EDUCATION

Establishing Education

In 1862, laws were drawn up and provisions were made for establishing a school system
by the Dakota Territory. Two years later, the department of education was established.
Eleven years later, in 1873, the first public school was started at the Congregational
Church in Bismarck.

1889 Constitutional Convention

At the 1889 Constitutional Convention, one topic met heated debate: Child Labor Laws.
The question went back and forth on whether children under the age of 15 should be
prohibited from working in mines, factories, and workshops. At the end of the convention, a
compromised proposal was adopted, prohibiting employment of children under the age of
12. One of the main arguments against letting children work at such a young age was the

lack of education that they would receive if they worked full time.

Education was also discussed at the Constitutional Convention. The delegates decided to
make education free from grade one through college. They also discussed the curriculum
that should be taught to students. As a result, this section was added to the state
constitution: “In all schools instruction shall be given as far as practicable in those branches
of knowledge that tend to impress upon the mind the vital importance of truthfulness,

temperance, purity, public spirit, and respect of honest labor of every kind.”

Schooling in the Early 1900’s

North Dakota Schools in the early 1900’s were in rough shape. The teachers and the
school houses needed to support public education were inadequate. The teachers
lacked education, experience, and training and were paid very little. School buildings
consisted of one room built out of wood, with poor heating and lighting, no electricity, no
running water, and outdoor toilets. School during the winter was almost intolerable.

Here are the North Dakota official rules for teachers from that time period: teachers could
not marry, keep company with men, smoke, dress In light colors, dye their hair, and they
had to wear two petticoats. They were boarded by a local farm family. These restrictions
made getting and keeping an educated teacher difficult.

The teachers took on many roles. They acted as janitor, nurse, referee, and mediator
while dealing with parents’ complaints that school cost too much money. The schools
were supported by local school districts which in turn depended financially on success of
local farms. If the crops failed or the soil was poor, the schools suffered. During this
period, economic factors led to the farmers having a hard time holding on to their land
and their sons were needed to help out at home due to the fact that most farmers couldn’t
afford to hire farmhands. Children were only allowed to attend school as long as their
families were able to survive without their help.

Getting to and from school had its own set of hurdles. Some students walked, rode
horses, or took buggies, and in the winter, some took sleds.

By the 1920's, there were more than 4,700 one-room country schoolhouses Iin North
Dakota. Due to a shift in transportation trends and overall standardizing of the education
system, most of the one-room school houses were gone by 1989. Schools have
continued to evolve into the facilities being used today.
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