


Normal schools in the mid-19th century United States were dedicated entirely to producing qualified teachers for the rapidly expanding public common schools. The term "normal" comes from the French école normale, meaning a school designed to establish strict educational norms and standards.
Because many incoming students arrived with only a basic education themselves, the normal school curriculum had to serve two purposes simultaneously. It needed to fill the gaps in the students' own academic knowledge while teaching them the mechanics of running a classroom.
The coursework was rigorous and generally divided into five distinct areas:
· Core Academic Mastery: Student teachers had to deeply review the exact subjects they were expected to teach. This included orthography (spelling), reading, penmanship, English grammar, mental and written arithmetic, geography, and United States history.
· Pedagogy and Didactics: This was the actual science of teaching. Classes covered the mental and moral psychological development of children, methods of instruction, daily lesson planning, and strategies for maintaining strict classroom discipline.
· Advanced Mathematics and Science: To ensure teachers stayed academically ahead of their brightest pupils, normal schools required higher level coursework. Students studied algebra, geometry, natural philosophy (which we now call physics), botany, and physiology.
· The Practical Arts: Teachers were expected to be well rounded community leaders. The curriculum often mandated vocal music, drawing, rhetoric, and basic bookkeeping.
· Clinical Practice: Most normal schools featured an attached laboratory or "model school." Here, teacher candidates would practice their instructional techniques on local children while being actively observed and critiqued by their own instructors.
These teacher training programs initially lasted one or two years. By demanding strict memorization, moral rectitude, and practical teaching skills, normal schools created the first standardized educational curriculum in the United States.
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