
INTRODUCTION TO ONE-ROOM SCHOOLS IN WHITMAN COUNTY 

 

Since the availability of public education for children is a basic American assumption, 

schools were established by the early homesteaders in Whitman County shortly after 

they arrived. The earliest took place in individual homes, and schoolhouses were often 

the first public structures built in the communities of Washington Territory. In fact, 

they were often the only public buildings in rural areas and served as community 

centers and churches as well.  

 

As 49 percent of the US population in 1895 made their living farming (and the percentage was certainly 

much higher in Whitman County), many children lived in rural areas and attended school only when 

they were not needed on the family farm. In the 1890s, the school year usually ran from October through 

April and was divided into two terms, although school might be cancelled if there were heavy snows in 

the winter. Missed days due to snow were not made up in the spring. 

 

There were seldom any materials or furnishings available other than what the parents could provide. 

Paper was scarce, so students worked on individual slates or at the blackboard. Drilling, memorization, 

and recitation were the teacher’s main tools. Younger students also learned by hearing the lessons of 

those in the higher levels. Furnishings were not standardized, and students shared desks of varying sizes 

and styles, or sat upon whatever benches were available. The teacher’s desk was always at the front of 

the room, sometimes on a raised platform that doubled as a stage for school programs. Next to her desk 

was a recitation bench. Other furnishings in the room might include the U.S. flag, a bookcase, maps or a 

globe, pictures of a president or two, and whatever other decorations the teacher could provide. Often 

the teacher or an artistic student used a paper stencil to color seasonal designs in chalk on the 

blackboard. Student desks were aligned in rows facing the teacher’s desk, usually on either side of a pot-

bellied stove in the middle of the room. Girls sat on one side and boys on the other. Usually there was a 

crock or bucket for water with one dipper that everyone used.  

 

The school day began early for the teacher, who arrived in time to bring in the coal or wood, start the 

fire, and prepare for the day. The students arrived on horseback, walking, or more rarely in a wagon. 

They played outside, even in bad weather, until the teacher rang the bell, usually at 9:00 AM. Boys lined 

up on one side of the front door, girls on the other. The line of girls entered first, followed by the boys. 

They hung their coats on hooks or nails on the wall at the back of the room or in the coatroom, and they 

placed their lunch pails on benches under their coats or on shelves above them. Students then went to 

their assigned desks, where they stood for opening exercises, usually a prayer and the Pledge of 

Allegiance to the Flag.  

 

In line with the values of the time, teachers required a stricter standard of discipline than students follow 

today. The atmosphere in the classroom was quiet and very formal by today’s standards. At all times, 

students sat with both feet on the floor, facing forward in their desks. When not doing tasks, they kept 

their hands folded on their desks or in their laps. Students did not speak without raising their hands and 

receiving permission; when granted, they stood next to their desks to speak. No matter what was 

happening outside, students kept their heads facing forward. To turn and look out a window invited 

punishment – often physical punishment, but not always (see “Rules of Behavior”). Students addressed 

teachers by title, and the teacher also used the formal address, calling students Mister or Miss. In spite of 

the formality, it was still a room full of young people with high spirits, and pranks were not uncommon. 

 

Teachers grouped students ranging in age from 6 to 18 by their level of ability. Eight levels were 

required for graduating, and as many as thirty students worked and learned in the same room. 



Throughout the day, the teacher worked with students grouped in three or four levels. Each level spent 

ten or fifteen minutes on a subject, usually at the recitation bench next to the teacher’s desk or at the 

blackboard, while others did what was called “seatwork” on their slates. The beginning reading levels 

worked with the teacher once in the morning and again in the afternoon. On Friday afternoons, the class 

spent the last half hour competing in the weekly spelling bee. At the end of each day, the teacher named 

one or two students to help clean the schoolhouse and prepare it for the next morning. 

 

Teachers in the late nineteenth century were usually young, just out of school themselves, often in their 

late teens and sometimes younger than some of their students. (Note: Of necessity, WCHS teachers will 

be considerably older, many of them retired teachers). The teacher in a one-room school was usually a 

one-person staff. In addition to classroom duties, there were administrative, maintenance, nursing, and 

counseling responsibilities. This meant long days of hard work and evenings preparing for the next day. 

School boards expected teachers to focus all their attention on teaching duties, and strict standards of 

behavior were required from all teachers.  

 

School boards hired both men and women, sometimes preferring men to control the older boys in the 

schools and to do the heavy winter chores. Generally, teaching was not considered a suitable profession 

for men; however, a young college man might take off a year to teach in order to support his own 

studies. Rarely did men make a career of teaching in one-room country schools; women were more apt 

to spend many years teaching in the small rural schools. Teaching was a respectable occupation for an 

unmarried woman. Married women were thought to be unsuited to teaching, as husbands and families 

were thought to distract a woman from her teaching duties. If the teacher were a local woman, she could 

live at home with her family; otherwise, she was expected to board with the families of her students, 

moving frequently from one home to the next. Often this meant that the teacher shared a room with the 

children and had no privacy at all. Women gave up much of their individual freedom by living and 

teaching in these communities. As schools consolidated, many preferred the larger schools or those of 

cities where they could earn better salaries and have a private life. 

 

For all of this, rural teachers received low pay, no benefits, and no job security, School boards hired 

teachers for only one term at a time, and the least hint of impropriety was grounds for dismissal. In 

1895, male teachers received an average of $30 per month and female teachers $20. By 1907, the wage 

had increased to $50 per month. It is doubtful that any of us would want to relive the realities of those 

difficult times. Yet the character and strengths of those individuals created a lasting legacy in American 

education. 

 


