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The need to shift the stress onto the individual peculiarities of students defined 

the emersion of numerous innovative teaching methods in the first part of the XX 

century. The importance of individual differences and their implications with respect 

to aims, content and methods of instruction have been emphasized as the result of the 

objective-testing movement and of scientific studies in genetic psychology and child 

development [13, 157]. There were many streams of progressivism in the early 

twentieth century. The pedagogical progressives, including Helen Parkhurst, 

competed with the administrative progressives who were far more committed to 

enhancing the efficiency of schooling through testing, tracking, and incorporating an 

expanded view of the school in playgrounds, lunchrooms, and portable classroom 

furniture [6, 382].  Developments in educational psychology of that time have greatly 

emphasized the failure of mass education, in the form it existed at that time, to meet 

the specific needs of all pupils. As a result many experiments were attempting to find 

some means of adapting a compulsory education system to the varying needs of 

individual pupils [5, 549].  The number of teaching procedures characterized by the 

unit assignment is impressive, here we may find the project method, the problem 



method, differentiated assignments, long-unit assignments, the contract plan, the 

laboratory plan, individualized instruction, the Morrison plan, The Winnetka plan etc. 

[2, 653]. The alternative approaches indicated the existing need to provide 

opportunities for students to learn at various rates and in different styles [9, 30]. They 

have many features in common so we may even come across the idea, when based on 

a critical study of the plans in actual operation  Billett concluded that the technics or 

procedures were essentially one and the same thing [10, 220]. Speaking of plans 

characterized by the unit assignment, Billett states that “no Provision now being 

made in the secondary schools for individual differences of pupils offers greater 

promise than the unit assignment [13, 158].  

Among these methods we may single out the teaching method created by H. 

Parkhurst. She founded the Dalton School in the years bracketing World War I when 

other child-centered private and public schools appeared around the country: Marietta 

Johnson’s Organic School in Alabama: Eugene Smith’s Park School in Baltimore; 

and Carleton Washburne’s reforms in Winnetka, Illinois [6, 380]. Hailed as a ‘path of 

progress’ for those ‘who would hasten slowly and keep on firm ground’, the plan 

contained both conservative and radical elements. It purported to reconcile the aims 

of both ‘the old type of school’ which stood for culture and ‘the new type of school’ 

which stood for ‘experience’ by making ‘the process of attaining culture... a method 

of experience.’ [15, 298]. The Dalton Laboratory Plan is an attempt to overcome 

many of the difficulties that result from class instruction and the tendency to a 

lockstep method which caters to the pupil of average ability and neglects the dull and 

the gifted [12, 667]. First adopted in the USA in the 1920es Dalton plan quickly 

gained world recognition. The transiency of it’s glorify may be explained by a 

number of factors, but its fundamental traits may be very useful when modifying the 

school system of the present day Ukraine.  The necessity for a profound 

understanding of peculiar features that individualized teaching methods are 

characterized by, defines the topicality of our research.  

The aim of the research is to investigate and analyze the role of assignment for 

the Dalton Plan as well as to define the main principles of compiling the assignments 



under the H. Parkhurst’s teaching method and trace their implementation in different 

educational institutions. 

The Dalton plan is realized with the help of contract jobs. The contract or 

assignment which outlines a given amount of work for the pupils to perform each 

month with subdivisions for each week is an essential feature of the plan. The pupil is 

allowed to work at the different tasks at his own pleasure, the amount of work 

accomplished weekly being shown by means of graph, the pupils plotting his own 

record [4, 391]. The pupil can only reach a complete survey of the work expected of 

him through the medium of each separate assignment. Collectively considered, they 

represent an outline of the contract-job in all its parts [16, 57]. The contract system is 

so called because under it assignments are divided into ‘contracts’ of varying 

difficulty. These assignments are grouped about any given unit of work [3, 664]. The 

curriculum is dived into jobs and pupils accept the work assigned for the class as a 

contract. A contract job comprises a whole month’s work [16, 35]. A contract is the 

assignment itself. It outlines the perspectives and shows what must be achieved. In 

such a way it makes possible to show students the responsibility they get. They get 

the feeling of being hired to do some certain work and feel obliged to accomplish the 

tasks. 

H. Parkhurst herself says that it is not too much to say that the Dalton 

Laboratory Plan hinges upon the assignment [16, 57]. Similar thought is provided by 

Margaret Durkin who states that assignment is a very important requisite of the plan, 

in fact, it is the core of the Dalton plan. It is more in the nature of a syllabus which 

outlines the subject matter to be mastered, specifies references which will be found 

useful, points out difficulties to be noted, and gives lists of questions to be answered, 

essays to be written, etc. [8, 257]. The function of the teacher is to make periodical 

assignments, monthly according to the Plan, which the pupil is under contract to 

perform [12, 667]. The use of student contracts drawn up by teachers in an effort to 

both stimulate and meet the needs of students was one of the first attempts to provide 

a wider range of student individualization [9, 30].  



The amount of any monthly assignment is a part and a very vital part of the 

teacher’s problem. A good curriculum should be so balanced and co-related that 

neither too much nor too little is included in the contract-job [16, 38-39]. Support to 

this idea we may find in the Blandford Jennings’ article where she states that 

‘minimum essentials’ included into an assignment must really be minimum, and, 

above all, they must be essential. The constant danger is to include too much. [3, 664-

665]. There were also attempts like giving good and poor students different tests, 

applied by Johnson, Sundeen reports valuable practices for individualizing instruction 

in unsegregated classes; Haller makes use of minimum, medium and maximum 

assignments for all lessons; Jackson reports an experiment with a group of repeaters 

in the De Witt Clinton High School [13, 158-159].  

Another point that requires consideration is the very process of compiling 

assignments. Helen Parkhurst suggests that all the staff should discuss the proposed 

assignments, enabling the teachers to collaborate intelligently in adjusting and cutting 

down the amount of work set in each subject. In all schools a tendency exists on the 

part of each teacher to think his special subject of supreme importance in the 

curriculum [16, 61]. One of the chief benefits to the teacher comes through the 

cooperative making of assignments. Mary Hargrave describes the scheme under 

which all of the teachers of a subject act as a committee to plan the blocks of work, 

with one as chairman who will put them into form for the typist at least three weeks 

before they are needed. The members of this committee determine what shall 

constitute each unit, make inventory of available materials, and try to discover the 

best means of stimulating interest and forceful attack [11, 378].  

Describing an example of Dalton plan implementation Helen Parkhurst says that 

in order to determine the amount of work which ought to be required from the pupils 

of each grade the average capacity of the grades was carefully considered. This 

investigation revealed the enormous amount of work which had been set, and made 

the teachers realize how ‘overpadded’ the assignments were. So there were made 

both departmental cuts, which effected between departments by agreement and 

academic cuts, which reduced the amount of subject matter [16, 51-52]. We may also 



take a closer look at the experiment in the Streatham Secondary School, which had 

over 780 pupils. By the Dalton Plan, as they used it, the assignment, or programme of 

work to be done in the course of the month, was given to the girls. It told them the 

matter to be taken and was supposed to give guidance as to the method of attack. The 

number of lessons was kept to the minimum. Because of varying abilities the 

assignments were graded. [18, 201]. 

In an experiment described by Mary Hargrave and which was started in January 

without being announced. It had been their practice at the beginning of each semester 

to post uniform daily assignments for the first two weeks, so that the transfers 

incident to the organization of the school might be made without loss to pupils or 

extra work for teachers. These assignments were typed and put into the hands of the 

pupils, and at the end of the two weeks they gave other typed assignments arranged, 

not in daily lessons, but in units or blocks of work extending from three to four weeks 

[11, 374]. 

Janet Baird describes the adoption of Dalton Plan in the South Philadelphia High 

School for Girls, where due to a large number of students they had to depend on the 

guidance given in the printed assignment to a greater extent than was probably 

intended. Although their experience in using own assignments made clear many their 

weaknesses and helped them to revise and improve them, they realized that had not 

achieved the perfect assignment, the one that would fit the needs of every pupil. 

Moreover, it became obvious that no one assignment ever could be equally successful 

with every child. [1, 702]. 

H.C. Mason describes a modification of the Dalton Plan in River Falls. Their 

adoption was somewhat different for they intended to make the change gradual 

enough so that the teachers and the pupils could readily adjust themselves to it. The 

assignments used consisted of blocks or units of work, each sufficient for from one to 

six weeks. Complete mastery is required in order to secure a mark in each unit. The 

first block of work in the assignment consists of the fundamental principles or the 

basic material of the assignment. The next block consists in simple problems or 



exercises applying these principles or basic facts. The third block may be further 

application or consist of gathering more details. [14, 783-784]. 

So what are the key principles that should be followed when preparing an 

assignment? The first condition of a good assignment is that it shall be invariably 

written, not oral, clearly expressed, and designed to show the pupil what it is leading 

up to [16, 58]. Supportive to this idea is the statement by Mary Hargrave: From the 

standpoint of the pupil, the first great advantage is in the typed assignment. It shows 

the day’s work in its true perspective as part of a larger unit. Being clear and 

accurate, it can be followed with assurance [11, 376]. 

The teacher must get rid of the idea that she is preparing a plan for himself. A 

good assignment represents a block of the whole job compiled from the standpoint of 

the pupil himself [16, 58]. As it was in case described by Janet Baird, where the 

analysis of pupils’ failures showed that in many cases the guidance given in the 

assignment was insufficient, and to solve this supplementary assignments were 

devised [1, 702-703]. 

The whole contract should be proportionate to the mental power of the average 

child. On no account should it surpass his capacity to grasp it as a whole. He must be 

able to take it in before he can measure his time wisely and set himself to its 

consistent accomplishment [16, 58]. Sometimes, particularly in the upper forms, it 

was evident to the teacher that the cause of a girl’s failure lay not in her inability to 

master the current assignments but rather in her inadequate mastery of the work 

covered in previous terms [1, 704]. 

The Dalton Plan should eliminate unproductive labor. If a quick girl may stop 

working that lower set of exercises on the rule as soon as she has gained power and 

find in the higher grade exercises combining this rule with another, so as to introduce 

a little difficulty, the aim of the grading seems to be satisfied. Her time and effort are 

being better used than in preparing paper for the waste paper basket by completing 

the lower assignment [18, 203]. 

An assignment must be compiled like a syllabus, indicating not only the ground 

to be covered, but containing helpful suggestions and lists of definite questions to be 



answered. Helen Parkhurst calls these helpful suggestions ‘interest pockets’.  They 

must catch child’s attention, so here the teacher’s knowledge of the psychology 

comes into play. It is well to indicate points where consultations with the instructor 

are advisable [16, 59-60].  

The assignment outline in English literature described by Mary Hargrave is as 

follows: 1. Work in the text to be covered. 2. References to other books. 3. Themes or 

exercises to be written. 4. Oral work. 5. Drills on technical work. 6. Tentative dates 

for mastery tests. 7. Set dates for departmental tests. 8. Optional tasks for the better 

students [11, 375]. 

A well-constructed assignment can almost be made to serve as an assistant 

teacher [1, 60]. Lucile Douglas supports this idea in her article explaining that an 

assignment is divided into four blocks or parts, representing four weeks’ work. 

Within these divisions, the ‘problems’ or separate assignments are attractively, 

completely stated and present the work in orderly sequence. These type-written 

sheets, with the work carefully outlined, are a sort of assistant teacher. [7, 336]. It is 

also essential that subjects should correlate. A theme assigned in science or history 

may be also used for an essay, a debate or an oral conference in English. The 

assignment must not tell too much but should stimulate research. Teachers must not 

do the work for the pupil, but it is necessary to provide inspiration for his efforts and 

occasional help over a difficult bit of the road. The ideal to be attained is to make him 

feel the interest taken by the teacher in his progress without rendering him dependent 

upon the teacher. [16, 60-62]. We are never sure exactly how much children read 

between the lines, and in some way or other we should keep before them the view of 

exercises as stepping stones only to the bank of understanding and power [18, 203]. 

In composing assignments, different subjects should of course be differently 

treated. Certain points should, however, always be emphasized irrespective of 

subject. Teachers must guard against organizing their part of the ten or less different 

assignments in ten different ways, for the pupil cannot be expected to envisage his 

job as a whole unless all the parts are so correlated that it appears to him as really one 

problem [16, 65-66].  



The assignment can never be a hasty, last-minute, hand-to-mouth affair [11, 

378]. Every teacher would of course want to adapt her own assignments to her 

individual style of teaching and to the class for which the assignment was intended 

[3, 669]. The typed assignment saves time for the teacher, who need not spend a 

portion of each class period on the oral assignment. The absentee is no longer a 

nuisance. He can make up his work without help [11, 378]. 

The Dalton Plan shows how to let the pupil convert his interests into well-

directed activities, and, best of all, while in the business of preparing for life it allows 

him to live while he learns [7, 340]. 

There is a danger, too, that in our preoccupation with the pupils’ needs which 

results from time to time in new plans, new methods, new devices, the supreme need 

of education, good teachers possessing the self-reliance, initiative, resourcefulness 

and independence, so much desired for pupils, will be forgotten. About these Miss 

Dewey has too little to say, forgetting that any plan or method, strictly pursued, may 

without good teachers in time become formal [12, 669]. Reformers can create a new 

school and, over time, those new schools adapt to changing conditions, reforming 

what was initially created. To some, such changes are evidence of a loss: to others, 

such changes are evidence of a creative adaptability [6, 382]. 

“How”, in education is as important, at least as, “What”. We feel that the Dalton 

Plan, the most inclusive of the numerous plans for individualized education, has 

given us in South Philadelphia a master key which will open for our children as many 

doors as, with our limitations, now we see [17, 165]. 

When we want to give students freedom in educational aspect we need to realize 

how this can be achieved. In the method of individualized learning created by Helen 

Parkhurst that kind of freedom is created with the help of assignments. To meet the 

needs of students it is important that teachers realize the need for collaboration. A 

good assignment must possess definite features, among which are facts that it should 

be written, proportionate, follow a certain outline. The whole stuff has to understand 

that they need to shape all their assignments so that they will fit a pattern and together 

form a whole image. Despite some opinions that under the Dalton Plan teacher 



becomes a clerk it is obvious that success of this method highly depends on the 

teacher and is impossible without a skilled professional. Teacher is the person who 

organizes the learning process and then manages it, having assignments as the major 

tool.  
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