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T h e  S c o o p  o n  O n e - R o o m  S c h o o l s -  T o l d  B y  A n  I n s i d e r  
By Phares G. O’Daffer 

 
 
I .  I n t r o d u c t i o n   S l i d e  1 :  G e n e r i c  O R S  
 
 Hello Everyone!  It ’s a pleasure to see all of you and I can’t wait to jump 
headfirst into the topic of the day. My sisters and I attended a one-room 
school for eight years, and my mother, mother-in-law, and my cousin taught 
in one, so ORSs are close to my heart. 
 
What about you? Did you attend a one-room school?  Did you teach in a 
one-room school? S l i d e  2 :  G e n e r i c  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l  i n s i d e  
 
Which thumb tells how you felt about your one-room school experience? 
 
I I .  F u l l  D i s c l o s u r e   S l i d e  3 :  F u l l  D i s c l o s u r e  
 
A good part of this talk is about my experiences, so there are lots of 
I ’s, me’s, and my’s in it.  This being the case, I want to give you a chance to 
bail out before its too late. If you stay, just ignore my narcissism and have fun!  
 
I I I .  M y  F i r s t  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l  E x p e r i e n c e  
 
It was September,1939. Having turned 5 in February and really angry, I was 
fuming and ranting to my mother- Two of my 6 yr old fr iends, Buddy Clow 
and Louella Ford, could go to our one room Prairie View school, and I 
couldn’t.  It just wasn’t fair!  S l i d e  4 :  P r a i r i e  V i e w  S c h o o l  a n d  M e  
 
My mother l istened, and got Mrs. Ball, the teacher to give me a tr ial period. 
With the bigger boys forcing Buddy Clow and me to have a chicken fight, 
and me call ing a coconut a kitten ball, my trial did not go well. 
 
But at the end, Mrs.Ball told my mother that “He is a ‘mumble’ l i t t le devil.”  I 
didn’t hear the mumbled word, but, l i t t le devil or not, I started attending 
Prairie View school for real the very next week.  I ’ l l  tel l  you all about that 
later, but f irst, a look at three important one room school questions. 
 
I V .  T h r e e  Q u e s t i o n s  A b o u t  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l s -  W h y  a n d  H o w  D i d  
T h e y  G e t  S t a r t e d ,  a n d  H o w  M a n y  W e r e  T h e r e ?  
S l i d e  5 :  T h r e e  Q u e s t i o n s  A b o u t  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l s  
 
A .  W h y ?  S l i d e  6 :  T h o m a s  J e f f e r s o n ’ s  P h i l o s o p h y  The people who 
settled the United States bought into Jefferson’s  idea that that “good 
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education is the essential foundation of a strong democracy”, and the 
purpose for one room schools was born. 
  
B .  H o w ?  S l i d e  7 :  T h e  G o v e r n m e n t  L a n d  O r d i n a n c e  o f  1 7 8 5  
The how was answered by a Government Land Ordinance brought into 
being by Jefferson in 1785. It provided for surveys that divided the land into 
c o u n t i e s , t o w n s h i p s , and s e c t i o n s .  And it contained a special provision 
that made all the difference- creating our system of free public education! 
 
Because the people in townships voted to have a school, decided where it 
was built, and controlled its use, (e.g. PV school) a deep sense of 
community developed around these one-room schools, and the result ing 
bonding had a tremendous influence on the development of this nation. 
 
C .  H o w  M a n y ?  When I walked in the door of Prairie View School for the 
f irst t ime in September, 1939, I thought I was one l i tt le kid entering f irst 
grade at my unique l i t t le one-room school 
S l i d e  8 :  S t a r t i n g  S c h o o l  
 
As I ’m sure you know, Prairie View School was not unique. But how many 
other one room schools do you think there were in my county- De Witt.  25 
mi x 15 mi-- one of the smallest counties in the state? 

Slide 9: DeWitt Co with Nixon Twp highlighted 

The small gray arrow on this map of DeWitt county shows that Prairie View 
school was one of the 7  o n e  r o o m  s c h o o l s  i n  N i x o n  T o w n s h i p  (blue 
outl ine), and the small orange squares show all the 9 0  o n e  r o o m  s c h o o l s  
i n  D e  W i t t  c o u n t y .    
 
How many one room schools were in the Sate of I l l inois? 
There are 102 counties in I l l inois, most of them larger than Dewitt.   

Slide 10: State of I l l inois Counties 

So it is easy to estimate that there were around 10,000 one-room schools in the 
State of I l l inois. 

At the peak of the one-room school phenomenon, it was estimated that there were over a 
quarter of a mil l ion one-room schools in the United States. My little unique one 
room school, indeed! 
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S l i d e  1 1 :  N u m b e r  o f  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
 
V .  S o m e  L i t t l e  R e d  S c h o o l h o u s e  H i s t o r y  
 
 S l i d e  1 2 :  T h e  L i t t l e  R e d  S c h o o l h o u s e  
 
Just after the Civi l  War (1865), people learned to make cheap, but good 
looking, red paint (Venetian Red) out of ground up iron ore and (guess) 
buttermilk. And communities started painting their one room schoolhouses red. 
 
It caught on quickly, and a well-known newspaper said, “Next to the Flag, 
the Litt le Red School House is one of the most signif icant symbols of our 
country.” 
 
But before the Litt le Red Schoolhouses got a good head of steam, an 
influential lady, perhaps a First Lady, said that, no matter i f red paint is 
cheap, we should paint our schoolhouse l ike our house, not l ike our barn.  
 
And so, in the end, it was reported that only 2% of U.S. schoolhouses were red. 
 
However, this popular icon was not to be disposed of so easily, and 
became the Impetus for a “The Litt le Red Schoolhouse” song in 1922 and 
“The Litt le Red Schoolhouse” movie in 1935.  
 
S l i d e 1 2 b :  L i t t l e  R e d  S c h o o l h o u s e  s o n g  
 
So it ’s no wonder that a Secretary of Education would later use the Litt le Red 
Schoolhouse as a symbol for the government’s “No Child Left Behind” program. 
 
V I .  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l  T e a c h e r s -  3  Q u e s t i o n s  
 
S l i d e  1 3 :   C h e r r y  J a c k s o n  a n d  H e r  C l a s s .  
 
S l i d e  1 4 :  3  Q u e s t i o n s  A b o u t  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l  T e a c h e r s  
 
A .  W h y  w e r e  t h e r e  s o  m a n y ,  a n d  w h y  w e r e  t h e y  m o s t l y  w o m e n ?  
 
At f irst I thought “What a coincidence!” Both my mother and my mother-in-
law were one-room school teachers.  And so were my cousin Cherry, and 
my good friend Evelyn, and several other women I knew. 
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But then I realized that there were 100,000 one-room schools in the 
broader Midwest alone, and their teachers had to come from somewhere! 
And as we entered the 1900s, women- compared to men- were cheap to 
hire.  Also, a lot of other jobs were opening up to men.  Because of this, 
almost 85% of the one-room school teachers were women. 
 
B .  W h y  w e r e  t h e y  s o  y o u n g ?  
 
And then I thought, al l  of my one room school teacher fr iends were  
between 16 and 21 years of age when they taught. Why were they all very 
young women? 
 
Perhaps these two “rules for teachers” wil l help you answer that questions: 
S l i d e  1 5 :  S e l e c t e d  R u l e s  f o r  T e a c h e r s  
     
You are not to keep company with men. 
You wil l  not marry during the term of your contract. 
 
C .  W h y  w e r e  t h e y  h e r o e s ?  
 
One room school teachers were heroes because of the barriers they faced 
and what they ult imately accomplished. 
 
Female teachers had to prove they could handle the 8th grade boys, and  
were expected to do everything imaginable in teaching, and running their 
school, as well as to lead extremely pious l ives to serve as virtuous 
examples for their students and community. And all this, in 1915, for $60 
per month for 8 months.  More often than not, they met these stringent 
expectations! 
 
S l i d e  1 6 :  P i l l a r s  o f  M o r a l  P e r f e c t i o n  
 
As author Wayne Fuller so aptly put it, “at the crossroads of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, i t was largely an army of young women (200,000) 
who went out to slay the dragon of ignorance throughout the nation.” 
 
They were credited with posit ively changing the nature of our communities 
and our education system forever. 
 
It was totally a very big deal — an unbelievable phenomenon! 
 
S l i d e  1 7 :  A n  A m a z i n g  A c c o m p l i s h m e n t  
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V I I .  E v a l u a t i n g  M y  E x p e r i e n c e s  A t  P r a i r i e  V i e w  S c h o o l  
S l i d e  1 8 :  M y  P r a i r i e  V i e w  E x p e r i e n c e s  
 
Now, to put the f inishing touches on this “real scoop on the one-room school” I 
want to tel l a few personal stories that, I hope, give the flavor of what went on at 
Prairie View School. 
 
a .  M y  T e a c h e r s  a n d  F e l l o w  S t u d e n t s  
 
First, here are photos of two of my three one-room school teachers- Mrs 
Wene and Mrs. OConnor- and their classes, always with student-teacher 
ratio of around 15 to 1.  S l i d e s  1 9 , 2 0 , 2 1 :  M y  t e a c h e r s  
 
I remember PVS as being a happy, comfortable place to be, sort of one 
happy family. ( l i terally, since roughly half of each class were relatives.) 
 
b .  S l i d e  2 2 :  M y  F i r s t  E x c i t i n g  D i s c o v e r y - E v e s d r o p p i n g  
 
Very early on, as I sat at my l i t t le desk working on an arithmetic worksheet, 
I suddenly discovered that I could eavesdrop on Mrs. Ball, over in the 
corner, teaching the 7th and 8th graders.  
 
What they were talking about was interesting to me, and for 8 years, I 
multi tasked- l istening to other grade level groups while 
completing my worksheets.   Silver war 
 
You talk about enrichment and meeting individual needs.  
I was never bored again! 
 
c .  S l i d e  2 3 :  M y  F i r s t  J o b  
 
When Mrs. Wene, my 5th grade teacher, asked me to come to school early 
to help her carry in cobs and coal heat up the stove, 
I was really excited!  And she paid me 50 cents a week to do it!! 
 
I felt proud to be chosen, I felt trusted. I felt competent.  I felt responsible.  
I felt satisfaction about success. 
 
Come to think of i t , that’s how I felt later in l i fe about all my other jobs.   
Teaching l i fe skil ls and att i tudes… on my first job! 
 
d .  S l i d e  2 4 :  M y  E a r l y  A c t i n g  C a r e e r  
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Mrs. Wene didn’t ask me to be in a two person Christmas Play with my 
second cousin, Sharon Carr- she just acted as if i t  was a given—and a 
hil lbi l ly romantic skit, no less.  
 
I received raves from all the parents, and that experience made me want to 
later take parts in high school plays, and feel comfortable in front of 
people.    
 
One of the many extra curricular activit ies at PVS --building confidence and 
learning how to do things. 
 
 
e .  S l i d e  2 5 :  M y  F i r s t  T a s t e  o f  L e a d e r s h i p  
 
During the war, we had a scrap metal drive- the Dive Bombers” and the 
“Submarines” teams competing- to help the war effort. 
 
I was leader of the Dive Bombers- organizing the team, planning our 
collection and delivery schedules, and getting others on my team to collect 
a lot of scrap. 
 
We were the winning team, and in retrospect I considered it my first 
successful project experience.   
 
Meaningful learning and leadership training through projects.  What 
Progressive Education! 
 
f .  S l i d e  2 6 :  M y  F i r s t  S e x  E d u c a t i o n  
 
One day, not long after I started school, al l  the boys  
hightailed it to the outdoor boys toi let at recess. There, in  
close proximity to the smelly latrine, I had my first introduction  
to sex education.  
 
I can truly say, looking back, that what I learned about the birds and bees 
from the boys at Prairie View School was pretty accurate, and sufficed unti l  
I  read certain l ibrary books at I l l inois State University.   
 
Cooperative learning and Sex Education at the same time!  Wow! 
 
 
g .  S l i d e  2 7 :  M y  E a r l y  T a s t e  o f  C o m p e t i t i o n  
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At PVS, our teacher would have us go up to the blackboard and to do long 
arithmetic calculations- a ciphering contest, no less!   
 
If you finished first, you took your seat and waited on the others. I was 
hands-down the fastest cipherer in the school.  
 
When we visited the “town school” in Weldon and a ciphering contest came 
up, I thought “No sweat, “I always finish f irst.”  
 
Lo and behold, each time I was sti l l  ciphering away when a sl ight girl 
named Ada Katherine Pearl was already sitt ing down, with a big smile on 
her face.  
 
S l i d e  2 8 :  M y  C i p h e r i n g  N e m e s i s  
 
I learned humility that day, and that there is always someone in this world 
who can do something better than you can.   
 
Active involvement and developing self-knowledge—in PVS! 
 
P.S.  Many years later, when I was a Professor of Mathematics  
at I l l inois State University, my friend, Ada Katherine Pearl, knocked on my 
off ice door. 
 
I was very quick to make it clear that, under the circumstances, there would 
be no ciphering contest in the mathematics department that day.  
 
h .  S l i d e  2 9 : T h e  E s s a y  C o n t e s t  
 
Mrs. O’Connor, my 8th grade teacher at PVS, asked me to stay after school 
one day and told me that I should enter a three county essay contest for 
7th and 8th graders that offered a prize of $25 for the winner.    
 
I thought “I could use $25,” so I entered. 
 
My essay, “From Litt le Acorns Big Oaks Grow,” won the contest, and was 
printed in ful l  in The Weldon Record, a local paper of some renown. 
Entering and winning that essay contest probably sowed the seed of 
interest that launched my career as a writer.  
 
Special attention to every student and another teacher who cares.  Thank 
You, Mrs. O’Connor!  
 
i .  S l i d e  3 0 :  M y  f i r s t  “ f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e . ”  
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No one probably even considered teaching a foreign language in a one 
room school.  Deprived of this opportunity, the kids learned a “foreign 
language” of their own. 
 
How many of you learned to talk Pig Latin when you were a kid?  So you 
know what I mean.   Another benefit of Prairie View School! 
 
 
V I I I -   H o w  D i d  I t  A l l  E n d ?   S l i d e  3 1 :  H o w  D i d  I t  A l l  E n d ?   
 
As we moved into the 1900s, a lot of people thought that the one-room 
schools were the greatest thing since sl iced bread. A lot of others thought 
they were woefully inadequate and ineffective. 
  
After a t ime of nationwide educational and polit ical arguments, the second 
group of people won the day. 
 
So by 1938, a year before I went to Prairie View, 19,000 one-room schools 
had been abandoned in the Midwest.  The exodus had begun! 
 
S l i d e  3 2 : A b a n d o n e d  O n e - R o o m  S c h o o l h o u s e  
 
And by 1960, 13 years after I left Prairie View, less than 1% of all students 
attended a one-room school. Tens of thousands of one room schools, l ike 
Prairie View were being demolished. 
 
S l i d e  3 3 :   A b a n d o n e d  P r a i r i e  V i e w  s c h o o l  
 
So for 150 years, one-room schools played a major role in cementing 
communities, furthering democracy, and educating a larger percentage of 
the student population than in any other country in the world. Then, 
seemingly in a “blink of the eye,” they were essential ly extinct. 
 
I X -   T h e  B o t t o m  L i n e  
 
Today, we look back on the one-room school era, and give credit where 
credit is due for the efforts of communities and teachers in providing a good 
education to a large number of children of our country (including me, I 
might add). 
S l i d e  3 4 :   A  t e a c h e r  a f f e c t s  e t e r n i t y …  
 
Sure, some of us sometimes find ourselves engulfed in Nostalgia, and a 
yearning for the Good Ole Days. 
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S l i d e  3 5 :  T h e  G o o d  O l e  D a y s  a n d  N o s t a l g i a  
 
But then we look at some of the wonderful things happening in our schools 
today, and know that changing times require educational innovation. S l i d e  
3 6 :  E d u c a t i o n a l  I n n o v a t i o n  
 
As a couple of wise people once said, “Nothing is probably as bad or as 
good as we perceive it.” And, “There is more than one way to skin a cat.” 
Maybe these simple ideas wil l  help us make sense out of the situation. 
 
S l i d e  3 7 :  H e l p f u l  A d a g e s  
 
Perhaps our schools of education that prepare teachers are aware of what 
worked well in the past and are integrating it into their teacher education 
programs, while creating and uti l izing innovative practices for the future.   
 
From my 30 years experience as a teacher educator, and what I know about 
teachers today, I have absolutely no doubt that they are!  
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
E x t r a :  
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I V .   T i m e  O u t  F o r  a  L o o k  A t  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l s  
 
A .  W h y  a n d  H o w  D i d  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l s  G e t  S t a r t e d ?  
    
Barbara Bush, in the preface of the book America’s Country Schools , 
explained the “w h y ” this way.   Slide 6:  Thomas Jefferson’s Philosophy 
 
“…The pioneer famil ies settl ing America’s vast frontiers understood one of 
Thomas Jefferson’s most deeply held convictions- that good education is 
the essential foundation of a strong democracy…” 
 
And the “h o w ” came from a Government Land Ordinance brought into being by 
Jefferson in 1785.  S l i d e  7 :  G o v e r n m e n t  O r d i n a n c e  o f  1 7 8 5  
 
It provided for surveys that divided the land into c o u n t i e s , t o w n s h i p s , 
and s e c t i o n s , with section 16 in every township was set aside to provide 
money for education.  
 
S l i d e  8  A b o u t  C o u n t i e s ,  T w p s ,  a n d  S e c t i o n s  
B .  H o w  M a n y  O n e  R o o m  S c h o o l s  W e r e  T h e r e ?  

S l i d e  9  :  A e r i a l  V i e w  o f  P V S  

As I’m sure know, Prairie View School was not unique. But how many other one room 
schools do you think there were in my county- De Witt.  25 mi x 15 mi-- one of the 
smallest counties in the state? 

The small gray arrow on this map of DeWitt county shows that Prairie View school was 
one of the 7 one room schools in Nixon Township (blue outline), and the small 
orange squares show all the 90 one room schools in De Witt county.    

Slide 10: DeWitt Co with Nixon Twp highlighted 

How many one room schools were in the Sate of Illinois? 

There are 102 counties in Illinois, most of them larger than Dewitt.   

Slide11: State of I l l inois Counties 

So it is easy to estimate that there were around 10,000 one-room schools in the 
State of I l l inois. 
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At the peak of the one-room school phenomenon, it was estimated that there were over a 
quarter of a mil l ion one-room schools in the United States. My little unique one 
room school, indeed! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


