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Hist. 300

Any Boy Can Become President


With eyes of optimism, Abraham Lincoln gazes down over a group of frontier students in a western one-room schoolhouse. His framed portrait serves as hope and inspiration to children that any dream is obtainable. His picture provides promise to children living in the American west during the later part of the nineteenth century. Lincoln, whom himself only had the equivalent of one year of formal education, rose to become the greatest leader in American History. Spite of his lack of formal schooling, Lincoln believed it to be the most essential duty of an individual.  In his first political announcement Lincoln says “Upon the subject of education, not presuming to dictate any plan or system respecting it, I can only say that I view it as the most important subject which we as a people can be engaged in.”
 This thought was shared by frontier settlers and westerners as well. Almost simultaneously with the development of western towns was the establishment of the western one-room schoolhouse. 

Schools on the frontier were organized soon after the arrival of settlers.  More often than not, makeshift classrooms were constructed until settlers banded together to build more permanent structures. These schoolhouses varied on geographical location but all were built with the promise and optimism of the future. Often schools were constructed using an assortment of local resources. Log cabins were common in forested areas while schools made from sod were found throughout the Great Plains. In the Southwest, adobe schools were built. There are instances where schools developed so soon after settlers’ arrival, that girls attended class wearing skirts made from wagon covers. In these primitive western schools, usually a mother that had some sort of schooling acted as the primary instructor until a more qualified permanent teacher was hired. Once communities began to develop, a cooperative spirit emerged and the one-room schoolhouse came into being.
 
As towns prospered and grew, the responsibility of the school fell onto the entire community. Local districts worked together in many aspects of the development of the community school. Farmers, merchants, and town locals came together to form school boards and met to discuss such issues as the hiring of teachers to the curriculum taught. Monies were raised to build a more suitable learning environment. Many one-room schoolhouses built in the late nineteenth century share similar characteristics.
 
Throughout America, including the frontier, architecture books and pamphlets were published providing the best suggestions for the construction and layout of schoolhouses. One-room schoolhouses were usually built in the traditional, vernacular style. A school in the vernacular style was built with dimension lumber and resembled a small framed house. The rectangular wood structure was built on a foundation measuring about 22 feet by 24 feet. The school was usually painted white with windows on two or three sides. These schools could house up to fifty students.  This style of construction was mainstreamed throughout the United States with the publication of such architectural handbooks as Henry Barnard’s School architecture, or Contributions to the improvement of school-houses in the United States; published in 1854. Barnard is credited with reforming school architecture. His book gives specific guidelines for schoolhouses, from the actual construction to materials and furniture inside.
 
The interior of these schools were simple. Students usually sat three to a desk, youngest in the front and older pupils occupying the desks in the rear. The desks were attached to the backs of the seats in front. A wood burning stove was often in the center of the room, but sometimes could be found in the back of the class. The teacher sat at a table in the front facing her students. The most essential element of the western one-room schoolhouse was the blackboard located behind the teacher’s desk. The most common ingredients for a blackboard were lampblack and flour of emery mixed with spirit varnish. Lampblack is carbon black, or soot. Flour of emery is a mineral rock broken down into powder form. Barnard provides instructions on how to create a blackboard.

“No more lampblack and flour of emery should be used than are sufficient to give the required black and abrading surface; and the varnish should contain only sufficient gum to hold the ingredients together, and to confine the composition to the board. The thinner the mixture the better. The lampblack should first be ground with a small quantity of alcohol or spirit-varnish to free it from lumps. The composition should be applied to the smoothly-planned surface of the board, with a common painter’s brush. Let it become thoroughly dry before it is used. Rub it down with pumice-stone or a piece of wood covered with the composition. This composition may also be used on the walls.”
 
Near the blackboard was the recitation bench. The recitation bench was used for students to practice reciting in front of the teacher and their peers. In most western one-room schoolhouses, students would be reciting at the bench while others were practicing grammar or math problems on the blackboard, and still other students were reading at their desks. This was a way for the teachers to organize teaching the various ages and levels of students in the class. 
Teachers were scarce on the frontier, so frequently young men and women that graduated the eighth grade were hired as instructors. However, as towns in the West witnessed a rapid growing number of children, there was a higher demand for schools and schoolteachers. Between 1880 and 1920 the West grew at rates twice that of any other region. In the late nineteenth century, more women entered the profession of teaching as it became a more widely accepted career for women. In 1870, 59 percent of all teachers were women, by 1900; the figure had risen to 70 percent. A woman living in the West had even fewer job opportunities than her sisters back East, therefore, if a frontier woman wanted employment, her best option was teaching.
 
Factors that encouraged a western woman to teach included personal reasons as well as societal influences. Choosing to teach provided women with independence she did not posses through marriage and motherhood. Part of that self-determination was the possibility for higher education. Colleges in the West were coed, though they invited women to attend mainly because of the need for tuition. Along with the opening of state universities was the expansion of normal schools into the West. These schools were specifically designed to train high school graduates to become teachers. They created standards and norms as well as provided preparation for educators. The first state ran normal school west of the Mississippi was in Minnesota; Winona State Normal School, opening in 1858. Along with this opportunity for higher education, western women chose to teach because of the financial independence it nurtured.
 
Though a teacher’s salary in the West was far from being large, it gave women an economic liberty. A woman teaching school on the frontier could make between $30 and $60 a month; depending on her location. Teachers that taught in western cities made more than teachers in rural areas. Frequently, women saved this money to pay for addition schooling in fields of study other than teaching. It was common in the West for families to house teachers in their homes. The teacher was under constant watch and supervision of the community. Her morals were under scrutiny. Sometimes dress codes and behavior codes were included in a teacher’s contract. In one region, teachers were prohibited from dancing, drinking, smoking, and card-playing. Her dress was confided to long skirts, usually with two petticoats, and high buttoned boots. Her hair was pulled back and pinned up on her head. In spite of these restrictions, western teachers still possessed a sense of adventure that came with traveling throughout the frontier teaching in various school districts. The extensive task of educating frontier children was anything but easy.

Classrooms were not adequately equipped with materials. Teachers excelled at improvising lessons due to scarcity of supplies. The Bible was used as reading material and to instill morals and values into pupils. The day usually began with the reading of a Bible passage. A teacher had to multi-task throughout the day, providing lesson plans for different levels and ages of students. The frontier teacher relied heavily from assistance from the older children in the classroom. Older pupils would assist younger children with recitations and reading.  AND I AM GOING INSANE SO I AM DONE
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