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AMERICAN EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH IN THE
DOMINIONS: MAKING THE CASE FOR DECEN-
TRALIZATION IN INTERWAR SOUTH AFRICA

Richard Glotzer

A surprising number of men in important positions in South
Africa have either studied in America or spent a period in
visiting American schools..These men have had the op-
portunity of reaping the harvest of American contributions
to educational advancement.

Professor Paul R. Mort, Teachers College, Colurhbia

The 1930s witnessed the beginnings of a critical examination
of centralized educational administration in the Dominions of the
British Commonwealth (South Africa, Australia, New Zealand and
Canada). This article, an abridged version of a longer study, describes
the efforts of a small network of educators, often with ties to Teach-
ers College, Columbia, Carnegie Corporation, and the international
progressive education movement, to promote a program for decen-
tralizing the administration of education in South Africa.

As an educational issue, administrative decentralization hardly
captured the public imagination. The landmark regional conferences
of the London based New Education Fellowship (NEF), an organiza-
tion dedicated to progressive education in Europe, and by extension,
the emerging democracies of the British Commonwealth, heightened
consciousness of small sections of the lay public in the Dominions,
but it was teachers who understood the issues most clearly. School
inspections, teacher training, appointments and promotions, setting
curriculum, all controlled by centralized bureaucracies, imposed irk-
some controls on teachers and schools. Centralized control assured
uniformed standards and access but left little room for innovation.
In the 1930s, progressive educators, while still emphasizing the child
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centered school with all its attendent issues, were also interested in
class issues, curriculum reform, and in the United states, “social re-
construction.?

Integral to the issue of control was the relation between various
levels of government and local communities in the financing of pub-
lic education. Britain would have no Commonwealth institute for edu-
cational research until the 1930s. The search for new ideas often
brought Commonwealth educators to North America.

In the 1920s Teachers College, Columbia University, emerged
as the preeminent American institution in the field of Educdtion.
Students from South Africa were among the first to attend the Col-
lege in large numbers, maintaining ties to the College through a well
organized alumni groupln the late 1920s this connection was rein-
forced by the College’s evolving relationship with New York’s
Carnegie Corporation. In 1923 Frederick Keppel, himself with long
standing ties to Columbia, assumed the Presidency of Carnegie Cor-
poration. James E. Russell, Teachers College’s distinguished Dean,
joined Keppel as his Special Assistant in 1926.

Keppel sought to broaden the Corporation’s “Special Fund”
work, then centered on Canadian higher education. In this Keppel
was encouraged by another New York philanthropy, the Phelps Stokes
Fund. Under Keppel's friend, Anselm Phelps Stokes, the Fund had
extended its interests in American Negro Education to Afri@aer
time, personal friendship and shared professional interests led to in-
formal cooperation. As Keppel wrote to Phelps-Stokes:

... I don’t see why you shouldn’t charge up Tanganyika
and Uganda to the Carnegie account. In fact, if you have
time to take a good look at the British Sudan on your way
north from Uganda, | don’t see why you shouldn’t charge
everything but your incidental visit to the Belgian Congo
on us...As to my own wanderings,it is British Guiana and
not New Guinea4.

Richard Glotzer
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In 1927-28 Russell visited Britain’s African and Pacific Do-
minions and ColoniesThe following year Keppel and Corporation
Secretary James Bertram retraced Russell's extensivé tour.

For Carnegie Corporation overseas development was uncharted
territory. Rural infrastructure, race relations and public education in
its broadest sense, were their usual concerns. Over fifty percent of
Americans lived in rural areas, sometimes under conditions as rudi-
mentary as those found on the South African Veld or Australian
Outback. The ameliorative impact of the automobile, telephone and
radio was relatively new, and the benefits accrued from boldly fash-
ioned educational legislation, were incremental and uneven. One room
schools existed less than an hours drive from New York City. It is not
surprising then that when Keppel solicited project proposals in Cape
Town, he was taken with an outline for a comprehensive study of
South Africa’s white poor, which the Corporation subsequently
funded. The outline was drawn up by E.G. Malherbe, a tenth genera-
tion Afrikaner and a Teachers College Ph.D. who had recently joined
the Education Faculty of the University of Cape Town (1924).

The findings of the Poor White Commission was published in
September of 1932 amidst growing economic depression. What
Keppel had endorsed in 1927 as a social science inquiry, now stood
as a highly charged political document, demonstrating how in this
“white man’s country”, Afrikaners bore the brunt of [white] economic
discrimination. With [white] unemployment edging up to 300,000,
national debate on the Commission’s Report soon followed. Nine-
teen thirty-four saw two major “poor white” conferences. The first, a
large international affair, was sponsored by the NEF. (Malhebe was a
founder of the South African NEF.) Carnegie Corporation paid the
travel expenses of Mabel Carney, John Dewey, and Harold Rugg,
from Teachers College. All three, particularly Dewey and Rugg, had
ties to the U.S. based Progressive Education Association (FHEAJ.
in two sites and with over 4000 delegates, the conference put South
Africa on the map as a country that was serious about progressive
education. In October the Poor Relief Council of the Federated Dutch
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Reformed Churches, held its own Volkskongres in Kimberely. This
conference, less glamorous than the NEF, was to have more serious
conseqguences since is was recognized as an important milestone in
the coalescing of Afrikaner nationalism.

Malherbe, the principal investigator [and author] of the Educa-
tion volume of the Commission’s report, was awarded a Carnegie
Travel Grant for 1933 to investigate issues that had arisen during his
“poor white” field researcF. His grant proposal, written in August
of 1932, was surprisingly informal, suggesting how his relationship
with Keppel had progressétAt Keppel's urging he investigated
poor whites in the American South as well as school finance in the
U.S.A. and Canada. Malherbe’s former Teachers College Office mate,
Paul Mort, accompanied him to Canatla.

By the early 1930s Mort, like Malherbe, was developing into
one of the more prominent educators of his generation. Mort had
began his teaching career at 16 in a one room school in Indiana. After
completing a B.A. degree at 21, he was employed as a high school
principal and superintendent. Recruited by Dean Russell in 1920,
Mort came to Teachers College, Columbia, completing an M.A. in
1922, and Ph.D. in 1924. After completing his dissertafibe,mea-
surement of Educational Need: A Basis for Distribution of State Aid,
Mort was asked to join the Teachers College fadgilty.

By the 1930s Paul Mort was one of the foremost American au-
thorities on the financing of public education. He was particularly inter-
ested in the methods by which states with substantial variations in wealth
and population could provide basic school programs that were of equal
guality. The first decades of the century had demonstrated that simply
providing funds through some centralized source did not take into ac-
count such complexities as the desire for local control of schools and the
unique needs and conditions of school districts. Money by itself did not
necessarily motivate districts to experiment with adjusting to new edu-
cational methods and ideas. There was no one formula for achieving
what had become known as “equation.”

Richard Glotzer
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Mort’s ideas on school finance were in part based on the earlier
contributions of Ellwood P. Cubberley, Robert Haig, and his gradu-
ate school advisor, George D. Strayer. Like his predecessors, Mort
believed that state’s should provide educational opportunities with
some minimum level of education common to all localitteState
and local taxes should be used to fund such programs, with local tax
rates adjusted in relation to the economic circumstances of a com-
munity. Mort was also a strong advocate of a federal role in funding
public educatior® Just as within states there were communities with
wide disparities in the ability to support education so were there poor
and wealthy states. While the Strayer-Haig model of equalization,
developed in the mid-1920s, stressed equalization and basic founda-
tion programs, Mort’s advances on this model stressed local initia-
tives and the identification of key districts (usually wealthy ones)
upon which the local contribution of other districts could bé®set.

Having developed a means by which an acceptable minimum
school program could be measured, Mort sought to develop an ob-
jective means by which states could determine appropriate levels of
funding for equalization programs. His mature ideas were set out in
two important booksState Support for Public Educati¢h933), and
Federal Support for Public Educatiqii936). Mort’s research had
shown that sparsely populated school districts were required to oper-
ate small schools spread over wide areas. Such districts could not
achieve the economies of scale provided by larger schools, and school
consolidation was not always possible. (Less populated districts might
actually require more teachers than more populated ones.) By devel-
oping complex sets of regression equations, Mort was able to statis-
tically estimate teacher/pupil ratios based on school attendance and
size. He developed separate equations for primary and secondary
schools, and found that a district could compute the average number
of teachers it would requifé Thus the “weighting” of pupils in de-
termining the number of teachers needed gradually became a basic
component of determining an equalization formula.

Malherbe had long encouraged Mort to consider visiting South
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Africa. Director of National Bureau of Educational and Social Re-
search since 1929, he could offer Mort the opportunity to observe
how equalization and innovation might proceed under different so-
cial and governmental conditions. In early 1935 Mort drafted a pro-
posal for an exploratory study, matching up-to-date schools in Ameri-
can and South African communities. Initially rejected by Carnegie’s
outside reviewer as unclear and too unwieldy, Mort was brought into
the review process and his second proposal was accé hiienit
would compare how locally controlled and financed schools and cen-
trally financed and controlled schools maintained minimum academic
programs, and how each engaged in innovation to meet new educa-
tional needs. The central issue for Mort involved determining the
effect of local social effort on schools.

Awarded a $5000 grant, Mort arrived in South Africa in March,
1936. His visits to schools in the Union’s four provinces gave him a
first hand look at South African Education as well as necessary em-
pirical foundation for theorizing. Mort visited 47 schools, recorded
110 interviews and surveyed administrative and supervisory person-
nel. He began a survey of educational literature and tackled the prob-
lem of constructing comparable units for measuring [white] school
expenditure$?®

The findings of Mort’s work were published in book form as
Adaptability of Public School Systeifi®©38)%° Designed to be the
prototype for a series of studies involving the Dominions, the book is
awkward to follow?* Mort would have done well to stress the tenta-
tive, experimental nature of the research. While the emphasis is on
theory, comparisons are made between the U.S. states discussed (New
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, and Delaware) and
the four provinces of South Africa. Of the dominions, Mort claimed
South Africa provided “..the most satisfactory conditions for the ini-
tial study.”

Like other Teachers College, Columbia, faculty who were in-
terested in South Africa, Mort saw the country’s development as simi-

Richard Glotzer
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lar to the United Stated.lt is noteworthy that irAdaptability..he
omits mention of the United States’ own parallel universe of segre-
gation - the South. (Both Delaware and North Carolina practiced for-
mal segregation in education.) Mort no doubt foresaw the difficulties
inherent in discussing the race question. One could hardly speak of
adaptation or equalization in South Africa’s “native scho#ish

the American South, advocates of state’s rights were hostile to ad-
vancing a federal role in equalization, fearing a closer look at the
structure of southern education, particularly its racial agpadio-

cacy of a similar system for South Africa would suggest a preference
for a uniform “native education” policy, itself a volatile issue. What-
ever Mort’s intentions, the result was to leave the impression that the
two societies were similar and were confronting similar problems.

The central question of the “Adaptability” study concerns de-
termining the circumstances under which school systems were will-
ing to integrate either individual adaptations, or adaptation itself, as
part of their structure. In the context of the school, adaptation was
meant to mean “..the sloughing off of outmoded purposes and prac-
tices by school systems and the taking on of new ones to meet new
needs.? The study attempted to illustrate how variations in method
of support, control and size, influenced communities or school dis-
tricts to innovate over a range of issues.

Mort’s work was well received in South Africa, and some inter-
esting findings did emerge. Mort was particularly intrigued by the
apparent ability of South African schools to engage in innovation
and adaptation without a strong local tax base and he wanted to ex-
amine this finding more closely. In an expanded second proposal
written in 1936-37, Mort was assured of closer cooperation from the
provincial education departmeritsThe Council of Provincial Ad-
ministrators recommended school inspectors be assigned to work with
the investigating team. There were also assurances of logistical sup-
port. Such assurance were most useful, since the Provincial Depart-
ments, critical of Mort’'s emphasis on urban schools, wanted the study
to include a rural sample involving substantial traveling distances
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and greater expengéln the end Mort proposed comparing 40 urban
communities in South Africa with 120 matched communities in the
United States; There would also to be a matched sample of rural
schools®

In this expanded study, Mort would bring three research assis-
tants (“field workers”) to South Africa for six months, and hire an
additional seven in the United states for another six months. He would
also have the personal services of an additional assistant for twenty
months. The provinces were each to appropriate £500 ($2500) to cover
the costs of a school inspector visiting the United States for four
months of field training® And Malherbe was to take leave from
NBESR? It was a grand plan and expensive.

Mort’s initial budget of $75,500, with a completion date of June
1938, was too rich for Keppel’'s blo&tThe Corporation’s Blue Sheet,
the record of the Mort/Keppel budget interview, is cryptic; “What he
has in mind..is a $75,000 joB” A $62,700 budget followed, with
scaled back plans for six months of field work and a completion date
of June, 1939 The financial aspect aside, Keppel worried about
public opinion. Carnegie interest in African welfare and education
had been viewed as foreign meddling. By the mid 1930s the Corpo-
ration was anxious about political trends in South Africa. White eth-
nic conflict and government intransigence on African rights, seemed
to Keppel, to court disaster. Australia and New Zealand, of increas-
ing strategic importance to Britain and the United States, were be-
coming more attractive for Corporation wéfkA groundwork had
been laid by Russell's 1928 visit.

. . . here is a great continent which is bound to play a
great role in world affairs as affecting the Pacific. It is
blood brother to us and will always be a “white man’s
country”. It is trying out problems in democracy
which..must inevitably be an example to us. It is an inte-
gral part of a ring around the Pacific beginning with Canada
and our West Coast and running on to Hawaii, New

Richard Glotzer
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Zealand, Australia and the Philippines. We can't ignore it
without lose.. The time is ripe for closer contacts and the
safest way is through educational agenées.

Within Australia and New Zealand, the Corporation’s chief as-
sociates, Frank Tate and Kenneth Cunningham, functioned in much
the same way as their South African counterparts. They worked
through an educational body, the Australian Council for Educational
Research (ACER), established in 1930. Like the University of
London’s Institute of Education, established in 1932, and headed by
Fred Clarke after 1936, ACER received Carnegie support.

In early 1936, as Mort prepared for his research in South Af-
rica, his colleague, Isaac Kandel, Director of Teacher’s Colleges’ In-
ternational Institute, embarked for a half year study of Education in
Australia and New Zealand. As Kandel went about his work, Ken-
neth Cunningham, a Teachers College alumnus, inspired by his ex-
perience at the South African NEF Conference, arranged to make
New Zealand and then Australia, sites for regional NEF conferences
in 1937. Kandel was a featured speaker at both venues, with Teach-
ers College and the PEA also represented by Edmund deS. Brunner
and Harold Rugg. At the Australian NEF Malherbe introduced his
research with Mort He was gauging public reaction.

In early 1938 Mort awaited word on his proposal. Encouraged
by growing interest in his work, he was optimistic. Still Keppel hesi-
tated, put off by the substantial cost and anxiety about a rapidly dete-
riorating world situation. In the end it was an assessmeftiapt-
ability.., prepared by a Corporation associate, and President of the
PEA, William Carson Ryan, that decided the issue. The review was
prepared for Trustee Walter Jessup:

You ask me about Mort and Cornell's “Adaptability of
Public Schools Systems”, which | have just read. | answer
with some reluctance, because starting out with a bias in
favor of both Mort and Teachers College, | am distressed
with what | find. The book seems to me incredibly Fad.
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A careful reading of Ryan’s review suggests that it was the
review, as much as Mort's experimental work, that missed the mark.
Adaptability..would have been unsettling to anyone expecting con-
ventional educational research. Mort himself, had struggled to clarify
basic concepts. Although no formal letter survives in the Carnegie
Archives, Mort’s proposal was apparently tabled, ending any hope of
continuing the project.

If Mort’s pioneering work failed to get beyond the exploratory
stage, his research and preliminary findings stimulated discussion
and introduced new ideas. In time, Mort’s ideas on school finance
and control would find their way into educational vocabularies in all
the Dominions. Writing Malherbe on the occassion of Mort's pass-
ing, Teachers Colleges’ William S. Vincent noted that he had “..gained
the impression that one of the most important experiences he [Mort]
ever had was was his visit to South Afri€a.

Were Carnegie sponsored efforts early signatures of American
intellectual and cultural expansion? The Carnegie presence in Britain’s
interwar Empire/Commonwealth defies easy characterization, espe-
cially in this short space. Anglo-American rivalries were often subtle,
and mediated by such shared notions as the preeminence of [white]
Anglo-Saxon Culture, and its “responsibilities” to less developed
peoples. Progressive education, nested in the context of technologi-
cally advanced industrial democracies, provided another set of medi-
ating values. By the late 1930s the Dominions of the Commonwealth
were more preoccupied with the dangers of fascism and the prospect
of world war than Anglo-American rivalries. The sunset of the Brit-
ish Empire and ascent of a Pax Americana still lay in the future.

State University of New York, Oneonta
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