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1.1 Introduction

Little red school, Cedar Falls, lowa.
(Photo. L Mydland 2007)

The first American one-room schoolhouse I visited was the Little red School house in
Cedar Falls, Iowa. The small schoolhouse was originally located in Bennington Township.
The new location in Black Hawk Park, the red color, the grand bell-tower as well as the
colorful American flag outside the building, made the small schoolhouse visible and
significant in the small city. Inside the classroom, in addition to old furniture, maps and
blackboards, a huge American flag and pictures of President Washington and Lincoln was
the dominant visible element in the classroom. The impression I got after my first
experience with an American one-room schoolhouse and how it was displayed was quite
different from the conception I had after having seen several one-room schoolhouse in
Norway.

The definition of one-room schoolhouses is a school consisting of one classroom where a
single teacher taught academic basics to several grade levels of elementary-age boys and
girls. The one-room schoolhouse is to be found in several countries both in Europe and
overseas, but is characteristic for rural areas with sparse population, for example Ireland,
Shetland, New-Zeeland, Scandinavia, Canada and Australia. Nevertheless, although the
one-room schoolhouse has played an important role in both the American Midwest and
Norwegian history, the contemporary European approach, represented by Norway, and
the American approach and motivation for preservation differs. The contrast between
sixty listed schoolhouses in Iowa and none in Norway needs an explanation. The total
number of schoolhouses in Iowa in 1901 was 12,623 which were more than twice as many
as in Norway, but the difference in total number does not explain the disparity in
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preservation.! Neither do the construction, the size, ownership, the architectural
qualities, demographical changes, if the schoolhouses are standardized or not, the age of
the schoolhouse or the location. All these elements are comparable. Differences in
legislation and management of cultural heritage could be a part of the explanation, but
will not explain the major differences. The reason for the difference has to been found in
the cultural background, in the educational history as well as in the need for historical
symbols in contemporary society.

Better education was both a goal and a tool in the comprehensive modernizing projects of
the nineteenth century, and in many rural communities the school became a trigger for
the development of democratic and social institutions. The schoolhouses were in most
communities the first public building to be erected, and became an arena for social,
political and religious meetings. The school boards were often the first democratic
institutions established in the local communities, and played a vital role in the
development of democratic society in the late nineteenth century. Last but not least the
one-room schoolhouse held notable significance as an institution for education, and
represented a shift towards better education and schooling.?

The history of education has been the subject of comprehensive study in the United
States, but one-room schoolhouses as cultural heritage, the narratives of the one-room
schoolhouse era, and whether and why old schoolhouses are regarded as an object of
interest have so far not been widely discussed. Andrew Gulliford's America’s Country
Schools was part of the comprehensive research project ‘Country school legacy’. However,
the author only briefly questioned the contemporary use of schoolhouses as heritage
objects. His main goal is to offer a manual for conservationists.

Wayne E. Fuller has drawn attention to the fact that the one-room schoolhouse has
‘become so deeply embedded in the American consciousness that today, long after most
schools have disappeared, it is still a useful symbol’,* but at the very end of his book he
reduces the useful symbol to a legacy for young children whereby they can ‘appreciate
their own comfortable classrooms and be inspired to take advantage of the bounteous
opportunities they have to further their education and to be whatever they wish to be’.

The lack of reflections about preservation of schoolhouses has been a general tendency in
most publications on one-room schoolhouses, with the exception of Jonathan
Zimmerman, whose recent book, Small Wonder: The Little Red Schoolhouse in History and
Memory, comments on the use of schoolhouses in current political battles.So far it has not
been possible to identify any publications in Norway dealing with this issue, and in the
existing publications the reason for preservation is often limited to passing on a rich
heritage to future generations.>

The intention in this paper is not to carry out a comprehensive comparative study of the
one-room schoolhouse era in the US Midwest and Norway, nor to do a wide survey of the
heritage field in these two countries or a deep social analysis of Norwegian and American
attitudes. In this paper I will show how two different societies, the American Midwest and
Norway, deal with rural education as history and one-room schoolhouses as heritage
objects. The objective of this comparative study is to show that what at first sight seems
identical - the objects of cultural heritage themselves - in fact reflects difference
attitudes to the past. An examination of the motives for preservation reveals the
ideological and political reasons for spending money, time, and energy of volunteers on
preservation of schoolhouses. My intention is not to promote some new argument for the
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preservation of schoolhouses, but by the comparative study to show two different
approaches to these issues lead to contrasting heritage strategies.

1.2 Empirical material: theoretical and methodological
approach

My theoretical approach to the issue implies that significance, heritage value assessment
and chosen narratives are a social construction dependent on the purpose which the
story or the heritage object is intended to have. ¢ The different ways we choose to tell the
story of one-room schoolhouses reflect differences in the two societies under
examination, differences that describe various values and virtues and the different aims
of the preservation of built heritage. The written and spoken history of education,
preserved schoolhouses and public school museums are not reflections of a true history,
but a selection, interpretation and even construction made to fit our contemporary need
and our comprehension of the past. Similar approaches have also been applied by
researchers dealing with schoolhouses such as Jonathan Zimmerman: ‘We tailor the past
to serve the present, all the time. But Americans are probably more likely to do it when
they encounter an icon like the little red school house; which is so widely shared and
loved’”

Such quotations are in line with the social constructivist theoretical approach applied in
my research. This implies that in the presentation of the historic setting I will neither
question whether the statements in the books and papers are ‘historic facts’ nor examine
the sources used in these books. Instead my intention is to show how similarities and
differences in the perception and interpretation of the one-room schoolhouse era occur
in the popular literature and official and institutionalized documents, and finally in the
way the two societies choose to tell the one-room schoolhouse story.

My empirical material consist primarily listed schoolhouses in the archives of the State
Historical Society of Iowa, and the listed schoolhouses in Wisconsin, widely distributed
books, publications promoted through the Country School Association of America (CSAA),
and publications in the libraries of the Iowa and Wisconsin Historical Societies. By no
means is my sample of literature meant to cover the entire one-room schoolhouse story,
but it is fair to say that the selection is representative of the large amount of schoolhouse
literature.

1.3 The schoolhouse

Small one-room schoolhouses are still visible in the rural landscape of the Midwest and
Norway if you know what characterizes these often anonymous buildings. To show how
common and widespread this institution was, some statistics are useful. Altogether more
than 200,000 one-room schoolhouses were built in the rural areas of the USA, mostly in
the Midwest, where more than 90,000 of these quite simple buildings were erected.In
Norway more than 5,200 schoolhouses were built between 1860 and 1920. The Midwest
had a rural population of approximately 17 million inhabitants in 1920 whereas the rural
population in Norway at the same time was 1.4 million: that means, at the beginning of
the twentieth century, one schoolhouse for every 188 inhabitants in the Midwest,
whereas rural Norway had one schoolhouse for every 340 inhabitants. 8
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In the US, the schoolhouses developed from simple log buildings built by the first
pioneers to the typical balloon-framed, wooden-sided, white-painted one-room
schoolhouses that could be found in profusion in the Midwest in the early twentieth
century. Although most schoolhouses in fact were white, the term ‘little red schoolhouse’
has been commonly used for these buildings. The first schoolhouses were built by local
farmers according to local building traditions.® Although a number of architect sketches
of schoolhouses were made in the second half of the 19th century, contributing to the
establishment a well-defined architecture, most farmers built their schoolhouses
according to local tradition, but inspired by neighboring schoolhouses.!® Sometimes the
schoolhouses were given simple decoration on the front, and in the late nineteenth
century a bell-tower was often added. The schoolhouse usually consists of one classroom,
windows on either one or two walls, a simple entrance on the front side and in rare cases
added cloakrooms or a vestibule.!! Although there was some variety in design, materials
and building traditions, the result was a collection of relatively homogeneous structures,
whose conformity is merely a result of form following function.

Studies of Norwegian schoolhouses show more or less the same picture.’? Local farmers
built the schoolhouses according to local building traditions. In 1863 the Norwegian
government printed sketches which were meant to be used by local communities, but so
far no schoolhouses based on these instructions have been found. In 1886 the government
once more drew up new guidelines for schoolhouses to ensure better schooling
conditions. This led to a new generation of schoolhouses with larger windows, placed side
by side, and after a while the schoolhouses developed from anonymous buildings to
typical schoolhouses easy to distinguish from other buildings. There are some minor
differences between the Norwegian and the Midwestern schoolhouses. Bell-towers never
occur on Norwegian schoolhouses, and the entrance is usually on one of the long sides of
the building, seldom on the gable end, as in the Midwest. In Norway there is always a
vestibule or cloakroom, and often a separate room for the teacher. There is a general lack
of decoration on the Norwegian schoolhouses, with the exception of a couple of
schoolhouses erected in the late nineteenth century that were sparsely decorated in
accordance with the new late Victorian style, with wooden ornaments around the
windows and on the gables.

In the early twentieth century the schoolhouses in Norway became more standardized
and the local variations vanished. This was partly a consequence of regulations, but more
a general pattern where uniform modern architectural design was spread in all corners of
the country.”” It is more difficult to see standardization of the schoolhouse in the
Midwest, but there is a general tendency of putting more effort into design and
embellishment in the late 19th century. Both in Europe and the US local vernacular
variation faded in favor of a new widespread homogeneous design. From an architectural
point of view one can see some minor differences in shape, construction and function, but
the majority of schoolhouses in Norway and the Midwest do not represent an outstanding
architectural achievement. As a group they represent a humble group of architecture.

Although there are some minor differences in the architecture and building construction
between the Norwegian and Midwestern schoolhouses, and some variations in the
climatic conditions, the variety does not explain the different fortune of the
schoolhouses, neither the suitability for any kind of future use nor the possibility of
preservation. The different approach to preservation has to been found elsewhere, most
importantly in the contemporary culture within which the schoolhouse existed.

European journal of American studies, Vol 6, No 12011



16

18

The legacy of one-room schoolhouses: A comparative study of the American Midw...

Although the Scandinavian population in the Midwest was substantial, the footprint of
the first generations of immigrants in the second half of the nineteenth century is
difficult to spot in the history of education and in the schoolhouse architecture - partly
because the Norwegians did not bring with them an established tradition of public
education When the new Norwegian school law was under construction in the 1850s,
agents of the Norwegian government were sent to North America to collect information
about the well-functioning education system in the US.

During the late 1930s and in the 1950s and 1960s, most of the one-room schoolhouses
went out of use, both in the USA and Norway, owing to consolidations, demands for better
education and better means of transportation. When the schoolhouses were built in the
US and Norway, they were located within walking distance of the pupils’ homes, but after
World War II the location of schools was merely dependent on how far it was acceptable
for pupils to travel by bus. The thousands of redundant schoolhouses were sold, torn
down, given to the local community as meeting-houses or often just abandoned.

Hesthammar School in Norway.

(Photo. L. Mydland 2009)

1.4 School reform in Norway: motivation and
resistance

The nineteenth century was a period of social, economic, political and cultural
development in the new and old worlds alike. Both in the Midwest and in Norway the
majority of inhabitants lived in rural areas. The second half of the nineteenth century
was a turbulent period in Norway. The country was united with Sweden, but had its own
government. Economically and socially, it was a time of change, people moving from
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rural areas to areas with industrial development. When the old traditional farming and
fishing communities met the new economy, social and cultural realities altered. People
had the opportunity to choose whether to stay or to move. They could even join the
hundreds of thousands of migrants who had decided to head for the Promised Land in the
west.

The educational development in nineteenth-century Norway represented a shift from
illiteracy to basic knowledge in terms of the three ‘Rs’, reading, 'riting, and
'rithmetic. The educational system in rural areas in the first half of the nineteenth
century was poor, and permanent school buildings were rare. The first Norwegian
legislation regarding education, dating from 1739, was initiated by the Lutheran Church
to prepare children for confirmation. Most of the schooling activities were carried out in
private homes which gave this institution the Norwegian name omgangsskole because the
teacher moved from house to house during the year.’ After finishing the omgangsskole,
quite a high number of children were still illiterate - but they could recite the catechism
by heart.

The comprehensive school reform in Norway in 1860, consisting of better teacher
training, a wider range of subjects, more school hours and better educational books, was
part of a political movement. It both reflected and supported the social and economic
changes of the second half of the nineteenth century. As a consequence of the reform,
communities where at least 30 pupils could walk to school every day were obliged to build
permanent schoolhouses in each of the newly established school districts. The intention
behind the school reform was to strengthen the education system and to establish
common, democratic institutions, locally-based but national in terms of their
organization.

nr
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Slata School, Flekkefjord. Norway.
Photo, L. Mydland 2007.

The response to the new school reform differed per region and class. Local traditions,
anxiety for changes, new taxes, skepticism about governmental direction, and finally, yet
importantly, strong religious conservatism presented obstacles to school reform. The
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traditional home-schoolingwhere parents could watch over their children’s education
was preferred to sending children to a schoolhouse where a teacher was in charge.The
new school legislation was therefore not welcomed in all regions and local communities,
and in several parishes the inhabitants obstructed the reforms. Opposition to the school
reforms was strong until the very end of the nineteenth century, and in some areas, as
late as 1890, 48% of the parishes still had home-schooling, where children often used the
New Testament as their reader.'¢

The drive for educational reform in the mid-nineteenth century was found first and
foremost among people and organizations with progressive political views; academics,
and people concerned with modern development. They saw education as an essential
premise for establishing and developing a democratic nation, a matter of necessity in the
new modern society. Some more conservative groups supported school reform as a tool to
prevent labor-class activities and the growth of sectarian congregations, believing that a
public education system would guide these people back to civil fellowship and the
established church.

Although the law delegated the establishment of local schools and local school boards to
the local communities, the curriculum, the training of teachers and the school as an
institution were directed by the government. The great geographical and cultural
diversity of Norway was only to a limited degree reflected in education, its organization
and its content.

1.5 The motivation for establishing schools in the
American Midwest: building a nation

The land ordinance of 1785 governing the vast areas beyond the Appalachians provided
that governmental land should be divided into townships and sections. Usually, section
number 16 was set aside to support education. The revenue from this section formed the
nucleus of an educational fund that allowed the creation of a system of public education.
The late nineteenth century, the post-civil war period, represented an era of
modernization in the development of the US, including the establishment of a federal
bureau of education, and little by little compulsory attendance laws in the second half of
the nineteenth century. The responsibility for school and education in the US was largely
a local affair at the turn of the twentieth century, and the federal government had no
involvement in primary and secondary education.?”

In the majority of the examined literature the consolidation of the new-born state and
simultaneous expansion into the west, together with the establishment of new
settlements in the nineteenth century is the backdrop for the establishment of schools.
Several authors have stressed that the motivation for putting emphasis on schools and
education in the Midwest was because it was an essential part of establishing the new
nation and therefore the future. ‘The country school fulfilled Jefferson’s dream for an
educated common citizenry without which democracy would not be able to thrive’. The
new-born United States was fragile, populated by immigrants of different languages,
cultures, and faiths, many of whom were unfamiliar with the requisites for self-
government. The future of the nation depended on the new states, often termed the Wild
West, being Christianized and imbued with republican values. There was a general
agreement among Americans that some measure of homogeneity was needed to forge a
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unified nation and a suitable tool to this end was a public school system. In One Room
Country Schools of Kansas, Bill Samuelson emphasized that one-room schoolhouses were
essential for building the economic, social, political and cultural foundation of the state
and William H. Dreier observed that the need for country schools was never hard to
document and was accepted by people, who responded by building thousands of schools.®

Most literature addressing the one-room schoolhouse era in the Midwest places emphasis
on the willingness to build schoolhouses and the concern for education. Some studies,
however, have shown that there was often a lack of support for new and better education.
The future for children lay in the traditional farming community and literary knowledge
was not considered as necessary. Many children even suffered under ill-trained teachers
in buildings where not even a ‘self-respecting farmer would have kept his cows’.”
Nevertheless, the majority of authors of popular literature dealing with education in the
Midwest tell a story of shared willingness to put emphasis on education and to establish
schools as common, democratic institutions, and this idea was shared by the central
government and local communities. The local staffing and funding are important aspects
to understand the role of education and the significance of the one-room schoolhouse
era. However, most publications emphasize the national significance of establishing
schools and improving the standards of education.

The Norwegian school reform was implemented in the second half of the 19 century as
part of the modernization project which encountered resistance from a large part of the
conservative rural population. In the American Midwest the new schools were part of the
nation building, an effort to unifying the country in which the schools became important
symbols for a shared project.

1.6 The schoolhouse as a heritage object

‘Country school: One room - one nation’ is the title of a film made by American film
makers Kelly and Tammy Rundle in 2008.% Part of the text on widely distributed
promotional postcards reads:

country school as an American architectural icon, is as imprinted on our perception

of the nation’s early history as the log cabin or the general store.

Country school: One room - one nation tells the dramatic true story of Midwestern

country schools and their impact yesterday and today.
In these texts the one-room schoolhouse receives a significant role in American history
and has an impact even today. Although the majority of American one-room
schoolhouses are demolished, the number of books and papers dealing with the history of
rural education and one-room schoolhouses in the Midwest is large and growing. A
search on the internet gives more than 9.4 million hits on ‘one-room-schoolhouse’.
Organizations such as the Country Schools Association of America (CSAA) have been
established to promote the preservation of one-room schoolhouses. In books published in
the US, the one-room schoolhouse is referred to as ‘a beloved national icon’ or a ‘small
wonder’.?! The one-room schoolhouse is furthermore displayed on the 25-cent piece of
Iowa, on Christmas decorations, and in many paintings copied nationwide, including
paintings by Grant Wood and Winslow Homer. In 2002 several one-room schoolhouses
were erected in front of the entrances to the Department of Education in Washington to
promote the campaign ‘No Child Left Behind’. A lot of schoolhouses are also preserved
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and displayed in public museums or used as schoolhouse museums either in their original
location or moved to suitable places, often fairgrounds.?

The Pine-Strawberry Archaeological & Historical Society in Arizona has produced a
travellers' guide to the USA's one-room schoolhouse museums which contains
information on more than 80 one-room schoolhouse museums open to the public.? The
school museums are distributed in 50 states. A web search also gives hundreds more
matches for one-room schoolhouse museums in the US. In addition more than 42
schoolhouses are situated on college and university campuses where they are in use as
museums, for education, meeting-places, campus classes, polling stations and special
programs.*

Just a dozen school-house museums were visited by the author in Iowa and Wisconsin,
but the impression they give is more or less the same. In addition to old furniture and
simple educational equipment, the classrooms often exhibit pictures of the American
national heroes, Washington and Lincoln, on each side of the American flag. Before 1890
there was, in both the US and Norway, a general lack of symbols and pictures in the
classroom, but by the end of the nineteenth century, in a period of heightened national
patriotism in the US, symbols reflecting American patriotism were brought into the
classrooms. At the same time the Pledge of Allegiance was written (1892) and the text
often placed at the front of the classroom, where it can still be seen together with replicas
of historical documents.

1.7 Listed schoolhouses: motivation and significance

Approximately 60 Iowa schools are individually listed on the National Register of Historic
Places (NRHP).? In my survey, 20 listed one-room schoolhouses in Iowa were examined.
The first school listed in lowa was Branch School in Cedar County, listed as early as 1966.
The main reason for this was that it was assumed that US President Herbert Hoover
(1929-1933) had attended the school. It was also mentioned that restoring, refurbishing
and interpreting the schoolhouse was meant to provide visitors to the site with an insight
into the intellectual values and standards of achievement of primary education in the
1870s. In the 1970s seven more schools were listed.? In the statements of significance for
these schoolhouses, there is a general tendency to emphasize the school as representative
of the thousand one-room schools and their relevance for the history of education.

In the 1980s and 1990s some new arguments appear in addition to those mentioned
above: ‘The importance of the country school to socializing on the often isolated life of
rural Towa settlers’, and ‘a reminder of early educational practice and community
involvement’.”” These examples reflect an increasing focus on the importance of the
schoolhouse as a common institution which has a broader significance than just that of
teaching.

The ethnic dimension appears for the first time in the 1990s. When Jackson # 1 School in
Shelby County was listed in 1990, the Danish affiliation was emphasized. When Monona
School was listed in 2001, there was still a focus on education, social history and
architecture in the statement of significance, but more interesting in this context is that
it is now mentioned that the Danes built their own school.?Finally, theWalnut Grove
School in Mitchell County was listed in 2002, and here as well it is emphasized that the
schoolhouse was built by Norwegian settlers in 1857.
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My survey of listed schoolhouses in Wisconsin assessed all 20 individually listed
schoolhouses.? The first one-room schoolhouse listed was ‘The little white schoolhouse’
in Ripon, Fond du Lac County. The building was recognized in the National Survey of
Historic Sites and Buildings for its historical significance and was deemed worthy of entry
in the National Register in 1973. The reason for this was purely that this building was the
birthplace of the Republican Party in 1854. The next schoolhouse listed in Wisconsin was
Frances Willard Schoolhouse in Rock County. The school, originally named Willard
School, was listed in 1977 because the social reformer Frances E. Willard (1839-1898) was
the most famous person who ever lived in Rock County. In the value assessments it is also
mentioned that the schoolhouse is of local importance as an example of a very early one-
room schoolhouse and one of the oldest school buildings standing in Rock County. One
year later, in 1978, the Old Rock School in Iowa County was listed as a significant example
of nineteenth-century Cornish masonry work indigenous to the Dogerville area, and also
because it was the remaining schoolhouse of two built in 1853 and was significant in
terms of local educational history.

In the 1980s five more one-room schoolhouses in Wisconsin were listed. The first one,
Ward District # 3, was listed in 1981 because Earl Baker, United States Commissioner on
Rural Reconstruction in China, had attended the school. In the same year, Smith Valley
School in La Crosse was listed. Now a series of new arguments emerges. The significance
and role of the school for the people in the area, both for meeting and education, is put
forward and it is also stressed that the school continues to be a focus of community pride
because of its fine state of preservation.

Also, in the argument for listing the Ephraim School in Door County, the school’s
significance for education in Ephraim and the county’s attempt to improve the school
system were stressed. The two other schools listed in the 1980s were listed primarily
owing to their architectural significance. In the 1990s eight more Wisconsin schoolhouses
were listed on the NRHP.

Three more schoolhouses have been listed since 2000. It is quite interesting to see that
the main focus is again on aspects such as typical, fine example and integrity, related to the
building as architecture, and some minor additions concerning the role of the school in
the development of education.

In general the argument for listing buildings became more comprehensive and distinct in
the more recent listings, and a variety of arguments are adduced in addition to the
traditional ones on architectural and educational history. The general focus on
architecture is still present, but the social role in the local community receives more
emphasis.

The argumentation and the criteria for listing schoolhouses have changed since the first
examined schoolhouse were listed in Iowa in 1966 and 1973 in Wisconsin. The first
generation of schoolhouses is listed due to their connection to famous historic persons or
major historic events, but even schoolhouses listed in the 1980s are listed mainly for this
reason. As shown both in Iowa and in Wisconsin, several schoolhouses are listed because
famous persons attended or allegedly attended them. It does not seem necessary for the
important person to have had special experiences in the schoolhouse or later any
influence on the school’s history. As regards the Herbert Hoover site there is even a
question of whether Hoover actually attended the school.
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The next generation of schoolhouses entering NRHP is listed primarily due to their
significance for education and socializing the local community. Now elements such as the
community's sentimental association with the building occur in the value assessment.
When Laney School, Shawano County, was listed in 1998, the following statement was
filed: ‘Community pride in and identification with the building springs from this
combination of features; by incorporation much of the educational, social and civic
aspects of the community, the Laney School played a significant role in the life,
development and identity of Lane Community’.*® An interesting feature of this generation
of listed schoolhouse is also the ethnic dimension that first occurs in the 1990s. What was
originally a “national” project gathering all immigrants in a common school, has first as
an object of cultural heritage included the diversity of different nations.

For the last group of schoolhouses enrolled on the national list there is a tendency to
empbhasis style, design and embellishments, often mentioned as architecture. The focus on
architecture, design and embellishment and the word typical are observable from the
1970s until today, together with attention to the role and development of education in
rural areas. This reflects the emphasis on architecture in the information issued by the
State Historical Society of lowa.

In a booklet published by the Country Schools for lowa, the National Register Criteria for
Evaluation is referred to which stresses four important elements.*'Schools may be eligible
for listing in the National Register (NRHP) under the following criteria. (A) For their
association with the development of the rural educational system in Iowa. They can also
establish under this criterion their importance as a social center for rural communities in
TIowa. (B) Schools that were directly significantly associated with individuals who played
an important role in the development of education in Iowa. (C) As an example of a
distinctive building type - the country schoolhouse - because of their universal form - a
one-storey, gable roof structure with double-hung windows on the sides and an entry on
the gable end. (D) Describes sites of former schoolhouses that have not been physically
disturbed and may yield important archaeological information about school construction
and activities.

On the web page for the State Historical Society of Iowa some additional questions are
asked to determine whether the school is eligible for listing on the NHRP. Is the school
old? Does it have architectural embellishments, such as round windows or doors, a cupola
or other unusual features? Can it be linked to a known plan book design? Does the school
have an unusual design? Was the school designed by a nationally prominent architect? Is
the school one of the early consolidated schools? Was the school the location for
significant historic events? Was the school an addition to the schools built under the New
Deal-era funding for labor? It is interesting to note that several of these terms focus on
architecture and design.

The examination of listed schoolhouses, the examined literature and the above
mentioned publication from Iowa show some interesting patterns. The motivation for
listing schoolhouses could be categorized into four major groups: Celebrity or major
historic events (the latter often related to famous persons), social and cultural history
(including history of education and community celebration), architecture (including
style, example of a distinctive and typical schoolhouse type) - and finally identity and
symbolic value (not explicit in official documents). It is interesting to note that there is an
increasing tendency to emphasize architecture and stylistic aspects as motivation for
preservation, especially within the authorized heritage authorities. Architectural
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Historian and Deputy SHPO in the State Historic Preservation Office in Iowa, Barbara A.
Mitchell, have commented on the significance of the schoolhouses. She mentions that in
addition to their association with public education and their architectural style, the
significance for most Iowans lies in the ‘shared history, community identity and
architectural legacy’.**The words shared history and community identity perhaps correspond
best to the content in the beloved icon and reflect that the value itself is not the actual
schoolhouse, nor the history of education - but primarily a symbolic identity for citizens.

1.8 The schoolhouse as heritage in Norway

The brevity of this chapter compared with the previous chapter reflects to a certain
degree the different value assessments of the Midwest and Norway. So far not a single,
rural one-room schoolhouse has been listed on the Norwegian equivalent to the NRHP,*
despite their value as historic monuments reflecting the nation’s educational history. It is
difficult to compare the preservation of schoolhouses in the US and Norway owing to
different legislation and differences in the management of historical buildings. A list of
buildings such as the NRHP does not exist in Norway, but the Directorate for Culture
Heritage (Riksantikvaren) can by law protect buildings and settings to prevent the private
owner of a protected house from knocking it down or changing it. More than 5,000
buildings are protected by law in Norway, which is quite a high number considering the
small population. Although the tools exist, so far none of the 5,200 one-room
schoolhouses built in rural areas after the school reform in 1860 has been listed or is
protected by law. In contrast, fifteen school buildings in the big cities have been
protected by law.

Famous persons, major historic events, social and cultural history including the history of
education were the major motifs for listing schoolhouses in the US. These motifs are
difficult to spot in the Norwegian material, as are identity and symbolic value. A general
pattern for the protected school buildings in Norway (not one-room schoolhouses) is that
significance is associated with style, architecture and monumentality, reflecting the
Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD).** Only in one case is a school building protected
because of its role in the history of education.
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Nedre Fjedle skole, Suldal Norway.
Photo taken in 2007, demolished in 2008.
Photo L. Mydland)

The existing literature on educational history in Norway is not extensive, and there are
few books dealing with the one-room schoolhouse era in particular. Most titles deal with
the general history of education, from the first schools in medieval times to the modern
education system. The school reform of 1860 and the one-room schoolhouses have so far
not been given special attention. The one-room schoolhouse era is not emphasized in the
many local history publications. Most of these papers deal with the history of education
and only a few mentions the schoolhouse as a historic building; there are no reflections
on value and significance.® Even though many local school districts resisted the new
school-reform and the request for building schoolhouses, these conflicts are not given
major attention in the local literature.

In spite of the absence of listed schoolhouses in the records more than 100 schoolhouses
are preserved in local or regional museums in Norway. Most school museums are local
initiatives and serve only their local communities. Most of these museums were
established between 1960 and 1990, a period which witnessed some enthusiasm for local
history.’¢ As part of school anniversary celebrations in 1989, local communities were
encouraged to establish local school museums and at the same time several one-room
schoolhouses were moved to regional outdoor museums. Although a large number of
schoolhouses are preserved as local school museums or have been moved to regional
open-air museums, these buildings are seldom among the buildings chosen for guided
tours, and quite often they are not open or on display to visitors.

A study performed by the author in 2009 shows that the story told in these schoolhouse

museums is a story of how primitive everything was in the past, and how simple and poor
the schools were before modernity saved us.The study also revealed that there was a
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general absence of narratives about the great achievement of building 5,200 schoolhouses
150 years ago.

The high number of listed schoolhouses in the Midwest, and the emphasis on the school
as a symbol of the nation, is characteristic for the US. In Norway and probably the rest of
Europe, the school’s first of all have been given attention if the building itself reflects
outstanding architecture or high age. The school as an object of heritage with high
national symbolic values, reflecting education and the development of the nation is
unknown in Europe, so far as this author can see without carrying out a comprehensive
survey of listed schoolhouses in Europe. To refer to the simple schoolhouse as a “national

icon” is therefore probably unique for the US.

Summit School “Straw College”, in Historical village of Kalona, lowa.

(Photo, L.Mydland 2007)

1.9 The historical background: some differences and
similarities

The schoolhouses in Norway and the American Midwest were built more or less
simultaneously for similar educational purposes, but the meaning attached to these
buildings differs much. The literature in the US focuses to a high degree on education as
part of establishing a new society, especially in the Midwest. The American literature also
stresses the willingness of people in the rural areas to build schoolhouses and the fact
that public schools became both an instrument for establishing the new societies and a
meeting place for scattered populations. The literature also observes that establishment
of schools, staffing, funding and building the schoolhouses were the result of local
organization without central intervention. This made the schools acceptable, even vital in
the local communities. The resistance to new school reforms in the Midwest, how schools
under the supervision of local school boards reproduced the prejudice of small
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communities, poor schools without sufficient heating, blackboards and textbooks, and
unfair teachers all seem to be forgotten elements and are seldom mentioned in the
American publications. This result shows how the story of one-room schoolhouses is
perceived and interpreted.

In Norway the picture is different. The existing literature tells the story of how central
government and the cultural and social elite promoted better education in urban and
rural areas, despite resistance from parts of the government and advocates of a
reactionary policy and last but not least the people in local communities who did not
want changes at all.”’

In contrast to the Midwest, where the school was a feature in the newly established
settlements, the schools in Norway were established in an existing society, mostly
consisting of conservative farmers. To promote the new legislation the government gave
the local communities and local school boards wide authority, but used financial support
to encourage good standards. The support was dependent on how much the locals were
willing to pay themselves. The new regulations also set national standards for the
curriculum and teachers' qualifications.

Although the local one-room schools in Norway gradually became an integrated part of
local society, new regulations and instructions from central authorities and finally the
closure of the local schools in the mid-twentieth century weakened the links between the
local communities and the schools as an institution. Both the establishment of permanent
schools in 1860 and the closure of the same schools a hundred years later caused
resistance in many local communities. This conflict between central government and the
local community could be seen as part of the on-going tension between them, described
by Stein Rokkan as the ‘centre-periphery structures’, an approach still relevant in
explaining impetuses in political society.’® The tension between the local and the central
government could perhaps explain why the schoolhouses in Norway never have become
an important object of cultural heritage; the governmental heritage authorities regard
the one-room schoolhouses mainly as objects of local interest, and the locals regard the
history of education as a part of the central government affairs.

The differences between the late 19" century Norwegian and American Midwest culture
and socio-political structure are considerable. Norway did not share the widespread
support and encouragement for education by the US government, the general optimism
regarding the establishment of a new society in the US and the willingness among most of
the local communities to prioritize education. The terms “the new and old world” in the
light of school and education, is striking. But more interesting than historic points of
distinctions is the difference in the contemporary approach to the history and the
national narratives. While the history of the American nation, the first president, the
constitution and last but not least the flag, is present in most of the school-house
museums in US, the national project in Norway is not a part of the narratives of the
Norwegian school museums, it is even difficult to spot other stories than those
concerning how primitive the past was compared to the present.

1.10 Virtues and values

The school as an institution for establishing and maintaining a set of national common

values is well documented in previous research in both an American and a Norwegian
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context.?® The one-room schoolhouses in the US have been in focus at several times,
characterized as a national icon, and have always been given a sense of meaning by
someone.” The schoolhouses were initially a symbol of the new-born state and the
willingness to establish new local societies and progressive education, and later became a
symbol of what was wrong with education and what had to be changed, a symbol of local
democracy and involvement, or a symbol of the prejudices of small local communities,
intolerance and conservatism. Both Democrats and Republicans have taken the
schoolhouse to their hearts and even the anti-communist movement in the 1950s used
the (red) schoolhouse in its propaganda.*’ Zimmerman stressed that the one-room
schoolhouse reflects different values for people with different political affiliations, a
variety of organizations and movements. The schoolhouses ‘...connect Americans to a
shared past, even as they embellish - or ignore - various aspects of it. Indeed, despite
Americans’ many differences, the little red schoolhouse might be the only icon that can
bring them together’.#?

Although the schoolhouse as a heritage object reflects different values for different
people, it is still a common symbol of a shared past, a symbol carrying values to fight for
or against. In a period when American values and patriotism are being revitalized, the
one-room schoolhouse once more seems to be the focus of people and organizations
promoting preservation of these buildings - and some of the values these buildings
represent.

In the large number of books addressing the one-room school era in the American
Midwest, one topic is often given special attention; the virtues and values attributed to
the schoolhouse. In the introduction to One-Room Country Schools: South Dakota Stories, the
editors write: ‘Rural life is the legacy of the state of South Dakota, and the foundation of
this legacy is the one-room country school. Even today, long after most have disappeared,
the one-room country school remains the nation’s most enduring symbol of education
and the traditional values of Euro-American society’.**

In Icons of America, Schroeder gives another example of the virtues and values attributed
to the schoolhouse by drawing attention to the Little Red Schoolhouse as a symbol of
equality, whereby the teacher inculcates young Americans in the home-grown values of
independence, self-reliance, democracy and simple rural virtues. In the foreword to The
One-Room Schoolhouse by Rocheleau, one reads that the schoolhouses ‘rose like a buoy of
learning in a sea of ignorance’. In the preface to lowa’s Country Schools, Landmarks of
Learning, William Shermann spoke of one-room schools as being landmarks of learning
and his book is dedicated to the ‘..thousands of men and women who taught in Iowa’s
one-room schools. Their hard work and sacrifices provided generations of students with
educational experiences which helped them become productive citizens and helped Iowa
achieve the highest literacy rate in the nation’.*

In America’s Country Schools, there is a note from the former US First Lady, Barbara Bush,
who places emphasis on both the educational history and the important role the school
played in the new democracy and in local communities. In addition she noted that the
children ‘...learned a curriculum steeped in such values as honesty, industry, sobriety and
patriotism - values we all cherish’.*5

All the words used in these quotations - independence, self-reliance, democracy, honesty,

industry, populist spirit, sobriety, patriotism, simple rural virtues, equality, productive citizens,
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landmarks of learning —express concepts reflecting virtues and values that most American
people, at least in the Midwest, still appreciate.

The local connection of the school is also part of this picture. Although national virtues
and values are an important part of American school history, these values were promoted
in a local context and adapted to local customs. In almost all the preserved schoolhouses
and schools in museums, the US flag is placed at the front of the classroom and on
flagpoles in the school yards. These elements are still displayed in most preserved
schoolhouses, in paintings, and in schoolhouse replicas, and are brought to life in re-
enactments and living-history programs. The heroes of the American Republic, the
Constitution and the American flag are vital symbols which most Americans respect and
appreciate, and the Pledge of Allegiance is part of the morning ritual in most American
schools.

The significance of the one-room schoolhouses listed in the NHRP differs. The building
itself and its architectural embellishments are still the main criteria of significance and
education is put forward as a second argument for preservation. What is missing in the
official NHRP lists is the variety of symbolic meanings with which the schoolhouse is
associated in the literature and people’s minds; independence, self-reliance, democracy,
honesty, industry, sobriety, patriotism, simple rural virtues, equality, and productive
citizens, This kind of concept, which flourishes in popular literature, is perhaps one of the
main reasons why there is a nationwide popular movement towards preservation of
schoolhouses and a spread of information about the one-room schoolhouse era. The
guidelines for determining whether the schoolhouse is eligible for listing on the NHRP
reflect the professional preservationist approach to preservation, in both the United
States, and for that matter anywhere else where professional cultural heritage
management is established, often mentioned as the Authorized heritage discourse.*

The story of the comprehensive effort to build over 5,200 schoolhouses in Norway and the
fact that the new school reform in 1860 was a premise for social, cultural, democratic,
political and economic development is still a story waiting to be told. So far there is
neither pride in the one-room schoolhouses' great achievements nor understanding of
the significance of better education for 80 per cent of the population of rural Norway. The
only evidence of the one-room schoolhouse story is the many schoolhouses preserved in
open-air school museums, but despite the numbers of these museums, the history of
education does not seem to be emphasized; the schoolhouses are often closed and not
integrated in guided tours. The importance of school reform for social, cultural and
economic development, even in the museums, is a neglected area.

1.11 The need for a shared symbol

The stories told in the Norwegian schoolhouse museums, for those able to get into these
often closed buildings, are the stories communicated by pictures and paintings in the
classrooms. There is, however, no evidence that there were any pictures inside the
classrooms in the nineteenth century. Only in the post-World War 1I period, a period
characterized by a revival of national patriotism, pictures of the King and Crown Prince
and the surrender of the old castle in Oslo by the Germans were widely distributed to all
schools. In the same period of revitalized nationalism, pictures of the Norwegian polar
heroes, Amundsen and Nansen, and their vessels and airships, were distributed to schools
and displayed in classrooms. In the same period pictures of Norwegian historical
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monuments, Norwegian romantic landscapes and pictures with religious motifs also
appear in the schoolhouses, but the one-room schoolhouses never became a symbol of
those values which the pictures in the classroom reflect, and the Norwegian national
heroes and national identity were not linked to the small, rural schoolhouse: the
classroom was merely used to promote these kinds of ideas.

The most valuable and appreciated Norwegian icon is raw, wild nature, as well as cultural
historic landscapes, including old timber farmhouses. The people admired by Norwegians
are those who were able to control this wilderness, whether the independent farmer or
the adventurer who walked to the South Pole. These elements fit the national identity as
it was established in the second half of the nineteenth century. Although school museums
display pictures showing these historic national icons, these elements do not have a
special affiliation to historic schools and their significance is not dependent on or linked
to the one-room schoolhouses either as an institution or as a historic monument. The
national Norwegian icons were just part of the education which was passed on to new
consolidated schoolhouses in the 1960s.

The one-room schoolhouses in Norway have not become institutions for national identity
or common values. The story of the one-room schoolhouse is seldom told in Norway and,
if it is, there are no sentimental or nostalgic reflections or pride. Neither do they function
in important historical developments, either local or national.”” Even though some
Norwegian papers, books and pamphlets address local school history, the one-room
schoolhouse era is often mentioned in passing as a story of bygone times, a stepping-
stone to modernity, better education and larger and more effective schools. In this
context the one-room schoolhouses are simply unused houses, without substantial
architectural values, whose purpose was to give the rural population a minimum of
education - often against their will. The small schoolhouses in rural areas were not
designated tobe a significant object of heritage andto represent the genuine Norwegian
identity, nor did they reflect the virtues of the limited but distinguished urban
community.

69 Jonathan Zimmerman wrote: ‘We shape our buildings, and thereafter they shape us, and

70

they continue to do so, long after the buildings themselves are gone, in the ways that we
choose to remember them’.*® The words ‘in the ways that we choose to remember them’
show that the stories we are telling, the content of our books and papers, the artifacts
displayed in schoolhouse museums and finally the schoolhouses we choose to preserve,
reflect some selected memories - not reflections of historical realities. The story which is
chosen to be told in the Midwest is the story of a common desire to build a nation, the
story of the struggle to civilize the people of the West through education and upbringing,
and the virtues and values once enshrined in the schoolhouses are not surprisingly the
same virtues and values still appreciated in the Midwest. As Gulliford expressed it: ‘The
same populist spirit that sustained the pioneers in building these schools now sustains
their descendants as they seek to preserve them’. The different social and political
contexts in which the schoolhouses were built, the motivation for the comprehensive
effort of building them, and contemporary society’s perception and interpretation of this
history and their roles in present society explain the lack of preservation in Norway and
the abundant presence in the American Midwest.

At least in Norway, the 19th and early 20" century project of developing a modern

democratic society, including better education for the majority of the population, is not
sufficient reflected in the governmental heritage practise. The authorized heritage
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discourse (AHD) has until recently first and foremost safeguarded the objects which were
essential in the 19th century nation building projects, or objects of outstanding, mostly
architectural, values. This portrayal of modern society based on education and
democracy, has so far not received symbolic value in Norway or Europe, as it has in the
United States. It is perhaps too late to revive the ordinary common schoolhouse as a
symbol in Europe but at least the stories told in the preserved schoolhouses should tell
the story of the significance of the school reform and the important achievement of the
small one-room schoolhouse rather than focusing on the primitive circumstances.
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ABSTRACTS

In the history of education the one-room schoolhouse has played an important role in several
countries. In the rural areas of the US Midwest and in Norway the one-room schoolhouse was the
most common school in the second half of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the
twentieth. Although the schoolhouses at first sight seem identical there are some interesting
points of distinction in their educational history and how their legacy is interpreted, managed,
preserved and promoted today. In the Midwest they are a beloved national icon, often listed,
embodying national values and virtues. In Norway their story is effectively untold, not a single
one is listed on national preservation lists and by no means do they embody national identity,
virtues or values. This article offers an explanation for this different treatment.
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