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During the past one hundred and fifty years, thousands of rural 
schoolchildren were educated in one-room country schools. Children 
who attended these schools learned under a system that was ungraded. 
and teachers used individual tutoring, followed by older students 
helping the younger. Group interaction was constant in the learn­
ing process. There was a spirit of democracy and cooperation in 
the one-room school. The isolated one-room schools also served as 
community centers. Although there are several hundred one-room 
schools still operating in remote rural areas from New York to 
California, today most rural schoolchildren are educated in consol­
idated, graded, town schools. The abandoned schoolhouses can still 
be seen in rural areas; and some of the buildings have been con­
verted to museums, homes, or still serve as community halls. 

During the same one hundred and fifty years, American public 
education has attempted to provide efficient and standardized 
education for children. Professional educators, assisted by 
demographics, have pushed to close the rural schools in favor of 
consolidated, graded schools, in which the student could be among 
many others of the same age and skill level. Because part of the 
consolidated system revolved around testing and ranking the 
children, this grouping introduced competition to schoolchildren. 
Children were ranked not according to what they had learned, but 
what they knew compared to their fellow-classmates. 

Modern scientific research has demonstrated that children 
learn less, and are most stressed when subjected to the graded, 
competitive, and standardized system the professional educators 
developed. This same research has proven that the atmosphere 
of learning with individual attention and cooperation yields 
greater learning. This was how children learned in the one-room, 
ungraded school. 
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PREFACE 

Some words written by Jonathan Kozol in Illiterate America sum 

up the thesis proposal: "In speaking about written words, we are 

speaking by necessity about shared knowledge and that the way to gain 

that knowledge is by common, not competitive, endeavor." 

Many hours of oral interviews led to this composition. My thanks 

go to all those retired teachers for their years of teaching the 

children, and their time in the interviews. I would like to express 

my sincere gratitude to Professor Thomas Isern for his patience and 

integrity in helping me compose this thesis. My thanks also go to 

Professors Patrick O'Brien and Glenn Torrey for their faith in the 

project and counseling through the project. Thanks must also go to 

Professor Richard Douthit for his research help. Most of all, my 

greatest appreciation goes to my husband. It was his support and stead­

fast belief that helped me throughout my writing. 

My childhood memories of a one-room school are shared by my 

brother, Jens Mikkelsen, and I dedicate this thesis to him. 
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CHAPTER 1: A PERSPECTIVE ON LEARNING 

The one-room country schoolhouse stands empty today. It is a 

lonely figure on the plains, or a delapidated object hidden in a grove 

of trees. There are a few filled with hay, and some have been con­

verted into homes, museums, or community meeting halls. Only a few 

of them abound with children at recess; some remote places can still 

hear the bell ringing on an early morning. Today the majority of 

rural American children are educated in consolidated or town schools. 

For many years these one-room buildings sheltered dedicated teachers 

who taught future presidents and prepared their students for all walks 

of life. Why was this one-roo~, ungraded schooling abandoned? 

Children attend school to learn skills, social as well as scholas­

tic, to aid them in becoming responsible and thoughtful citizens in 

this democracy. Schools thus carry out the injunction of Thomas 

Jefferson, who wrote: "I know of no safe depository of the ultimate 

powers of the society but the people themselves; and if we think them 

not enlightened enough to exercise their control with wholesome dis­

cretion, the remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform their 

1
discretion."

A series of events in the history of American education led to 

the present system, starting with the common school that was to be 

disseminated across the land from Massachusetts westward; continuing 

with the one-room school that dotted the landscape of the early mid­

west; and finally progressing to the consolidated and graded school 

that is in operation today all across the country. Horace Mann be­

lieved in the wide propagation of an educational system through the 

common school, but in one of his writings he said: 

1 



Errors of Education--the unpardonable error of education has 
been, that it has not begun with simple truths, with elementary 
ideas and risen by gradations to combined results. It has 
begun with teaching systems, rules, schemes, complex doctrines, 
which years of analysis would scarcely serve to unfold. All 
is administered in a mass. 

The learner, not being able to comprehend, has endeavored 
to remember, and thus has been put off with a fact, in lieu 
of a principle explanatory of an entire class of facts. In 
this way we pass our errors and our truths over to our suc­
cessors done up in the same bundle, they to others, and so 
onward, ~o be perpetual sources of error, alienation and 
discord. 

The phrase, "by gradations," indicated Mann's belief that children needed 

to be separated by grade level and taught in a systematic and efficient 

way. According to John Goodlad of the University of California, "By 

1870, graded classes, graded content, graded textbooks, and even graded 

teachers meshed together in a school mechanism that has undergone little 

,,3
redesigning to the present. 

Leaders in the field of education believed that a graded system 

of grouping children for learning was the most efficient way to teach 

them and the best way for them to learn. In a 1908 Kansas Bulletin 

of Information, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, E. T. 

Fairchild, observed: 

When we reflect further . . one-half of the present number 
of teachers would be sufficient to teach all the pupils of 
the state could they be conveniently grouped, we will readily 
see that the ultimate o~tcome of consolidation means a great 
savings for the people. 

To gradation was added the philosophy of competition, by the efforts 

of James Cattell, an American scientist and professor of psychology 

at the University of Pennsylvania and Columbia University, who devel­

oped testing devices during the later part of the nineteenth century. 

He theorized that speed of reaction and physical strength were related 
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to intelligence, and his tests attempted to prove that theory. His 

tests were even used at one time on students enrolling at Columbia Uni­

versity.5 "As measures of ability," according to Clark Wissler, American 

Anthropologist and professor at Yale, "Cattell's tests were chiefly 

negative in value.,,6 

During the 1905-1906 era the Binet-Simon measuring scale of intel­

ligence was developed and published. These tests further enhanced the 

grading and classifying of children in school. "By definition, mental 

age should equal chronological age in the case of the average or median 

child," according to Herbert Woodrow, Professor of Psychology at the 

University of Minnesota. He further stated, "The median child is one 

who stands at the middle of a large group of children of his own age. 

The most accurate rating of the intelligence of children that can be 

secured from school work is that obtained by classifying children of 

the same age according to their grade." Yet at the same time he made 

these statements in support of classification and grading of children, 

Woodrow hedged, "Certainly there are many objections to assuming a 

perfect correspondence between school grade and intelligence; but it 

is reasonable to expect a considerable correlation."l 

As the testing, classification, and grading were being developed, 

to further the movement toward consolidation the Kansas superintendent, 

Fairchild, wrote: 

It is the common experience that most of the causes of complaint 
against teachers do not exist after consolidation. The conclu­
sion is that the complaints are largely chargeable against 
the system in which the teacher is placed, rather than against 
the teacher herself. Under close supervision, with a smaller 
number of classes, though the classes themselves be larger, 
the work of the teacher would be far more successfully done. 8 
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Successful teachers could then arrange their classes according to the 

smartest and the dumbest, and all in between. That this classification 

and grading system introduced more competition and peer pressure to 

the students' lives escaped notice. It was more efficient and certainly 

made the teachers' work easier, with only one grade of students and 

all expected to reach somewhere near the median. 

Since the turn of the century the educational system has expanded 

and embellished the consolidated, graded school; according to Leslie 

Hart, author of "Human Brain and Human Learning:" 

First, the lockstep system forced the students into GROUPS, 
fixed groups. Not for educational reasons, note, but for 
administrative convenience, including economy and good use 
of what teachers were available. 

Second, it chopped up education (them elementary education) into 
neat equal SEGMENTS, like wedges of a pumpkin pie. This process 
has run on so far that today even our greatest universities 
give you a bachelor degree not when you prove understanding 
or accomplishment, but when you have sufficient number of 
POINTS 

Third, the class-and-grade system set these segments in a 
fixed time sequence, with segments coming one after another 
as undeviatingly as the vertebrae of a snake. 9 

Upon entering school the child is eager and motivated by great curiosity 

to learn. But John Holt, author of How Children Learn maintained that 

the motivation is broken down by the learning model that the child en­

counters in school. He said, "Only a few children in school ever become 

good at learning the way we try to make them learn. Most of them get 

humiliated, frightened, and discouraged. They use their minds, not 

to learn, but to get out of doing the things we tell them to do--to 

make them learn . . . The children who use such strategies are prevented 

by them from growing into more than limited versions of the human beings 

they might have become. This is the real failure that takes place in 
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school; hardly any children escape."lO 

Bettye Coughenour. a former one-room school teacher in Kansas 

who is now principal of Wellsville Elementary Consolidated School. 

stated that children of today are more competitive in terms of grades 

and rewards than her earlier students in the one-room school. There 

the children were more aware of self-development and helping other 

children. She also deplored the use of competition. which defines 

a winner and a loser and which destroys motivation. ll 

While educators have divided and separated and classified children 

for learning. most of the committees. boards. and councils that run 

government. industry. and social institutions are governed by the coop­

eration. consensus model with "brain storming" being a popular chiche 

and a working technique used in these groups. Such procedure is moti­

vated by beliefs that greater knowledge is gathered by several minds 

working together than by the accumulated knowledge of those same minds 

working individually. and that less knowledge is gathered when vying 

1Zwith each other for a fast answer. 

Alfie Kahn. author of No Contest: The Case Against Competition. 

wrote: 

Many psychologists. instead of taking competition's reputed 
benefits for granted. have put them to the test. And with 
astonishing regularity. they have found that making one per­
son's success depend on another's failure--which is what 
competition involves by definition--simply does not make 
the grade. 13 

Competition and productivity in the work place were studied by 

sociologist Peter Blau of Columbia University in 1954. His study was 

of two different groups of workers. one of whom used competition as 

its working model. the other cooperation. Productivity was measured 
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at the end of the project. The experiment involved people working 

for an employment agency. The productivity of the group using coopera­

tion was superior to that of the group using competition. The competi­

tion group hoarded its information; the cooperation group shared its 

information; and predictably, the cooperation group filled many more 

.. 14 
pos~t~ons. 

This study was followed by Robert Helmreich of the University 

of Texas, who studied achievement and personality traits such as com­

petitiveness, orientation toward work, and seeking challenging tasks. 

Helmreich's project used questionnaire responses from 103 scientists. 

The responses indicated that those scientists who had received the 

most recognition from their peers were those who scored highest on 

mastery, sought challenging tasks, but ranked low on competitiveness. 

Helmreich's project had found an inverse relationship between competi­

tiveness and achievement. The antithesis of competitiveness is coop­

eration, and according to his study cooperation is where the greatest 

achievement and performance occurs. Kohn's hypothesis of cooperation 

accomplishing higher achievement and performance is supported by these 

facts: that success usually is dependent upon shared resources; compe­

tition depends upon hoarded resources; and competition requires speed 

of response, not quality. Therefore, between the hoarded resources 

and quickness of response, competition can and does lead to poorer 

performance both in the classroom and at the work place. 1S 

Professors David and Roger Johnson of the University of Minnesota 

have gathered statistics and studies from 1924 through 1981 concerning 

the relationship between achievement, competition, group work, and 

individual study. The Johnsons' study dealt with the learning situation, 
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and Kohn related their findings: "The discussion process in cooperative 

groups promotes the discovery and development of higher quality cogni­

tive strategies for learning than does the individual reasoning found 

in competitive and individualistic learning situations." Ironically, 

their outcome was measured by traditional tests which are normally 

biased toward competitiveness, yet the group-work cooperative model 

was ahead of the competitive mOdel by a two-to-one margin. The Johnsons 

established that problem solving, one of the most important learning 

processes, is best developed through the cooperative model. 16 

Kohn stated, "As of 1984, the Johnsons were able to cite seven 

studies showing that people prefer cooperative rather than competitive 

or independent learning experiences." Even the myth that people prefer 

competitive games was exploded by Terry Orlick, sports psychologist 

at the University of Ottawa. After a group of 9- and 10-year-old boys 

and girls had played in both competitive and cooperative games, they 

were asked for their preference. The boys chose the cooperative games 

by a two-thirds majority, and the girls unanimously chose the coopera­

17tive	 over the competitive games. 

The national obsession with competition has been paralleled by 

the	 compulsion for efficiency, especially when teaching children. 

The very teaching methods used have evolved out of studies with rats 

and other animals in behavior modification studies. Leslie Hart wrote, 

"Unfortunately, our class-and-grade school system, popularized by Horace 

Mann and others in the 1840's, was designed for rote teaching backed 

up by overt threat "18 

Today there are theories about the human brain that suggest that 

it is not only incorrect to teach using rote and behavior modification 
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methods, but it is actually counterproductive. Dr. Paul D. MacLean 

of the National Institute of Mental Health has proposed that the human 

brain is made up of three different components, and that the rat has 

only the first of these components. The last part of the brain to 

be developed is the cerebrum, and it is the aggressive, risk-taking 

portion of the brain. It does not merely record information, but makes 

up its own interpretations and draws inferences from that information. 

"For the cerebrum to function well, threat must be minimal," asserted 

MacLean. Cerebral processing (problem solving) is inhibited by threat. 19 

Dr. Benjamin Bloom of the University of Chicago and Northwestern 

University concluded from his studies on mastery of a subject that 

students learn best from group sessions and that problem solving (a 

vital part of reasoning and thinking process) is enhanced by group 

learning, followed by individual tutoring when necessary. Bloom also 

suggested that today's teachers telegraph their judgements of student 

ability to their students. This is unavoidable in a system that focuses 

on class rank instead of mastery of course content. "It's hard to 

think of any place in our society that is as preoccupied as the schools 

20
with comparing people with one another," Bloom observed. 

Our present school system revolves around one teacher in a graded 

classroom using competition and behavior modification through threat 

and coercion. Modern teachers' retired counterparts, who taught in 

one-room, ungraded schools, knew that their best teaching model was 

the older student with the younger student, and that learning was accom­

plished best in the unthreatening and cooperative environment. Wilma 

Higbe, retired Kansas one-room teacher, related that there were times 

when she could not get an idea across to a young student, but that 
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often an older student could and did get that same idea across. She 

was uncertain whether it was because the child would listen to another 

child, or some other cause, but the outcome was that the younger child 

grasped the idea and the older child became even more familiar with 

the work. 21 

By the mid-1800s, when the white European settlers moved onto 

the Great Plains, they understood the need for their children to be 

educated. The one-room, ungraded country schools were built. The 

educators who fought so hard for consolidation both from the standpoint 

of efficiency and finer education were stopped from completely consoli­

dating the rural school by the farmers of the small school districts. 

A few held onto their one-room schools until the 1950s, when the rural 

population decline was so great that consolidation became almost uni­

versal in rural America. 22 Most of the one-room schoolhouses stand 

empty today, yet much of the scientific findings of the past fifty 

years would support the circumstances of the learning that was accom­

plished there. One of the hallmarks of the one-room, ungraded school 

was the older student helping the younger with lessons. A spirit of 

cooperation and working together existed in the learning process. 
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CHAPTER 2: LEARNING CAN BE FUN 

On a cool September morning the children came to school. They 

came running, walking, swinging their lunch pails, some even riding 

horses to an isolated one-room schoolhouse. All were laughing and 

excited about the new school year. This scene was repeated for over 

100 years all across the Great Plains and Middle Border states. In 

some of the more remote areas, the rural population was very poor and 

some of the children came barefoot, and in ragged clothing, but they 

still felt excitement and enthusiasm for the opening day of school. 1 

These schools usually consisted of one large room, often with 

an anteroom, or cloakroom, adjoining. In Montana and Wyoming some 

were built on skids so they could be moved as the population shifted. 2 

In the large room would be a potbellied stove for heat, and most had 

a blackboard on one wall. The teacher served as janitor, nurse, cook, 

and counselor. There was often a new teacher, who was also excited 

and perhaps a bit nervous. And so a new school term began in the rural 

one-room school houses. 

"We taught children instead of subjects," said Bettye Coughenour. 

The rural children came to learn to read, write, communicate and cipher. 

Along with these skills they learned about getting along with older 

and younger children, and about sharing and fairness. 3 

"Well, we opened with a flag salute .. and a prayer." Beth 

Muilenburg, retired one-room teacher who went on to teach at Emporia 

State University, described the opening exercises that she instituted 

in her first country school. Wilma Higbe added, "I read to the children 

every morning." Thus a new day began with a flag salute and a prayer, 
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and then storytime. It was the same in the little school west of Humboldt, 

Iowa, in 1940; as it was in the country school near Wellsville, Kansas, 

in 1932. The teachers in the one-room schools developed their own sense 

of consistency and discipline with the children, and somehow it occurred 

similarly in each school, but teachers had the liberty and autonomy 

of setting up a schedule in their own way. Many had been taught in 

a one-room, ungraded setting, and therefore, were following the pattern 

they had learned as children. 4 

The one-room country school teachers were quite young, and many 

did not have the privilege of college training. During the years from 

1890 through 1910 in Lyon County, Kansas, the average age of teachers 

was 21 years, and most were teaching on a Second Grade Certificate, 

which meant they had to be 19 years old, have 7 months experience, and 

pass an examination with an 80 percent average grade. In Nebraska during 

the 1914-15 school years, 50 percent of the rural teachers were between 

17 and 20, 38 percent were 21 through 25, and the remaining 12 percent 

were 26 or older. Normal training classes taught in high schools were 

the main foundation for these teachers, who often started teaching at 

517 years of age. 

The children who attended these schools learned independently and 

could progress at their own pace. By the time they had reached third 

grade, they knew what to expect, as they had heard the older students, 

often their brothers or sisters, recite the year before. Most of the 

attention the child received from the teacher came in the first and 

second grade, when the teachers, again with marked similarity, sensed 

that the young student needed a good start. In most cases the numbers 

of students in a single grade would not exceed two, and so competition 
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was kept minimal, but the children were eager to achieve. 6 

"Teacher, Teacher, I can!," exclaimed a newly immigrated German 

boy of seven to Beth Muilenburg. It was Christmas time and he could 

say the flag salute in English well enough for the class to understand 

him. In Edwards County, Kansas, where Muilenburg taught, there were 

twelve children in her first school, and three of them came from one 

German family. She related that the language barrier would have been 

great even though she had studied German in college, as the spoken 

language is often quite different from the academic language. But with 

the help of Miriam, an eighth-grade student who spoke German, all three 

of the German children became fluent in English. The little German 

boy was so proud to be an American, and Muilenburg related that his 

7flag salute was one of the highlights of her teaching career. 

Language was often a problem in the rural setting, where many 

newly immigrated people settled and sent their children to school. 

Katherine Houston, a retired one-room teacher from Wyoming, demonstrated 

the dedication she felt to the students, and also showed creativity 

in teaching: "This school included students of Finnish, Swedish, and 

Italian backgrounds who worked in coal mines. Some were 15 years old, 

but hadn't yet learned English." She recalled how she taught them 

English from the blackboard, not from books. The blackboard was an 

indispensible tool for the one-room teacher, as books were scarce, 

and the teacher could copy work on the blackboard. Also lessons could 

be changed for each recitation group.8 

Ruth Geier Rice, Montana rancher and former County Commissioner, 

strongly defended the old country schools. She was both a student 

and a teacher in the one-room setting, and she said, "Younger students 
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learned from older students in one-room schools, students of every 

grade level were seated in the same room. While the teacher was drill­

ing the fourth graders, the third graders could hardly avoid listening." 

Rice believed that this aided learning. According to Wayne E. Fuller, 

author of The Old Country School, the one-room school education 

" . . made the Middle Border the most literate part of the nation 

through the years.,,9 

"Discipline was a factor then as now," recalled Rice. At one 

new school she encountered a problem with the children throwing spit­

balls. She had a talk with the class, and admonished them that their 

homes were not treated this way, and also that the school was theirs, 

and even if she left as the teacher, they would still have to come 

to their school. "She said the next day a few younger children again 

tried to throw spitballs, but the older students put an end to it."lO 

The student who graduated from the one-room school experience usually 

had acquired self-assurance. Herbert Quick, teacher and author, related 

how, at sixteen, he attended an institute which was to enable him to 

teach in a one-room school. He and his friends were placed in the 

C Teacher class. This class meant the students from it would teach 

on a temporary certificate and would not get a first-, second-, or 

third-grade certificate. He and his friends carried on such endless 

debates that the teacher in annoyance "promoted" them to the A class, 

which was taught by Professor Gaylord from New England. Quick grad­

uated from this institute with high marks. ll 

The teachers used their autonomy to arrange extra-curricular ac­

tivities for their students. Mr. Carl Livingston began his teaching 

career in a one-room school in Ellis County, Kansas, and retired as 
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Principal of Butcher Elementary School at Emporia State University. 

Livingston recalled that in the spring of the year, often he and a 

teacher from a nearby school would arrange a baseball game; he would 

load all the children in his car, and away they would go to play ball. 12 

Schools came together not only for athletic games, but for scho­

lastic fun as well. Hamlin Garland, author of Boy's Life On The Prairie, 

wrote a child's (Lincoln Stewart) view of one such event: 

To Lincoln the whole world had changed. The monotonous rou­
tine was broken up delightfully. The crowded seats, the 
lovely big girls from the [Oak] Grove [School], the wiggling 
boys of his own age, the temporary relenting of rigid disci­
pline--all of these were inexpressibly potent and significant 
changes. 13 

The children participated in scholastic games such as spelling 

bees or geography matches, and these events usually were reserved for 

a Friday afternoon. The entire school participated. The little first 

grader could see how well he measured up against the knowledge of the 

fourth grader. This was something that the children looked forward 

to with great glee. Each hoped to be the last one standing, having 

spelled the word correctly, or found the right place on the map.14 

The children did a great deal of memorizing, but Muilenburg recalled 

that she enjoyed making a game of the memorizing and then afterward, 

they would set a poem to music, or draw a mural from a story they had 

read together. There also the eighth grader would help the first 

grader, so that the mural would look like the story.1S 

Teachers often showed their dedication to their students in unusual 

ways. Katherine Houston recalled in the early 1900s that she disagreed 

with an immigrant father who was about to take a bull whip to his son 

for not completing his chores. "I told him he couldn't do that. But 

16 



he paid no attention to me and raised the whip. So I stepped between 

and caught the whip myself.,,16 

Sometimes the dedication was shown by extra work in preparing 

the students for the eighth-grade examination. Carl Livingston got 

one of his teaching positions because some of the students had not 

passed their eighth-grade examination the previous year. He was to 

get those students ready for successful completion of the exam. He 

worked for a number of months with the students, and when spring came, 

they took the tests. Their scores were not just adequate, but quite 

high. Margie Thomas, retired Montana one-room teacher, recalled that 

several of her students had needed similar help when she first started 

teaching prior to World War II. She tutored them during the fall and 

winter months, often taking them home with her after school. The stu­

dents passed the eighth grade examination. Then after several years 

had passed, she received a letter from one young serviceman, thanking 

her: "I never would have made it (the rank he had achieved in the 

service) if you hadn't taken me home with you and worked so hard with 

me that winter.,,17 

The eighth grade exams were very difficult. Muilenburg stated, 

"We didn't give them ourselves. The went to town for the eighth grade 

exams." Students who failed remained in school one more year, so there 

was motivation to work hard preparing for the tests. According to 

Minnie Wellman Hillman, who taught for many years in Greenwood County, 

Kansas, the exams often took two days to be given and covered reading, 

mathematics, spelling, writing, geography, and history. The student 

18had to achieve a certain average to pass. 

17 



The students worked hard at their lessons and played hard at recess. 

Some examples of the games they played in the country schools were 

"Annie Over." "Dare Base." and "Fox and Geese." These traditional 

games involved a principle of the winning side "capturing" the loser 

and that individual became part of the winning team. Most of these 

games involved a lot of chasing. and so a lot of energy was quickly 

spent. The teachers rarely took part in the games. because they were 

usually busy with preparing classwork. But on the occasion that the 

teacher did participate. it was as a player. not a referee. The chil­

dren thus learned to settle their own disputes. Fairness did not always 

abound. but the children learned to recognize it when it was displayed. 

Also. they learned to be resourceful in determining what they were 

going to play. because they had few objects to play with. "Annie Over" 

used the schoolhouse roof and a ball. which had to be thrown over the 

roof to the opposing side. "Fox and Geese" involved tramping a pathway 

in the snow. which made the boundaries of the game. Wilma Higbe remem­

bered one of her first schools when she was very young. and three of 

the seventh- and eighth-grade boys were much bigger than she. She 

said that she never played at recess with the children that year because 

they all loved to play tag football. Occasionally visiting schools 

would share in a recess. and then the older boys kept fairness in and 

19roughness out of the games. 

The country school became a second home to the children. They 

felt responsible for it and often carried in wood. coal. or corncobs 

for the stove to heat the room. These children helped the teacher 

and considered the school their own. Hillman recalled that when she 

first started teaching. there was a school board member who would 
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rearrange her classroom at every school board meeting, and she would 

have to put it all back to her liking the next day. This school board 

member had attended that school as a child and wanted the classroom 

arranged as it had been then, as if it h?d been his childhood home. 

The one-room school was a home away from home to the rural children, 

and their classmates and teacher made up the family.20 

The children cared about each other in the country schools. 

Muilenburg recalled that the same little German boy who had said the 

flag salute carried lunch to school each day; the lunch consisted of 

lard spread over homemade bread. The other children noticed this, and 

asked if they could bring something extra for him and his sisters. 

The children brought extra fried chicken, and offered it to the little 

boy. He said, "No thanks. No danke, thanks." He went on eating his 

lard bread and said, "Lard bread, yum, yum, Schmalzbrot." He was a 

very proud child. 21 

Many of the youthful teachers of the one-room country schools were 

born and raised within the community and benefited from working among 

friends. Such was the case of Frances Martin Bruce, who taught for 

thirty years in Lyon County, Kansas. Bruce recalled that she began 

teaching in the early 1930s in a one-room country school near Admire, 

Kansas. Her mother died during her first year of teaching, leaving 

Bruce with several younger brothers and sisters at home to help care 

for. Due to her workload, her school board relocated her after just 

one year, from a school where she had to do janitor work to a school 

where no janitor work was required. 22 

In Crook County, Wyoming, Mildren Morgan, a retired country teacher, 

recalled that a rule of her one-room school was that the doors were 
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never locked and kindling was always left in the building, so that any­

one needing shelter could find it there. However, there was one day 

that she came into the classroom and found the kindling gone and sardine 

cans littering the floor. She remembered how angry she was over that 

misuse of the privilege of shelter. Morgan reminisced about another 

time when a particularly bad blizzard struck. She sent all the children 

home early, but allowed too little time for herself, and she was caught 

there overnight. She spent the night using her coat as a pillow, alter­

nately sleeping and getting up frequently to feed the stove. 23 

According to Andrew Gulliford, historian and former one-room teacher, 

"The teaching and learning that took place in country schools was, at 

best, a fulfillment of Thomas Jefferson's vision of public education 

and, at worst, a haphazard process. In all cases, the quality of educa­

tion was determined by the teacher's abilities, the local community's 

resources and the students themselves."24 

These isolated buildings that the children thronged to on a fall 

morning, were places of learning, and also shelter during a storm, but 

just as important for the isolated rural people, they were community 

centers. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE SCHOOLHOUSE AS A GATHERING PLACE 

Isolation was the constant companion of the rural settlers on the 

Great Plains as well as in the Middle Border states. Because of this 

isolation, as soon as there were several families in an area, building 

a school was the first task accomplished. Many of the schools were 

erected, or dug out of the ground as in some Kansas and Nebraska dis­

tricts, even before a church was bUilt. These one-room buildings aver­

aged twenty feet by thirty feet. They were run by an elected school 

board, which typically consisted of three men; a moderator or chairman, 

who conducted the school board meetings; a clerk, who took notes at 

meetings; and a treasurer, who was in charge of the collecting and dis­

bursing of funds. All three men also gave permission for any use of 

the school building. 1 

The community took its identity from the schoolhouse, as it was 

the only public building of any size on the Great Plains. Edward Everett 

Dale, author and historian, after teaching one year at the Deep Red 

school in Oklahoma, wrote, "I now felt very much at home in the Deep 

Red community." Often rural people would identify the area in which 

they lived by saying they were from Corinth School community, in much 

the same fashion that town people would identify themselves with the 

name of their village or town. This has continued down to contemporary 

times. For example, the Rinker Corner is so named because of the Rinker 

School located nearby in Lyon County, Kansas. The school ceased to 

function years ago, but the corner is still identified. According to 

Gulliford, "The more isolated the community, the more important the 

schoolhouse. "2 
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Besides its obvious task of providing basic learning, the role 

of the school in the rural community was threefold: it provided identity 

to the community as a whole, identity to individuals within the com­

munity, and a social gathering place for all. 

In many small communities church services were held at the school­

house by religious groups who did not have the money to build a church. 

Lillian Van Natta Smith, whose mother immigrated to Kansas in 1860, 

recalled from her childhood an abandoned log cabin that was used as 

both a church and school: there was no musical instrument, so the 

little group used an old-style tuning fork to start the hymn, and her 

mother and father always started the singing because they both had such 

good voices. She reminisced on the happiness among those people at 

the services. 3 

Rancher-become-president, Theodore Roosevelt, loved to hunt in 

the West, and Colorado became one of his favorite camping places. 

While there on April 30, 1905, he attended and spoke at a church service 

held by an itinerant minister at the Blue School (later called the Blue 

Goose School), near Rifle, Colorado. Roosevelt wrote, "The crowd was 

so large that the exercises had to take place in the open air, and it 

was pleasant to look at the strong frames and rugged, weather-beaten 

faces of the men; while as for the women, one respected them even more 

than the men."4 

Often special school programs were put on to raise money for the 

school to buy extra luxuries, perhaps a set of encyclopedias, a new 

clock, or treats for the Christmas program. The most popular of these 

fund-raising events were box socials. The ladies--old, young and even 

pre-schoolers--spent much time decorating boxes or baskets, which then 
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were filled with delicious food. The boxes and baskets were amassed 

at the front of the classroom and auctioned off to the highest bidders. 

Cupid occasionally made his presence known among the young men and women, 

because the added treat of buying a box was eating supper with the young 

lady who had brought it. 5 

One of the most joyful times in the country schools was the Christ­

mas pageant or play. The children loved to make decorations for the 

event and often spent all their spare time making colorful paper chains. 

Bettye Coughenour recalled that one of the fathers would bring in a 

tree and set it in the corner away from the woodstove, and then the 

children would decorate it. Also, each child performed in the Christmas 

program, according to Margie Thomas. For some students this would be 

their first big accomplishment, and the program provided reward and 

motivation. All the families in the community came to the Christmas 

program to see the children perform. They also came to enjoy a fine 

time afterward when sandwiches, cake, and coffee provided by the families 

were shared with neighboring farmers and ranchers. Usually the small 

building became extremely crowded, but no one seemed to mind. 6 

Perhaps the biggest event of all was the picnic held on the last 

day of school in the spring of the year. School finished at noon, and 

the children and their parents gathered to spend the afternoon eating 

picnic lunch provided by the families, playing games, and just sitting 

and visiting with the other families. There was always a bountiful 

table of food--fried chicken, sandwiches, cakes, and pies--as well as 

a crowded schoolyard, with lots of activities going on simultaneously. 

This school picnic tradition has carried down to modern times. Near 

Decker, Montana, there are three one-room schools that all meet on the 
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last day of each school year for a shared picnic and afternoon of sports 

and games participated in by students and families from all three 

schools. 7 

The schoolhouse provided a meeting place for community gatherings, 

such as literary societies, elections, and dances. One of the most 

famous and popular activities of the literary societies was the debate. 

Some of the topics for debate were quite bizarre. "Is a load of seed 

potatoes or a load of women most needed in the community?" was the sub­

ject for a debate in Uinta County, Utah, in 1933. Some of the topics 

were equally humorous, but most were quite philosophical and moralistic. 

The people themselves did the debating; they learned about Robert's 

Rules of Order and conducted their debates with a great deal of vigor. 

However, sometimes the debates became too heated and fist-fights broke 

out. The rural people used this debating as a political activity also. 

There were many politicians who got their start from debating or speaking 

in a literary society meeting at a country schoolhouse. 8 

One very notable example was President Abraham Lincoln. He spoke 

before a literary society near New Salem in the early l830s. Later, 

his debates with Stephen Douglas stirred a nation's interest, and 

ultimately helped his presidential campaign. 9 

Local, state, and national elections were important to the newly 

immigrated people, and they used their schoolhouses as a place to vote; 

to hear a political figure speak on the issues; or just to find out 

from their neighbors what was happening in their own state, county, 

or district. Marshall A. Barber, author of Schoolhouse at Prairie 

View, wrote a child's eye view of elections: 
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Presidential elections interested us children greatly.
 
I experienced just one of them in Prairie View--it
 
was in 1876; I can fix the date because most of us
 
hurrahed for Hayes and Wheeler.
 

The elections taught us one thing, that with the
 
privilege of free citizenship went that of free
 
spitting--especially in the back part of the school­

house occupied by the big scholars on school days.
 
There some citizens doubtless long debated before
 
they cast their ballots, then voted as they had
 
ruminated. It was eventually the teacher who
 
suffered most through elections: he had to clean
 
up the building after them. lO
 

The rural tradition of voting at the schoolhouse has continued into 

modern times. Many precincts in the rural areas of counties across 

the Middle Border and Great Plains still use the country schoolhouse 

as a voting place. ll 

Dancing was a popular custom in some communities, and using the 

school for a dance was a direct reflection of the community's feelings. 

In some other communities dancing was thought to be sinful. Where it 

was approved, dances were important and well attended events at the 

sChoolhouse. People would load the whole family in the wagon and come 

from miles around when they heard that a dance was to be held. The 

children played, danced, and when sleepy were put to bed on the school 

desks and chairs pushed around the edge of the room. Sometimes there 

were wedding dances at the school. In one instance, because of the 

scarcity of musicians, the bride did not once get to dance with the 

groom, as he was the only person in the community who could provide 

music, and he spent the entire evening playing the violin. 12 

Families came to these activities, dances, literaries, elections, 

box socials, picnics, and Christmas programs. Children were welcome. 

But there was one society that met in some of the rural one-room schools 
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that apparently did not welcome the younger family members on some 

occasions. M. A. Barber explained: 

We children were not welcome at the secret meetings 
of the Grange, but our parents must have attended them. 
Once in rummaging in the school coal house we found a 
chest which contained some strange robes--regalia of 
the Grange, we were told. These must have belonged 
to a secret meeting, for who would wear such ridiculous 
things in the open? Maybe it was people's having to 
dress up at the meetings that caused the ultimate 
death of the society.13 

The schoolboard that directed the activities of the school also 

did the hiring and firing of teachers. These schoolboards were respon­

sible for making the rules governing the teacher's behavior. In some 

instances these rules were onerous. One of the rules was against 

marriage for the female teacher. Mary Ellen Sissman who taught for 

many years in Kansas, recalled that her first teaching contract for 

the year 1940-41 stipulated that she could not marry during her tenure, 

could not date high school boys, and had to attend church once a month. 

(Sissman later served in the Navy during World War II and received a 

Master Teacher Award from Emporia State University in 1970.) According 

to other retired teachers there were further capricious and unfair re­

quirements. Every weekend had to be spent within the community, and 

no smoking or dancing was allowed. Frank Poppewell, Professor Emeritus 

of Missouri Western College, noted that these arbitrary rules were 

equally enforced with no thought of hearing for the teacher or pro­

tection of their rights. 14 

Before World War I many schoolboards required teachers to reside 

in the districts where they taught. It was not uncommon for a female 

teacher to be expected to room and board with some family previously 

selected within the community. In rural Nebraska one teacher's 
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experience with room and board was that she paid $S4 per year and had 

to help with the milking and getting supper for the family. E. E. Dale 

recalled that in the early 1900s he taught at Deep Red school and boarded 

with the Robinson family. They were exceptionally fine people. The 

family of five lived in a one-room dugout home, with two double beds, 

one of which Mr. Dale shared with Mr. Robinson, and the other of which 

was shared by the mother and three children. Privacy was a problem, 

and Dale quickly learned to dress under the COvers. He recalled that 

the family worked out an excellent system so all could be comfortable.1S 

Most one-room schoolteachers were remarkably caring. The teacher 

became a friend to the community. Teachers not only roomed and boarded 

within the community, but they made the rounds of all the families to 

have dinner with them. This was a time for the teacher, family, and 

student to discuss any problems that were being encountered. Herbert 

Hoover, President, recalled from his childhood that his teacher 

was so close to his family that when his parents died, she wanted to 

adopt him, but the choice went instead to an aunt and uncle in Oregon.16 

Because discipline was an important part of the school and community 

life, the family usually supported the school and teacher in every way 

possible. For example, Ruth Murphy, a retired Kansas one-room teacher, 

recalled meeting Elizabeth Maddox, who had boarded at her home and been 

her son's teacher. The conversation led back to a time when Murphy's 

son was naughty at school, and Maddox spanked him. When he got home 

his mother spanked him again. Maddox shared with Murphy how appalled 

she had been when she discovered that the child had received two 

spankings for such a minor misdeed. 17 
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On the other hand some parents had to be fair and stand up to the 

over-zealous teacher who was bent on disciplining the children too 

severely. Such was the case related by John Ise in Sod and Stubble, 

when his teacher raced to his home after he had ducked out of school 

to avoid a whipping. Complaining to his parents, the teacher was told 

by Ise's father that it was her problem and she would have to solve 

it. Rosie Ise, the mother, commented that she could not understand 

it, because the child was good at home. 18 

Sometimes the discipline worked wonders. J. W. Crabtree, secretary 

of the National Education Association from 1917 to 1934, observed that 

his parents thought he was a "changed boy" after he received a whipping 

from Lizzie Moore, his one-room schoolteacher. She had wept after 

whipping him, saying it was the hardest thing she ever had to do. Then 

she implored him to be good and not cause her to do it again. Crabtree 

recalled that he never misbehaved in school again, and brought in fuel 

and swept the floor and steps for the teacher after that. His attempts 

at helpfulness even extended to the point that he and two other boys 

trounced another boy for sassing Lizzie Moore. 19 

Families were involved and cared about the school and the teacher. 

For example, Nona B. Thompson, retired Kansas teacher, recalled an 

extremely cold morning and a stubborn coal stove. This was her first 

year of teaching and she usually lived at home and drove back and forth 

to school, but an arrangement had been made with a family living a 

quarter mile from the school that she could board in bad weather. The 

weather turned cold, the temperature was below zero, and so Thompson 

was boarding. She walked to school and arrived to find .a cold building 

and coal stove. Her hands were numb, and she could not get the fire 
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started. Then help came: " . One of the parents arrived with his 

two little boys. He stripped off his heavy mittens and made me put 

them on, still warm from the warmth of his work-coarsened hands. Then 

he built up a roaring fire. "20 

Families were frequently involved with the building of the school­

house. Such was the case with the Sarkowitz family. The mother and 

father were polish immigrants, homesteading near Sheridan, Wyoming, 

and their children were walking quite a distance to school. So the 

mother wrote a letter requesting a new school to President Woodrow 

Wilson. In 1913, Mr. Sarkowitz, some of his neighbors, and his son, 

armed with permission to build and plans for the new school, built Upper 

Dutch Creek school. They contributed their labor. In recent time this 

building went on the auction block to be sold and moved. One of the 

Sarkowitz daughters, Mrs. LaGala, a retired Chicago music teacher, heard 

of the sale of "papa's school" and contacted the rest of the family. 

The Sarkowitz children put their money together and made a bid for the 

bUilding, hoping to move it to the family homestead. 21 

Families with children who had slight handicaps in learning were 

helped by the cooperative classroom structure. Margie Thomas recalled 

one little girl she taught who was slow in learning, but was progressing 

and was a sweet and helpful child. Thomas remarked, "She would make 

a good and productive citizen." When the child progressed to town 

school at the seventh grade, the school authorities promptly placed 

her in a class for the retarded. Thomas recalled how shocked and hurt 

both she and the child felt, for it was completely unnecessary.22 

The term "mainstreaming" was not even thought of in the one-room 

situation according to Sally Smith, author of No Easy Answers: The 
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Learning Disabled Child. She stated that in the one-room schoolhouse 

of the past, the student was allowed to mature at his own pace, remained 

with his schoolmates, and in fact, was tutored by them and the teacher. 

Smith claimed, "Putting learning disabled or educationally handicapped 

children back into the classroom is not applicable to country schools, 

for these children were never excluded." 23 

The students who graduated from these small, isolated buildings 

were truly educated. One study done at the University of Nebraska at 

Lincoln in 1932 revealed that a single one-room school in Jefferson 

County, Nebraska, graduated students during the drought and crop failure 

years of the l890s, "•• Eleven of whom graduated from college, and 

three from a conservatory of music. Twelve became teachers, one an 

attorney, one an engineer, one a noted eye specialist, one a prominent 

artist, and two were widely known musicians. Several were successful 

1124farmers 

They could read, and had skills in writing, arithmetic, and 

spelling, but even more important, they had a sense of community and 

identity through that school and their community which enhanced their 

education. They were people such as Mrs. LaGala, or Presidents Herbert 

Hoover or Abraham Lincoln, or Walter Chrysler, the auto maker. They 

were people who went on to work and succeed with their lives, because 

they were educated in academics, creativity, and responsibility. They 

knew how to think. Specifically, Beth Muilenburg recalled that her 

little German family had done quite well. The oldest daughter became 

a scientist at NASA, and the younger was a nursing supervisor until 

her retirement. 25 
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Perhaps the success of the one-room school was that there was a 

support system that included the community, the family, the teacher, 

and the student. They all worked and played together. That is what 

made the school not just a gathering place, but a learning place. 

However, these small, autonomous units could not withstand the 

kind of pressure placed on them by professional educators and by demo­

graphics. With few exceptions, they finally succumbed to consolidation. 
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CHAPTER 4: END OF AN ERA 

"The most pressing educational problem today is the rural school." 

With these words a campaign for consolidation was expanded by the 

Kansas State Superintendent of Public Instruction in 1908. Fifty 

years later the following headline accompanied an article in the 

Emporia Gazette on August 22, 1957: "Another Landmark Fades Away 

Ruggles Schoolhouse Sale Closes a 70-year Chapter." In this span 

of time the consolidation of rural schools was almost completely ac­

complished in Kansas and across the Middle Border and Great Plains 

l ':,1states. 

Frances Jones, a retired Lyon County Superintendent and the person 

who oversaw the auction of Ruggles School, recalled that when she 

began her term of office in 1953, there were 67 to 70 one-room schools 

in Lyon County. When she retired in 1963, there were just 6. She 

remarked: 

The state took care of [eliminating] the schools themselves
 
because the law stated that the State could not give aid
 
to any school who had less than [so many pupils]. One year
 
it jumped to 6, and then on to 7, 8, 9, and 10. So in five
 
years they increased [the quota] by 1 student [per year].2
 

Beth Muilenburg recalled that during her tenure as county superinten­

dent from 1945 through 1951 in Howard, Kansas, the number of school 

districts shrank from 90 to 16. It is a paradox that the same office 

of superintendent which originally was in charge of training the youth­

ful one-room teachers, would be the one to accomplish the closing 

of those one-room schools. Finally, the consolidation movement 

achieved its culmination in the post-World War II period. 3 
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Yet as early as 1877, the Kansas law for the common school required 

a minimum of fifteen children between the ages of five and twenty-one 

to reside in a district for that district to qualify for any bonded 

indebtedness. Apparently that law was not chosen to be enforced until 

the 1950s. 4 

Professional educators were the major influence in the consolida­

tion movement; efficient use of economic resources was the central 

theme of their campaign. But there were other forces at work simul­

taneously. Demographics played a part both in post-World War II popu­

lation movement, rural to town, and in the opening of job markets 

for women. Also, the small, autonomous school boards and teachers 

played an unwitting role in the consolidation of schools; again eco­

nomics played a part, as costs for maintenance of the buildings and 

paying teachers salaries was a burden taxwise. 

Cost efficiency was one of the main arguments used by the profes­

sional educators to further the consolidation cause. Yet this cost 

efficiency was not always so well served. In 1907 the Kansas state 

superintendent wrote: "If through consolidation or otherwise these 

rural schools could be brought to have an average attendance of say 

35 pupils,-the number of teachers required therein would be one-half 

the number now employed." By 1960 the State Superintendent of Public 

Instruction in Kansas had a staff of 40 professional persons (none 

of whom taught in a classroom) and 39 clerical and secretarial 

employees. The report did not mention how many maintenance persons 

were employed. In the 1958-60 fiscal year almost one-third of the 

budget of the Kansas Department of Education was for administrative 

cost, including accreditation and certification. The duties of this 
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State Department of Education was described: "Before recent years 

the State Superintendent and his staff had an inspectorial function; 

now persuasion and leadership are the chief means used to improve 

education in Kansas. ,,5 

Other cost efficiencies were claimed in the transportation of 

students to the newly consolidated schools. Whereas walking to school 

was the main transport to the one-room rural school, consolidation 

required transporting the students to a central school. With cost 

efficiency in mind, the State Department of Public Instruction recom­

mended in 1908 that person (preferrably a high school student) could 

be hired to drive the wagon and carry the children to and from the 

school. This would entail an estimated four hours a day, and it was 

recommended the driver be paid $30 per month. Additionally, the $30 

per month for the driver was said to be "clear profit" for the entire 

school year. Ironically, in that same year (1908) teachers in Lyon 

County one-room schools were earning $42.50 per month. 6 

Besides efficiency, the professional educators stressed that 

the supervision of rural education was poor. In the 1917-18 Biennial 

Report, the Kansas State Superintendent of Public Instruction wrote: 

School laws need revision particularly because of the rural 
school. It is the most backward and undeveloped element 
of our school system . . . Expert guidance . . . is almost 
wholly lacking in rural schools. 

Following that in 1923, J. M. Foote of the National Education Associa­

tion, commented that "the justification for change from [one-room 

to consolidated schools] was based wholly on administrative conditions 

prevailing in the centralized school." He claimed the superiority 

38
 



of consolidated schools in elementary instruction was administrative 

difference. 7 

From the 1860s through World War II, the local farmers were the 

autonomous rUlers of the education delivered within their districts. 

They were locally elected. These farmer-school board members hired, 

fired, and replaced teachers; made sure the building was in repair; 

and took care of the funding for the books, wood, and other require­

ments for the one-room school. 8 

Unfortunately, these school boards characteristically believed 

that teachers were being overpaid, according to Roy Chambers, who 

taught at several one-room country schools during the 1930s. He 

related how the school board members often tried to persuade the 

teacher to work for less salary in their second or third year of 

teaching. 9 

Low salaries accounted for much movement by teachers from school 

to school, and often from school to a job other than teaching, as 

was the case with Vernon Grundy. In the early 1930s he began his teach­
" 
;<'ling career at Climax, Kansas, with salary of $75 per month in a one­

room country school. Later at another school he had to take his pay­

check to each school board member for his signature before it was 

negotiable. Grundy recalled that his salary ranged up to $90 per 

month by the late 1930s. During World War II Grundy worked in a 

refinery, and after the war he owned and operated a hardware store. 

He did not teach again. 10 

In the post-World War II era, school boards changed in composition 

with the consolidation movement. The state departments of education 

also altered the methods of election to school boards. According 
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to Nancy Lalouette, a resident of Chase County and graduate student 

at Emporia State University, the Kansas State Department of Education 

in the early 1970s mapped out how consolidation of five high schools 

and twelve grade schools would be accomplished in Chase County. Of 

necessity, a central school board also needed to be established. 

A locally-governed planning board was appointed and after study, they 

recommended to KSDE: 

One Unified District in Chase County Planning Unit and board
 
members elected from three sub-districts, two from each
 
sub-district. The entire district will vote for every board
 
member.
 

KSDE approved all the recommendations except allowing the entire 

district to vote for each board member. ll 

When the population was sparse and mostly rural, in 1880, there 

were 100,000 school districts in the United States. These three-

to four-mile square districts were administered by three-man school 

boards. In 1981, with a population near 225 million, there were only 

16,000 school districts in the nation. These school districts covered ,Ii< 

whole counties in some instances, and were technically run by a school 

board; but in fact, they were run by the professional educators from 

the state departments of education dispatching through the superinten­

dents of the districts to the principals of the schools. At the bottom 

of the chain was the teacher. 12 

Although professional educators, demographics, economics and 

local farmer-school board members played a part in the demise of the 

one-room country school, there was at least one other cause. One 

of the basics in learning, along with reading, writing, and arithmetic, 

was the teacher. The turnover of teachers in the one-room country 
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school was rapid. It was rare for a teacher to remain in a particular 

rural school for more than one year. This turnover of individual 

teachers played a part in the closing of the one-room school. 

Teachers moved from school to school with the regularity of migra­

tory birds. The turnover rate in Nebraska prior to World War I was 

averaged at 1.85 terms taught in one school. Lyon County, Kansas, 

experienced a similar trend for the year 1893 through 1910 (as noted 

on Table I). In the eight districts surveyed, the average teacher 

tenure was 1.35 terms taught in one school. District #242 in Wabaunsee 

County, Kansas, had a similar rapid turnover in the year 1869 through 

World War I, and then the teacher tenure became more stable. 13 

In moving from one school to another teachers cited higher salary 

as the primary reason in most cases. The lows and highs of salaries 

in Lyon County, Kansas, for 1902 ranged from $25 per month through 

$50 per month. These were teachers with third- and second-grade 

certificates, respectively. The average salary of teachers for the 

1914-15 school year in Nebraska was $47.69 per month. 14 

There were other reasons for teachers to leave the one-room school, 

one of which was furthering their careers through higher education. 

Standards in the field of teaching created requirements far beyond 

the simple high school normal training that was the foundation for 

many rural one-room schoolteachers. In 1922 a national survey of 

one-room schools showed that one-third of all teachers had no profes­

sional training and that one-fourth left teaching every year to be 

replaced by inexperienced teachers. Therefore, furthering their educa­

tion became an important part of teachers' lives. Frances Bruce re­

turned to college each summer to attain her diploma. Others took 
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TABLE I
 

TABLE ILLUSTRATING TEACHER TURNOVER
 

Teachers, Type of Certification, and Monthly Salary
 
in Selected School Districts of Lyon County, Kansas: 1893-1910 

SCHOOL SCHOOL DISTRICT - Number and Name 
YEAR '4 Duck Creek #5 Waterloo #30 Badger Creek #37 Rosean 

1893/94 R. Spiker L. Robb I. Carmine R. Walworth 
1st $50 2nd $35 N.D. $40 1st $40 

1894/95 A. Blair O. Richerd A. Conard M. Scheel 
2nd $40 $31.25 1st $40 Life $33.33 

1895/96 L. Kerr A. Wilkinson M. Salisbury J. Stewart 
$40 $40 $40 $42.50 

1896/97 L. Kerr A. Gardner D. Sisler A. Conard 
$40 $35 $40 $35 

1897/98 W. Burnap R. Hubbard E. Sisler ~t. Sallee 
2nd $40 Life $37 Life $37.50 2nd $35 

1898/99 J. Broyles L. Drinkwater 1. Leich U. Wolf 
2nd $40 1st $40 2nd $35 2nd $40 

1899/1900 W. Burnap L. Drinkwater L. Caldwell G. Wolfe 
1st $40 1st $40 1st $40 2nd $40 

1900/01 U. Wolf E. Sutton E. Jones L. Smith 
2nd $45 2nd $40 Life $40 Life $40 

1901/02 B. Spiker B. Houghton E. Sword F. Langley 
2nd 3rd 2nd 2nd $40 

1902/03 P. Phillips A. Botsford 11. l1yers ~1. Pinkham 
2nd $35 State $40 2nd $40 

1903/04 P. Phillips ~1. Wagner 11. Loomis A. Powers 
2nd $40 3rd $40 2nd $45 2nd $40 

1904/05 A. Powers M. Wagner 11. Loomis C. Wright 
2nd $45 2nd $45 1st $52.50 2nd $45 

1905/06 A. Powers B. Johnson G. l1adison N. Knause 
1st $50 State $42.50 $45 2nd $40 

1906/07 N. Loy N. Welsh H. Jones E. O'Conner 
3rd $45 2nd $45 2nd $50 1st $47.50 

1907/08 N. Loy F. Wright A. I1cGahey E. O'Conner 
3rd. $45 2nd $45 2nd $50 1st $50 

1908/09 I. VanGundy L. Davis N. Welsh F. Lewis 
2nd $50 

1909/10 S. Wilson B. Gravette I. Watson F. Lewis 

Source: Records of County Superintendent of Schools, 
Register of Deeds, Lyon County Courthouse, 
Emporia, Kansas. 
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TABLE I (Cont inued) 

TABLE ILLUSTRATING TEACHER TURNOVER 

Teachers, Type of Certification, and Monthly Salary 
in Selected School Districts of Lyon County, Kansas: 1893-1910 

SCHOOL SCHOOL DISTRICT - Number and Name 
YEAR 

142 Wheeler 165 Maxon 173 Dry Creek 176 Ireland 

1893/94	 \~. Miller B. Gordon G. Roberts L. Geraghty 
N.D. $40 2nd $35	 $40 2nd $37.50 

1894/95	 N. Clark B. Steele M. Stine A. Gaughan 
3rd $35 2nd $33 

1895/96 E. Thomas G. See G. Rhodes A. Gaughan 
$37.50 $40 

1896/97 E. Thomas E. Sutton G. Rhodes A. Gaughan 
$40 $40 $40 

1897/98	 W. McKinley L. Brown J. Brewer C. Burke 
2nd $35 Life $35 2nd $40 1st $40 

1898/99	 L. Plumb L. Brown G. Gasche C. Durin 
Life $35 Temp. $40 3rd $40 

1899/1900	 E. Thomson E. Curt L. Batch J. Duggan 
1st $40 1st $42 2nd $40 

1900/01	 C. Aldrich M. Cook E. Curt J. Duggan 
2nd $40 3rd $40 2nd $35 2nd $40 

1901/02	 A. Sayre J. Blair W. Hammond J. Duggan 
2nd 3rd 1st 2nd 

1902/03	 E. O'Conner E. Sutton J. Duggan A. Gaughan 
2nd $38 2nd $40 

1903/04	 E. O'Conner E. Stoner J. Duggan A. Gaughan 
2nd $37.50 2nd $45 2nd $40 2nd $40 

1904/05	 I. Gordon M. McDermott R. Marsh A. Gaughan 
1st $45 2nd $50 State $35 1st $45 

1905/06	 1. Grimsley B. Ison B. Tucker A. Gaughan 
2nd $40 2nd $42.50 3rd $40 1st $45 

1906/07	 C. Rector B. Ison H. Brock A. Gaughan 
1st $47.50 2nd $50 1st $45 2nd $45 

1907/08	 B. Brown B. Hormel S. Smith K. Duggan 
2nd $42.50 1st $50 2nd $40 2nd $40 

1908/09	 N. Snoddy B. Brown N. Johnson M. Begbie 

1909/10	 N. Snoddy M. Charlesworth E. Rector M. Begbie 

Source: Records of County Superintendent of Schools, 
Register of Deeds, Lyon County Courthouse 
Emporia, Kansas. 
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a sabbatical to attend college full-time, as did Roy Chambers. 15 

A different teacher every year did not lend stability to the one-

room country school, and when the professional educators suggested that 

it would be cheaper to combine the little units into one larger, con­

solidated, graded unit, the farmer-school board member thought it was 

an efficient idea. The teacher also thought it was a good plan, as 

it would alleviate isolation and would afford the teaching of one single I 
class of students, all of whom were approximately the same age and a t' 
achievement level. It would also yield a higher salary. Evidence of ,~ 

l
~ 

the teacher movement to consolidated schools is demonstrated in the 

Nebraska survey of 1914-15 in which only 43 percent of teachers responded ] 
that they would like to remain in the rural one-room school. (Of inter- t 
est, in modern times, western Nebraska has the largest number of one- t 

; 
'f ' 

room schools still in operation; and the responders to the survey of 

1914-15 were mostly from the eastern districts of Nebraska.)16 

Teaching was an acceptable profession for single women up the post-

World War II era, when acceptable employment was expanded to include 

many other fields. Just as the population had grown and simultaneously 

shifted from mostly rural to mostly urban, so there were major changes 

in the employment picture for women after World War II. Working during 

the war in munitions factories had liberated single women for jobs other 

than teaching. Predictably a teacher shortage developed in the 1950s. 

Professional educators alleviated the problem by hiring married women 

who taught classes if they had college, and worked as teacher aides 

if not college-trained. The main goal of these teachers was to pay 

off a house-mortgage or put some money aside for their children's 

college. They were a different kind of teacher. 17 
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Despite the difficulties of the one-room country school experience, 

a high quality of learning transpired. The students who learned in 

the one-room school had a great advantage over their city cousins. 

Many retired teachers testified to the quality of education given there. 

For instance, Ruth Rice remembered that of her high school graduating 

class in the 1920s, all but one of the honor students were from rural, 

one-room schools. 18 

A comparative study of one-room, ungraded rural schools verus con­

solidated, graded schools done in the 1920s agreed that the quality 

of learning in the rural setting was excellent. In fact, language and 

writing scores of rural students surpassed those of consolidated students; 

and reading comprehension and arithmetic were equal scores for both 

types of schools. Considering the one-room students were slightly 

younger (1/8 year) than the consolidated students, these scores were 

remarkable. Although at the time of publication of the study, the author, 

i,l 
"J. M. Foote, claimed it proved the value of city or consolidated school-
I.J 

ing. Another study in the 1920s by C. W. Odell, Professor at University 

of Illinois, found that one-room school students worked at a more ac­

celerated pace than their consolidated counterparts. 19 

As professional educators entered teaching in the late 1800s, the 

normal schools for teachers became the sought-after solution for teacher 

training. Soon a system of standardization caused one-room rural teach­

ers to feel inferior. Their quest for higher education, higher salary, 

and easier work was the end result. After the rural teachers moved 

to the consolidated schools, and gradually succumbed to the standards 

applied by the professional educators, they taught only to the norm. 

They lost some of their concern for the whole student, individual 
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acceleration and the student's ability to communicate. The consolidated, 

graded school was the answer for the professional well-trained teacher. 

What both the farmer-school board member and the teacher neglected 

to study was the loss of autonomy that accompanied the move from one-

room school to consolidated school. The farmer was no longer absolute 

authority in the ways of the classroom and the school bUilding. In 

consolidated schools the teacher was deprived of the freedom of estab­

lishing classroom structure, but then had less responsibility. They 

both lost control when consolidation occurred. 

There were peculiar conditions in the rural one-room school which 

aided the learning process. The students heard their teacher read every 

morning from some book of adventure or humor: they had a teacher who 

played in games at recess; they listened to recitations of the older 

students and participated with all the students from grades one through 
I, 
,I 

eight at recess games and in classroom studies. The rural children !
 

were taught reading, comprehension, and communication by teachers and
 

fellow-students who were skilled in those fields. Teachers tasks were
 

difficult, but most remained very enthusiastic about school.
 

The much maligned, autonomous, creative and under-educated one-

room school teacher was teaching communication skills in those isolated 

country schools. The student was expected to think and reason his way 

through problems and to communicate his conclusions effectively. The 

farmer-school board member fostered this learning environment. All 

this ended with the closing of the rural one-room schools. 

Yet studies of the past fifty years have shown that a teaching 

model of one-on-one, such as teacher-to-pupil, or pupil-to-pupil, pro­

duces greater learning. These studies have also demonstrated that groups 
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learn better than individuals, and group learning certainly was part 

of the learning situation in the one-room country schools. What has 

been the consequence of the century and one-half push to graded, con­

solidated schools? 

t 
,f 
I 

'. 
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CHAPTER 5: WHAT HAPPENED TO LEARNING? 

"The American public school system founded a century and a half 

ago was a bold and magnificant dream, the most democratic and charitable 

achievement of any people in recorded history . . . Today public educa­

tion is in trouble. Millions of parents are enrolling theLr children 

in private schools." These words were written in 1981 by Frank Poppewell 

as an introduction to a history of his teaching career, which spanned 

1forty-seven years. 

In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education reported: 

Our nation is at risk . . . If an unfriendly foreign power 
had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational 
performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it 
as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to hap­
pen to ourselves. We have even squandered the gains in stu­
dent achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge. 
Moreover, we have dismantled essential support systems which 
helped make those gains possible. We have, in effect, been 
committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational dis­
armament . . . Our society and its educational institutions 
seem to have lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling. 

Other authors also wrote of the crisis in education, dating back 

to Leslie Hart, author and educator, in 1969, when he denounced the 

"classroom disaster." He laid blame on the organization of schools 

through classroom and grades, which he said was "slightly less modern 

than the covered wagon.,,3 

Thomas Jefferson's dream was a literate nation that could exercise 

well the responsibility of governing. To accomplish that dream many 

professional educators, led by Horace Mann and others, organized, consoli ­

dated, and standardized the public school system in the United States 

through the last one hundred and fifty years. This has achieved il ­

literacy among the people; demoralization among the teachers; and 

48
 

2 



humiliation among the students. All unwittingly accomplished in the 

name of education. The major contributors to the failure of education 

have been competition, threat, and rote learning, used within the stan­

dardized and graded system that the professional educators evolved in 

their campaign for efficient, consolidated schools. 

According to Jonathan Kozol, teacher and author, a study of 

literacy in 1984 showed the United States ranked 49 among the 158 member 

nations of the United Nations; fully one-third of the adult American 

population was illiterate or functionally illiterate. Kozol's defini­

tion of functional literacy--mastery through the 8th grade level--has 

been accepted by several experts in the field of adult literacy; although 

he has been labeled an extremist and alarmist by others. He also re­

ported that in 1984 the United States government spent 100 million 

dollars, an amount equalling $1.65 per illiterate, to help them become 

literate. From the early 1970s through the mid-1980s the number of 

illiterate and functionally illiterate had grown three times greater. 4 

In 1983 Barbara Bush, wife of Vice President George Bush, wrote: 

"The United States today is confronted with an extremely serious national 

problem--illiteracy." Mrs. Bush, who worked for several years in the 

area of educating for reading, advocates volunteerism and corporate 

5involvement in reading programs. 

Because of the great concern with illiteracy, there have been 

organizations that have tried to alleviate the problem. One such 

organization is Altrusa Interational, which published figures that 

indicated in 1974, "The United Nations found the percentage of functional 

illiterates in the United States population to be triple that of the 

Soviet Union." It was also noted that for the functional illiterate 
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the most devastating impact is the inability to participate and have 

some cOhtrol in his life. Another program that was designed to make 

the nation literate is the Laubach-National Issues Forum program. This 

program entails a holistic approach to the potential reader, involving 

him in discussions of interest, creating greater communications skills, 

along with imparting reading ability.6 

Kozol refuted both these programs on the basis of the programs' 

self-acknowledged "cream off" of the 2% to 4% of illiterates that are 

salvageable or reachable. He suggested that these programs would not 

even touch the illiteracy problem. Some other people in the field of 

literacy agreed with Kozol. For example, Lynette Hayes, Vice President 

of Atlanta Literacy Action, wrote in 1984 about traditional literacy 

programs that usually only had a 20% success rate. 7 

Why was the nation "at risk"? Sixty million Americans were 

in the catagory of functional illiterate or illiterate. "What [that] 

does imply is that all 60 million are substantially excluded from the 

democratic process," was Kozol's interpretation of the finding of the 

National Committee on Excellence in Education. It would seem the nation 

had ignored Jefferson's injunction. 8 

Illiteracy was not the only legacy of the century-and-one-half­

old public education dream. Many teachers' lives were made into 

nightmares. In modern times teachers' work days are not spent in 

instruction and individual attention to students, but are consumed by 

tasks such as counting milk tickets, marching children from class to 

class, maintaining discipline, and seldom communicating individually 

with any of their students. This has led in some large cities to 

teachers even being physically attacked by their students. 9 

50 



The underlying problem that surfaces constantly is class size. 

"So far as I can learn, no educator has come forward to claim that 

twenty-five or thirty is a grouping desirable for basic educational 

purposes." Leslie Hart wrote and believed those words in 1969. Yet 

in 1908 the Kansas State Superintendent of Public Instruction wrote: 

"The fatal weakness in these [one-room] schools lies in their size. 

It is impossible that schools so small as many of these are should do 

the best work. With but a handful of pupils no teacher can secure the 

best results. The pupils themselves miss the incentive and inspiration 

that comes with numbers." Earlier in the same report the recommenda­

tion was made that 35 seemed like a good average attendance, still 

using just one teacher. 10 

Overcrowded classrooms are a problem to these modern teachers. 

They cannot expect to individualize any instruction with classes that 

contain 35 pupils, all one grade, and all one age. For instance, in 

1964 a newly graduated teacher was assigned a fourth grade classroom 

with 42 children. She had no aide, and to her credit finished her 

contract through spring term and then left teaching. ll 

Modern teachers in consolidated, graded schools do not enjoy 

the autonomy of their predecessors in the one-room schools. Teachers 

in consolidated schools are constantly supervised by a principal, some 

of whom are over-zealous. One example was a teacher who rearranged 

her students' desks, thinking to make the classroom more appealing. 

The principal came in and scolded her in front of the children and said 

that he was to approve anything that was changed within his building. 12 

The students fared worse than the teachers under the standardized 

and graded system called public education. (The teacher could leave 
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the system if dissatisfied; by law the child had to attend for a given 

number of years.) For example, Hart wrote about the necessity in the 

class-and-grade system of eliciting conformity from each of the indi­

viduals within that class. The term "civilising" is applied, he said, 

but compliance is what is demanded; he compared the school system to 

a penitentiary. "If we really intended to teach children practical 

democracy or the art of getting along with others, putting them into 

a highly regimented, autocratic situation would seem an odd way to go 

about it."13 

On the academic level of learning, Hart further criticized the 

standardized, graded system. "A recent research project on the "Head 

Start" preschool experience for deprived children showed that the sub­

stantial gains many made through this program vanished soon after they 

entered regular school. Throughout school, a child who shows enthusiasm 

for any academic interest becomes somewhat remarkable. Most enthusiasms 

lie outside the classroom. The classroom school was never designed 

to arouse or permit individual interests. The basic idea was what we 

would now call thought-control. If children are to be handled con­

stantly as groups, they must perforce be told what to think, when to 

begin thinking it, and when to stop.,,14 

Children experienced humiliation and defeat in the system of 

standardization and consolidation that was established. Herbert Kohl, 

author and teacher, wrote: "Many student teachers I have known .. 

[were] becoming teachers to negate the wounds they received when they 

were in school. They want to counter the racism, the sexual put-down, 

all the other humiliations they experienced with new, freer ways of 

teaching and learning. ,,15 
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Another author, John Goodlad, rebuked public education: "The 

schools we know are geared to adult expectations for childhood education 

that have been frozen into the grades and persist in spite of the re­

peated failure of some children to meet them.,,16 

Taking into account the illiteracy rate, and the burnout that 

teachers experienced, and the failure of whole groups of children before 

they reached fourth grade, it would seem appropriate to question the 

standardization and consolidation of schools; to review the class-and­

grade system; and to reconsider the use of competition and threat in 

the learning process. Especially this is so in view of the statistics 

from past years that showed a higher rate of literacy from those states 

that had the greatest number of one-room schools. 

In 1950 General Lewis Hershey, Director of Selective Service, 

released findings of the army rejection rates from the Department of 

Labor. The statistics for Kansas rural army inductees showed that they 

had achieved 8.9 grades of school, and that there was just 5 percent 

functional illiteracy. Nebraska's inductees had a 4.9 percent functional 

illiteracy rate. Some other states which never had comparable numbers 

of one-room schools, such as New York and Pennsylvania, had 9.5 percent 

and 9.4 percent functional illiteracy rates respectively. These findings 

were born out by the studies of historian, Wayne FUller. 17 

In the one-room school the children learned by hearing other 

children recite, and by tutoring from other students, and they were 

in a classroom with many ages and levels of achievement other than their 

own, so competition was minimal. Herbert Kohl described an experimental 

high school operating during the 1930s that allowed students to teach 

other students, permitted interdisciplinary pursuits, and brought in 
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volunteers to work with students. These were all things that were usual 

occurances in the one-room school. Interestingly, Kohl noted that the 

follow-up twenty years later on these students (who were called "guinea 

pigs") was similar in outcome to the Nebraska community during the 1890s 

that turned out such successful individuals. 18 

Children in the one-room school were never lectured to by the 

teacher. Instead they listened to the recitations and selected that 

which they could use and turned to other endeavors when disinterested. 

When in recitation with the teacher or working with another student 

on lessons, they had the individual attention and interaction needed 

for learning. And they read and understood what they read. 

Modern research on the human mind and how it functions best has 

shown that: "The brain does not usually learn in the sense of accept­

ing or recording information from teachers. The brain is not a passive 

consumer of information. Instead it actively constructs its own inter­

pretations of information and draws inferences from it." Hart quoted 

educational psychologist, Merlin C. Wittrock, on the error of present 

class-and-grade system.19 

At the present time, comprehension seems to be a problem for the 

illiterate person. According to Kozol, many illiterates can call the 

words, but get no meaning from the whole sentence or paragraph. Compre­

hension was high among the one-room schoolchildren compared with the 

consolidated schoolchildren in the 1924 survey; the reason was that 

the one-room children participated in the whole process. They were 

not just lectured to by a teacher. 20 

Another modern researcher in learning, Dr. Benjamin Bloom, suggested 

that individual tutoring was the best way to teach and have learning 
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occur; but as this is impossible in the present class-and-grade system, 

he has suggested that small groups of learners working together cause the 

greatest learning. This followed by individual tutoring when necessary. 

This is his theory of "mastery learning". In the one-room school the 

teacher tutored each child individually in recitation; then the child 

was helped further by another student or students. 2l 

In consolidated, graded school~ students are tested at frequent 

intervals. These tests serve to rank and qualify each student compared 

with the other twenty-five to thirty in that class. In the one-room 

school, children had to pass one quite difficult eighth grade exam before 

they could go on to high school. They were able to do so because the 

previous eight years of their schooling had not involved testing done 

on each grade level; and they had not been constantly compared with 

twenty-five to thirty other children in their grade. 

Testing can be stressful. For example, Robert J. Sternberg, a 

researcher in IQ testing in recent years, related an incident when he 

was in sixth grade. He always "stunk" on IQ tests, and so when testing 

time came, he was sent down to fifth grade to take the test. He re­

called: "When you are in elementary school, one year makes a big 

difference. It's one thing to take a test with sixth graders, but if 

you're taking it with a bunch of babies, you don't have to worry." 

He did well on the test, and by seventh grade was experimenting with 

mental testing and has continued through all his schooling at Yale and 

Stanford to study this field. He claims that no present tests yield 

a true profile of the intelligence level of the individual being tested. 22 

The teacher of the one-room school knew from day-to-day and 

recitation-to-recitation what her students knew, and then at the end 
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of each week the fun of playing games with the academics was for 

everybody. These games were competitive without comparisons within 

an age group. But no student had to go down to take a test "with 

a bunch of babies" to do well. 

Alfie Kohn stated that competition is often a cause of anxiety. 

He wrote: "Even if the tangible stakes--grades--are not always high 

when people compete, the psychological stakes invariably are. The 

possibility of losing makes for an emotional state that interferes 

with performance." One of the worse aspects of competition is that 

it generally "does not promote excellence because trying to do well 

and trying to beat others simply are two different things," according 

to Kohn. The Kansas Superintendent of Public Instruction in 1908 

call it, "Incentive and inspiration that comes with numbers". 23 

Leslie Hart wrote in 1969 that the one-room schools, which the 

professional educators closed over the years, came closer to accom­

plishing what they set out to do than any other institution in the 

history of American public education. He wrote that the teachers 

in those schools educated by grouping the children for educational 

purposes, not for administrative purposes. And those schools were 

an example of school being not dull and dreary, but rather enthu­

siastic and filled with interaction. Hart claimed that a "natural" 

pattern was followed in those schools, wherein the older students 

helped the younger and thereby learned something about themselves 

and were rewarded and motivated. 24 

Today a few states still have one-room schools in operation (see 

Table II). In fact, new one-room schools were built in Wyoming as 

recently as 1980 and 1985. One school is called "Hanging Woman 
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TABLE II
 

One-Room Schools Operating in 1987
 

States Responding 
to Survey 

Colorado 

Iowa 

Kansas 

Minnesota 

Montana 

Nebraska 

New Mexico 

North Dakota 

South Dakota 

Texas 

Wyoming 

(Public and Private) 

Number of 
One-Room Schools 

14 

no response 

1 

no response 

no response 

286 

no response 

no response 

94 

3 

33 
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School" and the other is called "Finding Fence Creek School". They 

have both been built to educate the children of ranchers and of their 

employees in areas where isolation would otherwise prevent education. 

Nebraska's sandhill area has many one-room schools educating the 

children. It is also an isolated area, although there are some 

students who come from town to attend a one-room school. 25 

Mark Kindley, author of an article on one-room schools for 

Smithsonian, states that Alaska, California, Vermont and Washington 

also still have one-room, ungraded schools operating. Oregon's 

Department of Education reported 17 operating in 1987; a one-room 

school on the eastern end of Long Island, New York has operated 

continuously since 1776; and "Mrs. Ruby" has taught a one-room school 

on Pawley's Island, South Carolina since 1938. 26 

According to Kindley, scholastic standing remains high for the 

ungraded, one-room students in modern times: 

The students do well. Nebraska with the greatest 
number of one-room schools, ranks fourth on 
standardized achievement tests compared with other 
states. 27 

Even today the one-room schools are being closed at a fast pace. 

For instance, between the time of Kindley's article and the survey 

summarized in Table II, Nebraska lost 64 rural one-room schools. 

Ironically, Kindley observed that since most of the one-room schools 

are closed, educators are realizing something was lost with their 

closing. 28 

Jonathan P. Sher, former Assistant Dean of Education at North 

Carolina State University, remarked in 1985 that "Much education 

policy is about making educational systems more convenient for 
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administrators and policy makers." He further suggested that a 

"conspiracy" would be needed to retain those one-room schools still 

in operation. His remarks were made more potent by the closure of 

64 such schools in just 2 years (as noted above for Nebraska).29 

Perhaps Hart explained more than he realized when he wrote in 

1969 that one-fourth of the population in the United States was engaged 

in public education. So the consolidation and standardization campaign 

of the professional educators turned the public education system into 

a giant industry.30 

The 1950s were a time of paradox for education: writers decried 

the decline of scholarship in the schools; government officials called 

for reform of the educational system after Sputnik was launched by 

the Russians; and at the same time the greatest numbers of one-room 

schools were closed. 31 

The education needs of a democracy were described by Thomas 

Jefferson. Much later, in the 1950s, Arthur Bestor, professor at the 

University of Illinois, described the function of public schooling 

for the nation: 

Democratic education differs from aristocratic education 
only in the number of persons with whom it deals, not 
in the values it seeks to impart. To convert the 
education of the common man into something other than 
systematic intellectual training is to rob him of 
his birthright; it is to vulgarize the culture under 
the guise of democratizing it. By training all in 
the ability to think, the schools distribute intel­
lectual power widely among the people. This and this 
alone is their distinctive way of contributing to 

32social progress.

Educational historian, Lawrence Cremin, further contended that American 

schools had abandoned scholarship, and that the professional educators 

had been directing this movement away from scholarship.33 
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How are children to be educated? John Holt, author and educator, 

wrote: "Man is by nature a learning animal What we need to do, 

and all we need to do, is bring as much of the world as we can into 

the school and the classroom; give children as much help and guidance 

as they need and ask for; listen respectfully when they feel like talk­

ing ... We can trust them to do the rest." Kohl wrote that children 

need interaction with older and younger people in the learning process, 

and that would "provide an enormously potent background of intuitive 

learnings ... "34 

Other cultures have educated their young in a much gentler, less 

competitive and humiliating manner than the present public education 

system. For instance, in 1930, Chief Plenty-Coups of the Crow Nation 

reflected on his childhood: 

My people were wise . . Our teachers were willing and 
thorough . . All were quick to praise excellence without 
speaking a word that might break the spirit of a boy who 
might be less capable than others. The boy who failed at 
any lesson got only more lessons, more care, until he was 
as far as he could go.35 

The early pioneers, and present-day isolated families seek the 

same kind of whole education for their young. In the one-room school 

children were taught by teachers and fellow-students who believed in 

the "natural" ability to learn. 
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