The Development of the Elementary Schools é¢£z“j%?';iéyyyf
cf Conemaugh Township :

It 1s interesting to note that when the first settlers in our

community nad built cabins tc shelter their families, they began

e

to construct ru?e church and school houses. Most of the earlfﬁ
VSettlers_wére God'fearing pecple and they didvnot want their
childfen to grow up without religlous and educational training.

| TQ; first schools were ﬁsually held in a room in a settler‘s
cabin of in a vacant cabin., Sometimes churches were used for
schodl purposes. The early cabins, churches and schoolhouses were
all conétrﬁcted from logs and chunked and daubed with clay to keep
out'the cold. A large chimney was built at one end of the'sohoolQ
house in which.a roaring.wood Tire was kept burning during the day
‘to keep the school room warm. Later wood burning stoves replaced

@

the chimney fire place. The cutting of‘this wood, to keep the

" school room warm often occupled a large part of the big boys*
échool.déy which we might call physical education,

When the people of the community decided to build a schoolhouse
they wotld.meet at o selected location znd all work together fof
several days, until the building was completed. The building'was
usually erected near a good sSpring of water, along a traveled path
or road. vSometimes it was erected at a.crossroads.v The seats weré
made ot split logs.

when a school was opened in a ploneer communlty, the children
‘had to walk three, four, and even five miles to get the benefits of
‘the 1imited adventages which the early schools oftered. cften the
smallér children could not he sent because of the weather and dlstance.
The schcols were cpen for only two or three months of each year and
this was during the poldest winter weather when little~or no work
could be done on the farms. My early school I attended was fof igiéy

months 2nd I walked one and one-half miles to and from school. We



" carried our drinking water from a spring near by.
In the early days of our schools most of the boys were sent
'to school so they could learn to read and write; but the girls were

‘kept at home and neglected, so f'ar as educatlonal training was

r

concerned.

There were scaréely any text books in the homes or in the schools.
The parents had to pay the teachers and buy all the supplles. |
Not so”@oday; thécitizens who own property pay taxes and some monies
are prévided by the State to pay for the teaéhers' salaries and to
pufchase text books and instructional supplies. In those early
schools the Bible or Testament were often the only book8favailabie.
éoth English and Germanllanguages were spoken in the early schools.
The language dépended on the nationality of the parents._

© our early schools date back to the later part of the 1700s.

_From the log school houses with the 1limited seating and comfort
camelthe era of the more modern, one-room schoolhouses whlcgmoﬁr
township had up to around twenty. Some of these soon had additions
because of small villages, towns growing up near or around them
because of industry and othercommunity interests. Some of these
larger school buildings were in Grazier the town developed in 1900,
Jerome where the coal 1ndustry;began in about 1904, Maple Ridge
developed in 1906, Hiyasota in 1918 throﬁgh the coal industry.
However Pavidsville was started in 1831. Other communities grew
and school building had to be enlarged to name a few, Tire Hill, ‘
Glessner Mills, Hollsopple (Eaéh Séhool). Benson Boro. which became
a part of our school system. Before the High School was built in
1938 we had about twenty buildings in use. Then some were closed
and students were transported to the High School and different
elementary buildings. In 1960 The Jerome and Central Elementary

buildings were built and we continued to use the Benscreek bullding

for our Elementary School program. All other elementary buildings



were closed. .
Let me take a few minutes to say something about the teachers.

Thé early teécher was not required to have any training except he

was to be able to read and write. If he could do the four

' fundamentals iﬁ arithmetic, write his own agreement and i1l ouf

his own subscfipfioﬁ paper, he was looked upon as having high »

qualifications for his task.

o .
We also note that the eary teacher was a male. When the civil

- War broke,out'many of' the male teachers jolned the army and then the
wémen were asked to do the teaching. After.the war they continued
tolbe teachers along with the male teachers. '

In our copmunity When one passed the eight grade and passed
can examinatioﬁ for'teachingvhe/she could then teach if he/she was

7gréhtgdra school to teach. These pebplé then would attend wﬁét was
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One sqqh school was conducted at the Miller School building in
Soap Hollow by the late Samuel G. Shetler. Many of our township
early teachers were trained there. Soon Normal schoolSsprany up
over thé.state and it became manitory that one recelve a Normal
School training at one of these with a Normal Schodl Certificate.
Then atter that came the era that one must have a Bachelors Degree
to begin teaching. That law camé in about 1934,

In 1869 Conemaugh Township established its first free school.
The State Free School Act of April 1, 1834 stated that Spelling,
Reading and Writing were the only branches required to be taught
under this act. However it is worthy to note that the school laws
have been amended from time to time. Those aﬁendings can not be citgd
in this paper for want of time.

An action taken.by the County Commissioners should be noted here

for it effected our schools. In 1854 Joseph J. Stutzman was appointed



by the commissioners the first County Superintendent at a yearly
‘salary of $400.00. This appointment was highly criticised. |
Through Mr. Stutzman's efforts he overcame the criticism and held
‘the first teaohgrs' institute in 1855. This 1nstitute and the |
Isucceeuing year was held in different areas so the teachers could
attenu without too much difficulty. In 18 57 all teachers assembled
at oneﬂylace for;the instituée; The development and changes cannot
be noted here only to mention that this became a high light for the
‘teachers of ouﬁ county.

The development of the Curriculum is of significant importance
today. Since the Free School Act provided for the teaching of Réadlng.
Wwriting and Spelling our cur;iculum madevsignificant chahges tor the

‘improvement ot our schools.

&

For many years after our schools were established in a one-xroom

ﬂmgégfiuémﬁith grades one to eight the basic subjects taught wers
Réading, writing, Spelling, Arithmetic, History, Language (Grammar),
Geography. These being the basics uther instruction was given in the
way of rigﬁt behavior in recognizing the rights of others in the
form of the hickory stick. Sclence or Nature Study was taught when
nature or npupils brought'someting tc the classroom which could be
" demcnstrated or information given.
In the one-room school grades had to be combined thus a grouping
of grédes was practiced. Group one; Chart class and first grade;
‘group two, second grade; group three, third and fourth grade; group
four, fifth abd stixth grades; group five, seventh and eight grades.
Even this.grouping varied according to thedistribution of pupils.
Consolidation brought chahges to this kind of grouping for there
would be enough chi;dren of one grade to fill a room with one teacher.
During this process of change we emphasized and added additional

specialized instructicn. The first one being a definate course in



writing or penmanship instruction under the supervision of P.OC.
'Peterson. At each mqnthly faculty meeting we were instructed how
to teéch the next months lessons. At the end of the month each
=student wrote a’ specimen copy of the months instruction and this was
handed in at the morithly meetings to be evaluated. If the class
snecimens were standard or above they would receive a seal to be
placed,on a certificate which hung in the room. At the end of the
year.if the class got all monthly seals they would receive a gold
seal to be placed on the certificate. Teachers would meet in
different school buildings each month and a perfect display of
certificates was envied. -

Bef ore thé High School Was built we were directly under the

supervision of the County Superintendent. Examinations for the

co.determine if the students were ready for

—eitir-grades—
high school training. We worked hard to get our eilght graders to
pass this examination. Teachers were appointed to supervise the
giving of these tests at a designated school building. The test
papers were graded by the county Office and results sent to the
Vfownship schools. An eight grade graduation program was held
administrated by elght grade teachers. This was always a high
1ight in the school career of an eight grader. Then the student
could attend one of the high schools 1in the adjoining districts.
Some went to Ferndale High Schocl, some to Boswell High School,

Some to Johnstown High School, others to Hooversville High School,
and for others formal school traing stoped. |

‘ tn the late 30's we added a music supervisor to our elementary
staff. Christiné Todhunter was the first to hold this position.v She
would visit all the classrooms on a weekly schedule. She taught a
music lesson and then the homercom teacher woculd teach the songs

and other materials presented so the children would be ready to



recite the previous weeks lesscns. NTs. Margaret Crissafulll
 fol1owed and supervised our music program for many years. county
Music Festivals were a feature of the early music program and
'continued until the mid 70's., Also a music festival was held each
year for the total music department of our elementary schools.
For the first few years until we had our own new buildings at Jefoﬁe
‘and Central this festival was held at the High School. When we had
cur ownnew building with the All-Purpose rooms Wwe couldrhold these
festivals there. Some modification in the sfructure of these_progfams
took place in the early 80's.

‘About the time the muslic program was begun classes took field
trips. The first ones were totaly sponsored by the teacbers and puplls

by raising money to fund them. Classes raised money by selling candy ‘

&

at Edster and Christmas time and other special projects. The first

Vof such projects ‘was undertaken by the Girl Reserve CIUb at the™
Glessner Mills School by Ruth Livingstone. they went on a ﬁeeks
outing at Camp Sunshine, RBedford Co. Also a Hi-Y Club was started
by Harold Thomas, also from the Glessner Mills School, they raised:
money for a weeks fishing trip to Reynoldsdale, Bedford Co. ILater
| my brother, Kenneth Thomas organized a Hi-Y Club at Jerome School as
I had with the help of Johnstown YMCA.

As I indicated these first trips were totally financed by the‘
classes themselves. Even when trips to Gettsyburg were ofganized
‘s, few of our classes went together to hire two busses for the trip.
Financing soon became a PTA project for our three elememtary schools.
These trips have always been enjoyved by the children. They have
indicated this during their sixth grade promotion‘programs as well.
These trips became an important part of the childts education,

The supervised physical educatlion and art programs were

A-

introduced about the same time. The first Physical Education teacher



was George Kogut who taught the children of each room on a weekly
‘schedule. This was a tremendous asset to our physical educaion in
.the entire school system. The program provided the children with
'Opportunity to develop thelr various atheletic skills.

| The first teacher for the Art program was Doris Weaver.‘ Tﬁis
program did much to help children express themselves through their
1magination with the paint brush and crayon. Exhibits were a part
of Speoial programs held at the school which gave charm and color to
the Euilding and exhibited the abilities of the children. ‘I heard,
at times many proud parents, and rightly so, say, "That's my son‘s'
drawing" or "That's my daughter's art work." These activities helped

to bring together the school and parents in geohesive educational

“efforts-
’ frer ¢o's
_”;pwthe 3 HE 8 Kindergarten program was established at the

Behsoreek School. The parents paid for the tranSportation the TIrst

few years then the school district picked up the costs of transport-
aﬁion. In 1973 the Kindergarten was moved to the Central Elementary
building where 1t is today. The Benscreek building was then closed
and latefr sold.

Also in the early 70's a library program was started. A TOOD
in each building was equiped for this purpose. Mary Lou Berkebile
was the firstﬁ?ﬁgzzgﬁhn. Rooks were purchased, library sheiving
inqalled and a library program developed. BRook falirs became a. part
“of the program which not only got good books into the homes but also
provided funds to purchase new hooks. This program helped to
provide interest.in reading for the home and students. The children
looked forward to library day as they called it.

In 1972 we aga;n made a bold step in setting up an instrumental

music program. It was my and Mr. Jim Carr's privilege to set up

this firstprogram with hardly any financial provisions because we



started it after the school budget was adopted and we really worked
on a shoe string budget. The next year we got our needs into the
regular schcol budget to buy music, eguipment and other needs. What

you see today in the instrumental program is the result cf these past

| sixteen years of work.

Ih the early 60's the elementary muslc department was chosen by
the Indigna Universlty of Pennéylvania’to participate 1n a student
teaoherié;aining program. To be chosen by a University to participate
in such a program spoke well for cur music department.l This pregram
continued until the early 70's. Also in 1973 we were chosen by the
University of Fittsburgh to particlpate in a similar program in the

primary and 1nte;mediéte departments. At one time there were ten

_student_teachers assigned to our elementary schools. After three

years this program was discontinued because of lack cf student teachers

2t the University of Pittsburgh. To have been & part of this program
was a challenge and good experience for our teachers.
our township schools have grown in these past 118 years since
the free school act was passed. They will continue te grow as we
continve to give them our best. |
In 1975 I iniatiated a plan to utalize our buildings and Lha,
distributicn of teacher classrcom 1oad as 1 saw the future shaping
of our schools. My plan was to use the Jerome building for
Kindergarten and grades one and two. Use the Central building for
grades three thrcugh six. My phlloscophy was:
1. To be able to equalize teacher lcad for each grade
2. To provide time for each gradé teacher to work together on
curriculum
3. To accomplish this the children of a grade wouvld be scheduled to
be in an art class..a 1ibrary class, a music class, a physical

education class thus freeing the tasohers to wasemhle Lo work



X . on curriculum and coordinate teaching methods.

L. Reduce the costs 1in certain areas where dual pvrchases were

necessary to accomodate both buildings .
I am pleased that this plan 1s being adopted in rrinciple. It is

'

é_step forward. I forsee the elementary system in two buildings

working as one unit.

I*want to exﬁress-my appreciatlion to have a part in this
program in a way bringing to you thevprogress of our elementary
schools of which I have been a part these past 71 years in some
way, helping to shape the lives of many students in our schools.
I wili continue my interest as my grand children sit at the feet

of dedicated teachers.

, Thank you for inviting me to this gala occassions e e




