
 
 
Goals/Objectives/Student Outcomes: 
Students will: 
• Compare and contrast a school day in an Iowa one-room 
country school with that of their own. 
• Demonstrate an understanding of the concept of 
consolidation by addressing issues such as why rural 
families wanted to keep one-room schools, and why some 
educators thought larger schools were better. 
• Recognize ways in which the consolidation controversy 
continues today. 

Materials: 
1. Books and articles listed 
2. Compare and contrast transparency, individual charts, 
newsprint chart 
3. Materials used in country school as indicated above 

Background: 
(Excerpts from "Remembering One-Room Schools," The Goldfinch 
16 (Fall 1994): 8-13.) 
Pioneers who settled Iowa wanted to give their children a good 
life. They had traveled from the East to build new homes and grow 
crops on the wild, Iowa prairie. When settlers could support their 
families, they organized schools for their children. 
Early Schools: 1830-1858 
At first, children learned at home from mothers and older sisters. 
When more families settled in an area, parents organized local 
schools called subscription schools. Children could attend these 
schools as long as their parents shared the expenses for supplies 
and teachers. In 1839 a law passed by the territorial legislature 
made each county responsible for opening and maintaining public 
schools. Some counties did open schools, but many children did 
not attend because their parents needed them on the farm. If 
there was spare time, mothers, aunts, and friends would do their 
best to teach children to read and write. 
Most of Iowa's early schoolhouses were log cabins. Students 

 
sat on long wooden benches and worked on their lessons. When it 
came time for them to show what they had learned, they stood at 
the front of the room and recited what they had memorized. 
Blackboards were simple wooden boards painted black. White 
limestone was used instead of chalk, and erasers were made out of 
sheepskin. Textbooks were rare, and many kids learned from the 
few books they brought from home. Paper and pens were 
expensive so kids wrote on slates. 
To improve Iowa's small unsupervised school system, the state 
legislature asked a famous educator, Horace Mann, to evaluate 
education in Iowa. In 1856, Mann told the legislature that all schools 
should be supported by school taxes. He also believed education 
should be available to all children, regardless of their race. 
Township Schools: 1858-1872 
In 1858, another law was passed, and each township in Iowa 
became responsible for organizing schools. These new school 
districts built schools and provided tuition-free elementary 
education to all children between the ages of five and twenty-one. 
Nine schoolhouses were built in each township and students only 
had to walk a mile or two to school. Townships elected school 
boards to hire teachers, buy supplies, and set the school calendar. 
Most schools were open for three terms—fall, winter, spring. 
Children did not legally have to attend school, and many kids, 
especially older boys, stayed home to help with farm chores. 
Some communities held school in private homes until a proper 
schoolhouse could be built. 
Expanding Communities, Expanding Schools 
As Iowa's population grew, school districts could afford to build 
more schools. By the turn of the century, Iowa's rural population 
had grown quickly, and there were almost 14,000 one-room 
schoolhouses across the state. Many schoolhouses looked 
alike. They were built from wooden boards and then painted 
bright red, white, or sometimes yellow. Some schools were brick 
or stone. 
Students stored coats, boots, and lunches in the school entryway. 
Their desks stood in rows in the classroom. A woodburning stove 
blazed in the winter. Students who were lucky enough to sit close 
to the fire kept warm. Students in the back rows often shivered 
while they studied. 
In the late 1800s and into the mid-1900s many Iowa kids were 
using standardized textbooks. Some of the most popular were 
McGuffey's Readers. First published in 1836, these books taught 



kids reading, writing, spelling, public speaking, and history. 
William McGuffey's books also had strong morals—they taught 
students to stay away from tobacco and alcohol, respect their 
elders, be patriotic, and have good manners. 
A compulsory education law was passed in 1902, and all children 
between the ages of seven and fourteen were required to attend 
school. The new attendance law increased school enrollment 
significantly. To prepare for new students, wooden country 
schoolhouses were painted inside and out, furniture updated, and 
teachers received higher salaries. Oil burning stoves were installed, 
maps were updated, library books were purchased, and paper and 
pencils replaced slates. 
When electricity found its way to Iowa's rural communities in the 
1930s and 1940s, many schoolhouses were wired for electricity. 
Conditions improved but country schools couldn't compete with urban 
schools that had more money and supplies. One- room schoolhouses 
were still in operation into the 1960s. But Iowans said a sad farewell 
to rural one-room schoolhouses when they joined with high-school 
districts and closed their doors by 1967. 
Consolidating One-Room Schools 
The movement to consolidate school districts was the beginning of 
the end for Iowa's one-room schools. Consolidation meant that all the 
school districts in certain areas would close their one-room schools 
and students would attend one centrally located school. In 1895, Iowa 
had almost 14,000 one-room schools—the largest number in the 
nation. Many educators and politicians thought these schools were 
behind the times. They believed country kids would benefit from larger 
schools where there were more teachers, better equipment, and 
where kids learned with students all their own age. 
But there were problems with consolidation. It required transportation 
to collect students from widespread farms and take them to school. 
Horse-drawn school buses, called hacks, moved slowly, and many 
parents didn't want their children to travel so far, leaving home before 
sunup and returning after dark. On days when rain turned dirt roads 
into seas of mud, hacks couldn't risk getting stuck in the mud to pick 
up all rural students. 
Rural parents believed students would receive less personal attention 
in the large classrooms of a consolidated school than they did in the 
one-room schools. Kids in one-room schools often went to school with 
their brothers and sisters and they learned from each other, as well as 
the teacher. The rural schoolhouse was an extension of the family 
and the glue that held a community together. Parents didn't want that 
to change. 
For some time, rural communities succeeded in keeping their one-
room schools, and consolidation moved slowly in Iowa. In 1913, to 
encourage rural districts to consolidate, the state offered between 
$500 and $750 a year to any school that offered vocational and 
industrial courses. One-room schools were too small and poorly 
equipped to offer these classes, and the extra money went to the 
consolidated schools. 
In 1919, the legislature passed a law ordering schools with fewer than 
ten students to close. By 1921, there were more than 400 
consolidated schools compared to four in 1904. The 1920s farm 
depression and the Great Depression stalled school consolidation for 
almost thirty years. 
After WWII the state government gave schools more money for rural 
school-bus transportation. Faster, gasoline-powered buses replaced 
horse-drawn hacks and more districts decided to consolidate. In 1953, 

a new kind of consolidation began. Instead of consolidated districts, 
larger community districts were formed. Often these new districts 
combined two or more smaller consolidated districts. By the mid-
1960s, Iowa had less than 1,000 school districts as compared to more 
than 4,000 ten years before. 
In 1965, the legislature wrote the end of the story of the one-room 
school. It passed a law ordering all schools to become part of legal 
school districts with high schools and by July 1967 most of Iowa's 
one-room schools were closed. By that time, bright yellow gasoline-
powered buses had become a common sight on paved and 
graveled roads in rural Iowa, transporting children to and from their 
school and community. 

Procedure: 
At some point in this lesson be sure to discuss the issue of consolidation 
and why all one-room public schools in Iowa are out of commission. 
Raise the questions of how the consolidation issue is still controversial. 
1. Day one: Using the Compare-Contrast chart (individual charts for 
children and a transparency or newsprint chart for the teacher), have 
children as a group describe the characteristics of their school. They 
may add characteristics to those suggested. Complete the "Our 
School" column. Make a large classroom chart as kids are making 
their own individual ones. 
Provide background information on country schools (see resource 
material). Present the reading list to students, asking them to choose 
one selection. It may be something that they have already read (e.g. a 
chapter from a book). Instruct them to read the selection taking note 
of the characteristics of the country school and the activities of the 
teacher and children described. 
Ask a local photo shop to donate three disposable cameras and film 
processing. Divide kids up in groups and then have them photograph 
their school. Put these photos on the big classroom chart. 
2. Day two: Ask small groups of children to describe their reading 
selections. Continuing in small groups, children will list the country 
school characteristics as described in their readings using the 
"Country School" column of their individual charts. 
Coming together as a class, let the kids fill out the big class-room 
chart. When discussing characteristics of one-room schools show 
pictures from books or magazines. As each characteristic is 
completed, children should compare or contrast that list in the "Our 
School" and "Country School" columns. 
3. Day three: As a review and referring to the Compare-Contrast 
charts, ask students to discuss how their class and school would be 
different if it were a one-room country school. What would need to be 
changed if their class and school were a country school. How would 
their school day and school activities differ? Throughout the 
discussion, create a list of the items, routine, and activities that would 
need to be changed if their class were a country school. For example, 
instead of pencils, pens, markers, or crayons, what would they use? 
What would they do at recess? How would they be transported to 
school? Where and what would they eat for lunch? The result of the 
discussion should be what would have to be changed in their 
classroom, school, and routine if it were a country school. 
Explain that they will recreate a country school in their class-room 
for a school day. Using the list, planning committees will be 
formed. One group would plan for the rearrangement of the class 



furniture. Another group may plan for instructional materials. 
Another group may plan for recess activities, and so on. 
4. Day four: Planning committees will meet to identify changes, 
process (e.g. how and where will we move the furniture?), how to 
communicate needs to other students (e.g. what would country school 
students wear? What would they bring for lunch?), material needs, 
and so on. 
5. Country Day School Minus One: The afternoon prior to Country 
School Day is used to prepare the classroom and materials for the 
next day. Student committees will carry out the activities for which 
they planned. 
6. Country School Day: On the designated day, students will be 
country school students from the minute they arrive at school. 
Lessons can be conducted using simulated country school materials. 
Wood or coal can be carried in from the outside with students 
designated for stoking the "stove." A restroom some distance from the 
classroom may be designated as the outhouse or privy. Lunch and 
recess will simulate the food and play of country school students. 
Parents and friends can be invited to participate or observe a typical 
school activity (e.g. games, spelling bee, ciphering bee). 
If the country school day is more than the teacher wants to tackle, an 
alternative activity might be to have students research the games 
played in one-room schools, and have the kids play them at recess or 
in gym class (see The Goldfinch vol. 16, no. 4, page 27). 
7. Day Five: Using the Compare and Contrast chart, discuss with 
the students their experiences. Were they as expected? Is there 
additional information to add to the chart? Was any information 
incorrect? As a culminating activity, have students write and /or 
illustrate "A Day at School" from a first-person perspective. Kids can 
write a poem, short play or fiction piece (see The Goldfinch vol. 16, 
no. 4, pages 21-25). 

Assessment of Outcomes: 
Students' abilities to compare and contrast will be demonstrated 
through: completion of accurate planning and implementation of 
committee work, completion of accurate and complete charts, the 
accuracy of "A Day at School" writing and/or illustration assignment. 

Extensions Adaptations: 
As a preparatory activity to supplement activity, a speaker may be 
invited to share a one-room country school. 
Memorabilia from one-room schools may be displayed in the 
classroom. Student desks, quill pens and ink holders, slates, 
McGuffey Readers, lunch pails, school bells, are some of the items 
that are commonly available. Check with your community's county or 
local historical organizations to see if they have samples of these 
objects you could use. Perhaps a guest speaker could bring some 
personal belongings he or she used when attending a one-room 
school. 
There are many one-room schools open to the public. A visit to a one-
room school may be substituted for the project of recreating the one-
room school in the classroom. 
Some discussion or activities should center on groups like the Amish 
that still go to one-room schools today (see The Goldfinch 16 
(Summer 1994): 7). In addition, discuss what early education was like 

for Native Americans and African Americans (The Goldfinch 16 
(Summer 1994): 5-7). 
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Iowa Country School. 1978. (Film available from Area Education 
Agencies). 
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Iowa Marshall Center School). 
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Network, 1977. 
McGuffey Readers 
"One-Room Schools in Iowa." The Goldfinch 16 (Fall 1994). "Going to 
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