First published in 1946, MY COUNTRY SCHOOL DIARY by Julia Weber Gordon, remains
a classic in educational literature, and has profound relevance today, when the American
system of education is confronted on all sides by scathing criticism. The author is a woman,
who having few of today's teaching aids to work with, used her ingenuity and
resourcefulness to create a richer and more varied learning experience, one that would
awaken interest and enthusiasm in children and that would give them a "sense that school
was a part of the real world, not just a place where you did meaningless things today, so
that later you might go out and do some other meaningless things somewhere else."
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"This book… has great meaning for us today. We are spending much time and money on
programs of education designed to help children who are poor, in one or another racial
minority, victims of prejudice, emotionally disturbed, and by these and other conditions,
blocked off by growing and learning. We mean well. But we are not likely to do much good,
and may do more harm than good, unless we learn some important lessons. Many of these
are to be found in Miss Weber's experience and her book." A rich source of inspiration and
imagination for teachers, and indeed everyone concerned with education.
-From John Holt's introduction.
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My Country School Diary
Julia Weber Gordon
INTRODUCTION
By John Holt
This book, though written in the late 1930’s and published in 1946, has great meaning for
us today. We are spending much time and money on programs of education designed to
help children who are poor, in one or another racial minority, victims of prejudice,
emotionally disturbed, and by these and other conditions blocked off from growing and
learning. We mean well. But we are not likely to do much good, and may do more harm
than good, unless we learn some important lessons. Many of these are to be found in Miss
Weber's experience and in her book.
The Office of Education is now operating a project called Follow Through, whose aim is
to give continuing help in school to the children who have already been in Head Start.
The plan seems scientific and even sensible. A number of different groups of educators
will try out their own programs, using widely varying methods of teaching, based on
diverse theories of learning and personality development. After a while the Office will
"test" the "results" of these programs. One, perhaps more, will be declared the "official
winner." Then directives will go out to hundreds of schools and many thousands of
teachers telling them to put this program into effect and how to do it. If all goes well, our
problems should soon be solved.
But all may not go well, and we may find ourselves once again, as so often before, with a
costly and elaborate disappointment and failure. Why so? And what can be done to
prevent this? By way of answer let me quote some excerpts from a draft of a memo
written by my friend and colleague Bill Hull to some of his colleagues in Follow
Through.
If one looks carefully at what has happened in the past it should be clear that other small
differences in the way programs are handled can make very great differences in results.
... One may set out to test a special bit of curriculum or a different approach to classroom
organization. If he is perceptive, honest, and fortunate enough to have contrasting results,
he may realize that the quality of the program depends on factors, which have not been
specified. The attitude of the principal, the anxieties of the parents, the personal problems
or strengths of one or two key people, various un-verbalized assumptions about the nature
of children's learning, can singly or collectively result in great variation in what is
achieved....
New programs, new materials, and even basic changes in organizational structure will not
necessarily bring about healthy growth. A dynamic and vital atmosphere can develop
when teachers who are ready to move be given the freedom and support to innovate. One

must depend ultimately upon the initiative and resourcefulness of such teachers and this
cannot be promoted by prescribing continuously and in detail what is to be done.
Despite the variety in our [Elementary Science Study] materials, many of which are very
sophisticated in their simplicity, there is not going to be good science in schools until
more basic changes, which involve encouraging children to be self-directing and
resourceful, instead of passive and dutiful, can come about...
School change - if it is to be of lasting significance – must spring from the actions of
teachers in classrooms, teachers who are able to help children live creatively because
they are sufficiently whole human beings to live creatively themselves.
The most efficient way of bringing about large-scale change, we feel, is to support the
teachers who are most ready to move rather than to attack those who have their heels dug
in. Changes brought about in this way have a way of spreading without the difficulty of
trying to enforce things, which cannot be enforced anyway...
We do not believe that there should be a form of education, which is essentially different
for poor children. The kind of education, which a “wise and good parent” would desire
for his own child, should be available to all...
In short, the proper, the best, and indeed the only source of lasting and significant
educational change must be the teacher in the classroom. My Country School Diary is for
me eloquent proof of this. It tells what one teacher was able to do when given a chance
and a little help. Certainly her situation looked hard and unpromising. Her school was a
small, one-room country school in a poor and declining rural community, serving a group
of children most of who were poor and many of whom were in other ways handicapped.
She had very little money and only chose materials she or her students or friendly
outsiders could make, or what she could get various educational services to give or lend
her.
Miss Weber does not complain about the "quality" of the children she was reaching, as so
many educators do, not because she is playing the part of a modest heroine, but because
she did not and does not think of them that way - as "material." of whatever grade. To
understand better how hard her task was; we should look at the figures indicating the ages
of the children in each of the eight grades in the class she had to work with.
Grade 8:
Grade 7:
Grade 6:
Grade 5:
Grade 4:
Grade 3:
Grade 2:
Beginners:

13-5(13 years, 5 months) and 15-8
13-7, 15-2, and 11-3
10-8, 11-3, 10-10, and 14-8
9-3, 9-7, 12-4, and 10-10
8-0, and 12-2
8-3, 10-1, 8-9, 13-5, 11-2, 12-1, and 13-2
8-8, 7-1, and 7-8
8-6, 8-4, and 5-4

This is heterogeneous grouping with a vengeance. It is worth noting that 13-5 third grader
was not just behind in school, but severely retarded and disturbed, so much so that when
his parents later moved they put him in an institution. Yet while he was in Miss Weber's
class she did what she could for him, noting mildly once or twice that his boisterous and
bizarre behavior seemed to disturb and even upset the other children. In the second year
of her teaching, there were two nine-year-olds along with two six year-olds in the first
grade. It hardly needs to be said that there are few schools or teachers that would allow,
even in one grade, the range of age and ability that she had to cope with-and she had all
eight grades. Yet, everybody counted, everybody grew, everybody learned.
Her experience tells us something else. We do not need enormous centralized schools in
order to have quality education. This is the reverse of what we have been told and sold.
All over the country we have destroyed small schools in which it might at least have been
possible for teachers to do some of the things Miss Weber did. In their place we have
built giant school-factories, which we run, for the most part, like armies and prisons
because they seem too big to be run like anything else. The idea behind this was that in
small schools we could not have, could not afford to have, the kinds of equipment,
materials, and specialized teachers that we thought we had to have to get enough variety
and depth in the children's learning. Miss Weber shows us that even in the late '30s this
need not have been so. In less than a month she and her pupils were already able to make
their tiny school in its impoverished rural community a more beautiful and richer learning
environment, more full of interesting things to look at and work with and think about,
than most current schoolrooms ever are.
We could do very much better today. Many people and organizations have shown us how
to find or make or improvise all kinds of equipment for very little money. The Physical
Sciences Study Committee has shown us how to make delicate measuring instruments
from cheap and easily available materials. Project Follow Through at the Educational
Development Center in Newton, Massachusetts, has put together a twenty-page list of
materials for use in classrooms; seven of these pages list materials that can he found for
little money or no money at all. I have seen Learning Laboratories in schools in the
poorest parts of a major city full of a variety of stuff that kids and teachers had found in
junk piles and garbage cans. Even in the case of more expensive equipment, for less than
it costs us to build our big central schools, for less than it costs us just to bus children to
those schools, we could set up centers of supplies and equipment from which outlying
schools could borrow what they needed. Or, just as in thinly settled parts of the country
Bookmobiles go out from central libraries to towns too small to afford a library, so might
specially equipped trucks - Labmobiles of various kinds - go to small rural schools. But,
as I said before, even without the kind of help we could very easily give today, Miss
Weber was able to create a learning environment of great variety and richness.
When she and her students needed a book or some piece of equipment, they found out
who might have it and then tried to borrow it. They used other schools, the state
university, the state agricultural experiment station, and the industrial Arts Cooperative
Service in New York. They got some skilled carpenters to help the older boys build a
playhouse for the younger children, rather like the Wendy Houses of the British Infant

Schools, and a vitally needed piece of equipment for any class of young children. It is not
in the book, but I remember Miss Weber telling me once that in one year her class of
about thirty children borrowed seven hundred books from the country library. More than
twenty books per pupil! Very few of our fancily equipped central schools get that kind of
use out of their libraries; indeed, in many schools the library is so hedged about with
rules and restrictions that students can hardly use it at all.
In education we cry too much about money. Sure, we could use more; but some of the
best classrooms and schools I have seen or heard of, Miss Weber's among them, spend far
less per pupil than the average in our schools today. We often don't spend well what
money we have. We waste large sums on show-off buildings; on unproductive
administrative staffs; on diagnostic and remedial specialists who do very little to help the
children they have labeled as needing help; on expensive equipment that is either not
needed, or underused, or badly misused; on tons of identical and dull textbooks, basal
readers, and workbooks; and now on gee-whiz devices like computers with cathode
screens on which children can write their "right" or "wrong" answers-what one man has
aptly called the "five-thousand-dollar flash card." If we spent our money better, we might
have less trouble with our school bond and tax campaigns. For much less than what we
do spend, we could, like Miss Weber, make our classrooms into far better learning
environments than most of them are today.
The book contains another important lesson. Children need to grow in and into a
community of older people that they can at least in part see, think about, and understand.
They learn and grow best when their school is part of such a community, when their
community comes into the school, when their learning touches at many points the lives,
work, needs, and problems of people outside the school building. Where did Miss Weber
learn this? Was she one of the few, the very few, who really understood what Dewey was
writing and talking about? Or did she figure this out for herself, as she figured out many
other important things? Anyway, she was able to get her children out into their
community and to think about its history and life and work. And she was able to get the
older people into the school, and to make them feel that it was a part of their life, not just
a box where they left their children for a few hours every day.
From the book we can sense how much this did for the children, for their learning, for
their sense that school was a part of the real world, not just a place where you did
meaningless things today so that later you might go out and do some other meaningless
things somewhere else. We can only guess what the school, and Miss Weber in it, and the
influence of both on the children, did for the community. The chances are good that it
was the most important, unifying, life-bringing element in the community, perhaps the
only such element. Reading about it reminds me of the work that Elliot Shapiro did,
many years later, in an elementary school in Harlem, which he brought to life by making
it a center from which the whole community could think about its needs and problems
and consider how to deal, and begin to deal, with them. It seems likely that the lack or
loss of such schools and teachers, their forced amalgamation into centralized school
districts, has contributed more than a little to the decline and death of so many of our
country towns, whose young people desert them as soon as they are able to get away.

We seem, in spite of all our wealth and power, to have managed in the past decades a
kind of miracle in reverse: we have destroyed or lost most of our sense of community in
both city and country at once. We can see the results of this around us both in and out of
schools. One of the most urgent social tasks of our time is to rebuild, both in our festering
cities and our deserted countryside, communities of which people can feel, “I belong
here; this is my place; I have something to say about what happens; I can help and count
on these people around me; I can do something to make this a better place to live.” To
accomplish this we will have to have schools like Miss Weber's. Indeed, we are
beginning to see in some of our cities that the effort by parents to get good and
meaningful education for their children is often the first step toward creating a sense of
community where none existed before, which is in turn the first step toward making that
community. And this in turn is why it is not just selfish, but stupid and shortsighted, for
teachers, unions, and the educational establishment in general to oppose, however much
and for whatever reasons they may, the movement toward community control of schools.
The book also carries, though indirectly, in important message about the training of
teachers, a subject about which there has been much bitter and futile argument. Some say,
“Teaching is a special art or science, as full of difficult techniques as any other, and
nobody, no matter how much he may know, can teach effectively unless he knows those
techniques." Others say, "Nonsense, these techniques are trivial. Any sensible person
knows them or can pick them up. What counts is that teachers have a deep and thorough
knowledge of whatever subject they are teaching." And so the "methods people" and the
"content people" flail away at each other. To me, both seem to miss the point. What
children want and need in the adults they work with, and what the adults who work with
them have to have, is, above all, competence - the ability to do things. One of the
extraordinary things about Miss Weber is the great number and variety of things that she
was able to do and thus help the children do. She may not have been, and probably
wasn't, an expert in any of these. What was important was that she knew enough to get
the children interested, get them started, and give them some help.
The bare list of these things is eloquent. She could play the harmonica; play the piano; do
folk dances; sing songs; help design and build the playhouse; make and operate puppets
and marionettes; play a number of games, particularly games that children of mixed ages
could enjoy within limited space and given little equipment; make paper windmills; make
scale drawings; identify many trees and plants; do Indian dances; grow flowers; make a
rock garden; tell something about geology and identify rocks; tell Indian legends; sew;
cook; make salt crystals; weave pot holders from rags; make furniture for the playhouse;
design and make easels; identify and compare fabrics; work with clay; make pottery;
draw and paint in various media; make plaster casts of animal tracks and identify some of
them; sing carols in many languages; weave on simple looms; spin thread. And so on.
These are the kinds of things people working with children should know how to do. Not
that we all need to know the same things; my own list, shorter than Miss Weber's, is quite
different. What is important is that there are more things on it than there used to be, and
in time there will be more than there are now. What is more important is that I am ready

and eager to learn, along with the children, new skills from anyone who has them and am
not afraid to do among them things that I do not do very well. It is doing that is
important.
The other day a young person called me up to say that he wanted to work; with one of the
schools in this area (Boston) that is giving children much more freedom, independence,
choice, and responsibility in their learning. I asked what he could do, what he liked to do,
what he could show children and help them learn to do. He seemed puzzled. I said, "Can
you sing, dance, speak a foreign language, play game, play musical instruments? Do you
know sports? Can you do any of the arts and crafts, even a little? Can you make things,
run things?" No, none of these. Perhaps, though I assured him I did not mean this, he
thought I was asking if he was expert at anything. At any rate, he didn't think he could do
any of these things. All he had was goodwill and a little academic book learning. Not a
bad beginning, perhaps, but not enough, no where near enough.
Along with these many minor abilities and skills, a teacher of young children, and
probably students of any age, should have I wide range of knowledge, curiosity, and
interest. To make a list of the things Miss Weber knew something about, or knew how to
find out, or was interested in learning, would take as much room as the list of her skills.
Along with this kind of knowledge, a teacher ought to bring to a class a certain breadth of
experience. It is too bad that so many people go into teaching and stay in it for years
without ever having done anything but reach. How can I help a child know the world if
all I know is the school and the classroom? He knows that as well as I do.
Other impressions stand out and carry other important lessons. As nice is the school was,
how much more alive, natural, and real were the children when they got out on a Forestry
Club picnic, a trip to the sea, or any one of their many trips out into the world around
them. Many school systems are making more use of nature education and of resources in
the communities around them, but we need to push much further in this direction than we
have so far. How important it was for those of the older children to be able to get jobs,
even without finishing school, and what a dreadful and needless mistake we have made in
making a high-school diploma a kind of prerequisite for a young person to do anything
with his life. Schools ought not to be in, and should get out of as fast as they can, the
business of saying that this or that young person is or is not qualified to do this work or
pursue that interest. They cannot make these judgments wisely or fairly, and everything
they do for the sake of this kind of grading and labeling obstructs and corrupts their true
work of education.
It was often the case that the questions the children asked themselves were the questions
from which came the most further investigation and learning. Miss Weber's school, like
so many others, made nonsense of the worn-out old adage that children can't think
because they haven't got the facts with which to, think. It was their desire to make sense
of things, to find out how the world around them worked and how it came to work that
way, that led them to look for and collect facts. How vital it was that Miss Weber should
have been free to build or, better yet, to grow the curriculum around the interests and
concerns of the children. Of course she introduced ideas of her own, some of which

worked better than others, some of which were successful only as long as she pushed
them, and some of which the children took up and made their own. How vital it was, too,
that she was not obliged to do the same things year after year, nor slogging through that
old textbook and teacher's manual, but continually exploring new territory, so that her
interest and enthusiasm were always alive, and being alive could awaken interest and
enthusiasm in the children. What a hopeless business to expect teachers all over the
country, year after year, to "motivate" children into learning the same old material, to
expect that children will be able to grow in a classroom where the teacher is required to
stand still.
It would not be honest or fair to close without saying that there are a few points where I
have some reservations about Miss Weber's philosophy and work, at least as they come
through in her book. I think it is a mistake for schools, or anyone else to see democracy
as an end, rather than a means one of the many, toward more difficult and important
human ends, growth and freedom among them. And it is an equally serious mistake to
equate democracy with voting, to assume that if you arrange things, in school or
anywhere else, so that nothing can be done until a vote is taken, and that whatever the
majority decides shall then be done, you will have democracy. Our democratic
institutions still exist, in theory and on paper, but it is one of the bitter facts of our times
that few people have any sense of controlling the circumstances of their lives, that most
people feel that life, "reality," as they like to call it, is a kind of slavery and that they are
slaves.
I am uneasy about a doctrine strong in schools to this day that children must not be
allowed to fight or quarrel, that hostile and angry feelings are bad, that if children are told
often enough that they should be kind, generous, forgiving, and tolerant, they will
become so. We have been doing this in our schools for some time now, and quite
obviously the medicine has not taken, though this is not wholly the schools' fault. What
we have produced is not people who never want to quarrel, but people who do not know
how to quarrel, do not know how to fight fair, do not know how to handle the emotions
that conflicts arouse in them, do not know how to keep little conflicts from escalating into
ever bigger ones, do not realize that in any conflict, even in war, your aim must not be to
destroy your opponent but to win him over. Thus we have become romantics and fanatics
of violence, of "unconditional surrender" and "victory at any price."
In fact I am generally uneasy about the doctrine, which grew out of the then fashionable
behaviorist psychology and its now equally fashionable offspring, operant conditioning,
that human growth, in knowledge or understanding or character, can be seen as nothing
more than the development of certain patterns of behavior, good habits. We cannot too
often remind ourselves that the Germans who brought Hitler to power and
enthusiastically supported his monstrous regime were people with the very best habits all the habits, I might add, that many of our schools are trying to train into our children.
The best human virtues, and the ones we desperately need if man is to survive, are not
habits and cannot be trained. They are an overflowing, a spreading out into a wider world
about him of a person's strong sense of his being; of his dignity, competence, and worth;
of the satisfaction and joy he finds in his own life.

Thus, I like to see children have a chance to do well what seems to them worth doing,
because out of doing such work they get satisfaction and a stronger sense of their own
being and competence. Thus, I think that often the work Miss Weber did with her
children was better than the reasons for which she thought she was doing it, to develop
this or that habit of industriousness or democracy or whatever. Indeed I think, as today
she may well herself, that she is mistaken when she talks about the "unhealthy effects of
idleness." Later she says that the children "made up for" a day of idleness, of spring
fever, by working extra hard the next day, as if they had balanced some books. To me,
one of the great personal and public problems of our time is that neither children nor
adults know how to be idle, how to be still. We ought to be thinking of ways to acquaint
children with some of the disciplines and joys of quiet thought, meditation, contemplation
so that they will not always have to be trying to fill up the holes in their lives with noise,
hurry, and activity, so that their leisure will not be as feverish as their work. For unless
we learn this soon, we are likely to destroy the earth itself with our frantic busyness.
But these differences or reservations, which come from looking at a world that nobody in
the '30s could have predicted, are at best minor. Taken as a whole, this book should be a
rich source of inspiration and imagination for teachers, and indeed everyone concerned
with education. We can do these kinds of things, in city as well as country, if we want to.
And indeed I know, from letters from teachers and many talks with them, that there are
many people in our classrooms right now, and many others who would come in if we let
them, who are ready and eager to work in this kind of imaginative, innovative, and above
all human way with the children in our schools.
JOHN HOLT

Prelude
THE FIRST YEAR
1. I LEARN TO KNOW THE CHILDREN
I prepare for the first day ...I have two purposes for the full year...The first day ...I learn
to know the children through observing and discovering their needs ...Through personal
conferences ... Through home visits ...The day program ...Some needs are met through
using the environment ...Through opportunities for democratic living … Through
individualized instruction...Through opportunities for self-expression ...through group
play…Through adjusting the school program ...Through enriched curriculum
experiences…. Through housekeeping activities…Through opportunities to initiate and
plan activities…. Through parent-teacher co-operation... A summary…
2. THE CHILDREN GROW
The children expand their interests...They grow in their desire for order and attractiveness
in their surroundings...in skill in using the tools of learning…. In ability to plan their
affairs ...in ability to meet new situations with confidence and poise... A summary.
3. WE SUFFER GROWING PAINS
I continue to meet previously discovered needs... Problem arise through playing
indoors...Some problems involve a mature sense of values ... problems arise in carrying
out the hot lunch programme ... Home attitudes help to create school problems...Outside
help solves some problems…I begin to learn new techniques of teaching the social
studies…. Adjustments are made in the daily program ...We begin to study the history of
our community...Personality difficulties are revealed through group living ... New
members present adjustment problems... Problems are sharpened when the home and
school do not understand each other ...A summary.
THE SECOND YEAR
4. WE MAKE A NEW BEGINNING
I prepare for the second year...The program continues from the first year...The health
programme is expanded to meet pressing need... Problems developing during the summer
carry over into the school and must be faced ...We begin to rebuild group spirit and cooperative action...We continue to provide varied experiences to meet individual and
group needs...Mothers share in evaluating the school program...The needs of the
neighborhood impinge upon the school ... Function of a one-teacher school in an isolated
neighborhood ... We begin to meet a need of the neighborhood by providing wholesome
recreation for the young people.
5 WE EXPERIENCE CREATIVE POWER
Choices need to be made in developing curriculum ...Needs are met through creative
dramatization ... Outside help contributes to the enrichment of the curriculum... The
attitude of the young people improves... The community recreates together.
6.WE STUDY OUR COMMUNITY
The curriculum is enriched through taking advantage of resources in the community...A
more effective daily program evolves …the school program affects and makes some

difference in the neighborhood…. My helping teacher and I together evaluate the
program of the school…. In the light of the evaluation, we begin the study of our
community...The children study about the world to understand better their place in it.... I
learn much through informal situations to increase my understanding of the children...The
children become more free and creative in their play... Older children have rich learning
experience through helping the younger ones ...We conclude the study of dairying ... I
evaluate the study of dairying ...I evaluate the program of the second year…And I
together evaluate the program of their play...
THE THIRD YEAR
7. I CONTINUE TO TRY TO PUT MY PHILOSOPHY INTO PRACTICE
I write my philosophy to clarify it...The children have increased ability for recreation
...They work together for the improvement of the common life…They find joy in their
work...They see new ways of doing things...children learn purposefully to control
essential skills...I observe how the children learn to appreciate cooperation... The children
plan to develop more efficient practice of habits of healthful living...They take the
initiative in solving their own problems...Normally, new problems are always arising
...My helping teacher and I together analyze the new problems...We face the new
problems... Rich experience make for wholesome personality development.
8. I LEARN NEW TECHNIQUES
I plan to evaluate all along… I continually study the needs of the children to meet
them…Abundant interests impel into many fields of rich experiencing...The children
learn to think independently and to act on their thinking... I prepare in order to recognize
what is significant in the experiences of the children ... I learn to select experiences which
contribute to the children's growth ...The children learn to act in consideration of each
member of the group ...They begin to form conceptions of the responsibilities of society
...They learn to be critical and to check sources of information ...They develop selfconfidence in their own ability and intelligence ...They develop a sense of values to guide
judgment and action ...We begin to meet the needs of society by meeting the needs of the
children ...I make choices in selecting curriculum material...The children learn to
appreciate the complexity of human life and its problems….gather an expanding body of
knowledge which helps them to understand better their own situation... A summary.
THE FOURTH YEAR
9. WE LEARN TO LIVE IN A DEMOCRACY

PRELUDE
O spare me your talk of fate! Human reason needs only to will more strongly than fate,
and she is fate.
Thomas Mann-The Magic Mountain
This is the story of four years in a one-teacher school in an isolated mountain
neighborhood. Leaving the last town, the road climbs up until suddenly the summit is
reached and we can look down into a small, narrow valley along the crest of the
mountain. The road, with about a dozen houses strung on either side of it dips down and
continues to wind along the bottom of the valley. At the end of the road, in a clearing in
the woods, is Stony Grove School. As I turned the last bend in the road, the scene always
came upon me suddenly even after I knew it well. It was pleasant on these mornings to be
welcomed by the call of the ovenbird, 'Teacher, teacher!"
I knew I belonged here. Ever since I was a little girl I had wanted to teach in a school
such as this one. That privilege has now been mine.
I kept a diary during those years at Stony Grove for, above all, I wanted to learn to be a
good teacher, and writing what was happening seemed to be a good way to help me to
think more clearly. Some of my friends thought that the diary should be published. I am a
teacher and not a writer, but in spite of my literary shortcomings I decided to undertake
the task of preparing the diary for publication because I felt I had something to say. In the
next few years’ education has to make serious decisions concerning the direction it will
take. I want to add this story to the many others, which weight the balance in favor of the
kind of education that will make a difference in the living of people. It is my firm
conviction that education can significantly improve the quality of living.
But to make this significant difference, old methods will not do. We must have something
more than book learning. We must know children, what they are like and what they need.
We can best meet these needs by capitalizing on their interests, by using the resources
near at hand in their environment and by supplementing these resources where necessary.
In this way we can help children to develop wholesome personalities and to meet
creatively the challenges of our unpredictable world.
Since the present book is one-fourth the size of the original diary, it is necessarily
somewhat of a summary. There is much more to knowing children and their backgrounds
than I have been able to indicate here. I hope that you will feel this knowledge of the
children and their environment buried deep within each sentence. I have not tried to give
any technical treatment of such subjects as the teaching of reading. This has been
adequately done by others. What I have tried to show in this book is a way of living and
working with children.
The group living reached its highest quality in the fourth year. This could not have come
about without the struggles of the three years preceding it. Perhaps in reading about the
difficulties we had in arriving at this level of growth, you will find something of interest,
some help, and perhaps even some inspiration

Before I went to Stony Grove I taught for three years in larger schools in our county.
During this time I learned to overcome many of the difficulties, which are faced by every
beginning teacher. But even more important than this, I was inspired by the work of the
county and I learned what teaching can mean.
In our county we have the superintendent of schools who is appointed by the State
Department of Public Instruction to direct the work of the schools. We have, also, three
Helping Teachers, as rural supervisors in New Jersey are called, who work closely with
the teachers. These four people have provided a sound and forward-looking leadership.
They have studied and experimented and have taken the initiative in trying to find better
ways to provide for the wholesome development of boys and girls There has been the
closest cooperation among them in serving the children of the county.
One member of this group has been in the county for more than twenty-five years
working consistently on the belief that children are important and that what happens to
them matters a great deal. This consideration of children has been the foundation of our
educational program. The state leadership during this time, also, has been such that the
counties have been able to work together in building a better program of education all
over the state.
Several agencies in the county cooperate in the program of the school. Rural nurses make
weekly visits to the schools A County Library with a well-trained librarian supplies the
schools with abundant reading materials. A home demonstration agent and a 4-H Club
agent in the Agricultural Extension Service guide the work of the 4-H clubs in the
schools and help the boys and girls as well as the adults of the community to appreciate
and to improve rural living.
The policy of the county and the contributions of these agencies were in evidence when I
went to Stony Grove. The children were happy and had a nice relationship with their
teacher. The teacher had worked on committees sharing in the development of the
educational policies of the county. She knew the children and was trying to meet their
needs. There was an established hot lunch program, with excellent equipment, planned by
the home demonstration agent, the helping teacher, and the teacher together. There was
close cooperation between the Township Board of Education and the County Department
of Public Instruction.
Stony Grove was a good place to be in. I did not have to conform to anything. I was in a
state and a Country whose educational program for years has taken children into account.
It was a developing program in which I could have a share. When I began to teach at
Stony Grove I was ready to learn and free to experiment to find out how a group of
children and their teacher may reach a high level of creative and democratic living. If I
have succeeded somewhat, it is because all the roads were open to me. I had every
opportunity and invaluable help to discover for myself what mental hygienists have been
telling us that human nature and the situation in which we find ourselves are not fixed
but, to an important degree, are what we make them and that they can be changed. We

can arrive at a social arrangement through which each individual can realize to the fullest
his potentialities and through which, all together, we can experience a high level of
human living-- if we only will!
I want to express my gratitude to all these people I have mentioned. My indebtedness to
them is immeasurable. I am also deeply indebted to my parents, who, humble folk though
they are, have always recognized the power of education; and to my many wonderful
friends, who, over the years of my life, have helped me to be a better person than I might
have been, and therefore a better teacher.
Dr. Frank Cyr gently but persistently goaded me until I promised to prepare the diary for
publication, and then he read and criticized the manuscript and presented it to the
publisher. Dr. Fannie Dunn, Anne Hoppock, Blanche Moran, and Dr. Percy Hughes also
read the manuscript and gave me helpful suggestions and criticisms. To them I am
especially grateful. My thanks go also to Mr. and Mrs. Wallace Clark, who typed the
manuscript and gave me editorial advice.
Most of all I am indebted to Marcia Everett. She gave unselfishly and abundantly of
herself that I might become a creative teacher. This book is one tangible result of our
long hours of inspiring conversations and discussions both at school and before the
cheery fare in her home. She read the original diary page by page as it was written over
those four years. She watched and guided our growth in this little school closely and
sympathetically. Without her devoted help and friendship this book might never have
been written.

MY COUNTRY SCHOOL DIARY
~ THE FIRST YEAR ~
In this account, the names of the children other people, and places in the community are
fictitious. I have kept the names of the people in the various county agencies and of those
outside the community who helped us.
I Learn to Know the Children
I prepare for the first day.

FRIDAY, JUNE 5, 1936 I visited today the little school in which I shall begin to teach
next fall. It gave me a strange excited feeling as I drove up to the front door of the clean,
white box-like structure, shining in the sun. I have a deep faith in one-teacher schools and
in the opportunities they afford to prepare children for a continually developing creative
and democratic life. Here I shall have an opportunity to live closely with a group of
children and to learn to know them intimately. I shall have them long enough to watch
them grow and develop their capacities under guidance in as rich an environment as it is
possible to make for them. I paused for a moment at the door and looked around it the
woods surrounding the little schoolhouse. The recent rain made the leaves shine and the
woods smelled so nice. "All this will be our laboratory," I thought.
The children were preparing a circus for their annual Play Day when I entered the room.
A few cast shy glances in my direction but all went on working. As the children worked,
their teacher related to me significant items concerning their background, their abilities,
and their emotional development. My notes from this conversation and a list of the
children with their ages and grades were the only records I received.

Grade
8
8
7
7
7
6
6
6
5
5
5
5

Age / Years - Months
Anna Olseuski
Olga Prinlak
Catherine Sametis
Ruth Thompson
Sophia Sametis
Doris Andrews
Mary Olseuski
Frank Prinlak
May Andrews
Warren Hill
George Prinlak
Edward Veniski

13 - 5
15 - 8
13 - 7
15 - 2
10 - 8
11 - 3
10 -10
14 - 8
9-3
9-7
12 - 4
10 - 10

4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
Beginners

Helen Olseuski
Andrew Dulio
Albert Hill
Pearl Prinlak
Martha Jones
Joseph Dunder
Verna Cartwright
Alex Cartwright
Gus Cartwright
Alice Prinlak
Walter Williams
William Sametis
Richard Cartwright
John Dunder
Joyce Williams

8-0
12 - 2
8-3
10 - 1
8-9
13 - 5
11 - 2
12 - 1
13 - 2
8-8
7-1
7-8
8-6
8-4
5-4

MONDAY, JULY 6. I went to the schoolhouse and emptied the cupboard of its books.
For the most part they are good although few in number. At the very top of the cupboard
I crammed the old and out-of-date books that I know I shall never use and yet do not dare
to destroy. The others, after laying aside one of each kind to take home, I stacked neatly
where I could get them easily in September. I shall need to stay close to the basic texts
until I have learned more about the children and also about managing a one-teacher
school.
There are about a dozen books of the library type, and from their appearance I judge that
the children must have read them over and over again. I’ll stop at the County Library
before school opens and get an armful of new books. This first year, it seems to me, I
have two purposes. The first is to learn as much is possible about the needs and abilities
of the children. The second is to begin to meet these needs and to develop these abilities
through such opportunities as arise in our daily living together and through the resources
near at hand in the community.
MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 7.The schoolhouse looked so alone today with the weeds
growing up around it. Schoolhouses should be used in summer too. Mr. Hart was
washing windows when I arrived. He told me that he comes once a year to clean the stove
and the chimney, the windows, the walls, and to oil the floor. The rest of the time it is up
to us to keep the place clean. I "rolled up my sleeves" and began to arrange the room and
to get out the material we shall use the first day. The seats and desks are movable.
Besides these, the only other furniture in the room consists of two small movable
bookcases, an old organ, a teacher's desk and swivel chair. I have fallen heir to a
homemade table and four chairs made from orange crates, which probably constituted the
library corner in other years. There is a jacket-type stove in one corner out of the way. At
the entrance end of the room there is a small hall, one side of which has a sink but no
running water. This side is used as a cloakroom. The other side is a kitchen. Two built-in

cupboards rise from the floor to the ceiling giving ample cupboard space for the cooking
and eating utensils. There is also two-burner oil stove.
When Mr. Hart and I left, the schoolhouse looked and felt clean. The interior has been
repainted this summer in soft cream yellow.
TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 8. During the summer I reread Four Years in a Country
School by Fannie W. Dunn and Marcia A. Everett and also became familiar with the
textbooks I am to use. Today I settled down to the important task of planning for the first
day. The children must feel that they have accomplished something and have had a happy
time doing it so that school is worth going back to the next day. The program must allow
some opportunity for me to observe the children while they are working in order that I
may begin to know them and to think in terms of them. At the same time, the program
must be definite enough to give me confidence so that I can laugh with the children and
have them know me for a friend. So much of the success or failure of the whole year will
depend on this first day. This is the outline of my plans:
9:00 – 9:30 Adjust seats and desks to fit the children. Distribute books and materials.
(This will give the children something active to do from the beginning.)
9:30-10:30 Social Studies. For the first ten minutes make a little speech to the children.
Get them to talk about themselves if possible.
Assign the first few pages in the history text to the upper grade group (6, 7, 8) and to the
intermediate group (4, 5). Questions to be answered will be written on the board. These
children will study while I talk with the primary grade children for twenty minutes.
Talk with the primary children about their summer fun. Little children usually get around
to their pets when they talk. Try to have all the children contribute something. Plan with
them to make booklets, perhaps of their pets. Let them draw a picture and describe what
they have contributed to the discussion.
The primary children continue to draw their pictures while I work with the intermediate
group for fifteen minutes. We shall go over the questions one by one and discuss them.
The primary children go outdoors, with a child from the intermediate group in charge.
The intermediate group continues to study as I suggest to them during the discussion
period. I work with the upper grade group for fifteen minutes and follow the same
procedure as with the intermediate group.
10:30-10:50 Physical Education. Start the children from grades 4-8 playing Dodge Ball
and then play with the primary children.
10:50-12:00 Give the primary children the Clark Ingraham Reading Diagnostic Test.
(This is for the purpose of finding out something of their reading ability.) In the
meantime the older children will read the first story in their readers and answer some

questions to check their comprehension. When they have finished, they will have access
to the new library books I shall take to school with me.
12:00-1:00, Twenty-minutes lunch period followed by outdoor play.
1:50-1:30 Devotions: Bible reading, Lord's Payer, Salute to the flag, America.
Music. Have the children sing songs of their own choosing from the Golden Book of
Songs.
1:30-2:15 The older children will have a diagnostic arithmetic test. The little children will
have access to the library books and then will go out to play. This period will allow me to
watch the work of the children. At 2:15the primary children go home.
2:15-2:30 Physical Education. Play a game with the upper grade children.
2:30-2:45 Spelling. Combine grades 7 and 8 and use the eighth grade words in the
spelling test. Combine grades 5 and 6 and use the sixth grade words. Use the fourthgrade words for grade 4. Take the whole class together and teach them how to study
their words independently and efficiently.
2:45-3:30 Arithmetic. This will be largely individual. Each child will begin with the
review lesson in the beginning of his book. I shall have further opportunity to observe
the study habits of the children.
Although this program is rather formal, my attitude toward the children can be informal
and friendly.
WEDNESDAY SEPTEMBER 9. I started out with fear and trembling this morning. In
spite of the fact that I was prepared and knew that the room was in order, the materials
handy, and the day carefully planned, all my inadequacies lay heavily upon me. It is
eleven miles to the schoolhouse from home, and as I drove along I rehearsed my speech. I
would tell the children how happy I am that I shall be one of them; how fortunate we are
to live in such a beautiful place and have it all to explore. I would tell them, too, that this
year will be pretty much what we make it. We shall solve our problems together and try
to understand each other.
I began to be afraid that the children would not understand. Perhaps I should tell a story,
a humorous story, but for the life of me I could not think of a single appropriate one.
When I arrived at the schoolhouse, all the children were gathered around the door so that
I could hardly get to it. They entered with me and took seats, shifting around until each
found a seat that suited him. Finally, a calm settled over the place and the children looked
at me expectantly. There was nothing left to do but start school. We raised and lowered
desks and seats adjusting them to fit the children. Ralph and Frank supervised the job. By
nine o'clock we were ready to start work. The children were silent today and for the most
part did only what they were asked to do.

Some of the children stand out from the group. Ralph and Frank, the two big boys, and
Anna and Ruth were willing to help wherever there was an opportunity. Martha's eyes
sparkle aloud. The Hill boys have nice smiles. Olga is so big and shy and seems to feel
out of place. The two little Williams children seem to be nervous. There are so many
Cartwrights. Joseph Dunder, who is a borderline case, as the report from the
psychological clinic indicates, was really a nuisance. All the children seem shy and
retiring.
THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 10. The order of the day was somewhat similar to that of
yesterday and my main purpose was to find out more about the children. During the
reading periods, I heard each child read orally and I have decided how I shall group them
temporarily. I discovered that the history texts are entirely too difficult for the two
groups, with the exception of the eighth graders, to understand. Andrew, who should be a
fourth grader, cannot read a primer. The primary children did well on their reading test,
but from the fourth grade up, the reading is generally poor. Only a few of the children
like to read. All looked at the pictures in the library books but only a few of the girls
began to read the books. All this shows that one of my big jobs is to help these children to
get the most from a printed page and to find joy in reading. I think that one reason for low
reading ability here is lack of experience. I noticed that they substitute colloquialisms for
certain words in their reading.
Two other needs became apparent today. First, these children do not know how nor do
they like to play together. Yesterday the girls had trouble with the boys in their game of
dodge ball. The girls said the boys were too rough. Today the girls asked to join the game
the little children were playing. The game I had started for the boys soon broke up and
they stood watching us. I invited them to join us and got a response of laughter. I noticed
that Ralph seemed to be the leader and I made a mental note to figure out how I could get
him on my side.
Second, these children feel insecure when they are asked to take part in an activity other
than what they consider schoolwork. Most of the boys do not sing. They tell me they
can't. I asked them if they would like to learn to play the harmonica. The response was
fine. This will help these oversensitive boys to have some experience with music.
I got a little closer to individual children today. Warren had two crying spells because he
was unable to do his work. The first time I ignored it, but the second time he was crying
so hard that I took time from the physical education period, while the others were
playing, to talk to him. I said, "Warren, we should not cry about our problems but try to
solve them. Part of my job is to help you with the problems, which you cannot solve by
yourself. Instead of crying, won't you tell me what your troubles are?" Between two
heavy sighs he said he would try.
John and Joseph Dunder were absent today. This gave me an opportunity to visit the
home and get acquainted with their parents. Warren offered to go along to show me
where the Dunders live and I welcomed this opportunity to get to know him better.
Warren's brother, Albert, and Walter Williams wanted to go along too. After school I

