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School Resource Kit 

Central Michigan University 
Museum of Cultural and Natural History 

One-Room 
Schoolhouse 

Discover an early 20th Century Classroom. 
 

Get hands-on experience of what it was like 
to be a student attending a turn-of-the-century 

one-room schoolhouse.   
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Introduction 

 Education is an integral part of American society.   Over the last Two 
hundred years, it has moved from being an option for privileged children, 
to an option for every child, to being a requirement.  The idea of school 
has also evolved, from the curriculum to the classroom. 
 
 This kit focuses on a typical school day of a turn-of-the-century 
class.  With morning bells, lunches, and lessons, students can experience 
a day in the life of  an early twentieth century child.  While some things 
may still seem the same, the students will notice the great differences that 
have come over years of educational reform. 
 
 Included in this kit are: artifacts, images and descriptions, lesson 
plan supplements, Michigan Educational Standards as they pertain to this 
kit, and an evaluation form to be returned completed with the kit.  Artifacts 
include: a lunch pail and napkin, a class photograph, textbooks, a slate 
board and a slate pencil, a stereoscope and a stereograph, a teacher’s 
bell, and a projector.   
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The Care of School Resource Kits 
 
 Each School Resource Kit is comprised of authentic, historic artifacts and mod-
ern reproductions.  Nevertheless, every item in a kit is meant to be handled or touched, 
unless it is sealed in plastic.   
 

There are a few “rules-of-thumb” when it comes to using and caring for a School 
Resource Kit.   
 
 
Allow people to touch the objects and pass them around, but remind them that some 
items are delicate and may break if they are not careful. 

 
If an item is in plastic, please leave it in the plastic.  But let students pass the plastic 
package around to closely inspect the item. 
 
There are some items in certain kits that may be considered weapons in your school; 
be aware of your school’s policy regarding weapons and take appropriate action (i.e. 
inform the principal, leave it at home). 
 
Remind students that these items have been specially chosen for “hands on.”  In any 
museum, items on display should never be touched unless a museum staff member 
invites you to touch them. 
 
If an item is damaged, please gather all the pieces into a plastic bag and return it with 
the kit. 
 
If you find an item is missing or is damaged, please inform the museum’s student staff 
when you return the kit. 
 
Why do we ask you not to touch?  The oils, dirt and moisture from your fingertips can 
stain textiles and etch metals, permanently changing them.  One touch may not seem 
like much, but hundreds of touches in a year can wear a hole in a cotton dress or a 
notch in a wooden axe handle. 
 
Ask students to look closely at the materials used to make these historic objects; look 
at their colors and decorations; feel how light or heavy they are; are they made by 
hand or machine; would they have been used by adults or children, women or men?  
How would these things be made today?  Would we even have use of these items to-
day? 
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Michigan Educational Standards 

Social Studies  
Strand I—Historical Perspective 
 
Standard 1.1: Time and Chronology 
“All students will sequence chronologically the following eras of American 
History and key events within these eras in order to examine relationships 
and to explain cause and effect…”  
 
 
Standard 1.2: Comprehending the Past 
“All students will understand narratives about major eras of American and 
World History by identifying the people involved, describing the setting, 
and sequencing the events.” 
 
This standard can be used with this loan kit by learning about students 
from the era of one-room schoolhouses from autobiographical and bio-
graphical statements, learning about a day in the life of a student at this 
school, and creating a timeline for the development of one-room school-
houses into what they are today. 
 
 
Standard 1.3: Analyzing and Interpreting the Past 
“All students will reconstruct the past by comparing interpretations written 
by others from a variety of perspectives and creating narratives from evi-
dence.” 
 
Some ideas for using this standard effectively are: 
 1. Spend a day inside an imaginary one-room classroom. 
 2. Have each student write a journal entry about what they have 
 learned, what they would like to learn, what a day in a one-room 
 schoolhouse was like. 
 3. Use the artifacts during lessons (i.e. ring the bell, present a lesson 
from  one of the schoolbooks). 
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One-room Schoolhouses in Michigan 
   
 
 In the era of the one room school house, school was very different 
from what we experience today.  This is mostly because children of all 
ages learned together in one room.  The teacher had the responsibility of 
adjusting the lesson plans for each grade level present.  This gave the stu-
dents the ability to learn together which was a good thing, but very difficult. 
 One room schoolhouses primarily existed in rural areas.  This meant 
that most of the children that attended the school were from local farming 
families.  Children were expected to complete their chores on the farm be-
fore attending school.  Children of this time were much like children today, 
playing games and pulling pranks.   
 Teachers of one room schoolhouses were often no more than a few 
years older than their pupils.  Many teachers only taught for a few years 
before they got married and left the job.  There was a lot of turnover be-
cause of the low pay teachers received.   
 One room schools common from the early 1800’s until the 1950’s.  
Attendance in rural areas began to drop in the 1920’s.  The education sys-
tem saw a shift to normal schools which had a more recognizable format 
to that of the schools of today.  Although many former pupils of one room 
schoolhouses speak of the wonderful experiences they had, a more practi-
cal format for schooling was needed to accommodate the growing number 
of attendants in suburban and urban areas.   
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Artifacts 

Pail and Napkin 

H72.114 Pail 
 

This is an older version of today’s lunchbox/brown 
bag. 
 
Students carried their lunches to school in this. 
 
Many families had orchards or farms, and lunches 
would resemble that.  If a kid lived on an apple or-
chard, many items would have apple in it, and they 
would try to trade with someone to get something dif-
ferent.  (Example: an apple for a chunk of cheese) 

 
H72.115 Napkin 

 
This was usually a bit of fabric from home. 

 
The Napkin was used  to cover the food in the lunch pail 

(remember—they didn’t have plastic baggies to keep 
their food fresh��

Possible Questions for Students 
 

1. What do you carry your lunch in? 
 
2. What would you eat every day if you didn’t have a hot lunch option? 
 
3.  What sort of things do you trade from your lunch? 
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Artifacts 

H76.134 Class Photograph 
 

This is an example of a class photograph.  These are useful in showing the differences 
in the ages of the students and clothing of the period. 
 
While classes today have their class name and year imposed digitally, one-room 
schoolhouses often had to use slate boards to show their school name. 
 
Photography was invented in the 1800’s and common place by 1900. 

Possible Questions for Students 
 
1. How does this classroom differ from our classroom? 
 
2. What is different about the students? (Example: clothing, ages, etc.) 
 
3. What do they have in their classroom that we have? 
 
4.  How is the whole class picture different from your class picture? 
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Artifacts 

Schoolbooks 
H68.288  

“Sanders School Reader—Third Book” c. 1882  
 

The curriculum often included: History, Writing, Mathe-
matics, Geography and Reading.  Each subject had its 
own text book.   
 
Readers often included moralistic stories as well as ex-
planations of articulation and pronunciation.  They also 
included lessons with definitions at the beginning of the 
lesson as well as songs and lyrics. 

H68.278 
“National Geographical Series: Introduction to the 

Manual of Geography” c. 1874  
 

Some of the contents of this book include Geography 
lessons as well as questions about Geography and for-
eign countries. 

Possible Questions for Students 
1. How are these books similar to ours?  How are they different? 

*for additional ideas on lessons, visit the “Supplementary Activities” section* 
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Artifacts 

Slate Board and Slate Pencil 

 
 

H72.84  Slate Board 
 
Slate boards were small, so each stu-
dent could practice spelling and cur-
sive. 
 
Slate boards were often used this in-
stead of paper, which was more expen-
sive. 
 

H73.274  Slate Pencil 
 

Slate pencils were used for writing on Slate Boards. 
 

They were cost effective as they were less expensive than chalk. 
 

Slate pencils were often accompanied by rough fabric to wipe off the board. 

Possible Questions for Students  
1. What types of materials do you use for writing? 
 
2. How difficult do you think it would have been to write with these materials daily? 
 
3.  Would you prefer this set over a notebook and pencil? 
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Artifacts 

Stereoscope and stereograph 
H72.54 a-b  Stereoscope 

 
A stereoscope allowed the viewer to see a two-
dimensional image as a three-dimensional image. 
 
A stereographic card was placed in the holder, which 
was moved back and forth to focus on the images. 

H72.6418  Stereograph 
 
This is an example of a picture viewed through 
the stereoscope. 
Two slides of slightly different pictures were able 
to be viewed at once through the stereograph.  
This allowed the viewer to see an illusion of the 
third dimension.  
This particular image shows a car driving 
through a hole cut in a large tree located in Mari-
posa Grove,  Yosemite Valley, California.  

(Specific details on back of card.) 

Possible Questions for Students 
 

1. What artifacts or toys have you had that resemble this artifact? 
 
2.  What do you think the people in the image are doing? 
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Artifacts 

H74.349 Teacher’s Bell 
 
The teacher’s bell was used to call children to 
school and to call children in from recess.  It was 
also used to signal the end of the school day. 
 
The bell was also a symbol of the teacher’s author-
ity.  
 
The bell was operated by grasping the handle 
close to the bell and ringing in a wide arc. 

Possible Questions for Students 
 

1. How is this bell different from your school bell? 
 
2. How often does your school bell ring? 
 
3.  Which bell sound do you prefer? 
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Artifacts 

H82.20 Kerosene Projector 

�
�
The projector was fueled by Kerosene which is a flam-
mable liquid. 
 
Hand-painted glass slides were placed into the holder 
and the image was projected onto a wall by the flame  
inside the projector. 
 
Often, a projector like this was called a “magic lantern” 
for its strange ability to project magnified images onto 
walls or other surfaces. 

Possible Questions for Students 
 

1. What types of projectors have you seen in school? 
 
2. What are the similarities between these projectors?  The differences? 
 
3. How has the form needed to project the image changed (example: glass slide to 

transparency or paper) 
 
4.  How has image quality changed? 
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Supplementary Activities 
 
A Day in the Life… 
 
 Plan a whole class day where you can “pretend” to be attending 
class in a one-room school.  Have the students dress accordingly (girls 
wear dresses, boys wear pants), bring sack lunches, etc.  Segregate the 
class between boys and girls, and assign them age groups (grades 1 
through 8—maybe by reading level).   
 
 To begin the day, call them to class using the bell.  Have them sit in 
rows by gender and by “grade level.”  Follow a typical lesson plan 
(spelling, grammar, math, history, geography) using activities from the era.   
 
 For lunch, have an extended lunch period in the classroom.  Have 
the students trade items from their lunches like the students would in a 
one-room schoolhouse (be careful of food allergies!)   
 
 For afternoon lessons, continue on from the morning.  Be sure to in-
clude activities for different “grade levels.”  Lessons can be pulled from the 
included books, including grammar and even geography lessons (the 
questions from the National Geographical Series can prove to be quite in-
teresting!).   
 
 Before sending the class home for the day, assemble for a class 
photograph in the classroom setting, using the slate board or your class-
room chalkboard to indicate the date, school, and class.  As a homework 
assignment, ask them to write a journal entry or a one page paper on how 
their experience was for them.  Ask them to point out similarities and differ-
ences, and what they liked and didn’t like about their experience.   
 
 Most importantly, have fun!  This is a chance to take a break from 
the ordinary and experience living history. 
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Credits 
This School Resource Kit was created by:  
Toni Foster 
 
We acknowledge the use of materials from the following sources: 
 
www.foodmuseum.com/exhibitschoollunch.html 
 
www.museum.siu.edu/university_museum/museum_classroom_grant/
Museum_Explorers/school_pages/hinckley/school.htm 
 
www.enochturnerschoolhouse.ca/ed_prog.html 
 
Mcclungmuseum.utk.edu/newresearch/stereoscope/stereoscope.htm 
 
www.chestnutsquare.org/events/prairieadventurecamp/index.htm 
 
http://members.lycos.nl/cinemat/vhouten.jpg 
 
en.wikipedia.com 
 
http://clarke.cmich.edu/index.html 
 
 
We have made efforts to credit all sources used in this production.  Unfortunately, we 
were unable to find all sources used.  Please notify us if you have noticed an error in 
source credits so it is possible for us to fix the error in the next edition.   

Museum of Cultural and Natural History 
 103 Rowe Hall 

 Bellows Street at East Campus Drive 
 Central Michigan University 

 Mt. Pleasant, MI  48859 
 

 © The Trustees of Central Michigan University, 2007 
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School Resource Kit Evaluation Form 
Name of Kit:          
 
Kit Use: 
___ Mid Tier Lesson 
___ Student Teaching 
___ Elementary Classroom (Grade Level   ) 
___ College Classroom Presentation (Class Number    ) 
___ High School Classroom (Subject Area    ) 
___ Other (        ) 
 
 
1.   Did the kit meet your needs?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:      
              
               
 
2.  Was the kit easy to use and understand?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:    
              
               
 
3. Is there anything not included in this kit that would be useful?  Yes ___; No ___; 
Comments:              
               
 
4. Was the printed guide easy to use and understand?  Yes ___;  No ___;   
Comments:              
               
 
5.   Was the kit in good condition?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:      
               
 
6.   Would you use this kit again?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:      
               
 
7.   Would you recommend this kit to a colleague?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:   
               
 
8. Is there a topic that you would suggest we develop a loan kit for?  If yes, please  
include your suggestions:            
              
              
               
               
 
 

Thank you for your feedback! 


