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Teaching in the Early 1900's
an

Oral Interview

by

Lois Mason

History of American Education

July 27, 1982



Mrs. Esther Berland was interviewed on July 12, 1982. At
that time she was residing at 2111 Ash Street Hays, Kansas, where
she had lived for the past thirty one years. Esther was born on
May 26, 1900 in Zurich, Kansas. She is the daughter of Patrick
McCauley and Jesse Adams. She married Fred Berland Sr. (deceased)
on November 28, 1923 at Plainville, Kansas. Their two children
are Fred Berland Jr. (deceased) and John Berland, Professor of Art,
Fort Collins, Colorade.

This oral interview begins with Esther’'s bhackground infor-
mation of her schooliﬁg and teaching experiences in the early
1900's It is followed by questions from the interviewers, Lois

and Robert Mason, granddaughter and grand son-in-law of Esther's.

I first attended the Zurich Elementary School then to Colorado
for high school and later to Western State University, Gunnison,
Colorade. I took several summers of work at Fort Hays State Un-
iversity.

I began my first teaching job at a one room school about
twenty six miles north ¢f Ordway, Coloradoe. I was paid seventy
five dollars a month, I was hired with no written contract and
affer three and one half months teaching, the school was closed
because of the 1918 flu epidemic. I returned to Kansas, and went
to Fort Hays State University where I wrote on a teacher's ex-

amination and taught a rural school in 1919 on the South Rooks

County line for ninety dollars a month. I had twenty-eight



students. School started at nine and closed at four p.m. i had
grades one, three, six, seven and eight. This was a German set-
tlement. This school had no library, no maps or globes for teach-
ing. We decided to have a box supper to raise money for maps,

and we did., DMNost students hadn't been out of the county. I had
had classes in methods that helped me to prepare classes. The
first years of my teaching, I had to study as much as the older
students, to prepare to help them with their work and explain it.
There was no egquipment for the play ground. The children just
played catch, blackman and in the spring, marbles. We were always
paid with a check from the school board. There were no rewards
for good grades. A student just seemed to be happy to please

his parents and teacher. Later, they were given a star for per-
fect attendance, this star was used later for good spelling.

For past time in this school, we sometimes had a spelling bee.

To avold having to discipline students, we kept them very busy
turning in well written work, neat essays and other work. They
were graded carefully for spelling, writing, neatness and later
for English. At the close of this one-rooz school year, I ac-
cepted a position teaching in Zurich school. This was in 1920-
1921. I was hired by a school board. We had a principal but the
board was consulted. This school was a frame-two story building
with eight grades. I taught third, fourth, and fifth grades for
ninety dollars., Ny students ages were from eight to fifteen years.
I had forty-three students. This was ny most difficult year.
Trauant officiers had to be called to keep children in school,
Clder ones had missed a lot. We had no system of evaluation.
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this school we had a furnace but out door toilets, we got water
from a pump. No money was ever raised during these early years

for equipment. At this time math, English, history, spelling,
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I insisted on world maps and & globe, but could never get any books
for a library. I often selected a book and read to them for {ifteen
minutes after the noon hour. In the morning, when school started,
we sang a few songs to start the day. As for discipline, this
school had all the preblems. You Jugt had to be firm. For punish-
ment, I would give extra work and stand the child in the corner.

At the end of Zurich school I accepted a teaching positiocn,
third grade in a consolidated school at Bocne, Colorade. My uncle
was superintendent., There were twelve teachers. This town was
eighteen miles east of Pueblo, Colorado. Here I had all the
equipment use I needed in every way. Recess time and noon were
supervised by a teacher. OSchool ended at three thirty. Here I
had about twenty-five students. They had better advantages and
were a delight to teacn. Our school was a two-story ovrick build-
ing with an auditorium., We tezschers, were responsitle for P.T.A.
programs and gatheringzs. I was a pianist and with the voice
teacher, ws were expected to help out with church services. During
these years, community gatherings were very important., This was
1921 and the first that I saw buses bringing children to school.
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year 1918-1922, a *eacher had the highest respect from the com-

munity. You were made welcome by the parents and students. Zach
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year I taught, the schools had nine months of scheool. This was
decided by the tax payers of the district who voted on it. I
don't remember a %teacher in the early years ever teing fired.

They were hired by the school boards.

who did the janitorial work in the schools?

Fach teacher was responcible for his room.

Did you put the firewocod in the stove?

No, I don't recall. In Zurich there was a furnace. I
assumed it was the job of the principal.

In Colorado, you said you saw the first buses. How did the
children get to school in Zuricn?

They drove buggles,

How d4id you get to school?

I rode in a busgy or walked three miles., I lived in a
home in Zurich a few blocks from the school.
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anat type of clothing 4id the students weal?

Pretty nmuch like they do today, But were made of a more
rugged material.



Did the girls wear dresses?

Tne girls definitely wore dresses. No girls wore slacks
in those days.

Here the boys able to leave school to help with farm work?

They could get permissicen from the teacher to leave school
for that purpose. A child was not allowed to go off the school
grounds wlthout permiscion during school hours.

How long was the school open before you taught?

It had been trere for years.

dhere 4id the money for maps if possible come from?

YTou went te the school board. The money was there for the
scheool bozrd to write a check on. School boards in those days
were really wonderful to a ieacher.

What type of text books did you use?

slell they were general textbooks, I don't recall if I were
to see them I could say “"yes" we used them.

What subjects were taught?
ne in the area of Znglish, aritos

Pretiy nuch &g nme
they really wanted a kid to have tha

tic, read-
ing, %the bvaslics, Ta
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No, absolutely not. Tou each bouzht your own books, no books
were Turnished.

Anat did the texibhooks vost?

I don't recail, dbut not much compared to feday. & child
kept his books and past it to the next child., Because they
never chanzed bHooks in those days.



Did the parents ever visit the schools?

Some did but an awful lot didn't. A schoel in those days
was a community affair.

To prepare for school, did you have to go extra early or stay
extra late?

I tock work home. dhéen you had upper grades, you had teo
work awfully hard to get ahead of them to prepare to ask guest-
ions and help with answers. Younger children, was planning for
them what you were zoing to do. <nd of course you had papers
to grads, Gith Torty-threse students, you had Yo place in your
mind who they were,

What type of living guarters did you have?

In the country it was rurzed, but in Zurich, I lived in a

modern home. 1In Fact it way z naw nome.

Did you ever have spelling bees like we read about?
Yes, but it was never mere than the children in school.

Within the school, no exchange with other schools. There was
not much traveling in those days.

#ho served on the school board?

at Zurich, 1 remenber @ mz2n by the name of John Casey, and
ancther by the name of Ganyon. I don't xnow the others.

Here there farmers?

No, they were business men. The rural schools, they were
just farmers on the board.

Did you have a lot of iilness during that time?

Not really, just the epidemic which was throughout the United
States.

-

You tzlked about having three ilexicang in schocl were ithere any
blacks?



They were just like other children. No blacks. Xost kids
were related, as I recall they played together.

What did you enjoy most about teaching?

Being with the children, Working with them., I felt 1ike
you were molding th&;r character, ou rﬁg eve“y cprortunity in
the world to meke better cnildren our »f then.

#hat did the children become?

A1 oceunaticons. Tre nicest thing about being a tesc
when thay 2ome Cnosl, “Shnes Junt o nntco oo D42 youl Tohontz oallos
is to 1t, whicn mears I Lad 3odan7s tell me that I owes rn ;
teacher they ever nad whicn I xnew 1 couldn't possibly be, bus
they had that warm feeling towards me. I think you had to helpn
them soms to have them feel ithat way.

In closing, I would like to Thank grandma for the time -

involved in presenting her teaching history. I will always re-

*

member how you have stressed the importance of education. I

feel very enriched in having thne oprortunity of Xno.in; suct

a unijue person.
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