HOUSE....: No. 49.

Commontucalt!) of i-HasJsacljtiotttß.

House or Representatives, March 3d, 1840.

Ordered, That the Committee on Education consider the
expediency of abolishing the Board of Education, and the Normal Schools, and report by bill or otherwise.

L. L. CUSHING, Clerk.

eommonUJcalU) of

House

X’Haosacfiusrlts.

of Representatives,

March 7th, 1840.

The Committee on Education having been directed by an order
of the House of the 3d inst., to consider the expediency of
abolishing the Board of Education and the Normal Schools,
and to report by bill or otherwise, have attended to that duty,
and respectfully submit the following

REPORT:
In entering upon the duties entrusted to them, your Committee were fully aware of the difficulties with which it is encora-
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passed. Their inquiry extends to the principles, operation and
probable effects of an institution, organized by a former Legislature, to promote the great interest of common schools. A period of nearly three years has elapsed, since the act of the Legislature which established the Board of Education; two successive legislatures have acquiesced in its existence, and the
three annual reports of the Board and their Secretary, have
borne strong testimony to its beneficial influence. Under these
circumstances, for your Committee to give an opposite testimony, might seem to savor of temerity—not to say, of presumption. But your Committee, in the faithful performance of their
duty, do not shrink from encountering this charge ; —they cannot allow themselves to be deterred from expressing the deliberate conclusions of their judgment, by the fear of this or any
other imputation. Their apprehensions spring from a different
source. An attempt may be made to identify the interests of
common schools with the existence of the Board of Education,
and any objections to that Board, may, perhaps, be regarded by
some, as a covert assault upon our long established system of
public instruction. But since our system of public schools did
not owe its origin to the Board of Education, but was in existence for two centuries before that Board was established, a proposal to dispense with its further services cannot be reasonably considered as indicating any feelings of hostility or of indifference, towards our system of common schools. It is, indeed, the attachment of your Committee to that system, which
has induced them to investigate, with care and attention, the
tendencies of the Board of Education. And it is the conclusion to which they have arrived, that the operations of that
Board are incompatible with those principles upon which our
common schools have been founded and maintained, that leads
them to make this report.
The first question to be considered, is, what is the power of
the Board of Education ? Upon this point very great differences of opinion appear to prevail. By the terms of the act, the
board seems to have only a power of recommending, but it is
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the opinion of many that this power of recommendation, exercised by such a board, must of necessity be soon converted
into a power of regulation ; and even if it were not, the vantage ground which such a board occupies, must obviously give
it, for all practical purposes, an equivalent power. One manifest means by which this power of recommending measures,
may become, and, in several instances, has already become
equivalent to a power of regulation, is to be found in the circumstance that the Legislature will naturally lend a ready ear
to the suggestions of the board, and will be apt, without much
examination, to clothe with a legal sanction such rules and regulations, as the board may recommend. It Avould thus appear,
that the board has a tendency, and a strong tendency, to engross to itself the entire regulation of our common schools, and
practically to convert the Legislature into a mere instrument
for carrying its plans into execution. If, however, this result
should be disclaimed, and the Legislature is left as independent
as before, and with the same feeling of responsibility for all enactments on the subject of schools, the Board seems to be useless, for the Legislature will not lack suggestions from a variety of other quarters, equally well adapted to furnish them. If,
then, the board has any actual power, it is a dangerous power,
trenching directly upon the rights and duties of the Legislature ; if it has no power, why continue its existence, at an annual expense to the Commonwealth ?
As a mere organ for the collection and diffusion of information on the subject of education, the board seems to your Committee to be, in several respects, very much inferior to those
voluntary associations of teachers, which preceded the existence of the board, and which, perhaps, suggested the idea of
it. In these voluntary associations a vast number of persons
are interested ; a spirit of emulation exists, and each member
is anxious to distinguish himself by his contributions to the
common cause. Indeed the Board of Education has found itself obliged to have recourse to these very associations, as a
principal means for carrying out its plans. But it is obvious
to your Committee, that conventions of teachers called by au-
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thority, and subjected to a foreign control, will not feel themselves free to act, they will not feel a due responsibility, and
will not share the zeal and emulation to be expected in associations purely voluntary. As your Committee have already
stated, these associations of teachers were in existence before
the Board was established, and, from the best information your
Committee have been able to obtain, instead of increasing they
have, in some places, declined in interest and utility, since they
were taken under the patronage of the Board.
Considering the degree of interest which pervades this community on the subject of education, and the large number of
intelligent persons whose lives are devoted to that profession,
your Committee do not apprehend that any discoveries, which
may be made in the art or science of teaching, will remain uildisseminated, through want of zeal to spread information or of
disposition to acquire it. Your Committee can well imagine
that in a different state of society,—such as is to be found in
the newly settled States,—where common schools are a nov-

elty and teachers are generally ill qualified for their office, some
artificial means, such as a Board of Education, might be useful,
in stimulating a spirit of inquiry and in disseminating knowledge. But among us, with so many accomplished teachers, a
public Board, established for the benefit of the profession of
teaching, seems as little needed as a public Board for the benefit
of Divinity, Medicine, or the Law. Undoubtedly, in all these
professions, great improvements might be made, but it is better
to leave them to private industry and free competition, than for
the Legislature to put them under the superintendence of an
official Board.
The true way to judge of the practical operations of the
Board of Education, is not merely to consult the statutes by
which the. Board is established, but also to examine its own
reports. They will furnish an unquestionable means of discovering whst are the objects, which the Board actually proposes for itself. A very cursory examination of these documents, will suffice to show that, so far from continuing our
system of public instruction, upon the plan upon which it was
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founded, and according

to which it has been so long and so
carried
successfully
on, the aim of the Board appears to be, to
remodel it altogether after the example of the French and Prussian systems.
These systems have a Central Board, which supplies the ignorance and incapacity of the administrators of local affairs,
and which models the schools of France and Prussia, all upon
one plan, as uniform and exact as the discipline of an army.
On the other hand, our system of public instruction has proceeded upon the idea, that the local administrators of affairs,
that is to say, the school committees of the several towns and
districts, are qualified to superintend the schools, and might
best be trusted with that superintendence. This different method of operating is not confined to public schools, but extends
to every other department of life. In France or Prussia, the
smallest bridge cannot be built, or any village road repaired, until
a Central Board has been consulted, —a plan, which, in its practical operations, and notwithstanding the science of the Central
Board, and the skill of the engineers whom it has at command,
is found not at all comparable with our system of local authority.

De Tocqueville, whose work upon America has been so much
admired, dwells at great length and with great emphasis, upon
the advantages which New England derives from its excellent
system of local authority; while he points out the want of
local public spirit in the countries of Europe, and the deficiency
of interest in local affairs, as the greatest, obstacle in the way
of public improvements. This system of local authority, is as
beneficial to the schools, as to any thing else. It interests a
vast number of people in their welfare, whose zeal and activity,
if they find themselves likely to be overshadowed by the controlling power of a Central Board, will be apt to grow faint.
Improvements, which a teacher or school committee have themselves hit upon, will be likely to be pushed with much more
spirit, than those which are suggested, or, as it were, commanded, by a foreign and distant power.
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After all that has been said about the French and Prussian
systems, they appear to your Committee to be much more admirable as a means of political influence, and of strengthening
the hands of the government, than as a mere means for the diffusion of knowledge. For the latter purpose, the system of
public common schools, under the control of persons most interested in their flourishing condition, who pay taxes to support
them, appears to your Committee much superior. The establishment of the Board of Education, seems to be the commencement of a system of centralization and of monopoly of
power in a few hands, contrary, in every respect, to the true
spirit of our democratieal institutions, and which, unless speedily checked, may lead to unlocked for and dangerous results.
As to the practical operation of this centralizing system, your
Committee would observe, that some of the rules and regulations already devised by the Board of Education, and, doubtless, considered by it as of a very useful tendency, have
proved, when carried into execution in the schools, very embarrassing, and have engrossed much of the time and attention
of the teachers, which might better have been bestowed upon
the instruction of their pupils, than in making out minute and
complicated registers of statistics. The Board passes new regulations respecting the returns to be made out by the school
committees, and sends forth its blanks; the school committees are abruptly notified of them, without being informed
The rules
of the reasons upon which they are founded.
and regulations become so numerous and complicated, as
to be difficult of apprehension as well as of execution. Indeed,
a periodical commentary seems necessary, from the secretary of
the board, in order to enable school committees to discharge
their duties. Your committee are strongly of opinion, that
nothing but a prevailing impression, well or ill founded, that a
compliance with the rules and regulations of the Board, is necessary to secure to towns their annual share of the school fund,
has enabled those rules and regulations to be at all regarded.
The multiplicity and complexity of laws, with respect to any
subject, are matter of just complaint; and this is especially the
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case with respect to common schools, the teachers of which
have a great variety of arduous duties, which must, of necessity,
be performed, and which ought not to be aggravated by any
requirements, not essential to the welfare of the schools. A
Central Board, the members of which are not practical teachers,
will be easily led to imagine, that minute statistical facts and
other like information, maybe obtained at a much less expense

of valuable time, than is actually needed for procuring them.
Your Committee have already stated, that the French and
Prussian system of public schools, appears to have been devised, more for the purpose of modifying the sentiments and opinions of the rising generation, according to a certain government
standard, than as a mere means of diffusing elementary knowledge. Undoubtedly, common schools may be used as a potent
means of engrafting into the minds of children, political, religious and moral opinions ; —-but, in a country like this, where
such diversity of sentiments exists, especially upon theological
subjects, and where morality is considered a part of religion,
and is, to some extent, modified by sectarian views, the difficulty and danger of attempting to introduce these subjects into
our schools, according to one fixed and settled plan, to be devised by a Central Board, must be obvious. The right to mould
the political, moral and religious opinions of his children, is a
right exclusively and jealously reserved by our laws to every
parent; and for the government to attempt, directly or indirectly, as to these matters, to stand in the parent’s place, is an
undertaking of very questionable policy. Such an attempt
cannot fail to excite a feeling of jealousy, with respect to onr
public schools, the results of which could not but be disastrous.
A prominent measure, already brought forward by the Board
of Education, as a means of moulding the sentiments of the
rising generation, is the project of furnishing, under the sanction of the Board, a school library for each district in the Commonwealth. It is professed, indeed, that the matter selected
for this library, will be free both from sectarian and political
objections. Unquestionably, the board will endeavor to render
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it so. Since, however, religion and politics, in this free country, are so intimately connected with every other subject, the
accomplishment of that object is utterly impossible, nor would
it be desirable, if possible. That must, indeed, be an uninteresting course of reading, which would leave untouched either
of these subjects; and he must be a heartless writer, who can

religious or political subjects, without affording any indication of his political or religious opinions. Books, which confine themselves to the mere statement of undisputed propositions, whether in politics, religion, or morals, must be meagre
indeed ; nor is it possible to abstract, from treatises on these
subjects, all that would give offence, without abstracting, at
the same time, the whole substance of the matter. Mere abstract propositions are of very little interest—it is their practical application to particular cases, in which all readers, and especially young readers, are principally interested. It is not sufficient, and it ought not to be, that a book contains nothing
which we believe to be false. If it omit to state what we believe to be true ; if it founds itself upon vague generalities,
which will equally serve the purpose of all reasoners alike, this
very omission to state what we believe to be the truth, becomes, in our eyes, a fault of the most serious character. A
book, upon politics, morals, or religion, containing no party or
sectarian views, will be apt to contain no distinct views of any
kind, and will be likely to leave the mind in a state of doubt
and skepticism, much more to be deplored than any party or
sectarian bias.
If a taste for reading exist in our common schools, considering the cheapness and multiplicity of books, and the vast number of pens devoted to the supply of intellectual wants, it cannot be doubted that, according to the ordinary rules of demand
and supply, books adapted for the purpose of a school library
will be furnished, as fast as they are needed ; and out of the
books, thus produced, every school committee would be at
liberty to make a selection, adapted to the wants and wishes
of their district. The question whether the public money
treat
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should be appropriated to aid the school districts in providing
themselves with books, is a question as to which your Committee do not feel themselves called upon to express any opinion. That question, however, is very different from the question whether the Commonwealth shall aid, by an appropriation
of the public money, and by lending its countenance and patronage to give an artificial circulation, to a particular set of
books. Your Committee have no doubts as to the inexpediency of such a proceeding.
Another project, imitated from France and Prussia, and set
on foot under the superintendence of the Board of Education,
is the establishment of Normal schools. Your Committee approach this subject with some delicacy, inasmuch as one half
the expense of the two Normal schools already established, has
been sustained by private munificence. If, however, no benefit in proportion to the money spent, is derived from these
schools, it is our duty, as legislators, in justice not only to the
Commonwealth but to the private donor, to discontinue the
project. Comparing the two Normal Schools already established
with the Academies and High Schools of the Commonwealth,
they do not appear to your Committee to present any peculiar
or distinguishing advantages.
Academies and High Schools, cost the Commonwealth nothing, and they are fully adequate, in the opinion of your Committee, to furnish a competent supply of teachers. In years
past, they have not only supplied our own schools with competent teachers, but have annually furnished hundreds to the
west and the south. There is a high degree of competition
existing between these Academies, which is the best guaranty
for excellence. It is insisted by the Board, however, that the
art of teaching is a peculiar art, which is particularly and exclusively taught at Normal Schools; but it appears to your
Committee, that every person, who has himself undergone a
process of instruction, must acquire, by that very process, the
art of instructing others. This certainly will be the case with
every person of intelligence;—if intelligence be wanting, no
2
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system of instruction can supply its place. An intelligent mechanic, who has learned his trade, is competent, by that very
fact, to instruct others in it, and needs no Normal School to

teach him the art of teaching his apprentices.
Considering that our District Schools are kept, on an average,
for only three or four months in the year, it is obviously impossible, and, perhaps, it is not desirable, that the business of
keeping these schools should become a distinct and separate
profession, which the establishment of Normal Schools seems
to anticipate.
Even if these schools did furnish any peculiar and distinguishing advantages, we have no adequate security that the
teachers, thus taught at the public expense, will remain in the
Commonwealth; and it seems hardly just that Massachusetts,
in the present state of her finances, should be called upon to
educate, at her own cost, teachers for the rest of the Union.
If it be true, that the teachers of any of our District Schools,
are insufficiently qualified for the task, the difficulty originates,
as it appears to your Committee, not in any deficiency of the
means of obtaining ample qualifications, but in insufficiency of
compensation. Those districts which are inclined to pay competent wages, can at all times be supplied with competent
teachers ; and the want of means or inclination to pay an adequate salary, is not a want which Normal Schools have any

tendency to supply.
From the number of scholars who have hitherto attended the
Normal Schools, established by the Board of Education, it does
not appear, that any want of such institutions, is seriously felt.
The number of pupils falls far short of the average number in
our Academies and High Schools.
It maybe suggested, that to abolish these Normal Schools,
when they have been in operation for so short a time, is not to
give the experiment a fair trial. But the objections ot your
Committee, as will appear from the considerations above submitted, are of a general and fundamental nature, and they do
consider it advisable to persevere in an experiment, of the

not

inutility of which they are perfectly satisfied.

In fact, these
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schools

do not appear to your Committee, to have any stronger
claims on the public treasury, for an appropriation of two thousand dollars a year, than many of our Academies and High
Schools.
Should the Normal Schools he discontinued by the Legisla*
ture, it is but just and reasonable, in the opinion of your Committee, that the sums advanced by the individual, who has
generously contributed to the support of those schools, should
be refunded ; which might be done, by an appropriation of probably five or six hundred dollars, in addition to the money not
yet expended, in the hands of the treasurer of the fund.
The Secretary of the Board of Education, stated, in his argument before your Committee on the subject of Normal
Schools, that engagements with the teachers of those schools
and other parties interested, had been entered into for a term
of three years; and he argued, that it would be improper for
the Legislature to disturb these contracts. With respect to
these contracts, your Committee are decidedly of opinion, that
they ought never to have been made, except with the express
understanding of a liability to be rescinded or modified, at the
pleasure of the Legislature. If, however, they have been otherwise made, and if any individuals shall appear to have any reasonable claim to be remunerated for any disappointment, occasioned by discontinuing the schools, the Legislature have the
power to make such remuneration; and your Committee believe, that the sooner such a settlement is made, the better,
inasmuch as an increase in the number of the schools, as contemplated by the board, would increase the difficulty and cost
of such a settlement.
In conclusion, the idea of the State controlling Education,
whether by establishing a Central Board, by,allowing that
Board to sanction a particular Library, or by organizing Normal
Schools, seems to your Committee a great departure from the
uniform spirit of our institutions, —a dangerous precedent and
an interference with a matter more properly belonging to those
hands, to which our ancestors wisely entrusted it. It is greatly
to be feared, that any attempt to form all our schools and all
—
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our teachers, upon one model, would destroy all competition,—
all emulation, and even the spirit of improvement itself. When
a large number of teachers and school committees, are all aiming at improvement, as is doubtless the case to a great extent
in this Commonwealth, improvements seem much more likely
to be found out and carried into practice, than when the chief
right of experimenting is vested in a Central Board.

With these views, your Committee have come to the conclusion, that the interests of our common schools would rest upon
a safer and more solid foundation, if the Board of Education
and the Normal Schools were abolished. Your Committee
would, therefore, recommend the passage of the following bill.
For the Committee

ALLEN W. DODGE.
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In the year One Thousand Eight Hundred and Forty.

AN ACT
To abolish the Board of Education.

Be it enacted

by the Senate and House of Representatives ,
in General Court assembled and by the authority of the same,
,

as follows

:

1
Sec. 1. The Board of Education and the office of
2 Secretary to the Board of Education, are hereby

3 abolished

;
and the act passed April 20, 1837, entitled
-4
an Act relating to Common Schools,” is
5 hereby repealed.
Sec. 2. The act passed March 31, 1838, enti1
an Act to defray the expenses of the Board
tied
an
-2
3 of Educaiion,” and also the act passed April 21,
an Act to prescribe the duties and
4 1838, entitled
5 fix the compensation of the Board of Education,”
6 are hereby repealed.
1
Sec. 3. So much of the first section of the act passan Act concerning
-2 ed April 13, 1838, entitled
3 Schools,” as requires that copies of the annual re“

“

“

“

14

BOARD OF EDUCATION.

[March, 1840.

4 ports made by school committees to the towns, shall

5 be sent to the Secretary of the Commonwealth, and
also the fifth, sixth, and seventh sections of the said

6
7
1
2
3
4
-5
6
1
2
-3
4
5
6
-7
8
1
2
-3
4

5
-6
7
8
9
10

11
12

act are hereby repealed.
Sec. 4. The resolves passed April 19, 1838,
entitled Resolves relative to qualifying teachers
for common schools,” and the act passed March 26,
1839, entitled an Act to incorporate the Trustees of the Plymouth County Normal School,” are
“

“

hereby repealed.

Sec. 5. So much of the 3d section of the act
passed March 18, 1839, entitled an Act concerning Schools,” as authorizes the Board of Education
to prescribe the time when the school committees of
the several towns shall make their annual returns
to the Secretary of the Commonwealth, is hereby repealed, and said returns shall be made on or before
“

the fifteenth day of November annually.

Sec. 6. So much money as shall remain in the
hands of the treasurer of the Normal School fund, after defraying the expenses that may be incurred up
to the close of the current terms of the said schools
respectively, shall be paid over to the Honorable Edmund Dwight and for so much additional money
as may be necessary to make up the sum heretofore
contributed by the said Dwight to the said fund,
His Excellency, the Governor, is hereby authorized
to draw his warrant in favor of the said Dwight, to
be paid out of any monies in the treasury of the
Commonwealth not otherwise appropriated.
;

