
HOUSE.... No. 101.

House op Representatives, March S, 1869.

The Committee on Education, to whom was referred the Order
of Gershom B. Weston, for abolishing the school district sys-
tem of the Commonwealth, respectfully submit the following

The comparative advantages of the municipal and the district
systems is a question which has been long agitated in this Com-
monwealth, and which demands special consideration at the
present time. Previous to the year 1789 but one system was
known under either colonial or provincial legislation.

By Acts of 1642, 1647,1654 and 1683 of Massachusetts Bay
Colony, and by Acts of 1663, 1670 and 1677 of the Plymouth
Colony, together with Acts of the provincial period, the several
towns were required to take such measures as should secure to
all children contained therein the means ofacquiring a respect-
able education.

In chapter 19 of the Acts of 1789 occurs the following:—

‘‘And whereas, by means of the dispersed situation of the
inhabitants of several towns and districts in this Commonwealth,
the children and youth cannot be collected in any one place for
their instruction, and it has thence become expedient that the
towns and districts, in the circumstances aforesaid, should be
divided into separate districts for the purposes aforesaid,—
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“Be it enacted; Sect. 2. That the several towns and dis-
tricts in this Commonwealth be and they are hereby authorized
and empowered, in town meetings to be called for that purpose,
to determine and define the limits of school districts within
their towns and districts respectively.”

The design of this enactment is shown in the preamble, and
was simply to enable “ the children and youth ” who “ cannot
be collected in any one place for their instruction ” more con-
veniently to attend school.

The Act gave to these districts no powers and imposed on
them no duties. The entire management of the schools was,
as before, directly under the control of the towns. By Act of
1800, however, “ the selectmen were authorized to issue war-
rants for district meetings ; the voters were authorized to choose
a clerk, raise money for the erection and repair of school-houses
and the purchase of the necessary ‘ utensils; ’ and the assessors
of the respective towns were required to assess such sums of
money as might be voted by the several districts.”

In 1817 “ school districts were made corporations in name,
and authorized to sue and be sued, and empowered to hold, in
fee simple or otherwise, real or personal estate for the use of
the schools.” In 1827,for the first time, “ districts were author-
ized to elect prudential committee, to whom were confided the
care of the houses and the important trust of selecting and
contracting with teachers.”

Other laws concerning the relations between towns and dis-
tricts were enacted from time to time, till the district system
attained its present form, which is most concisely shown in the
39th chapter of the General Statutes.

The first question to be considered, is whether it is for the
interest of the schools that the territory of the town should be
thus divided by fixed lines, and the school-houses placed under
the jurisdiction of the several districts.

When these divisions were first made and the school-houses
located, it was done to meet a want which was then felt, and
the arrangement was such as best to accommodate the children
as the people were then situated. But the state of things is
greatly changed in this Commonwealth since these district lines
were drawn, and in no respect, perhaps, is there greater change
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than in the location of its inhabitants. The population has
increased many fold, the manufacturing interest has been
developed, which demands, not like agriculture, a population
scattered evenly over the country, but a concentration at those
very points which agriculture left most thinly inhabited.
School-houses, which, at the time of their erection, accommo-
dated the greatest number, novr accommodate the least, and

.yet their position, together with that of the district boundaries,
remains the same ; for although section 1, chapter 39 of the
General Statutes provides that towns may be “ districted anew
not oftener than once in ten years,” yet individual interest and
mutual jealousy practically prevent any reconstruction without
an abandonment of the whole system.

The consequence of this is that many of the schools are very
small, while a few are exceedingly large, it being impossible to
equalize them under the district system.

Rev. Barnas Sears, in his Report as Secretary of the Board
of Education in 1852, gives the following statistics on this
point:—

“ According to the returns of 1849, there are 25 schools in
Massachusetts whose highest average attendance is only five
pupils, 205 whose highest average attendance is only ten, 546
in which it is only fifteen, 1,009 where it is only twenty, and
1,456 where it is only twenty-five.”

Again: According to the returns already referred to, there
were in the State in 1849,—

27 schools in which the whole attendance was over . 120
47 “ “ “ “

. 110
67 “ “ “ “

. 100
113 “ “ “ “

. 90
188 “ “ “ “

. 80
334 “ “ “ “

. 70
746 “ “ “ “

. 60

Such was the inequality twenty years ago, and the present
Secretary of the Board affirms that it has been growing worse
ever since, and was never before so great as at the present
time.
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The support of so many small schools necessarily involves a
wasteful expenditure of money, and although the people in
most instances tax themselves nobly for the education of their
children, the terms of school are short,—seldom more than
six months in a year, and frequently less. Consequent upon
this, there results the employment of teachers inexperienced
and inefficient, who are willing to “ keep school ” cheap. These
teachers seldom remain more than one term in the school, and
this constant change precludes all possibility of any systematic
method of instruction. There being but one school in a dis-
trict, there is no opportunity for grading, and pupils ofall ages
and attainments, from the Alphabet to Algebra, are found in
the same school, and demanding the assistance of a single
teacher. The number of recitations in such a school is neces-
sarily very great—frequently more than thirty in a day—so
that even with the best of teachers there is no time for instruc-
tion, the whole being consumed in “ hearing lessons.”

But the inequality in the size of schools, as shown by these
statistics, is an injury to them in another way.

The money for the “ support of schools ” is raised by equal
tax on the polls and property of the whole town and appor-
tioned to the several districts, on any plan which the voters in
town meeting shall determine.

Various plans have been adopted, but while the schools are
so unequal in size, any plan of distributing the “ school money ”

must work unfairly in practice.
This is illustrated in the last annual report of the school

committee of Wrentham, as follows:

“ At present, the number of children between 5 and 15 years
of age ranges from 6t073 in the several districts. The $5,000
granted for educational purposes is to be distributed among our
twenty schools, which are made up of 630 children of the above
ages. An equal distribution would give each child of
$5,000 = $7.93 -f- per scholar; and the district of 6 scholars
would have $17.58, and the district of 73 scholars would have
$578.89. If we divide by the twenty schools, each school
would receive $250. This last apportionment gives each child
in the small district $41.66 +, while the child in the large one
gets only $3.42 +. From these facts it will bo seen to be impos-
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sible to give each child an equal amount of instruction with
the same amount of money to be used in the district where the
child happens to be, with our present mode of expending the
money.”

Again, to say nothing of the entire absence of all apparatus,
maps, charts and books of reference, the houses themselves
in which the schools are taught, are many of them in a most
miserable and dilapidated condition, a disgrace to the State.
And yet while they can be possibly used for school purposes,
the residents in the district refuse to tax themselves to erect
new ones, and the town is unwilling to compel them to do so,
especially now that is so uncertain how long the district system
may continue. The condition of many of these houses is
shown by the following facts:—

Of the towns which have not abolished the district system,
there are thirty in which the estimated value of all the school-
houses, 2-32 in number, is 151,700, being an average of 1222.41
for each house. In but six of these towns is the average value
$3OO, while in nine it is less than $2OO, and in four less than
$lOO, the entire value of the school-houses in one town (four
in number,) being only $125.

Another unfortunate feature of the district system is the
election of prudential committees.

By section 16 of chapter 88 of the General Statutes, “ Every
town shall, at the annual meeting, choose by written ballot, a
board of school committee, which shall have the general charge
and superintendence of all the public schools in town.” The
duties are defined in subsequent sections, and are well known.
The provision for the election of prudential committees has
been already alluded to. Now the plan of intrusting the care
of the schools to one committee, and that of the houses in
which those schools are kept to another, the teacher being em-
ployed by one committee, and examined, accepted or rejected
and paid by another, would seem to be ingeniously contrived to
secure clashing, misunderstanding and discord; and so it
proves, even to such an extent that a large proportion of the
questions which come up to the Board of Education for
decision arise from this cause.
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Men are elected as prudential committee because it is their
“ turn,”—frequently much against the interests of the district,
and sometimes with special reference to private ends. It is so
late, in many instances, before this committee is chosen that all
the most desirable teachers are already secured, and the super-
intending committee are compelled to accept either an incom-
petent teacher or a quarrel with the prudential committee, and
perhaps the whole district.

The question will naturally arise, Why has not a system
fraught with so many evils been long since abolished by mutual
consent ?

The reasons are mainly two. First, aversion to change ; and,
secondly, the idea that these districts are “ miniature democra-
cies,” in which the people possess certain vested rights of which
usurpation alone can deprive them.

The answer to the first~the aversion to change—is found in
that march of progress which in everything else discards the
old when the new is better.

In answer to the second it may be said that the power to
give implies the power to take away, and that the highest end
of government is the adoption of such measures as shall result
in the greatest good to all.

In regard to the “ miniature democracies,” it has been well
said of the town, “ This is indeed a true democracy. It is the
unit of our political system. Ail below it is fragmentary and
incomplete.”

Concerning the “ vested rights,” what are the facts ? A
district is a portion of the territory of a town, together with
the inhabitants residing thereon, determined by vote of the
town, and existing at the option of the same.

It has power
, unless the town otherwise determine, to provide

a house and proper accommodations for the school; and if in
such case it fail to do so, the town may do it, and tax the
members of the district to defray the expense.

It has power to choose a committee, if the town permit, and
that committee may purchase fuel for the school, and select a
teacher, whom the town committee may either accept or reject,
and the teacher when placed in the school-room is entirely
under the control of the town.
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TSie rights of the districts are all conferred by the town, and
held at its will and pleasure, even while the districts remain,
and the districts themselves may at any time be abolished by
the same power.

Even the right to hold property is defined in vol. 97 Mass.
Reports, page 426, as follows

“ The property is held by the district, not for its own cor-
porate use, nor the use of its inhabitants, as property, but as a
means for performance of an important function of public ser-
vice. The responsibility of this public service is upon the
town.”

There appears, then, to be no sufficient reason for the longer
continuance of this system in the State. It opposes the improve-
ment of our schools, while it increases the expense of their
support. Legislation has for several years' looked to its aboli-
tion, providing therefor in section 4 of chapter 39 of the General
Statutes.

Provision was made in 1866 for the benefit of such feeble
districts as have been alluded to, by the distribution of seventy-
five dollars equally among all the towns, whether large or small,
but “ provided, that after the distribution of said moiety of in-
come in the year eighteen hundred and sixty-nine, no city or
town in which the district system exists, shall receive the sev-
enty-five dollars herein specifically appropriated.”

The towns are fully shown, by statute, in what manner to
proceed when they shall, as they <! may at any time abolish the
school districts therein,” and indeed to such an extent has this
been already done, that less than one-third of the population of
the State still retain the district system.

The officers and members of the Board of Education have
long labored most earnestly to secure the adoption of the mu-
nicipal system, and in more than forty of the school reports of
the last year the committees speak at length on this subject,
and, without exception, either congratulate their fellow-citizens
on having abolished the district system, or urge them so to do.

The Committee report the accompanying Bill.

Per order.
HENRY CHASE,

For the Committee .
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In the Year One Thousand Eight Hundred and Sixty-
Nine.

AN ACT
To abolish the School District System.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives, in General Court assembled, and by the authority of
the same, as follows :

1 Sect. 1. The school district system in this Com-
-2 monwealth is hereby abolished.

1 Sect. 2. Each town in which the district system
2 now exists shall forthwith take possession of all the
3 school-houses, land, apparatus, and other property,
4 owned and used by the several school districts there-
-5 in, which said districts might lawfully convey, in the
G manner provided by section third, chapter thirty-
-7 nine, of the General Statutes.

1 Sect, 3. The corporate powers and liabilities of
2 any school district abolished by this act, shall con-
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2 tinue and remain for the purposes expressed in sec-
-4 tion six, chapter thirty-nine, of the General Statutes.

1 Sect. 4. All acts and parts of acts inconsistent
2 with this act, are hereby repealed.

1 Sect. 5. This act shall take effect upon its
2 passage.

3




