the distortion of 

facts by educational experts including the college’s legal status, the use of the term common 

schools, and the future plans of the teachers college. President Seerley clarified, with as much 

detail as possible, the misrepresentations of the regarding these facts. A circular published by the 

college entitled The Situation at the Iowa State Teachers College at Cedar Falls, defined the 

legal status of the state teachers college. It relayed to readers what the statutes of organization 

said about the distinct purpose of the college. According to the article, the act, Senate file 171,  

read “an act to establish and maintain a school for the instruction and training of teachers of 

common schools, be it enacted by the general assembly of the state of Iowa: Section 1: that a 

school for the special instruction and training of teachers for common schools of the state is 

hereby established at Cedar falls Black Hawk County, Iowa.” The circular used definitions 

printed in Iowa’s senate files to refute allegations brought against them about their rights as a 

Teachers College. In the Senate file, it stated that the state of Iowa “shall provide for the 

education of all, the use of the system of common schools and such schools shall be organized 

and kept in each school district at least three months in each year." The state's constitution 
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defined common schools to mean “the public school system of education.”  Therefore, as argued 

in the circular, under the definition provided by the state of Iowa, was universal, The State 

College was clearly within its legal rights to prepare all kinds of teachers for the public schools, 

including high school teachers. When the state officially changed the title of the normal school to 

a teachers college, they gave statutory justification for the teachers college to be an educational 

institution of college grade for the preparation of students to be teachers.
323

 The circular also 

addressed the college's ability to confer diplomas. Since 1877, the catalog of the state teachers 

college noted that a diploma (either a Bachelor of Arts or a Bachelor of Didactics) would be 

granted to each student after completion of all required courses.
324

 

 Toward the end of October, as contention surrounding the coordination plan waged on, 

President Seerley shared in a letter to a fellow normal school president, that the candidates for 

Iowa's governorship opposed the program of The State Board of Education. The candidates 

believed that the board had overstepped its authority. The student newspaper published a 

statement by Leavitt regarding his dissenting opinion placed before the state board at Cedar 

Falls. Leavitt, who was a resident member of the state Board of Education, was absent when 

action was taken by the board to remove the last two years of coursework that the teachers 

college offered. In his statement, Leavitt argued that had the presidents of each institution been 

included in the decision-making process, valuable information could have been obtained from 

the president’s combined expertise in higher education, agricultural science, medicine, and the 
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training of teachers. However, Leavitt pointed out that these men were only addressed once 

committee members made the decision. They did not seek approval from the presidents, they 

merely informed them of the changes to their institutions. Leavitt alleged that the board made 

little to no effort to obtain accurate information of the conditions at Cedar Falls. He mentioned 

his frustration with the fact that instead of submitting this plan to Iowa experts more familiar 

with the conditions in the state, the board sent it out to “so-called experts.”  He questioned why 

the state of Iowa should consider opinions rendered from leading educators in Wisconsin as 

relevant to the state. He continued:  

“Gentlemen, you have made a serious mistake. Your whole 

scheme is based upon the proposition that the teachers college 

course is a duplicate to the Iowa liberal arts department of the state 

University. That is a mistaken premise. The difference between an 

ordinary liberal arts course and the college course of the Iowa State 

Teachers College is that the college course of the teachers college 

is made up of such arts and sciences as have to do with the special 

work of preparing persons to become effective teachers. The 

teachers colleges a professional school, preparing teachers for rural 

school, for grade, and high schools."
325

 

 

 

Mr. Leavitt contested the logic behind moving the professional training school in Cedar Falls to 

The state university in Iowa City. The state supported the school and spent a lot of money 

building it. Why destroy it to build another one of equal or lesser quality at the state university? 

Leavitt pleaded: “Do not destroy the school, the pride of thousands of Iowa citizens. If you take 

away the Junior and senior year work you prevent many from entering freshman and sophomore 

years. It will drive away our men, causing the potential loss of our glee club, are debating an 

oratory, and are athletics. The glory of the school will depart.”
326
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 In an article distributed in the same week, the staff of the student newspaper reported on 

the board of education as it related to the teachers college. The article acknowledged that the 

student body and alumni of the teachers college heard with “indignation and regret” the recent 

action of The State Board of Education,  which would deprive students of their Junior and Senior 

years, and take from the right and privilege of the college to confer the degree of Bachelor of 

Arts in Education. The students protested the action claiming it lowered them from the dignity of 

a college to the rank of a second grade normal school. They argued that the action of the board 

made the course of study at the college lower than it was in its first year of organization. They 

felt that while other states had been gradually raising the status of their normal schools to equate 

the status of their institution, the Board of Education forced their college to fall behind other 

teacher training schools while also preventing it from gaining status among other institutions of 

higher education. The students asked their community to speak to their representative at the 

coming session of the legislature, and to let the matter be decided once and for all. They 

defended their position by stating  

“The state of Iowa through the charter granted to this institution 

gave us the right and privilege to train teachers for the common 

schools. As has been shown elsewhere on this issue, the term 

common school is synonymous with public school, and this 

includes teachers of all grades, rural, elementary and high school. 

Who's authority is the greater, that of the Board of Education or of 

the state of Iowa? The children of the state are being weighed in 

balance. Which is the heavier, your own flesh and blood or a few 

paltry dollars? When it has once been decided what authority is 

paramount in the state, we shall give to that authority our 

allegiance and respect.”
327

 

  

 The Des Moines Capital published the public statement made by The State Teachers 

Association regarding the decision of the board. According to the article, members of the 
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resolution committee of the State Teachers Association did not offer an opinion on the action of 

the state board nor revealed that the committee was opposed to such an action. The State 

Teachers Association articulated in the article that, in order to protect the association from any 

public denigration, it felt the wisest course of action for them to take was to ignore the proposed 

changes and let the legislators settle the dispute. According to spokesperson professor F. C. Sega, 

“to mixup in this fight over the state colleges would be bad policy and the general sentiment is 

against any such action. The proposed changes are being extensively discussed. However, the 

alumni of all the various state schools are indulging in heated arguments over the action of the 

state board, and The State Teachers Association does not want to get involved in the fight.”
328

 

 

Students from The State University Protest 

 Editors of The Daily Iowan (and students attending The State University) first published 

the news of the State Board’s decision on Thursday, October 10
th

, 1912. That very evening, 

students of the engineering department held a meeting to discuss the action taken by the board. 

According to the editor, “every engineer” was present during the meeting, and students 

appointed a committee whose responsibility included publicly denouncing the board’s action and 

broadcasting the stand taken by the engineers of The State University. The student committee 

planned and held a campus wide meeting in the auditorium to inform university constituents of 

the problems pertaining to the coordination plan o the state board of education. The committee 

entitled the get together “No Cooking School for Us.”
329

 Representatives of each of the schools 

spoke to a crowd of over 1200 students relaying their stance concerning the state’s plan to 
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remove the school of engineering. Chairmen and President of the School of Engineering, B.F. 

Boer, announced over the cheers and jeers of the student body, “there is not a single engineer at 

Iowa who will ever attend Ames,” to which the crowd responded with an uproar of cheering. 

Boer declared further that the move by the state board to send the school of engineering to the 

Agricultural College was destroying the integrity of the University as the college of engineering 

was a necessity to Iowa. He called for the student body, alumni, and friends to support the 

engineers.
330

 

 The Committee asked the public to communicate directly with them concerning their 

opinions about the state’s action. The Daily Iowan reported that the letters received by the 

engineer’s committee and by the Ben Boer showed the school’s determination to “stand pat” and 

refuse to allow the state to proceed further with its action. In hopes of arousing public opinion 

against the move, Boer, together with prominent members of the community, printed and mailed 

several copies of the Board’s resolution to broadcast throughout the state the detrimental effects 

of the board’s decision.
331

  

 On October 15
th

, editors of The Daily Iowan published an article citing the viewpoint of 

the engineers and reasons why they felt The State Board of education should reconsider their 

solution. Though the engineer’s committee believed the board had done what it thought was best 

for the state, the committee did not believe the members of the board fully understood the effects 

their solution, if carried out, could have on the state university and on the engineering profession 

in the state of Iowa. The committee also articulated it did not believe the board fully understood 

“just what was required of the engineering profession.” At the mass meeting held on the 

university’s campus, the committee gave its reasons why the college of engineering, and other 
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engineering programs, should be concentrated at the state university of Iowa. The committee’s 

resolution embodied the following points: 

 

 “Fewer duplications would result by concentrating the 

engineering work at Iowa than at Ames. The profession of 

engineering is requiring more cultural training and the university is 

far more equipped to provide students coursework in cultural 

subjects. The state university also has hydro-electric equipment 

such as owned by very few engineering schools in the country. 

Should the work be moved to Ames, this apparatus would be lost 

to the students of engineering at Iowa.”
332

 

 

The column ended by announcing the committee’s belief that the university could win the fight 

not through negative fights with the board, but through “good sound logic and proof.” The 

committee concluded by inviting the public to submit their opinions regarding their proposal and 

the state’s resolution to be published in The Daily Iowan. The committee felt that by involving 

more of the public’s argument, whether antagonistic of favorable, “the stronger we can make our 

position.”
333

  

 For the duration of the month of October, The Daily Iowan devoted a column to 

publishing notes and letters received by the editors of the newspaper and by the engineer’s 

committee concerning the public’s opinion of the coordination movement. On October 16
th

, 

editors wrote that W.O. Finkbine, “one of the university’s foremost alumni” had announced his 

willingness to head the fight to retain the engineering school at the state university. Together 

with the alumni board of the institution, Finkbine planned to orchestrate a meeting with 

university alumni to take up the question of fighting the board’s action. According to the article, 
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the editors had reason to believe that the majority of alumni favored immediate retaliation in 

order to retain the engineering school.
334

  

 Later in the month of October, The Daily Iowan reported on Leavitt’s request to the state 

board to reconsider the action taken. The article reported that Leavitt declared the board did not 

make the proper investigation of the school criticizing the members for not consulting Seerley, 

Parsons, and Bowman, leaders of the three state schools. He also attacked the views of the 

education experts and the testimony quoted by the state claiming that the men consulted were 

unfamiliar with Iowa education and the conditions in Iowa. Additionally, the article reported that 

Leavitt filed a written protest with the board focusing on the injustice he said would be done to 

not only the state teachers college, but also the other two state institutions if the board’s motion 

would be allowed to carry. Though Leavitt was more closely associated with the work conducted 

at the teachers college, the state university students reported feeling gratified at the stand that 

Leavitt took against the state’s action. Editors of the paper wrote  

“we feel that the state board of education has struck a vital part of 

the state university of Iowa. We feel the action taken by the state 

board undermines the principles laid down by the framers of our 

constitution when they provided for a state university. We believe 

that it is unjust to remove the college of applied science to Ames. 

As yet the state board have not issued a statement regarding their 

action and until they do we must cautiously lay our plans for the 

fight which is to come."
335

  

 At this point in time, the overwhelming response from alumni continued to increase. 

More letters arrived containing the opinions and aggravations associated with the removal of the 

engineering program from the school. In a letter written to the editors of the college newspaper, 

alum P.F. Ray, currently residing in Detroit, Michigan, voiced his opinion stating:  
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“if there is a move on foot to discontinue the engineering college at 

the university, I wish to submit a protest immediately, and to exert 

my influence to the utmost to prevent any such unwise move. To 

detach the state school of engineering from the state university 

would be to make it a trade school, and all men of standing in the 

profession know that successful school cannot be deprived of 

educational advantages offered in the other departments of a 

university. Engineering education in Iowa has always been 

handicapped by the division of appropriation between two schools, 

and in consequence Iowa has not stood well in rank with other 

states in this respect. The present move would still further tend to 

lower the character of engineering education in Iowa. Here’s 

hoping that you may succeed in arousing such a protest as cannot 

be disregarded."
336

 

In the campaign to retain the college of applied science at the university, alumni in various cities 

across the state formed committees to protest the movement. Additionally, Editors of The Daily 

Iowan published many other letters from alumni emanating the same sentiment – that the 

university was far more qualified than the College of Agriculture and Mechanic arts to educate 

students in the applied sciences. Furthermore, the culture required to become a successful 

engineer was far better in Iowa City than in Ames.  

 

I was dumbfounded when I learned of the news never dreaming 

that the state board would have the nerve to attempt such a move. I 

graduated from both departments and I can assure you that I, at 

least, consider that the benefits derived were immense. If I had 

taken my engineering course at Ames, I am sure that I never would 

have received other than the very scantiest kind of liberal 

education and I would be everlastingly sorry and would consider 

myself robbed of an inestimable privilege.”
337
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Andrews Chemical Works, manufacturers of oxalic acid and allied products in 

Davenport, Iowa, wrote to editors of the student newspaper announcing its opposition of the 

boards plan for the state university to hand over its applied science courses to Ames. According 

to the letter, the president of the company, A.L. Andrews, published and dispersed pamphlets on 

the coordination subject which lead directly to his forced retirement. Nevertheless, he expressed 

in his letter his commitment to the university in his continued fight to publicly denounce the 

actions taken by the board. Andrews felt that maintaining a college of engineering at the 

university was vital to the future prosperity of the institution.
338

  

The students, alumni, and other faculty continued to submit letters stating their stance 

concerning “the big question” to the editors of The Daily Iowan per their request. Each day, the 

editors printed two to three letters in the paper, most of which stated reasons behind the 

opposition of the plan to remove the school of engineering from Iowa City. On Friday, October 

25, editors published a letter submitted by an anonymous student who presented a viewpoint in 

support of the state board’s decision. The letter contained reasons why the action seemed a 

logical way for the state to reduce spending in various areas. The student presented the argument 

that the Agricultural College first established the school in 1862 while the university only began 

its college of engineering in 1905. Historically, the college in Ames had more of a claim on 

teaching engineering coursework, and had established a strong program 43 years prior to the 

university. Additionally, the student argued, the college in Ames was far more equipped with 

tools, buildings, and various other equipment required for the best education in engineering. 

According to the letter, the value of the equipment alone was worth far more than the value of 

the equipment used in the school at the university. If the state desired to save money and reduce 
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the duplication of coursework, it was only logical to remove the college of engineering from the 

university, and continue to expand the school at the Agricultural College.
339

 

 The article aroused much public comment on the matter. Letters flooded the mailboxes of 

the editorial staff. Phones rang with enraged callers objecting to the opinion printed on Friday. 

The following Monday, October 27
th

 1912, editors printed a response article and included in it 

their favorite letter answering the opinion of the article printed earlier. “It is beyond our 

conception that any student of this university can harbor such feeling and opinions as were 

brought forth in Friday’s Iowan. There is one point evident – that the student is vastly ignorant of 

all outlying circumstances or he is given over to personal prejudice."
340

  

 Throughout the month, expression of student opinion to the resistance of dismembering 

the university steadily increased. Other mass meetings took place to raise money to continue to 

carry on the statewide campaign to keep the college of applied science. Student and alumni 

committees aimed to preserve the college of applied science and maintain “the greatness” of their 

university.
341

 

 

Reactions from Ames  

 Students and alumni in Ames held a mass meeting in which students organized a central 

committee. Comprised of representatives from all of the schools of the agricultural college, the 

“Student Central Committee” eventually raised money to carry on a definite campaign to prevent 

the state enacting the plan proposed by the state board of education. At the first meeting held in 

Ames, students contributed nearly $2000 to carry out the protest. The student central committee 

also intended to organize alumni over the state and to enlist their support in fighting the 
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proposition when it came to the legislature. The student committee initiated by the “Aggies” of 

the agricultural college inspired students at the state university to also organize a student 

committee for the purpose of raising money to protest the actions of the state board.
342

 

 A former professor of the Agricultural college, Professor Holden, who for years “headed 

the extension courses in Ames” said such a sweeping action should be put before the people and 

favored the extension of all colleges as well as the engineering college. Professor Holden 

believed that the people would furnish the money for the colleges at both schools.  Holden was 

decidedly against the action of the board and gave several reasons for his position on what the 

college referred to as “the big question.” “I think engineering should be continued at Iowa City 

and domestic science at Ames, and for that matter, I think some branches in agriculture should be 

taught in all three of the state schools, with Ames giving the big agricultural course. We need to 

teach agriculture in our public schools and therefore should have some of it in every institution 

that is preparing teachers of any kind.”
343

 

 Other professors voiced the same sentiment. They believed such a great change should 

not be done without first obtaining the opinion of the people of the state. Many professors felt 

that the people of Iowa were not against the duplication of coursework in the schools. 

Additionally, if the people of the state were allowed to vote on such an action, the teachers in 

Ames felt they would not only vote to continue the work being done at each institution, but 

would also advocate for enlarging the work at each institution.
344

 

In the Cedar Rapids Evening Gazette, on Friday, November 8, 1912, the students in 

Ames published a short article describing how they believed the proposed changes would be 

                                                           
342

 Ibid. 
343

 "Holden Does Not Approve Changes," The Daily Iowan, 1912, vol. 12, no. 29, p.1. 
344

 Ibid. 



160 
 

highly detrimental to the welfare of their institution. They urged the board to reconsider their 

plan as they strongly felt the board was making a mistake. 

 In the same article reporters announced that students launched a movement to oust to the 

state board. According to the article, alumni at Ames’ college, the state university, and the 

teachers college, launched a movement to remove control from The State Board of Education. 

They planned a vigorous campaign before the next legislature for the purpose of repealing the 

statute which created the unit board, and to return the system that was previously in place. 
345

  

 

The Teachers College Continues the Battle   

 During the month of November, Seerley continued to approach members of The State 

Board and education officials of the state with caution and respect, but pleaded for the business 

of the Iowa State Teachers College to go unchanged. In a letter written to Honorable James H. 

Trewin, member and president of The State Board of Education, he discussed information 

concerning the institution’s status. He articulated that though he did not think there was any 

intention on the part of the board to cheapen the education at Cedar falls, he felt the plan 

proposed by the board would discourage future enrollments and negatively impact the progress 

of the school.
346

 Seerley explained that people already questioned the status of the college, and to 

remove the last two years of education from the program would create even more doubt 

regarding the institutions status.  

 In another letter to Trewin, Seerley outlined his intentions to comply with the request of 

the state board to create a two-year education plan. However, Seerley discussed the special 
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difficulties involved in creating such a plan, as consolidating the curriculum from four years 

down to two years was not a simple task. Seerley questioned if the decision of the board meant 

that the high school department of the training school might be discontinued. Seerley pleaded 

that the college needed this division for some of the special two-year courses in training students. 

He also argued the college needed the preparatory school for many pupils meeting secondary 

work, and requested that these departments not be disturbed. He also suggested that a 

Department for the management of country school teachers be added. Such a Department could 

give special prestige to the school. In collusion of his letter, Seerley reminded Trewin of his 

research regarding the preparation of country school teachers, and the importance of the role the 

teachers college could play in improving the quality of teachers in rural schools.
347

 Shortly after 

writing this letter, President Seerley submitted to The Board of Education his proposed two-year 

course plan. The curriculum detailed requirements for graduation of an eighteen unit course, the 

course offerings by the college's departments, the reduction of courses in the professional 

instruction department, as well as the estimated reduction in cost after the cuts have been made. 

Seerley also estimated reduction of faculty teaching time allowed by the two-year junior college 

curriculum, noting the discontinuance of the seven classes in the English department men saving 

35 term hours during the regular school year. He also made reduction estimates regarding the 

other departments of the college. 
348

  

 In late November, yet another report was published informing readers of the misleading 

views in The State Board of Education concerning The State Teachers College. The sections 

contained in the circular were entitled: “1. The Iowa State Normal School was Established in the 

Early 70s to Train Teachers for the Common School, 2. It Has Even Gone To The Extent of 
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Offering Graduate Work, 3. The Duplication By The Teachers College Leads to Extravagance 

and to a Lowering of The Quality of Work, 4. The University is the Natural Place for a Teachers 

College, 5. It Costs and Salaries Alone, To Maintain The College of Liberal Arts at The 

University, 6. The Truth of The Matter was Most Happily Expressed by President Van Hise, 7. It 

Was Wrong, Moreover Because in The Developing into a College The Normal School Could 

Not But Neglect The Real Work for Which it was Established, 8. Teacher Training for Public 

Schools, 9. The Finance Committee Sarcastically Says That The State Teachers College Feels 

That It Has Been Deprived of a God-Given Privilege and Being Forced Back Into The Field 

Which It Was Originally Intended to Occupy, 10. The Board of Education Determined Not To 

Act Hastily In This Matter.  After discussing at length the nature of each of these issues, the 

circular announced “the plan proposed by the board invades the real personality of each 

institution, takes away from its fundamental and individual characteristics, and thus deprives it of 

its real independence.” The circular argued for the right of the college to train high school 

teachers by insisting:  

“it is not enough that high school teachers should be taught 

reasonably upon a collegiate level. They need to be as thoroughly 

and efficiently trained as primary teachers if they are to do the kind 

of work so seriously needed. This fact is ignored in most colleges 

that profess to prepare teachers. The University professor who has 

given no attention to secondary education is not an adequate 

advisor. Knowledge of the subject is by no means sufficient 

preparation for the teaching that is satisfactory in high school. The 

bad teaching in the high schools of today is largely due to the 

entire lack in actual and adequate training of such teachers.
349

 

  

 In an effort to defend the academic standing at the Iowa State Teachers College, another 

circular was published. The information contained in the circular defended the school against 
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accusations that the state teachers college did not require students to complete academically 

challenging work in any of the courses. The circular argued that the courses taught at the 

teachers college were with different methods of instruction as the material in each course was 

devoted specifically to the training of teachers in common schools. It conveyed that the college 

did offer work in psychology, school management, history of education, and that it offered 

courses of study for four years beyond high school training. It also specified the courses beyond 

the two-year course were devoted to practice teaching, observation, and critical lessons required 

to become an adequate teacher.
350

 

 As the battle continued, in late November, The Board of Education published counter 

remarks in defense of its plan proposed in October. In an article in The Des Moines Capital, the 

Iowa State Board of Education defended its recent order changing the courses of study at Iowa 

City, Ames, and Cedar Falls. Its members felt they had done their best to accomplish the 

mission, and that their decision was backed by leading educators of the country with whom they 

had consulted. Further, they believed that the course outlined would generate savings for the 

state while maintaining adequate levels of higher education. They argued the current system as it 

stood could not produce efficiency in the state's higher education system.
351

 The board also 

reiterated in their statement that the leading educators they consulted approved the plan and 

agreed that it would work for Iowa's schools. Board members also highlighted the results of the 

report submitted by The Whipple Committee several years ago, which criticized Cedar Falls for 

branching out into higher education courses that replicated courses at Iowa City.
352
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 As the movement gained momentum, professors from other states began mailing 

President Seerley for explanations regarding the situation in Iowa. Letters came from 

Massachusetts, California, Pennsylvania, Montana, as well as many other states. The president 

responded to many of the letters received regarding the issues in Iowa by addressing the fact that 

there has been comprehensive debate in many articles which had been published in the 

newspapers covering all sides of the question. He always believed the state would be better 

served if The State Board of Education was prevented from carrying out the coordination plan. 

The interest in the resolution of the Iowa question proved that the debate in Iowa concerning the 

future of the teachers college had national implications. 

  

The State Schools Continue to Protest the Resolution 

 As legislators continued to deliberate the resolution, faculty members sent letters to 

President Seerley regarding the addition of summer courses, and how to proceed until September 

1, 1913, the date of which the proposed plan would take effect. President Seerley told his faculty 

that until the colleges were informed of the results of the legislature's decision, it was impossible 

to plan future course work. The president felt it necessary to limit summer school course 

offerings to essential courses as the controversies of the state required that he be conservative in 

allocating funds. He reiterated the college would decline to add any summer courses to prevent 

the need to hire additional teachers for the summer term. In a letter to Dr. Chase Meyerholz, he 

commented that the situation in the legislature was not improving, and that according to editorial 

writings in newspapers, the situation was still evoked unsettled feelings among faculty, students, 

and alumni, associated with the institutions.
353
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 As the fight continued to progress, tensions between the colleges and the State Board of 

Education became more heated. Trewin, president of the state board, decided to hire a committee 

responsible for defending actions taken by the board. The Evening Gazette, of Cedar Rapids, 

Iowa, on Monday, January 6, 1913 published a statement written by the defense committee in 

response to a pamphlet that was published by the schools affected entitled The Board Is The 

Educational Problem.  According to the Evening Gazette, students widely distributed  pamphlet 

across the state. The Defense Committee informed readers that the Board of Education had the 

power to implement the consolidation plan. The Evening Gazette aslo discussed the bulletin 

recently issued by the University of Iowa Law School students professing the illegalities of the 

state board. The law students promised to have the act creating The State Board of Education 

appealed. The defense committee argued “when considering a legal opinion it is always essential 

to consider the facts and the correct statement of the question in order to arrive at a proper 

conclusion, therefore, the opinions of Lehman, author of the bulletin, are nothing more than legal 

opinions not supported by the statements of fact.”
354

 The article continued at great length, citing 

specific legal cases, as precedent, defending the actions of the State Board of Education, and 

arguing that the board were well within their rights to propose a coordination plan and submitted 

it the legislature.  

 Also in early January, Cedar Rapids played host to the various oratory societies of the 

three state institutions for the annual oratory contest between students. It came as no surprise to 

the reporters of the Cedar Rapids Gazette, that the topics for the oratory debate were the 

coordination plan, the Board of Education, and the report distributed by the finance committee. 

Students from each of the separate institutions argued in defense of their school, claiming that 
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their situation was far more devastating to their institution than to the other two schools. 

However, all oratory debaters were in agreement that the consolidation plan was detrimental to 

the higher education system of Iowa. W. R. Boyd, chairman of The Finance Committee, spoke at 

the end of the oratory debate, proclaiming that the departments of the said institutions were 

starved merely to promote the institutional ambition that existed throughout the system. He also 

argued that the action of the board would in time result in friendly relations between the students 

of all three colleges, and each of the three institutions would attain higher standards of 

excellence. Boyd explained that the state board was not playing cheap politics and that if the 

board had cared to play politics it would have waited until the adjournment of the 35th general 

assembly to propose its plan. Boyd concluded by reading letters from prominent educators who 

praised the action of the board.
355

 

 

The State’s Decision   

 As the decision date approached, the student newspaper of the teachers college reported 

that the state board refused to compromise in its position. According to the article, “a 

compromise measure was introduced a few days ago asking the board to rescind its action and 

leave the whole question to a committee of seven men to be appointed by the governor. This 

committee was to study the situation thoroughly and make a report two years hence.” However, 

the president of the board, Trewin, defended the board’s position. He said “in a sneering 

attitude”, he did not believe that the change would decrease the attendance at Cedar Falls nor 

affect the popularity of the school.
356

 In a note to students, in the closing of the article, the editors 

wrote “school question soon to be decided; the future will be blinded by false argument or 
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convinced by imaginary statistics when balanced against an unprecedented record of growth and 

service for the past one third of a century.”
357

 

 In late February, as the proceedings continued, President Seerley grew hopeful there 

would be a postponement of any coordination plan for at least the next two years. In his personal 

correspondence he wrote that the general assembly, by a vast majority, was opposed to the action 

of the board and many members of the legislature thought that the board should have submitted 

the plan to them rather than to have put it into action. Seerley also pointed out that, at the 

suggestion of some members, a new proposition was discussed to have a commission of experts 

advise the general assembly in two year regarding the status of the state colleges.
358

 

 Members of the legislative committee tried to compromise on the education issue. In 

February, representative Klay, of Sioux City, introduced a bill that ensured the courses of study 

at the three state institutions remain unchanged. The Klay Bill defined each of the state colleges 

in terms work conducted at each school so that the education question could be solved once and 

for all. The bill was sent to the appropriate legislative committee, and according to The College 

Eye, on February 20, 1913, “it would soon be debated.”
359

 

 In a final attempt to sway the minds of the legislative committee, President Seerley wrote 

to Senator Boe, pleading  

“the teachers college will suffer so much in reputation if the 

college course of four years beyond high school graduation is 

taken away, and it will become much less attractive to would-be 

students, and the diploma will be discredited in Iowa and in other 

states. If an investigation of the increase of expenses was made at 

the University or at the state college, I'm sure it would show a still 

larger increase in the expense for such institutions. Of course, this 
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is not necessary as the board does not attack these schools on a 

similar basis as they do the teachers college.”
360

 

 

 At the beginning of the month of March, the colleges received word that that Iowa's State 

House was against The State Board of Education and its plan. By a vote of 89 to 16, the house of 

representatives passed the Klay Bill in an amended form. The Klay Bill ensured that the three 

state schools would remain as they were. However, students, faculty, and staff, were still 

concerned the bill would be changed in the Iowa Senate prior to its passage. The public received 

contradictory reports concerning the final decision. One rumor stated the majority of the senators 

supported the board's plan. Another rumor suggested the senators would vote unanimously in 

favor of the school's position. As of March 20, the school question was still under review in the 

Senate committee, and it was rumored that the majority of senators sided with the board. 

According to the article, “the Senate was in sympathy with the board and if any action was taken 

by them it will be the passage of a Bill upholding the board.”
361

 

 On March 27, The College Eye reported “that in the last week friends have appeared in 

the upper house of Iowa’s legislature and the prospects of our absolute pardon from the 

decapitation sentence, seems to be good." The senate committee determined to bury the school 

question. It was demanded in the senate chamber that they hold the Klay Bill as passed by the 

House. The senate committee decided on the Klay Bill’s indefinite postponement. The article 

reported that Governor Clark had made it plain to the most influential senators that he wanted the 

school question settled before adjournment.
362

 On April 3, The College Eye reported that no 

decision had yet been reached, and no further developments had occurred. It went on to say that 
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the settlement of the school board question was being watched far beyond the border of the state 

of Iowa, and that the decision of the legislature may mark a turning point in educational 

management.
363

 

 Finally, after a period of approximately six months, a settlement had been reached 

regarding the education question. Surprisingly, in a meeting in Des Moines, as the Klay bill was 

about to be removed from the senate calendar, the Board of Education said it would rescind the 

proposed action if ordered to by the legislature. The legislature passed a resolution to that affect, 

ordering the revocation of the Board’s consolidation plan.  This resulted in what The State 

Teachers College entitled, “the simplest solution." The spokesman of the state Board of 

Education commented that the board as a governing body “acted on the belief that they were 

furthering the educational interest of the state. We hope, we can forget the past, and we hold no 

hard feelings toward the state institutions and we will do all we can to further our usefulness, and 

we will cooperate with the schools to further education in the state.”
364

  

For students, alumni, and friends of the State University of Iowa, it was a victory of the 

ages. They printed in The Daily Iowan:  

“No there won’t be any fringe of stove pipes sticking out of the 

upper windows of the engineering building next year. There won’t 

be any merry damsels inside, clattering stove lids and spattering 

grease on the cement floor. No beauteous maidens will be leaning 

out of those windows and throwing doughnuts down the hill 

toward their Hungry Henry’s doing military drill on the armory lot. 

Nay! Nay!”
365
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 The Daily Iowan, on April 5
th

, 1913, reported the state senate passed a resolution asking 

the board of education to rescind is famous edict of October 8
th

. Immediately following the 

resolution, the board rescinded as per request and according to the article thus ending the war 

which had been waged over educational matters in Iowa for nearly seven months. According to 

the article, it ended “in rousing victory” for the opponents of the board. The paper reported the 

satisfaction and glee of the student body that the college of engineering would not be transferred 

to story county. Relieved, the students felt the action of the state settled “once and for all” the 

engineering situation at Iowa allowing it to evolve into a greater and even better engineering 

school. The article also reported that “the board claimed to have experienced a complete change 

of heart and states that it will do all in its power in the future to give Iowa and the college of 

applied science a fair and equal show with other schools in the matter of appropriations for 

maintaining the school." For students at the state university, the board’s retraction, they claimed 

“is a great victory for the engineers and for the students of the other colleges who did so much 

toward helping in the fight waged during the last six months. The prompt rallying together of all 

the engineers, and the ready alliance of the other colleges to meet a common misfortune last fall 

certainly was a grand indication of the right sort of college spirit.
366

  

In a special note to President Seerley from the editorial staff of The College Eye, they 

wrote “in behalf of the student body we wish to express our appreciation of the kindness shown 

by the Cedar Falls commercial club and all unite in their praise and esteem of Roger Leavitt and 

Homer Seerley.” In celebration of the favorable ending to the six month battle over the fate of 

the teachers college, for the first time in the history of the college, the senior class of 1913 

decided to host a mayday celebration beginning on May 1, the largest celebration the school's 

history. The purpose behind the mayday celebration, according to the senior class, was the 
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celebration of what promised to be a new era of prosperity in service for the teachers college. 

The hope of the senior class was to make it an occasion long treatment be remembered by all 

fortunate enough to be present. The mayday festivities included a large parade put on by the 

societies and organizations of the school, a picnic dinner which took place on central campus, 

and afternoon ballgame between the professionals of Cedar falls in the college varsity team. The 

day closed with a grand concert, performed on the steps of the new library building.
367

  

 As discussed previously in chapter two, the social efficiency movement in education 

gained momentum shortly after 1900. The consolidation movement in the state of Iowa was one 

example of how state authorities and education leaders pushed for a system of higher education 

that graduated more students at lower costs. They attempted to eliminate what they termed 

“education waste” (coursework taught at more than one college) by consolidating and 

reorganizing programs at their three state institutions.  

Perhaps it was this very push for consolidation that propelled the state normal school into 

full-fledged collegiate status. Through the politics of the consolidation movement, the state board 

changed the atmosphere in favor of the institution at Cedar Falls. Prior to the report published by 

the state board, tensions existed between the state normal school and the other two state 

institutions of higher education, most notably between the State University of Iowa’s liberal arts 

college and department of education, and the Iowa State Teacher’s College. By pushing for 

significant changes among the institutions, the state board changed the relationships between the 

schools as they rallied together to fight the state to prevent the board from enacting their 

suggested changes which “prevented education duplication.” Instead of remaining rivals – and 
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perhaps even enemies – as they once were during the state normal school’s campaign to become 

the state teacher’s college, The State University, The Agricultural College, and the State 

Teachers College became allies. For members of the state board, and for proponents of the 

consolidation movement, the politics of social efficiency spun out of control, creating an 

environment of institutional autonomy among the three state schools.   
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Chapter 8 

 

Conclusion: State Normal Schools Surrender to Isomorphic Pressures  

   

 What initially caused state normal schools to transition to teachers colleges? Perhaps state 

normal schools in the early twentieth century fell victim to the rumors and criticisms that 

originally plagued them shortly after their inception. In an attempt to shed the unwanted lowly 

status which came to be associated with the word "normal" the institutions simply dropped that 

word from their title. But, as evidenced by the case study of the Iowa State Normal School, 

changes made by these schools to be seen as legitimate institutions of learning involved so much 

more than a mere title change. The Iowa State Normal School devoted a significant amount of 

time and energy to defending itself against criticisms concerning the caliber of academic work 

conducted at the school. Additionally, even after proponents of the school successfully changed 

its name to The Teachers College, the struggle for what it perceived to be its rightful place 

among the other institutions of higher learning continued. This study analyzes the experience of 

one state normal school out of hundreds in the United States. What can such a small glimpse of 

the history of teacher training programs tell historians of education about the larger picture of the 

history of normal schools and other institutions of higher learning? This chapter summarizes the 

findings in the previous chapters, and broadens the discussion from the context of this one state 

normal school to the larger field of the history of education and shows how the process of 

isomorphism and institutional dynamics affect teacher training programs. 

 Through the analysis of the story of the Iowa State Normal School, this study reveals how 

mimetic and regulative pressures forced these institutions to adopt changes to reflect trends set 
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by other dominate institutions in the field of higher education in order to stay afloat. Had the 

Iowa State Normal School chosen not to adopt certain thematic trends, the legitimacy of the 

institution could have been compromised, and instead of transitioning to a teacher’s college (and 

later a university) it may have been forced to close its doors. The main changes adopted by the 

institution included curricula, a graded system of faculty rank, a new system of governance, and 

a new title.  

   

Summary of Analysis  

 Chapter three discusses the curricula developments which occurred at the State Normal 

School of Iowa from 1887 through 1915. A close analysis of the evolution of the curriculum at 

institution revealed that the school offered a smattering of coursework available to any student at 

least sixteen years of age willing to declare the intention to teach in the state of Iowa. The course 

catalog provided numerous different academic plans to accommodate the many different 

education backgrounds of the students who enrolled at normal.  Since the inception of the 

institution, The Iowa State Normal School conferred two degrees to students who completed the 

required coursework – the Master of Didactics and the Bachelor of Didactics. It also offered 

several different state certificates for teachers seeking training in special courses such as music 

or manual training. After the State University announced that it equated a four-year degree from 

the State Normal School with two years of undergraduate training at its school, the State Normal 

School adopted a Bachelor of Arts program and began conferring B.A. degrees to those students 

who completed the required coursework. The requirements for admission to this program were 

much higher than the requirements for other courses at the normal school.  
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 In addition to emulating colleges and universities through curricular changes and the 

addition of a B.A. degree, state normal schools began changing their student activities as well. 

Though not a central focus in this study, Christine Ogren discusses in her book on state normal 

schools how substantial changes in student activities and on-campus student groups contributed 

to changes in the overall focus and "professional spirit" of state normal schools. Student societies 

began imitating trends at other colleges and universities. According to Ogren, at the normal 

schools in Oshkosh, Wisconsin and San Jose, collegiate sororities and fraternities replaced the 

literary societies which once existed on normal's campus. At San Jose, as reported by its student 

newspaper, the literary society adopted a social agenda where semi-annual functions and affairs 

became the favorite reason for students to join such a society. Parties and festivities took the 

place of oratorical debates. A few years later, the newspaper reported that the societies existed 

"for a closer association of the students, for recreation and for pleasure" while also admitting that 

the educational purpose of the societies no longer existed.
368

 Shortly after, Ogren notes that 

literary societies followed in San Jose's footsteps. At Oshkosh for example, the all-female 

Alethean society dispensed with an educational meeting in order to attend a basketball game. In 

New York, the Agonian Society at Geneseo replaced the study of modern authors with the study 

of sisterhood, which Ogren reported that members explained was "after all, our chief sorority 

aim." Ogren provides several additional examples of this trend across normal campuses and 

notes that the complete transformation of literary societies into sororities and fraternities took 

less than a decade.
369

 

 Ogren also discusses how state normal schools embraced "the cult of football that reigned 

at colleges and universities" aligning themselves more closely with other institutions of higher 
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learning.
370

 Though, as Ogren points out, normal schools participated in intercollegiate sports 

and competed with other normal schools, it was during the early twentieth century that the 

student body imitated "the spirit of pep that surrounded men's collegiate sports." At Oshkosh, for 

example, the student newspaper reported a "mass meeting" the night before a football game 

where students sang school songs in support of their team. According to Ogren, similar rallies 

took place at other normals, and in San Jose, student even formed a "Pep Society."
371

 The 

curricular adoptions combined with the changes in student societies and campus activities were 

signs that normal schools were slowly attempting align themselves more closely with other 

colleges and universities in the state. In the state of Iowa, it is worthy to note that only after the 

state university created a College of Education on its campus, that the State Normal School 

adopted a graded system of faculty rank which reflected structures in place at the State 

University. It also changed its name to the State Teacher’s College.   

 A close study of the faculty at both the state normal school and the state university 

revealed that the latter hired more faculty with a terminal degree than did the normal school. 

Additionally, faculty members hired at the state university obtained degrees from more reputable 

institutions such as Yale, Columbia, Johns Hopkins, among others. Most of the faculty at the 

state normal school obtained their degrees from other institutions in the state of Iowa including 

the state university, the state normal school, Cornell College, Coe College, and the Iowa College. 

It can be argued that the Iowa State Normal School simply preferred to hire faculty with 

extensive teaching experience rather than employing faculty with strong scholarly backgrounds. 

However, it may also be the case that the hiring of teachers from less prestigious institutions was 

directly related to the meager financial resources and sparse funds available for teacher salaries. 
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Consistently, since its inception, the Iowa State Normal School received significantly lower 

appropriations from the state when compared with the appropriations given the State University 

and Agricultural College. In 1879 the state approved annual appropriations in the amount 

$20,000 for building and maintaining the institution in Iowa City. In 1881, it appropriated 

another $30,000 for a medical building, and then again in 1884,, appropriated an additional 

$45,000 for the construction of another new building. Ten years later, the total annual 

appropriations from the state to the state university amounted to $125,000 including $50,000 for 

a chemistry lab. By 1892, the state of Iowa appropriated around $315,000 for the institution, and 

by 1900 that number had nearly doubled.
372

 

 In 1864, four years after the state first established The College of Agriculture and 

Mechanic Arts in Ames, it had appropriated $110,000 for equipment and building maintenance, a 

library, and other expenses of the institution. In 1868 the state appropriated another $12,000 for 

professors houses, $10,000 for a steam heat system, $10,000 for college buildings, and another 

$3,000 for "additional expenses." In the 1870s, the state gave the agricultural college tens of 

thousands of dollars in appropriations for the purpose of expanding the campus' main building, 

boarding cottages, to build a mechanical and civil engineering program, and the erection of an 

experimental station. By 1900, the state appropriated nearly $400,000 for the institution.
373

 

 The Iowa State Normal School was not so fortunate in receiving adequate funding from 

the state. When it first opened its doors, the state only appropriated $14,500 for the purpose of 

"putting the property in order and to prepare for the students." In 1878, the state allotted $13,500 

for building a library, substantially less than the $50,000 it gave to the Agricultural college for 

the same purpose. In the next few years, the state appropriated several thousand dollars for 
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buildings and facilities, the erection of a boarding house, and the building of a dormitory for 

women. By 1893, almost twenty years since the school opened, the state had contributed less 

than $70,000 for the advancement of the institution. As the student body continued to grow, the 

need for additional space became more desperate. In 1894, the normal school requested $75,000 

in appropriations to construct new buildings on campus. The state only approved $30,000. 

Considering what little financial resources the school had available for maintaining facilities and 

providing appropriate resources for its faculty and students, funds available to pay teacher 

salaries were likely just as limited. Due to this fact, teachers who accepted positions with the 

state normal school were most likely paid very little when compared to teachers who accepted 

positions with the state university or the agricultural college. In light of this issue, though the 

state normal school did, to a certain extent, prefer to hire professors with strong teaching 

backgrounds, it was probably difficult for them to attract professors with extensive research 

training.
374

 

 Chapter four explains the process of adopting a graded system of professorial rank and 

the establishment of department leadership. According to Christopher J. Lucas, toward the end of 

the nineteenth century, many colleges and universities began experimenting with elaborate 

hierarchical systems of academic rank “starting at the bottom with instructors and ascending to 

assistant professors, then associate professors, and finally, full professors.”
375

 At the university of 

Chicago under President Harper, they ranked their faculty even more specifically by using titles 

such as readers, lecturers, docents, assistants, associates, instructors for teachers who were 

employed with the institution part time or on a temporary basis.
376

 As time progressed, more 
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colleges began to follow suit, adopting similar structures for ranking their faculty, including the 

University of Iowa and the University of Michigan.  

 State normal schools had titles for their faculty as well, but prior to 1908 at the State 

Normal School in Iowa, the titles given to faculty indicated something else entirely, other than 

academic rank. Faculty at Iowa’s state normal had titles, but they merely indicated how long the 

teacher had served the institution. Due to increasing levels of faculty tension which resulted from 

nonexistent department leadership, Homer Seerley recommended to the Board of Trustees to 

adopt a graded system of faculty rank similar to system used by the State University. By 1909, 

the state normal school distinguished faculty by rank listing each member in the course catalog 

as a department chair, professor, assistant professor, instructor, or assistant.   In order to function 

better, the institution at Cedar Falls succumbed to mimetic pressures and adopted changes in 

order to be viewed as a desirable institution of higher learning.  

 Chapter five highlights the presence of regulative pressures that compelled the State 

Normal School to change its system of governance. Before 1909, three separate boards governed 

the three public higher education institutions in the state of Iowa (The State University, The State 

Normal School, and the College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts) Due to inaccurate financial 

records submitted by all three institutions; the State Board of Control hired a committee they 

named The Whipple Committee to investigate financial matters at each school.  They uncovered 

poor management on the part of each institution, and discovered many flaws associated with the 

governing structure of state’s higher education system. The committee therefore concluded the 

official business organization methods used by each institution to be ineffective, and 

recommended that state create one managing board which could undertake the governance of all 

three schools and regulate matters of finance. Despite misgivings on the part of the normal 
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school, the state university, and the college of mechanic arts, the state elected members to newly 

formed State Board of Education in 1909. The Normal Board of Trustees was required to 

surrender all of their governing power to The State Board of Education. Regulative pressures 

from the state compelled the State Normal School to comply with the changes and adopt a new 

system of governance.  

 Chapter six uncovers the process behind adopting a new title for the school in Cedar 

Falls. According to Christopher Lucas, criticisms of normal schools had been mounting steadily 

since the 1880s, and “it reached a crescendo of sorts just after the turn of the century, when no 

one, or so it seemed, had good things to say about them.”
377

 Lucas also suggests that normal 

schools never fully succeeded in providing a reliable supply of high-quality classroom teachers, 

educating only a very small percent of teachers who currently taught in the nation’s public 

elementary schools. He also noted that “successive name changes over time pointed to their 

evolution in an entirely new direction.”
378

 Shortly after the University of Iowa began its 

department of education, other colleges and universities such as the University of Michigan and 

Johns Hopkins University followed suit and added departments of the science and art of 

teaching. By 1893, several major universities including the University of Minnesota, the 

University of California, Northwestern, and Columbia University had adopted either a chair, a 

department, or at least a set of courses in pedagogy or related coursework in teacher education.
379

 

Eventually, the addition of these departments on university campuses led more state normal 

schools to gradually eliminate their one or two-year course of study and replaced it with a four-

year course of study leading to the baccalaureate degree. According to author James Fraser, as 

more normal schools granted baccalaureate degrees, questions emerged concerning the equality 
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of these degrees when compared with the academic degrees granted by other colleges and 

universities.
380

 As a consequence, normal schools became teacher’s colleges, hoping to eliminate 

the stigmas associated normal schools regarding the quality of their academic work. The state of 

Iowa provides an example of this trend. The story behind the name change at the Iowa State 

Normal School revealed the true intent behind the name change including elevating the school’s 

status by eliminating its association with the word “normal” and all that it had come to represent. 

Seerley openly discussed that the name change movement originated from the faculty’s desire to 

qualify for retirement packages under the Carnage Foundation of Education Advancement. 

However, over the course of the movement, Seerley admitted in letters his desire to remove the 

word normal, and the negative connotations associated with it, from the title of the school. By 

adopting the new title of “Teachers College” Seerley hoped to gain elevated status for his school 

and be recognized for the work the school conducted in training of teachers.  Though the 

potential of a name change was met with resistance by some parties, including the State 

University of Iowa, the General Assembly approved the name change. In April of 1909, the 

school went from being The State Normal School of Iowa to the State Teachers College of Iowa.  

 

An Example of Isomorphism  

 As noted in Chapter 1, many cities used their high schools to train teachers for their 

public schools. As a result, the high school complicated the normal school problem. Though 

Seerley acknowledged the role of high schools in training teachers, he was adamant that his 

institution offered something different from, and better than, what the high schools offered their 

potential teacher candidates. Unlike city high schools, his teacher’s college conferred a degree. 

The degree of bachelor of arts in education distinguished teacher college graduates from those 
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students who completed their teacher training in high school. By offering a bachelor’s degree in 

education, the state normal school separated itself from the high school. By adding the degree, it 

also aligned itself more closely with the other institutions of higher education in the state.  

 John W. Meyer and Brian Rowan hypothesized that organizations in a particular field 

adopt innovations that field views as good and desirable. Organizations do this in part because 

they too want to make sure they are similar to leading organizations in order to maintain 

legitimacy and gain resources. This process of change is called Isomorphism. 

  Faced with the choice of emanating institutional trends at other institutions of higher 

learning or perhaps ceasing to exist entirely, the state normal school of Iowa slowly adopted 

structures in place at Iowa’s state university. The story of the state normal school in Cedar Falls, 

Iowa is an example of how isomorphic pressures forced the institution to adopt changes in order 

to stay afloat. According to isomorphic theory, had the state normal school failed to adopt the 

new logics of governments that took hold in the field of higher education, it simply could have 

ceased to exist. However,  

 The state normal school persisted because it underwent transformations to align itself 

with templates in the field of education that were rewarded. Some examples of the “templates” 

included having graded systems of faculty rank, conferring Bachelor of Arts degrees, and having 

a title which designated the school as a college or university.  

 In their study The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective 

Rationality in Organizational Fields, Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell theorized that 

“organizations are rewarded for being similar to other organization in their fields.”
381

 They also 

discussed how this similarity made it easier for organizations “to be acknowledged as legitimate 
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and reputable, and to fit into administrative categories that define eligibility for public and 

private grants and contracts.”
382

 By complying with mimetic and coercive isomorphic pressures, 

The Iowa State Normal School was able to successfully transition into The State Teacher’s 

College of Iowa and remain an institution of higher education.  

 While this study represents only one school, it is an informative tale on the process of 

isomorphism and the effects of institutional dynamics on teacher training programs. This study is 

not suggesting that this story represents a road map of how every state normal school 

transitioned into a teacher’s college. It does imply that state normal schools changed due to the 

fact that their legitimacy was threatened. As a result, they were pressured to adjust the ways in 

which they operated. The state normal schools which persisted underwent transformations to 

align themselves with the template that was rewarded by the organizational field of higher 

education.  

 

Limitations to this Study and Future Research 

 There are a few limitations to this study, most of which are realted to the research used to 

develop the story of how isomorphism affected the state normal school and the processes of 

change which occurred in those institutions. One limitation is that it employs the use of historical 

documents from only two institutions; the University of Northern Iowa (the ISNS) and The 

University of Iowa (the state university).  Specifically, this study focused mainly on comparing 

the Iowa State Normal School with The State University and how the normal school aligned 

itself with the department of education at the University of Iowa. The insights that came out of 

this study could be strengthened and supported further if it had incorporated the histories of other 

state normal schools. Greater observations concerning the process of change may have occurred 

                                                           
382

 Ibid., p. 153 



184 
 

had this study employed the use of documents from other state normal school archives.  

Additionally, by including the experiences of other state normal schools in this study, 

commonalities between each of the state normal schools may have existed which might have 

changed the conclusion.  

 An interesting area for future research would be a comparison of the histories of several 

state normal schools and their experiences during their period of transition. This type of study 

may reveal commonalities among states and state normal schools which could provide an 

additional element to the story presented in this study. It might also be worthy to incorporate the 

stories of state normal schools which eventually closed to understand why they were 

unsuccessful. Did their demise occur simply because they refused to incorporate changes 

occurring during the period in question? Exploring the process behind the disappearance of 

normal schools could also add an additional element to the history of these institutions.  

 Another limitation is that the historical account of this study stops in 1913. Following this 

transitional period the State Teacher’s College changed its name again 1961 to The Northern 

Iowa State College, and then again in 1967 to The University of Northern Iowa. Had this study 

incorporated information pertaining to the period of transition that occurred in the sixties, it may 

have strengthened the conclusions posited by this account. A comparative analysis of the two 

periods may also provide additional information concerning the process of change. This leads to 

more research questions. How were the two transition periods different. What similarities existed 

between the two periods? What other adjustments did the institution in Cedar Falls have to make 

in order to successfully transition into a university? A study that focuses on this part of the 

history could add some interesting insights into the history of teacher education programs and be 

a strong piece to the puzzle.  
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 Whether or not such studies are framed using the context supplied in this research, the 

contribution to the history of normal schools this research hoped to make was to link the changes 

these institutions made to the process of isomorphism. State normal schools did become 

institutions which occupied a position in the field of higher education, either through becoming a 

state teachers college or a department of education on a university campus. Understanding how 

this transition occurred provides historians as well as education leaders insight into how teacher 

education programs change to adapt to changing circumstances and gain additional resources.  
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