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Introduction 

You have likely heard, perhaps from a  

parent or grandparent, statements about 

how diffcult it used to be to travel to 

school without beneft of transportation 

and faced with daunting weather scenar-

ios. The art of photography with an 8 3 10 

view camera is the equivalent of walking 

those fve miles uphill to school while the 

snow quickly accumulates on the path 

before you. The camera is large and boxy 

and requires a sturdy tripod to support it. 

Operating the view camera requires skill, 

patience, and an awareness for reading 

the scene that can only be gained through 

perseverance and a determination to see 

each photograph through to the end. 

I took my frst photograph of a 

one-room schoolhouse in 1990 when I 

acquired my new 8 3 10 view camera.  

The school was only a mile from my 

home, yet I knew very little about the 

building. I was attracted by the visual 

aspects of the structure—the windows 

were boarded up and the bare wood siding had faded to an attractive gray. The school stood looking forlorn and abandoned as nature advanced, close to consuming it. 

The name of the school, I would later learn, was Frog Mountain School, which seemed appropriate since in the spring one would hear a resounding chorus of 

frogs in the area. As I took that frst photograph and pulled the resulting print from my darkroom, I was extremely pleased with the black and white image of the 

school and with the entire experience. I soon developed a deep interest in one-room schoolhouses and a fondness for the people who shared with me their remem-

brances of growing up while attending them. 
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Dotting the Michigan landscape—typically at or near a crossroads or on property offered by a local family—one-room schools stand as land-

marks and as reminders of our rural pioneering past. In 1918 there were approximately 7,000 one-room, one-teacher schools across Michigan, 

appearing as frequently as every few miles. The earliest schools were log buildings, sometimes with only one or two wax-paper-covered windows. 

Fireplaces were used for heating, and that typically was the cause of the buildings’ demise, as the majority burned down. Yet, despite the simplic-

ity of the structures, I would discover that the schoolhouses in Michigan took on a variety of forms, displaying the available material and the cre-

ative energies of those who built them. 

As the population grew, economies changed, and the automobile appeared, schools started to consolidate, and the number of one-room 

schools diminished. Often the buildings would revert to the landowners. Only a handful of one-room schools are still operational today. Many, 

many others are simply nostalgic buildings found in the rural countryside. 

The majority of schoolhouses still standing date from 1913, when the Standard School program was instituted in Michigan. Governing most 

aspects of the school facilities, this program established requirements for school design and appearance and provided requisites for seating, aisle 

width, lighting, and teacher accommodations. Although a small variety of design plans was offered through the Michigan Department of Pub-

lic Instruction, schoolrooms needed to be 32 feet long and 24 feet wide, with an 11 to 12 foot interior height. Uniform lighting was achieved by 

requiring schools to have several windows placed on the north side of the building. A prominent feature of many one-room schools was the 

cupola, or bell tower, though many have been removed by treasure hunters as souvenirs. 

The photographs included in this collection were chosen from over several hundred taken. When I began this journey in 1990, no directory 

existed listing the locations of Michigan’s one-room schoolhouses. I had to seek out the schools over the course of nine years by driving thou-

sands of miles and talking with people to discover where they stood. Each structure presented a unique photographic challenge. Using the 8 3 10 

view camera and deciding how to fll the frame takes time. I had to determine the distance between the building and the camera to keep heavy 

overhead wires from intruding into the frame. The Michigan weather forced me, at various times, into deep snow, a ditch, or a return trip. The 

photographs of Frog Mountain School and Merle Beach School were taken with frozen hands during a blustery snowstorm. 

Each photograph is listed by county and noted by the date it was taken. Some of these schoolhouses may have changed or even disappeared 

since the photographs were taken. My endeavor has, at least, preserved them on flm. While many of the original schools have regrettably fallen 

victim to the elements or to urban expansion, a large number of one-room buildings remain, and many are receiving renewed attention. Some 

have been restored as museums, some as businesses or homes; some communities have maintained buildings to allow today’s schoolchildren to 

experience what school was like in the past, offering programs like “a day in a one-room school.” 

When I took that frst photograph of a one-room schoolhouse, little did I know what path that would lead me on as I traveled across the state 

seeking out these once-thriving centers. I am glad to share with you some measure of what I discovered. 
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