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SOME PROBLEMS IN RURAL EDUCATION 

I . Why Rural L ife Problems Merit 
Consideration 

The importance of a social problem 
cannot he appreciated fu lly unless one 
knows how many people are affected by 
the conditions considered. If this cri
terion of numbers is accepted as a valid 
one, then the importance of problems of 
rural life can be conclusively established. 

The Federal Census of 1920 gives the 
population of the United States and Min
nesota as follows: 

United States 

Total ....... . .. . .. 1os.ooo,ooo 
Urban . . .......... 54,000,000 
Village . . . . . . . . . . . 9,000,000 
Hamlets and Open 

Minnesota 

2,387,125 
1,os6,593 

368,26g 

Country .. . ..... 42,000,000 967,263 
The per cents of the different classi

fications for the United States are: Ur
ban, 51-4; village. 8.6; hamlets and open 
country. 40. For Minnesota the per 
cents are: urban, -t-P; village, 15.4; ham
lets and open country, 40.5. 

The statistics given above indicate 
clearly that the problems of rura l life, 
whatever they may be, merit careful and 
extensi,·e consideration because so many 
people are involved in their solution. 
II. Educat ion a Rural Life P r oblem 

The Commission of Country Life, ap
pointed by President Roosevelt in 1908, 
was perhaps the greatest single stimulus 
in focusing attention on the problems of 
rural life and agriculture. Although it 
dealt with many technical questions and 
economic problems, the chief and under
lying interest was the human aspect of 
agriculture, namely, the influence of rural 
conditions upon country life. In the re
port. the Commission stated that "the 
subject of paramount importance in our 
correspondence and in the hearings is 
education. . It is recognized that 
all difficulties resolve themselves in the 
end into a question of education."' 

In practically every attempt to enu
merate the essent ial problems of rural 
li fe, rural education is included as an 
outstanding one. This is true whether 
the economic, social, or cultural phases 
are considered, or whether the "produc
tion" or "consumption" point of view is 
stressed. The Land-Grant colleges de-

1 Report of the Commission on Country Life 
p. 121. New York, Sturgis and Walter Com: 
pany, 1911. 

\'eloped under the Morri ll Act of 1862, 
the establishment of experimental sta
tions at each of the colleges of agricul
ture and mechanic arts in accordance with 
the Hatch Act of 1887, the extension in
struction and practical demonstrations 
given under the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, 
the vocational education stimulated by the 
Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 are sufficient 
eYidence that production in agriculture is 
dependent in some measure on education. 
The other point of view is expressed 
yery pointedly in the following quota
tion: "Education is far more important 
than increases in money wages in raising 
the standard of life. The material stand
ard of life can never rise above the psy
chic standard. Education creates new 
sets of wants. . . . \ ¥ithout educa
tion, China and India can never materi
ally raise their standard of life; without 
education, the farmer cannot expect to 
maintain farm prices which will main
tain a higher standard of life."' 

III. E ducational Philosophy and Rural 

Education 

Although there is practical unammtty 
among leaders of rura l life concerning 
the importance of education, there have 
been and still arc conflicting points of 
view regarding the legitimate objectives 
of organized elementary education in the 
rural schools. Five distinct and out
standing functions may be recognized 
from an analysis of the literature in this 
fie ld. These have been set forth by l\Ir. 
Jensen as follo\\'s: 

I. (A) Emphasis: To train boys and 
girls so that they will stay on the 
farm . 
(B) Result: The development of a 
distinct peasant class of rural peo
ple. 

II. (A) Emphasis: To furnish training 
f?r vocational (agricultural) effi
Ciency. 
(B) Resu lt: Efficient producers of 
farm products. 

III. (A) Emphasis: To prepare for a 
satisfying or richer rural life. 
(B) Result: Good farmers who are 
happy and contented to live in the 
country. 

'Hawthorn, H. B. The Sociology of Rural 
Life, p. 97. New York, The Century Company. 
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IV. (A) Emphasis: To prepare for 
general .efficiency and community 
service. 
(B) Result: Efficient citizens of the 
community. 

V. (A) Emphasis: Training for broad 
citizenship. 
(B) Result: Efficient citizenship of 
society as a whole. 

"'The rural people, who are more inter
ested in the problem of elementary edu
cation in the rural schools than anyone 
else, most emphatically reject the idea 
of using the rural school as a means of 
keeping the children on the farm. 

""The rural people reject, also, with but 
little emphasis, the vocational efficiency, 
the richer rural life, and the community 
service theories as fundamental in the 
purposes of the rural school. 

"'The rural people express their em
phatic approval of the broadest possible 
theory-citizenship of society as a whole 
-as the fundamental, only worth-while 
purpose of the elementary education in 
the rural school.' 

IV. Problems of Rural Education 
The need for a wisely planned and 

definitely organized program to attack 
the problems peculiar to rural education 
is generally recognized. The educational 
opportunities of the rural chi ld are in 
the main, regarded as in{erior to those 
offere_d to the urban child. The opinion 
prevails that the rural schools have failed 
t<;> adapt themselves to the changed en
vironment and to the newer conceptions 
of education. 

''Our rura l schools are still in a marked 
degree the products of tradition and local 
environment.. They served very well 
dunng the piOneer days when the district 
~chao ! was the center of local community 
mterest and progress. They have not 
howeYer, kept pace with the advancement 
of educational standards and require
ments. They do not provide the girls 
and boys on the farm an equal chance 

• 
3 Jensen, A. S . " Rural Opinion of Educa· 

tiOna! Ph_i losophy"; The Journal of Rural Edu· 
cation, November, 1925. 

for an elementary and high school edu
cation comparable with that afforded 
boys and girls of the cities and vi llages. 
That the child in the country should have, 
as far as possible, equal educational op
portunities with the urban chi ld, no one 
will dispute."' 

At one of the meetings of the Country 
Life Association, the problems of rural 
education were grouped under the follow
ing heads :• 

"r. Re-organization of the course of 
study; 2. Preparation of an adequate 
supply of trained teachers ; 3. Provision 
of a suitable school plant; 4. Provision 
of high school opportunities for all chil
dren without the severing of home ties; 
5· Development of systems of school 
supervision; 6. Business-like administra
tion of school affairs in state and local 
units; 7. Provision of adequate financial 
support, involving an equali zation of the 
burden of taxation and also state and 
federal aid. 

The methods by which these things 
may be accomplished are: 

"r. Consolidation ; 2. Better school 
buildings; 3· School homes or teacher
ages; 4· Adequate salaries for teachers· 
s. Better organization of counties and 
states for the administration of educa
tion."6. Readjustn:ent of school support ; 
?- . Adult education; for immigrants, 
d!tterates, and for farmers and their 
wives through extension work in agri
culture, home economics, etc." 
. Two conditions important in the solu

tion of the problems of rural education 
are not commonly recognized. It has 
~een pointed out in several studies that 
m many counties, even in some states 
the amount of taxable property back of 
each rural child exceeds that back of 
each urban child .• But more important 
than the wealth is the income. The farm
er's income during the period following 
the w,?rld "'far has been, indeed. very 
low. Amencan agriculture since the 
s~ump of 1920 has not yielded a commer
Cial mterest return on its invested capital 
or a fair wage for the average farm 
operator and his family. . . . If out 
of the tota! agricultural income, farmer
~l\vned capttal were credited with earn
mgs at a rate equal to that which in
vestments in farm loan bonds receive the 
reward left · for management and l~bor 
operators was $932 per operator and fam-

•. Report of the Interim Committee on Edu· 
cat10n , I ournal of the House, Minnesota Legis 
lature, 43rd Sesston, Jan. 25, 1923, p. g. 

. • Proceedings of the Country Life Associa
tion, Vol. 1, p. 15-24 . 

0 Burris, B. J. The County School System · 
How 9rgantzed and Administered ; Educationai 
Bulletm N o. 73, State Department of Educa· 
twn, Indtana, 192-4. 
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ily in 1919-20, $399 in 1920-21 , $292 111 
1921-22. $45-t in 1922-23, and $520 111 
1923-24."' . 

"The agricultural depressiOn is p~i
marily due to two factors: first , t~1e dis
parity between farm prices and pnces ?f 
things that farmers buy.; second, the dis
parity between farm pnces and payment 
of taxes. interest, and debts."' . 

In order to improve rural educatiOn, 
more money must be spent for it. This 
the farmer feels at present unable to do. 
Not only has the purchasin~ p~wer .of 
his dollar shrunk, but the obligations m
curred when money was cheap must be 
paid on a greatly reduced income. The 
economic status of agnculture IS an es
sential factor in rural education. 

The second condition often overlooked 
is the relative number of .children of the 
different age groups. The following 
tables taken from the Reports of the 
censu~ of 1920, illustrate the situation: 

For the United States 
Per Cent of 
Total Urban 

.~e Group Population 

Cnder 5 years ... ... 9·7 
5 to q years ....... 17.9 
15 to 44 years ...... 50.9 
45 years and over ... 21.3 

For Minnesota 

Per Cent of 
Total Rural 
Populati'on 

12.3 
24.0 
43.5 
20.2 

Per Cent of Per Cent of 
Total Urban Total Rural 

Age Group Population Population 

1J nder 5 years. . . . . . 9.8 11.9 
5 to 9 years. . . . . . 9.0 I I .5 

10 to 14 years. . . . . . 8. I I 2.2 
IS to I9 years . . .... 8.I 10.0 
20 to 44 years ...... 43.7 34·9 
45 years and over. .. 21.2 20-4 

Properly interpreted, the tables indi
cate that for every I ,ooo people in urban 
Minnesota there are 252 between the 
ages of 5 and I9, inclusive, to be edu
cated, and that out of every I ,ooo rural 
people there are 337 or 85 more of the 
same age asking for an education. Back 
of the 252 urban children are 649 adults, 
while back of the 337 rural children there 
are but 553. or g6 less. There are 2.57 
adults for each urban child between 5 
and I9, inclusive, and only 1.64 adults for 
each rural child between the same ages. 
It should not be necessary to point out 
further that the relatively larger number 
of rural children to be educated places an 
additional burden on the farmer. 

7 Inform:uion Service, Jan. 3, 1925, Depart
ment of Research and Education, Federal 
Council of the Ch urches of Christ in America, 
New York. 

q \\parren and Pearson. The Agricultural 
Situation, p. I. New York, The ~Iacmi llan Co. 

V. Methods of Solution 
Perhaps the most important problem in 

rural education not directly connecte.d 
with the expenditure of more m01~ey Is 
that of determining the proper umt for 
purposes of ad:ninist;ation and super
vision. After d1scuss111g the advantages 
and disadvantages of the common school 
district the union school district, the as
sociate~! school district, the township, the 
town. the village and city, the consoli
dated district, the community district a.nd 
the county as possible local school umts, 
Butterworth states: "We should select 
that unit. whatever it may be, that \'-:ill 
( r) provide the facilities for an effective 
school system, and (2) bring peoJ?le and 
groups together in such comb111at1~ns as 
will provide a stimulating integration of 
those persons and groups. . . The 
judgment of the writer is that prese_nt 
conditions justify different local umts 
even in the same state.'" 

Minnesota has done what Mr. Butter
worth believes is justified by present con
ditions namely, adapted organization to 
existing conditions. Although the ordi
nary district system prevails in most of 
the state, in five counties (Beltrami, Cass, 
Koochiching, Lake of the Woods, St. 
Louis) there are large areas, known as 
the "unorganized territory" administered 
and supervised in accordance with the 
county plan. The ten-township districts 
with their central high schools (Deer 
River, Grand Rapids, Tower, Two Har
bors) from the view point of area, ad
ministration and supervision are similar 
to the county systems of Maryland. 

The two definite trends in rural edu
cation in Minnesota are, however, (I) 
the consolidation of the common school 
districts into larger units and (2) the 
improvement of the common district 
schools to their maximum efficiency. 

The advantages unanimously claimed 
for consolidation by leaders in rural edu
cation lay in :10 

"1. Greater specialization on the part 
of teachers; 2. An enriched curriculum. 
This includes the extra-curricular activ
ities as well as the so-called special sub
jects; 3. A broader social environment 
for the pupils; 4. Better adaptation to 
the individual differences of pupils due 
to th e advantages enumerated above; s. 
An unbroken course from the kindergar
ten ancl primary grades through the high 
school." 

0 Butterworth, J. E. Rural School Admin is· 
tration, p. 108. New York, The 1tiacmillan Co., 
1926. 

10 Unpublished Study by C. G. Sargent and 
G. A. Selke. 
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Two additional advantages are claimed 
for consolidation by a considerable num
ber of educators: 

r. The establishment of better centers 
for adult educational and social activ
ities; 2. The integration of neighborhoods 
into better defined communities. 

The advocates of consolidation urge the 
merging of larger areas than formerly. 
In order to gain the advantages claimed 
for consolidation, it is necessary to have 
sufficient financial and human resources 
to make the establishment of a secondary 
school practicable and economical. 

The state surveys indicate that the 
work of the la rger rural schools, even in 
the elementary field, is superior to that 
of the small schools. 

"The inferiority of the small rural 
school is apparent. . . The larger 
rural schools (four teachers or more) 
approximate the achie,·ement of the city 
schools."" 

"The superior results achieved in the 
larger elementary schools, both rural and 
city, are an unanswerable argument for 
consolidation."" 

"Whatever the detai led cause may be. 
the fact remains that the one-teacher 
school is a less productive educational 
institution than is the larger school 
unit."13 

Studies made by O'Brien and Smart 
in Kansas, " by Morrison in ew York," 
and by Foote" produce additional evi
dence that the work of pupils in the 
larger rural schools is more efficient than 
that of pupils in the one-teacher school. 

vVith better achievement in the elemen
tary field and, in the better type of con
solidation. the advantages of a secondary 
scht)Ol. one may rightly ask why the one
teacher school persists. The chief ob
stacles in the way of consolidation are: 

r. The increased cost of education . 
\'\"hen better education conditions 
are obtained they must be paid for. 

2. The persistency of the tradition of 
the district school. 

11 The Virginia Survey, 1919, pp. I29·IJO. 
12 Public Education in North Carolina, p. 76. 

cational Achievement, p. 223 . 
13 Rural School Survey of New York Edu
u O'Brien and Smart. Schooling in One· 

Teacher Schools"; Journal of Rural Education 
November, 19.21. ' 

].l'j 1\Iorrison, J. C. "Comparati,·e Study of In
struction in Consolidated and One-Room Rural 
Schools in New York State·" Journal of Rural 
Education, April, 1922. ' 

'° Foote. J. '-'tf. ".A Comparative Study of 
Instruction in Consolidated and One-Teacher 
Schools"; Journal of Rural Education April 
192J. . J I 

3. The difficulties of transportation 
which involve control, cost, roads 
and distance. 

There are those who feel that the com
mon criticisms of the one-teacher school 
are unfair. 1fr. Boraas states that ''Al
most anyone concerned with the promo
tion of education could stand up and 
recite fluently and by heart the conven
tional Jeremiah about rural schools. It 
goes something like this: 

'·A li ttle group of little children in a 
little house. with little equipment, taught 
by a little woman with little training, 
little experience, little ambition. little 
supen·ision. for little pay, and with little 
profit. among a people who have little 
faith in rural life."" 
~Iany of the defects so often pointed 

out in connection with the one-teacher 
school are not necessarily inherent char
acteristics . The small school may pro
vide modern physical conveniences, it 
may be taught by a competent teacher, 
the term may be long and the attendance 
good. Children may even be transported 
to it. Its work can be supervised effi
ciently. In other words, good one-teach
er schools may be established and main
tained. 

i\Ir. Pittman " has shown what super
vision can do under existing conditions. 
Colling'• demonstrated what a project 
curriculum, carefully guided and super
vised. may accomplish. 1Ir. Powell"' 
states : "With highly qualified teachers. 
with expert supervisors and a live com
munity willing to spend its money, we 
need not fear greatly for the rural school 
boys and girls, even under present or
ganization, despite the obvious desirabil
ity of school consolidation." 
. The important question regarding the 
Improvement of the one-teacher school is 
whether the better educational advan
tag~s offered there will be as expensive 
as 1 f offered through consolidation. How
eYer. the issue is that of better rural 
education. not of consolidation or non
consolidation. Where the former is 
feasible and acceptable to the people, it 
should be established; where it is not 
practicable, the one-teacher school should 
be developed to its maximum efficiency. 

G. A. S. 
17 Boraas, J. Unique Aspects of Rural School 

Methods. American Educ. Digest, p. 324. 
• 

1~ Pittman,. l\1arvin. The Value of Super· 
vtston. Balttmore, Warwich and York. 

1° Collins, Ellsworth. An Experiment with a 
Project Curriculum. 

"'Powell. R. W. "The Case of the One
Teacher School"; Journal of Rural Education 
October, 1924. ' 


