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"How primitive! One room with eighteen students in five grades and all 

subjects taught by one teacher? It must have been confusing." Well, believe it or 
not it was not confusing. A well-run one-room school was a serene and homey 
place to get an education, such as it was in those days. In fact, the one-room 
schools offered important features that are lacking from the average child’s 
education today. In modern schools, students are segregated by age. Children play 
with, socialize with, and are influenced most by students their own age. Today’s 
schools do not provide the enriching experience of interacting simultaneously 
with older and younger schoolmates and sharing chores, lessons, and play with 
them. In short, the "one big family" atmosphere that pervaded the small, age-
integrated schools is gone.  

Each morning and afternoon at Chestnut Hill one-room school (Figure 1), in 
Killingworth, Connecticut, we students joined in to prepare the schoolhouse for 
classes. The day’s chores included carrying drinking water from the well at the 
teacher’s house; sweeping the floors in the classroom, front entry, stone steps, and 
the wooden outhouse with its one-hole toilet; chopping wood, in wintertime, and 
carrying it in to the stove where it was burned to provide heat; washing the black 
boards; clapping erasers; sharpening pencils; and raising the flag. Older students 
helped younger students remove or put on their boots and coats. We were bused 
to school by local farmers in their station wagons. Students were exposed not only 
to the material to be learned at his or her grade level, but to the lessons for more 
and less advanced grades as well. One had a sense of what lay ahead and behind, 
and could review lessons past or ponder those future, or just tune it all out as 
needed. At recess on nice days, we played in the field adjoining the school. The 
teacher supervised, and all students played together. We played hide-and-seek, 
red-rover-come-over, tag, and other such games. On rainy days, we played less-
active games, such as Simon-says, inside the school. Once play began, the teacher 
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left an older student in charge, and returned to the classroom to write the next 
lessons on the boards. 

 

 

Figure 1. Chestnut Hill one-room school in Killingworth, Connecticut, USA. Note the Civil 
Service structure on the roof. Citizens who worked there, usually our parents, were tasked 
with charting the routes of airplanes flying over 24 hours every day during the 1940’s. 
Photo taken by the author in the 1960’s. 

 
Each day, classes began with arithmetic problems the teacher had written on 

the boards, one board for each grade. Everybody got to work copying the 
problems and working them on yellow, unlined paper. For the first two years we 
learned addition and subtraction and did not get to multiplication until the third 
grade. There were no hand calculators then, so we were taught a technique called 
“casting out nines” (you can read about it on the internet) to check addition of tall 
columns of numbers. Essentially, the answer was added down to one digit, and 
the column of numbers was added down as well. If the two results were the same, 
one could be quite sure the addition was correct. History and geography were 
taught from textbooks that had been passed down over many years and were full 
of graffiti and undoubtedly were quite out of date. Music and Art were taught with 
all grades together as one class. We sang songs while the teacher played the piano, 
and we drew pictures with crayons. Science was minimal and consisted mainly of 
the natural history of native plants and animals. The teacher moved from grade to 
grade, explaining the lessons and answering questions. There was no homework. 
Killingworth had no high school, so we were bused in a station wagon to the 
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shoreline town of Madison after eighth grade for the four years of high school, 
where we were woefully unprepared for homework or serious learning. 

During the 1940s, Chestnut Hill School had an added feature that contributed 
to its “one big family” spirit. The schoo1's location, at one of the highest 
elevations in town made it ideal for wartime airplane spotting. A Civil Service 
spotting booth on the roof was manned 24 hours a day by townspeople, two at a 
time working staggered two-hour shifts. They were armed with compasses, 
accurate watches, and airplane identification books and kept records of all planes 
in the area. Once an hour during classes, an adult often a parent of one of us, 
would walk through the classroom and go up the creaky stairs to relieve the person 
completing their shift. A few minutes later, the person going off duty would come 
downstairs and walk-through class on the way out.  

Originally Killingworth had eight one-room schools, one for each district, but 
the depression drove more than half the residents from that farming town to find 
work elsewhere. Students were then consolidated into three schools, one in the 
north (Lane School, grades 1-5), one in the south (Chestnut Hill School, also 
grades 1-5), and one (Center School, grades 6-8) at the CT Routes 80 and 81 
traffic circle. Those three closed forever over Christmas vacation in 1948, and the 
new school opened in January of 1949. We got to meet our northern classmates 
for the first time. But something of the old spirit persisted for years to come for 
the new school had the same three teachers and only three rooms. Grades one and 
two were taught by Mrs. Cole, grades three through five were taught by Mrs. Rich, 
and grades six through eight were taught in the auditorium by Mrs. Steadman who 
doubled as the Principal. The one-room schools were then used for other purposes 
or retained as historical landmarks. Center School became the firehouse, then later 
the State Trooper station. Lane School became the VFW Hall. 

The one-room schoolhouse method of teaching though a bit primitive, had 
many excellent qualities we could use more of. Unfortunately, the large number 
of students that even a small town has now, make that method of teaching highly 
impractical. But we would do well to glance back to those days occasionally to 
see what if anything can be salvaged of and learned from the old ways, especially 
now that the covid-19 pandemic has made small, multi-age group classroom 
methods the new normal for many communities. 
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