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HOUSE.

PETITION OF A CONVENTION OF DELEGATES

FROM EACH OF THE

TOWNS IN PLYMOUTH CO. AND A PART OF NORFOLK,

ON

THE SUBJECT

OF ELEMENTARY EDUCATION.

The following Petition, submitted to the Convention
by the Rev. Charles Brooks, of Hingham, was adopted
by an unanimous vote.

PETITION.

To the Honorable Senate, and House of Representatives,
of the State of Massachusetts, now assembled at Boston.
The Convention assembled at Halifax, in Plymouth
county, this 24th day of January, 1837, composed of delegates equally chosen from eighteen towns in said county,
and the towns of Cohasset, Weymouth and Braintree, in
Norfolk, beg leave to address you, as petitioners, praying
for your patronage of elementary education throughout
the State.
We cheerfully and gratefully acknowledge, that our
town schools have shed inestimable blessings on successive generations ; and we appreciate that wise and Christian foresight, in our pilgrim fathers, which moved them,
thus early, to provide for the instruction of their children.
We would follow their noble example ; and, like them,
looking forward to the new and unknown trials of the future, would furnish the rising generation with those qualities of heart and of head, which will enable them to turn
to the best account whatever changes time may bring to
our republic or the world.
From the most authentic documents, and from personal
inspection, we have come to this conclusion, viz.: that the
town schools of Massachusetts are not so good and useful
as they ought to be, and as they can be. We believe they
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both in the topicks of study and the
modes of teaching, and consequently are behind the imperious wants of our growing community.
Tliis conclusion summons us, at once, to high and patriotic duties. It calls upon us to ask, —if there be any
system of public instruction, known in the world, which
educates the young mind more readily and fully than
are behind the age,

ours

?

To this all-important query, we emphatically answer
with the living
yes; and we answer
proofs thereof before the world. From documents, public
and private, which no man can doubt, and from the personal observation of some of us, we believe that the system of public instruction, pursued in the kingdom of
Prussia, will develop far more rapidly and completely
than our own all the physical, intellectual and moral
powers of youth. In proof of this statement, we refer to
those foreigners who have lived in that country, and who
have given their public testimony on this point. But we
particularly refer to the Report on the state of public
instruction in Prussia, addressed to the minister of public
instruction at Paris, by Victor Cousin, a peer of France,
professor of philosophy, &c.,” a man who has devoted
years to this subject, who has visited all Europe on errands of education, and who was sent to Prussia by his
government, on purpose to inspect every institution connected with learning and youth. Returning to Paris, he
I left Prussia with a mind full of respect for a
says
country in which the education of the people had reached
such a pitch of prosperity.” And furthermore he says:
There does not exist a single human being throughout
Prussia, who does not receive an education sufficient for
“

“

;

“
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all the moral and intellectual wants of the laboring classes.”
Now, we have just learned, that in the United States
there are more than a million of children who cannot read
or write. The king of Prussia and our republic seem
now to be placed side by side, in their patronage of elementary education. Shall we see the monarchy bear off
the palm from the republic ?
It would be gratifying to us, dared we so intrude upon
your patience, to give an expose of the whole school establishment of that kingdom, with all the regal statutes
and by-laws, as well as the topicks of study in these
schools, and the modes of pursuing them. All these we
omit: but will you allow us, in passing, to say, that besides the studies pursued by our children in our town
schools, the children there, of the same age, are successfully instructed in singing, drawing, the arts of agriculture and gardening the sciences which pertain to mechanics and manufactures,—natural history, cosmology, composition, forensic discussion, foreign languages, the nature
of civil government their duties as voters, trustees, administrators, jurors and public officers; also, the common
duties of life, and especially the nature of man, physical
and moral, his specific duties to himself, to his fellow men,
and to his God. —Their principle seems to be this, that
every thing which it is desirable to have in the national
character, should be carefully inculcated in elementary
education.
We think the object of education is, to develop all
the powers, faculties, and affections of human nature in
their natural order, proper time and due proportion so
that each one may occupy the exact place in the grown-up
character which God at first ordained in the infant con,

;

;
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take to be the natural continuation of the process of creation, taking up that process just
where the Deity left it. He who has but half the powers
which God has bestowed on him, developed and in action,
is jnst half as useful and half as happy as he might have
been. The Prussian system, better than any with which
we are acquainted, aims at unfolding the ivhole nature of
man, as the Creator designed thus bringing out all the
talent of the country, and thereby giving to every child
the chance of making the most of himself. Long and
successful experience has established the principle among
them, that the most safe and complete culture of the intellect must be accompanied by the culture of the moral
powers. The Prussian system, therefore, is emphatically
a Christian system.
Love God; love man do to others
as you would that others should do to you —these are
the basis of all their instruction. Nothing is so strongly
insisted on by Cousin, as the making of Christianity the
foundation of all human culture and national civilization.
He says on this point,
Religion is an indistructible
power and genuine Christianity, a means of civilization to
the people. Popular education ought, therefore, to be
religious that is to say, Christian for I repeat it, there
is no such thing as religion in general :—in Europe, and
in our day, religion means Christianity. Let our popular schools then, be Christian let them be so entirely
and earnestly.” Again he says,
I know something of
and
never
Europe,
have I seen good schools where the
spirit of Christian love was wanting.”
The character of Massachusetts is yet unstained. To
preserve it pure and powerful, we believe that moral education must be introduced into our elementary schools.
To future generations we think it must be the grand prestitution. Education

we

;

“

;

“

;

;

;

“
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serving principle of national prosperity and political union.
Think what New England has to do. It must be her
true-hearted Christian faith, her well-balanced character,
that shall enable her to sustain her premises. Her talents and virtues have lifted her high above many others ;
and we are desirous that her example of advancing knowledge and increasing excellence should still keep her name
there, a beacon-lire to the nation, a hope to humanity.
To secure these glorious results, we think, that we
may imitate the Prussians, not only in more varied and
extensive studies, but also in their Governmental Organization. We accordingly recommend the following, which
is about half as complicated as theirs viz.
I. There should be a school committee in every town,
who should have full power to superintend and regulate
all the schools within their town; and who should also
be legally empowered to secure the constant and punctual
attendance of all those children, who, but for them, would
grow up in ignorance. It should be the duty of every
such board to report annually to the secretary of public
instruction at Boston.
2. There should be a Board of Education” in every
county, composed of the chairmen of the several school
committees” in the towns of said county. They should
be allowed to visit any schools in the county whenever
they desired ; thus connecting all the schools of a county
together by a common ambition; and, moreover, enabling
any town to profit immediately by whatever improvements had been suggested by any other town. This
board of education should superintend and regulate the
teachers’ seminary, established within their county and
be required to gather all the information they could, that
might advance useful knowledge and sound morals in ele;

“

“

;
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mentary instruction. They should annually report to the
secretary of public instruction.
3. There should be a “secretary of public instruction,” whose duty it should be to superintend and regulate all the general interests of the school-system ; to see
that proper books were prepared ; to correspond with
other States and foreign countries, to exercise a paternal
care, and to recommend the new studies and modes which

he may deem important. He should report annually to
the Legislature, and to them should be severely responsible.
If he needed particular advice and aid, at any time,
he should be allowed to call upon the chairmen of the
several Boards of Education” through the State, and
they ex officio” should constitute his council.
Thus arranged there would be secured to all our schools
that constant superintendence of local powers, and the
guidance of a superior hand, vivifying and harmonizing
the whole. The details should be left to the local powers, on the true republican principle, while the general
impulse is given by the advice and suggestions of the
chief officer.
Such an organization, we think, would pour the breath
“

“

of life into

our

school-system.

It

must

have this

extent

to secure the results attained in other countries. If any
object in the State needs minute and wise attention, it is

the instruction of all our children.
But, civil fathers, your petitioners are willing to resign
these and all the other external arrangements above noticed,
if you will hear our prayer for one provision, which we
now deem of paramount importance,—we mean, the establishment of a seminary for the preparation of teachers.’’ Over and over again have the Prussians proved,
“
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that elementary education cannot be fully attained without purposely-prepared teachers. They deem these seminaries of priceless value and declare them, in all their
reports and laws, to be the fountains of all their success.
Out of this fact, in their history, has arisen the maxim,
“As is the master so is the school.” We are certain
that philosophy and experience alike verify this maxim in
Massachusetts. We have no wish to say aught against
They are as good as
our school-masters or mistresses.
to
be
as good as the comcircumstances encourage them
munity have demanded but, we are conlident that teachers thoroughly prepared, as they are in Prussia, would
put a new face oa elementary education, and produce
through our State an era of light and of love. We hold
the following proposition to be true, viz., the extent of a
child’s comprehension is the true measure of culture required. Is so much culture imparted? We fear that not
more than one half of what they can profitably receive
and understand is actually taught to our children and this
defective system will continue until we have teachers who
comprehend what a complete education means, and who
know how to impart it, in its fulness and purity, to the
hungry and inquisitive mind of childhood.
Did we presume to trespass further on your patience,
we think we could demonstrate, that our present system
(besides being behind the advanced state of the world) is
far more expensive than the improved one we ask at your
hands; —and we should demonstrate it on this principle,
viz.: that an ingenious and faithful workman is cheapest,
though we give him higher wages. An uneducated and
inefficient master will keep his school down to his own
level; for, no streams flow higher than their fountain.
We deem it, therefore, the first of all favors, which you
;

;

;

;
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can grant to your constituents, to secure to every county
a
seminary for the preparation of teachers.” By such
an act you will make this a most memorable year in our
calendar; you will secure the warm and unanimous
thanks of each generation, as it rises to act and suffer the
allotments of humanity ; you will bring into active good
service all the talent of the State; you will meet the
wants of the times, and enable our children to sustain the
exalted character of Massachusetts, although there be
so much imputed ignorance and vice to dim her glory.
We feel bound to sustain our recommendation of
teachers’ seminaries,” by quoting a few words from
Cousin.
There are forty-two such seminaries in the
kingdom of Prussia ; and, speaking of their rapid establishment in France, Cousin says, That in some of the
departments (i. e. counties in France) they have showed
prodigality rather than parsimony in establishing seminaries for teachers.” And he then adds, France almost
universally agrees to the iudispensible value of these seminaries.”—The Prussian statute on this subject is this:
To provide schools with suitable masters, the care of
their training should not be left to chance. The expenses
shall be defrayed by government. The school-master, to
be worthy of his vocation, must be religious, discreet,
deeply impressed with the dignity and sacredness of his
calling. He should be thoroughly acquainted with all
his duties, and should possess the art of communicating
knowledge, and the power of government.” Cousin,
after having given this subject the most profound attention for years, with the purpose of introducing some new
and better modes of popular instruction into France,
comes to this conclusion, viz.: The best plans of instruction cannot be executed, except by the instrumental“

“

“

“

“

“
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ity of good teachers; and the state has done nothing for
popular education, if it does not watch that those who
devote themselves to teaching be well prepared.” On
this opinion we rely believing it to be the sober conviction of the best judge now living on the earth. Again
he says: “It must be laid down as a principle, that
every ‘department’ (or county) in France must have such
a seminary“ and it rests with you, sir, (addressing the
secretary of public instruction) to have, in a few months,
eighty-four such seminaries —and with you, gentlemen
of the Senate and House of Representatives of Massachusetts, with you it now rests, whether every county in the
State shall or shall not have such a blessing within it to
;

all future time.

The measure is recommended to you by the well-tested
experience of an intelligent nation by the ready adoption of it in neighboring realms by the wide and benignant effects which it has every where produced; by a
large number of your own constituents, yet, most of all,
by its own inherent reasonableness and its perfect practi;

;

cability.

There have been nine or ten large public meetings,
embracing towns and counties, and in every one of them
the wish for teachers’ seminaries has been foremost.
Light has come to us, and we can no longer be content
with darkness. The spirit of inquiry and improvement is
abroad, and we think Massachusetts ought to be the first
in making an exemplary use of it.
There is at this time a very peculiar concurrence of
circumstances. There are modes of elementary instruction, well proved to be superior to our own, just made
known extensively in the United States; and at the same
moment a surplus revenue, unappropriated, which enables
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adopt and perpetuate these improvements in every village and city of our State. If
this opportunity passes, we shall look for another in vain.
We do, therefore, most urgently beg your honorable bodies, that you will specially appropriate so much of the
surplus revenue as may be sufficient to found and support
seminaries, which shall supply competent teachers for all
our common schools. If said revenue be given to the
towns, we ask that you will make it a condition of such
grant, that the towns in each county shall establish and
support, within their county, a seminary for the preparation of teachers —or, at least, that the bill now before
your honorable bodies be so amended, as to grant to the
respective towns of the Commonwealth the power of appropriating such portion of their share of the said fund, as
they may deem proper, to the advancement of education,
in such mode as shall seem to them best fitted to secure
that object; or, if said bill shall have become a law before
the reception of this petition, we respectfully ask that an
act be passed granting to the towns the requisite power.
And now, Gentlemen of the Senate and House of Representatives, standing as we do on the Rock of Plymouth, we appeal to you as members of the social state,
as citizens of a free republic, as descendants of the pious
pilgrims, as lovers of sound learning, and as the chosen
guardians of the public morals; in short as parents, as
patriots and as Christians, we appeal to jmu, earnestly
entreating that you will not let this most favorable opportunity pass without securing to all future generations the
inestimable benefits of competent instructers.
But if our prayer thus far shall not be granted, we ask
for the means of commencing this glorious work in the
Old Colony, and therefore pray, that a Teacher’s Semi-

you, by

a

single word,

:

to
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nary, upon the principles set forth in this petition, or
upon such as the Legislature may deem proper, may be
immediately established in the county of Plymouth.
So deeply impressed are we that purposely-prepared
teachers are indispensible to the full and requisite instruction of our youth, that we cannot but think that the great
majority of your constituents would feel as we do, after
having attained all the information which is but alluded
to in this petition; if, therefore, your honorable bodies
may not think it best to grant any of the above requests,
we pray that you would defer making an appropriation of
the surplus revenue until a more deliberate expression of
the public opinion can be obtained.

THOMAS P. BEAL, President.
JOHN A. SHAW,
THO’S P. RIDER,
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