
HE CURRICULUM
at Phillips Exeter Academy
has changed dramatically
since the school’s founding in

1781.The first students spent the majority of
their time studying Latin, Greek and arith-
metic, with the remainder of their studies
devoted to a variety of topics, ranging from
ancient history to, in the words of Academy
historian Frank Cunningham,“those sciences
wherein they are commonly taught”to “Eng-
lish grammar, including exercises in parsing
and analyzing, in the correction of bad Eng-
lish, Punctuation, and Prosody.”

Today relatively few students take Latin
or Greek, and students have a far wider
selection of courses. Even within the core
curriculum, which mandates certain mini-
mum requirements, there is much choice.
How did we get from 1781 to 2004? 

Throughout the history of the Academy,
there have been subtle shifts in the curriculum.

Over time instructors have changed their prac-
tices, altered their assignments, replaced older
courses with new titles.This evolution has con-
tributed to curricular change, but more com-
monly change was the result of less subtle,more
overt shifts.Curricular changes over the past 223
years have been significant, but they have not
come easily, and major alterations have more
often been imposed from the outside rather
than from within the institution.

A CLASSICAL EDUCATION
For much of the first 100 years of this school’s
history, the curriculum changed little, if at all.
A student who enrolled in 1870 and aspired
to attend college was likely taking the same
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‘The Powerof
Tradition,

The Imperative of
Change’

Throughout its 223-year history,Exeter has sought to
balance these two forces in its academic curriculum.

As the Academy prepares to conclude its latest curriculum
review,history instructor Ron Kim examines when the

curriculum has changed,and why.

A class meets in front of the 
Academy Building.
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courses as a student in 1783: a lot of Latin, Greek and arithmetic,
plus a smattering of other subjects.That is, unless the student had
no intention of attending college.Today we
think of Exeter as a college preparatory
school, and thus it is surprising to discover
that the most prominent curricular issue for
the school in the early 19th century was the
degree to which it provided either prepara-
tion for college or a terminal degree.
According to a history of the Academy cur-
rently being prepared by the Winthrop
Group,“In 1818, the trustees voted to divide
the Academy’s curriculum into two parts:
the Classical Department for students heading to
college, and an English Department for those fin-
ishing their formal education in Exeter.”While the
former “offered a course in Latin, Greek, mathe-
matics, ancient history, and English grammar and
composition,” the latter covered a far wider range
of subjects, many with more practical applications
than the classical curriculum.

The opening of a free public school in
Exeter in 1847 obviated the need for Phillips
Exeter to continue offering its English pro-
gram.This was a relief to many faculty and
the trustees.While the English program pro-
vided the school with enrollment, it also
attracted students who were much older than
the college prep student, sometimes as old as
26. Few students bothered to complete the
three-year course of study in the English pro-
gram; and, as one trustee put it, the English
department was full of “the idle and the stu-
pid.”The downside of the termination of the Eng-
lish program was that it reduced enrollment at the
school to a perilously low figure of 69.According to
historian James McLachlan, the author of American
Boarding Schools, it was not unusual to see prep
schools suffer a drop in enrollment when a town
opened a free public school. In this case, the enroll-
ment decline was somewhat self-inflicted.

It was mathematics professor Joseph Hoyt’s job
to arrest this decline. He responded, in 1854, by
reforming the classical curriculum to meet college
entrance examinations.

This was a logical decision for a few rea-
sons. First, without the English program, all
students were presumably attending Exeter
in order to gain preparation for college.Sec-
ond, the classical curriculum was not terri-
bly well-organized. Students arrived at
Exeter with various degrees of aptitude and
then took courses until they were deemed
fit for college. Hoyt organized the curricu-
lum into junior, middle and senior years
with students passing from one level to the
next, having proven that they had shown progress in their abilities.
Hoyt hoped that this would encourage colleges to view Exeter’s

graduates more favorably, and in turn attract ambitious students to
Exeter.Third, it was important to elevate the colleges’ opinion of

Exeter. In the first 50 years of Exeter’s his-
tory, 1,991 students had enrolled at the
school but less than one-quarter (474)
eventually graduated from college. Many
of these were students in the English pro-
gram who never had any intention of
attending college, but nonetheless one
could question whether Phillips Exeter
was a college preparation school.

Hoyt’s efforts proved successful, and by
1860,Exeter’s enrollment had grown to 161.

By 1873, close to a century after the first stu-
dents enrolled at Exeter, the institution appeared
to be secure. Its major curricular struggle had
passed with the classical curriculum winning out.
It had strengthened its reputation as a college
preparatory school.And it had rebounded from its
low enrollment and addressed the potential chal-
lenge posed by the town’s public school. Neither

the faculty nor the principal could foresee
the challenges that lay ahead.

AS HARVARD GOES . . .
One major change was driven by Charles
Eliot, who had been appointed president
of Harvard in 1869.One of his first acts as
president was to alter the entrance
requirements at Harvard “to include
preparation in ‘useful’ subjects such as the
sciences, history, and modern languages.”

The changes at Harvard led to a
reflexive response at Exeter. There was little
choice in the matter: Exeter billed itself as a col-
lege prep school, and the college that it prepared
students for was Harvard. If Harvard changed its
admissions requirements, Exeter would have to
change as well.

In an effort to offer more useful courses, the
trustees asked Principal Albert Perkins to teach
physics and botany, which he agreed to do, and
classics professor Bradbury Cilley to teach
French and German, which he refused to do.

That necessitated hiring a new faculty
member, the first of several added in the
ensuing decade, as the Academy also
began offering courses in modern and
physical geography, soon adding U.S. his-
tory and other subjects.The ripple effect
of Eliot’s decision was additional faculty
and increased costs.

Eliot’s goal in changing Harvard’s
entrance requirements was not to make life
difficult for Exeter; rather it was a response
to forces greater than any one institution.

The Civil War and its aftermath changed everything, including the
meaning of education.The nation had industrialized rapidly over the
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For much of the first
100 years ofAcademy

history,the
curriculum changed

little,if at all.

A student who
enrolled in 1870 was
likely taking the same
courses as a student
did in 1783:a lot of
Latin,Greek and

arithmetic.
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The Second Academy Building (1794-1870)

The Third Academy Building (1872-1914)

The Fourth Academy Building (b. 1915)




