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  History of Progressive Education in Winnetka  
We are so glad to talk with you this morning about Progressive Education.  It is our district’s 
philosophy.  It is our passion.  It is our guiding principal as we teach your children each and every day. 
As we gathered information for this presentation, we borrowed generously from Gazette articles by 
Susan Whitcomb, William Meuer and Jan Tubergen as well as the “Philosophy in Brick” display co-
authored by our very own Eva Tarini! 
 
Education has always been important to the Winnetka community.  To understand the foundation of 
our schools - progressive education - it is important to start at the beginning. 
 

  1 Room School House  
It is October 1, 1859. A one-room schoolhouse has just opened on the southeast corner of Maple and 
Elm.  The teacher was paid $20 a month and taught 25 students, which was one quarter of the 
population.  She taught all ages and subjects as well as lit the fire in the morning and swept the floors 
at night.  Mostly likely, her pupils were children of newly-arrived immigrants who did not speak 
English.   
 

  Desks bolted in a Row  
The curriculum was based on the Chicago Public Schools, which was traditional schooling consisting 
of rote learning – “lockstep” with all children marching through subject textbooks all together in class.  
The environment and form of education was so rigid, with the teacher leading drills and hearing 
recitations, that even the desks were bolted to the floor.  If students misbehaved, they were harshly 
punished. 
 
  



 Industrialization  
At this same time, after the end of the Civil War, the United States was experiencing rapid 
industrialization and undergoing the transition from an agricultural to an urbanized society. Cities such 
as Chicago tripled in population due to the enormous influx of laborers, largely European immigrants, 
who flocked here to work in the growing factories. The progressive movement was a response to these 
changes.  Its leaders campaigned against business monopolies, inferior working conditions and 
government corruption, and called for economic and social reform. 
  
 
 

Progressive Education 
The mission of the progressive movement was to create a society of informed and active citizens.  
 

  Parker and Dewey  
Around this time, Chicago had become a laboratory for new thinking. Colonel Francis Parker did 
pioneering work at two experimental schools in Chicago. At the root of his new methods was the idea 
that learning should derive from a child’s natural curiosity. The ideal classroom should be a democratic 
community where everyone had a say, and all felt comfortable and successful. A teacher was more 
facilitator than task master.  
 

  Progressive Education Movement  
Parker collaborated with the writer, philosopher and education reformer John Dewey, who founded the 
University of Chicago Lab School. Dewey believed in learning that was both active and experiential. 
Children came to school to do things: learning arithmetic would come from measuring ingredients in 
cooking or calculating the time it would take to get from one place to another by mule. 
 
In the 1910’s, some community members, who had been schooled in the east, met to discuss the 
possibility of creating a private school in Winnetka where the standard of education was as rigorous as 
the schools in the east.  At the  meeting, however, there were some who were more interested in 
creating a public school that would meet these standards; a school that would be free and open to 
everyone. 
 
Enter Carleton Washburne. 
 



  Carleton Washburne 
One of the students exposed to Parker’s new model of education was Carleton Washburne.  Born in 
Chicago, Washburne grew up in a family that placed a high value on education.  In particular, 
Washburne’s mother, Marion Foster, wrote and lectured on child development.  She edited Parker’s 
educational magazine and was well acquainted with John Dewey.  Carleton Washburne attended 
Parker’s Chicago Institute for three years in the early grades. Washburne’s education and early 
teaching experiences were directly influenced by Dewey and Parker.   Under such influences, 
Washburne developed very clear ideas about children and education: 
 

Children learn things that have meaning for them.  They base their learning on experience…Children 
have an inborn, natural desire to learn… 
They want lots of knowledge–look at the number of questions they ask.  But they want knowledge that 
they can somehow use, in their work or play or understanding of the world around them.    Carleton 
Washburne 

 
Carleton Washburne was hired as Winnetka Public Schools Superintendent in 1919.  In his first year as 
Superintendent, Winnetka residents had many questions about Washburne’s “individualized learning 
system” being used as the primary teaching method. The Winnetka Talk instituted a question and 
answer column titled “School Problems” so Washburne could address parent concerns. Here 
Washburne defined his system simply: “The individualized learning system allows each student to do 
each grade’s work at his or her own natural rate of progress, unhurried by those who are quicker and 
unhampered by those who are slower.” 
 

  District 36 schools  
A traditional school of the time emphasized memorization and did not encourage children to think 
critically.  In contrast, progressive schools introduced programs that nurtured the entire child:  
 
Progressive education is always concerned with the whole child - both as an individual and as a member of 
society.  It is therefore concerned with 

health and…emotional adjustment; 
self-fulfillment as a unique individual, having initiative and creativeness; 
acquisition of whatever knowledge and skill [are needed] for taking…part in the world;  
and development as a socially conscious, participating citizen of a democracy. 

Carleton Washburne  
Superintendent of The Winnetka Public Schools 

His application of progressive education principles created learning environments that “encourage 
spontaneity, variation, initiative, creative work and independent thinking.” Above all, schooling was to be 
child-centered and based on meaningful experiences, and instruction was to be individualized to 
accommodate different learning styles. 



In his previous work, Washburne recognized that just because two children were the same age, they 
did not progress at the same rate in every subject. When teachers realized that there was a actual range 
of four years of readiness within any given classroom, teachers developed individualized learning 
materials in the core subjects; these eventually became known as “workbooks.” After a few years, 
formal grades were dropped in favor of “goal cards” which recorded each student’s progress against 
his or her goals.  
 

  Teachers as Researchers  
Washburne thought it was important to use research to inform new practices. When teachers were 
presented with a problem that was not addressed by current research, they took it upon themselves to 
do their own and publish the results for the benefit of all educators. Washburne established a research 
department to assess the effectiveness of curricula and teaching methods. The results of this research 
were presented in over 100 articles published in education journals during Washburne’s 24-year tenure 
as Superintendent.  
 

  The Winnetka Plan  
The system became known worldwide as the “Winnetka Plan” and a multitude of educators came to 
visit the Winnetka schools.   Today, each strand of the curriculum revisited and revised every 5 years 
by teams of teachers and administrators. 
 
Beyond classroom work, Washburne encouraged teachers to help children to develop special interests 
to stimulate their creativity and give them a sense of social responsibility. “Student Corporations” 
offered hands-on experience with the real world: a livestock corporation bred rabbits, guinea pigs, 
hamsters and chickens to sell; a dishwasher’s union serviced the school cafeteria in exchange for free 
lunch; and a student credit union lent money while charging interest fees. 
 

  Superintendent Washburne 
Washburne’s philosophy of education was “living.” He states in much of his writing that education 
methods must continue to change along with children and the world they live in. 
  

 “Education consists of helping children to develop in a way that is personally and socially satisfying. It 
consists therefore of providing the environment and opportunities, the stimuli and the guidance, that will 
satisfy both the needs of the growing individual and the needs of the complex, changing society of 
which he is an integral part.”  



Washburne’s tenure as superintendent left an indelible mark on education in Winnetka.  Among the 
hallmarks of his administration, Washburne: 

• Fostered a curriculum of individualized instruction, creative activities, independent study, and research. 
• Enlisted faculty to develop student materials and established the Winnetka Educational Press to publish 

these educational texts. 
• Created an educational research department. 
• Established a guidance center. 
• Introduced a nursery school for two and three-year-olds. 
• Founded the Winnetka Graduate Teachers’ College (1932–1954) in collaboration with Flora J. Cooke 

(Headmistress, Francis W. Parker School, Chicago, 1901-1934) and Perry Dunlap Smith (Headmaster, 
North Shore Country Day School, Winnetka, 1919-1954).  

Since Washburne’s departure from Winnetka in 1943, both progressive education methods and District 
36 have continued to evolve.  
 

Progressive Education at Crow Island School 
That’s the history, here’s what it looks like now at Crow Island. 
 

 WACOL Document  
WACOL stands for Winnetka:  A Community of Learners, the guiding philosophy of education in our 
community. The WACOL document is a vision statement prepared by a task force that studied and 
reflected on the philosophy of The Winnetka Public Schools and the values of the students, teachers, 
parents, and residents it serves. It was first published in 1985 and the most recent edition was created 
in 1999 and revised in 2009.  
 
It states: "We are a dynamic community of learners committed to respecting childhood, challenging the 
intellect, nurturing creativity, fostering reflection, encouraging action, and exploring possibilities for the future. 
We believe that a developmental, child-centered approach to education is the most effective way to meet the 
needs of our students and the high level of expectations we set for them. We are guided by a set of beliefs 
embedded in a culture that honors tradition, reflects on transitions, and makes choices about transformations." 
 
 

  3 Themes of the WACOL Document  
We focus on three themes in the document:   
1)  Teaching, Learning and Thinking 
2)  Respecting Childhood 
3)  Democracy and Community 



  Teaching, Learning, and Thinking  
The first theme of the WACOL Document is Teaching, Learning, and Thinking. These are 
interconnected processes that involve students, teachers, and parents.  The important parts are the 
ability to understanding the meaning and value of a subject or activity, to see it in its larger context, 
and to acquire and apply knowledge.  
 
 

    Environments  
We create Environments that support and challenge the child, with learning experiences that are 
participatory and experiential, environments the help facilitate children’s learning and thinking.  
 
Brain and Intelligence research supports and challenges current practice which enhances our 
curriculum planning and instruction as we strive to Understand Learning and Thinking. 
 
 

    Developmental Learning  
We believe that learning is more efficient and effective when instruction is organized and presented in 
a manner that is compatible with Developmental Learning stages of children.  
 
Learning takes place most effectively when children are challenged by genuine problems associated 
with their interests. Hands-on activities, varied explanations and demos, connections to real world 
issues are key to our philosophy. Skills and concepts are introduced and reinforced appropriately.   
 
Our second graders study Winnetka. For this unit, they draw pictures of their homes and school, learn 
about the history of Winnetka, study maps and find their houses and important Winnetka buildings, 
take a trolley tour, and work together to build a model of Winnetka.  
 
 



    Integrated Learning  
Integrated Learning in units of study foster higher order thinking and creativity while emphasizing 
subject matter. Learning is organized around questions, problems, and projects. We invite students to 
think deeply about issues and subject matter and help them understand ideas from the inside out. It is 
optimal for children to have these types of experiences because they are more invested in their 
learning. 
 
 

   Understanding Technology  
Understanding the possibilities in Technology and developing the ability to make productive and 
ethical choices in a technological environment require intellectual and social skills that have their 
foundation in the basic curriculum. 
 
 

    Experiential Learning  
We believe that Experiential Learning, with direct contact with places, events, people, and material is 
essential to cognitive and emotional development.  The Winnetka study and so many other units and 
activities fit here too. 

For example, in third grade, students do more than just learn about Pioneers. We ask students to think 
deeply about the early development of our country. They start by studying the Woodland and Plains 
Native American tribes, then travel through history as they learn about colonial life, westward 
expansion, and pioneer settlements. The year-long study incorporates reading, writing, art, music, 
dance, and science. Field trips to Graue Mill and the Schoolhouse at the Grove enhance the curriculum. 
Hands-on experiences such as candle making, cooking, constructing hornbooks, and weaving on small 
looms offer added enrichment. The culmination is a memorable day spent in the Pioneer Room, role-
playing the activities of a pioneer family. Helping them prepare lunch that is cooked in the fireplace is 
an awe-inducing experience. 
 



   The Arts  
The Arts are fundamental to literacy, provide students with avenues for the expression of their 
intellect, creative imagination, and curiosity. The Arts are the voice of our humanity. There are so 
many facets to the day of your child here, so many chances to find an area of strength or a passion. 
 
 

    Assessment  
Children should have multiple opportunities to demonstrate what they know. An Assessment is a tool 
that provides a picture of the child in the process of being a learner. Assessment guides educational 
priorities. 
 
 

    Teachers  
When students work with and learn from individuals of character and intellect, they interact with role 
models whom they may wish to emulate. The time for learning is as important for teachers as for 
children. 
 
 

  Respecting Childhood  
The 2nd theme in the WACOL Document is Respecting Childhood  
We have the responsibility to honor and regard our children’s need for safety, the need to be 
understood, and the opportunity to express themselves. 
  



    Physical and Emotional Well-Being  
We value effort and diligence in academics. In addition, we are concerned with helping children 
become not only good learners but also good people. 
We work together to instill the attitudes, skills, and knowledge necessary for the Physical and 
Emotional Well-being of our children. 
School is a nurturing environment that encourages social as well as individual growth, a place where 
long-term, consistent relationships occur. Self Esteem and Confidence develops in the presence of 
objective standards, healthy competition, and a nurturing environment that encourages social as well as 
individual growth.  
Our schools are a place where long-term, Consistent Relationships occur, our goal of developing 
relationships guides our organizational structures.CI is a great place to be. In fact, if you know our 
song, it is the best school ever made. 

 
 

   Play and Exploration  
School is a place where opportunities and time for Play and Exploration are valued and sought. The 
use of play as both the work and language of the young child changes as children grow. In play, 
children practice the concrete processes that they will eventually internalize as abstract thought. Play 
and exploration are the media through which children can formulate and test their own ideas. 
 
 

  Democracy and Community  
The third theme in the WACOL Document is Democracy and Community. 
 
Education in a democracy promotes the attitudes, values, and skills needed to live in freedom. 
Communication, the interchange of knowledge, ideas, criticism, and advice in all of its diverse forms, 
is the bond that holds the fragile elements of democracy together. 
 



    Communication  
Communication is key. Each individual has the responsibility to listen, encourage, and impart ideas. 
Each individual has the right to be heard respectfully. In a democracy, individuals are encouraged to 
interpret and analyze, ask questions, challenge, make choices, think reflectively, and collaborate with 
others. 
 
 

    Developing Community  
We are deliberate and intentional about Developing Community. Children learn with and from one 
another in a caring community. This is not a school of ONE. An emphasis on collaborative problem 
solving is essential. 
Our Peace Power program has helped bring us all together with common goals, common language, and  
strategies to deal with positive and negative moments throughout the day. 
 
 

   Appreciation of Diversity  
It is imperative that students understand the modern world and the past, respect divergent cultures and 
traditions, exercise judgment, and gain perspective as appropriate to their age and experience.  
A sense of community and responsibility for others isn’t confined to the classroom. Students are 
helped to learn about life beyond themselves, beyond friends, beyond their community and beyond 
their own county. 

 

  Conclusion  
As a community, we dedicate ourselves to learn together, to recognize our collective strengths and 
individual differences; to seek to understand and accommodate each other; and to perpetuate the 
traditions and practices that have been the foundation of our district. We see education as a life long 
journey taken together. Our journey continues. 


