
HOUSE.... No. 218.

House op Representatives, March 25,1870.

Report Of The Joint Standing Committee on Education. :, to whom was
o 7

referred an Order relative to the expediency of amending the
laws of 1869, abolishing the School District System, and
also the petitions of sundry citizens and voters, representing
that they “ are seriously injured and aggrieved under the
existing law,” and asking for “ such legislation as will
exempt them from the operations of the law, and that by
vote of their towns they may be allowed to return to the old
District System,” having given full opportunity to the peti-
tioners to present, through their representatives, such facts
and considerations as seemed to them pertinent to the sub-
ject of their petition, and having carefully considered the
whole subject referred to them, respectfully

REPORT:

The law of 1869, abolishing the School District System, was,
after a full investigation by the Committee on Education,
unanimously recommended by them,* and, having been thor-
oughly discussed in both houses, was passed with great unan-
imity, there being but nine negative votes in the House, and
none in the Senate.

* The report of the committee will be found at page 115 of the report of the Secretary
of the Board of Education, now in the hands of the members of the legislature.

(Hommonujmltl) of ittassacljusctts.



[Mar.SCHOOL DISTRICT SYSTEM.2

As near as can be ascertained, not far from one hundred and
thirty towns, embracing about twenty-five per cent, of the pop-
ulation of the Commonwealth, were affected by the law,—the
cities and other towns either having never adopted the “ Dis-
trict System,” or having previously voluntarily abolished it.

The petitions referred to your Committee are from thirty-
two of the above towns, and from several counties, as follows:

From Franklin County, . . .
. . 16 towns.

Berkshire “ 7 “

Plymouth “
..... 4 “

Worcester “
..... 2 “

Hampden, Norfolk and Barnstable, 1 each, 8 “

32

The number of legal voters in these towns, as appears by the
census of 1865, is 11,313, or per cent of all the voters in
the State. The number of petitioners is 2,959, or 26 per cent,
of the voters in these towns, and a trifle more than one per
cent, of all the voters in the State, ranging from 4 per cent, in
one town to 69 per cent, in another. In three towns only, all
situated in Franklin County, is there a majority of petitioners,
while in ten the number does not exceed 20 per cent, of the
number of the voters. These comparative numbers are given,
as having an important bearing upon a question of public pol-
icy affecting equally the whole Commonwealth.

The grounds of complaint against the law of 1869, and the
reasons urged for granting the prayer of the petitioners, were
in substance, that the town system, which the law imposes,
is not adapted to the condition of the rural towns having a
large territory and a sparse population; because that, under
its operation, the expense of maintaining the schools will be
greater, and the taxation higher, than under the “ District
System,” inasmuch as the number of schools cannot be re-
duced,—all of which will be required to be kept an equal
length of time,—and all voluntary contributions in wood, and
board of the teacher, &c., will be withheld ; because the school
committee chosen by such towns will not be so competent to
understand the circumstances, and meet the wants of the
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people, in the selection of the teachers for the schools, as the
committee chosen by the district; because the transfer of this
duty from the district to the town committees, will lead to a
serious loss of interest in the schools on the part of the parents;
and finally, it is alleged that the passage of the law was an
unjust and arbitrary exercise of power on the part of the
legislature.

In regard to these statements, excepting the last, it is obvious
to remark generally, that the judgments expressed cannot have
been founded on any adequate experience of the petitioners
themselves, inasmuch as sufficient time has not elapsed since
the passage of the law to show definite results.

On a closer examination, the Committee confess that they do
not find themselves able to agree with the petitioners in the
views presented by them.

They are not convinced, that in most if not in all the rural
towns, the number of their schools cannot be very considerably
reduced. Such, they are informed, has been the result in every
case where the experiment has been fairly made in towns simi-
larly situated. And such, they doubt not, will be the result of
like efforts in the towns in question. Indeed, the school com-
mittee of the very town named to the Committee as a special
instance of the impracticability of any reduction whatever, say,
in a recent annual report: “ The town raises sufficient to af-
ford every child a good education, were it properly expended.
But so long as the people prefer a small and short school at
their door to a larger, longer and better one at a distance, the
standard of education must be low. The number of schools in
town might be greatly reduced

,
and yet schools be within prac-

ticable distance of all.”
Nor are the Committee prepared to accept the fact that resort

must be had to voluntary subscriptions to prolong the schools
in the smaller and less favored districts, as proof of excellence
of the system which demands it. It seems to them that the
children of every family in the town are justly, and by the pro-
visions of the statutes, entitled to equal school privileges, to be
furnished at the common expense ,

and that the shifting of this
burden from the shoulders of all to those of a few is an evidence
of weakness and defect, rather than of excellence.
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Bat the importance of this matter of voluntary contributions
in considering the general school system, is liable to be greatly
overestimated. If judged of by the amount of such contribu-
tions in the entire State, it will be small indeed. That amount,
as appears in the report of the Secretary of the Board of Edu-
cation for the year 1869-70, is only $28,693.

Again, the Committee are unable to agree with the petition-
ers in their estimate of the comparative fitness of the school
committees chosen by the town, and of the district committee,
to select the teachers and manage the schools of the town. In-
deed, the standing and unanswerable complaint against the
District System, or the awkward combination of the two systems,
has been the bungling and inefficient provision made for the
discharge of these important duties.

The supposition seems to be unreasonable that three intelli-
gent citizens, chosen by the town, should be less able to com-
prehend and make a suitable provision for the wants of the peo-
ple in respect to their schools, than the same number of select-
men should be to perform satisfactorily the varied duties of
their office, with those of the assessors and overseers of the poor
in addition, as is not unfrequently the case.

But the town is not restricted to a committee of three. It
may be of any number divisible by three,—one, or more than
one, for every school,— which it is the pleasure of the town to
choose. Surely there is no lack of power in this direction.

The fear expressed that all interest in the schools on the part
of the parents will cease, is not confirmed by past experience.
On the contrary, the universal testimony has been that when-
ever a change of system has been effected, and the work of re-
organization begun, there has been a renewed and unwonted
interest. It is first exhibited in the town meetings, where the
choice of committees, the school appropriations, the location
and erection of new school-houses, or the repair of old ones,
have become the subjects of deliberation, and thence it has
spread throughout the town. And thus the highest interest of
the people—the education of their children—has asserted its
great position amongst the subjects of town action.

Lastly, the claim, on behalf of the petitioners, that the law of
1869 is an unjust and arbitrary interference with the rights of
the towns, demands a passing notice. It seems to the Commit-
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tee to originate in a total misconception of the relations of the
towns to the State. These are not the relations of mutual in-
dependency. The State is alone sovereign. The towns exist
by the will of the State. Their duties and functions are de-
fined, and their rights and privileges as towns are granted by
law. The duty of supporting schools is imposed on the towns
by law,—the method of doing this by the agency of school dis-
tricts is also granted by law,—and for sufficient reasons the
grant may be withdrawn without the imputation of injustice.

These reasons have been accumulating with the experience
of many years, and have forced themselves upon the attention
of the intelligent citizens of the Commonwealth in many ways.

The two systems have been in operation, side by side, for
nearly half a century. The defects and excellences of each
have been noted, and recorded, and made the subjects of mul-
tiplied and exhaustive discussions. They have been the burden
of the reports of the committees of the towns ; they have fur-
nished the themes for discussion in the conventions and associa-
tions of teachers, and the friends of popular education. The
reports of the Board of Education, and the several secretaries,
for thirty-three years, furnish abundant evidence of their con-
victions upon these topics, as the result of wide and extended
observation and experience. The committee would especially
refer to the Sixteenth Report by Dr. Sears, and the Twenty-
Second by Mr. Boutwell, as embodying very full and thorough
discussions on these points, upon which it is not their purpose
to enter. With a wonderful unanimity, nearly all of these dis-
cussions have tended in one direction, and to one conclusion, to
wit,—that the District System, whatever may have been its adap-
tation to the condition and wants of a past age, has long ceased
to be useful, and become an obstruction in the pathway of true
progress.

The legislation of the Commonwealth has for many years
looked in the same direction,—till finally, after a vast majority
of the people had adopted the ancient and normal system of
municipal action, the law of 1869, in interpretation of, and
obedience to, a decisive public opinion, interposed, and abolished
what remained of the District System, and restored the public
school system of the Commonwealth to its original simplicity
and uniformity. With the comparatively few exceptions of the
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petitioners, the law has been accepted as a finality. The rights
ofproperty have been settled, or are rapidly being settled. The
business ofre-organization, w here it is required, has been heart-
ily begun, and the prospects of the future have, on the whole,
never been so cheering as now. This condition of things the
Committee do not deem it wise, or expedient, to disturb, nor to
open the controversies which the law has closed. The school
system of the State, whatever its character, should be a uniform
one. There should be one law, and equal rights, for city, and
village, and town.

The Committee, therefore, are of the opinion that it is not ex-
pedient to legislate on the subject presented in the Order re-
ferred to them, and recommend that the petitioners have leave
to withdraw.

B. F. CLARK,
GEORGE H. MONROE,

Of the Senate.

BENJ. P. MILLS,
J. H. MOORE,
WESLEY K. BELL,

Of the House.






