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Your Public Schools 
"The stability of a republican form of 

government depending mainly upon the 
intelligence of the people, it shall be the 
duty of the legislature to establish a general 
and uniform system of public schools." 

-AHTICLE VIII, SECTION 1 
CONSTITUTION OF THE 
STATE OF MINNESOTA 

This quotation from the century-old Minnesota 
constitution clearly demonstrates the £rm conviction 
held by our state's £rst citizens-education and self
government go hand in hand! 

A glance at the Minnesota school system today 
shows that the conviction is still £rmly held. Public 
elementary and secondary schools are providing 
education for more than 600,000 pupils, employing 
the professional services of more than 25,000 teach
ers and several hundred supervisors to do so. All 
teachers and supervisors are under the local public 
control of some 12,000 school board members, 
elected in more than 3,000 school districts through
out the state. 

Annual public expenditures for the maintenance 
of these schools now exceed $180,000,000, and the 
£gure increases each year. 

School Dist1·icts Are Authorized 
by the State 

From the beginning, public schools in Minne
sota have been provided through a local unit of 
government called a school district. The £rst session 
of the Minnesota Territorial Legislature, in 1849, 
passed the initial law authorizing the creation of 
school districts in the territory. 

That 1849 act authorized voters in a settled area 
to petition the county board of commissioners to 
organize a district so a public school could be 
established. If the proposed district met legal 
requirements of size and student population, and 
the petition had a sufficient number of signatures, 
the county board would grant the request. It was 
then up to the voters of the district to meet, elect 
a school board, and provide tax funds for establish
ing and operating a school. 
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From that time to the present, the school dis
trict through its own governing body, the school 
board, has been the agent of the voters in providing 
for and managing the public schools in Minnesota. 
As a result, with few exceptions, our public schools 
have not been under the control of municipal, 
town, or county government. Only in a few cities 
do state laws or city charters make the schools part 
of the city government. 

However, the school districts are not free to do 
as they please. Like other local units, they are 
authorized and governed by state law. They may 
exercise only those powers which the state has 
authorized through the constitution, legislative acts, 
or by the regulations of the State Board of Educa
tion, an agency established by the legislature. 

Number and Size of School Districts 

From the time the fl.rst districts were authorized 
in 1849 until 1910, they increased at the rate of 
approximately 1,000 every ten years. This meant 
that by 1910 Minnesota had established nearly 8,000 
school districts. However, legislative acts of 1901, 
1911, and 1947 fostering the consolidation of small 
districts brought a decrease in that number from 
1910 on. The sharpest decrease has taken place in 
the last ten years, as a result of the 1947 legislation. 

At fl.rst, the area of rural school districts coin
cided with the "six-mile-square" townships, while 
urban districts tended to have the same boundaries 
as the city or village concerned. But since people 
in the rural areas wanted their schools closer to 
home than township-size districts would permit, the 
large rural districts were divided into smaller dis
tricts. As roads improved, urban districts became 
larger, reaching beyond municipal limits. 

Types of School Dist1·icts 

From 1849 on, the legislature passed laws au
thorizing the establishment of several different types 
of districts. Some were used primarily in rural parts 
of the state, others in the urban areas. Various 
narnes were given them-such as common, joint 
common, independent, consolidated, joint inde
pendent, county, ten-or-more township, special, as
sociated, and unorganized territory. 
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Then in 1957, a revision of the school laws re
classified the districts, reducing the number of 
types to five. We now have only common, inde
pendent, special, associated, and unorganized terri
tory districts. Under the new law, districts formerly 
referred to as "joint common" are now in the com
mon dist1'ict category; those referred to previously 
as "consolidated," "joint independent," "county," 
and "ten-or-more township" districts are now in the 
independent dist1'ict category. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE COMMON SCHOOl DISTRICT 

VOTERS IN ANNUAL MEETING 

SCHOOL BOARD 
Three members 

Chairman 
Treasurer 

Clerk 

TEACHERS 

'-..-/ 

Common School Districts 

CoMMON ScHOOL DISTRICTS are mainly ru
ral, one-room, one-teacher, ungraded elementary 
schools. These are still the most numerous districts 
in the state. However, their number has decreased 
sharply in the past ten years as a result of school 
district reorganizations under the 1947 law and the 
consolidation or dissolution and annexation of such 
districts under laws passed by previous legislatures. 

These districts are governed by the annual 
school meeting, and supervised in part by the three
member elected school board and in part by the 
county superintendent of schools. The powers and 
duties of each of these-the annual meeting, the 
school board and the county superintendent-are 
determined by state law. 

The Annual School Meeting 

The important political event of the common 
school district is the annual meeting of the voters 
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of the district. It is held throughout the state in 
all such districts on the last Tuesday in June. On 
that day, the voters (those who are 21 or more, 
U. S. citizens, and residents of the state at least six 
months and the school district thirty days), who 
are interested enough in their schools to attend such 
a meeting, gather at their school or some other 
designated place at 8 p.m. (Sometimes a different 
hour may be set). 

The presence of a minimum of five legal voters 
constitutes a quorum for the annual meeting. The 
chairman of the school board presides over the 
meeting, and the clerk of the board serves as secre
tary or clerk of the meeting. If either is absent, 
the voters present elect a clerk or chairman to 
serve for the meeting. 

The main business of the annual meeting is to 
vote the tax to be levied on the taxable real and 
personal property in the district for the purpose of 
maintaining the school for the coming year, for the 
term set by the board. To aid the voters in deciding 
the amount to be levied, the school board submits 
estimated costs for maintaining the district for the 
coming school term and for other proposed educa
tional activities. In the event the meeting fails to 
levy an amount sufficient to maintain the schools for 
the term specified, the board is authorized to levy 
the required tax. 

The annual meeting also has power to make 
decisions regarding the designation of the site for a 
school house and the construction of buildings on 
such a site-providing the published notice of the 
meeting stated that such business was to be con
sidered. Approval by the voters in the annual 
meeting (or by election) is required before the 
board can issue bonds to borrow money for the 
purpose of acquiring, constructing, or improving 
buildings or other school facilities. 

Election of the School Board 

On the day of the annual school meeting, an 
election is held for one of the three members of 
the school board of the common district. Each 
member is elected for a term of three years, but 
the terms are staggered so that one member's term 
expires each year. This election, like other elections 
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in Minnesota, is by secret ballot. The clerk of the 
district, with two voters named by the chairman 
of the board, supervises the balloting and the can
vass of votes. The polls must be open at least one 
hour. 

Candidates for the school board may be nomi
nated by a qualified voter at the annual school 
meeting. Or prior to the meeting, a candidate may 
nominate himself or be nominated by five voters 
of the district. In either of the latter cases, the 
nomination must be presented in writing to the 
clerk of the board at least 12 days prior to the 
annual meeting. The clerk is resporisible for pre
paring ballots listing the names of candidates al
ready proposed and for issuing a notice of the 
annual meeting ten days before it is to be held. 
The notice must list names of the candidates already 
filed with him and the items of business to be con
sidered at the meeting. 

The Common District School Board 

All common district school boards are responsi
ble for the management of the school or schools of 
the district. In this capacity, the board is subject 
to the state laws and the financial limitations im
posed by the annual meeting and the voters. 

Some of its powers and duties cover: 
The purchase of textbooks and supplies; pay

ment of claims; use of the school house and grounds; 
school maintenance and heating; pupil transporta
tion; admission and tuition of non-resident pupils; 
appointment of teachers; prescribing of textbooks 
and courses of study; adoption of rules governing 
the school and its own proceedings. 

The acquisition of school sites and the construc
tion of buildings, if authorized by the voters, is also 
the responsibility of the school board. 

Since the state's common school districts are too 
small to employ a superintendent to aid the board 
in administering the school, such districts are aided 
to a limited extent hy the county superintendent 
of schools. He may aid the board hy recruiting 
teachers, advising on matters of curriculum content, 
and interpreting state laws that apply to such 
schools. However, the members of the hoard are re
quired by state law to visit the school at least cncc 
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in three months to observe teaching and other ac
tivities. 

The three board members serve as officers of 
the district, each board member being elected as 
chairman, treasurer, or the clerk of the district. 
Their duties as officers are prescribed by state law. 

Compensation of the officers is determined by 
the hoard, though state law sets limits on what it 
may pay the member who is neither clerk nor 
treasurer. As is common with other local govern
ment officials, hoard members are authorized reim
bursement for travel or other expenses incurred 
while performing their duties. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT 

Superintendent 

""' ""'''" /f\ '"""'''' 
Teachers 

Independent School Districts 

INDEPENDENT ScHOOL DrsTHICTS usually include 
within their territorial limits a city or village, plus 
surrounding agricultural area. However, two such 
districts (The Lake and Cook County School Dis
tricts) coincide with the area of the counties in 
which they are located. 

Independent school districts usually maintain 
one or more graded elementary schools and one 
or more graded high schools. While the number of 
independent districts is far below the number of 
common districts, they provide educational facilities 
for 91 percent of Minnesota's public school pupils. 
They are governed by an elected school board and 
administered by a superintendent of schools, ap
pointed by the hoard. The superintendent is an ex 
officio member of the board but has no vote in its 
proceedings. 
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There is no annual meeting of the voters in 
independent school districts. The powers exercised 
by the annual meeting in the common districts are 
exercised by the board in the independent district. 
In place of the annual meeting, the school election 
enables voters to elect members of the board and 
to vote on such questions as the acquisition of school 
sites, the construction of facilities and the borrow
ing of money for these and other purposes. This 
election is held annually in most independent dis
tricts, the date being the third Tuesday in May. 

Election of Independent School Boards 

The board of most independent districts consists 
of six members, with two members being elected 
each year for a three-year term. Newly elected 
board members take office on the July 1 following 
their election. The members of the board in most 
districts are elected "at large" (by voters through
out the entire district). State law, however, permits 
a district to divide itself into as many separate elec
tion districts as there are members of the board, 
with one member being elected from each. If separ
ate election districts are established, they must be 
fairly equal in population. 

The school board is in charge of school elections. 
It designates the polling place. It may provide more 
than one polling place, in which case it determines 
the precinct boundaries and designates the polling 
place for each precinct. The board appoints judges 
to supervise the voting and it determines the hours 
during which the polls will be open. 

Advance public notice of the election must be 
given by the clerk of the district. The notice must 
contain information concerning the time, place, and 
purpose of the election. Ballots must be prepared 
in advance listing the names of persons who have 
filed an application with the clerk asking that their 
names be listed as a candidate for the vacancies, 
and listing the propositions to be voted on in the 
election. As in other elections, voting is by secret 
ballot. 

While the above election provisions apply to 
most independent districts, there are variations. The 
law permits independent districts to enlarge their 
boards to seven members. A second variation occurs 

8 



where the school district coincides with the county. 
In this situation, five school board members are 
elected for four year terms, one from each com
missioner district in the county. The date of this 
election is the same as the date of the general elec
tion for county, state and national officials. 

Duties of the Independent School Board 

The members of the independent school board 
select from their own ranks a chairman, treasurer, 
and clerk. Their duties are spelled out by state 
law, as are the powers and duties of the board 
itself. Compensation of the clerk, treasurer, super
intendent, and employees of the district is de
termined by the board. Within the limits set by 
state law, the board also determines the compensa
tion of its other members. Board members are au
thorized payment for actual travel and other ex
penses incurred in the course of official duties. 

Since there is no annual meeting, it is the board 
of the independent district that adopts the annual 
budget providing for expenditures, and determines 
the tax levy to be imposed each year on the taxable 
property in the district for school maintenance. This 
board, like that of the common school district, 
is limited in what it can do by state law. Like 
the common district board, it has charge of the 
business of the district and its schools (see the 
discussion on page 6). Instead of relying on the 
county superintendent of schools for advice and 
assistance, however, it appoints a superintendent to 
manage the district's schools. 

Appointed superintendents must possess cer-

9 



tain professional qualifications (training and experi
ence in education and school administration) for 
such a position. These qualifications, and those re
quired of teachers or principals in the public 
schools, are determined by state law and the State 
Board of Education. Local school boards must ap
point qualified people to the various positions if 
they want to continue to receive financial aid from 
the state government. 

Special School Distt·icts 

SPECIAL ScHOOL DISTRICTS are found in only a 
few of the larger cities of the state. Such districts 
have been established by special act of the legis
lature or by city charter provision. They are legally 
a part of the municipal government of the city, and 
have territorial limits which coincide with the city 
limits. 

Such districts are governed by an elected school 
board in much the same way as the independent 
districts are governed. The provisions of state laws 
which apply to independent districts also apply to 
the special districts-unless the special act or city 
charter provisions pertaining to the special district 
conflict with the general state laws on the subject. 
In such a case, the special laws and charter pro
visions apply. 

As of 1958, cities having special school districts 
included: Duluth, Minneapolis, Rochester, St. Paul, 
South Saint Paul, and Winona. 

Associated School Distt·icts 

AssociATED ScHOOL DISTRICTS were authorized 
by the legislature in 1955, but as yet none have 
been organized. An associated district may be 
formed by two or more common school districts for 
the purpose of providing secondary (high school) 
education for their elementary school pupils. 

Such a district would be governed by an elected 
school hoard and administered by a superintendent 
in much the same way as an independent district. 
It would have powers similar to those of an inde
pendent district, though it would not provide in
struction at the elementary level. 
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Uno1·ganized Territory Schools 

SCHOOLS IN UNORGANIZED TERRITORY (the por
tion of a county not included in any organized 
school district) are under the supervision of a 
county school board. This consists of the chairman 
(or a member) of the county board of commission
ers, the county treasurer, and the county superin
tendent of schools. The schools maintained in un
organized territory may include ungraded and 
graded elementary schools, as well as graded sec
ondary schools. 

It is the duty of this county board of education 
to furnish school facilities for every child of school 
age residing in the "unorganized territory." It may 
do so either by building school houses, leasing 
school rooms, transporting the children to the near
est school, boarding the children within convenient 
distance from a school at the expense of the board, 
or otherwise. It must also provide them with neces
sary supplies and text and library books. To pay the 
costs incurred by it, the board levies taxes on the 
taxable property in the unorganized territory. 

Generally speaking this type of school board is 
governed by the same laws that apply to inde
pendent school boards. There are, nevertheless, 
some significant differences in their powers. For 
example, the county board of education for un
organized territory may reach decisions regarding 
the acquisition of school sites, the construction of 
buildings, and the issuance of bonds by unanimous 
vote of its three members. It is not required to 
submit such matters to a vote of the people in the 
unorganized territory. 

The County Superintendent of Schools 

The office of county superintendent of schools 
was first created by act of the state legislature in 
1864. Under this law, the county commissioners 
were authorized to appoint a person to the position 
if they so desired. In 1869, the legislature amended 
this law to require the county commissioners in 
every county to appoint a person to the position. 
In 1877, another change in the law made the county 
superintendent an elective county official. 

The law creating the office established no special 
qualifications for it, the only requirement being 
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that candidates seeking election be qualified to 
vote in elections. However, most county supm·in
tendents today have had training and experience 
in school administration before being elected to 
the position, and a 1959 law provides that pro
fessional qualifications may be required. 

The duties of the county superintendent are 

RECEIPTS 

Where Minnesota's public school dollar comes 
from. (Based on averages for the state as a whole 
from State Department of Education statistics. 
"Non-revenue" receipts include money from the 
sale of bonds, school lunches, etc.) 

established by state law. He assists the boards and 
teachers in all districts not employing their own 
superintendent. He has little legal authority over 
thesy schools, his role being primarily that of an 
advisor to the board and the teachers. 

Despite his lack of authority, the good county 
superintendent performs important and essential 
services for the boards and teachers. He advises on 
curriculum, helps obtain teachers, interprets the 
state laws to the board, works out conflicts between 
districts regarding tuition of non-resident pupils, 
and works with boards, parents and teachers to im
prove the quality of education in the schools under 
his supervision. 

A second role of the county superintendent is 
that of acting as a consultant and reporter for 
the State Department of Education. He sees that 
the schools under his jurisdiction meet the require
ments of the state in terms of standards. He reports 
regularly such information as the state department 
requires for determining the amount of state aid 
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to be paid to each district. 
In most counties of the state, the county super

intendent of schools is elected by the voters for 
a four-year term. But in Lake and Cook Counties, 
he is appointed by the elected county school board. 

The salary of most county superintendents is 
set by a general state law, varying in accordance 
with the number of common districts in the county 
before reorganization or consolidation. For a few 
counties, special laws have set the salary at a 
higher level than the general law provides. 

The office of county superintendent of schools 
has been abolished in a dozen Minnesota counties. 
Under a law enacted in 1957, if the number of 
common school districts has been reduced to ten 
or less, the county board is authorized to discon
tinue the office. By January 1959, Anoka, Chi
sago, Dodge, Faribault, Goodhue, Itasca, Lin
coln, Norman, Renville, Sibley, Traverse, and 
Washington Counties had done so. Ramsey County 
did so under a special law in 1955, and Kittson 
County in 1957. 

Financing Our Public Schools 

Funds to provide for the maintenance of our 
public schools are received from state aid and from 
local property taxes. Funds to pay for the construc
tion and improvement of buildings and other educa
tional facilities are raised through local taxes. Such 
projects are usually financed initially through bor
rowing, the debt being paid over a period of years 
with money raised through local property taxation. 

DISBURSEMENTS 

ADMINISTRATION 

HEAlTH, SCHOOl tuNCH, Etc. 

SCHOOL PLANT /''' 
Mllintononco, Oporolion 

How Minnesota's public school dollar is used. 
(Based on averages for the state as a whole.) 
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To raise funds locally, the state legislature has 
authorized school districts to impose property tax 
levies for various purposes within prescribed limita
tions. Authorizations and limitations vary-depend
ing on the purpose of the levy, type of district, 
student population of the district, total population 
of the district, assessed valuation of the district, 
and other factors. 

State financial aid for elementary and secondary 
education in the public schools is made available to 
local school districts by the state legislature. The 
legislature allocates aid from state-collected income 
and gross earnings taxes and from a state established 
trust fund. The money is apportioned to the various 
districts in accordance with a number of formulas 
which have been written into law. 

Among the factors governing the amount of aid 
a school district will receive from the state are the 
following: ( 1) the number of students in average 
daily attendance in a district; ( 2) the amount of 
money raised locally by the district to support the 
school; ( 3) the assessed value per resident pupil; 
( 4) the annual school census; ( 5) the type of pro
gram provided, and other factors. 

Limited federal funds are available to help sup
port vocational education, the school lunch pro
gram, and the education of Indian children. State 
and federal aids are distributed to the various dis
tricts on the basis of information supplied the State 
Department of Education by the County Superin
tendents of Schools and the superintendents of 
independent school districts. 

Annexation, Consolidation, 
and Reorganization 

From time to time, beginning in 1901, the state 
legislature has authorized the voters to make 
changes in the organization of school districts. The 
first law authorized the voters to dissolve an exist
ing district and, with the consent of an adjacent 
district, to annex the area to it. A second law, passed 
in 1911, permitted the voters to consolidate two or 
more districts into one. 

A third law passed in 1947, permits reorganiza
tion of school districts by providing for the estab-

14 



lishment of a reorganization committee in a county, 
if the school board members in the county vote to 
have such a committee. If established, the commit
tee makes a survey and submits reorganization pro
posals to the voters in the areas concerned. 

Under these laws, the number of school districts 
in Minnesota has been reduced from close to 8,000 
in 1910 to 7,810 in 1927, 7,606 in 1947, and by 1959 
to approximately 3,000. By far the greatest number 
of districts eliminated have been the common dis
tricts. 

Many of these districts, set up in some cases 
a century ago under vastly different circumstances, 
have been found to be inadequate or uneconomic 
under present circumstances, and the voters in them 
have decided to consolidate the smaller units to 
make larger districts. 

Faster means of transportation, better all-season 
roads, a demand for a more specialized training as 
well as more education, reduced farm population, 
higher costs and higher taxes, and many other fac
tors have combined to cause these changes in school 
district organization. Nevertheless, there are many 
common school districts still in existence in the 
state, some too small to· operate schools eco
nomically. By September 1958, 890 had closed 
their schools and were transporting children to 
an adjacent district to which they pay tuition. 
Others maintain their schools but at a high per 
pupil cost. 

Some common districts have been enlarged 
through consolidations and annexations. These may 
have enough student population and assessed valua
tion to justify their continuance from a per-pupil 
cost point of view. However, children from these 
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districts have to attend school in nearby independ
ent districts if they want a secondary education. 

The goal of many educators and many civic 
leaders is to reorganize our school district system 
in such a way as to place every child in a district 
which will provide a graded elementary and sec
ondary education, with adequate standards and at 
a reasonable cost to the taxpayer. On the basis of 
present law, it appears that the state legislature 
has also adopted this view as a matter of public 
policy. But the legislature is leaving to the local 
voters the actual working out of reorganization 
plans which will attain such a goal. 
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