Chapter 5

ETHNIC PRESERVATION AND AMERICANIZATION:

THE ISSUE OF SWEDISH LANGUAGE
INSTRUCTION IN CHICAGO’S PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Anita QOlson Gustafson

he Swedish population in Chicago peaked in 1910, when nearly

117,000 Swedes and their children fived in a city of over two

million_pcople.” Most of these inunigrants came to Chicago
secking opportunity—for themselves and for their children. Onc of
the best ways for an immigrant’s child to advance was through
education, and the public schools of Chicago became a vehicle
through which immigrant children could learn English and imprqvc
their lives. The public schools in Chicago were a forum in which
many objectives intersected: the desire of many |\.\ti.v95 o we
immigrant children Americanized into good model cm’/cns;'thc
attempt of many imvmigrant children to fit in with the other American
children; and the hope of many parents to see their children succeed
in their new land while not losing sight of their traditional heritage.
In most cases, Swedish immigrants surrendered  control over
cdueation to the American expeits. But at the peak of their strength
m Chicago, the Swedes chose to wage a battle for Swadish language
in the public schools. .

The campaign by the Swedich conununity in Chicago to ||\lrndm>u
Swedish language classes in the public high schools, which began in
1911, provides a prime case study to examine the tension bc'lwcctn the
preservation of cthnic identity, on the one hand, and the desire to
cucceed in America, on the other. This tension undoubtedly was
evperienced not only by Swedes but by all immigrants fv.ho CSldl?-
lished themselves in Chicage and in other American cities. Th?s
essav explores the role of forcign languages in the Chicago pub'lu:
school system, with particular focus on the introduction of Swedish
as an elective course of study in the high schools, The way in which
the Swedish community campaigned vigorously for Swedish in the
cchools in 1911 and 1912, then backed away from their demands in
1917 when the nation was al war, reflects the divided loyalty of a
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people with o Swedich and an American identity

In the late naneteenth and early twenbieth conturies, Germans were
the larpest ethiie group in Chicago. Becanse of the size of the
Lertian commiutaity, German organizations ctfectively obbied the
Chicago Board of Education and convinced it to introduce German as
an elective subject i the public schools in 1865, Prior to that time,
the public schoels taught only the classical languages of Greek and
Latin.  The Germans hoped instruction in the German language
would help their children learn about their ethnic heritage.  The
Board of Education hoped that German instruction would make
public education atiractive to German immigrants in the city and
increase the liketihood that they would send their children to the
public schools, which would in turn increase the opportunities for the
school system 1o Americanize these foreigners.”

Diversity of the ethnic population changed the very nature of the
public schools and the educational philosophy of the board in
subsequent decades. Julia Wrigley notes that during the 1890« the
philosophy of the Chicago schools changed from "an ¢lite training,
center o that of mass agents of education for hundreds of thousands
of children, many of whom spoke tittle or no English™ “The numiber
of children studying German also grew dramatically. In 1870, eight
German teachers tanght 2,597 pupils; by 1892 these numbers had
grown to 242 teachers teaching 34,547 pupils, nearly a quarter of all
the children enrolled in Chicago’s schools! The public schools alwo
began to offer French as an optional modern language. The German
community did not take German language instruction for granted,
however - Whes in 1900 the wchool board threatened to cut hack
appropriations tor German instruction, it lobbied heavily to discour-
age such action.”  As a result, the schools continued to offer and
support German language instruction until the dynamics of World
War 1 led them to reconsider their position.

The Board of Education gradually added more language classes
to the school curriculum. Spanish was accepted as a course in the
public high schools at a meeting of the Board of Education on
September 6, 1809, At that same meeting, Polish leaders petitioned
the board to piovide instruction in the Polish language upon the
same bisis that German was being taught.” ‘The board did not accept
their petition, cven though the Poles were the third largest ethnic
group in the citv, behind the Germans and the Trish. Not until March
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S, 1911, more than a decade later, did the PPolish National AII_iancc
successfully pressure the Board of Education into .\II(»wmg: Polish to
be taught in the high schools. The Chicago schoo! ﬁx;xrrmlcngic‘nl,
Dr. Ella Flagg Young, recommended such action, giving thc.npmmn
that "any foreign language which is the medium of a gr(‘nt.lllgratllrc
<hould be offered in the public high schools where the public interest
is sufficiently great to make it likely that usc will be made of the
courses to be offered.” This action turned out to be extremely
important to the Swedish community, as it opened the way for
Swedish o be taught in the schools and gave communily lv.lfh'rs' the
incentive to launch a major campaign to sce that Swedish was
adopted in the public school curriculum * .

The most comprehensive study ol the Swedish language n: the
public high schools s Easther Chilstrom Meisner’s 1941 PheD
dissertation, "The Teaching of the Scandinavian Languages and
Literature in the United States.” According to Meixner’s research, the
first Swedish language instruction offered in American public schoqls‘
wae introduced in 1910 at South High School in Minneapolis.
Minncapolis recorded the greatest longevity of Swedish language
instruction, from 1910 to beyond 1941, when Meixner’s study ended.
Other Minnesota  towns such as Willmar, Cokato, Lindstrom,
Flenning, and Svea also introduced Swedish language instruclfun, n,s.
did Moline and Rockford, Ilinois, and Stanton, lowa. Meixner’s
curvev results indicate that Englewood and Lake View high sch(:)ols
in Chicago offered Swedish language classes from 1914 to 1917.° A
Joer examination of the Swedish press and the records of the Board
of Fducation shows that Swedish was in fact offered as an elective
subject in the Chicago public high schools from the fall of 1912
through the spring of 1917. .

e introduction of Swedish into the public high schools of
Chicago was achieved only through a carctully dc.'s‘ignud and
orchestrated campaign led by élite members of the Swedish commu-
nity. Two days betore the Chicago Board of Education approved the
introduction of Polish into the public schools and less than one year
atter Minneapohis mtroduced Swedishan the public schools, Frost W
Olson of Chicago began o ingquire about how the Minneapobs
Guedes’ successes could be duplicated in his city. Olson was the
cecrotary of the Swedish Historical Society of America, founded in
1905 and based in Chicago.  He wrote Dro AL AL Stomberg, the
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Professor of Scandinavian at the University of Minnesota and a leader
of the campaign for Swedish in the Minneapolis schools, secking his
advice. Olson wrote, "I believe it might be worth our while trying to
do here what you people did in your city. Any tips as to your mode
of procedure . .. would be welcome.™? His correspondence thus set
up a direct link between the Swedish communities of Chicago and
Minncapolis regarding Swedish in the public high schools,
Stomberg responded promptly to the request for information,
sending Olson strategic suggestions about waging a successful

campagn for !

rvedish e the schools. Fle fast of all suggested that
Swedes in Chicago try to get the mayoral candidates o promise to
appoint one or more Swedes to the Chicago Board of Education.
Even of this was not succeesstul, Stomberg, believed Olson and his
colleapaes still had o pood chance to have the Board of Fducation
accept their proposal. The key was to have the solid backing of the
entire Swedish community in Chicago. Stomberg wrote that "Our
petition came before the board with such backing, representing so
many individuals and socictics, that there was not a member of the
board that would have cared to oppose the proposition.”! Stomberg
recounted that the Minneapolis Swedes called a mass meeting of
Scandinavians who then appointed a committee to wage the cam-
paign.  The committee drew up a petition and solicited the broad-
based support of Swedish churches and organizations, whose officers
eventually signed the petition.  The committee then went to the
school board, having carefully sclected spokesmen who cach had a
particular point to emphasize.  Stomberg, commented that "I might
say that members of the school board told us afterwards that no
matter had ever been laid before them in so dignified and convincing
way as ours."?

The Chicago Swedes were very good students and closely
tollowed the advice of their Minncapolis cousins. Henry Henschen,
a Chicago Swede who was cashier of the State Bank of Chicago as
well as Acting Consul of Sweden, took the lead role in the campaign
for Swedish in the Chicago schools. Two-and-a-half-weeks after
Stombery wrote his letter of advice, the Swedinh newapaper Soencka
Amerthanaren reported that Henschen called a0 meeting, regarding,
Swedish in the schools for members of the Swedish-American press,
and the Swedish churches and organizations. Those at the meeting
approved the following resolution:
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WIHEREAS, in the opinion of the Board of Education, any toreign
language having a rich literature and pusscssmg cultural valug,
<hould, where practicable, be taught in the public schoolhs; and
WIHEREAS, the Swedish language is the medium of a literature
and culture the dignity of which is recognized by scholars the
world over; and

WHEREAS, the Swedish-American citizens are virtually a unit in
favor of educational courses affording access to the literary
treasures of Sweden, as well as of other countries of a high state
ol civilization;

THEREFORE be it resolved that we, the undersipned, on behalt
of a large number of citizens, respectiully ask that Swedish .hc
added to the list of modern Linguages constituting, elective
tudies in the curriculum of the public high schools of Chicago.""

From then on, a steering committee made up of Henschen, Harry
Olleon, Pastor C. E. Hoffsten, Professor A. ], Carlson, Olof Nelson, and
U 1. Frickson conducted the campaign for Swedish in the schools.
Fienschen also worked actively behind the scenes o influence the
Board of Fducation’s decision. The key person needing to be
miluenced was Chicago public school superintendent Ymm%;. (?n
April 1, 1911, Henschen wrote an influential Swedish /T\mvr!cm\ in
(hicago, scientist and educator Dr. Josua Lindahl, informing him that
the petition had been filed with the Committee on Sclu.xwl Ma.na.gc-
ment of the Board of Education several days carlier, with a similar
petition on behalf of the Norwegian language. The entire matter had
heen referred by the board to the superintendent. Henschen r'c!narkcd
that Young would be inclined to report favorably on the petition, but
asked Tindahl to “write her within the nest two or three days,
strongly urging her to give the Swedish language the same consider-
ation which has already been accorded Polish, Spanish, French and
German.” Lindahl apbarenlly did not take Henschen's advice to
heart however, writing, in the margins of the letter in his own hand,
Not deemed necessary to do anything, further i this matter. I'he
application was clear enough and to the pui.n!. Any ;wram.ml appeal
to Dr. Flagg, Young would imply the suspicion that she is open to
influences which ought to be beyond her dignily."” Indeed, Young,
was not casily influenced, and as the Swedish-American press
reported at the beginning of Tune, she decided to postpone the
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mbrodachion of Swedesh e the schools until there was some resalt
shown from the "experiment with the Polish language,” which would
be introduced in the schools the following fall."

The Swedes were not pleased that the opportunity to teach
Swedish in the public schools depended upon the success of the
Polish language experiment. The decision seemed to give preference
to Poles over Swedes.  Henschen, in an artiche written for  the
vearbook of the Society for Preservation of Swedish Culture Abroad,
reflected on his attitudes regarding the Board of Education’s decision
and on the battle he and other Swedes were waging, in Chicago. He
pomded out that, althouph there were 20,000 more Poles living, i
Chicago than Swedes, because the Poles were largely Catholic, a larpe
proportion of them went to parochial schools. The Swedes, by
contrast, sent most of their children to the public schools, therelore
they should be able to exert more influence over the schools than the
P'oles. "The Swedish children in the public schools,” wrote Henschen,
"are without a doubt much more numerous than the Polish, just as
the Swedish nation in the city, both in reputation and in age, is more
than equal to the Polish.™ Henschen also acknowledged the other,
perhaps more significant, challenge faced by the leaders in the
Swedish community convincing, their children that they should
indeed want to study the Swedish language. He closes his observa
tions in emphasizing that point:

To introduce the Swedish language among Swedish-American
children in America is a Herculean task-—how big, only those
who have long lived in this country can understand. . .
Remember that the Americans only look up to 2 classes of
forcigners - those who are rich and those who are lions. The
Swedes in America most often are neither one or the other.
Therefore their children seek to - quickly  become  Ameri-
cans. ... They don’t want anything to do with the mother
tongue. But times are changing: when they have achieved
success, they often turme with love toward their father™s tongue
and seck to imbue their children with reverence and love for
Swedish culture.!

Henschen keptihe language issue alive in the Swedish communi
ty. In November he called another meeting of the sleering commitiee
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At the State Bank’s directors’ room; the committee decided that it was
lime to circulate a second petition regarding Swedish in the public
high schools.”® In December, an "Appeal to the Swedes in Chicago”
was announced in the Swedish-American press.  The Swedish-
\merican newspapers reported that petitions to the Board of Educa-
tion were being circulated widely in Swedish churches and clubs.
Since Polish had been successfully introduced in the public schools
that fall, it was time for the Swedish community to take action so that
Swedish classes conld begin in the schools the following academic
vear. The Swedish newspapers emphasized that Swedish instruction
in the schools was a most important issue for the expression of the
commumity’s Swedish identity and for the future of the Swedish
youth." Nnrwugiun community leaders also circulated petitions
regarding Norwegian language instruction i the schools, paralleling,
the Swedes” activitics.

A delegation of Swedish and Norwegian representatives br(.)ught
ite petitions to Dr. J. B. McFatrick, the Board of Education president,
in lanuary, 1912, The delegation suggested that Swedish be intro-
duced in Lake View and Englewood high schools and the Norwegian
language in Carl Schurz and Tuley high schools. McFatrick raised no
objection to their request but referred them once again to scho'ol
<uperintendent Young, and the delegation sul’oscqm.‘nll_\./ presented its
petitions to her. She did not reach a decision immediately, but the
Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago indicate that
the following, May, the board passed a general policy statement
regarding foreign language instruction in the schools: “The superin-
tendent of schools reports that many petitions have been received
from societies and individuals requesting the addition of different
modern languages to the list of optional studies in the high schools,
and . . recommends . . . that any modern language be offered in the
public high schools of Chicago when the number of pupils applying
tor a course in the language is sufficient to warrant the assignment
o a teacher who is competent (o teach that foreign Language.” The
Swedish-American newspapers interpreted  this action as a direct
ipprevat of Swedish and Norwepian conrses being introduced in the
achoots the following, tall.™

Ihus the initiative was back in the hands of the Swedish leaders
i Chicago. As long as enough students registered to take Swedish,
the Board of Education would introduce it in sclect public high
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schools.  In July, the Swedish leaders” efforts were helped when
Charles F. Erickson, a member of Henschen's Swedish steering
commilice, was appointed to the Board of Fducation. Erickson was
publisher of the Swedish language newspaper Svenska Tribunen
Nylieter, and had been involved with the press since emigrating from
Sweden in 1887, "We're sure our countryman shall do as well as any
other on the board,” reported Svenska-Amerikanaren.™

In August, 1912, one month away from the beginning of school,
the campaign bepan in carnest.  Svenska Amerikanaren praised the
hatd work of thowe who ded the fipht for Swedich in the schools, But
in reality, only the tirst battle had been won. Now the Swedish
parents had o convinee their American childien actually o sign up
for Swedhinh chees A o of twenty five sloadents necded o
coroll at o particuku school in order for the board to hire a teacher,
The papers urged students Lo register for Swedish so that this golden
opportunity would not be lost. To make it casicr to enroll, Svenska
Amerikanaren printed a form that the students, their parents, or
guardians could fill out with their name, address, and high school,
and send it in to the newspaper. The newspaper staff would collect
the forms and submit them to the Chicago Board of Education.
Svenska-Amerikanaren noted: "It is of utmost importance that the
question of Swedish language studies in the high schools is embraced
with great interest among our countrymen here in the city.” In
Amcrica, where there were so many different nationalities, Swedes
should encourage their children to study Swedish, one of the "oldest
and richest cultural languages.™

Svenska-Amerikanaren and  other Swedish  papers in Chicago
continued the campaign in subsequent issues, and reprinted the
application form, maintaining its pressure upon the Swedish
community. By August 22, the editors of the paper seemed con-
cerned that the goal would not be reached. They had not yet
received the necessary twenty-five applications to begin Swedish
instruction in even one: city high school. School would begin on
September 3, and some advance warning was necessary o organize
a class, The pood news was that a Swedish teacher had already been
engaged at Lake View Thgh School €0 O Sundstiom, formerly o
professor of modern Linguages at Monmouth College in Hiinois, was
hired to teach Swedish and German?* The Swedish youth were not
casily influenced, however, and by August 29 the paper’s editors
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«eemed desperate. Not only had not enough applications been
received, but the school superintendent had raised the minimom
number of students from twenty-five to thirty.  Only twenty-one
tudents had signed up at Lake View High School, as well as five at
I nglewood, two at Lane Technical, and one at cach of four other high
«chools. With only one week left, the future of Swedish in the public
~hools did not look bright

Apparently the newspaper’s final push paid off, however, and on
September 5 it reported "a beautiful result” regarding Swedish in the
public schools.™  Qver a hundred students had enrolled in the
various high schools, but only one teacher, Sundstrom, had been
hired (o teach the smgle class formed at Lake View High School. The
paper reported that another class would begin in the spring, most
hkelv at Englewood or Farragut high schools. The paper was
disappointed that the response was not greater, but it remained
optimistic.  "[Swedish instruction] has begun on a small scale, btzs
once it has begun, the registration will be bigger for spring term.™
Ultimately, thirty-two students pre-registered for Swedish at Lake
View | li,.{l\ School, and nine enrolled after the first day of class. The
mterest continued to grow, and by the end of September another
Swedish class was added, so that cach class had an enrollment of
about thirty students. Sundstrom also helped to charter a Swedish
Club at Lake View High School in October 1912, The school’s
student newspaper, Red and White, informed its readers that the
group planned nine meetings and two parties every year, and that
the program was largely conducted in Swedish. 1t further reported
that "All of [the members] understand Swedish to some extent.™

1 caders in the Swedish commumity undoubtedhy were encouraged
that their efforts had paid ott. Swedish dlasses continued  then
cuccess at Lake View and also were added to the curriculum: at
Fglewood Higln School.  What s surprising, however, is how
comparatively few  Swedish-American - students actually were
persuaded to enroll in Swedish classes. The number of students
taking Swedish cach vear at the two high schools was at the most
two hundred. According to the school census of May 2, 1912, there
were 1,413 Swedish-born minors living in Chicago, along with 44,673
minors who were American-born but whose fathers were Swedish.
Thus, since this number does not include children whose mothers
were Swedish and  whose fathers were another nationality, a
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conservative estimate of first- and second-generation Swedish chil-
dren in Chicago 14 46,086 Assuming, two hundred students enrolled
in Swedish classes during, cach vear it was offered in the high
schools, only about three percent of the total number of Swedish-
American high schoolers signed up for Swedish class cach year.”
Some ol these students undoubtedly attended high schools where
Swedish was not offered. The statistics do, however, give powerful
testimony to the fact that despite all the valiant efforts of the Swedish
leaders in Chicago, the vast majority of Swedish-American high
school students could not be persuaded that the study of the Swedish
language was desirable or useful.

Fake View and Englewood high schools continned to offer
Swaedish classes until the pressures of World War 1 brought oll
lorcign language instruction into question. German instruction
especially was targeted for attack. In the public schools the emphasis
shifted toward 1K) percent Americanism; the schools needed to mold
forcign voungsters into good American citizens. The pressure to
conform was great, as reflected in the annual report of the Chicago
Board of Fducation, which noted that "unfortunately, all too large a
fraction of the population is still foreign, despite the heroic measures
which have been taken to imbue them with American ideals and to
instill in them a love for American institutions . . . without a knowl
edge of our language and an understanding of . . . our institutions,
a thorough sympathy with American ideals is impossible on the part
of those who have come to our shores.™

During the swmmer and fall of 1917, the Board of LEducation
vigorously debated the role of forcign language in the public schools.
They were cspecially concerned wilh Corman Lingruagre instriction in
the clementary schools, an enterprise that cost nearly $1o,000 por
vear. The superintendent, at that time John D Shoop, noted in s
report Lo the board that "in the first 6 years of experience of a child
in the clementary schools, there should be no encroachment that
would diminish in any measure his opportunities for acquiring
mastery of the tools of intelligence, namely, reading, speaking,
writing, and spelling of our own language.™ He recommended that
no foreign language be offered below grade 7; that only French,
Cerman, and Spanish be offered in junior high; and that the current
policy of modern foreign language instruction be continued in the
high schools. After much debate, the recommendation was passed by
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the Board of Eduacation. Interestingly enough, the two Scandinavian
members of the board, Hart Hanson and Charles Peterson, voted
down a proposal that would allow tor any toreign language to be
taught in the public clementary schools, including Bohemian, Polish,
Halian, Russian, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, and Dutch. Peter-
<on defended his position, claiming that "our school year is too short
... that I for one felt we were trying to teach too many things."
Although technically Swedish could continue to be taught in the high
schools, it was dropped from the curriculum by 1918.

What were the leaders in the Swedish community doing through-
cut this debate about foreign languages by the Chicago Board of
Fducation? They were busy jumping on the 100 percent American-
ism bandwagon, attempting to prove their loyalty to the United States
as the nation went to war. Henry Henschen and Harry Olson, who
had been instrimental in rallving, the Swedish community behind the
wane of adopting Swedish in the schools, were by 1917 organizing a
major Swedish-American patriotic demonstration. The meeting was
held on September 30, 1917, at Chicago’s Municipal Pier Auditorium,
which they decorated with over 1K American flags for the occasion.
Harry Olson began the rally with a resounding, speech, emphasizing
the link between America and her Swedish sons and daughters:

Chicago has 150,000 inhabitants of Swedish descent . . . and
\merica needs not entertain any anxiety concerning their
lovalty. Their taithfulness to the land which has given them
such rich opportunities is proven. For nmrly 1O years, since
Leif Ericson landed on our coast, the Nordic men have always
been completely welcome to America’s soil. This war has
btound us all together. Several vears ago there existed Swed-
ish-Americans and hyphenated Americans of all kinds. Now
all are completely Americans.™

Fhose assembled at the meeting went on to pass a resolution de-
claring their lovalty to the American flag, and supporting the actions
of President Wilson and Congress in conducting the war effort. The
meeting ended with a short prayer and the singing of the Star
Spangled Banner and "Stridsbiin” (War Prayer) by the Swedish Song
¢ heir

The Swedish-American press concentrated on war coverage
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carcfully documenting, the Swedish-American boys who went
marching off to war, and those who never returned.  The lanpuage
estie wan no donger important in e lives of these young people, and
it dropped out of sight in the newspapers. In September 1918, the
editors of Soenska Amerikanaren offered their own explanation of this
shift in atlitude and prioritics:

right before America’s entering the war, there was great
interest in Chicago and other places for instruction in foreign
languages in our schools.  In Chicago, where the German
!ungumg(‘ has long had a prominent place among courses of
mstruction, instruction also began in Swedish, Spanish, French,
Polish, and other languages, and language interest was rather
strong among the youth. But last year a . . . war of extermina-
tion bepan, so that [nowl people want to be against forcign
languages, especially o0 the German and that is an casily
explained argument .. times change and we with them.t

The continuation of Swedish Limguage instriction in the public
high schools required o sustained effort by the Swedish dlite in
Chicago, with the suppuort of the churches and other ethnic organiza-
tions. But times had indeed changed, and members of the Swedish
community found it more politically wise to concentrate on support-
ing the war and proving their loyalty rather than pursuing the issuc
of Swedish in the schools and emphasizing  their forcignness
Furthermore, many of the Swedish-American young people were
Laking a direct role in the war effort; it was they who went off to
fight the war or who, in the case of the young women, stayed behind
and joined war support organizations.  Their lives were changed
forever by this war, and as a result their identity was even more
closely linked to the United States. 1t was better then to leave cthnic
expressions to the community itself—to speak and learn the Swedish
language in the homes and in the churches and clubs—rather than in
the public sphere of the city's schools where such action could be
misinterpreted as anti-American. Although cthnic identity remained
important to Swedes in Chicago, they paid greater attention — at least
publicly—to fitting in with the American mainstream.
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