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The history of Bethel schools began when Bethel was 

only a settlement of the town of Danbury. First Connecticut 

school laws were very general but became more specific as 

time passed, with reference to support and supervision of 

schools, selection of teachers, and the length of the school 

term. 

In the early eighteenth century, Parishes, sub

divisions of larger towns and organized primarily for reli

gious purposes, were given authority for schools. Bethel 

was set apart from Danbury as a separate Parish in 1759 and 

was then responsible for its own schools. At that time and 

for many years to come, schools and education of youth was 

of little concern to most people. The problems facing these 

early residents in organizing their Parish and their homes 

consumed their interest. The establishment of the Connecti

cut School Fund in 1795 and later the abolishment of the local 

tax for support of schools, took financial responsibility from 

the people and led to a decline in the quality of education, 

not only in the Parish of Bethel but all of Connecticut as 

well. 

An attempt to improve this situation was made in 1839 

when the state legislature declared that each school district 

of a Parish or town would be entirely responsible for its own 

schools. Reports by District School Visitors reveal that 
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there was little improvement in education, primarily because 

of public and parental apathy. Efforts of the Bethel Parish 

at this time were being devoted toward separating from Dan

bury; this was accomplished in 1855 when Bethel was incorpo

rated as a town. The six school districts retained control 

of their own schools until 1888, although all towns were 

given the power in 1866 to consolidate the districts and 

assume their authority. Under the town management system, 

school affairs were more efficiently carried out and from 

this point on, a slow but steady improvement in the educa

tional system can be noted. 

After 1940, especially between 1950 and 1960, Bethel 

experienced a tremendous population increase which put a 

great strain on the existing school facilities. Due to the 

fact that several years lapsed from the time a school was 

needed to the completion of that school, the major problem 

which Bethel educators have faced is that of providing ade

quate room for the ever-increasing number of children. 

The purpose of this paper is to enable one to better 

understand the present Bethel school system by studying its 

history and realizing how it came to be. Necessarily inter

twined with the growth of its schools is the growth of Bethel 

itself. An important characteristic of this growth, which 

one must recognize in order to under s tand Bethel, is the 

cautious reluctance with which Bethel people accept change 

and progress. It took several years for leaders of the Bethel 
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Parish to convince t he people to separate from Danbury. Con

solidation of the school districts was another change which 

was a controversial issue for nearly thirty years. Bethel 

has had difficulty i n keeping its school building program at 

a pace with the population growth; appropriations for new 

schools are usually reluctantly approved. 

In 1968, the Bethel school system is beseiged by 

problems with its inadequate facilities, its changing cur

riculum and an unusually large number of resignations from 

its professional staff. With capable, patient guidance, 

these problems are not insurmountable; similar problems in 

other times were overcome by dedicated educational leaders. 

These people whose advice at times went unheeded, neverthe

less persisted in the direction they knew must be taken if 

Bethel was to keep her schools in step with a changing com

munity and nation. Knowledge of the obstacles encountered 

by the founders of our school system and how they were gradu

ally surmounted should provide both the educational leaders 

and the people of Bethel with the confidence to face any 

current and future problems. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In order to appreciate and understand the present, 

it is necessary to know the past. This paper is an attempt 

to present a history of the Bethel school system which will 

help us to better understand the system we now have and to 

realize how it came to be. 

"There are three essential steps in the production 

of any written historical work: the gathering of the data; 

the criticism of the data; and the presentation of facts, 

interpretations and conclusions in readable form. 111 Prepa

ration for a paper of this nature consists necessarily of com

prehensive library and field research. The record books of 

the town meetings and Board of Education meetings for Danbury 

and Bethel were used. All pertinent books, newspapers, pam

phlets and maps located in the local libraries of Bethel, 

Danbury, and Western Connecticut State College and also in 

the Connecticut State Library, the Library of the Department 

of Education and the Library of the Connecticut Historical 

Society in Hartford were utilized. Information not preserved 

in written form was sought through several personal inter

views and by visiting historical museums. 

1Homer C. Hockett, The Critical Method in Historical 
Research and Writing (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1955), p. 9, 
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In carrying out this research, it become evident 

that there was an extreme lack of material written about both 

the beginnings and the growth of the town of Bethel. The 

earliest records of both Bethel and Danbury were destroyed 

in 1777 during the British burning of Danbury. Consequently, 

in comparison with most Connecticut towns, information on 

Bethel concerning any period or aspect of its history is 

minimal. 

Since the beginning, the schools in Connecticut have 

been managed in different ways, according to the laws passed 

by the state. The earliest schools were under town super

vision; this authority was eventually given to the parishes 

and still later, to the school districts. Finally the re

sponsibility for the management of schools reverted to the 

towns and has so remained until the present. Based on these 

four methods of school management, there are four periods 

into which Bethel's educational history may be divided. They 

are: 

1. The Schools Under the Town of Danbury, 1685-1759 

2. The Schools Under the Parish of Bethel, 1759-1839 

3 . The Schools Under the School Districts, 1839-1888 

4. The Schools Under the Town of Bethel, 1888-1968 

A discussion of each of these periods forms the first four 

chapters of this paper. 



CHAPTER I 

THE SCHOOLS UNDER THE TOWN OF DANBURY 

1685 - 1759 

Settlement of Danbury 

The present day town of Bethel, Connecticut, 1 was 

originally part of the town of Danbury and thus it is with 

the history of the latter community that we must begin. The 

first white settlers came to Danbury from Norwalk in the 

summer of 1684. 2 They did not remain during that winter, 

however, and eight families returned to Danbury the following 

spring and purchased land for their homes from the Indians. 3 

In the southern section of Danbury, where these first inhabi

tants settled, a very prominent feature of the land was a 

large swamp. When petitioning the General Court to be made 

a town in 1687, the twenty families then living there asked 

for the town to be called Swampfield. 4 The Court however 

named it Danbury, after the old village of Danbury in Essex 

County, England. 5 The territory of the town (surveyed in 1693) 

1see Figure 1. Bethel is located in the northern part 
of Fairfield County in central southwestern Connecticut. 

2connecticut Tercentenary Celebration, Danbury-Bethel 
(Danbury: Hamilton Press, 1935), p. 5. 

3rbid. 4Ibid., p. 7. 5Ibid. 
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Redd iri_g 

Fig. 1.--Map of Bethel and Surrounding Towns--1968 
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was eight miles in length, north to south, and six miles in 

width, east to west. 1 

The exact time of the Bethel settlement is unknown. 

The present Bethel town line is only about one mile from Dan

bury's first dwellings, so shortly after Danbury was settled, 

probably around 1700, some of the people were living in the 

area which was later to become the Parish of Bethel. (See 

Figure 2) 

Early Education in Connecticut 

There is no information available relating specifically 

to the schools of Bethel or Danbury during this period. Con

sequently, a general picture of the educational situation in 

Connecticut must be substituted in place of the missing data, 

on the assumption that similar educational activity was occur

ring throughout the entire colony. 

Establishment of schools 

The first school law of Connecticut, adopted in the 

Code of 1650, required that any town of fifty families should 

provide a person to teach writing and reading to all such chil

dren who wanted to learn. In addition, this law stated that 

2 any town of one hundred families should set up a Grammar school; 

1Thomas Robbins, Century Sermon (Danbury: Nichols 
and Rowe, 1801), p. 11. 

2 Grammar schools, or "prep" schools, prepared pupils 
for entrance to college. 
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a five pound penalty had to be paid every year that this re

quirement was n~glected. 1 

Numerous revisions, attempting to improve the quality 

and expand the capacity of Connecticut education, came peri

odically after 1650. In 1677, the length of the school term 

was first established as nine months; a revision in 1690 re

duced this to six months. 2 A modification, made in 1678, 

increased the number of schools by requiring a school in every 

town of thirty families, instead of fifty. 3 

A revision of the laws of the colony, completed in 

1700, changed again the public school system, particularly in 

reference to the length of school year required and the manner 

of maintaining schools. Towns with seventy families or more 

were to maintain a school for at least eleven months per year; 

towns with less than seventy families--for six months per 

year. 4 By the time of the 1700 revision, the town of Danbury 

had been settled for fifteen years. Having started with 

twenty families in 1686, undoubtedly by 1700 the town had the 

required number of families residing there to maintain a 

school. 

Maintenance of schools 

The Code of 1650 had provided that either the parents 

1 Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876 (New Haven: Tuttle, Morehouse and 
Taylor, 1876), p. 94. 

2Ibid., p. 95. 4rbid., p. 96. 
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of the school children or the inhabitants of a town in general 

1 should pay the schoolmaster's wages by way of supply. In 

1677, an order required that a town should raise necessary 

funds for schools by way of taxation unless some other arrange

ment was made. The revision in 1700, which remained essen

tially unchanged until 1820, annually taxed each town forty 

shillings for every thousand pounds for the maintenance of 

the schoolmasters. 2 If the amount raised were not sufficient, 

then the town and the parents of the school children each 

made up one-half of the difference. Even towns that maintained 

no schools had to pay this tax to their County Treasury. The 

amount of wages paid to the schoolmaster was determined by 

the townspeople; no regulation had been made by the State. 

Information relative to average wages during this period was 

difficult to locate but one source revealed that in 1692, a 

Norwalk school teacher was paid one pound and five shillings 

per month for six months. 3 

Besides taxation, funds for public schools were also 

derived from tuition fees 4 and certain invested funds set 

apart for school purposes. A large part of these funds came 

from the Western Lands, so called, which now form the Northwest 

1 Ibid., p. 101. 2Ibid., p. 102. 

3Lynn W. Wilson, History of Fairfield County, Connecti
cut, I (Chicago-Hartford: S. J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1929), 
~326. 

4Information about tuition rates for this period was 
not available. 
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corner of the State. When this property was sold in 1733, 

the General Assembly voted that the money received for it 

1 should be given to the towns in the colony already settled. 

The money was set apart as a permanent fund, of which the 

interest was expended exclusively for schools. 2 

Supervision of schools 

Schools existed in Connecticut nearly seventy-five 

years before any legislation expressly provided for their 

supervision. 3 A law passed in 1702 spoke of "committees for 

schools" as already existing in some of the towns. This is 

the first mention of such school officers. In 1714, an act, 

passed "for the Encouragement and Better Improvement of Town 

Schools," required that "the civil authority, together with 

the Selectmen in every town ... are hereby directed and 

empowered, as visitors, to inspect the state of all schools 

... particularly once in each quarter of the year 

inquire into the qualifications of the- masters, and their 

and 

diligence ... together with the proficiency of the children 

under their care. 114 These inspectors were to report to the 

1 Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876, p. 105. 

2The town of Danbury undoubtedly received its share; 
however, there is no information as to the amount. 

3Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876, p. 116. 

4Ibid. 
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General Assembly any observed disorders of school management 

or misapplications of public money. This was the beginning 

of the official "visiting" of schools. 

It was in these rudimentary ways that Connecticut towns 

laid the building blocks of education for their children. 

Parishes or Societies 

Beginnings of parishes 

Toward the final years of the 1685-1759 period, new 

problems, due to the continuing growth of population, con

fronted the towns. Danbury, for an example, in 1756, had 

1,527 inhabitants. 1 Poor transportation facilities and large 

families made it a great hardship for people to attend a 

church several miles away. As the population was scattered 

throughout these towns, new inhabitants found it necessary 

to petition for a separate parish or society, when they con

sidered themselves financially able to maintain a minister. 

These parishes were organized primarily for religious pur

poses, but they were found to be convenient and ready-made 

institutions for a child's education. Gradually laws were 

passed giving parishes authority in school affairs. 

Parishes given authority 
for schools 

One law, passed in 1712, stated that all parishes 

1Robbins, p. 17. 
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should be provided with funds for maintaining the schools 

within their own limits. 1 In 1717, parishes were authorized 

to choose clerks and committees, levy taxes and appoint col-

2 lectors. These powers placed them on nearly the same footing 

as towns for support of churches and schools. While at first 

parishes had been only subdivisions of towns, by 1750 they 

became practically coordinate with them in all school affairs. 

1Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876, p. 97. 

2Ibid. 

, , CT OG81Q 



CHAPTER II 

THE SCHOOLS UNDER THE PARISH OF BETHEL 

1759 - 1839 

Establishment of the Bethel Parish 

In April of 1759 the people living in the southeastern 

part of Danbury petitioned the General Assembly of the State 

to divide the Danbury Congregational Parish and to authorize 

them to establish a new church or "ecclesiastical society" 

in that section of the town. 1 (See Figure 3) The journey on 

horseback to the Danbury Church was about four miles and often 

the church was so crowded when they got there that these pa

rishioners and their families had to stand during the long 

services. The General Assembly granted the request for the 

new ecclesiastical society and declared that the Parish would 

be called Bethel, instead of Eastbury as the petitioners had 

originally asked. The church was officially organized on 

November 25, 1760, with a membership of seventy-one persons 
2 recommended from the church in Danbury. 

1Lewis E. Goodsell, Sr., History of a Yankee Church 
(1960), p. 7. 

2Ibid., p. 13. 
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Fig. 3.--Map of the Parish of Bethel 
when it was separated from Danbury 

in 1759 



General description 
of the Parish 
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In its earliest days of settlement and development, 

the Bethel Parish was a sparsely settled, self-sufficient 

farming community. Nearly all of the necessities of life were 

raised on the land or laboriously made by hand in the home. 

P. T. Barnum, in describing his childhood in Bethel during 

the early years of the nineteenth century presented this 

picture: 

I have invariably cherished with most affectionate 
remembrance the place of my birth--the old village 
meeting house, without steeple or bell ... and 
the old schoolhouse, where the ferrule, the birchen 
rod, and rattan did active duty .... As I grew 
older our family and others got an extravagant 
streak, discarded trenchers, and rose to the dignity 
of pewter plates and leaden spoons. Tin peddlers, 
who traveled through the country with their wagons, 
supplied these and other luxuries.l 

Economic growth 

Although the Parish of Bethel was established pri

marily for rel~gious reasons, it was not long before growth 

was evident as a center of small industries. Comb making 

was Bethel's first industry, although there is conflicting 

information about exactly when it was started. Some state 

that the industry was pre-Revolutionary. 2 Yet another source 

credits Daniel Taylor with being the first comb maker in 

1 James M. Bailey, History of DanburyS Connecticut, 
1684-1896 (New York: Burr Printing House, 1 96), p. 540. 

2connecticut Tercentenary Celebration, Danbury-Bethel, 
p. 27. 
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Bethel, having his factory in the Wildcat District in the 

early 18oo•s. 1 

Hat making is believed to have begun about the late 

1780 1 s. In 1793 there were four hat shops in operation. 2 

The Parish grew and expanded during the years that 

followed; that much economic progress was made is certainly 

evident from this description of Bethel in 1835, only 

seventy-five years after its beginning. 

The flourishing village of Bethel, in the town 
of Danbury, is situated about three miles southeast 
from Danbury .... There are at this time [1835] 
about fifty dwelling houses in the village. The 
leading branches of manufacturing business at present 
are hat and comb making. An Episcopal church about 
fifty rods south west of the Congregational Church 
has been erected the present year, besides many other 
buildings. There are in Bethel fifteen hatting 
shops or factories, which employ, (including females,) 
200 persons; they manufacture about 125,000 hats 
annually, which are valued, at wholesale prices, at 
about $200,000. There are about twelve comb manu
facturers who employ about 180 in the business.3 

Schools in the Bethel Parish 

What kind of schools existed? Unfortunately no descrip

tion, specific to Bethel, is available for this period. As a 

consequence, general information again must be substituted. 

Upon becoming a Parish in 1759, due to the increased responsi-

1Danbury News Times, March 9, 1965. 

2connecticut Tercentenary Celebration, Danbury-Bethel, 
p. 27. 

3John W. Barber, Connecticut Historical Collections 
(New Haven: Durrie and Peck and J. W. Barber, 1838), p. 370. 
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bility given parishes in school affairs, Bethel assumed the 

management of its own schools. 

School law to establish 
districts 

There were few changes in school law until the year 

1766, when an innovation was made which many years later led 

to a substantial modification of the school structure. Pre

viously each town or parish was required to keep only one 

school; the new law gave towns or parishes the power to 

divide themselves into convenient districts or subdivisions 

for keeping their schools. 1 The districts, while still under 

the authority of their town or parish, could tax themselves 

for the building and repairing of school houses, and appoint 

their own 

were five 

2 clerk, collector, and treasurer. By 1801, there 

schools in the Parish; 3 probably there were five 

districts with one school in each district. 

The first school houses 

The first school houses, built and maintained by the 

parents of each district, were wooden structures, usually con

taining just one small room, with a slanting shelf along each 

wall to serve as a desk for the pupils. The children sat on 

1Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876, p. 98. 

2Ibid. 

3Robbins, Century Sermon, p. 22. 
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long benches with their backs to the center of the room. The 

pleasant memory of the "lovely little red-school house" seems 

to be an illusion. Often located near a graveyard, because 

the property belonged to the town and was free, 1 the school 

house itself consisted of rough, unpainted clapboards, upon 

a wooden frame and usually contained a fireplace nearly six 

feet wide. 2 Crowded conditions, lack of comfortable desks 

and chairs, poor lighting, lack of heat in winter and proper 

ventilation in summer are phrases which more aptly describe 

the early schools. 

Generally, despite the pleas of parish and town offi

cials, the parents of the pupils and other district residents 

were little concerned with schools. 3 

Supervision of schools 

In 1799, supervisory responsibility of schools was 

shifted to the newly created office of the School Visitor. 

The new law provided that: 

Each School Society shall appoint a suitable number 
of Persons, not exceeding nine, of competent skill 
in Letters, to be Overseers or Visitors of all 
Schools in the Society, whose duty shall be to 
examine the Instructor ... superintend and direct 
the Instruction of Youth ... visit twice at least 

1s. G. Goodrich, Recollections of a Lifetime or Men 
and Things I Have Seen (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton 
and Mulligan, 1856), p. 2. 

2connecticut Common School Journal (Hartford: 1838-
1839), p. o. 

3Ibid. , p. 3. 
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during each Season for School, at which visitations 
two or more of them shall be present .. ,1 

These men received no pay in return for their many devoted 

hours; very often the Visitors were church ministers, well

educated men themselves, and sincerely interested in the edu

cation of others. 

It is interesting to note that at this time the number 

of male teachers in Connecticut was greater than the number of 

female teachers. There were 199 male teachers and 145 female 

teachers employed in 1836. 2 This situation was true in 

Bethel where five male teachers, (at wages of eighteen dol

lars a month for the winter term) and two female teachers, 

(paid nine dollars a month for the summer term), were employed 

in 1838. 3 

Maintenance of the schools 

A new source of income for support of schools was 

established in 1795. A bill was passed providing that the 

principal of the money received from the sale of lands west 

of Pennsylvania (owned by Connecticut through the Charter of 

1662) should remain a perpetual fund to be loaned on conditions 

fixed by law. 4 Thus the Connecticut School Fund was established 

1Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876, p. 117. 

2connecticut Common School Journal (Hartford: 1838-
1839), p. 

4wilson, p. 329. 
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and a "Commissioner of the School Fund" was appointed to ad

minister the money. The interest was to be appropriated to 

the support of schools in societies, to be paid according 

to the last perfected list of taxable estate. Bethel, with 

147 taxpayers contained 5,983 cC , 14 s , 7 d worth of taxable 

property in 1795. 1 Twenty-five years later a new law pro

vided that the basis of distribution should be the number 

of children between the ages of four and sixteen. The amount 

paid per child increased from eighty-five cents in 1826 to 

$1.25 in 1839. 2 Bethel's enumeration in 1838 showed 397 

children, between ages four and sixteen, thus determining 

the amount of money to be received from the Fund. 

Another source of school money was the Town Deposit 

Fund. In 1836 the finances of the country were flourishing 

and there was surplus revenue; therefore Congress declared 

that all money in the Treasury on the first day of January, 

1837, except a reserve of $5,000,000, should be deposited 

with the several States in proportion to their respective 

representation in the Senate and House. Connecticut received 

3 $764,670.60. The state distributed the money to the towns 

in proportion to their respective population based on the 

1Bailey, p. 125. 
2Re ort of Commission of Common School Fund to the 

General Assembly Hartford: John Boswell, 1 5, p. 2 . 

3Annual Report of the Board of Education of the State 
of Connecticut, 1876, p. 115. 
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census of 1830. Towns such as Bethel, formed after 1830, 

received their proportionate shares that were held by the 

towns from which they were taken. 

In 1820, due to the increasing revenue being received 

for schools from these funds, the town or parish school tax 

was temporarily abolished. Tuition was the other main source 

of income; each district could set its own rate. 

Decline in the quality 
of education 

During the last twenty years of this period, a steady 

decline in the quality of the schools of Connecticut began 

to be evident. Up until 1820, her schools had been often 

held as an example to all other States. However, when the 

towns and parishes ceased to find it necessary to raise money 

for schools through taxation, the people's interest and con

cern in the schools also ceased. 

Her large State endowment is described as having put 
her effectually asleep .... The School Fund is 
quoted in every other State in the Union as a warning 
and example to deter them from giving the proceeds 
of their own funds, except on one condition, that 
those who receive, shall themselves raise as much 
as they take, and report annually as to the results. 1 

In 1839, there were six school districts established 

in Bethel; and the complete responsibility of education was 

soon assigned to them. 

1Henry Barnard (ed.), Journal of the Rhode Island Insti
tute of Instruction (Providence: C. Burnett, Jr., 1847), 
p. 308. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SCHOOLS UNDER THE DISTRICTS 

1839 - 1888 

School Districts Empowered 

In May, 1839, the legislature passed an act concerning 

schools, which made new rules and repealed any previous rules 

which were inconsistent with it. Through the provisions of 

this act~ each district of a town or parish assumed the respon

sibility for its own schools. School districts were empowered 

to purchase and receive property for the support of schools; 

make all regulations for the management of their schools; 

elect their own committees; provide graded schools; employ 

teachers; arrange terms of the school year and distribute 

their respective portions of public money to the different 

1 terms. Districts could also tax the property within their 

limits to raise funds for all school purposes. Each district 

was required to elect a committee of three visitors who were 

to discharge all the duties of the district. 

Quality of Education 

It would seem that the schools should have improved 

1Danbury Times, July 17, 1839, p. 1. 

21 



22 

during this period of district supervision. Instead of a whole 

town or parish being responsible for all of its schools, each 

district merely had to provide for its own educational needs. 

But still in the 1840's and 1850's, there was much discussion 

about the poor quality of public education. 

Description of school houses 

In 1846, a school visitor in the nearby town of Ridge

field wrote a report which gives a revealing description of 

what most school houses probably were like. 

There are only three good school houses in the soci
ety; only three that have any out-houses. The rest 
... are in miserable condition. The floors are 
rough and open, admitting the cold, while the stove, 
if heated enough to warm the whole room, would 
almost scorch those sitting nearest to it .... It 
is surprising that some men of character and wealth 
and standing, will send their children to a school 
kept in a house which is in worse condition than 
the buildings in which they keep their cattle. In 
one district the past winter, the house was very 
open, the clapboards falling and clattering in the 
wind, ... and the children were nearly all sick 
with colds .... The doctor's bills must have 
amounted to nearly enough to repair the school house. 
I do not know as anything can be done to secure bet
ter houses, while the public money is given to be 
wasted in such places, and on those too heedless of 
its value to provide for its useful application. 1 

Educational problems facing 
Bethel districts · 

In 1851, Pastor Whittlesey of the Bethel Congregational 

Church wrote a series of articles for the Danbury newspaper 

1Barnard, Journal of the Rhode Island Institute of 
Instruction, p. 14 . 
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concerning problems faced by the schools. As a former teacher 

and at the time, a School Visitor, he knew well of what he 

wrote. He described the schools as "old monstrosities, stand

ing in most country districts near the highway, with the 

traveled part for a playground; ... with benches and count

ers uncomfortable enough for a prison ... with no blinds or 

trees for shade. 111 Most of the parents were uninterested and 

never attended the schools to see what they were like. Rev

erend Whittlesey felt that incompetent teachers, a lack of 

equipment and the irregular attendance of many scholars were 

partly to blame, but that the variety of the ages and abili

ties of the pupils, types of subjects studied, and quality 

of books found in the schools were the prominent if not the 

principal causes of failure. 2 He also stated that private 

schools were a detriment to the common (or public) schools. 3 

Suggestions for improvement 

As a remedy for one part of the situation, Reverend 

Whittlesey suggested havi~g either one graded school for a 

district or, if distance were a problem, several school houses 

1Danbury Times, March 12, 1851. 

2Ibid., March 19, 1851. 

3Private (or select) schools were temporary, often 
existing for only a few terms. They were detrimental in that 
some parents, if displeased with the public school, instead 
of trying to correct the situation, would ignore it and enroll 
their children in private schools. Information about these 
schools in Bethel could not be found. However, a map of the 
town in 1858 shows a Mr. Judd's Select School on South Street. 
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built in convenient locations. In May of 1851, Bethel resi

dents were contemplating certain important changes in their 

educational system. Mr. Camp, of the State Normal School, 

lectured at the Co~gregational Church House, and strongly 

advocated the grading of schools. 1 A meeting was held to 

decide whether to lay a tax to raise $3,000 for a public high 

school, or to unite Center and Grassy Plain districts and 

build a graded school. 2 The Danbury newspaper stated that, 

"There appears to be a highly commendable zeal in Bethel 

towards giving their common educational system a good founda

tion.113 Pastor Whittlesey and Pastor J. Purvis of the Epis

copal Church, also a School Visitor, wrote articles urging 

the people to attend the meeting. The meeting was held and 

the subject discussed, but because enough people were not 

present from the outer districts, the vote was postponed two 

4 weeks and unfortunately must have been forgotten as nothing 

more was reported about it. 5 

Bethel Parish Incorporated as a Town 

One cannot say exactly why the question of school 

1Danbury Times, May 2, 1851. 

3Ibid. 

2Ibid., May 16, 1851. 

4Ibid., May 23, 1851. 

5The following December, Reverend Whittlesey wrote a 
small news article stating that he had been removed from his 
post of labor and that he did not know whether he would re
main in Bethel. He acknowledged that he had promised to 
write about the district schools but said that now he would 
only give this advice to parents, "Visit them often." 
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improvements was forgotten. The people did seem very inter

ested in improving their schools. It might have been that a 

more pressi~g matter was taking their attention, for it was 

at this time that the idea of separating from Danbury and 

being incorporated as a town was in the limelight. The Parish 

was no longer a sparsely settled, isolated farming community. 

A village "center" of homes and businesses had grown up around 

the Congregational Church, near the intersection of Main and 

Chestnut Streets. 1 In the early 1850's, the neighborhood 

from Depot Place to the foot of Hoyt's Hill contained nine 

hatshops, seven stores of various types, a tan yard, a black

smith shop, a carriage shop, an Episcopal Church, a Methodist 

2 Meeting House and about seventy houses. (See Figure 4) In 

1852, the railroad was completed from Danbury to Norwalk, 

giving Bethel for the first time relatively easy access to 

growing national markets for its hats and also making it pos

sible to acquire more easily goods made elsewhere. 3 

The feeling was that Bethel with nearly 2,000 inhabi

tants was now large and wealthy enough to be independent, and 

that the distance from the center of Danbury, where town busi

ness was carried on, was so great that Bethel was not being 

properly represented when important matters were being de-

1Gates and Ford, Architectural and Planning Associ
ates, Proposed Plan of Development--Town of Bethel, Connecti
cut, 1958, p. 55. 
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cided. 1 The issue continued for a few years, as there was 

some opposition on the grounds that the separation would 

weaken Danbury's prestige and that the new town would have 

to levy "exorbitant taxes" to maintain itself. 2 In April, 

1855, a petition for separation with eighty-seven signatures 

was presented to the General Assembly, which adopted a reso

lution incorporating the new town of Bethel, providing two

thirds of the people voted affirmatively. 3 A meeting was 

held on July 2, 1855, in the Congregational Church, and the 

necessary vote was secured. Bethel was the last town of 

Fairfield County to be incorporated. 4 

Six School Districts of Bethel 

Bethel continued its schools under the district

management method for another thirty-three years, even though 

in 1866 Connecticut towns were given the power to abolish 

their districts and for the town itself to assume their au

thority. The six districts of the town were: Center and 

Grassy Plain in the village and Plumtrees, Wolfpits, Wildcat 

and Stony Hill in the outskirts. 5 (See Figure 5) 

1 Ernest E. Miller, "The History of Bethel, 1855-1955," 
Bethel Connecticut Centennial, 1855-1955, p. 28. 

2Ibid. 3rbid. 

4wilson, p. 218. 

5very little information is available about the be
ginning of any of these schools. What information could be 
found is given here. 
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Fig. 5.--Town of Bethel School Districts, 1867 
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Stony Hill district 

The Stony Hill district had been established at a 

meeting of the First Society of Danbury in 1769. The town 

was divided into ten districts; it was decided: 

That the inhabitants living to the Eastward of Cram
bury River beginning at James Benedict's mill and 
Runing to newbury Line and northerly of a line Runing 
from said mill Easterly to the Height of Shelter Rock 
Hill and from thence Keeping the Height of the Hill 
to Bethel Line be a District for a school and called 
Stoney Hill District.l 

When the boundary limits between the two towns were later de

termined, the district became the northern part of Bethel. 

The name Stony Hill was supposedly originated from the multi

tude of stones and miles of stone walls which could be seen 

there. 

Wildcat and Wolfpits districts 

The name of the Wildcat school district, so called 

because of the wild cats prevalent there, was changed in 1870 

when it was voted "that the name of the most Easterly School 

District in this town be changed from Wildcat to Elmwood in 

compliance with the desires of the inhabitants of said dis

trict.112 The Wolfpits school district also served part of 

Eastern Bethel. 

1Bailey, p. 341. 

2Minutes of Bethel Town Meetings, April 10, 1870, 
p. 181. 
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Plumtrees district 

A piece of property was sold in 1848 by Asahel Dunning 

to George B. Crofut, a school committeeman representing Plum

trees School District. As the school house was mentioned as 

a boundary in this deed, it can be assumed that the school 

was organized prior to 1848. 1 An increase of pupils made a 

larger school necessary, and in 1867, Eliza Benedict deeded 

a one-half acre of land across the highway for a new school 

building for the district. 2 A one-room building was erected 

that year, each family contributing time, labor and mate

rials for its construction. By 1884, the attendance had so 

increased, to approximately sixty-two pupils, that it became 

necessary to build an addition. The building was adorned 

by a cupalo, the work of LeGrand Street, and a large bell, 

donated by James Barnum, was installed. 3 It became a two

room school, primary and upper grades. But after a few years' 

trial, the two rooms proved impractical and the partition was 

removed making one large room. 

Grassy Plain and Center districts 

Grassy Plain district was considered as one of Bethel's 

six school districts, although legally the district was part 

of the town of Danbury until 1869. Interestingly enough, one 

of the reasons for wanting to be annexed to Bethel was that 

1Danbury News Times, 1939. 
2Ibid. 3Ibid. 
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Bethel was a "dry" town and the people of Grassy Plain wanted 

to abolish the saloons and all drinking in their section. 1 A 

local newspaper editorial called the idea foolish and stated 

"that Bethel had already annexed to it more of these outside 

districts with unpronouncable names and undescribable limits 

than was good for its prosperity. 112 However, In May, 1869, 

a Bethel town meeting voted ninety-three to fifty to annex 

Grassy Plain district. 3 

The first school house which served this district 

was a small building at the corner of Griswold Street and 

Greenwood Avenue. It had existed as a school for the district 

for many years before the annexation. In 1876, the teachers 

and enrollment of the school were: 

Room No. 1--0. B. Chamberlain, Principal--fifty 
pupils 

Room No. 2--Miss Maggie Morrow, teacher--fifty 
pupils 

Room No. 3--Miss Aggie Mcwaters, teacher--sixty 
pupils4 

The number of rooms was later increased to four; eight grades 

were taught, with two classes in each room. 5 

The original Center School building was a large wooden 

structure on Beaver Street, now called Nashville Road. By 

1Danbury Times, May 24, 1866. 

3Minutes of Town Meetings, May, 1869, p. 170. 

4Bethel Press, June 1, 1876, p. 2. 

5Interview with Mrs. Evelyn Paul, April, 1963. 
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1860, it was made a four-room graded school, with two grades 

taught in one room. 

High school 

Towns had the authority, though few had done so, to 

maintain high schools. Commensurate with the times, people 

seemed to feel that their duty ended with providing elementary 

education. The first high school in Connecticut was built in 

1841, and by 1861, there were only five more. 1 The first men

tion of a high school in Bethel was in 1866. Mr. Pliny Smith 

was the principal and there were two assistants to teach an 

enrollment of sixty students. 2 Using the currently available 

records, the actual location of the high school could not be 

determined. 

Maintenance of Schools 

At this time, schools were maintained by taxes, tui

tion, and the income of invested funds. 

The rate of tuition for one term could not exceed two 

dollars per pupil, except in schools where higher grades were 

established, for which the rate could not exceed four dollars 

per pupil. 3 Gradually, the feeling developed in the towns 

1Wilson, p. 334. 

2Annual Report of the Board of Education, 1866, 
p. 227. 

3Annual Re ort of Su erintendent of Common Schools to 
the General Assembly New Haven: Carrington and Hotchkiss, 
1861), p. 30. 
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that the public schools ought to be made free. Bethel charged 

tuition in all districts until 1868, when a town meeting voted 

to appropriate enough money for each district to make schools 

free for the year. 1 A similar motion was passed in October of 

each succeeding year. In 1871, the sum of $4,780 was taken 

from the Town Treasury and distributed among the six districts 

as follows: 

Center $1,600 

Grassy Plain 1,575 

Elmwood 438 

Plumtrees 437 

Wolfpits 375 

Stony Hill 355
2 

The amount and apportionment of money was decided by a com-

mittee of two members from Center district, two from Grassy 

Plain and one from every other district. 3 

The school tax, discontinued in 1821, was restored in 

1854; each town was required annually to raise by taxation a 

sum equal to one cent on the dollar on their grand list for 

4 the support of schools. This amount was distributed to the 

districts in the town. The tax increased gradually and by 

1870 each town was required to raise enough money from taxation 

1Minutes of Town Meetings, October, 1868, p. 180. 

2Ibid., October, 1871, p. 200. 3Ibid. 

4Annual Report of Board of Education, 1876, p. 104. 
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to maintain at least thirty weeks of school in districts with 

twenty-four children or more, and in all other districts at 

least twenty-four weeks of school. 1 

After its incorporation in 1855, Bethel received from 

Danbury its proportion of the Town Deposit Fupd. Also in that 

year the General Assembly required that the entire income from 

the fund should be expended only for school purposes. 

Because the population increased rapidly after 1850 

and the total income of the Connecticut School Fund increased 

but slightly, the rate of dividend per child necessarily di

minished. The 1850 school census in Connecticut was 90,700. 
2 By 1876, it made a large increase to 134,976. In 1850 the 

dividend had been $1.50 per child and in 1876 it had decreased 

to $1. 3 

Supervision in the School Districts 

The six districts of Bethel were supervised by the 

school visitors elected in each district. In 1866 the law 

which authorized towns to consolidate all of its school dis

tricts also provided that a school committee be appointed 

which would take the place of the district visitors. Because 

consolidation was a gradual process, many years passed before 

Bethel took advantage of this provision. 

1Ibid. 

2Ibid., p. 115. 

3Ibid., p. 113. 
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Problems of the school visitor 

The office of the school visitor was a position coveted 

by no one; in their annual reports to the State Board of Edu

cation, the school visitors often complained of the hardships 

they encountered in carrying out their duties. An apparently 

dissatisfied Bethel visitor wrote an article in the Bethel 

Press on December 23, 1876. In this article he expressed hope 

that Bethel would soon change to the town method of managing 

schools. He suggested that committeemen should be allowed to 

pay teachers at the end of each term, instead of weekly; this 

change would eliminate the necessity of traveling long dis

tances every week to deliver each teacher's wages. He also 

believed that there ought to be some compensation for this 

position which imposed so much work on him. 1 

A critical yet sympathetic answer was written one 

week later by a person who signed his article, "Justice." He 

felt 

that it was most unfortunate ... that there are 
too many committee men ... who have been elected 
... without their knowledge or consent, at a 
school meeting of perhaps five or six persons. 
The unlucky individual ... is often unqualified 
... often having no children of his own ... 
doesn't care whether school keeps or not and con
sequently ... employs the cheapest teacher . 
inwardly resolving that his duties ... shall 
trouble him as little as possible ... and he 
shall see that the honors of the comrnitteeship are 
duly conferred upon some other unsuspecting wight. 2 

1Bethel Press, December 23, 1876. 
2Ibid., December 30, 1876. 
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From these comments we can see the position of school 

visitor was not always the honor that it seemed to be. 

Parental apathy 

But school visitors alone cannot be blamed for their 

apathy in educational matters; in general, the parents were 

also very apathetic toward their children's education. The 

major complaint during the nineteenth century of both local 

and state school officials was the parents' irresponsibility 

toward their children's attendance in school. The parents 

showed little interest in their children's progress in 

school and rarely attended district meetings. Because farm

ing was of prime importance to most families, the children 

were required to help with the chores and school was of 

secondary importance. For example, in an 1876 edition of 

the Bethel Press, the Grassy Plain school notes contained 

this statement: 

Summer term is to close June 30 for a vacation of 
eight weeks. Some of the scholars are kept at 
home now to kill the potato bugs.l 

Although over 200 children had been registered, the greatest 

attendance during the term had been 127. It was felt that 

little could be done to improve Bethel's educational system, 

unless there was an increased interest awakened in the minds 

2 of the parents. 

1Ibid., June 24, 1876. 
2Report of the Superintendent of Common Schools to 

the General Assembly, 1861, p. 43. 
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Teaching conditions 

The wages paid Bethel teachers varied from ·year to 

year; the salary paid to the very few male teachers was some

times three times greater than that paid to females. Nonethe

less, the wages were low and offered little inducement for 

young men or women to enter the profession. 

Year 

1860 

1865 

1870 

1875 

1880 

1885 

TABLE 1 

TEACHERS WAGES (PER MONTH) 
FROM l860-l885a 

Male Female 

$34 $18 

30 20 

51 32 

91 38 

57 32 

52 30 

aAnnual Report of the Con
necticut Board of Education, 1860-
1885. 

The examinations which were required in order to ob

tain a teaching certificate were comprehensive and quite dif

ficult. Standard forms for these examinations were set up 

by state officials. A newspaper article, containing the com

ments of a Bethel teacher, told an interesting story of what 

was involved in becoming a teacher. 
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Reader, did you ever teach a country school? ... 
Did you ever go before the minister, doctor and squire 
of a town for examination? ... Did you answer the 
squire's question on the Revised Statutes? And the 
doctor's as to the difference in the time required 
to digest pork and rice? And was the minister satis
fied with your ideas of divine and human government? 
If so, you were "approved" and installed master or 
mistress of the school . 

. . . The studies are of minor importance; your 
reputation as a teacher depends upon your skill in 
governing. You call on the committee and they promise 
you their influence, if you are compelled to use the 
rod. 

Four months pass away, and the school closes for 
a vacation of two months before the summer term. You 
look back and think what a hard time you have had and 
resolve to learn some kind of a trade, and not depend 
upon teaching for a living .... Reader, if you have 
never taught a village school, I advise you to try it 
once. You will have considerable amusement if your 
purse is not at stake, and you will learn what others 
think of you, besides obtaining a good stock of knowl
edge of human nature. You will be well repaid for 
your trouble. 1 

A feeling of dedication to the education of youth was 

then, as now, necessary for teachers to remain in the profes

sion. 

Consolidation of School Districts 

The districts had to cope with these problems in their 

schools for many years longer than was necessary because the 

majority of Bethel citizens would not approve consolidation. 

Town management of the schools would have eliminated the posi

tion of the school visitor and its problems by centralizing 

all responsibility for schools in a town school committee by 

which all school affairs would be carried out in a more unified 

1 Bethel Press, November 11, 1876. 
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and equitable way. 

But the people living in the outer districts felt 

that their particular interests would be overlooked by a 

central committee and therefore would not vote for consolida

tion. A Danbury newspaper carried this item on the subject 

in 1869. ''The subject of consolidation was brought up at a 

school meeting in West Bethel last Monday evening ... and 

things were red hot against it. 111 Discussions at town meet

ings continued for many years until finally in October, 1888, 

a town meeting approved consolidation by a vote of 137 to 

fifteen. 2 

1The Jeffersonian, December 25, 1869. 
2Minutes of Town Meeting, October 1, 1888. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE SCHOOLS UNDER THE TOWN OF BETHEL 

1888 - 1968 

Bethel, 1888 - 1940 

Physical and Economic Growth 

During the early years of this last period in Bethel's 

educational history, the town itself was undergoing signifi

cant physical changes. Influenced by the prosperity of the 

hatting industry, the population of what is now the village 

continued a slow but steady increase. Bethel attracted about 

600 new residents to the town between 1880 and 1900. (See 

Table 2) Many new business buildings, homes and a large meet

ing hall were built on the present Greenwood Avenue, within 

walking distance of the railroad depot. These factors, _com

bined with the advent of the trolley line on Greenwood Avenue, 

caused the old center around Main and Chestnut Streets to dis

appear . gradually. Furthermore, the Grassy Plain section with 

its several hat shops had been annexed to Bethel and the "Old 

Lane" section between Grassy Plain and Bethel, formerly all 

1 open farmland, began to sprout houses. Instead of settli~g 

1Gates and Ford, Architectural and Planning Associates, 
p. 56. 

40 
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TABLE 2 

POPULATION GROWTH FROM 1880 - 1940a 

Year Total Population Children (9-ges 4 - 16) 

1880 2,727 612 

1890 3,401 685 

1900 3,327 801 

1910 3,792 782 

1920 3,201 652 

1930 3,886 720 

1940 4,105 754 

asecretary of the State, Register and Manual 
of the State of Connecticut, 1880-1940. 

outside of the village, the people obviously preferred to live 

near stores, the railroad station1 and the shops where they 

worked. 

The prosperity of Bethel as well as the progress made 

since the time of its incorporation some forty years previously 

can be readily discerned from this description of the town in 

the 1890 1 s. 

Today Bethel has ten hat factories, three paper box 
factories, three hat-case factories, one hat forming 

1Along with the Danbury-Norwalk Railroad, another line 
was built in 1871, the Shepaug Branch of the New Haven Rail
road, running from Bethel to Hawleyville. This line started 
at the railroad crossing on Greenwood Avenue and ran up Main 
Street and then out through Plumtrees and Stony Hill. 
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factory, and one large morocco factory. It has two 
fire companies and one hook and ladder company, a 
military company, and two bands of music. It has 
good markets and stores, handsome residences, flower 
gardens and orchards filled with fruits in their 
season. The consolidated railroad runs frequent 
trains through the place .... The trolley line be
tween Danbury and Bethel brings the two places into 
quick and constant communication, as also with Lake 
Kenosia, now the pleasure resort of both Danbury 
and Bethel.l 

Educational Progress 

Because of this growth and change in the complexion of 

the town, it became necessary to reconsider the old school 

district boundaries which were no longer adequate. Also, with 

the increased population, new schools were needed and, more 

importantly, methods of instruction thro~ghout all the schools 

had to be up-dated. Under the town management system, school 

affairs were more efficiently and economically administered 

and the above problems and ever-occurring new ones were 

tackled by the dedicated members of the Town School Committee. 

Bethel had delayed too long in consolidating its school dis

tricts; there was much work to be accomplished but it had to 

be done gradually, and with careful consideration for the 

taxpayers' money. The Connecticut School Fund dividend was 

only $1.50 per child2 and with the cost of education in Bethel 

bei~g about $12 per pupil, 3 the difference between these two 

1Bailey, p. 526. 

211History of State Aid to Education," Connecticut 
Teacher, XXXIV (January, 1967), p. 8. 

3Annual Town Report, 1897. 
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amounts had to be raised principally by local taxation. 1 The 

interest from the Town Deposit Fund and the Starr School Fund 

provided little--about $160 annually. 2 

New high school 

The first of the new schools to be built was a high 

school. A High School Committee of three men was chosen at 

a town meeting "to procure a suitable room, and as soon as 

practicable, equip and maintain the same. 113 When the committee 

reported that it was unable to find such a room, it was voted 

that they purchase property, the cost of which should not 

exceed $5,000. The school was built on South Street, opening 

in 1888 with Mr. E. M. Crofut as principal. A three-year 

course of study was established which eventually offered the 

following subjects: physiology, rhetoric, English literature, 

physics, astronomy, botony, chemistry, algebra, Greek and 

Roman history, Latin I, II, III, English history, civil gov

ernment, geometry and composition. 4 Scholars were given 

numerical grades ranging from zero to 100 and had to achieve 

a seventy-five in order to pass; this mark was based on "daily 

recitations and examinations in the proportion of three to 

1At this time, the school costs were about $7,000 
annually. With each succeeding year, the expenses steadily 
increased. (Town Report, 1891) 

2 Annual Town Report, 1898. 

3Minutes of the Town Meetings, February 24, 1887, p. 567. 
4Minutes of Town School Committee, p. 41. 
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one. 111 

Two grammar schools built 

In 1895, two new brick buildings were constructed to 

replace the old wooden Center and Grassy Plain schools. Cen

ter School was built on property purchased by the town for 

$1,800, which had housed the George A. Hickok Hat Finishing 

2 Company. The new building was erected in front of the origi-

nal school on Nashville Road. Grassy Plain School was built 

on the James B. Lee property on Grassy Plain Street. 3 The 

town had purchased this property for $3,000 in 1894. The 

first principals were Miss Rowan for Center School and Miss 

Pilling for Grassy Plain. Besides grades one to eight, a 

"grammar grade," an extension of eighth grade or the equiva

lent of first year high school, was located at Center School. 

Eighth_ grade graduates who were going on to high school at

tended this class for subjects such as Latin and algebra. 

When this class was very large, a grammar grade was also 

offered at Grassy Plain School. 4 The construction of both 

these schools cost the town $31,621.86. 5 

p. 99. 

l Ibid • , p . 6 7 . 

2Minutes of the Town Meetings, August 22, 1894, 

3 Ibid . , p . 9 8 • 

4rnterview with Mrs. Evelyn Paul, April, 1963. 

5nanbury Evening News, October 7, 1895. 
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Teachers 

The town now had a total of seven schools (see Fig

ure 6) with seventeen teachers employed. Whenever possible, 

the school committee hired teachers who were from Bethel, 

preferably Normal School graduates. Teachers without expe

rience in the school room were paid seven dollars per week 

and this wage was advanced one dollar per week, each succeed-

1 ing year until the wage reached ten dollars per week. Gram-

mar school principals received twelve dollars per week as 

did the assistant to the high school principal, who was paid 

2 $950 yearly. 

Improvement of curriculum 

The construction of these separate graded schools re

moved several impediments in the school committee's attempt 

to improve the educational program. The most significant 

advantage was the elimination of having many children of vari

ous ages and achievements within the same learning environ

ment. A school visitor, Reverend Henry Slack, noted this 

fact when he wrote: 

The outlying schools have greatly benefitted by per
mitting the older pupils to enter the higher grades 
in the village thus giving both those who enter the 
village and the primary pupils who 3emain in the 
country schools superior advantage. 

Many parents were soon pressing in the outside schools to place 

1Annual Town Report, 1896. 
2Ibid. 
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Fig. 6.-~Town of Bethel Schools, 1900 
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their children in the grades of the village; Reverend Slack 

expressed hope of this being accomplished in the future, as 

it would save the town expense and be advantageous to the 

pupils. In their relentless attempt to improve the quality 

of education, the school committee in 1903 made another 

dramatic innovation. Whereas it was common for children to 

spend nine or ten years in the grades, the committee sug

gested what they called "quickening of the grades" which 

meant that a child would enter school at six and finish at 

fourteen, spending only eight years. 1 This was to be accom

plished by teaching "essentials only" in the grades. The 

grammar grade was eliminated and instead the high school was 

expanded to four years, offering three courses: scientific, 

2 literary, and business. This change was an attempt to alle-

viate the "serious obstacle to the progress of their schools, 

dropping out in the eighth or ninth grade in order to work. 113 

The committee urged parents to advise their children to finish 

school and hoped by this new program to stimulate the stu

dents themselves. 

First Superintendent of 
Schools appointed 

Never losing sight of their responsibility to provide 

first-rate education, the School Committee hired the first 

1 Annual Town Report, 1903. 

2Ibid, 
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Superintendent of Schools, Frank A. Berry, in 1911. The need 

for such a man, who would be able to devote all of his time 

and effort to the schools, was long felt by the members of 

the School Committee who, having other occupations as well, 

found this position so very demanding of their time. The 

office of town superintendent was created by the Public Acts 

of 1903, which stated that "the town school committee or board 

of education or board of school visitors of any town may 

choose by ballot a superintendent of schools and may fix the 

salary and prescribe the duties of said superintendent which 

shall always include the duties of acting visitor as now pre

scribed by law. 111 The state paid one half of his annual sal

ary, provided the amount did not exceed $800. 2 Mr. Berry, 

who had been principal of the high school the previous year, 

received an annual salary of $1,400; three years later the 

amount was increased by fifty dollars for acting as secretary 

of the School Committee. 3 In 1918, Mr. Berry resigned for 

one year to participate in defense work and a state super

visor, Mr. F. A. Morris, carried on the duties of superinten

dent. Mr. Berry resumed his position in 1919. 

Maintenance of schools 

The superintendent and the Committee worked together, 

1 Annual Report of Board of Education of State of 
Connecticut, 1910, p. 155. 

2Ibid. 

3Minutes of the Bethel Board of Education, p. 182. 
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making all the necessary decisions regarding maintenance of 

school buildings, changes in curriculum, hiring and super

vision of teachers, always keeping, of course, within area

sonable budget. From 1903 to 1917 state aid was given on 

the basis of ability and effort of the towns as indicated 

by local property valuation and tax levies. 1 Supplementary 

state grants, to insure $25 per pupil expenditure for teach

ers' salaries, were available, also based on local valuation 

and the rate of taxation. The mandatory local school tax 

was dropped in 1917, and subsequently, the state's payments 

were made strictly on pupil attendance. 2 The cost of educa

tion in Bethel in 1920 was $35,843.57; of this amount, the 

state paid $8,370.40, the Town Deposit Fund paid $154.20 

3 and the Starr Fund paid $10.45. 

Schools overcrowded 

A leveling off of population growth can be seen be

tween the years of 1910 and 1940. Census figures indicate 

an increase of only 313 people during this time. (See 

Table 2, page 41) Although the village schools were over-
4 crowded, they had been overcrowded almost from the start, 

111History of State Aid to Education," p. 8. 
2Ibid. 

3Annual Town Report, 1920, p. 13. 
4 In 1900, for example, the smallest class contained 

30 and the largest, 76 pupils. 
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and no new schools were built. Instead various other methods 

for coping with this situation were used. Sometimes parti

tions were put up in the classrooms. Double sessions were 

1 necessary in some years and rooms in nearby churches and 

halls were rented. 

School expenditures cut 
during Depression years 

Bethel enjoyed the prosperity of the 1920's, marred 

only in 1922, when one of the worst panics to be experienced 

by the town occurred. An epidemic of small pox was imminent 

but through mass vaccinations and closing of schools to all 

2 those not immunized, serious damage was prevented. 

With hatting continuing as her chief industry, Bethel 

struggled through the depression of the 1930's. However, 

"The depths of the depression were relieved somewhat by the 

ladies' fashion fad which favored the Empress Eugenie hat. 

Bethel hatters were kept busy for months supplying the demand. 113 

All school expenses were kept to a minimum and from 1933 to 

4 1936, teachers' salaries were cut by ten per cent. Wages 

1 rn 1918, Bethel High School had double sessions and 
the School Committee was considering the possibility of send
ing grades eleven and twelve to Danbury. 

2Bethel Centennial Program~ 1855-1955 (New Haven: 
Columbia Printing Co., 1955), p. 39. 

3Ibid. 

4Minutes of the Board of Education, September, 1933, 
p. 330. 
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increased but slightly through this time and Bethel's salary 

schedule and its per pupil costs were considerably under the 

state average, as shown in the following table: 

TABLE 3 

TEACHERS WAGES AND PER PUPIL COSTS IN 1939a 

Teachers Wages Per Pupil Costs 

Elementary High School Elementary High School 

Connecticut 

Bethel 

$1,575 

1,202 

$2,081 

1,478 

$91.09 

67.45 

aMinutes of Board of Education, p. 330. 

New high school built 

$119.78 

101.78 

Since the high school on South Street, built over 

fifty years before, could no longer accommodate the needs of 

the town, in 1936 a high school building committee was formed 

and the site chosen for the new school was the former Shepa~g 

railroad bed1 on Durant Avenue. A large two-story brick build

ing was completed in 1940 at the cost of approximately 

$190,000. Mr. Weldon Knox was the first principal of this new 

school. The old building was turned over to the town and be

came the Fire Department Headquarters. 

Closing of the outlying schools 

Because the old district schools were in need of con-

1use of the Shepaug branch of the New Haven Railroad 



52 

stant repair and had only small enrollments, the Wolfpits, 

Elmwood and Stony Hill school houses were eventually all 

closed. When the school committee first voted to close Wolf

pits in 1911, a large number of parents petitioned to reopen 

the school and it was continued until 1918. 1 Elmwood School 

served the children of that district until 1928, when, 

with an enrollment of only three pupils, it was closed and 

the children transported to Center School. 2 Stony Hill School 

was kept until 1941 when the School Committee voted to close 

the school and transfer the seventeen children to Grassy 

Plain. 3 

Bethel, 1940 - 1968 

Population Changes 

Shortly after World War II, Bethel experienced the 

greatest population growth thus far in her history. As the 

table on the following page shows, just between 1940 and 1950, 

a thousand people moved into Bethel; by 1960, came another 

three thousand. Bethel's way of life, its character and its 

economy necessarily changed because of this growth. Before 

1950, most of the Bethel people lived in the village. After 

was discontinued in 1911. 

p. 272. 

1Minutes of the Board of Education, May, 1918, 

2Ibid., September, 1928, p. 141. 

3Ibid., June, 1941, p. 60. 
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TABLE 4 

POPULATION GROWTH FROM 1940-1968a 

Year Total Population Children (ages 4 - 16) 

1940 4,105 754 

1950 5,104 812 

1960 8,169 1,736 

1967 9,900 2,176 

asecretary of the State, Register and Manual 
of the State of Connecticut, 1940-19D7. 

1950, however, there was a gradual population growth of the 

outskirts. With surfaced roads and the automobile, every part 

of town became accessible. People from metropolitan areas, 

seeking country living within easy reach of their businesses 

and professions, found these features in such Bethel sections 

as Stony Hill, Codfish Hill, Old Hawleyville and Plumtrees. 

Economic Growth 

In order to cushion the impact of this rapid growth, 

Bethel was successful in attracting new industries to replace 

its vanishing hat factories. 1 Consolidated Controls located 

on Durant Avenue has the largest number of employees and the 

1After 1940, the hatting industry gradually diminished. 
In 1968 there are only two of the once many hat shops now in 
operation. 
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Connecticut Light and Power has constructed a million dollar 

plant in Stony Hill. There are numerous small industries 

which produce such products as electrical devices, cement 

blocks, asbestos tape and precision machine parts. 1 The 

Bethel Chamber of Commerce has been instrumental in renova

ting the downtown shopping area along Greenwood Avenue, at 

the same time striving to preserve the attractive, New E~gland 

small town atmosphere. 

Educational Progress 

New elementary school 

The major problem facing education through these years 

has been a never-ending struggle to provide adequate room for 

the ever-increasing number of children. Table 4 statistics 

indicate an increase of nearly 1,000 students between 1950 

and 1960. Under the leadership of Mr. Ralph Johnson, who 

succeeded Mr. Berry in 1946, and the School Board, a twenty 

and one-half acre site on Judd Avenue was purchased in 1950 

as the site for a new elementary school. 2 (See Figure 7) 

But also in that year the town voted against an appropriation 

of $279,000 for the schooi. 3 In 1952, however, the town ap

proved an appropriation of $390,000 and the construction of 

1Bridgeport Post, August 18, 1963. 

2 Annual Town Report, 1949-1950, p. 12. 

3Ibid., 1950-1951, p. 12. 
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Fig. 7.--Town of Bethel Schools, 1968 
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1 the Frank A. Berry School was begun. The one story, ten-room 

brick structure was opened in 1953 and accommodated grades 

five, six and seven. Eighth grade was temporarily held at 

the high school. Still overcrowding prevailed, and an addi

tion for Berry School was needed almost immediately. In 1954 

and again in July, 1955, the requested appropriation was de

feated by the town; an affirmative vote was secured in the 

fall of 1955, and the construction of a $350,000 addition 

was undertaken. 2 Double sessions were necessary in 1956-1957 

for some grades, and four kindergarten classes used emergency 

quarters in the high school. Upon completion of this addi

tion in 1958, Berry School had a capacity of twenty-four 

rooms and housed grades three to eight. 

Addition to high school building 

In 1960 a large gymnasium and a wing of new class

rooms were added to the high school. Grades nine through 

twelve were transferred to these rooms and the seventh and 

eighth grades occupied the older part of the building, leaving 

Berry School as a middle school with grades three to six. 

Stony Hill School defeated 

Because it sometimes takes several years from the time 

a school is needed to the completion of that school, in 1959 

1Ibid., 1952-1953, p. 18. 

2Ibid., 1955-1956, p. 14. 
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the school board and the superintendent urgently recommended 

the purchase of land in Stony Hill for another elementary 

school. That neighborhood has experienced very rapid growth 

and a school located there would achieve a substantial reduc

tion in the number of pupils being transported to Center, 

Grassy Plain and Berry schools. Although the site was acquired, 

in 1963 the appropriation to build the school was defeated. 

First parochial school built 

Some temporary relief was provided the public schools 

at the elementary level in 1963, with the opening of St. Mary's 

Parochial School on Route 202. 

Planning of a new high school 

In 1964, the heaviest concentration of students ap

peared at the high school level and plans were formulated for 

a selection of a site and design for a new building. The 

Whittlesey property, a 119-acre tract of land near Berry 

School, was acquired by the town at the approximate cost of 

1 $255,000. (See Figure 7) During February of 1967 an appro-

priation of $3,365,000 for construction of the school was 

once approved, although by only three votes, and then defeated 

by over 400 votes when a second referendum was requested by 

opponents of this plan. At the heart of the opposition to 

the school was its design. Round in shape, it was designed 

1 Annual Town Report, 1966, p. 5. 
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with a library learning center at its core and with class

rooms and other core facilities around the center. 1 Oppo

nents to this type of building maintained it was too costly 

and wanted a more conventional school. In the following 

September, the School Building Committee submitted revised 

plans and an appropriation of $3,107,000 was approved for 

construction of a rectangular shaped, three-level high 
2 school. Intended to open in the 1969 school year with an 

optimum capacity for 800 students, the new high school is 

designed to accommodate 1,200 eventually. 3 

Curriculum changes 

Physical change although the most conspicuous is not 

the only type of change that has occurred in Bethel's recent 

educational history. Major curriculum innovations, especially 

in the elementary schools, developed in 1963 effected by a 

new Superintendent of Schools, Bethel's third, Mr. Willard 

Jacobsen. The purpose of the new method of teaching is to 

meet the needs of every individual youngster. This mammoth 

task is accomplished by abandoning homogeneous grouping of 

children according to ability. In its place, there is 

"pupil-team" teaching where pupils of similar ability are 

teamed and work together, with the teacher's guidance, as 

1Bethel Home News, March 22, 1967, p. 20. 

2Ibid., September 6, 1967, p. 9. 
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rapidly as their interest and ability permit. It is felt 

that learning at a pace commensurate with one's ability most 

effectively accommodates the vast range of individual differ

ences. Each child is always promoted in June, but in that 

next grade, his teacher will continue with him where he left 

off the previous year. Graded textbooks are being gradually 

abandoned and worksheets, either purchased or prepared by 

the teachers, are used in their place. 

At present, this individualized instruction program 

is the object of much controversy among Bethel residents and 

the Board of Education. Criticism of the program is based 

on the great expense for materials and extra personnel neces

sary to its operation; and the lack of evaluation and evidence 

of its effectiveness. Whether to continue with this program 

or to revert to a more traditional one is a serious problem 

which must be resolved in the very near future. 

Financing of education 

The financing of education today is a partnership of 

town and state, with the state as junior partner. The town 

Board of Finance receives the state grants for education as 

part of their revenues. After considering the budget request 

of the Board of Education, the town grants the Board of Edu

cation the amount deemed sufficient for operation of the 

schools. There are about twenty different state grants to 

help finance various aspects of the school program. The four 
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1. The Per Pupil Aid for Public School Operation. 

The present formula based on the number of pupils who belong 

to a system or average daily membership grant is: on the 

first 300 pupils, $175 per pupil, on the second 300 pupils, 

$150 per pupil and on all over 600 pupils, $120 per pupil. 

In addition an amount of twenty dollars for each pupil in

crease in the average daily membership for the most recent 

ten-year period is added. 

2. Aid to Disadvantaged Children. This grant is 

based on the number of families in a town with incomes of 

$4,000 or less. 

3. Transportation Grants. The state pays each town 

one-half of the amount paid, not to exceed twenty dollars 

per pupil. 

4. School Building Grants. The state shares in the 

amortization of building costs at a rate of up to $700 per 

elementary pupil and $1,000 per secondary pupil, for the 

number of pupils the building is designed to accommodate, or 

one-half the cost, whichever is less. 

The major objection to the present education grant for

mula is its failure to take into account variations in the 

ability of the towns to raise revenue from local property 

1Wilfred Sheehan, "Some Questions--Some Answers 
About State Aid," Connecticut Teacher, XXXIV (January, 1967), 
p. 13. 
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taxes for the support of schools. 1 The State Board of Educa

tion has recommended changes which would recognize varying 

local needs but the state legislature has not accepted any 

of the suggestions as yet. 

In the past year, with total education expenses of 

$1,426,661.79 the town of Bethel received $477,264.85 or 

thirty-three per cent of this amount from the state and 

federal governments; another $61,388.55 was received in spe

cial grants. 2 This budget represents a cost of $583.30 per 

pupil for 2,176 students. 3 

Teachers 

The present teaching staff employed by the Bethel Board 

of Education numbers 113. Although many of these teachers are 

natives of the Danbury-Bethel area, the trend in recent years 

has been to also employ teachers from other areas. To accom

plish this, the Superintendent of Schools takes an annual re

cruitment tour of several New England colleges. 

Teachers' salary schedule, determined by a Salary 

Negotiating Committee made up of both teachers and Board mem-

4 bers, ranges from $5,800 to $10,700, depending on years of 

1Ibid., p. 15. 
2Annual Towrr Report, 1967, p. 1. 

3 Ibid., p. 11. 

4Agreement between Bethel Board of Education and 
Bethel Education Association, 1967-1968, p. 6. 
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teaching experience and degree held. 

Supervision 

The voters of Bethel select the nine members of the 

Board of Education, who in turn are responsible for the selec

tion of a Superintendent. In 1968, the Board voted to elimi

nate the position of assistant superintendent of schools and 

replace it with a new position, Business Manager. Seven other 

administrators assist the superintendent in supervision of 

the schools. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary 

The history of Bethel schools began when Bethel was 

only a settlement of the town of Danbury. First Connecticut 

school laws were very general but became more specific as 

time passed, with reference to support and supervision of 

schools, selection of teachers, length of school term, 

etcetera. 

In the early eighteenth century, Parishes, subdivi

sions of larger towns and organized primarily for religious 

purposes, were given authority for schools. Bethel was set 

apart from Danbury as a separate Parish in 1759 and was then 

responsible for its own schools. At that time and for many 

years to come, schools and education of youth were of little 

concern to most people. The problems facing these early resi

dents in organizing their Parish and their homes consumed 

their interest. The establishment of the Connecticut School 

Fund in 1795 and later the abolishment of the local tax for 

support of schools took financial responsibility from the 

people and led to a decline in the quality of education, not 

only in the Parish of Bethel but all of Connecticut as well. 

63 
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An attempt to improve this situation was made in 1839 

when the state legislature declared that each school district 

of a Parish or town would be entirely responsible for its own 

schools. Reports by District School Visitors reveal that 

there was little improvement in education, primarily because 

of public and parental apathy. Efforts of the Bethel Parish 

at this time were being devoted toward separating from Dan

bury; this was accomplished in 1855 when Bethel was incorporated 

as a town. The six school districts retained control of their 

own schools until 1888, although all towns were given the 

power in 1866 to consolidate the districts and assume their 

authority. Consolidation was delayed because residents in 

some of the outlying districts felt that their interests 

would be overlooked by a central school committee. 

Under the town management system, school affairs were 

more efficiently carried out and from this point on, a slow 

but steady improvement in the educational system can be noted. 

Three new schools were built within a short time, enabling 

the School Committee to improve instruction by the grading of 

classes according to age and achievement. Eventually, due to 

small enrollments and expense of maintenance, all but one of 

the outlying district schools were closed and these children 

were transported to the graded schools in town. 

After 1940, especially between 1950 and 1960, Bethel 

experienced a tremendous population increase which put a great 

strain on the existing school facilities. Due to the fact 
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that several years lapsed from the time a school was really 

needed to the completion of that school, the major problem 

which Bethel educators have faced through these years is that 

of providing adequate room for the ever-increasing number of 

children. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this paper, as stated in the Introduc

tion, is to enable one to better understand the present 

Bethel school system by studying its history and realizing 

how it came to be. Necessarily intertwined with the growth 

of its schools is the growth of Bethel itself. Most obvious 

would be the great progress both the town and its schools 

have achieved from their meager beginnings in the early 1700's. 

An important characteristic of this growth, which one must 

recognize in order to understand Bethel, is the cautious 

reluctance with which Bethel people accept change and progress. 

It took several years for leaders of the Bethel Parish to con

vince the people that they should separate from Danbury and 

establish themselves as a separate town. Consolidation of 

the school districts was another change which was a controver

sial issue for nearly thirty years before bei~g approved. 

Bethel has not kept its school building program at a pace with 

the population growth; appropriations for new schools are usu

ally reluctantly approved. 

In 1968, the Bethel school system is beseiged by prob-
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lems with its inadequate facilities, its changing curriculum 

and an unusually large number of resignations from its profes

sional staff. Under capable, patient leadership, these prob

lems are not insurmountable; similar problems in other times 

were overcome by dedicated men like Reverend Whittlesey, 

Reverend Slack, Frank Berry and Ralph Johnson. Much credit 

must also be given to the many lay volunteers who have given 

unselfishly of their time to serve on the Board of Education 

and other educational committees. These people, whose advice 

at times went unheeded, nevertheless persisted in the direc

tion they knew must be taken if Bethel was to keep her schools 

in step with a changing community and nation. Knowledge of 

the obstacles encountered by the founders of our school sys

tem and how they were gradually surmounted should provide 

both the educational leaders and the people of Bethel with 

the confidence to face any current and future problems. 
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