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LEARNING AND THE ONE-ROOM COUNTRY SCHOOL

Joanne McBane

Children attend school to learp social
ond scholastic skills [0 aid them in
becoming  responsible and  1houghtful
citizens. Schools thus strive Lo carry out the
injunction of Thomas Jeffcrsor, who wrote:

1 know of no safc depository of
the uliimate powers of Lthe sociewy
but the people themsclves; and if
we think them not enlightened
enough o exercise their control
with wholesome discretion, (he
icmedy s not to lake it from
them, but o inform  iheir
discretion,’

Most onc-room country schoolhouses
stand cmply 1oday. ‘They are lonely figurces
on the plains, or dilapidatcd objcets hidden
In groves Of trees. A fow still abound with
children at recess; some remote places hear
the bell ringing on an early morning. Oaly
a [ew hundred oneroom schools still
operate in remole rural arcas from New
York Lo Calilornia.? The majority of rural
American children loday arc educated in
cansalidated or town schoals ?

During the past 130 years, lhousands
of ruril schoolehildren have been educated
in cone-room, ungraded country schools.
Chitdren in thesc schools learned in a
System based on individual instruction by
thc {eacher, wilh older students helping
thosc younger than themselves. In the
onc-robm school group interaclion was
constanl in the learning process. There was
a spuit ol democracy; and cooperation
rather Lhan competition prevailed. Despice
lhesc virtues Amcrican puhlic cducation
has  vigorously sought o elose  the
onc-room couniry school, and in the words
of many modern educators, (o provide

efficient and standardized education for
children. Profcssional educators, assisted hy
a massive population shift during the
twenlieth century from Farm to city, have
pushed to close rural schools in favor of
consolidated, graded schools, where
students associale only with those of the
same age and skill levels. 4

Hoerace Mana began the assault on the
one-room school in the 1840s when he
wrole that children necded Lo be separaled
by grades and laught systemalically and
elficiently. Iis message was well received.
According 10 lohn Goodlad, "Dy 1870,
graded ctasscs, graded contcnt, graded
wxibooks, and even gradcd 1cachers
meshed ogether in a school mechanism
that has vndergone linte redesigning to the
present.” Not one-room schools, hiwever.
They rcmained ungraded and inventive.
Ungraded in the one-room school meant
the children progressed at (heir own pace,
with much individaal atlention anc group
wioring. Many former onc-room school
sludents attest to being in both the "fiest
ard second" grades in Laeir first year,
because, according to them, they overheard
lessons for the older studcnls, apnd were
motivated for fater icarning. Avoiding age
grouping in 1he¢ same elassrocm  was
cxiremely beneficial 1o \he five-year old in
proximily wilh eight- and ten-year old
stadenis.®

The Kansas State Supcrintendent of
Public Instruction declared in 1908 thal
grading (separating children aceording 1o

age) led to more clficient schools.
Profcssional  educators  of  that  time

postulated that fewcr teachers would be
needed if onc teacher could teach 3510 40
children all of Lhe same age and grade. Of
course, 1he teacher must be supervised by



an eflcclive principal. Not so for Lhe
one-room, autonomous schoolteachers.®

Testing developed by Binel and Simon
in - 1905-1906 followed grading.  This
intelligence measurc subsequently led to
lests that [urther calibrated grading and
classifylng schoolchildren. The "average"
child became Lhe focus of all teaehing, and
teachers Llaught Loy that mythical child and
graded all the other students accordingly.
This was not the casc for one-room
schoolchildren, who were graded on Lheir
individual abilities.”

Grading, classification, and lesting
inevitably hcighlencd compention, which
made some studenls successful and others
[ailures. Pecr pressurc was injeeied nlo
students’ lives. Conscquently, older students
lost a sense ©f rcsponsibility Ior the
younger oncs, Teachers who worked in
both ungraded, one-room schools, and
graded, consolidated schools, confirm
greater cooperation (working for maslery)
in the former, and stronger compcelilion
(working for grades) in (he Iatter.®

Researchers have studied competition
versus cooperation  in Llhe  classroom.
University of Minnesota professors David
and Roger Johnson gathered stalistics and
studies from 1923 through 1951 on the
relalionship  belween  achievement,
campelilion, group work, and individual
study during the past 50 ycars. Thor
findings suggest Lhal eoopcrative group
study, fullowed by individua) study,
stimulates greater learning. They also
eonfirmed Lhal problem solving, one of (he
most important aspects of fearning, is best
taught by cooperation,”®

Their findings are completely verified
by Benjumin Bloom of the University of
Chicagoe. From studics an mastery of a
suhject, he eoncluded that siudents learn
best in groups, and thal probiem solving
(a vital part of rcasoning and thipking) s
enhanced by group leatning, which s then
followed by indwvidual totoring  when
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necessary. Bloom also suggesled (hat today’s
leachers “lelegraph” their judgments of a
student’s ability. This is unavoidablc when
Lhe focus is on elass rank instead of mastery
of course conlenL "It's hard 10 think of any
place in our society that s as preoccupied as
the schools with comparing people with one
another,” Bloom observed.

A hallmark of thc ungraded, one-room
schoo) was individual recilation--leacher with
sludcri--followed by older studcnts helping
the younger with lessons. The spirit of
cooperation that existed aided lcorning. The
onc-room schoolieacher knew that Lhe best
tcaching mode was older students assisting
younger ones, and thal learning was best
donc in a non-lhreatening and cooperative
cnvironment.”

One-room  schoolteachers had  the
aulonomy Lo creale their own schedulcs, yot
their consistency and discipline  occurred
similarly in each school. "Wrcll, we cpened
wilh a Nag salutc . .. and a prayer,” recalted
Beth Muilenburg, a  reiwred  Kansas
onc-room schoclieacher who went on to
tcach at the College of Emporia. "[ read 10
the children cvery morning," added Kansan
Wilma Hipghe, also relired. Many tcachers,
who had been students in onc-room schools,
followed the patllern they had learned as
children. Qnec-room country schooltcachers
were quilc young, and many did not have
eollege (raining. From 1890 through 1910
in Lyon County, Kansas, the averapc age of
teachcrs was 21. In Ncbraska during the
1914-15 school year, 50 perccm of the rural
teachers wcre berween 17 and 20. Training
tlasscs in high school were the main
foundatien for Lhesc Lcaehers, many of
whom siarled teaching at 17.1

Children received the most attention
during their first and sccond school years,
when one-room schoolleaehers (again with
marked similarity) sensed thal Lhc young
students nceded a good start. Studenis at
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the same assignment level did not exceed
two in mos! sehools, and so competilion
was minimized. Nevertheless, the children
were eager to achieve.?

"Teacher, 1 can!” exclaimed a recently
arrived German boy of seven to Belh
Muilenburg. It was nearly Christmas, and
he had learned the flag salute in English
well enough for the class to understand.
Allhough she studicd German in college,
Muilenburg found the lapguage barrier
greal, butl the small boy learned English
with the help of Miriam, an eighth-grade
student who spoke German. He was proud
to be an Amecrican, and Muilenburg
rcflecied that his recitation of the lag
salute was a highlight of her tcaching
career.”

Counstructive  influence  of older
students was confirmed by Ruth Geicr
Rice, Montana rancher and former county
commissioncr. She was both a student and
a teacher in the one-room sclting. As a
new teacher at one sehool, she cncountcred
a problem with the children throwing
spitballs. She reminded Lhe childrea that il
was their school and that Lhey should treat
it like they would their homes. The next
day, older sludenlts stapped Lhe younger
children when they tricd 10 throw
spitbalis.!s

Schools had scholastic games such as
spelling bees or geography matches, whieh
were usually reserved for Friday alternoons.
All students participated and somelimes a
neighboring school joined in. A first grader
could sec how wcll he measured up against
a fourth grader. This was scmelhing the
children looked forward 1o with glee. Fach
hoped Lo be the last standing, having
spelicd the word correctly or found the
right place on lhe map. This was the
closest children came to compelition in Lhe
whole school year.'®

Extra work was ofien necessary for
cighth grade cxaminations, which were very
difficuir. Several retired (eachers testified

about the rigor of the tests, which were
given in lown, and ofien 1ook two days.
According to Margie Thomas, rctired
Montana one-room teacher, many hours
were spent preparing siudents for these
1ests, which covered reading, mathematics,
spelling, wriling, geography, and history,
and which demandcd a certain average
score to pass.!’

Just as studenls worked hard at
lessons, they played hard at recess. Games
played in one-room country schools were
often based on the principlc of the winning
side “capruring” the loscr, who Lhen became
part of Lhe winning ream, "Anoie Over,"
"Dare Base,” and "Tox and Geesc® were
examples of these recess games. Most
involved a lot of chasing that quickly used
a great amouni of cnergy. The youthful
leacher occasionally parlicipated in recess
games, but as a player, nol a referee.

Children Icarncd (0 scitle their own
disputes and they Icarncd to recognize
fairness, although il did not always
abound !¢

A most joyous event in the country
schools was Lhe Christmas pageant of play.
Children eagerly made decorations for 1,
and ofien spent all their spare ume making
color[ul paper chains. Beitye Coughenour,
former one-room icacher in Kansas and
now principal of Wellsville Consolidatcd
School, recalled that one of the fathers in
each district would bring a tree, sct it in
the corner away from the woodstave, and
the children would decorate it. All Lhe
children performed in the Christmas
program, according o Margie Thomas,
This was the first big accomplishmcnl for
some of the students, and Lhe progrum
provided rewards and molivalions. Al the
families came for the program, visited
aflerward, and sharcd sandwiches, cake and
eofiee with neighboring farmers and
ranchers.  Although the small building
usually becaome exccemely crowded, no one
seemed 10 mind.*®



Families with children who had slight
learning handicaps were helped by the
cooperative  classroom. Thomas recalled
one sweet and helpful little girl who
learned slowly, but "sh¢ would make a
good and productive cilizen." When the
child transferred to town school at seventh
grade, the schoo! authorilies promplly and
needlessly placed hcr in a class for the
retarded. Thomas recalled her shock and
hurt and that of Lhe child.?

"Mainstrcaming” was nol even thought
of in thc one-room school, according Lo
Saliy Smith, author of No Easy Answers:
The Leaming Disabled Child. In the
cnc-room schoothouse of (he past, the
disabled studcnt matured al his or ber own
pace, rcmained with  his  or her
schoolmalcs, and in [act, was tutorcd by
them and thc tcacher. *Pulling lcarning
disabled or educationally handicappcd
children back into the classroom is not
applicable to eouniry schools, for ihese
children were never cxcluded.” said
Smilh.?!

Besides its obvious task of providing
basic Jearning, the role of the school in the
rural communily was Lhreefold: it provided
idenlification with a community, bonded
individuals within the community, and
provided a galhering place for social
aetivities. Rural people often identified
themselves hy their sehool name, in much
the same fashion (hat Lown people uscd
their town name. Rinkcr Corner, in north
Lyon Ccunty, Kansas, for example, is so
named because of its proximity 10 Rinker
School. The school closed years ago, but
the neighborhood is still called "Rinker
Corner,"”

One way school districls raised money
for the schoolhouse was 1o hold a box
social. Procecds were spenl on  cxira
luxuries, such as a set ol encyclopedias, 2
new clack, or treals for the Christmas
program. Women and guls carefully
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decorated bowes or baskels, which were
filled with delicious food. Cupid occasianalty
made his presence known among the yaung
mcn and women because by buying the
basket of a young lady, the buyer also had
the privilege of eating supper with her.?

Most one-rcom schoolieachers wcre
concerned friends of the community,
Teachers not only roomed and boarded
wilhin the community, but they made the
rounds of all families to have dinncr. This
was an opportunity for the teacher, [amily
and student 10 discuss schoo! problems.
President Herbert Hoover recalled that his
childhood leacher was s¢ close Lo his family
thai she wanied 1o adopt him when his
parcnts died, but the choicc went instead 10
an aunt and uncle in Oregon.

According to Andrew Gulliford, hislorian
and former one-room tcacher:

The teaching and learning Lhal look
place in country schools was, at
best, a fulfillment of Thomas
Jefferson’s vision ol publie education
and, at worst, a haphazard process.
In all cases, the quality of education
was determined by the local
communily's resources and Lhe
studcnts themselves.”

Many sludemts who graduated from
thcse small, isolaled buildings were truly
cducated. A 1932 study by the University of
Ncbraska revealed that of the siwudents
graduaicd from a single one-room school in
Jellerson County, Nebraska, during the
drought and crop failure years of the 1890s,
"Eleven . . . graduated from collcge, and
three from a conscrvatory of music. Twelve
beeame teachers, one an attorney, one an
engineer, onc 3 noled eye specialist, onc a
prominent artisi, apd (wg were widely
known musicians. Several werc successiul
farmers . .. "%

Thc one-room schoolchildren succeeded
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in work and life because they werc
educated not only in academics, but in
crealivily and responsibility, and they could
think. Beth Muilenburg specifically recalled
that the little German boy and his two
sistcrs did quile well. The older girl
beccame a NASA scientist, the younger a
nursing supervisor, and the boy became a
successful farmer.”

Children who atlended Lhese schools
learned indcpendently and progressed at
their own pace. By the time they reached
third grade, they knew what 1o expeel,
becausc thcy had  heard  older
studcnts--often  their  brothers  or
sisters--recile the yeur before. This may
account for results of a [924 swudy by
professar C. W. QOdell, University of
llliuois, which found that, despite the
youthlul age of thewr teaehers, ane-room
school  studeuts worked a1 a  more
accelerated paee than their consolidated
counterparts. ®

Wayne Fuller, authar of The Old
Counry Schools, elaimed that one-room
sehool education ™. . . made the Middlc
Border the mast literate part ol the nation
through the vears." This is borne out by
slalislics, released hy General Lewis B.
Hershey in 1950, on induviees to Uniled
Statcs mililary scrvice. States with the
greatest number of one-room schools had
the lowest illiteracy rates, and stalcs with
[ew or no one-room schouls had Lthe
highesl iilteracy raies, by as mueh as 5 1o
15 pereent.™

Studies of the past 50 years verily
both the high academic resulls achieved
and the validity of the methods used in the
one-room  school.  As an example,
Ncbraska, which had the greatest number
of one- room schools in opcration (286).
ranked fourth in  thc npation on
slandardized achieverment (esls in 1986.
Pcrhaps the success of the one-room
country school was Lhc support $ystem Lhat

included Lhe communily, thc family, lhe
tcacher, and the situdent. Despile  their
dcmonsiraled  virtues, one-room  schools
could noel resisl "progress,” and so wilh Tew
exceptions, thcy  Dinally  suecumbed 1o
consolidation.®

Professional educators were pivotal in
the consolidation movement, and ellhicient
vse of economic resources was Lthe central
theme of their eampaign. Bul there werc
olher [forces at  work simultanecusly.
Demographics played o part both in the
post-World War II rural-lo-lown population
movement, and in the opening of joh
markets (other Lthan teaching) for women.
Also, the small, autonomous school boards
and leachers had roles in school
consohidauon. Faced wilh shrinking lax bascs
and nsing mamtenance eosts and salaries,
many boards regarded consolidation as a
way 1o ease financial burdens. Even many of
the idcalistic lecachers werc heguiled by
promiscs  that  they would bhe  “Lrug"
profcssionals in a consolidated system and
paid accordingly.”

Besides exeessive cosls of one-room
sehools, prolessional educators stressed that
rural education was poorly supervised. In
the 1917-18 Biennial Report, Lhc Kansas
Stale Superintendent wrote that the rural
school  "is the most backward and
undeveloped clement of our school sysiem
. - . Lixperl guidance . . . is almost wholly
facking™? J. M. I'oole of the National
Lducation Associaticn reflecled in 1923 that
eonsolidauon had us ". . . justilicanon . . .
wholly on administralive conditions prevailing
in the centralized school.” TMc claimed the
supericrily of consolidated school elementary
instruction over the one-room school was in
the adminstrative difference.™

Proclaiming that "The most pressing
gducational problem  wday is the rural
school,” the Kansas Staie Superintendent of
Public [nstruction expanded the campsugn in
1908 10 consoldiie  rural  schaals. An



August 22, 1957 headlinc in the Emporia
(Kansas) Gazetfe, read "Another Landmark
Fades Away . . Ruggles Schoolhouse Sale
Closes a 50-year Chapter.” Within 50 years,
the consolidalion of rural onc-room schools
was almosl complcted in Kansas and across
thc Middle Border and Grear Plains
states. ™

Frances Jones, retired Lyon County
Superintendent and overseer of the auction
of Ruggles School, recalled there were 67
one-room scbeols in Lyon Counly when
she began her term of office in 1953
When she retired in 1963 there were just
six. Beth Muulenbury similarly recalied that
during her tenurc as county superiniendent
from 1945 through 1931 in Howard,
Kansas, the number of school disiricts
shrank [rom 90 10 16. Puradoxically, the
same olficc of superintendent originally
charged with supcrvising and training the
youthful one-room teacher closed 1he
one-room schools.™

In the 1880s, when the population was
sparse and mostly rural, therc were
100,000 schoal districts in the United
Stotes. These three- 1o [our-mile square
districts were adminmsiered by three-man
school boards. Today, with a population
near 225 milfion, the nalion has only
16,000 school  districts,  with  some
encompassing whole countics. Technically
administered by a school board, these
districts  arc, in  [acl, gaverned by
professional cducafors in  the siale
departmcnts  of  educalion,  whose
injunctions silt through the superintendents
of the districts 10 the school principals, A
the bottom of Lthe chain arc the leachers, ™

As recently as 1985, Jonathan P. Sher,
former Assistant Dean of Educalion @
North Carolina State Universily, remarked
that a “conspiracy” would be nceded Lo
rctain one-room sehools still in operation.
His statemcnl was graphically appropriale
with thc closing of ¢4 such Ncbraska
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schools in 1985 and 1986. His sense of
futility reflected his conclusion that "Much
education policy is about making educalional
syslems maore convenicnt for administratars
and policy makers.""

"Ihe American public school sysiem
founded a eentury and a hallf ago was a
bold and magnificent dream, the most
demoecratic and charitable achievement of
any people in recorded history . . . Today
public cducation s in trouble.,” This
appearcd in Frank Popplewell's 1981
aulobiography of his 47 -year ieaching career
in Missouri.®

Other authors concurred, Leslie Ilar,
author and educator, denounced ihe
"classroom disaster,” and laid the blame on
the organization of schools for administrarive
convenicnee rather than learning. One-room
schools closed by prolessional educators over
the ycars, Harl wrole, came closer 1O
accomplishing whal they set out Lo do than
any other instilution in the history of
American public education.”

Public literacy has been vnc casualty of
rotc lcarning and the dull pedugogy of the
standardized and graded system. In 1983,
ithe Nalional Commission on Excellence in
Education acknowledged 60 million iliterate
or functionally illiterate Americans,®

According o  teacher and  author
Jonalhan Kozol, the situation is actually [ar
worse, A 1984 survey ranked the Uniled
States 4%h in lilcracy among the 158
members of the Uniled Nations. Fully onc
third of the adult American papulation is
Witerate or  funclionally  iNderate--using
Kozal's definition of [unctional illiteracy as
reading below the eighth grade Jovel. From
lhe early 1970s through the mid-1980s the
number of illiterate and functionally illiterate
muliiplied three times."!

Lllitcracy is not the only legacy of the
150-year old public cducation dream. In the
modcern classroom, many weachers’ lives have
become nightmarcs. Today's teachers spend
their Llime--nol in instruction and individual
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attemion to students--but in counling milk
tickcts, marching children from class to
class, and coping with disruption. This has
stifled learning and estranped teacher from
pupil. Threats and physical atlacks on
teachers--a result of this atmosphere--are
becoming much 100 common.*

One underlying problem is crowded
classes. Leslie Harl, in 1969, wrotc lhat "no
educator has come forward to claim that
twenly-five or Lhirty is a grouping desirable
for basic education purposes."’” Modern
teachers cannol offer individual instruction
with classcs Lhat conlain 35 pupils, all one
grade, and all one age. Yel 60 years
¢arlier, the Kansas State Superintendent of
Public Instruction wrotc:

The falal weakness in thcse
{onc-room) schools lies in their
size. It is impossiblc that schools
s0 small as many of thcsc arc
should do the best work. With
but a handful of pupils no
leacher can secure Lhe best
results. The pupils themselves
miss Lhe incentive and inspiration
thal comes with numbers.*

Teachcrs loday have nol allained Lhe
professional status Lhat they thaught waould
be aceordcd Lhem in the consolidated
school. They olien have slight influence on
the currieulum and may have extremely
limiled avthority in the classroom. Studenlts
olten have farcd cven worse under the
graded and consolidated system. A tcacher
can quit il dissatishicd; bul the child has no
choice. Leslie 1lart sialed that  the
class-and-grade system necessarily imposes
conformity on the individuals wilhin each
class. Compliance s dcmanded in the
name of order. "If we really intended to
tcach children practical democracy or the
art of pgelling along with others,” Hart
wrote, "putting thcm inle a  highly
regimented, autocralie  situation  would

seem an odd way to go about ir."
On academic learning, Hart Further
criticized the standardizced, graded system:

A reccaot research project on the
"Head Starl” preschool expericnce
for deprived children showed that
the substantial gains many made
through this pragram vanished soon
alter they entered regular school
Throughout school, a child who
shows cnthusiasm for any academic
interest  bccomes  somewhat
remarkable. Most cnthusiasms lie
putside  the  classroom.  The
classroom school was never designed
I0 arouse or permit  individual
inleresis. The basic idea was whal
we would now call thought-control.
If ehildren are 1o be handled
consiantly as groups, lhey must
perlorce be told what to think, when
to begin Lhinking il, and when 1o
stop.*

Swudents experience humiliation and
defeal in the system of slandardization and
consolidation. Author and leacher Herbert
Kohl wrote that many icachers he has been
acquainted with through the years becamc
teachers 10 "negate the wounds" received
when they were students in school. They
want to counter the racism, sexual put-
downs, and all the other humiliations they
suffered with new and freer ways of
teaching and learning.”

Taking inlo account the illiteracy rate,
teacher burnout and the failure of some
chitdrcn before they reach fourth grade, it
would scem appropriate 10 question the
standardizalion aad consolidation of schools,
to review Lhe class-and-grade sysiem, and to
rcconsider the use of competition, peer
pressure and Lhreat in the lcarning process.
Herbert Kohl, author of ©On Teaching,
described an experimemial high school
operaled during the 1930s 1hat allowcd



students to teach other siudents, permitted
interdisciplinary  pursuils, and  had
volunteers jmpart their expertise 10
studenis. Kohl noted that the follow-up 20
years latec indicalcd success rales similar
to those achicved in Lhe Nebraska
community during the 1890s.%

The history of the onc-room school
verified many principles of human naturc
and learning. Author and educator John
Holt summarized the immulable axioms of
education (har typified the one-room
school, and which public cducation necds,
in part, 10 rediscover. Because humans arc
naturally learning animals, he posited that
"whal we nced 1o do, and all wc need 10
do, is bring as much of the world as wc
can into Lhe school and the classroom; give
children as much help and guidance as
they need and ask for; lislen respectiully
when they [cel like talking . . . We can
trust them to do the rest."*

Other cultures have educaled their
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young in a much gentler, less competitive,
and less humilating manner than our present
public education system. For instance, in
1630, Chief Plenty-Coups of the Crow
Natian reflected on his childhood:

My people were wise . . . Our
teachers were willing and thorough

All were quick o praise
excellence without speaking a word
that might break the spirit of a bay
who might be less capable than
olhers. The boy who failed at any
lesson got only more lessons, more
care, until he was as far as he could

£0, 50

Thomas Jetferson had a dream of a
literale mation that could exercise well the
responsibility of governing. In order to do
so, we need smaller schools, cooperalive
learning covironments and community
involvement--all of which cxisled in the onc-
room school.
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