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PREFACE 

This transcript is the result  of a tape recorded interview con- 

ducted by Jane Stout for the Oral History Office on Ivhrch 2, 1972, with 

LoraFne Keltner. 

Loraine Keltnerfs teaching career spans more than 25 yews. H e r  

first job was in a one mom country school near Chatham, I l l inois .  

Later she taught in a two room rural school i n  New City, 111Lnois. 

Readers of this oral  history memoir should bear i n  f ind  that it 

is a transcript of the spoken word, and that the intemiewe~, n m a t o r  

and editor sought t o  preseme the informal, conversational s tyle that  

is inherent Fn such historical  sources. Sangamon State University i s  

not responsible for  the factual accuracy of the rnemir, nor for  views 

expressed therein; these are for  the reader t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited f'reely. It may not 

be reproduced i n  whole or  i n  part by any means, electronic or m e c ~ c a l ,  

without permission i n  writing f'rom the Oral History Office, Sangamon 

State University, Springfield, I l l ino i s  62708. 



L o r a h  Keltner, March 2, 1972, Chatham, I l l inois .  

Jane Stout, Interviewer. 

Q. I mtaUcing t o  Loraim Keltner about her experience in one-room 

schools. Would you give us a l i t t l e  i n f o m t i o n  about yourself? 

A. Well, I am a teacher who has taught fo r  twenty-six years. However, 

I guess I would have t o  say that the first two were i n  rural, one-room 

schools and then I taught for  approximtely four yews in a graded 

system and then I went back into a two-room m a 1  school. 

what of preparation did you have fo r  this teaching experience? 

A. A t  the time that I taught i n  rural schools, I had what they c a l l  

the "Rural  Teacher Fducation Curriculum" fYom I l l ino i s  State Normal 

University and we wepe very mch mal-oriented,  We had education 

courses that included agriculture. I learned about the sheep and the 

pigs and the cows, a l l  of these things, as well as educational theory. 

Q. How m n y  years were you actually involved in one-room or  two-room 

mal schools? 

A. Probably a to t a l  of five of years of teaching has been in that  

sort  of a situation. I think I probably got i n  on the best of the 

one-room school eFa. It was just a t  the tims that it was going out of 

existence--my first two years of teaching. I had a group of twelve 

youngsters. These youngsters were spread through eight gades  and we 



Loraine Keltner 2 

had very mch w h a t  you would c a l l  "individualized1' l e amhg .  Each 

youngster was in his own place i n  his own book and we mde t e r r i f i c  

progress. I think I did some of best teaching the first two years 

that  I taught school. 

Q. Was it the nwnber of students, o r  was it other things? 

A. I think it was a t o t a l  of the nwnber of students plus the fac t  

that they had been spread through the eight grades. Now, we'll  deviate 

a l i t t le  b i t  here and take in nly s i s t e r ' s  experience, too. She taught 

in  a shdlar si tuat ion at the s m  tirne I did and had about twenty-six 

t o  twenty-eight youngsters and she found the sarne thing t o  be true 

that  I found t o  be true. She was working with numbers of three and 

four jyl a grade, and when you work in nmbers of three OF four, yod re  

real ly going t o  be individualizing the youngsters work and we would 

get tkough the skill subjects rather rapidly because we would go through 

on an individual basis. And then the afternoons we*had:&ee3in order to. 

t o  do other things, such as putting a l l  of the youngsters together in 

one big unit and studying the i r  d t  of concern, such as the science 

unit, social studies units. After we had had the more fomralized 

learming, we could go into this uni t  type of approach whereas now we 

don't hawe tFrne fo r  this. Now all we have t b  fo r  i s  teaching children 

skills and getting youngsters off t o  speiaial education classes and 

getting youngsters off t o  m s i c  classes, physical education classes-- 

bringing them back and getting them someplace else.  A l l  we do now is  

keep up with a schedule, whereas then, we were P e e  t o  deviate; t o  do 

the thing that was needed at the time-follow the youngsterst intewlest. 
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A t  t h i s  t h e  that  I was teaching in this one room school, it was during 

the War, arad, of course, that  was the ti.m when it wax populw for us 

t o  take an afternoon off and go out and gather milkweed pods. It was 

the same as  kapok fo r  parachutes. That was a very popular thing. We 

would go out and collect big gunny sacks fUl of milkweed pods, then 

they would be sold fo r  a token m u n t .  But the thing was, it was a 

war effort .  WeIhad big, huge paper drives, and I real ly think we 

helped with pollution. It waxnft called pollution in those days, 

but there certainly was participation on the part; of the students in 

a commmity--a national project, that  youngsters don't r e a l l y  seem t o  

have now. 

Q. So you real ly adjusted schedule t o  child, rather than child t o  

schedule. 

A. I think tha t  this i s  the way that  you can sum it up. I believe 

that  we have los t  something in the b i w r  situations where we have 

numbers. When you had fewer, the teacher probably had t o  do much, 

much mre pla.nnhg in  those days, because we had eight grades t o  plan 

for. We had reading; we had spelling; and we had math, Erglish, s o c i a  

studies, science. We had a l l  these things t o  plan fo r  all grades. 

But, at the s m  t h ~ ,  it- an individualized experience, and the day 

was  really no longer i n  cornparism t o  what it is  now. But we s e e d  t o  

get through and I think that  we got through well. 

Q. This really was not so long ago? 



A. This was, well, I've taught fo r  twenty-six years; I took two years 

off.  So I would say royghly sixteen years ago, that I was in the 

twwmom situation. 

Q. Describe the actual physical situation. 

A. The first two years that I was in a one-room situation, we had a 

beautiful school. It had just been renovated when I went in to  the 

school system. We had c i ty  water, we had a telephone, we had a s b k  

i n  the back of the room which was nice for  ay.t clean-up and that  sort 

of thin@;, we had indoor to i l e t s  that  had septic tanks. O f  course, we 

had t o  pow a bucket of water down them t o  flush them. Our main handi- 

cap was that the teacher had t o  go each morning and start the fire and 

carny in the corncobs and the coal f'rom outside. But we could usually 

d r a f t  a boy t o  do this. 

This was the New College School. It was up around the wildl9fe sanc- 

tuary and I taught that school the last two years that it was in 

existence. A t  the end of two y e a s ,  I f e l t  that I wanted t o  make a 

change because this is  ny horn school, so they closed the school 

and brought the youngsters into Chatham. In the meantime, I taught at 

a greater distance and then I had a yen t o  come back t o  the Chatham 

coimmity, and, at that time, 1 went over t o  New City-and this was 

the two-room situation. 

Now, when I got over t o  New City, this was rather p r M t f v e  alongside 

the ldnd of building that I, had had when 1 was at the New College 

School. There we had a well and the youngsters had tin cups and. went 

t o  the well; we didn't Bve an indoor water faucet. We had outside 
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privigz that the youngsters went to. And of course, this was always 

good for  a walk when the youngsters got bored and t i red  of school. 

But this wasn't a l l  bad-they got the fresh aLr they needed. 

In order t o  have warm water, we brought i n  a bucket of water and poured 

it into a heater out i n  the hall so the youngsters could go out and 

wash thei r  hands at noon. For lunch, we  got on a bus and went t o  the 

high school and had lunch and then we rode back on the bus. So the 

youngsters did have benefit of a lunch program. 

The teacher of course was the physical education teacher, the m s i c  

teachm, the art; teacher, the nurse, the principal, the d i s c i p l m i a n ,  

the j d t o r .  Everything that we have now, the teacher was al l  that 

rolled into one. But I don't think that this w a s  a l l  bad. I think 

that probably the people i n  the c o d t y  looked up t o  the teacher a 

l i t t l e  b i t  more at that tii-ne as the one person who had the answer. 

Whereas now, we are spread so thln that we kind of get los t .  There's 

the admfnistration, there's the janitors, there's the bus drivers, 

there's the cooks and al l  of them seem t o  play an equal part as the 

teacher i n  the educational process. 

Q. What about your relation t o  the conmmity, the teacher-parental 

relationship, the teacher-commmity relationship, and mybe the building- 

commmity relationship? Is there a p e a t  difference now? 

A. Yes, I think that  the people looked toward the teacher tM, as 

the lone authority. In other words, there was no place t o  dodge to.  

If they didn't l ike the teacher's opinions, they couldn't go t o  the 
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principal or  somebody that was over and above. I can remember my 

very f i r s t  year of teaching in a m a 1  school. I followed a teacher 

that had been a l i t t l e  b i t  ineffective in the teaching situation. 

And when I went into this school, we gave achievement t es ta  and the 

youngsters were mostly about two years below where they should have 

really been. So I called i n  the parents and we had conferences and 

the parents very wil l ingly  allowed me t o  put back the youngsters into 

the grades that  I thought they belonged. 

In other words, I don't think that  this could be done nowadays. 

T f  I found a youngster in rql morn and I didn't f ee l  t h a t  t h i s  youngster 

was able t o  work effectively at'this level, we would have t o  go through 

rmny authorities before we could get t h i s  youngster re-placed. But; 

th$n, I had direct contact with the parents. I talked t o  them; they 

agreed that thei r  youngsters weye not ready t o  work after they saw 

the t e s t  results.  I would h a g h e  we put half of the school back at  
I .  

least  one pade  level. The youngsters more than made up this progexs 

by the end of the year. After we gave achieverent t e s t s  a t  the end 

of the year, they had made up the progress. So I think that mybe we 

had a l i t t l e  b i t  more relationship with parents in those days. Now, 

we c a l l  the parents in and we try t o  conference with them where the 

youngster is, and we then wait un t i l  the end of the year and then we 

have another conference t o  t r y  t o  decide what is best for  this youngster 

t o  do. 

But I really fee l  tha,t the parents kn those days were really just as 

open-minded about keeping thei r  youngster where they should wo~k, as 
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parents are today. I really find that I have more problems today In 

getting parents t o  hold t h e b  youngster back a fill year, fo r  instance, 

rin order t o  give than a headstart, than I did a t  that tim. 

Q. Aren't they somtimes more concerned &out the record than about 

the child? 

A. And they w a n t  the i r  youngsters t o  keep up with the other youngsters 

i n  age and so forth so that they donft have social problems. Then, the 

youngsters were separated enough, and there were only one or  two in 

thei r  class, it really didn't matter that much. They a l l  cam back t o  

the same school and the same teacher and the sam room next year, 

regardless whether they were going t o  the first gade or the second 

grade and it just didn't seem t o  have the s t i gm in those days that 

it has now. Many youngsters were sixteen before they got out of school 

ln the era of the one-room schools. 

Q. Now i f ,  as you said, a child made two years progress in one year, 

would you have had the authority then, t o  advance him two grade levels? 

A. Oh yes. This was possible. Now we would have t o  get permission 

t o  do this. I think slnce I have taught in a .graded system, that I 

have done this actually once, and then it was with permission of the 

principal and superintendent. 

Q. Do you recal l  any particular discipline problems at any t h ?  

A. I can rwwmber I had one little boy in f i f t h  made--and of course 

having twelve youngsters in the f i r s t  year that I taught--this one 

l i t t l e  boy was a member of a family of five, five youngsters in one 

. - 
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family. He was in the f i f t h  pade  and he was the one who was supposed 

t o  be the rhgleader the year before and kept the school going. So, 

knowing this, I decided that this Li t t le  boy would sit i n  the back of 

the room close t o  the door. I put him i n  the back of the room. If 

he wanted a drink, he was fkee t o  get up and get it. If he wanted t o  

go t o  the batluloom, he was f'ree t o  go. He was not on exhibition in 

m n t  of the res t  of the youngsters. I never had any problem with this 

l i t t l e  boy that I had been forewarned about. But he was supposed t o  

be the youngster that was going t o  cause rry pwblems. So I think I 

cannot remember any particular discipline problem that  I had i n  a 

m a 1  school. Again, I think mybe i t 's  because we worked v e q  closely 

with parents. We didn't have a-principal t o  send youngsters to,  so 

we took carer of &he ,pwgsterri@t then. 

Q. You had the younger children? 

A. In the two-room situation I had the younger children. The l i t t l e  

boy that I was just mentioning r ight  now was a fi-m grader in a one- 

mom situation. 

Q. A s  you recall ,  weret.there any hardships that you just couldnl t 

face again? 

A. I thjvlk the only time that  I f e l t  that I coddnl t  face a hardship 

ms when we were in the two-room situation in New City. And the last 

bus picked up at; five o'clock. And this was a long day, f'rom the t k  

that they came early i n  the morning a t  7:30 un t i l  the last youngster 

was picked up at 5:00 .  



Q. And then the janitor still had his work t o  do? 

A. That was  the teacher. (laughter) We t r i ed  t o  do the .sweeping 

and the janitor work that was our responsibility. We did have a lady 

that came and built fires in that particular situation. But we t r ied  

t o  do the sweeping and the board cleaning and the dusting--all th i s  

sort of thing--and a l l  the youngsters waited, and I kept an eye on 

the youngsters at the same time. So five o'clock was pretty l a te  

every night t o  stay and wait on that  last bus. 

So at this t h ~ ,  I f e l t  that I was go- t o  have t o  make a change 

in schools in order t o  avoid this f ive o1clock bus business every 

evening and I brought this t o  the attention of the superintendent and 

he, in turn, brought it t o  the attention of the board--that I was going 

t o  leave the particular situation because of the bus situation at 

flve o'clock. The next year they brought the bus i n  and a l l  of the 

youngsters were loaded a t  four o'clock, which was perfectly possible 

for them t o  do i n  order t o  keep the two teachers they had in that 

particular situation. So, this was  the only time that  I felt anything 

was unbearable-that we -were being taken advantage of. 

We didn't have t o  have a negotiating comnittee t o  iron this out. It 

was taken direct.  If I wanted t o  go back t o  the school, a l l  right; 

this is privilege t o  leave, i f  I don't l ike  it, so I mde it known. 

I didn't have t o  have a negotiating comClttee intercede fo r  m. Not 

even a welfare c o d t t e e .  I simply made nly need known that I was going 

t o  have t o  transaer and go t o  another schclol i f  this continued, and it 

was taken cwe  - of. 
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Q. What's the best t h b g  you remember? 

A. The best I think playing ba l l  with the youngstem. (laughter) 

This was the first two years that  I taught. And the situation tha t  

I had then--twelve youngsters--and the youngsters and I, neigher one, 

could wait u n t i l  recess time so we could get out and play bal l .  A t  

first we played work-up and I took w turn with the youngsters and we 

had a fabulous tlme. There wasn't enough Eoom h the schoolyard--we had 

a sloping school yard--so we clinhed the fence and went over in to  the 

neighbor's pasture which I think was planted with clover. We c m e d  

the fence and we had a beautiflil b a l l  diamond over there. And we 

played t emi f ica l ly  hard. I played as hard as they did, of course. 

I was 18 at the time and sorrme of the youngsters were about as old as 

I was. I expect the oldest youngster w a s  about 14. So I was kind of 

a youngster with them and we had a mayvelous tlm. We would all go 

back in refreshed, and we'd go back and work. I don't think I ' d  have 

that kind of energy today. ( lawtep)  

Q. How about any things i n  the actual educational system then thht 

should be re-incorporated in to  our present system? 

A. I thFnk that I touched on tha t  rather  brief ly a t  the first of our 

interview; the individualized instruction. We make such a big thing 

today of individualized hs t ruct ion ,  but when you have 25 t o  30 youngsters 

of one grade level  i n  one room, individualized Instruction can be pretty 

hectic. When you have, I think of 25 youngsters spread through eight 

grades, that gives us an average of four t o  s i x  per .spade. This is 

individualized. Especially i f  you have one or  two Fn a pade  tha t ' s  

lagging, it 's not going t o  make too ter r ib ly  much difference. The 
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others are going t o  help him catch up. 

Q. So the fac t  that  they helped each other . . . 

A. That's right and also i f  you had a problem i n  the first grade 

you could convexlently c a l l  on a youngster in the eighth grade who 

was b r i l l i an t  and had his work done, t o  go over and help the youngster 

i n  the first grade. We had our teacher aids bul l t  in. Also, each year 

each youngster would hear agaln the reci tat ions tha t  he had had the 

year before. If he were in th i rd  grade, he was l is tening in on second 

grade work; i f  he were i n  eighth grade, he was listenin@; in again on 

seventh grade work. So again he had a review. Also, it worked the 

other way. The youngster that  was in first gad@ was i n  on second 

p a d e  work so tha t  he knew what he was going t o  have coming up. It 

wasn't a one-time thing and they los t .  And I thfnk that  s o m e t ~ s  some 

of this could be W m  .Bmk *to O W ~ ~ M ?  day .WW& %? $eiabhh.g. 

And I think tha t  it has been kicked around a l i t t l e  bit in educational 

circles--mybe put in mom than one grade level in a room. And I can 

remember before I star ted teaching I was comparhg notes with another 

teacher who had taught both in a one-room school and a paded system. 

She said, "Oh, my, i t ' s  so mch easier t o  teach in  a one-room school 

than a graded system. " And I thought that she was absolutely out of 

her mind. I couldn't imagine how this could possibly be. But a f t e r  

having had experience in both, I real ly am inclined t o  agree. That 

i t 's  easier t o  have teacher-relationships with pupils i n  a one-room 

situation, than it i s  in a graded situation. 

Q, 1s there any particular thing having t o  with the actual curriculum 

or the educational system i t s e l f  that  you are  especially glad t o  be r i d  of? 
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A, I think that there i s  too mch that  i s  gone and past in 

curriculum. I think that  i t ' s  simply been added to. The only thing 

that  I can really specifically say is gone and past i s  the old-fashioned 

lithography that was dwelled upon in seventh and eighth grade. And I 

believe this i s  pretty well incorporated into our reading series now 

under the heading: of phonics. So I don't t h h k  that lithography is 

something that has actually been tbown out. There was a l i t t l e  b i t  

nmre study, I believe, in I l l ino i s  history, mybe, than w h a t  there i s  

now in the upper grades. I don't think that this is  especially good. 

I think that perhaps, what we label as modern math today, maybe wasn't 

as down t o  the youngsters' level as what the youngsters in those days 

were doing. Then, they were actually figuring the area of a well. 

They were putt% it into use. They were actually figuring the size of 

fields-thls they were going t o  use. 

i t t l e  

I believe that  math had more meaning. for  youngsters in those days 

than what our computation has f o r  youngsters today. There's very 1 

relationship between the mth that we're studying today and w h a t  a 

youngster has a need t o  know, whereas i n  the rural school they had a 

need t o  know these things. They used them. Once we went tWough the 

problems, there was a specific need and they went home and helped thei r  

fathers figure out how much a parrticulm g a i n  bin would hold. They 

could re la te  t o  w h a t  they did l e a  when they got home and now I don't 

really fee l  that  the youngster has the use m$de of what he learns in 

school l ike we had i n  those days. Maybe we've deviated a l i t t l e  b i t  

f r o m  your original question. 
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Q. Not a t  all.  That is  the thing I was getting a t .  &uality of ilnstmction, 

now and then. Do you thFnk mybe the fac t  that parents f e e l  so alienated 

these days from mdern math helps make it harder f o r  us t o  get the idea 

across t o  the children? 

A. I think this is part  of it. I think the parents f e e l  d iena ted  

f r o m  the school. I don't think we have the parent p h i c i p a t i o n  in 

school that  we had in those days. It was nothing unusual then t o  c a l l  

i n  a mthe r  t o  play the piano and help with the Christmas program. It 

was nothing unusual t o  have a pwent come i n  early because they were 

picking up the i r  youngsters. They came in and sat down and waited fo r  

the end of school. Parents were around a l i t t l e  b i t  more. They would 

bring the i r  yomgster t o  school in the mrning and they would drop in. 

Not because t h e ~ e  was a problem, but just  drop in. This was the i r  

social l i f e .  We lnad a Commmity Club. A t  the C o d t y  Club s o ~ t i m e s  

. we would give l i t t l e  demnstrations of what the youngsters had learned. 

We had just mre parent participation i n  school i n  those days than what 

I think is even possible now. When we had a PTA o r  a C o d t y  Club 

meting, the cormmnity turned out 100 pep cent. 

Q. In the school building? 

A. Yes, i n  the school building. If we have a FTA meting now, what 

is our ratio-mybe 15 parents f'rorn a d i s t r i c t  that represents 1Q00 

t o  1500 p m n t s ?  

Q. Anil mre teachers than pamnts? 

A. And m e  teachers than parents. So I think we just had a l o t  more 

parent participation. And the parents f e l t  a part  of the school. They 
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were muvling the school; and the teacher, I think, respected this  and 

took the parent into his conf'idence. We ca l l  the parent in  now if  we 

have a problem. If the youngster's doing well, we don't see the 

parents . 

Q. Thank you very much, braine.  This has been very infomt ive ,  

and we appreciate it very rrmch. 

END OF TAPE 


