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Education in South Dakota since World War II:
A Statistical Portrait

J O H N E. M I L L E R

Throughout South Dakota's history, education has played a conspicuous
role in the lives of its citizens. In 1862, Covernor William Jayne addressed the subject at the initial meeting of the Dakota territorial legislature, setting the tone for the future. "The virtue, intelligence and public
happiness of a people, and all that conduces to the advancement of the
prosperity, wealth and povi'er of a country," he noted, "is intimately associated with, and dependent upon, the development ofthe educational interest ofthe state."' That first legislative session set up a system of free
public education for all white children between the ages of five and
twenty-one. Following established customs, it installed the principle of local control, forming common school districts governed by three-member
boards, including a director (later called the chairman), a clerk, and a
treasurer.^
From the beginning, Dakotans were caught between their aspirations
for strong, effective schools and the harsh economic realities that restricted their ability to achieve those goals. Innovative educational leaders, such as James S. Foster, the first territorial superintendent of public
instruction, and William Henry Harrison Beadle, who later filled that position and is remembered for preserving revenues from the school lands
granted under the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, articulated a highminded ideal of quality education for the general public and urged the
populace to commit itself to providing funds adequate for the task. Na1. Quoted in George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and George Martin Smith,
South Dakota: Us History and People, 5 vols. (Chicago: S. [. Clarke Publishing Co., 1915),
1:200.

2. Ibid.; Cleata B. Thorpe, "Education in South Dakota: Its First Hundred Years.
1861-1961," South Dakota Historical Collections 3Ö (197a): 214.
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ture, however, yielded little bounty in the beginning, and over time South
Dakota's agricultural economy, combined with strong tendencies to protect the public purse, resulted in a weakly financed educational system.
Nevertheless, countless numbers of young people passed through the
system, many of them testifying later to the value of the education they received in both country and town schools, their memories tinged with affection and nostalgia.3
While several useful studies have been made of public education in
South Dakota, beginning with the territorial period and carrying the story
up through the 1960s, nothing systematic has been written about the
past half century of the state's experience. In broad terms, the history of
the period since World War II reflects both the opportunities and constraints operating within a state that was sparsely populated and relatively
remote from metropolitan centers, remained heavily agricultural in its
economic base, experienced significant population declines in its rural
areas, lagged behind many other states in income growth, and depended
heavily upon a regressive and real-property-based tax system. A look at
statistics from the period provides a close-up view of the factors such as
enrollments, teacher training and compensation, funding, and school
consolidation that have helped to determine the direction of education in
the state over the past fifty years.
The basis for South Dakota's public school system from the beginning
through the end of World War II and beyond was its large number of
common school districts, whose size and shape had been left to local decision. Wanting schools that would be within easy walking distance for
young children living on farms, citizens first drew district boundaries
that typically placed their one-room schools no more than two or three
miles from the homesteads where first- through eighth-grade schoolchildren lived. As towns grew and demands for schooling beyond the eighth
grade increased, independent school districts were established, providing

3. Barrett Lowe, Twenty Million Acres: The Story of America's First Conservationist, William
Henry Harrison Beadle (MitcheU, S.Dak.: Educator Supply Co,, 1937); 0. W. Coursey, A Complete Biographical Sketch of General William Henry Harrison Beadle (Mitchell, S.Dak.: Educator Supply Co., 1914); William 0, Färber, Thomas C. Geary, and William H. Cape, Govemment of South Dakota (Sioux Fails, S.Dak.: Midwest-Beach Co., 1962), p. 122; Norma C,
Wilson and Charles L Woodard, eds., One-Room Country School: South Dakota Stories
(Brookings: South Dakota Humanities Foundation, 1998); Unda Halistrom and Maricarrol
Kueter, Sowtíi Dakota Country School Days (Dallas. Tex.: Taylor Publishing Co., 1987),
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In a scene photographed in 1942, children return home to their family's farm near Mobridge after a day at country school.
I

I

for graded elementary schools and high schools in the larger towns.4 A
two-tiered system thus emerged, consisting of somewhat more than three
hundred independent districts for town schools by the early 1940s and
approximately ten times as many common districts in the country.^
The model for this system had arrived with the agricultural settlers
who rushed into the region from states such as Minnesota, Wisconsin,
Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana, where the New England influence was strong.
Massachusetts, as early as the 1640s, had established the principle of free
public schooling for the masses, and this ideal became a fundamental
prop supporting the American dreams of equal opportunity and success.
The prevailing theory of democratic education, promulgated during the
4. In 1875. Yankton received a special charter from the legislature to create a graded school
system, and several other towns followed its example. After :887, lawmakers allowed public
schools within towns and cities to organize independently of common school districts.
Charles J. Stewart, "Historical Development of the Independent School District." South Dakota Historical Collections 18 (1936): 105-6,
5. South Dakota, Twenty-sixth Biennial Report of the Superintendent of Publiclnstruction, Jidy
1,1540, to June JO, 1942, p. 58.
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nineteenth century by school leaders from Horace Mann to William Torrey Harris, was based on several assumptions, according to educational
historian Lawrence Cremin. Public schools, it was believed, "increased
opportunity; they taught morality and citizenship; they encouraged a talented leadership; they maintained social mobility; they promoted popular
responsiveness to social evolution."^
While such lofty ideals and goals were of primary importance to the
early architects of South Dakota's educational system, demographic realities dictated, in large measure, how they would be implemented. In contrast to the East, not many sizable towns emerged. Few places grew beyond a few hundred in population, with the vast majority of the state's
inhabitants scattered across the countryside. Near the Minnesota border,
three or even four farmsteads typically were located on each square mile
of land. Farther west, farms became larger and fewer in number, but the
need for numerous rural schools remained as long as families were large
and students still walked to school. Some counties maintained eighty or
more rural schools on into the 1950S.7
The state's population peaked temporarily in 1930 at 692,849. Its 7.2
percent decline during the decade of the Great Depression was the largest
percentage drop of any state in the Union, and the total would not rise
above the 1930 figure again for another sixty years. Some South Dakota
counties had already lost population by the time of the 1930 census, having reached their maximum ten and even twenty years earlier.**
A declining population naturally translated into a reduced number of
students and schools as time went by, with rural schools experiencing
the biggest losses as their enrollments dropped by 55 percent during the
three decades prior to 1945. From a peak of 5,519 in 1919, the total
number of schools in the state fell by more than fifteen hundred by 1945
but remained high at 4,011. About 85 percent of the total were oneteacher schools whose average enrollments of slightly more than ten stu6. Lawrence A. Cremin, The Transformation of the School: Progressivism in American Education, 1876-1957 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1964), p, 16. See also Merle Curti, The Social
Ideas of American Educators (Totowa, N.J.: Littlefield, Adams & Co., 1959) and H. C. Good, A
History of American Education, 2d ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1962).
7. South Dakota, State Planning Board, Elementary and Secondary Education in South Dakota, igjj-ig}4 and 1934-1955 (Brookings, 1937), n.p.; Thirtieth Biennial Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, July i. 19.4S, to June jo, 3950, pp. 294-95.
8. Herbert S, Schell, History of South Dakota (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
'9751' PP- 362-63.
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dents made them the smallest in the country. At the end of World War II,
the state had 84,100 students enrolled in elementary school {43,280 boys
and 40,820 girls) and another 28,724 in high school (13,037 boys and
15,687 girls). The total public-school enrollment of 112,824 refiected a
31.9 percent drop from its high mark of 165,624 in 1930.9
After bottoming out in 1945, school enrollments started growing again,
increasing by 4.3 percent during the late 1940s, by an impressive 33.9
percent during the 1950s, and by a more modest 9.8 percent during the
1960s. The trend then reversed, with enrollments declining by 21.3 percent during the 1970s and 6.6 percent during the r98os. The end ofthe
eighties witnessed another turnaround as enrollments increased by 6.2
percent between 1990 and 1995. Again, after mid-decade, the numbers
started to retreat, causing concern about the future of the small schools
that had survived to that point.'°
The causes of these gyrations in student numbers are easy enough to
understand, since they generally reflected basic demographic changes.
The approximate one-third drop in enrollments during the decade and a
half after 1930 reflected outmigration and declining rates of marriages
and births caused by the upheavals of the Great Depression and World
War IL The equally dramatic and somewhat larger (about 48 percent) expansion during the first two postwar decades can be attributed to the baby
boom and the generally prosperous economy of the period. Declines in
enrollments after 1967 signaled the end ofthe baby boom and decreasing
family size, while the early nineties spike coincided with another period
of growth in the state. As the population ages, individuals delay or forgo
marriage, and smaller families become the rule, the near future seems to
hold in store, once again, gradually declining enrollments statewide.
Beyond demographic shifts, teacher preparation and compensation
play an important role in the story of education in the state. For many decades, the educational background of South Dakota's teachers remained
meager. In fact, if not for the presence of a teacher corps composed

9. Committee for Education, "A Report to the People on South Dakota's Number One
Problem: Education," SDEA Journal 22 (Jan. 1947): 212; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 2
Sept Í948; Thirtieth Biennial Report ofthe Superintendent of Public Instruction, p. 286.
:o. Figures derived from South Dakota, Department of Public Instruction, SOMÍÍI Dakota
School Statistics (1960-1961), Educational Statistics Digest (1970-1971); South Dakota, Department of Education and Cultural Affairs, South Dakota Educational Statistics Digest
(1980-1981}, (1985-1986), Education in South Dakota: A Statistical Profile (1995-1996).
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Photographed in 1964, this large class at Jefferson Elementat7 School in Sioux Falls
bears testimony to increasing enrollments in the 1950s and )96os.

mainly of teen-aged girls and young women possessing few credentials
and willing to accept small salaries, the early educational system would
scarcely have been able to fiinction at all. As late as 1961, only 3.6 percent
of the slightly more than two thousand rural teachers in the state held
four-year college degrees. Another 35.1 percent possessed more than two
years of college training, while 54.4 percent had between one and two
years, and 6.9 percent had less than one year." In one respect, local school
districts benefited from this situation, for it allowed them to keep costs
down by paying lower salaries than college graduates could command.
South Dakota's teachers, on average, have historically been among the
lowest paid in the country. For a decade or two after World War 11, several
southern states, such as Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Mississippi, and

II. W. W. Ludeman, "The Rural Teacher in South Dakota," SDEA Journal 36 (Jan. 1961):
17; Sioux Ealls Argus-Leader, 7 Jan. 1961; Philip L Brown, "Country School Teachers in South
Dakota to 1950," in Northeastern South Dakota's Country Schools (Silt. Colo.: Country School
Legacy, 1981), pp. 1-2.
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South Carolina, continued to pay their teachers less than South Dakota
did. Later, other states, including North Dakota, Maine, New Hampshire,
and Vermont, sometimes fell below South Dakota in average teacher
compensation. By the mid-1980s, however. South Dakota usually stood at
the bottom of the list, and the gap between its salaries and the national
average has continued to widen (see Table i).'^
School-board members, legislators, and other interested parties attempted to justify low teachers' salaries by observing that wages overall
lagged behind those in other states, that the cost of living was compara12. Sioux Falls Argus Leader, 2
1992,14 Oct. 1993,13 May 1994.

. 1986, 28 May 1987, 6 May 1988, 8 May 1991, 28 Aug.

Table 1 Annual Teacher Salaries, South Dakota Public Schools

Year

South Dakota
Average

United States
Average

South Dakota
Rank

1937-1938

$752

$1,093

41

1941-1942

844

1,223

41

1945-1946

1,530

1,795

37

1950-1951

2,200

2,983

41

1954-1955

2,950

3,932

41

1960-1961

3,750

5,389

4«

1964-1965

4.735

6,449

4S

1970-1971

6,793

9,265

48

1974-1975

8,871

1Î.647

48

1979-1980

12,348

15,966

50

1984-1985

17,380

23,595

50

1989-1990

21,300

31,361

51

1994-1995

25,994

36,605

51

1998-1999

28,552

40.580

51

Sources; The Book of the States, vols, 8-16 (1950-1967); NEA Ranking of the
States (1971-2000).
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tively low, and that pupil-teacher ratios were lower in South Dakota than
elsewhere. High rates of teacher turnover and other factors also militated
against higher salaries. Rural teachers, who generally possessed less
training than their urban counterparts, received less pay, dragging down
the average. Teachers grew increasingly restless under these circumstances, voicing dissatisfaction through channels such as their professional organization, the South Dakota Education Association (SDEA),
and occasional strikes.^î
The reluctance to commit more resources to improving teacher compensation was mirrored by a similar situation with school facilities, many
of which dated from before the turn of the twentieth century and were
becoming obsolete. In 1951, only [0.4 percent of the buildings in use
were less than twenty years old, while 23.8 percent—most of them rural
schools—were fifty years old or more. Only 7.6 percent of students were
being taught in the antiquated nineteenth-century buildings, but a majority (66.6 percent) attended schools that had been constructed between
1900 and 1930 and were thus beginning to age. The remaining 25.8 percent of students attended facilities built in the 1930s and 1940s.'4
Overall, spending levels for education in South Dakota remained low
into the 1980s, when a spate of reports criticizing American education—
most notably, A Nation at Risk (1983)—called into question the quality of
instruction being received in the nation's schools and demanded accountability. Many states began requiring competency testing of both students
and teachers. Increased emphasis was placed on student scores on standardized tests and the publication of those results on a school-by-school basis. On college-entrance exams, South Dakota high-school seniors generally did better than average, ranking among the best in the country on the
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). In 1984, United States Secretary of Education Terrel Bell cited South Dakota as an example of how a state with
low educational spending levels could nevertheless provide a good education. The test scores of South Dakota students, he noted, demonstrated high quality at a relatively low level of school spending. Some
observers, however, remained unconvinced that high standings on col-

13, "Teachers Show New Militancy at NEA Convention," SDEA journal 43 (Sept. 1967):
io-ii; Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 10 Sept, 1968.
14. James C. Schooler, "What Are South Dakota School Building Needs?" SDEA Journal
28 ()an. 1953): 197.
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Scarce funds meant that many schools across the state had to make do with antiquated
buildings and equipment, as seen in this 1960s view of a Custer classroom.

lege-entrance tests indicated a quality education for all students, noting
that only a tiny percentage took the SAT^s
The fact that teachers' salaries and overall educational spending levels
in the state remained comparatively low over the decades was not always
due to lack of effort on the part of taxpayers. Like many of its neighbors in
the Midwest and Northern Great Plains, South Dakota's heavy dependence on agriculture trapped the state in frequent boom-and-bust cycles,
15. A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform (Washington, D.C.: National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983}; Sioux Falls Argus Leader, 6 Jan. 1984. In
1991, South Dakota ranked forty-fourth in expenditures per pupil ($3,730, compared to the
national average of $5,255}, while its students ranked fifth on SAT scores. In 1984, the state's
students ranked sixth on the ACT: in 1989. they were fifth. In 1986 and 1987, they ranked
first on the SATs, but only about three percent of high-school seniors took them. Gary
Alampi, ed.. Gale Stale Rankings Reporter (Detroit. Mich.: Gale Research, 1994), p. 392;
Sioux Falls Argus Leader. 6 Jan. 1984, 23 Sept. 1986, 23 Sept. 1987, 4 May 1989.
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generally causing its economic activity to lag behind that of more industrialized and urbanized regions. As a result, income levels in the state remained below average, and the tax base was smaller than in many other
states.
In 1937. South Dakotans spent 5.8 percent of their income on public
elementary and secondary education, ranking them first among the states
on this scale of effort. Ten years later, the figure dropped to 2.9 percent,
still good enough for a sixth-place tie.'^ During the 1970s and 1980s,
public schools received between 4.5 and 5.5 percent of personal income,
putting South Dakota somewhat above average. In recent decades, the income gap between South Dakotans and those in other states has narrowed, but South Dakota has fallen further behind in the proportion of
personal income going to pay the state and local taxes that help fund education. In 1971, the 11.7 percent of personal income that went to state
and local taxes put South Dakota seventh in the United States; the 8.8
percent collected in 1986 placed it at forty-sixth; and the 9.6 percent collected in 1996 put the state near the bottom at forty-eighth.'^ It should be
noted, however, that these rankings can move up or down twenty or thirty
positions based on differences of only one or two percentage points.
While South Dakota's record on these various scales was somewhat
mixed, in one respect, at least, the state staked out a definitive pattern
over the years, consistently ranking among the lowest in terms ofthe subsidy state government provided to education. Put differently. South Dakota ranked high in local effort, relying largely upon properiy taxes for financing education. In fact, the state usually stood between third and fifth
place in the nation in its dependence upon the property tax for funding
schools. Over the forty-five-year period from 1954 to 1999, the percentage
of educational revenues deriving from local sources declined only gradually from 85.0 percent to 53.3 percent (see Table 2).'^
Most other states increased their state aid for education much faster
and more extensively than South Dakota, which by the 1970s and 1980s
consistently ranked second or third to last in this category. Advocates of
increasing state aid argued that doing so would raise funding to adequate
16. The Book ofthe States, vol. 8, 1950-51 (Chicago, 111.: Council of State Govemments,
1950), p. 276.
17. Eigures derived from Ranking ofthe States (Washington, D.C, National Education Association, 1971-1996).
18. See Book ofthe States, vol. 11,1956, through vol. 31, 1997.
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Table 2 Annual Revenue Sources, South Dakota Public K-12 Education

Year
1953-1954

Total
Expenditures
$35.2 million

% Federal

% State

% Local

3.4

11.6

85.0

1958-1959

48.0

4.6

10.0

85.4

1962-1963

61.9

9.0

11.8

79.2

1968-1969

102.4

15.16

15.2

69.3

1972-1973

146.0

12.7

15.1

72.3

1977-1978

217.3

12.1

14.3

73.6

1983-1984

368.8

11.6

27.6

60.8

1988-1989

467.8

10.4

25.2

64.4

1992-1993

460.6

10Ä

26.2

63.0

1998-1999

—

9.8

36.9

53.3

Sources: The Book of the States, voh. 11-31 (1956-97); NEA Rankings of the States
(1995-2000).

levels, reduce inequities among districts that varied greatly in taxable real
estate, and provide a less regressive source of revenues. Throughout the
1950s and most ofthe 1960s, state aid as a percentage of school revenue
hovered between 9 and 12 percent. During this period, other states were
raising their share of contributions, on average, to about 40 percent. During the early 1970s, the South Dakota Legislature increased the state's
share to around 15 percent, and then, beginning around 1979, pushed it
up over the 20 percent mark. By the mid-eighties and into the nineties,
the figure had increased to around 25 percent, and lately it has begun to
approach 40 percent, bringing South Dakota into closer conformity with
other states but still leaving it among the lowest-ranking states in percentage of state aid.^9
Partially offsetting this condition was the increase in money coming
from various federal programs. Beginning with the National Defense Education Act of 1958, and receiving a major boost from Lyndon Johnson's
19. Ibid.; South Dakota. Department of Education and Cultural Affairs, South Dakota Educational Statistics Digest (1990-91), p. 29,
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Great Society education acts of 1965, federal aid grew from less than 4
percent of school revenues in 1954 to around 10 percent in 1965. For the
next decade and a half, it hovered in the 1240-15 percent range before
dropping off to 10 to ir percent (see Table 2).^°
Probably the most important educational development in South Dakota during the second half of the twentieth century was the move to consolidate and reorganize school districts. From 3,415 districts in 1945, the
number declined to 196 in 1977, a reduction of 94.3 percent. Several
more districts consolidated during the 1980s, and another eleven disappeared between 1990 and 1992 to leave the number at 178, which is
about where it has remained.^'
1
Several forces coalesced to press for reducing the number of school districts and rural schools following World War II. By 1945, realistic observers clearly perceived the need to reorganize, but tradition and inertia
were strong and little was accomplished during the next twenty years.
The basic challenges facing the state were spelled out for the legislature
in 1945 in a report by the South Dakota Highschool Education Commission, appointed by Republican Governor M. Q. Sharpe. South Dakota was
similar to other Great Plains states in the evolution of its educational system, which hearkened back to territorial days. little consistent planning
had been done over the years to guide the proliferation of schools, leaving
population shifts to make an impact. With the birth rate declining, the
population was aging. Farms were growing larger, further depleting the
rural population base, and small towns suffered from the subsequent decline in demand for their services. Higher per-capita costs for education
inevitably resulted from these highly visible and profound demographic
and economic shifts. "Ours is a state of small school districts, many of
which are too small to be efficient and economical governmental units
and equally unsatisfactory as school units," the Sharpe commission reported. It called on the legislature to make attendance compulsory
through the tenth grade and to emulate other states in providing more
state aid for public

20. Book of the Siates, vol. 11, 1956, through vol. 31. 1997.
21. South Dakota Economic and Business Abstract, Business Research Bureau Bulletin no.
107 (Vermillion: University of South Dakota, 1972). p, 40; South Dakota Educational Statistics Digest (1990-1991). p. I.
22. "Recommendations of Governor's Commission," SDEA journal 20 ([an. 1945); 200;
Thorpe, "Education in South Dakota," p. 344,
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Although the facts were dear and their implications obvious by this
time, progress in closing small schools and reorganizing school districts
occurred slowly. Eollowing the example of other states, the legislature in
1951 passed a voluntary redistricting measure intended to move people to
action, but little was accomplished.^' Many individuals were convinced
that consolidation was necessary, but those who would have to carry out
the process—local school officials and administrators and the voters who
elected and financed them—were in no mood to move quickly. The fifties
and early sixties, then, were years of setting the stage for finally accomplishing the task.
College professors such as W. E. Kumlien, professor of rural sociology
at South Dakota State College, wrote articles and gave speeches seeking
to demonstrate the logic behind reorganization. He urged small town and
county administrative units to leave the "horse and buggy days" and
merge into "unified natural community school districts."^4 Small schools
did possess certain advantages in being close to home and parental oversight, affording close personal attention from teachers, and cementing
ties of community and friendship. On the other hand, as Kumlien and
others pointed out, they also spread teachers thin in terms of the subject
matter they were required to cover, were less efficient to operate, offered
little support for libraries, equipment, and recreational facilities, and paid
lower salaries, making it harder to attract qualified teachers.
A number of committees and study groups were established over the
years to investigate the problems facing schools and propose solutions. In
1946, the SDEA set up the Committee for Education, which over the next
couple of decades issued a series of "Reports to the People" calling for district reorganization and enhanced state funding. Representatives from a
variety of groups made up the committee, including the SDEA, State Department of Public Instruction, South Dakota Parent-Teachers Association, South Dakota Farm Bureau, South Dakota Farmers Union, American Association of University Women, and South Dakota Federation of
Women's Clubs, as well as school-board members and school administrators. Its first annual report noted that the state's contribution to the fi23. Ervin Peregrine, "School District Reorganization: What Will It Do for Our Schools.^"
SDEA Journal 27 (Nov. t95i): 120; Thirty-ninth Biennial Report of the Superintendent of Public
instruction, July i, 1966, to June jo, ig68, p. 236,
24. W. F. Kumlien, Community School Districts in the Making, South Dakota Agricultural
Experiment Station Bulletin no. 404 (Brookings: South Dakota State College, 1950). p. 5.
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nancing of public schools was only 9.8 percent of school revenues, a fraction of the national average of 35 percent. The committee indicated that
almost one thousand rural schools had six or fewer pupils, that the
number of pupils per teacher in rural schools averaged 10.7, and that 86
percent of South Dakota schools operated with only one teacher. This
brand of education was expensive and, at the same time, inadequate.
Among its recommendations, the committee called for an increase in
state aid to $4.5 million for the biennium and for a variety of other actions
that were echoed in its many reports in subsequent years.^5
The SDEA continued to be a strong supporter of redistricting and consolidation and provided an important forum for its advocates. Of course,
the teachers it represented suffered from the low salaries the system
perpetuated. Beyond that, however, they realized the difficulty—if not the
impossibility—of providing an adequate education when the teaching
corps was stretched thin and its members isolated, forced to teach students in all eight elementary grades or in a variety of high-school subject
areas, and saddled with poor facilities, inadequate books, and equipment.
To make the point more concretely, an article in the April 1954 issue of
the SDEA Journal described a typical rural school system in Gregory
25. Committee for Education, "A Report to the People on South Dakota's Number One
Problem: Education," SDEA Journal 2.2 (Jan. 1947): 211-14.

Outdated facilities and low student numbers made rural schools such as Hyde County's
East Eagle School, pictured here in 1941-1942, targets for consolidation.
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County in south-central South Dakota. The county's 526 pupils were scattered amongst forty-five school districts taught by fifty-eight teachers. The
number of pupils per teacher varied from three in the smallest school
to twenty-three in the largest. The average teacher salary was $215 a
month for a nine-month term. The school buildings were of frame construction with outside toilets. While some schools had oil-burning stoves,
most continued to use old coal-burners, had no storm windows and little
insulation, and suffered from lack of paint and upkeep. To get a drink
of water, most students had to use a drinking bucket with a common
dipper. ^^
Before 1965, periodic calls for consolidation and redistricting made almost no progress in South Dakota. Like their neighbors in surrounding
states. South Dakotans resisted consolidation, only more so. They perceived little need to change, either in terms of positive incentives to do so
or negative consequences for adhering to the status quo. Tradition and
fear ofthe loss of home rule remained strong, and residents were reluctant to have their children transported long distances to school. Some administrators and teachers worried about losing their jobs, and many
school boards and taxpayers believed that their taxes would increase. In a
few districts that had no students, the latter was a certainty.^?
Between 1947 and 1959, the number of school districts in the state fell
by just 5.7 percent, compared to 16.3 percent in North Dakota, 34.9 percent in Nebraska, 35.0 percent in Wyoming, 39.5 percent in Montana,
41.0 percent in Iowa, and 58.8 percent in Minnesota. For the United
States as a whole, the decline was 54.5 percent. While these wide variations within the same region are not easily explained, they relate to historical traditions, economic conditions, political ideology, governmental
leadership, and public values and opinion. South Dakota's strongly conservative political inclinations after World War II were undoubtedly an
important factor in delaying change.^^

26. L. E. Whiteside, "Gregory County: The Need for Larger Districts," SDEA Journal 29
(Apr. 1954): 322-24.
27. Milo Swanton, "District Reorganization; Section 11," SDEA Journal 29 (Mar. 1954):
286.
28. Färber. Geary, and Cape, Government of South Dakota, p. 125: John Günther, Inside
U.S.A. (New York; Harper & Brothers, 1947), p. 247; Fred W. Zuercher, "A Measure of Party
Strength in the Fifty States," Public Affairs, Governmental Research Bulletin no. 32 (Vermillion: University of South Dakota, 1968).
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South Dakota was one ofthe last states to move on the consolidation issue, but once the dam burst, the process proceeded rapidly. From 1945 to
r955, the number of school districts in the state declined from 3,415 to
3,295, an average of only twelve a year. Between 1955 and 1964, the
number was further reduced to 2,873, ^^ attrition of forty-seven per year.
After 1964, an average of 369 districts were eliminated annually for the
next seven years, from a low of 217 during the 1967-1968 school year to a
high of 591 during the 1968-1969 term. The final boost for reorganization came when the 1967 legislature passed Senate Bill 130 requiring all
land in the state to be part of a twelve-year school district by i July 1970.
By the 1970-1971 school year, so few districts remained that the 472 eliminated that year constituted 62.3 percent ofthe total, by far the largest proportion to disappear in any single year. By the end ofthat term, only 287
districts were left, and by the following year the number was down to 233.
With the elimination ofthe final thirty-five common school districts after
1976, only 196 independent school districts remained. That number
gradually fell by about twenty during the following two decades.^9
Several developments during the late 1950s and early 1960s combined
to accelerate change in favor of both increased state aid and district reorganization. Rudolph Flesch's Why Johnny Can't Read—and What You Can
Do about It made waves in 1955. The Soviets' launching of Sputnik in October 1957 stimulated a national debate in the United States about the effectiveness of its educational system, leading directly to congressional
passage ofthe National Defense Education Act the following year. A 1958
Rockefeller Brothers report on education and James B. Conant's 1959
broadside on American high schools were among the many prominent
critiques ofthe educational system that appeared almost annually.î°
South Dakota residents increasingly came to accept the idea that extremely small school enrollments imposed severe limits on curriculums,
instructional methods, and teacher quality. In i960, a Citizens Tax Study
committee appointed by the governor recommended mandatory schooldistrict reorganization and decreased reliance on the property tax for
29. Thirty-ninth Biennial Report ofthe Superintendent of Public Instruction, p. 32; Sioux Falls
Argus-Leader, 10 Mar. 1967, 3 Dec. 1968.
30. Rudolph Flesch, Why Johnny Can't Read— and What You Can Do about It (New York:
Harper, 1955); Rockefeller Brothers Fund, The Pursuit of Excellence: Education and the Future
of America (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubîeday, 1958); (ames B. Conant, The American High School
Today: A First Report to Interested Citizens (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959).
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school funding. Within two years, a Governor's Lay Gonference on Education convened to consider similar proposals. The subsequent failure
of the legislature to implement its recommendations provided further
stimulus for action. Tabulation of six thousand questionnaires sent out in
preparation for the lay conference revealed a widespread belief that reorganization needed to be accelerated and state aid increased to at least 25
percent of school revenues. A minimum foundation bill, resembling similar legislation in other states and designed to equalize funding for school
districts with differing levels of wealth, had first been introduced in the
legislatirre in 1959. Four years later, a bill was passed granting school districts a set amount of money each year and additional funds to equalize
poor and rich districts. Since the appropriation was small, however, the
impact of this original piece of legislation was minimal. Not until the
early 1980s did state aid approach the 25-percent level.''
The first county to eliminate all of its common school districts was
Miner Gounty, in the east-central part of the state. In general, the districts
that moved first to consolidate and reorganize were located in a triangle
north and east of a line from Mobridge to Ganton as well as in scattered
places in the Black Hills and western South Dakota. While the pace of
school closings slowed after the initial flurry following reorganization,
the elimination of schools has continued over the decades, particularly
among high schools, which are required to enroll at least thirty-five students in order to receive state aid. Twenty-five high schools were eliminated in the 1970s and 1980s. With the state's rural and small-town population continuing to decline, pressures on these schools remained
continuous. During the 1992-1993 school year, nine high schools were
in danger of dosing: Harrold (25 students), Gonde (30), Wessington (35),
Herreid (36), Gresbard (37), Henry (37), Summit (38), Isabel (40), and
Rutland (40).î'' Even thirty-five students seemed too low a number in
many minds for maintaining efficient delivery of education, and some
discussion focused on raising the cutoff to fifty or more.
31. M. F. Coddington. "Looking Ahead in Education," SDEA Journal 35 (Apr. i960): 15;
Thorpe, "Education in South Dakota," pp. 383-84; Robert Pearson, "Aspirations and Bondage: A Report by the Chairman of the Governor's Lay Commission on Education," SDEA
Journal 38 (Mar. 1963): 8-9; LeRoy Nelson, "The Minimum Foundation Program in South
Dakota: Progress, Problems, Prognosis," SDEA Journal}^ (Sept, 1963): 16-20.
32. James C. Schooler and Elwin R. Schmidt, "School District Reorganization Making
Progress in South Dakota." SDEA Journal 42 (Sept. 1966): 40: Sioux Falls Argus Leader. 19
Apr, 1993.
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Moving into a new century, South Dakota's educational system continues to face challenges. While the profound changes of the previous half
century resulted in a more efficient and effective educational process, the
state remains more rural, less populated, and less financially fiush than
many of its counterparts. Despite these difficulties, its teachers, administrators, and patrons strive mightily to provide quality education, and the
students who progress through the system measure up well when compared with their counterparts in other states.
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