
HOUSE....No.No. *254.

House of Representatives, March 29, 1859.

The Joint Standing Committee on Education, to whom were
referred the Order of the House, of March 15th, together with
the Senate Order of February 23d, relative to the School
District System, and the Petition of Joseph H. Sears and
other inhabitants of Brewster, praying for a more just distri-
bution of moneys raised for the support of public schools,
and also the Remonstrance of Jonathan Foster and others,
of Brewster, against said Petition, have considered the same
and respectfully submit the following

Horace Mann, in the Tenth Annual Report to the Board of
Education, used these words: “I consider the law of 1789,
authorizing towns to divide themselves into districts, the most
unfortunate law, on the subject of common schools, ever enacted
in the State.”

Barnas Sears, in the Sixteenth Annual Report, which was
mainly devoted to this subject, presented it in a variety of
lights, and with conclusive force, as a great, unmixed, and most
lamentable evil in our system. We would recall to the con-
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sideration of the legislature the facts and arguments he
brought forward, in the following passages extracted from that
report.

“ Great changes have taken place in the condition and cir-
cumstances of the people of this Commonwealth since the
passage of the law authorizing the establishment of school dis-
tricts. The very same arrangements which were convenient
then, are extremely inconvenient now. If such a system had
not come down to us as an established usage, no one conversant
with the subject of education would, for a moment, think of
recommending it at this day. The argument for abolishing the
districts does not rest on the position that the founders of our
present system committed a mistake, but upon a radical and
almost universal change, since their day, in the condition of the
people. In 1789, when the law for establishing districts was
passed, the pursuits of the people which, in the inland towns,
were mostly agricultural, favored a comparatively equable distri-
bution of the population, which was then generally sparse. As
there was no liability to great or rapid changes in this respect,
it was deemed expedient to divide the area of the towns having
this wide-spread, but small population, into districts, with power
to appoint committees residing in them. The whole business
of common school education was then so simple as to require
but little supervision ; and the schools were so few in number,
and so remote from each other, that they could be most easily
managed by local committees. From the preamble of that law
we learn that such were the reasons for its enactment. In all
these respects an entire change has taken place. The popula-
tion of the towns has increased in a manner unprecedented in
the history of the Commonwealth. Districts have been multi-
plied, and brought into near vicinity with each other. Manu-
factures have brought hives of human beings together, within
very narrow limits, while numerous railroads are dotting the
tracts of country through which they pass with countless
villages. If, as is highly probable, these circumstances shall
sooner or later have the effect to render the districts obsolete,
it would be the part of prudent forecast, not only to foresee the
result, but to prevent the erection of the new school-houses
required by an increase of population, in localities where, under
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an improved system, none will be needed. It becomes the
districted towns early to take this subject into consideration,
before the districts shall strike their roots more deeply into
the ground by means of costly buildings, adapted to use
only so long as the present arrangement of the schools shall
continue.

“ The district system is much more expensive in proportion
to what it accomplishes than the opposite system. By means of
it, hundreds of schools are kept in operation, which would
otherwise be abandoned, as they ought to be. According to
the returns of 1849, there are 25 schools in Massachusetts
whose highest average attendance amounts to 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. Of the twenty-five schools belong-
ing to the first class not one ought to exist. Such a school will
be of so low an order as not to deserve the name. It would be
better to postpone the education of younger children, and send
the larger to a good school at a distance. Indeed, provision
might be made to convey them all to another school at much
less expense than to maintain one expressly on their account.
If such an arrangement were to be made for only half the terra,
the result would be better than that of a whole term spent in
those small schools as now conducted. When these have been
visited by the agents of the Board, the impression made upon
them was, that the money of the district and the time of the
teachers and of the pupils were little better than wasted. The
same remarks will apply, with some abatement, to the 205
schools in which ten is the highest average attendance. This
class includes the preceding. Of the 546 schools, the largest
of which has an average attendance of only fifteen, and the
majority much less, certainly one-half would be united with
other schools, if the districts were out of the way. Here, then,
in the unnecessary maintenance of this number of schools at the
public expense, we find a strong argument for abolishing the
districts, and for making it the duty of some one responsible
body of men in each town to take charge of the schools, and
prevent sucli waste. What shall we say of the 1,009 schools,
(including the 546 above mentioned,) whose average attendance
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never rises above twenty, and generally falls much short of that
number? Making all due allowance for a larger occasional
attendance, there is still, by far, too small a number for the best
and most economical system of instruction. Nothing but the
seclusion of a small cluster of families, and their remoteness
from other schools, can justify such a disproportionate expendi-
ture. Such cases do undoubtedly exist, but if we were to allow
825, one for each town in the Commonwealth, there would still
be 684 unaccounted for, which must be charged mostly to the
influence of the district system.

“ It is found by actual inspection, that in the great majority
of cases there is no sufficient reason for the continuance of these
small districts. In thirty towns, whose statistics I have partic-
ularly examined, and the whole number of whose districts is
three hundred and forty-five, there are one hundred and ninety-
three (that is, more than half the number of all the districts)
in which the whole attendance of the respective schools varies
from five to twenty-six, and of these one hundred and ninety-
three districts, there are ninety-five in which the whole attend-
ance fluctuates between five and fifteen inclusive. The subjoined
statement represents all these districts with the number belong-
ing to each of the thirty towns, and a comparative view of the
average attendance, and of the whole attendance.

Town No. 1 has 14 districts in all, in 4 of which the whole attendance
is 15, 15, 15, 13 ; average attendance, 14, 10, 13, 9.

Town No. 2 has 9 districts in all, in 5 of which the whole attendance
is 19, 16, 19, 11,16; average attendance, 17, 9, 14, 9, 15.

Town No. 8 has 11 districts in all, in 8 of which the whole attendance
is 17, 11,12,11,11,18,5,10 ; average attendance, 14, 7,11, 8, 8,15, 4, 8-

Town No. 4 has 8 districts in all, in 3 of which the whole attendance
is 14, 12,13 ; average attendance, 11, 10, 11.

Town No. 5 has 7 districts in all, in 3 of which the whole attendance
is 14, 12, 16; average attendance 13, 9, 14.

Town No. 6 has 9 districts in all, in 5 of which the whole attendance
is 15, 21, 12,19, 15; average attendance, 13, 15, 8, 14, 13.

Town No. 7 has 11 districts in all, in 6 of which the whole attendance
is 18, 20, 19, 20, 22, 16; average attendance, 11, 16,12, 10, 14, 11.

Town No. 8 has 14 districts in all, in 8 of which the whole attendance
is 19, 15, 16, 15, 21, 21, 8, 14; average attendance, 15, 12, 11, 10,15,
17, 7, 13.
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Town No. 9 lias 10 districts in all, in 6 of which the whole attendance
is 20, 20, 12, 13, 21, 23 ; average attendance, 11, 14, 10, 10, 18, 18.

Town No. 10 has 17 districts in all, in 11 of which the whole attend-
ance is 18, 5, 23, 8, 10, 12, 8, 24, 11, 5,6; average attendance, 16, 5,
20, 6,8, 10, 7, 17, 9,3, 5.

Town No. 11 has 4 districts in all, in 3 of which the whole attendance
is 26, 25, 13; average attendance, 18, 20, 9.

Town No. 12 has 11 districts in all, in 5 of which the whole attend-
ance is 24, 10, 22, 9, 22; average attendance, 21, 9, 15 7, 18.

Town No. 13 has 10 districts in all, in 4 of which the whole attend-
ance 17, 18, 17, 8; average attendance, 14, 15, 14, 6.

Town No. 14 has 15 districts in all, in 8 of which the whole attend-
ance is 19, 24, 19, 14, 18, 18, 13, 23 ; average attendance, 15, 16, 13,
11, 15, 15, 13, 15.

Town No. 15 has 13 districts in all, in 4 of which the whole attend-
ance is 18, 18, 19, 13; average attendance, 14, 14, 12, 12.

Town No. 16 has 8 districts in all, in 6 of which the whole attend-
ance is 12,11, 16, 22, 5,7; average attendance, 9,8, 12, 16, 4, 3.

Town No. 17 has 6 districts in all, in 4 of which the whole attendance
is 20, 19, 21, 17 ; average attendance,’ 18, 15, 15,13.

Town No. 18 has 19 districts in all, in 5 of which the whole attend-
ance is 11, 15, 14, 9, 13; average attendance, 10, 11, 12, 6, 6.

Town No. 19, has 24 districts in all, in 11 of which the whole attend-
ance is 7, 17, 9, 24, 26, 18, 17, 12, 18, 18, 11; average attendance, 6,
15, 5, 19, 18,10, 14, 10,13, 15, 9.

Town No. 20 has 14 districts in all, in 8 of which the whole attend-
ance is 19, 21, 12, 20, 18, 20, 12, 15; average attendance, 14, 16, 10,
17,16, 15, 10,13.

Town No. 21 has 17 districts in all, in 14 of which (in summer) the
whole attendance is 14, 16, 14, 12, 20, 6, 23, 22, 15, 19, 7, 19, 14, 8 ;

average attendance, 12, 15, 13, 10,18, 6, 13, 16, 13, 17, 6, 15, 13, 6.
Town No. 22 has 16 districts in all, in 9 of which the whole attend-

ance is 14, 12, 8, 10, 18, 12, 22, 17, II ; average attendance, 10, 9,7, 9,
15, 10, 17, 12, 10.

Town No. 23 has 10 districts in all, in 8 of which (in summer) the
whole attendance is 15, 12, 15, 11, 18, 18, 13, 22 ; average attendance,
12, 10, 10, 10, 15, 14, 11, 17.

Town No. 24 has 10 districts in all, in 5 of which the whole attend-
ance is 17, 19, 16, 11, 8; average attendance, 16, 11, 14, 8, 6.

Town No. 25 has 11 districts in all, in 6 of which the whole attend-
ance is 18, 9, 23, 17, 19, 23; average attendance, 13, 8, 16, 10, 10, 18.

Town No. 26 has 8 districts in all, in 6 of which the whole attend-
ance is 20, 21, 11, 8, 12, 22; average attendance, 16, 16, 8,7, 9, 11.
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Town No. 27 has 7 districts in all, in 7 of which (in summer) the
whole attendance is 26, 16, 17, 14, 11, 10, 15; average attendance, 23,
9, 14, 11, 9,8, 11.

Town No. 28 has 16 districts in all, in 10 of which (in summer) the
whole attendance is 18, 9, 16, 13, 14, 12, 21, 14, 20, 12; average attend-
ance, 13, 7, 10, 7, 11, 9, 15, 12, 13, 10.

Town No. 29 has 6 districts in all, in 5 of which the whole attend-
ance is 17, 18, 22, 19, 15 ; average attendance, 12, 12, 15, 15, 15.

Town No. 80 has 10 districts in all, in 7 of which the whole attend-
ance is 17, 21, G, 14,16, 11, 19 ; average attendance, 12, 14, 6,9, 9,8, 12.

“Another deleterious effect of this system lies in just the oppo-
site direction—in allowing other schools to become too large for
suitable instruction under one teacher. In the present case, it
will he more just to estimate the schools by the whole number
of pupils in attendance during any one term, than by the aver-
age attendance. The reason is obvious. The classes must be
formed with reference to the whole number, because all who
come must have a place in the school. If one-fourth of the
pupils should be absent on any one day, that circumstance
would not affect the number of classes, but the number of pupils
in the respective classes. Now it is well known that neither
the teacher nor the pupils present derive any advantage from
the absence of a part of the class. The whole class could, in
each case, be taught far better than a part of it, to say nothing
of the hindrance of the class occasioned by the return of the
absentees.

“ According to the returns already referi’ed 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

“In this enumeration each class includes the preceding; the
number of pupils mentioned refers to those who are in the
charge of one teacher; and in the number of schools are
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included all those which, during any one term in the year,
have that number of pupils. In the country, the smallest
schools are generally found in the summer, and the largest in
the winter. In the cities, the difference between the summer
schools and the winter is very slight. According to the opinion
of the best teachers, both in this country and in Europe, the
number of pupils which can be advantageously instructed in a
rural school, by one teacher, is about forty. When a school has
but twenty scholars, the expense of their instruction is twice as
much as it should be; and when it has but ten, it is four times
as much. On the other hand, when the number of pupils
under one teacher exceeds fifty, there is a corresponding sacri-
fice in respect to the object sought—the education of the
pupils ; and when it reaches to seventy or eighty, proper instruc-
tion is out of the question. I will not speak of the 746 schools
whose whole attendance is over sixty for each school, because,
in a portion of them, the excess over that number would not
be great. But that there is a great want of sound economy
in maintaining 384 schools, in all of which there are over sev-
enty, and in many much over that number, under one teacher,
is very plain. Still worse must be the condition of the 188
schools which have from 80 to 120 pupils. To place so many
pupils under one teacher for their education, is preposterous.
Now if we should take the two extremes, that of the small
schools, and that of the large, and make an estimate of the loss
sustained by the State in consequence of such mismanagement,
we should reach a result which would not be of the most
flattering character.

“ The division of a town into independent districts is a great
sacrifice of economy, for which no equivalent is received.
“ Another evil almost invariably resulting from the division

of the town into districts, is the unjust distinction which it
occasions in the character of the schools, and in the distribution
of the school money. Only where there is a responsible com-
mittee authorized to act in the name of the town, can there be
that equality in the schools which the law contemplates.

«The theory of popular education is founded upon the prin-
ciple that the public security requires the education of all the
citizens, and that it is both just and expedient to tax the prop-
erty of the people for the education of all the children of the
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people. As the tax is levied equally upon all the parts of the
town, and as the object contemplated, which alone justifies such
taxation, is the education of the whole mass of the population,
without distinction, nothing short of an equal provision for all
should satisfy the public conscience. All parts of the town
have an equal claim upon the benefits of a school system, the
administration of it not excepted. Any method, therefore, of
dispensing the means of education, which in its operation pre-
vents equality of privileges, should be regarded as an abuse,
unless it is inevitable, and be speedily corrected. The separate
and even opposite interests of districts, and the various devices
resorted to, in order to carry their measures, frequently leads
to an unequal and unjust distribution of the public money.
There is but one sure way of disposing of this matter equitably,
and that is not to distribute the money at all, but rather to
make it the duty of the school committee to provide, as nearly
as may be, equal advantages of education for all the children
of the town. The circumstances influencing the character of
the schools are so complex, that no method of dividing the
school money, however perfect, can reach the essential point—-
equal access to good schools.- A large amount of money, with-
out any guaranty that it will be judiciously expended, will not
make amends for the loss experienced by a family residing in
an unfortunate district, where a judicious management of
schools is not to be looked for. It is both the interest and the
duty of a town not to intrust such sacred interests to those who
are either indifferent to them, or unskilful in guarding them.
It often happens that peculiar circumstances require a variation
from the usual rate of expenditure, in which case only those
who understand all the particulars, and, moreover, have a
large discretionary power, can so adjust the whole system of
operations, as to meet these exigencies as they arise. When
special aid is needed at one point, expedients can be found for
obtaining relief from other points where there may be an over-
plus, or where slight retrenchments would scarcely be felt.
Without such a general superintendence of the expenditures
of the schools, there will be cases in which some one school will
be in great want, and perhaps be suspended, while others shall
have abundant supplies.
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“ There is, in general, great dissatisfaction with the manner

in which the school money is distributed among the districts of
a town ; and yet it would be difficult for human ingenuity to
devise a way which has not, in some instances been adopted.
The best of these methods are defective,because they are inflexi-
ble, and admit of no modifications to adapt them to circum-
stances ; while others are sometimes so summary and even
violent as to appear unjust. In too many instances the interest
of the stronger party controls the distribution. If there is a
majority of large districts in a town, they will often manage so
as to get the lion’s share. If the smaller districts are more
numerous, they may easily combine and vote large appropria-
tions to themselves. If a committee representing the different
districts be appointed by the town to make the distribution, it
is still the same thing in miniature, for the parties interested
are the judges, and the decision will depend more on the influ-
ence and diplomatic ability of the contracting parties than on
the principles of justice. This is not a representation of
imaginary evils, nor is the picture overdrawn.”

George S. Boutwell, in the Twentieth Annual Report, dis-
cusses this subject with great ability. The following extract
comprises the result of his arguments and reflections.

“I. Many districts have only a scanty population, a small
number of pupils, and a limited amount of property liable to
taxation. Under such circumstances it is not easy to induce a
majority of the people to vote the necessary authority, though
as citizens of the town they might readily grant the power, to
be exercised in their own behalf, and in behalf of others simi-
larly situated.

“ 11. In many districts, the number of pupils is too small to
constitute a good school. This evil was fully discussed by Dr.
Sears, in the Sixteenth Annual Report of the Secretary of the
Board of Education. The evil, however, continues, without
much alteration for the better; nor is there great hope of
improvement while the present system remains. A district,
however small it may be, is anxious to preserve its existence,
and especially unwilling to be united with, or merged in a
larger one. As the district provides its own house, the town is

2
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comparatively without interest in the matter, and therefore is
slow to exercise its power. Hence the district for generations
is allowed to continue a small school, comparatively valueless
under the most favorable circumstances, in charge, probably, of
a cheap, and necessarily incompetent teacher, in a house
entirely unfit for the custody, to say nothing of the education
of children. Now transfer the support of the school-houses to
the town, and at once a general interest takes the place of local
custom or prejudice, and small schools are abolished as far as
is consistent with the public convenience, and the erection of
one suitable house is likely to be followed by a successful,
because just, demand for equal accommodations for all.

“ HI. The irregularities which have taken place in the cor-
porate proceedings of many school districts, furnish occasion for
dissensions, divisions and law suits, whenever an attempt is
made to impose taxes against the judgment of a resisting
minority. This evil is inherent in the district system, but it
will cease to be prejudicial if the erection of the school-houses
should be transferred to the towns.

“ IY. Under the district system, the tax for school-houses is
not imposed with reference to property or to numbers. A small
and poor district may be called upon to contribute, according
to wealth or numbers, double or treble the assessment that
would be laid upon a wealthy and populous district, for the
same purpose. As education is a public matter, and as there is
less disparity between property and population, when the several
towns are compared with each other, than when the respective
school districts are compared with each other, the tax for the
support of schools is more equally borne when assessed upon
the towns than when assessed upon the districts. This is as
true of the tax for school-houses as for the payment of teachers.

“Y. Towns are likely to expend such sums of money as are
required for the erection of suitable school-houses, the cost
being subsidiary to the main object in view ; while districts will
be tempted to make appropriations according to the ideas they
have of their own wealth or poverty.

“ YI. When the houses are erected by the towns, a better
judgment will be secured in the plans, and more wisdom in the
execution. This is but the statement that the whole is greater
than a part; for a town may not only select its building com-
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mittee from any one district, which is the extent of the power
of that district, but it may select its committee from the whole
town, which the district cannot do. And a limited acquaint-
ance with the school-houses erected recently, shows that in
many cases a better knowledge of the experience of others
would have led to different and more desirable results.”

Mr. Boutwell stated in that report, that during the preceding
six years hut little progress had been made in the right direc-
tion, and expressed the opinion,—“ Assuming the district
system, in its present form, to be an educational evil, and taking
the experience of these last six years as evidence of what may
be accomplished hereafter, that we cannot expect its entire
abolition within the present century.”

In his report, at that time, he confined his recommendations
to the single point, of legislation that would “require towns
and cities, within a reasonable time, to assume the support of
the school-houses within their respective limits.”

As all the other powers of districts, as such, have been con-
ferred by subsequent legislation, upon the general school com-
mittees of towns and cities, his recommendations fully apply to
what we now propose, in the bill herewith submitted.

The authority of each Secretary of the Board of Education,
of all the leading friends of the cause of common schools, and
of the uniform and universal opinion of those who have turned
their thoughts to the subject, bears with unanswerable and
undisputed force in support of the measure we present.

The comparatively modern statute establishing the district
system is, as Mr. Mann stated, “ the most unfortunate law, on
the subject of common schools, ever enacted in this State
as Dr. Sears stated, it involves a great waste of money, and a
most deplorable deprivation of the privileges and blessings of
education to a large proportion of the people, particularly in
the sparsely settled towns of the Commonwealth; and as Gov.
Boutwell lias shown, it prevents the provision of suitable school-
houses and other accommodations, and its abandonment, by the
voluntary action of the districts themselves, is not to be expect-
ed. It is admitted on all sides, that it keeps down the stand-
ard of education, where it ought to be equal, and raised to the
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highest point of excellence, in the common public schools of
the whole Commonwealth.

In view ofall these reasons, the Committee gladly, promptly,
and unanimously present to this legislature the opportunity to
crown the great work it lias performed, in the promotion of
this, the chief interest and glory of the people of Massachusetts,
by the abolition of the district system.

The legislature of 1859 has sought, by various measures that
have already become laws, to increase the energies of our com-
mon schools, and has provided for the indefinite enlargement of
the amount they will forever annually receive from the treasury
of the State. It is proper and necessary to place them on a
basis worthy of the bounty of the Commonwealth, and that will
insure the most beneficent results of which they are capable, as
equally as possible, to its whole population.

The present legislature is especially charged with the revision
of the entire statute law of the Commonwealth. We are to
place that law, so far as we can, on a basis that will endure
through all coming time. The people expect and demand that
their representatives, in this legislature, shrink not from this
responsibility, and fail not to grapple with every evil, and estab-
lish by law every improvement and every reform which their
welfare and that of their children require.

The Committee on Education feel that they are discharging
a clear and imperative duty, in reporting the accompanying
Bill.

For the Committee,

CHARLES W. UPHAM.

WM. T. DAYIS,
WM. D. PECK,

Senate.

E. W. B. CANNING,
ELIJAH COBB,
JOSIAH RUTTER,
JAMES W. BROWN,

House.
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Nine.

AN ACT
To abolish the School District System.

Be it enacted hy the Senate and House of Representa-
tives, in General Court assembled , and hy 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. As soon as conveniently as may be, prior
2 to the first day of January, in the year eighteen hundred
3 and sixty, each town in which the district system now

4 exists, shall take possession of all the school-houses,
5 lands, apparatus, and other property now belonging
6 to the several school districts therein, and used for
7 school purposes. The property so taken shall be ap-
-8 praised under the direction of the town, and at the
9 next annual assessment thereafter, a tax shall be

In the Year One Thousand Eight Hundred and Fifty-

(ffommounjcoltl) of iiltassacljiisctts.
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10 levied upon the whole town equal to the amount of
11 said appraisal; and there shall be remitted to the tax
12 payers of each district the said appraised value of its
13 property thus taken. Or the difference in the value
14 of the property of the several districts may be adjusted
15 in any other manner that may he agreed upon by the
16 parties in interest.

1 Sect. 3. Upon the abolition of the district system
2 as herein provided, the corporate powers and liabili-
-3 ties of each district shall continue and remain, so far
4 as may be necessary for the enforcement of its rights
5 and duties, or for carrying out the intention of this
6 act, in the transfer of property or otherwise.

1 Sect. 4. Each town shall hereafter provide and
2 maintain, at the expense of said town, a sufficient
3 number of school-houses, properly furnished and con-
-4 veniently located for the accommodation of all the
5 children therein legally entitled to attend the public
6 schools.

1 Sect. 5. The school committee shall have and ex-
-2 ercise the control and supervision of all the public
3 schools and school-houses within their respective
4 towns, and shall make such regulations concerning
5 the same, not repugnant to the laws of this Common-
-6 wealth, as they may deem expedient.

1 Sect. 6. This act shall take effect from and after
2 the first day of July next.


