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Curriculum and Instruction and Administrative and Educational Services

(ABSTRACT)

The prevailing purpose of this dissertation is the preparation of an historical
account of public schools in Roanoke County from 1870 to 1920. The primary focus
rests with the cultural, economic, political, and geographic factors that affected the
evolvement of public schools in Virginia relative to Roanoke County Public Schools, a
system in southwest Virginia. Within this framework the system is described as part of a
valleywide setting, where citizens, educators, events, funding, curriculum, and other
components played an integral part in the shaping of the current system.

The methodology employed in this study is qualitative in approach and utilizes
recognized historical and ethnographic techniques. The Guba model, which allows for
periods of discovery followed by refinement and verification, is suited to the nature of
this study. The researcher initially conducts inquiry designed to discover data and gener-
ate ideas. After the initial inquiry period, the researcher refines and corroborates data.
The cycle of broad inquiry followed by more critical analyses of specific occurrences can
repeat itself several times. Verification is accomplished through the validation of sources
based on triangulation, a method of cross-checking in which three or more sources are
used to corroborate findings. Data is collected in an eclectic fashion, using the nature of
the research questions to determine appropriate techniques. Primary sources are used

when available, supplemented by secondary sources. Outcomes have not been predeter-



mined but evolved as the research progressed. General interview guidelines have been
used, but remained felxible enough to allow for probing and expansion of relevant topics.

It is anticipated that the history of Roanoke County Public School from 1870-
1920 will

——provide an accounting of historical developments within
this time frame;

—enrich the legacy it leaves to future generations;

—develop an appreciation for the obstacles and trials that people
overcame;

—create as accurate an interpretation as possible from available
data;

—develop a sense of the past as a precursor to the present;

—provide an avenue for practical use of this knowledge in
developing a better future plan;

—provide an historical account of public school education in
Roanoke County that has heretofore been meager;

—contribute to a broader body of historical information on
Roanoke County
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background

Virginia's system of public education was slow to evolve. It was not until 1870
that free schools for the masses became a reality. The reasons for Virginia's educational
problem were enmeshed in the weaving of cultural, geographic, economic, and political
factors that influenced the delay and subsequent shaping of the state system..

The dichotomy between the English aristocracy of eastern Virginia and the Scotch-
Irish and German backcountry pioneers created varying views with regard to universal
education. The attitudinal diversity of these ethnic groups that migrated from Europe and
settled in the Tidewater, Piedmont, and Ridge and Valley regions of Virginia affected
political decisionmaking with regard to the course of education at state and local levels.

Cultural differences detained the initiation of a public school system for nearly one
hundred years after the idea of free education for the masses was developed and promoted
by Thomas Jefferson. Deeply embedded in the attempt to provide free schooling, both
prior to 1870 and after 1870, was the effect of political power and interest groups. The
marriage of politics and education was not always a good one. William Henry Ruffner, the
first state school superintendent, expressed his dissatisfacton with this partnership early in
his career, underscoring his belief that schools were institutions for teaching and learning
rather than political seedbeds in which school personnel were placed according to political
connections rather than merit.

This study will focus on cultural, economic, political, and geographic factors that
affected the evolvement of Roanoke County Public Schools in southwest Virginia. The
county system will be analyzed from its formation in 1870 t01920. There will be an

attempt to describe a school division within a valleywide setting, where citizens, educators,



events, funding, and curriculum played an integral part in making Roanoke County

Schools the quality system it is today.

Purpose and Need for the Study

The purpose of this study is to develop the history of significant occurrences in the
public schools of Roanoke County from its inception in 1870-1920. It is hoped that a
complete history of the school system will be a future possibility as a result of this effort to
recount the earliest years.

Several focal questions are considered important to gaining an understanding of the
initial process of inquiry. These questions include the following:

1. What statewide conditions and developments affected the development of public
schools in Roanoke County?

2. What difficulties did state and local educators face in the fledgling years of
education as they maintained separate schools for whites and blacks?

3. What factors affected enrollments, curriculum, staffing, salaries, duties, teacher
preparation and certification, funding, facilities, and other relevant components between
1870 and 1920?

4. How did education in one geographic locale in Virginia, Roanoke County,

change between 1870 and 1920?

Scope of the Study

The scope of this study encompasses the following:
1. A brief review of the evolvement of the free school idea in Virginia prior to

1870, the year Virginia's system of public education began.



2. The developmental course of Roanoke County as an arm of the Virginia
educational system between 1870 and 1920;

3. Public elementary and secondary schools in Roanoke County between 1870 and
1920;

4. Funding responsibilities of the district, county, and state in the education of
Roanoke County students;

5. The complex school environment and its changes as it relates to teachers,
students, parents, community, curriculum, facilities, and administrative personnel;

6. A valleywide context as it exists in a coeval fashion with the transmission of
values and culture in education;

7. Personal interviews of relatives of early Roanoke County educators or others
who worked as colleagues in the system;

An attempt will be made to present an historical account that views the factors that
guided the development of public education in Roanoke County from 1870-1920. No
attempt will be made to analyze or assess these developments as they relate to the current
system. Local officials have cited the need for such a study because of its potential
usefulness and the contribution it would make to the recorded history of education in
Roanoke County which, heretofore, has been meager. State agencies that follow the
educational course of the Roanoke County Public School System have expressed the need
for and an interest in an accounting as a way to understand Roanoke County's educational

legacy and better plan for the future.

Significance of the Study

The general significance of this historical account rests with several factors:

-the legacy it leaves to future generations;



-the appreciation it instills in the reader for the obstacles
and trials that people overcame;

-the ability of the historian to put together pieces of the past
and provide as accurate an interpretation as possible from
available data;

-the ability of the reader to understand how developments
of the past have brought us to the present;

-the utility of this knowledge in providing a better plan for
the future.

The story of Roanoke County Schools has not benefited from in-depth research or
historical treatment. Since this story has not been fully developed, it is believed there will
be interest from a variety of individuals and groups which follow the progress of schools in
Roanoke County. Presenting an historical perspective and the factors that combined to
impact and shape the Roanoke County School System should provide educators, in
particular, a better understanding of the environment that affects such themes as

curriculum, enrollment, staffing, facilities, and other relevant components.

Review of the Literature

Much of the data will be obtained from repositories which contain primary sources.
A natural sequence of investigation of primary sources includes the review of annual
reports of the division and state superintendents and Virginia School Reports for each year
from 1871 to 1920. The Virginia State Library contains certain pertinent historical
documents and Acts of the General Assembly. The libraries of Virginia Polytechnic
Institute and State University, University of Virginia, Hollins College, Roanoke College,
Roanoke City, the Roanoke County Law Library, and the Virginia Department of
Education are also valuable storehouses of historical records and other relevant data and

writings. In addition, the common law order books of Roanoke County (housed in the



Circuit Court Clerk's Office), records contained in the Roanoke County School Board
Office, minutes of the School Board, and the minutes of the Roanoke County Board of
Supervisors provide invaluable insights.

Interviews by the researcher will be conducted with present and past administrators,
teachers, and other staff, including relatives of deceased educators of Roanoke County
Schools.

Historical writings will be used to briefly outline the development of public schools
in Virginia in a prefatory chapter, followed by an emphasis on the evolvement of the
Roanoke County system in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Social, political, and
economic developments of the period will be related to the educational course in Roanoke
County.

The format of this account will be chronological with major themes interwoven
among the chapters. Chapter II recounts significant events from the Colonial period
through the Revolutionary War in the 18th century and the Civil War in the 19th century.
Chapters III, IV, and V will proceed in varying intervals, beginning with 1870 and ending
in 1920. Chapter VI will summarize findings and make recommendations for further
study. Synthesizing chronology with major themes is generally a logical, coherent way to

convey a sense of the past.

Methodology

The methodology employed in this study is qualitative in approach and utilizes
recognized historical and ethnographic techniques. Guba describes a model of qualitative
research that can be modified and adapted to the process utilized here. It allows for periods
of discovery, followed by refinement and verification. Initially, the researcher conducts

inquiry designed to discover data and generate ideas. Following the period of inquiry, the



researcher strives to refine and corroborate data. This pattern can repeat itself many times,
as additional areas arise needing broad inquiry followed by more critical analysis of specific
occurrences. |

In essence, the elements of purpose, verification, mode, and interview comprise the
methodological process.2 Since the study is qualitative, its purpose focuses on description
and understanding rather than generation and testing of hypotheses using statistical
methods. Verification is achieved through the validation of sources based on triangulation-
-a method of cross-checking in which three or more sources are used to corroborate
findings.3 The mode of research entails collecting data in an eclectic fashion, with the
nature of the research questions determining appropriate techniques.4 Primary sources will
be used when available, supplemented by secondary sources. Secondary sources, while
not preferable to primary document research because they are more steps removed from the
original source, often provide valuable information, particularly if used in conjunction with
primary sources for a multiple-source approach. This study, however, will focus on the
use of primary sources when available so as to provide greater reliability and validity to the
study. Outcomes will not be predetermined but will unfold as research is conducted.
While general interview guidelines will be used with persons targeted by primary source
research and employees of the Roanoke County school system, interviews will be flexible

enough to allow for probing and expansion of relevant topics.5

1 Egon G. Guba, Toward A Methodology of Naturalistic Inquiry in Educational Evaluation (Los Angeles: Center
for the Study of Evaluation, University of California, 1978), pp. 6-8.

2 Note: In pp. 11-18 Guba describes fourteen descriptors directed toward empirical studies.
These descriptors have been modified to describe the present study.

3 Ibid., Mathison Sandra, "Why Triangulate?" Educational Researcher, March 1988, pp. 13-14.

4 Lee S. Shulman, "Disciplines of Inquiry in Education: An Overview,” Educational Researcher, June/July 1981,
p. 12.



There are limitations to any methodology--whether qualitative, quantitative, or a
combination. The collection of data, however, will be designed to account for interview
bias and subjected to triangulation so that consistency and validation are possible. Single
sources are often limited; therefore, the variety of methods and independent sources which
will be utilized would strengthen any findings.6

According to Miles and Huberman, the standards upon which the explanations of
researchers are judged suggest:

triangulation is a state of mind. If you self-consciously set
out to collect and double-check findings, using multiple

sources and modes of evidence, the verification process will
largely be built into the data-gathering process, and little more need be

done than to report on one's procedures.
Conclusions drawn from an historical study such as this one are not intended to be
used for prediction or to infer generalizability. It is rather the intent to inform the reader of
the complex environment that affected the educational course of Roanoke County in its

formative years in order to better understand and appreciate the path that was traveled.

5 Steven J. Taylor and Robert Bogdan, "In-Depth Interviewing," Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1984), pp. 76-105.

6 Eugene J. Webb, Donald T. Campbell, et al., Unobtrusive Measures: Nonreactive Research in the Social
Sciences (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1966), p. 3.

7 Matthew B. Miles and A. Michael Huberman, Qualitative Data Analysis (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1984), p. 235.



CHAPTER 11
THE EVOLVEMENT OF THE FREE SCHOOL IDEA IN VIRGINIA
1607-1870

The evolvement of free public school education in Virginia was undeniably dilatory.
There were other states, particularly those in New England, that had established systems of
public free schools nearly one hundred years before the notion took root in Virginia in
1870.1 The reasons for the delay in establishing a public school system in Virginia were
inextricably tied to political, religious, cultural, economic, and geographic factors. The
combination of these factors influenced the shaping of Virginia's educational system. The
dichotomy between the English aristocracy of eastern Virginia and the infusion of Scotch-
Irish and German backcountry pioneers created varying views regarding the establishment
of universal education.2 Virginia's predicament was further compounded by her political
affinity for a democratic government when, contrarily, organized society operated along
aristocratic lines. There was also the issue of human bondage, the oppression of which
impeded any radical modification of her social structure by new political ideas. The
aristocracy viewed education at public expense as intended for paupers; while the poorer
classes interpreted, and subsequently resented, the tendered aid as an effort to become
"paupcﬂzcd."3 Consequently, the idea of public education moved like the proverbial turtle
until a strong middle class effected a change from the kind of functioning aristocratic

democracy (a carryover from England) to a truer kind of democracy.4

1 Virginia School Report, 1871 (Richmond: Division of Purchase and Printing), p. 85. Note: Also called The

Annual (or biennijal) Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction. From 1870-1889 and 1912-1918 these
reports were printed annually; from 1889-1912 and 1918-1920, biennially. Will hereafter be referred to as

2 Bernard Bailyn, The Peopling of British North America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986), p. 8.

3 William Arthur Maddox, The Free School Idea in Virginia Before the Civil War (New York: Columbia
University, 1918), p. 9.

4 Ibid., p. 77.



Early Attempts
As early as 1617 help was sought by King James I from the Archbishops in order

to raise money for the erection of churches and schools to educate Indian children.
Governor Yeardley was then the royal governor of Virginia and he, along with King James
and other Virginia leaders, viewed the Indians as barbarians. A plan for a university,
whose purpose was primarily educating Indian children, was initiated in 1618, for which
the Virginia Company contributed 10,000 acres. Efforts toward the University of Henrico
were abruptly thwarted, however, when the Great Massacre, led by Chief Opechancanough
against the white colonists, occurred in 16225

At least one other free school attempt was begun about the same year and for the
same reason terminated nearly as quickly as it started. The school was to be built in
Charles City, which was a convenient location, and named The East India School for the
ship having returned from India to England. The influence of a ship's chaplain, the Rev.
Mr. Copeland, provided the impetus for the contribution of the ship's company to a
collegiate school, maintained by a master and usher, five servants and an overseer, and
located on 1,000 acres of 1and.6 Completion efforts were dashed when the Indian
massacre of 1622 occurred. There were no traces of a reinstigation of these efforts when

the colony was revived following the massacre.

Various F f Schooli
Heatwole notes that various forms of school--private, community (i. e., Old Field),

grammar, and tutorial--existed simultaneously with free schools set up to serve the poor.’

5 3. L. Blair Buck, The Development of Public Schools in Virginia 1607-1952 (Richmond: State Board of
Education, 1952), p. 14.

6 Virginia School Report. 1871, pp. 86-87.
7 Cornelius J. Heatwole, A History of Education in Virginia (New York: Macmillan, 1916), pp. 58-59.



Other such attempts to establish free schools in different parts of Virginia by groups prior
to the Revolutionary War can also be documented. Different religious sects--the
Presbyterians, Lutherans, Moravians, Mennonites, German Baptists, to name a few--set up
schools and churches, the building frequently being one and the same; and the minister
assumed the role of teacher or schoolmaster.8 In the Valley of Virginia, where Scotch-
Irish and Germans preponderated, there is much evidence of this occurrence in the
records;? while in eastern Virginia the Church of England played a similar role, being both
a civil and religious influence. In general, eastern Virginia parents were more affluent and

better able to provide educations for their children than their western counterparts.lo

The Plans of Jefferson and Mercer

Just prior to the Revolutionary War, a prominent Virginian coveted and expressed a
desire for universal public education such as that of the New England states. So imbued
with this idea was Thomas Jefferson, that he introduced a bill called "A Bill for the General
Diffusion of Knowledge" into the Virginia Legislature in 1779. The essence of Jefferson's
bill was that all free white children would receive three years of tuition-free education, in
which the subjects of reading, writing, arithmetic, and history would be taught. Only
males would be permitted further schooling at public expense if they showed academic

promise.11

8 John Walter Wayland, "The Germans of the Valley," The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, X, 2
(October 1902), pp. 124-125.

9 Deed books of Shenandoah, Augusta, and Botetourt counties. Housed in the courthouses of Woodstock,
Staunton, and Fincastle, Va.

10 Lyon G. Tyler, "Education in Colonial Virginia,” Part II, "Private Schools and Tutors,” William and Mary
Quarterly, Ist series, VI, 1 (July 1877), pp. 1-2.

11 Charles William Dabney, 2 Vols., Universal Education in the South, I (New York: Ao Press and The New
York Times, 1969), pp. 84-92.
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The House of Burgesses did not act upon Jefferson's bill in 1779. Heatwole
attributed the reason for this inaction to an aristocracy-controlled government, which
consisted of persons who saw no clear advantage in taxing themselves for a system in
which their children would not take part. Since these persons afforded their children an
education through private means, they were not willing to take on the added expense of
educating the poor. 12 Due to the fact that free schools for the poor had been established in
Virginia through private charity for a considerable time, Jefferson's plan was too advanced
to gain the favor of Virginians who were not yet ready for locally-taxed and supported
universal education. 13

In 1796 Jefferson's bill was finally enacted into law, but not until it was so
amended as to render it virtually worthless. The amendment entitled the court of each
county to determine the year when the law should be effective. However, the courts were
careful not to pinpoint the year, and consequently no schools were established under this
act.14

Though Jefferson's plan for a three-tier educational system failed, the University
of Virginia was established, which created an adaptation of the top tier that permitted the
sons of the affluent to be educated.l5 The children of the masses could not yet be
educated at public expense, but Jefferson's attempt was the precursor of others yet to
burgeon.

In 1810 the Literary Fund was established, with far-reaching effects for public

education in Virginia. Charles Fenton Mercer, a member of the House of Delegates from

12 Comelius J. Heatwole, A History of Education in Virginia (New York: McMillan Co., 1916), p. 101.
13 Dabney, Universal Education in the South, L, p. 20.

14 Roy J. Honeywell, The Educational Work of Thomas Jefferson (New York: Russell and Russell, 1964), pp. 14-

15 mhid.
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Fredericksburg, proposed to the General Assembly that all "escheats, confiscations, fines,
penalties and forfeitures shall be set aside for the encouragement of learning."16 This fund
provided the basis for the education of indigent children of the state.17 At a later point, all
amounts gained for the capitation tax were added to this fund. Further provisions by the
Legislature stated that when the income from this fund amounted to as much as $45,000,
the interest should be used for the education of the indigent white children and should be
distributed on the basis of the number of white children in the counties. Each county court
appointed commissioners and assigned them the duty of locating the indigent children in
their counties and employing teachers for them at the rate of 3.5 to 4 cents per pupil for
each day in attendance. Ultimately, the Literary Fund became a political toy controlled by
the General Assembly from its beginnings in 1810 until the Civil War. Becoming labeled
as a fund for the education of the poor, many refused to be sent to school (even though it
was accessible) because of the "pauper” connotation. 18 It is not surprising that such
schools became known as schools for "poor white trash" and that the public schools,
when first established under our present system, were also considered in this light.

Since the Literary Fund became synonymous with the "pauper system," Virginia's
two-class educational system continued, and those in the middle had to manage for
themselves. Those in the middle tended to be the people of Scotch-Irish, Welsh, and
Germanic extraction who settled in the piedmont and mountainous areas of Virginia in

significant numbers between 1725 and 1775. Political, social, religious, and cultural views

16 Douglas G. Egerton, "To the Tombs of Capulets: Charles Fenton Mercer and Public Education in Virginia,
1816-1817," The Virginia Magazine of Historv and Biography, 93 (April 1985): 157.

17 Charles Fenton Mercer, A Discourse on Popular Education. Delivered in the Church at Princeton on September
26, 1826 (The Princeton Press, 1826), p. 57.

18 Paper of Roland E. Cook, Superintendent of Roanoke County Schools, 1906-1945, n.d., n.p. Roanoke County
Schools, Salem, Virginia.
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differed and the chasm between eastern and western Virginia grew wider, especially in the
area of education.19 The topography of Virginia also separated the settlers geographically.
The Allegheny and Blue Ridge mountains provided a physical barrier which served to
stress more emphatically the division of distinct and separate entities. Maddox makes
references to this division and adds that "the East and West (are) growing daily apart in
distribution and character of wealth, in religion and customs."20 Also, dissenting religious
sects established schools under church sponsorship, which ultimately resulted in the
demand of schools for all. 21 The economic issue of slavery was another divisive factor,
with the East owning nearly nine times more slaves than those west of the Blue Ridge in
1829. The number of slaves were economically essential in eastern Virginia, and the
planters argued that they paid the bulk of the taxes. (They owned more personal property--
land and slaves.)22

-
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Bridging these inherent and circumstantial differences was difficult and gradual at
best, but in 1829 the Virginia Legislature attempted to transform the charity schools into a
system of common schools which permitted the middle class entry without the "pauper”
tag. The District Free School Act was passed allowing the local governmental entity (city
or county) the opportunity to convert charity schools to common schools for all. This act

did not succeed as hoped probably due to the fact that the citizens were not mandated to

19 John Solomon Otto, "The Migration of the Southern Plain Folk: An Interdisciplinary Synthesis,” The Journal
of Southern History, 51 (May 1985): 183.

20 Maddox, p- 20.
21 Dabney, p. 24.

22 Maddox, p- 23.
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provide local taxation for support of schools, causing them to rely on the Literary Fund,
which provided a meager, insufficient amount with which to operate schools.23

After many years of efforts by those persons residing in the area that was to become
Roanoke County, the General Assembly enacted a law that formed Roanoke County from
part of Botetourt County on March 30, 1838. The bill stated, "That all that part of the
county of Botetourt lying next to and adjoining the counties of Montgomery, Franklin and

Bedford, in the southwestern-part thereof, and contained within.......boundary lines,"24
that began at a point on the Blue Ridge, in the line that divided the counties of Bedford and

Botetourt and terminated at a point where the lines of Botetourt, Montgomery, and Giles

counties met.

The first common law order book of Roanoke County indicates that on October 2,
1839, only one year after the county was formed, the county John F. J. White, and Powell
Huff as school commissioners.25 While this effort was noble, these appointments must
have been nominal for no real attempts to lay out school districts or actively encourage the
establishment of free schools occurred until 1846.

Again, in 1846, the General Assembly passed another District Free School Act
urging that half of the Literary Fund dollars be applied to free schools, and the remaining
half be raised by county taxation. Therefore, many counties did not avail themselves of the
benefits provided by this act.26 Virginia's quasi-system of education, then, proceeded in a
similar fashion through the Civil War, when many forms of education languished, until the

emancipation of blacks in 1865.

23 Buck, p. 39.

24 Acts of the Assembly, 1838, pp. 54-57.

25 Common Law Order Book A, pp- 160-161. Roanoke County Courthouse. Salem, Virginia.

26 Heatwole, p. 103.
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