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INTROUUCTION

This project was part of an eight-state effort to study the role
rural schools have played n the history of the frontier ¢nd to locate
and preserve information related to country schocls.

The 1nformation :ncluded in this report was drawn primarily from
interviews with 30 former country school studentc, board members, and
rural school teachers in western Nebraska. Alco, over 40 rural schools
were visited. Schools visited cuvered most of the Nebraska Parhandic
and 1ncluded both abandaned schools and operating schools.

Special thanks are given to Mrs. Betty Loosbrock and to the students
enrollew in the Interviewing and Communications Techniques class at
Chadron State Colleqe during the 1950-81 fail semester for thear help 1n
conducting i;terviews and locating schools for this project.

Thanks are 1150 given to the many people throughout western Nebraska

who alloved themselves to be interviewed, who loaned material to the

project, and who offered help in other ways.

Sandra Scoficld
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COUNTRY_SCHUOLS AS_HISTORIC STTES

Not too many years ago 1t was almost wipossible to drive across Lhe
back roads of Nebraska and not encounter a country School burlding.
Nebraska had over 7,000 school districts and over 7,000 school buridings
from 1909 through 1942.1 When the state legislature passed the School
District Reorganization Act in 1949, the number of districts had decreased
only siightly to a total of 6,734. Reorganization steadily reduced these
numbers; but in 1962, there were still 3,077 school districts spread across
the state's 93 counties--more school districts than the total in the western
states of Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Hew Mexico, Arizona, Utah, ldaho,
Nevada, Washington, Oregon, Alaska, and Hawamn cowbined.2 Thus, the .untry
schocl has been as much a part of the Nebraska landscape as windmills and
cattle.

Even in western Mebraska, which is much less densely ropulated than
the rest of the state, throughout the 1940's and '50's onc might have found
a country school as often as every three to five miles in scme counlies.

Although Hebraska sti11 had 421 one-room schnols n 1279, the country
schools that remain are a tiny fraction of what once vas.

Today, one can drive for miles n western Hebraska and not encounter
an operating country school. For example, in the 2,063 square mles of
Sioux County there are now only 15 school districts and 13 cchools. At
one time, there were 85 school districts.

Dawes County formed a total of 119 school districts across 1ts 1,306

square wiles. In 1900, there weve 76 schools in the county. loday, only 17

—

1" 3 3 " i& -
Public School Statistics," hebraska Blue Book, 1978 79.

2vpyecussion Guide ror State and Regional Meetinrs," Governor's 1963-64

Conference on Lducation.
3“The One Room Schools,” Newsweek, February 5, 1979, ». 80.
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- “districts remain; 15 of these are rural and 14 mayntain their own elementary
school.

Three counties in the Panhandle (Barner, Deuel. and Kinbail) no lonyer
maintain any "Class 1 school distrmcts,"4 which is the term gencrally used
to refer to rural schools.

The burldings that house the remaining Class I scheols in western
Nebracka range from the classic one-room frauc "box" that has changed very
little in the 40 or mork years since 1t was burit to Jarger brick, frame, or
prefabricated structures of several rooms corplete vivth audvo-visval aids,
gywnasiums, dining rooms, and other featwes expected of any mosern school.
Som~ of these larger schools have been buiit as recently as the 19605, ‘
Others, at first glance, give the 1npression of being youngcr than their

i

50 years, such as the Bannes School n Sheridan County or the 75 year old
Lake Alice Scnool near Scottsbluff. Their relatively noderr appearances are
due to careful marntcadnce and occasional remedeling over the years 1o weet
the needs of the district or the requirements of the state.

What happened to all of those hundreds of other country school buirldings
that _once covered Nebraska?

Many of these buiidings were either torn down or sold when the school
was closed or the district reorganized. Often the land the school sat upon
did not belong to the district and when the school 1as no longer in use the
district was roquired. to move the school.

A lease between a landowner and School District 48 1n Dawes County
dated Novenber 20, 1925, was probafly tymcal of the agreements made by
districts to use land owned by private individuals. The lease allowed the

o

schoo! district “one acre of ground . . . to be used tor school purposes only

40 Class 1 school in Nebrasks maintains only elementary {h-8) grades under
the direction of a single school bLoard.

NS

ERIC 7

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




Rt

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

F—

for 50 years and thereafter as long as this is used for school purposes”
&

for the sum ¢f one dollar. The school.distwict rescerved the right to remove
from the land any improvements placed on the land. The lease stated further
that failure of the school district to use the land for school purposes
during five censecutive years would terminate the lease.

Since many schools were closéo in the 1950's and '60's, auctions of
school buildings were common. A neighboring farmer or rancher might bid
on the building and then tear it down for the lumber or more commonliy move

it and convert it to a house or shed. The distinctive rectangular shape :

and peaked roof of a former country sc¢heol blilding can be identified on

many ferms and ranches today.

A few school buildings remain on the site wherc school was last held,
owaed and preserved by the district in anticipation of possible future needs
or ot of a sense of respect and perhaps some nostaigia for the past.

One such district, Mt. Pleasant or Dic*rict 17 in Sheridan fcunty, was
identificd by Mrs. Robert Gealy of Gordon 1n a letter to the Country School
Legacy Project. Mrs. Gealy wrote:

"District 17 ceased to exist about eight years ago when 1t merged

with two other districts to form an enlarged Bistrict 83. School

continued 17 the Mt. Pleasant Schoolhouse, however, until last

year, when a new, more centralized facilvty was built. Thus,

right now the old schoclhouse is unused except as a commumty cen-

ter. We hope very imuch to maintain 1t n good condition. feeling

that we may again neced the space 1n case of eniarged district

enrollrent, and alsc believing that a schosihouse which ser/ed

faithfully for so many years deserves a great deal of respect.”

The attitudes expressed by this letter are common among districts that
continue to preserve schoolbouses. The trend toward larger fares ond ranches
and fewer rural families makes it unhikely that most of these schools will
over be called back 1n*t- service, but people who grew up 1n the district

W

often say, "I hate to see the old school go." This strong sense of attachment

W
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to a building may secm hard to understand until one realizes Lhat, in

many cases, three or four gcnerations of a famly may have attended school
in this building.

A few school buildings have been preserved by private individuals.

One ¢f thesc, the Eyergreen Scﬁgdﬁ, is located southwest of Chad on, Nebraska,
on the Deadnorse Road and has been mainta\ned by Mr. and tirs. Jack L]ndeﬁen.

Everqreen School was established §n January of 1886, and a 12g schoolhouse
was built from the pine trees that graw <in the area. An interesting feature
of the Evergreeﬁ School is the fart that this original log structure still
stands on the original site. The log building was covered with frame in 1912,
and a bell tower was added, but the building has not been aodified significantly
since that time. Scnool has not been held in the Lvergreen District'(Dier1ct
22) for over 35 years, but the Lindekens have preserved the burlding and it
looks very much today as it did when school was being held.

When the fvergreen School ¢losed, children in the district were sent 10
scheol in the district to the north, District I8, Distrmict 18, or Flag Butte,
closed during the 1970's but the schocl building was prese-ved by menbers of
the Deachorse Community. This schooThouse, built 1n 1887, is located Just
three miles north of the Evergfgen School., Originelly, the building was
located onc-nalf mile north and one mile west of 1ts present sate. but in
1911 it was moved to 'ts present location at the foot of Mag Butte for which
the district and the school are named.

Flag Butte is 2 prominent land formation in the Deadhorse Community n
Dawes County. According to a history of the community, the butte was named
by early settiers one Sunday as they attended Sunday school at the home of
Ben Davis, who lived just west of the butte. The attendants at Sunday schoo!

decided to designate one of the surrounding buttes as a place where a .i1ag




What is now known as [lag Butte

could be raised nn "suitable vccasions.
was chosen by a vote, and for many years thercafter the young men of the
neighborhood raised a flag on July 4th and presumably other natriotic

holidays.”

The flag rarsing activity lapced for an undetermined number of years,
but the local 4-H club revived the old tradition on July 4, 1957, and have
continued to raise a flag and presert a pageant on top of the butte every
year on July 4th at sunrise. Approximately 100 people living in or near
the community attend this event and are treated to breakfast afterward
served in the schoolhouse by the women of the community's extension club.

Althouyn other community cvents were held in the Flag Bitte school
building and many members of the Deadhorse Community6 attended school there,
probably this flag raising event was primarily respons;b]e for the feeiing
hy the community that they would like to see the building preserved.

When the Flag Butte School ciosed in the mid-1570's and District 18 was
divided and became part of two other districts, members of the Deadiorse
Cenmunity decided to save the old school building. The burlding was to be
auctioned, so a fund raising drive began 1mmedhately n the neighbornood to
raise money to bid on the school. Tne building site was owned by Hr. and
Mrs. Ernest Hawthorne who agreed to let the community keep the school on
that site 1f money could be raised to purchase the building.

The/furi ra1sing drive raised over five hundred dollars, and when the

day of the auction arrived, community members warted anxiously to see 2 f

SMinnie Alice Rhoads, A Stream Galled Deac orse (Chadron, Nebraska:
The Chadron Printing Co., 1957), p. 35..
.
6One mignt think the entire comnunity would have been named Flay Butte,
however 1t is named for Deadhorse Creek, a stream that was named by an Indian
legend, and that runs the entire length of the commuinity.

10
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they would have #nough Lo buy‘fhe schoul.  The hidding opened AL 100,00
with the comnunty menbers who wanted to precerve the school naling the
first bid. Apparently word had spread about the project for no other bids
were made and the community had its schuclhouse. ith the remarmng soney,
the comnunity was able to purchase some of the building's contents and
other interested people purchased items and donated them to the project.
Eventually a non-profit corporation was formed. and the building 1s ouncd
and preserved today by the Flag Butte Cummunity Center Corporation.
Although it is only partially furnished, the burlding contains @ {ow

items that were used in the school and is available for use by commumity
organizations. It is also, of course, sthll tre oite of the annual ath of
July flag raising. Recently another cvent, the Favier's Martel, has been
organized and 1s held annually 1n the fall to raise money Lo maintain the
old schoolhouse.

Althoush it 15 becoming more unusual to find ronfunctionirg s5chool
buildings still standing on their orlg}na} srten, a few stall remain,  One
which is in an especrally picturesque setting 15 located 11 mles south and
one mile west of Rushveile, Nebraska. As one drives west from Highway 250,
over the Sandhills area that Mari Sandoz wrote about, the road curves and
drops into a valley through which Pine Creck runs. The M111 School, also
known as the Colclessor School. sits west of the creek.

This white frame school building has not been used for approximately
20 years although the district {District 88) staill holds school in another
country schoolhouse a few miles north.  The building 1s yn good condition
and is still partially furmished with desxs and benches that were typical of

an old country schnol.

h




The Mill School of today shows alwost no sign of the activity that
once surrounded it. Just east of the school on Pine creck, sat a grist mill
owned by Henry Colclessor. Hr. Coiclessor also built a twe-story stone
block house and a store nzar the school. At one time there was a dance hall
and a post office.

Accerding tc local accounts, Henry Colciessor was a staunch supportey
of the school although he was a bachelor. He always made his houe available
to families during the winter months while their children attended school.
Because of the small community that grew up around the school, largely out
of Mr. Colclessor's efforts, the school was considered a good teaching
position. Teachers were @lways anxious Lo secure a job there berause of
the social life. Today, the only evadence of the swall community is the
school, a m1i pond, and a diversion ditch.

Sioux County is a scurce of many interesting country schools. The
county has an acltive mstorical society which has collected mistories of
many of the country schools in the county and has noved an old schooihouse
into Harrison and.restored it  The school sits along the main street of
the small town beside a small post office that has also been restored,

The school building, which is distinguished by a raised stage at one
end, was purchased bv the historical society for $£200 (donated by Dr. Grayson
Meade and Mr. Pete Nunn). The building was changed ctructurally when one of
two doors was sealed, however the intermor restoratron 1s quite complete
and representative of an early twenticth century school in Siocux County.
Most of the 1tems have been donated including slate blackboards, an antique
round stove, desks, a teacher's desk, book cases and buoks from the county
superintendent's office, and a water juy of crockery. A small jacket hangs

in the cloak room.




Interesting stories suwrrcund several schoois 1n Si10ux County.

Curly Schouol, Cistrict 12, 15 now located along Hhighiay /1 betueen
Scottsbluft and Crawford, approximately 40 miles frow Scottshlutf and
17 i les from Hemingford. Originally the school was part of a s5mall
comnunity named Curly which was 30 miles north of S.octshiutf wathin
three and one-half miles of the present Watson fanch. People who have
driven Mighvay 71 will remeaber this ranch for the large wandinily that
sit on a h11l overlooking the ranch headyuarters.

The corawnity of Curly was founded by Cyrus Henry Henderson who started
a pust office and a store on the site and who also organ 7¢d the schoel
district in 1908, M . Hendersun had rcquested taat the post office be naned
“Henderson" sr "Henry™, but both names had already been assicned. His son,
Dale Henderson of Scottsbluff, relatea t .t ro Henderson was then faced
with the frustrating task of finding enrother nawe; and as he ran his fingers
through his curly have, he savd, "we' 11 just call it Curly.”

Although the community of Curly has rut been in existence for approx-
imately €0 years and the school building was moved, 1t is stall referrved to
as the Curly Scheool. The original school was of sod and when 1t was abandoned
the frame building which s used today was built about 1912.

In mary cases across western Nebraska, the country school s all that

\ remcns of a small town or post office. Bodarc Schoul, also v Sroux County,

now serves the corbined arcas of District 9 and Distrmict 6 and 15 referred to

as District 6. The stucco-covered frame school building, located 13 miles

not theast of Harvison, Nebraska, 15 the erirgnal locabion ot the Budare Schon)

and 15 still used for classes. Four students were enrolled in the fall eof 1930.
Bodarc was once a growing communtty o Sioux County and was considered a

possible location for the county seat. However, the decisyron Lo route the

C&W railroad through Harrison eventually ied to Bodarc's decline.

8
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The circumstances surrcunding the name of the community are interesting.

"godarc" 15 a corruption of a French term for a shrub native to Texas. One
of the early founders of the community proposed "Oressa” which was his
daughter's name for the post office. At the same time, a post office in

Texas requested "Bodarc.” A mix-up n Washington resulted in the naies

requested by the two communmities being switched. From one local account,
several years passed before the residents of Bodare Yearned the orgin of
the community's name. Today, a church, cemetery, and school are all that

reiain of Bodarc.

The oldest frame schoolhouse in Box Butte County is alsc all that remeins

of a small town. The town of Nonpariel, originilly named Buchanan, for
Buchanan, thchigan, was located one mile west and five miles south uf
Hemngford. About 1B90 the town had two general stores, a blacksmith shop,
one bank, a newspaper, a harness shop, a fced. store, ang a lTumber yard
conbined with an agricultural ymplement depot. According to a history of the
county, the Tocal newspaper editor changed the town's name to Nonparie!
because it appealed tc Lim.7 The name refers to a small size of type and 1t
also means thout equal.

The town was abandoned about 189U when the county seat was noved 1o
Hemingford. As with Bodarc, in Sroux County, *'he course of the rarlruvad led
to the .omise of Nonpapiel. Today, nothing remains to remind us of the town
axcept the abandoned school building.

The burldings mentioned so far are all onc-room frame buridings except
for the Banner School and the Lake Alice School, but many country Schotos
were larger buildings and some even housed high schools. In Dawes County,

for example, the towns of Belmont, Marsland, and Whitney all have populations

7[arly Days of Alliance and Box Butre County, collected by the Point of
Rock Chapter, DAR, Alliance, Nebraska.

9
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ot fewer than 1730 today and maiatain only an elementary school. A1l thhec

schools served students through high school at one time.

In nmore neavily populated areas of western Hebraska, countiy schools
of several rcons were necessary just to house graces kindergarten Lhrough
erght. One of these schools, the Fairview Schoul, 15 located tuo miles north
and two and onc-hadf mles west of Mitchell., Farrview, or District 34, was
Lbuilt 1n 1970 and 15 still in use today. lhe two-room trane bulding as
painted white with biright orange double doors which are covered by arches.

The present teacher of Fairvview, Mrs. Lynn Scott, has been collacting
information about the school for several years, and she and her studen's Pe ld
an open house 1n May of 1980 te celebrate he wohool’s F0th year 1n the
.8
present buytding.

Many gragaates of Fairviey altended the reunion anc swapped stories of
their carly scheol days. One of the stories told o planad the “mystery” of
imitials that appear on the walls of what is now the teachors® workroon. It
seems that this room used to house a coal furnace and the older Loys used to
be responsible for stoking the fire. One ot thoir favorite pastimes was to
burn their 1mitials into the wall whenever they had furnace duty.

Another school building vn Scottsbluff County cven oldor thun farrvied
in the Lake Alice School. Built in 1915, the vonnol has six classroons,
an office and a hibrary. A cafeteria and gymnasiom were built next to the
building 1n 1951 and today approximalely 80 elementary students attend school
there. The school also maintains a teacherage. At one time, high schoul
training was offered at Luke Alice.

In the southerr Panhandle, the Xeith County Historical Socicty has pre-

cerved the 01d school district #7 building and 1t 1s on display in Ogallala.

8Two buildings, one of which was a dugout, were usced before this turlding
was built. Schoo! has been held continuousiy in the drstrict since 1906.

10
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Banner County has alsu restored an old school. Thas bulding 1s a
small iog structure built o 1886 that sits next to the muscum of the Banner
County Historical Society.

A tew country schools we e built of stone. One of these, built an
1902, has been restored and is @ rart of the Ash Hollow State fistorieal
Park near Lewellen, Nebraska. Ash Hollow was a major milestone and favorite
canpingvsxte of immigrants traveling by covered wagon west on the Jregon
Trail.

Two other schools in the southern end of the Nebraska Panhandie have
been partially researched and are of histericol interest. District 14, the
Rush Creek Scheol 1n Cheyenne County, was built in 1921 and has been n
operation since. The present building replaced the original school which
began operating in 1898, The origirsl school was known as the German School
until 1918 when it changed its name to Happy Mollow. Some of the cinldren now
attending the Rush Creek School are grandchildren of the original Gerwan
pupils.

Finally, the Mud Springs Scnool, built 1n 1901 and located in Morrill
County scuth and east of Bridgeport, 1s currently working througn the
c“fices of Congresswoman Virginia Smith te be designated as a natronal historic
cite. The school district has been dissolved, but the burlding 1 still used
by the corzumty. The hebraska State Historical Society has also cffered
seasonal exhibits in the school.

Mud Sprangs s of parthicular histormcal anterest an Hebrasha as the site
of a stage, Pony Express, and telcgraph stathon. Tt was also a mplitary out-
post and was the site of a battle between »o0ldiers and Cheyenne Indians.

With the exceptions of Ash Hollow anu Mud Springs and the schools that

have been restored by locai historical sow.2ties, the reader may question

ERIC 16
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which schools are truly nistoric sites. There scems to be no clear answer

"

to such a qucztier, but one gofimtion of @ historic site 1. "a site which
represents aspects of a communmity's or a nation's heritage and 145 a source
of community pride.” By that definition, nearly all ola country school
buildings qualify as histomc sites. This paper has attemntud to 1denta fy
a fow of those sites in wesiern Nebraska that are representative nd which
are either surrcunded by an interesting story o which have been prescrved
in some way.

Unfortunately, although a good Aunber of burldings are stall an use or

have been proserved, the history surrounding the building has culy been
partially recorded and auch of that has been lost. As one teacher, curious

0

about aer school's history comnented: "Buildines tell no tales There is
mucn to be researched befofe many of the nteresting questiors Lot countiy
schiools and therr histories on be answered.

It 15 interesting to speculate about reasens for the scarce amount of
documentation pertaining to many country schools. The most obvious explean-
ation stems frem the fact that Few state requirenents were mposcd and carefu:
or complete records were not always kept by raral schools. Larly teachers had
$Hienty to do without heeping vast amounts of records up to date; and even if
they had been inciined to do so, apparently they were rot always traincd to
keep records. Entries recorded in va-1ous early school reqisters mndicate a
wide varicty of types of data vecorded. Mhen a school closed, many of those
reisters were erther lost or destroyed. Thooe that were bept were uoual iy
precerved by an dividual,  Thus, primary documentation is often nonexistent
or 4ifficult to locate.

Data recorded in the county superontendent's office s usually only a
siall portion of what was recorded in the vegister. Larly registers, when

thov can be found, contain not only names of teachers and students, grades

ERIC 12
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and progress reports, but aluo-comments abuul tne curriculum, textbools used,
and occasiorally listy of library books owned by the schocl.
Schonl board minutes are a source of information about the financing
of the school district and other aspects of the school's manayement; however,
like the registers, they have not always been preserved.
Perhaps another clue to the reason for so lTittle documentation about
schools is to be found in the closing comment of a manuscript collected by

the DAR chapter in Alliance, Nebraska. In Early Days of Alliance and fox

Butte Counly, an unidentified writer remarks: "This paper touches briefly
on the baginning of things in our county and city, and ve have said but little
concerning the two things that mean wost of all else Ln our people, our churches
and schools. They speak for themselves. They need no ‘write up' from individ-
uals.”

From such a comrent, one might conclude that schools played such a central
cole in the community and were so commun that they were a.most taken for granted.

School was school. Everybody had one, they were genevaily viewed as inportant;

but no one analyzed or quantified or wrote much about them. Indecd to do %0 @
would have probably been considercd a waste of time by pieneer conmunities
who vere strugghing to settle a new region. With the demands of carming a
Tiving amst b tding new tares and vanches and touns, few peenle had twe to
corsrder any of their dcriens or institutions in an academc fashion,

Louts Wirth observed:  "The most impartant thing . . . we can know about
a man 1o what he takes for graated, and the wost elemontal and anportant facts

about a Locrety are those that are <eldom debsted and yenerglly regarded as

settled.” If thys 15 true, it would scem that the histery surrounding

Lows Wirth, "Preface,” Ideology and Utopra, An Introduction to the

9

Sociology u° Know)edge, by Karl Mannhem (liew York: Harcourt, Brace, and

. o e e W i

Wortd, Inc., 19udY, p. xxiv.
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country schools will be incivasingly worthy of study in order to lcarn rore

*\\\\ about frontier socicty and rural hife,
\ Untr]l recently, the country school has heen teo ciose L0 recent cvents

/ to be vie/ed as "historic” by most peopie. In fact, where country schools
st1l] survive, this attitude could be expected to persist to sone oxtent.

Most of us tend to save the term "hi .oric” for places or people *Fit are
rewoved from our experience by 100 years or more, which-have an arr of
glamour or romance about them, or whicn appeal te our nostalgrc yearnings.
Yet, cven by this definition, the countiy school 1s gradually teing recog-
nized as iwpertant histericaily.  Sonme historical societies haw a]rcad;
done much to preserve relevant country school history as have other groups
and irndividuals. [t appears likely this trend wall continue,

In addrition tu the schools nentioncd 1n this paper, there are many
others which have interesting histories. There ceems to be a deep sease of
history and 2 sense of place among people interviewed for the Country School
Legacy Project. Pecple want to know something of theyr past and want their
chiilidren to share at.

Just recently, a sod schoolhouse and Stone schoulhouse, both located in
Sioux County, were identifed for this projoct.lo The owners of both build-
ings indicate an interest in preserving the buildings. In addition, as the
news of the project has spread, many people have come forward offering to be
interviewed or loan materials. Such interest and effort assure that a vital

part of the wastern frontier experience and the succeeding development of

the westean srates will not be loot.

1Olhe <0d school is located on the Clarence Wilkie ranch south of
Harrison. The s0d has been covered with cement., The stone school way
reported by Roger Gillette of Crawford whose father helped burld the struc-
ture about 1211, The burlding 13 south of Glen on the Clarence Kreman ranch.
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COUNTRY SCHOOLS Aﬂp THE AMERICANIZATION OF ETHMIC GROULS

Schools today across the United States strive to be sensitive Lo the
needs- and problems faced by the children of immrgrant groups and also attempt
to help students from a variety of ethnic backgrounds rvetain and appreciate
their cultural heritage be 1t Native American, Astan, Hispanic, African, or,

European.

Bilingual teachers are sought after by school systems to assist students,

not only in learning English, but to facilitate instruction in other subjects

while encouraging children to retain their native language.

This sensitivity to and appreciaticn for preserving the native language
and customs of students from diverse ethnic baclgrounds i3 a relatively new
phenomenor 1n J.S. schools brought about largely by the civil rights movement
of the 1960's. Various ethnic minomties followed the example set by black
Americans and placed new importance on the study and preservation of their
cultures. In response to these groups' demands, as well as a recent upward
trend in immigration patterns, i -deral and state dollars have been aliocated
toward bilinquat¥ education and multi-cultural education.

While there have always been ethmic communities and neighburhoods n the
United States, today as never before Americans cmphasize those aspecis of their
culture that are special and unique from those of the larger society or of
other ethnic groups. People take pride 1n their heritage and the scarch for
roots by Americans of all nationalities has become aimost a nationar absession,

This trend toward cultural pluralism reflects a much different philosophy
than that which has prevaiied throughout most of this nation's history. The
United States has labeled itself a "melting pot” sirce 1ty founding, and an
jimportant task assigned to cdu-ation was the transformation of literally

millions of immigrants from all over the world into "Americans' who were

520
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prepared to becow citizens, speék the language, and generally succeed
in their new home.

At first glance, one might say the responsibi ity of the wchools s
no different today than vt was in the past. One might argue the demands

' placed upcn schoois Lo prepare immigrants from Southeast Asia and Cuba,
for eranple, are e7sent1ally the same as rhoy\ﬂere in any era when we
welcomed an influx of now immigrants to our shores. However, today's
ochools are 1n a different and more dyfficult s1tuation than they were
in the past.

Jmmarants who enrolled their children in American schools during
the 1o30's and much of the 1900's demanded nothing rore for themselves
and therr children than to become "americantzed” as quickly as possible,
to be assimiloted nto the larger socicly, and to leave the "old country”
ways bt ind,

Thirty years ago, Henry Steele Commanger recognized the dilemna
modern schools face today when he concluded: "The 19th century school,
for exarple, had an cnormous job in Americanxéatlon--but it was a clearly
defined 1ob, universally witled by the people. :Today‘s school faces a
nice probiem in decyding whether its educatien should reinforce nation-

alism--0r 1ASpire internationalism.”1
The schools, througrout much of Am --~a's history, proceeded to
educate students without much, 1f any, thought given to preserving the
ctudent's native language or culture in the process. 1f the ethnic
traditions or native language were Lo be taught ~t all, 1t was the

responsability of the parents to do so. Apparently 1t was unusue] for

the parents to do this because they wanted their children to "be Americans.

lHem‘y Steele Commanger, "Qur Schools Have Kept i Free," Life.
Octoer 16, 1950.
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The scope of this task, even with the support of parents and student.,
must have been almost overwhelming. One can ymagine the frustration of
beth the teacher and the student as they tried to communicate when the
student had little cr no command of English. Cbviously the language had
to be mastered before they could move on to very many other subjects.

One man interviewed, Jack Lindeken of Chadron, recalled going to
school speaking only German, but Tuckily his teacher also spoke soine
German so he felt the transition was fairly easy.2 Probably ,not many
non-English speaking children were so fortunate.

Mrs. Lena Delsing of Hemingford went to schooi near her father's

homestead northeast of Hemingford. In thys area, almost all of tne

settlers spoke German. Mrs. Delsing teils of a school where everyone
spoke German--except the teacher: "Je all talked Cerman and then when
we went to school we had to learn to talk [nglish. We ~11 had & heck of
-a time getting started . . . It wasn't as had for ne as it was for the
clder ones because when they went Lo school then they wanted to teach us
Eng]xsh.“3 Mrs. Delsing went on to say that, althuugh her father could
speak English, her mother didn't learn unti) the children went to school.
It was oven more difficult for chmldren if they were the only ones
in the school who didn't speak English.  Hrs. Hae Manion of Alliance
taught Mari Sandoz 1n a country school tn Sheridan County. HMrs. Manion
remenbers that children from the Sandoz family were picked on by other
students because they hadn't gone to schecol and "spoke with a little

accent." Mrs. Manion observed that most of the settle s of that time

zlntervxew with Jack and Alyce Lindeker, Oecenber 17, 1980, Dawes
County, Nebraska.

3Interview With Mrs. Lena Delsing, Novenber &, 1980, Hemnngford,
Nebraska.
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di1d speak with sone accent, bul she seeasionally found 1L necesSuyy Lo
protect Mari from the teasing of other (he Tdren,
AnoLher man, of German descent, who started school 1n the 1890's,
Mr. John Oldeﬁgurg of Gordon, told of beiny a mesber of the only German
family in s school district. Wren he started school, he couldn't
speak English and recalled having a difticult time the first year.
Aithough he was an excellent student in other subjects, his trouble with

the English language ied to the other children labeling him a "duinb

& .
Dutchman. "  Although he seemed to take Lhis in good humor, one can only

el

quess at how difficult it must have been at Limes to endure the teasing
while struggling with the complexities of a new language--particularly
if the student happened to be the eldest child wath no help comng from
brothers or sisters.

Generally, the schools were not espe§1a1ly prepared to help children
learn to speak English. Former students interviewed in western Mebraska
felt that learning a new language was prmarily the responsibility of
the individual student. 'hen asked how they did this, they almost always
replied, "1 learned from the other students "

<ome schools did, however, make special attempts to help students
learn Lnglish. Mrs. Mae Manion remesbered ¢ cousin who told of ono school
that offered a special session during the short term in th summer for
children who came from a home where a foreign languace .as spokon.6

Occasionally, studeats would be Tucky enough to have Lteacher who

had sune expe. rence with one or more foreign languages and who was espe-

d1nterview with Mae Manion, December 5, 1980, Ailiance, Heb ragha,
5lnterview with Jehn Oldenburg, Novenber 11, 1980, Gordon, Nebraska.

61nterv1ew with Mae Manion.
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s
cially sensitive to the needs of students who were trying Lo learn
English. One of these tcachers was Mary Sandoz.

In 01d Jules, Mari Sandoz wrote about her father's active role
in encouraging people to settle in the Sandmills of Nebraska. 0Yd
Jules was a "locator" which meant he helped new scttlers find and claim
land. The experience of meeting and living around many of these recent
immigrants helped prepare Mari to teach their children.

During part of her teaching career, when Mari Sandoz was teaching in
the school néar where her family lived, four new.students enrolled in the
school. Mrs. Caroline Pifer, Marmi's sister, described a techmique Hari
used to help these children learn English:

When 1 was in the second grade, we had these four youngsters

come from Vienna . . . My sisteor was teaching again; she

taught every other year n vur school. She ordered trans-

lation books from Bohemiaon into English and of course we

nenfrized those books along with these students. As they

vere getting tnglish, vie were getting Gohemran. [ don't

remenber any of it any more, Rut anyway we had a smattering

of Boheman from those booxs. ™

Mrs. Pifer went on to describe how quickly the children progressed
with this teaching method: "One ycungster was thirteen, one was fourteen

(those were the oldest ones), and the one would have been 1n the nminth

grade in Vieana. So Mari started him out n a first grade reader and

s
{

he made all eight grades that winter, and his sister that was thirteen
made 1t to Lthe scventh grade.”

As she went on, Mrs. Pifer described how Mari had learnced te work
with foreign stydents:

My dad was locatin., ferei rs all the t1me and they were staying

in our house. They usually stayed at least two weeks and some of

them stayed all winter if they got snowed in . . . Lhe (Mari) knew
Y

7Intervicw with Caroline Sandoz Pifer of Gordon, Nebraska, December
11, 1980, ¢Chadron, Nebraska. -
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a smattering of a half a dozen languagns becouse of these
people that iiad been with us And then Too, . . . uv Siuter
could only spesk German when she went to scheol su she had
to learn English when she vent to grade schuol.  So ste had
a lot of sympathy ftur these kids because she kn@y what ot
was to face this thing with foreign language.Y

0f course there was more to the process of Americanizatron than
learning the language. Martin Mayer mentioncd onc wportant angredient:

Whatever the awms of education, the avis of scheuls are constant.

They can be desciibed, in a pet phrase, as “citizenship educa-

tion" . . . Some compentators seem to believe that this cuncapt

. is a novel Am@rican con®ribution. In fact, this 1s what

the schools are about cverywhere: ~American »chogls neke

Anesiean, British schools make British, Rgssian schools nake

Russian citizens. What else can they do??

As they went about the task of making Averican citizens, carly
schools did not nave any direction from the state, such as a course of
study, that sujygested what or how to teach. 1hese schools are usually
described as offering only the "bosics” of rcading, writing, and
arithmetic, but from one description, citizenship edacation was ~* the
center of nany learning aftivities:

The curriculum, though limited. contained the essential subjects.

Reading, Penmanship, History, Music, and English stresond moral

and patriotic values. Copybuok lines were "Practice mabes per-

fect," "Onward and upward," "A stitch in time saves mne. "

Songs most often sung were "America,” "Tenting on the J1d Camp-

ground," "Cattle Hymn of the hepublic,” and "Harching Through

Georgia.“lO

Most schools began their day with the “Pledge of Allegrance” and

1t wasn't unusual tc include readings from the Bible.

8.

Martin Mayer, The Schools (New York: Harper & Brothers, Publishers,
1961), p. 32. ’

I04ae Manion, Prairie Pioneers of Box Butte County (Allrance, Nebraska:
Iron Man Industries, 197G), p. 9.
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tater on, a Course of Study articulated the awms of various subject
matler arcas and prescrabed the cuntent to be Laught. According to Lhe

Course of Study for the Elementary Schools of Nebraska printed in 1932,

fifth and sixth graders were to study both "Hone fraiming for Citizenshp”
and "School Training for Citizenship.”

"ome Training" included such things as: rules and responsibilities
in the howe, maintenance of the home by learning to save and use a budget,

use of leisure tiwe and health.

1t

The "qoals of good citizenship in schooi”™ were stated to be: “loyalty,

education, good health, service, thought for others, teamork, thrift,
reliability, self-control, and obedience.”

In addition to citizenship traynming in the fifth and sixth grades,
which was a part of the History and Civics curricule students studied
tne local cormunity and Tearned about the organization and financing of
their school and also about a1ty and village government.

Teachers wore encouraged to discuss such state and national holidays
as: Labor Day, Columbus Day, Electron Day, Armstire Day, Thanksgiving,
Christmas, Washington's Birthday, Lincoln's Birthday, Paster, Arbor Day,
and Independence Day.

Students also studied wythelogical heroes, Bablical herue™, tational
heroes such as dasmington and Lincoln, and such writers and poets as
Harriet Beoct -r Stowe, Whittier, Longfellow, and Stevenson.

History and Civics for the scventh and exghth grade included inten-
siye study © state and national government as well as fuerycan hastory.

"Character and citizenship training" for the first through fourth
grades was taught as a part sof their English lessons. Such American
values as cleanliness, courtesy, cooperation, respect for law, self-

respect, reverence, honor, courage, and fair play were emphasized.

2og
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Character cdutation wdo stressed and teachers were toid, 1 they

read their Course of Study carefully, that it was move ymporiant than

the academics. Or. Ernest Horn of the State Umiversity of Towd was

quoted:

I have two boys. It does not worry me very much when 1 find
they missed ong or twd additienal problers in thear last test,
or misspelled a few words , but 1f they come howe with the
slightest indication of any nmoral deficiency, I must confess
that 1 am worried. Tne biggest thing an cchool work falls in
the field of moral and civic education.

Thus with such educational philosophies and curriculuns, the
country schools created national unity out ol the tyemendous diversity
of cthnic greups that came to western Hebraska to settle. Tiey prepared
the children of Germans, Dutch, Irish, Poles, Swiss, Czechs, Swedes,
Japanese, and Mexicans {just to name a few) to livesand vorx Ltogether.

Perhaps one of ihe facters that made 'thhs poss ble, n oddition to
the strong desire of immigrants to adept the ways of their vaw country,
was the very fact that the curriculum was relatively narrcw and books
and other resources were limted. Everyore studied the same values, Lthe
same books and authors, and thuc developed a comnon frame of refevence
and heritage. As Henry Steele Commanger described the success of the
_chools in transmitting culture:

Yet we created unity out of diversity, nationalism out of partic-

ularism. Powerful material forces--the westward novemsit, canals

and railroads, and a liberal Jand policy--sped thas achievement.

But just as important were intellectual and emotional factors--

what Linceln called "those mystic chords of nerory, STretiN g

from every battlefield and pitriol gre e Lo every hving heart

and hearthstone.” 1 cse were the contibution of poets and
novelists, editors and naturglists, historians and jursts,
orators and painters--and the medium through which they workoed

was the school. Throuah the whole 19th century, novelists like
Cooper and Svus and Hawthorne, poets like Bryant and Lomgfellow

11@.‘.‘.&‘_@9.-@..5?&91__‘:2“ the Elenentary Schools »n Nebraska, (Omaha, Nebraska:

K-8 Printing Company, 1932), p. 37,
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and Whittier, painters like Trumbull and Stuart and Peale,
historians like Jared Sparks and George Bancroft, schooluen

like Noah Hebster with his speliers and the McGutfeys with Lherr
roaders--all these and scores of others created and popularized
that common group of heroes and villains, that cormon store of
poems and stories, of images and values of which national spyrit
is born.
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COLIRY_STHOOLS AS COMAUNITY_ CENTERS

Some count:y schools were the site of all sorts of activaties other
than those normaily assocrated with cducation. In western Nebracka, the
scheol district ¢ wally contained no town and often was mies from any
popuiation center. Thus, the on’y public burlding 1 many yural con-
munities was the scnoglhouse, and the boundaries of the schonl district
frequently defined the boundaries of a rural community. Meetings,
social gatherings, and even religious services were held citter yn homes
or at the schoolhouse.

Today, country scnools are still used as polling places end for an
occasional meeting on a local issue, bul the social and reliarous activ-
ities are largely a thing of the past. [he cow.ng of the automehile and
betier roads enabled country residents te v Lo nearby towns for church
corvices and entertainment, so 14 18 relatively uncomiion T tne school
to host any activity that 1sn't sonehow redated divectly to the school's
function. Rural schools still present annual Coristmas proans and
sponsor suctial cvents to raise money for the school, but they are seldom
usced to the extent they once werc by the cormunity.

Before the age of the automobile and large consolidated school
districts, the country school surved a varicty of functions. A major
one was ontertainment. tlerghborhood dances, card parties, pie suppers,
and box socials wore held at the school and, as one wouan put -+, "were
the only entertainment country people had.”

Mrs. Caroline Pifer, daughter of 01d Jules Sando.s, told of a large
barn her father built, part of which was used for a community hall,

schoolhouse, and even for movies. She related her father's belief that

neople living 1n the isolated stretches of the Sandhills needed oppor-

24
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tunitics to get together, o, although he drdn't dance helt, nor
did he believe in dancing, he aliowed dances to be held at their school
because he felt pcople "had to have a ¢nance to get acquamted."1

Not all schools permitted dances. One man interviewcd recalled a
change in philosophy came aboul in his distrct with the election of a

ajority of schoolboard menbers who opposcd dancing. After that tine

dances were no longer held in the schooi ' hs district. On the other

\

\\\ hand, in parts of Sioux County, it was custonary to hold a dance to
welcome a new teacher to the community  So the values of the school-
board apparently determined to a great extent what activities went on
in the school.

Othoyr events that went on at the school primarily for tine enter-
tainent of the neighborhood included spell dowins and cipher downs which
included parents as well as students. These would occasienally be a part
of a litcrary program.

A rterary served both an educationai ard a seral furctaion oorural
communities. Mewbers of the commumity would get together at the school-
house approximateiy once each month to aisouss a variety of political

issues or to debate a topic.

These discussions ranged from serious debates of current events to
more lighthearted questions such as:  “bDoes a horse push o1 pull?™  "lhch
is more destructive, fire or water?” '“hich is nove useful, a dishcloth
or a Lroom?" and "ls it easicr to live with an exceptionally clean woman
or an exceptionally airty one?"

The Tast topic leaves one wondering to what extent women chose 1o or

were encouraged to participate in somc of the discussiens. This point is

1Intcrvicw with Caroline Sandoz Pifer of Gurdon, Nebraska.
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pat Cloar even diter questioning several people. However, it s Enown
that the teacher was often responsible for organizing the bterary.

In add tron to the events already mentione.d, ¢ Diterary might have
included recitatiors by school children, sinqing, or a play put on by
wephers of the comnunity .

Finally, wany Yiteraries included a newspaper. Mrs. Caroline
ifer described thhs activaty:

. . Every tume you had a continuing new,paper that tunk

pointed jabs at everyone in the country and discussed thear

rorances, Romance was the funniest thing and the che’

object of everybody because they had all this new batch

of teacliers out here nvery year and somebody always wanted

to narry them off some way or other. And there vere always

bachelors willing to be mareied to them . . . The mawn fun

was these_teachers every wanter and follosing their
romances.

Various dinngrs were netd at schoolhouses. One nevghburhood held
Thanksgiving Dinner every ycar at the schogi. Ancther dinnor w235 held
it the end of the schoel year. Often this would te a prermic and would
be attended hy everyone in the community. One {eacher recalled that she
was expected to provide e cream for the prenic--a responsihilizly that
proved to be quite a finencial burden on her meager saltary,

The (oristmis program was a special event in rural conmmnities
Teachers and students spent many hours icarming songs and picces to bo
recited, and the mothers of the community were often recruited oo make
costumes. When the big event was presented, noarly everyane in the
community attended. Teachers and former students alike tell of standing
roow only crowds where perhaps 70 or 890 people would pack o schoolhouse
that weasured no more than 20 feet by 30 feet. Before rural eclectmc

systess were installed, it wasn't unusuel for meabers of the community

21bid.
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to bring lanterns to the Ciristmas program and other evens: g events
and, of course, 't one drdn't want to stand, 1L was also a qood 1dea
to bring a chair.

For some families, special events such as the Christmas program
introduced tnem to custums or allowed a luxury not found at home. One
of these customs was the Christmas tree. Many of the people interviewed
by the Country School Legacy Project renenbered storres about the school
Christmas tree. Fifty years ago, a Christuas tree at home wasn't as
comron as it is today, and a few pecople 'ntervieved recalled the school
tree as being the first one they had seen. One man told of a teather
who wanted his class to have a tree but found himself located on an armid
treeless plain in westem Hebrasha. This teacher constiructed a Christmas
tree of lath for the school.

As the social center of the community, the schoolhouse was also used
for a nwder of other functions including 4-H mectings, extensior ¢lub
meetings, and in some areas for church services. A Box Butte County
woman, Mrs. Lena Delsing, recailed growing up in a commanity that was
predsminantly Catholic. Since no priest was available in the cormunity,
a priest would cowe by wagon from the "ndian reservation o condurt Mass
3

Although Mrs. Delsing wasn't certain of tne

1n the scheoi buiiding,
distance or the nwoer of other schools that may also have feen uscd for
Mass, the trip probably wasn't made very often since Pine Ridge :s
approximately fifty miles across country from the community where she
Trved.

Other uses early western Nebraska schools were put to inciuded a
child's funeral and as a meeting place during World War | where the

women of one commumity gathered to knit socks for the soldiers.

BInterview with Mrs. Lena Delsing, Hemingford, Nebraska.
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Perhaps one of the most colorful uses for a country scheol buriding

was remenbered by Mrs. Mae Manion who told of a Sheridan County school
which had its windows sodded in during the Wounded Knee uprising
Frightened members of the community gathercd in the school to defend
themselves in the event of an attach by Indmns.4

Tcday, residents of rural communities arc involved n many q{ the
activities of nearby towns so they are much less isolated and less
dependent. upon one another for entertainment. As a result, most of the
activities that are held in today's country school are school-related,
however, those events the school does spensor are still enthusiastically

supported by communmity menbers.

alntETVXGW‘IWth Mie Manion, Alliauce, NebrasKa.
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THE CURRICULUM OF THE COUNTRY ScHOOL ’

When students of the early twentieth century western Nebraska country

1

schools are asked what subjects they studied, the usual reply 1s "khy
reading, writing, and arithmetic, of course!" Addicional questioming will
reveal the subject matter also included history, grammar, physiology or
health, geoquggy, and orthography--what we would call "s~elling." Depending
upon the skill and interest of the teacher, a schooi may also have offercd
some training in music or art, Singing was important and patryotic songs,
hymns, and Stephen Foster selections were popular. Students recalled

singing Prohibition songs during the 1920's. A few Students remewbered
studying miniature reproductions of famous paintings. Friday afterncons
appeared to be reserved almr t universally for art projects.

If one accepts the historical definition of “curricutum” as subjects or
subject matter, then 1t can be safely conctuded that country schoois offered
a fairly limited curriculum, or what today would probably be referred to ds
"the basics.” Mo bilingual, special education, or learming disability pro-
grams would have been found in an early country school, although 1n scre
schools where low enrollment, a skilled teacher, and a special need happened
to come together, a rough equivalent migﬁt have existed. Accounts of a

country teacher's efforts to help an wndivadual pupil with special needs are

not unuzual, however, in geperal, the curricuium was much iess broad than
it 15 today.

Given the phys:cal plant, resources, level of teacner preparation, and
the expectations of pioneer cormunities, the basics were all tnat were
required, and probably in many cases, presented quite a challenge.

The fellowing description of a pioneer school gives some 1dea of Just

how challenging the task of teaching even a basic curriculum must have becrn.
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The first requirement was a place. Often this was a sod
house abandoncd by an early homesteade., or a room in a settler's
home. At least two schools were housed in dugouts, one n 2
granary, and one spring term in a tent. In most communities, a
settler donated land, neighbors raysed a sod burlding n one or
two days. Usually a floor of sawmill lumber was laid. When
these boards dried out, pencils dropped through the cracks.
Furnishings were houwemade benches and desks, a box of chall, a
cast iren stove, a coal scuttle and shovel, a water par! and
dipper, and a tin wash basin.

In the first schools the pupils brought books from home
that had been used 1n their former homes. It was not unusual
to have a class in which each child had a textbook from a
different author. The curriculum, though limited, contayned the
essential subjects. Reading, Penmanship, History, Music, and

. English stressed moral and patriotic values. C

' Slates with red felt edges and a stubby slate pencil were
used for "working problems." The slate pencils werc wrapped in
a paper flag and the child felt sad when the pencil wore down
to the pretty paper and some of it had to be torn coff, or if
the pencil dropped to the floor and was troken. Cedar pencils,
which smelled nice, had a small eraser glued 1n one end. They
could be bought for one cent each. Every scrap of blank paper
was saved to stretch out the thick, five cent tablet that had
to last all term.l

One of the major handicaps to any early.school must have been the
limited nunber of Looks or other publications avaylable. Occasionally,
a student of an eariy day school will mrntion a magazine Or major news-
paper that was received by the school or a famly. but thiys was the
exception to what was usually avarlable. Few schools 1n western Hebraska
were as well equipped as the Fairview School in Scottsbluff County which
had 92 books in 1ts library in the 1913-14 term. The list of books
recorded by the teacher on the inside back cover of "Welch's System of
Classification, Gradation and Close Supervision” included the following

titles: The Castaways, Uncle Tom's Cabin, The Tale of Bunny Cottontaid,

Guiliver's Travels, Self-Help, Through the Loocking Glass, The (onmplete

Works of Shakespeare, Tennyson's Poems, ireastre Island, Lives of Dur

IMae Manion, Prairie Proneers of Box Butte County (Alliance, Mebraska:
Iron Man Industries, 1976), p. 238.
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Whittier's Poess, and The Union Library Encyelopedia (eight volunes). This

list also inclu 2d several biographies of famous Amerizans.

In addition to less than ideal facilities, ecarly schools were normally
in session for a much shorter period than the nine months that are now
standard. Three to six month terms were the rule becouse early school
districts could not afford to pay a teacher for @ longer period. School
terms were usually held when they would not conflict with the nced ior
children to help on their hose farms and ranches. Thus, the school usually
began in Uctober and ended sometime before the spring planting season.

Much of a student's work emphasized memorization ana oral recitation
of maxims, poems, and “pieces.” Exercises 1n mental arithmetic were also
common. Undoubtedly this oreference for rote learning was nmade necessary
by the Tumted nurber of books avaiiable and the fact that paper and pencils
were too expensive to be used on a reqular basis or as liberally as we use
them today. The attitude that assignments requiring the memorization of
lengthy preces imposed a certain mental discipline seemed to be acceptled by
both teacher and students. The extent to which migher level skills of
thinking such as application, analysis, synthesis, ard evaluation? were
required or encouraged 1s less clear, however, 1t appears that recall or
recognition skills were more commonly stressed.

Up until the time that state requirvements raised the minimum qualifi-
cations for teachers and prescribed a course of study, the primary dc&vrmi-
nant of the curricdlun was the teacher and his or her shalls ana prefesences

for subject matter. Such a system produced graduates who varied w.dely 1n

2H1gher level thinking is defined herve as those intellectual abrivt.cs
and skills sdentified by Bengamin S, Bloom's Taxonomy of Cdecatyonal
Objectives.
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levels of skiil attainmment. One ninely-ycar-old man told of an outstanding
mathematics teacher who cane to his school when he was 1n the eighth grade.
Under this teacher he learned to find both square and cube roots of nuiber s
and can st111 remenber the square root operation. Howeve., the graduate of
a rur>l scheol in a neighboring ccunty told of such poor 1nstiuction 1n math
that he rever learned lang division, decimals, or fractions in his eight
years of school.

From these examples, it appears that Dr. Robert Manley's assessment of
education in the proncer schcol was very accurate:

[t is casy to romanticize these days of the proncer schocis.
There are scoras of wonderful stories about vatilesnales 1n the

rafters, about cold days when inkwe ° had to be hurmed o the
ash pit of the stove to kecp them o freezing, about the ranae

cattle who mibbled away the walls o1 a school nade from bales ot
hay, and about the confrontations between the schoolmarn and a
twenty-year-old hired man wno was n the third grade, Thoe

were able teauhers and capable, eayer ctudents in some schaols,
but frontier educatron gencrally was pot qualiiy education.
School was “held" rregularly. Teachers recerved low waces auoc
having to "board around” with famlies 1 the distriet did hetie
to raisc teacher morale. Many schools had no equipment anc few
bonks . tlo attempt was made to "grade” the schools, and ti»
learning process was hapnazard at best.

As state 1nvolvement 1n educatron grov, attennts wWere made to standardize
2 ¥

ol

certain aspects of the curticuium. A law passed in Nebrasta o 1891 required

ochool districts to purchase textbooxs and provide thew free of charge to
students. A 1903 law stated:

The district school boards shall have the generay care of the
schools and shall have the power to cause puprls to be taunnt an Such
brar_nes and ~Vassified in such grades or departments as may sooi
best adapted to a .ourse nf study which the school boards of any
county shall establish yy the censent and advice of the counly
superintendent thereof.”

3pobert N. Manley, Image: of Nebrasta Education {Lyncoln, Hebrasha:
Selection Research Incorporated, 1972), p. <8,
d : | 3 - . - s tt
Richard €. Dudley, “Nebresha Public School Bducation 1890-1810,
Nebraska History {Lincoln, Nebraska: Nebiaska State thstorical Society,

Spring 1273), p. 84,
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In 1907, the Free High School Law "provided, tor tree pubiic high
school education to any youth whose parent or guaydlan lived 1o a district
which maintained less than a four-year &ﬂﬁ\sahool. The course of study
for the first eight grades was to be prescribed or approved by the state
w5

superintendent of public instruction,

In keeping with the Free High School Law, the first Course of Study

for the Elementary Schools of Nebraska was published TN 1909, The first

Course of Study recommended laboratory or source methods be used 1n

English, history, civics, geography, and the sciences in both elementary
and secondary grades. It emphasized using original sources to encourage
children to seek the answers to questions as opposed to a curricuium that
enphasized memerizing facts. Thus, a variety of materials to supplement
regular textbooks were required.5

Althcugh this proposed system sounds remarkably progiressive, it 1s
unlikely that 1t brought 2ibout any great chenge in the curriculum or teaching
techniques used i1n the typical gestern fiebraska school. Well-trained teachers
were in short supply so it is 1kkely that few teachers had the necessary
training to carry out such suggeStions.

A cecond obstacle to implementing state recommendat ions was financing.
Schools depended upon a limited variety of instructional materyals which were
often donated. Many individuals who were students at about the time the

first Course of Study was published report thear school day consisted of

recitations and work on the blackboard in arithmetic, spelling, diagramming

sentences, map drawing, and penmanship practice. Ciphering contests and

Sibid., p. 85.

61bid., p. 6.
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spell-downs were common and popular with the students. The suggestions of

the State, which required resource naterials in addition to texts, vere
financrally impossible for carly school districts.

Apparently, these first attempls to prescribe a curriculun were also
somewhat unpopular due to a philosophical split between the more classical
orientation of educators and the dcsire of parents for a practical cduca-
tion for their children. Public pressure led to the broadening of the
Course of S LQL_ by 1910 to include such courses as agriculture, domes tic

sciences, and manual arts.7

3,

An examination of later Courses of Study indicates the basic curricuium
remained relatively unchanged for several yeaes. Concern was expressed,
however, for the teaching techmque that relied heavily on oral recitations.

The introduction to the 1929 Cowse of Study stated:

Tre present 2lomentary currrculum contalng courses in ajgri-
culture, armithietie, bookkvep1ng, civirs, ~A-awng, Engl
COMPOSIEITN, (eeyraphy, grammir, 1<toqy. nusic, physrology ard
hygiene, readirg, spelling, and writing.  In the attempt 10 carry
out such 2 piojram, many schools arve overburdened with a larae

pumber of recitations every day. This 1s cne of the outstanding .
weaknesses of the one-teacher sdhoci. 1o gives the teather httie
tyme for anything but the hcaring of so-illed recitations.  The

more vortiywhe e exercises of instruction, drili, and the stinu-
lation of se!f-activis, seleive scant attention. Instrustien

C::: should corsggee with a real oh ervation of things, and not with
a verbaj dekpt on of them.®

1o remedy the problems of one teacher trying to teach many children
distributed among several grades, a system called the "alternation plan”
was proposed. Under this plan, the first and second grades were grouped

-

together as were grades three and four, grades five and six, and grades

T1bid.

8Lo~raef of Study for the tlementary Schoals of Nebraska, (Lincoln,

Nebraska. State of Nebraska Department of Pubire Instruction, 1929), p. 6.
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seven and eight.  Using these four groups, the school day was Then divided

into fourths with the first <ession being devoted to arithuetic, tne second
to reading and history, the third tu languoge and hyqiene, and the fourth
to geography and agricuitwe.  Pupils an ore group would do the work of one
year in one class and omit the other year. The following year the work
omii.ed was completed. A1l pupils were combined vhen drawing, writing, and
music were taught.

Over the following years, courses taught apparently remaiucd about the
same as those listed in 1929. The 1926 Eggg§gwgi~§§£§y'includcd a brief
bibliography and outhne for teachiny science, but that was the oty change
in offerings. The addition of science, however, was v.ewed as an inportant
change in the curriculum by former students. Those individuals who attended
school before the introduction of science who were 1nterviewed by this pro-
ject generally spoke highly of their countiy school cducational experiences,
but some di1d express regret that scrence was'not a part of their edutational
background.

In summary, 1t seems accurate te state that the curricutum of the early
western Nebraska country school concentrated heavily on the "three R's;"
spelling and penmanship were both considered very import t. Students usually
energed with a strong set of what we consider traditional American values.
Early Courses of Study stress “charac'er education" and schouls tried very
hard to instill the value of such characteristics as henesty, self-control,
cheerfulness, patriotism, industry and thrift, and good health habits in
students. Partic’n ewphasis scemed to be placed upon discouraging smoking
or using alconol since a large part of the health curmiculum ctresscd this
subject matter.

In addition to formal subject matter, a variety of other learning

experiences cccurred as a result of the expcctation that children would Lake

35
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some responsibility o the dry-to-day operation and marntenance of the school.

It was not unusual for (hid@en Lo ass1vt the teacier with githering fue

building fires, a+d keeping the <ohoolhouse ana grounds at™

schools nad no playground equipnent, o the teacher unl the ~haldren o reated

their own recreation by playing a varvety of guwes  irere ochvriie=s servid

cebyve, Moot

to reintorce the value placed wn ¢l o o teawword an! o peraty. -

country
responsibul

thevr adalt lives. Succes, 11 a@n CCul .’ ron wds evon ey olo

[t is probably accurate *0 42
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than today.
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decisions in the early davs of rural Mt ank e

he ot titudes acquired by *the necpie who doo
i

there was the beliefl thot education snould
i

and they had httle pathience witn those who

1 cducation.
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that agrarian values are ¢ the highest 1mpurtance ir ou ™ se 10 /7-
these were convictions Nebraskans shared and 14 wac by
standdrds that they 2udyed educat n.

gMan]Gy, pp. 29-31.
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There vs danger of overgenerainzing when dirscusSS ng curyiculam in
the country schools. The lack of qualifhod teachers anu the tact that many
scoont districts did not have the finana1al resources Lo supporc a well-
equipped schoc] sujuest wade differences were mrobabiy found arong scrcols,
Eariy attoipt- by the State to standardize tne curriculum could de hittie
to resclve these preblems,

Recollectrons o7 stude.ts who attended these early day suhouls gungr-
ally agree on subjects tangnt, but they remember hittle about actual conlent
or specific classroom activaities.

Both texrchers anrd students tell of scnoo’s who varmed 1n emrolivent:
brow only e puuil fo as many as twenty-five. Wmile many ctadints tel
stories o Yearnipg as tne, 1istened to older stodenis, 't 15 2ls0 easy Lo
conclude “rat scheors of one or two students did not offer L. adantaqe.
On “no orher hand, Lelcners a«no taught sanoujq waith unusualsy o enroli-

, FaT . M 2 -1 . y - - L
mer e Leid oof the 1 opossioie task of feaching ali Subjeto 1o Laenty o1 onore
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THU COWMTRG Weiinni TEACHER  ROLES, RUTES, AND RESTRILIICN

The hey factor an the guality of educatyon dotivered

school was the toacher, this 1s stall true today, the nature
+

scope of the tea uer's a5 changed { ) oone tognding G

early schonis o

- R ) : s . . - i ey o
Pofore schuc] drotrict, were crganized, ocbideen wore off v taunr UoDy
their parents o by a neighbering ronenfe.  hAccording to ore ount,

"t Wi e oy f Vo }l Sy = NS !,. r 4+ b \ R ¢ PRI [ %
the housewtyio would drrange her chedule ~n At o owould be soohaan g oan
the kitones winle tue ot ldien studred--then tne Tty would ot ie Uy

1 i ] 1 + 4 1
school oh tarer were Dlaang e Lhe 5

By othe f1 ot b utrieis were orgaraoed U nrney w0 o e
fw et of Shectoa. SO Were nonesiodcers A0t vd . Lol o T Do
Cutte County whe or W32 anoul oy T st oo er v was o Ty oot o
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Aot canheriny down' o tollowr g tnat good nsiraction’

In 1901, tneee grades of tcachins cortaiisoates vere proLcde, £00 by the
State of Nebrasta Tee thirug grace ceroobocdn yan the degent Teat oot
cor b1t IO P o t0d DASS NG e S T e e
orthugramy, &ithaet o, pnysioloay, and cngiich colposiiio ar dograrrir,
A secans grade ceetiFroite incluled these requirerents (1 knowle ‘ge o7
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history of the United Staten, civil gove .ment, bookkeeping, blackboard

drawing, and theery and art of teaching., The tirst grade certyircate
required all of the subjects for the low=r level certificates os well as

passing cwans n algebra, geometry, botdanys, and natwal philonipry

-

1

Cou ty superintendents were given the resporsibtiaty of admngtor-
MG teacher exaims and granting certiticacrs. The exans were u” ..
at an annual Teachers Institute held during the summer.  Speeizs S5£8510nS
o teathoong techniques were also part of tnece ashitunes.

Expectations for teachers were high as 1liustrated by tho tolioang
state.ent from an early county superintencent

There are four clements that enter 1nto the conposst on of
i teacher--geod coral charactec, scholarsh p.oaptross 1o Leadh,

ind ab Mty to govern  The pergen who 1acks dny one of these

~

L
cenaol becnne an odeal teacrer.”

-

Schools unually dod settle fu- lest thap the Tideal tcacnor” ool
because o3 hers of ang bied were reiatively scarce. There were £laC
schoul distrota an Neurasha 1 1857 and enl, 2629 teachers. U010 cf
thooe were men 8 Tne fur ree owect one went n ebraska, the care difficait

- N oy L I RS NS . ve N cim Yy e e
1t bera e v Find o w1000 Loohe The matority wno did quaify did

]

S0 only at che Doag ograde oven G0 ectifieation, ard an S0 Canes.

teache ™ wore oo fied waitount passaing d11 of the exams. The fellowing

et b1 eanardent sl lustrates the froastoatior created by Q

~ T ~ 2y i “1 ’ 3 i i
constant shortige oF (‘udil ted teadhoers

4 . , , R . - "
‘Wichard T Dudley, "Nebraska Pubin School Fducation 189D-1411,
Nebraska Hitor {oanesto, Nebrosha.  Hebraska State thitorcal Souvely,

1973y, v /2.

Svpecurd of Teachers Institutes,” Saperintendent's Record, Dawes
County, Nebraska, 1893, p. 213,
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Dwiig To o scarcity of teachers [ have been counpelled
Lo issue third grade certif1 ates: every time under po-
test. A person whc halds only a low certificate of any
grade should _make <one systemstic effort to r1upruve his
scholarship.’

It appears that saay teachers 1n the late 1800's and early 1900 's taught
to supplement their incomes and viguwed Leacmng as a neans of ¢ tablishing
claims 10 westere Nebrasha.  However, cven thoso who viewed tealinng as
something more than o tewporary vccupation would nave had a dyttycust Lime
advarcing therr formal education since the nearest collece o waversaily

was severdl hund:red mles away.

Tiie ectabhishment of junior norw.) sohouls by the state o 1

des gred to bogin to alleviate the probles ot teacher sho' tages.  wner Lhe
Chadren lormal) School was founded in 1911, ¢ other major step wi taken
toward nection Uhas pronecr area's need for tearhers.

Teache~ s' 17agas continued Ly beoa proben wetl Tnto e 19005
Weortern Lo itva aften arpurted tec mer Toge the Last and yourr a0,
s

Sve o romarce of teachirg out well, Toand josatrons

-
™
()
[
g%
o
-

teaching agencic,. .6 500 <ases, tre young Loalner s oeniine farady wouid

foilow her cut ol settle Vnawestern eleasha. iy of these wor o awit the

-
=

clasarons and wariied local don, ¢thecs Tonnd teaching noa romet2 coun
school 1o e tos Jenely and demanding and Tt

Hra. Goldie D1gaby, who grow up near Gerineg, lebraska, onotne early
19¢0's, recalled sume of her early teachers:

Most of our teachers at thit time can fro the Baer...
it was hard to get a teacher. The waaes were low.  They were
all unmarried except one 1ady who lLived an the cormunnty o iney
were usually youny women i therr early twen®ies.  Une Faty v
came out from the East...seemed so <ad. One day we raught hoey
crying.  She wert howe for Thankogiving and never came baoh

3 t . T P
Recora, Dowes County,

_7”Peuord of Teachers Institutes,’
Nebraska, 1893.

Slwvrln{vndnnt‘s

Binterview with Goldie fwing Bigsby, DOccember 12, 1980, Sootiabluff .
County, Nebraska.
O
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Another source of teachers was created as pioneer schools beqan
graduating their students. At first, many young girls comploted only Lhe
cighth grade and began Leaching as soon as they could pass the teacher
exam and acquire a certificate.

Mrs. Mac Manion went out to teach at age 14 after she had completed
the tenth grade. She explained her decision to teach by saying

that's all | wanied to do. There wasn't wuch else a

gir) 80uld do unless she worked in the hotel or 1n somebody's

hone.

Mis. Maniun went on to say that it was customary to only teach one
year in a school when she started teaching.

Although many of these teachers were only a few years ¢.icer than some
of their students, they were expected Lo assume many responsitbilities. In
addhition <o conducting classes, teachers gathercd fuel and burit the fire,
kept the schoulhouse clean, and sheveied snow.

Even the anpearanice of the sciool grounds wa. seen as a teacher's

responsibiitty, at least by tne state. A publication assued by the Qepart-

1
T

ment of Pubise Instruction nheaded ore section wiath the quastion” Is Your
- i

School House Attractive?”
Under that hcoading the publicatyon sugeoste!.
Y b a¢

This 1s a perscnal question to each *ecacher. s the
school house it hich you are teaening atiractive an appedr-
ance? Are the school grounds attractive!  1f not, wanat nave
you done to make them attractive? It wili not do for us to
s1t around and wairt for somcone eise to do rt, for that poiicy
will nol improve the conditions. On the other nand, 1 you
) have done what you c¢ould each year to make tne school house

- and the school grounds more attractive, you have lett you
mark on the scheal, in the minds and hearts of the pupis
and upon the homes which they will help to make iater Oh.i

Y

9Intorv1ew witn HMae Mamion, Decenber 5, 1989, Alliance, lebraska.

f
la“Suggesiévc Programs for Specral Pay Exercises,” Lincoln, Neorashka,
Department of Pubirc Instruction, 1913, p. 6.
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Suggestions for beautiiying unsightly school yrounds followed and
of fered “he following advice:

. . . Look the sytuatron over carcfuilly and tormuiate a lefim
plan. Do not atterpt to do 1t all at sne time, ol the $rhon
boord to do at least one thing each yedr towards the vmp ove-
ment.  Then decide ubun some certain alteration which you and
the pupils can carry out. The next year do a hittie more.
For instance, suppose you get the school board to paint troe
schuol house this year. Next year ask them for a new wai
or new outhouses. This year suppose you ¢get the duprls 1o
level the yard and sow grass seed, putling on scme m@nare o1
necessary. ¢Plant a tree on Acbor Day. MNext year pilant sou
shrubs, some vines to grow over yuur out-touses to shheld
them, and keep the lawn in condition. Another vear beep all
this in shape and do a Tittlz more. Three or four years of
constant, definvte work w111 transform 2 schoul nouse four
5

>
1
)

pupils will be glad to help and wril become proud of tne

—~— ot
&

i
rn

It scem, likely that these sugyostions were probably seen as Jaunhabie
gt best vy westerr Nehrasta rurgl tedchers  MoSt sc¢honls weero very poor

N ' - Lt 3 N 1 - -~ . syt sy Lo B - 3.
nd the Seho! was csuadly tocated ot oan andd praimie. Suro seheolc o

LY ' y - - N

sreooven coved peroarcally Lo oo close U9 otaatiTel o

[ 48]
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childres.  Trees were pianted by teachers of otudents for Arvulre Co,, but

begsond tnat, work on «choos grounds wal probably 4 aiscourani: | tact,

Grven tne nature of ea:ly teaching tobs and the varmets of ques

a teacher was exvected to perform, sewe of the leoai gradudtel o coualyy

schiools wore perbaps bettor equapped to meet tre chailenges thaa tear s

heugho the acadomic preparition ¢f these local

-

who caie foem the Fast. A
teazhor, "oy have Leen wearnor than that of their castern Lounterparts,
the experionce of growang up in the countyy gave local women an uncer-
standing of the conditiens undar whrch they would ceach,

Carcihine Sandoz Pifer conpleted normal training an high $choai and

taught 1o the Nebraska Sandhyils an the early 193075, Part ot her training

ncluced visits to a fow courtry school houtes, but vt didn't Begin Lo

Mgy,

42
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prepare one for dealing with the cay Lo day problems a rural teacher taced.

Mrs. Pifer recalled some of the deficiencies n her teacher training pro-
gram.

I remenber how stupird our teacher was, as §oon as <he got
out of toun . . . She didn't know about scetion lines and stuff
Tike that or hov to find a rcad, or a thang. she had alvays
Jived in Omaha . . . What we should have had was how to burid
s fire. Of course ! knew that from howe, bul that's what the
first thing the givls from the tast nad probiems wath. Sone-
t1mos schools would catch fire because they put too much fuel
in.

Mrs. Pifer went on to elaborate on what it took to be a surcess ful

country teacher:

. . . . You had to know how to stand the country. ro: the girie
that played cards and things like that, they got along fine, but
in those da's there was no church out there 1 wac ahouf eley
or twelve years old before [ ever saw a Sundzy school and a i
of tnem couldn't adjyust to that kand of hiwving . . . they 1us
didn't knocw now to relate to tae peopic. . . You had to have
some ides of weather because 11 you didn't have sense ongu™ 6
know when to send thosc kids home why you evther deciced fnat
you were too iate Lo send them art you heid thew therc andg L0604
care of *hew, or then you ser trem bome soon ennach o b
(0.4 et hore It wasn L for the tamt ctorg-heo e
because erting 1n those days at these pienes was a0% fancy or
anything iike that. You didn't have lottuce and thas a0 003t
and somethang else.  Probabily in the wanter vou d have froeeo
meat, but the rest of the trme you d have sat pork.lg

O

Many teachers mentioned tre chore of puriding a fire, su "l st have
been one of the rost opleasant, or at least most sesorabic, tac:: PR

Maovion describes net e specyal technig e

One thing about this heating the scnool houre, St woen't
always warm vhen you qot there, especraliy on Monday aornineg
The teacher had to come early because the teacner had to huv
the five. . . D aluas bept a temate can with some berasene
o1t anoa plase where 1t wouldntt he vory eas 1y qott 1 oonto,
and vhencver [ owent bore 1°d prb oup o sack fudl of o it
of the hog lot. . . 1'd bring then te wchool and 1'd put o

H

’) -
Yinterview with Carulyn Sandus Pafer, Gordon, Nebrashe, boeeossbion i1,
1980, in (hadron, Hebraska,

B4,
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couple of cobs 1n the can of Kerosene and use the (obs to

start a quick fire Sonetines you couldn't 9et 1t warm

enough and you'd "ave to sit around the stove. 4

Expectations for tcachers varied somewhat from one comsumily Lo

another. Generally teachers were not married. This may have Leen

partially because wany were very yoduug, but scme contracts actually

stipulated that the teacher could nol marry during ner term of ewploy-

ment. A prevarling belief was that a married woman did not have tine

Lo run a home and teach.

whle men teachers appeared to be fairly rare 1n western Hebraska
during the twenties and thieties, thiere were many in Kansas according
tc Poyce Vathauer wno went to school 1n the 1930's. wr. Vathaue: e!
on to say, however, that marvied wonen were not hired because commund-
ties believed “one breac winner «as enougn.”ls

Nearly all schouls did expect teachers to uphold certain sta davds.
Mrs. Goldie Digsby began her teachirg carcer in Banner County 110 10035
when she was seventeen, Her first job was in a schoel sumlar Lo ‘ne one

H

che had attended, so as she put it, she "knew what 1t was all about., how

you had to teach all eight grades and had to stay in the dictrict.” She
went on to describe what else was expected:

Hell they of course wanted you to stay Wn the district
_and you usually had to because you were so far from town.
They wanted you to be of good woral character. 1 supposc
if a person had swoked a cigarette, that would have been the
end of the co.wract right there.

P

.

Aithough teachers rarely got to town where che taught, Mra. Bigby

did say that there were activitiew such as pie sociais, box cuppers, and

14Inter‘vmw with Mae Manyon.

[

c . ) .
dInterview with Royce Vathauer, December 15, 1980, Chadion, Nebraska.

61nterview with Goldie Ewing Bigsby

44

49




dances for recreation. In fgct, the rural teacher prayed an ymportant
part in the social 1ife in the community. Many of the people 1nterviewed
by the Country School Legacy Project stressed the importance of the
teacher in community life,

There were 1umts to how much community activity the teacher was
allowed to participate 1n. A Teacher's Contract from 1919 1n Kinball
County stated that tirs. Mamie Patterson agreed "to observe the rules and
regulations of the district board." Written below tnis line by hand was
the foilowing 1ine: "and nol attend dances when reauired to teach the
following day." Other districts were much more strict and dancing by
the teacher would have been frowned upon anytime, o

Living with families was not always a comfortabie arrangement. Mrs.
Alice Richards described her first experience with "boarding out."” She
taught in Sherman Ccunty 1n central Nebraska, and lived 1n the sod house

with a farnly she described as "desperately poor. The family had theoee

children of school age as well as several younger ooaes. In Mrs. Richards’

T

words, "you never had a minute to yeurself, and when 1 went home on week-

ends, the woman wore ny c]othes.“17

Mrs. Pifer alsc remembered some of her expericnces hving with famlies

in districty where she taught.

"I slept one winter with two of us op a single bed. |
don't know how we ever managed 1t bec.use whei one Lurned e
both had to turn. Another winter (1933) 1 borvded and I yot
$45/month and 1 paid $15/month for my board asd feed for the
horse.,

She weni on to say that she had her own horte, but the distrct would

have pro/sided one 1f needed.  Under erther arrangement, however, the teacher

bought the feed.

171 neerview with Alice Richards, December 4, 1980, Chadrom, Nebraska.

l81ntcrviow with Myra Williams, December 10, 1960, Oshkosh, Nebraska.
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% Rural teachers didn't alwayc have an ec day n the classroom exther.
while some schools had only a few students, -everal teachers told of
struggling to teach over twenty-five students 1n atl eight grades. any
teachers tust have experienced some of the feelirgs Mrs, Myra Wil lhino

of Oshkosh described:

I Viked some parts of the teaching very much and e
there were some things which were Guite grvfficalt Lo cop?
with. One thing, 1 never could get evervining 1. whon
you have all cight grades, as i1 did 1n sowe of the scuools,
there's an awful 1ot of classes, and ten mnutes for each

. class to start and make your assicaments ard check on th.
work that the children are doing and ansier Lhetr questiions
didn't go very far. It was quite d rol vdee. [ just
covlun't get 1t ail done as 1 should have. 19

Considering all of the difficultics asco.tated viith teadininag on

\
i

country schocl, onc wonders what motivated pecpie T enter cygct oAan 0otupa-

¢
[

tion. The job was demanding; 1iving conditions were otlen undosiranie,

and the pay was probably not enough to offset these factors.

The records of Drvstrict 18 in Deves Lhunty indicated teachers vere
hired only for as many months as the distrmct could afford.  La 1830, the
first year the school was apen, the reacher wa. pard $32.33 per mortn for
w1x months.  Tne following year sceudl was only held for four ronths, and
the teacher carned $25 per oonth.  Wages went ub LD $45 per montn 101 five

nd raised again in 1910 to 350, By 1925, the teaunts

(=]

months 1n 1908,

was carning $90 pey month for seven wontns.

o

During tne [lepression wages tell. TIhe teacher's salary ves dropped
back to 560 per month 1n 1932. Later on it raised until the teacher 1n
1939 earncd $75. By ths twme, nine months of school were requived by Tawe.

it wasn't until 1046 that the district rarsed the teacher's salary

back up to $90. The following year, wadaes were raised tn $100 per wonth

9 nterview with Hyra Nilhams, Decenber 10, 1980, Oshbosh, Hebiaska.
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Because of the weal. financial condition of rural school districts,
many teachers were paid n warrants or drafts, which meant their actual
take-home pay was less than the salary they were hired for. Mrs. Alice

Richards dcscrabsd her experiences with this system.

The first year that I taught n rural school. . . I
taught for $40 a wonth, and this district was quite hard
up, and your checks. . . they were not a check, 1t was

an order or a draft. ., = and since they didn't have monoy
enough 1n the bank, when you took 1t to the bank you had
to take a discount on it because they didn't have enough
mongy 1n their treasury to pay it r'_ht then. . . [ only

paid $10 for board and room which left ne $30 when [ qgot
11 €30, but most of the twme [ didn't get quite all of

1t.20

Perhaps the major reward associated with teaching a country school
was the respect tuﬂt went with the job. In general, the teacher was
considered a speciel person in the commumity, While 1t is true that
boarding conditions were sonctines unac cptable bv coday's standavds,
often what was provided was the best the hosf fagmiy had to offer. Some
carly teachers did recall instances wnere parents did not support theav
efforts to control unruly chilaren, however, 1t was far nove coimon for
the schuol board and parents to cocperate with the teacher.

Tne role of the teacher 1n the country school was so multifaceted and
dermanding tnat even today's country teacher, whose Jub usuaily includes -
responsibilitics not expected of teachers n the nerghbering towns, vould
probably hesitate at signing a typical contract. In addition to regular
classroom activities, & country teacher may nave been faced with hauiing
water, doyng jamitof work, killing snakes, and helping 2 student manaye
h1s horse.

Teaching was regarded as an wmportant job, and the teavher who could

f111 that job was accorded a good deal of respect n the school district.

20interview with Alice Richards.
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COUTRY. SUIGOLS TODAY

Although the major focus of ~ms project has been upon the history of
the country school, the research phase of the project involved visits to
many schools of histormcal interest that are stiil functioning today. The
country school 1s very much a4 pert of hife in many western Nebraska counties,
indeed in all of Nebrasta.

Accordsng tu lebraska Uepertne: L of Education statistics, Hebraska had

1,062 school districts in 1980, the second highest 1n the pation. Of those,
/

743 were swall Class 1 schools. The typical Ciass I school (1 . of them)
had six Lo Ten students. Hinety-seven Class 1 schools emolled five or
fewer students, and 151 had wmore than .1

In western Nebraska, the eleven counties that make up the Parhendle
range ir number of Class [ distrmicts from Sheridan County with 34 to Panner
County which is 211 one school district.¢ Rural scnools are found tnat
enroll only ore student, while others had several teacners and €0 to 80
stude ..S.

Rural schools . western Nebraska not cnly vary widely n enrolliment,
but also in buildings, tacilities, and other resources. Distances, from
population centers range from only a couple of miles to over fafty. Some
districts have lost population and may soon be closed, while others are
expericncing unprecedented growth.

— White the small white rectangular building on the prairie with one

teacher and a few students still exists, 1t is not typical. In fact, 1t

s ampossible to identify a "typical® rural school in western Hebranka

Inigeate’s School Districts Nunber 1062," The Lincoln Journal, February 10,
1981, p. 19.

ZNgbyppﬁghﬁggpggjonal Directory 1980-81, 83rd Bdition, Nebraska State
Departnent of tducation.
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botn because of the difficulty of defining "rural” and because of the varmety
of schools that fall under the Class I categery  Thus, rather than attempt
to discuss country schools today in general terms, this paper w11l descrmbe

a few individual schools in western Nebraska. These schools will not neces-
sarily be representative, but rather are chosen to illustrate the wide
variety of institutions that are categorized as country schools.

Perhaps the best way to show the contrasts among country schools n
western Nebraska is to look at two ceunties which, although they are
neighbors, are quite different in population density and terrain. As a
result, their rural schools are also quite ditferent from each sther.,

Sioux County 1s primarily covered by prairie grasslands anc 1s the }j
sixth largest county in the state of Nevraska. MWith a total population of
1,970 and only one town, the county seal of Harrmson (population 377), the
county has fewer trun one person per square mle. To meet the nceds of the
many ranch children 11ving in Sioux County, rural schools are naintained, ,

One of the most isolated schools n the county, District 23, s Tocated
In the northwestern portion of .he county and enrolled one seventh grade
student during the $280-81 school year. A la ge nmodern mobyle home was
provided by local ranchers and parked next to the student's ranch home. The
teacher comnuted daily from South Dakota.

During 1920-31, this school was allowed to operate on a hpardship basis
by the State of Nebraska since the student would have to travel at lecast Ag
miles to another scheol; however, it expects an increase in enrollment in
the comng years. In 1981-82, three kindergarien students will start school,
cn the district will reopen 1ts frame schooi house whxcﬂsis approximately
four miles south of the South Dakota border. Over a dozen children under the

age of five live an the district, so enrollment will continue to increase. .
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Lvocantly rolling nids scattered witn e
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15 15.-lated enough to make trave] Gttt

drive ve ccle during such of the winter  1he nearit . oo.ti Pt d,

Nebrasha, located evghteon iales Lo tne Soutt woed 2ast o T R
During 1250-61, the Cottomwou! Seneo’ nad oo tnt T W T

gacten students, ore second arddor, oot 0 grader . C e '

ea. of tte f1ith, sixth, ard erghlr Grode Tre stk L T
program 1s Luitl presented cach ye.r 1o buis s he e :
o wolo. Taese (nrldren also travel 10 3 rearby ©onon0 ur el b
The now teAcrer, o young ran Trom kyuoanm ved oo b it T et e T
diension Lo the conool curriiultis b aTaare o o T
the guyter and dulcoalr.

Moving south i Stoux County, oo T e anetTer 0
District 46. The school 1s noused 10 a bushhotse wntr 5t 0 e i
of a rancn located ning mites southwest of Harrison, e KRR SR
allowed the school to use the burlding for the past si1x ,oar5.

Anoher older one-room scnool building sits approxiyately four ales

< 1
(;“]L. [

i
-
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northwest of the ranch, however, the bunkhouse nrovides a
facility couplete with @ kitchen. one of the sper1al advantages s
school enjoys 15 a location which permis 1t Lo e eAucatior s teievisiun.
Not at1 schools i tht  Large Courly Can g v o lelec oo 5giay
The teache of the schooly Grate Wyward, o BT L AN
district, had Tyved an Calrfurmia o few poars o o ol e s
A and Lo Jive on western hebraska Thus , Shir was aa bl ewm@ie . Lro Chitlaen

of t. _hing o g small school.  For Oxar e, UlLhowes tntuoco T
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legistation to do away with small schocls s nTroduced.  Parents of
chaldren menthion 11hing the 1néividual attention their childreen receive,
and thev ke the idea of local contrel of schools  One perso  —xpressed
the opinion that rural school cinldren learn to be 'ndependent and learn
how Lo Stud; even in the busy atmosphere of a multigraded ciassroom. She

also folt that the multygrade atmnsphere helped prepdare young students
i >

advanced work ard provided raview for older students while enyouraqing
conradeshnp between children of various ages.

Schools in Stoux County still play a centrai role an rural rerghoors
nacds and receive constderable volurteer help anc suprort from local
residonts.  Althouch staunchly behind ste rural schools, Siour County does
face rany of the sane probleis that other rural areas face. The biggest

prooter accerding to Anne Quintard, County Superintendert, 1s coping with

the 7 id cn o hebraska.  Small drstricts rely almost entiredy upon funds

-
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~

~ 1 ! . - . Y e N PR N
e sponding 1d dne nave tew siher Sudrces o fundind.,

She o,.veaned the corccn tnat fulure cats 1o reyenue sharing pighl aftect

A L

—
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gl 4 R T ' it P T
and tho QL»‘.S YOoaedn oo LYAVO I s

teacier rognt e

o

therr bookiin
abandoned due Lo tignt budgetl. s Lno Sondt s, S_NCCES are Larreniy
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The following people were interviewed on tape for the Country School

Legacy Project:

In addition to this list, many other people not named here also pro-

Goldie Ewing Wilson Bigsby, Gering, Nebraska
Mary L. Carrick, Chadron, Nebracka

Lena Delsing, Hemingford, Nebraska

Don Deselms, Chadron, Nebraska

Harriet Foos, Mitchell, lebraska

Theodore L. Goff, Jr., Chadron, Nebraska
Helen T. Grubb, Kimball, Nebraska -

Rena Hall, Bridgeport, Nebraska

Dale Henderson, Scottsbluff, Nebraska

Lee Henderscn, Scottsbluff, Nebraska
Ronald G. Hupp, Chadron, Nebraska

Thelma Jones, Alliance, Nebraska

Alyce and Jack Lindeken, Chadron, Nebraska

.Mae Peters Manion, Alliance, Nebraska

Berdine Maginnis, Chadror!, Nebraska
Amanda M. Martens, Chappell, Nebraska
Edwin C. Nelson, Chadron, Mebraska

John T. Oldenburg, Gordon, Nebraska
Celia Sandoz Ostrander, Rushville, Nebraska
Bertha Palmer, Chadron, Nebraska
Wilma L. Parkin, Hemingford, Nebraska
Jeanette Peterson, Chadron, Nebraska
Luclla Peterson, Kimball, HNebraska
Caroline Sandoz Pifer, Gordon, Nebraska
Anre Quintard, Harrison, Nébraska

Alice Richards, Chadron, Nebraska

Lynn Scott, Mitchell, Nebraska

Royce Vathauer, Chadron, Nebraska

Myra Williams, Oshkosh, Nebraska

vided information.
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