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Re-using Rural Schools

Over the last century and a half,
lowa's one-room rural schools often
functioned as more than a daytime
center of learning for children. In the
19th century, singing societies and
evening penmanship classes used the
buildings. In the 20th century, schools
continued to double as township and
community centers, where rural resi-
dents gathered to cast ballots, discuss
Issues, eat potluck dinners, applaud
school programs, and In other ways
exXercise a sense of community.
Although thousands of one-room
schools have disappeared from the
landscape (or now masquerade as
farm storage buildings, housing, and
the occasional commercial enter-
rise), significant numbers have been
ovingly brought back to useful lives.
In recent years lowan William L
Sherman, with the help of hundreds
of others In every county, compiled
an extensive record of remaining one-
room schools In lowa. The product,
lona's Country Schools: marks of
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Left: Visiting students play circle
games and spin on the merry-go-
round at Malcom #6, now a school
museum at the Poweshiek County
fairgrounds. Malcom #6 functioned as
a rural school from 1879 to 1965.

Right (top): Teacher Curt Nielsen
gives a sense of country school
teaching in the Little Red School in
Cedar Falls. Week-long sessions are
held there each summer, and it is open
to visitors May through October and

for other events.

Right (middle): Cedar #7 in Mitchell
County was renovated in 1997 by
alumni, their children, and township
residents, and is used for special

events.

Right (bottom ): Garfield #4, in Ida
County, is now a meeting place for the

local 4-H club.

Leaming, sets rural schools In histori-
cal context, considers their educa-
tional virtues and various architec-
tural styles, shows the remarkable
adaptability of these modest struc-
tures, and recognizes the energy and
labor that lowans have poured Into
them. Sherman believes that lowa
may hold the record for the most one-
room schools still standing—by his
count, more than 2,900.

Meanwhile, the State Historical
Soclety of lowa Is funding a major
study of town and city schools, 1846-
1966, with Inventories, Intensive sur-
veys, National Register of Historic
Places nominations, and three field
?uides. The guides will help the pub-
Ic understand, appreciate, and nomi-
nate town, city, and country schools
to the National Register.

~ These four photos are just a sam-
Ellng of the ideas and energy lowans
ave applied to that beloved and be-
leaguered structure—the country
school. —@nalie Snaim




