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The central U.S. states have more rural students and schools than any other region. A
graduate of a teacher education program who wants to teach in a rural school faces a
number of challenges, especially when compared with educational conditions in urban
areas: smaller salaries, more than one grade or subject matter assignment, less
opportunity for socialization and work with colleagues, and limited knowledge of rural
schools and communities.* The professional experiences described in this paper mitigate
these challenges. The biography of Marion Gee (1928-2015) traces her early education in
a one-room school, moves to her coursework and student teaching in a nationally
recognized rural teacher education program at Moorhead State Teachers College, and
explores her engagement in rural Oak Mound School and the community in which the
school was located. Her experiences are useful for teacher educators who want to develop
better programs for aspiring rural teachers.

—Ed.

“Marion Francis [Taus] Gee, 86, Fargo[,] ND, died at her home, Tuesday, July 28"2015.”" So
begins the obituary of Marion Gee (1928—2015). In 1953 she married Melton Gee, who in 1923
had belonged to the first class of students completing the tenth grade at Oak Mound School in
Minnesota. The couple were long-time residents of the Minnesota village, Marion Gee serving as
organist for the Oak Mound Congregational Church for forty-six years.’

Marion Gee was a 1947 graduate of a program in the nationally recognized Department of
Rural Education at the Moorhead State Teachers College (MSTC), Minnesota.” In addition to
finishing the two-year program of study, she completed student teaching at Oak Mound School,
served as the supervising teacher for grades one through four for four years, and was principal

for one additional year. Her experiences illustrate how a teacher preparation program and
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relationships among affiliated rural school supervisors and student teachers can contribute
significantly to a teacher’s professional development. Although twenty percent of American
kindergarten through grade twelve students are enrolled in rural public schools, few teacher
preparation programs focus on rural schoolteaching.” Those who aspire to develop programs for
today’s rural teachers should examine the life of Marion Gee, whose professional development
offers a model of the best of mid-century country schoolteacher education.

Oak Mound School was a modern, two-story brick
multi-room school located on four acres of wooded land
ten miles from the college campus (Figure 1). It was
established in 1913 by consolidating three neighboring
one-room schools. Marion Gee fondly remembered her

introduction to the village and its school:

Well, it was the most delightful experience, and of
course I was sent to Oak Mound School to student
teach. On our way from my home town of Angus,
Minnesota, we’d ride the Greyhound bus. And the

bus would swing into this little bitty place called
Kragnes. And then especially in the evening, it was
kind of pretty to look across the landscape towards the
trees and river. And I’d think to myself, “I wonder what these poor people do around here,”
not knowing that in the group of trees to the west was this beautiful school in this wonderful
community. And so [ was assigned there [to student teach] and I found what it was like. And
it was so fun. The community was so great. But the school, of course, held the community
together. It was just the best experience.

Figure 1: Oak Mound School; all
photos in the article courtesy of
the author.

While Marion Gee was student teaching in 1947, a faculty member told her that “she must be a
part of the community, that’s what the school board want[ed;] she was not to be a suitcase

student.”®

She took these words to heart. Because of her positive experience while student
teaching at Oak Mound School, she desired to teach and live in the community. She thought that
if she took a difficult job in a small country school and was successful, the experience would
position her favorably to return to Oak Mound School. Indeed it did, and the following year she

was hired to teach there.’
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Rural Living and Schooling in Angus, Minnesota

Marion Gee’s family roots run deep in northwestern Minnesota beginning with the family of
Frank Taus, who settled there in 1894.* Marion Gee’s life began in 1928 on the wind-swept, rich
farmland of the Red River Valley that borders Minnesota and North Dakota. Her family’s farm
was located near the small prairie town of Angus, Minnesota. Angus is situated in Polk County
about one hundred fifty miles south of Minnesota’s northern border and about three hundred
miles north of Minnesota’s southern border.” Marion Gee was the middle child of five siblings.
Most likely due to collapsing farm prices, her family moved to town and began running a service
station in 1930.

Marion Gee attended District No. 59 School from 1934 to 1941. This one-room school for
grades one through eight was built in 1890 and expanded in 1908 to a two-room building.'°
These years witnessed relatively steady rural school numbers. During the eight years of Gee’s
District 59 schooling, about one-half of all students living in the middle section of the nation
attended schools similar to Gee’s. In 1930, about 150,000 rural schools populated the nation’s
countryside, but by 1948 this number had decreased by almost 50 percent.''

Marion Gee and her siblings were bused eight miles north to Warren, Minnesota to complete
grades nine through twelve. Busing was a common practice because many small towns lacked
the necessary funds to provide secondary education programs. An interview with Marion Gee’s
63-year-old son, Jerry Gee, reveals much about his mother’s experiences with her family and her
teachers.'? Life in her family, like that of many of the nation’s families, was strained due to the
Great Depression. Her parents told her “she had to make her own money and be self-

. 13
sufficient.”

To help reduce the family’s financial insecurity, she worked at the family’s service
station and the local rural telephone company. Along with her classmates, she was released from
school to harvest the world-famous Red River Valley potato crop during World War II. Jerry
Gee said that because of her upbringing, she developed a positive attitude that influenced her
throughout her many years as a student, teacher, spouse, mother, and grandmother."*

Marion Gee aspired to teach for several reasons. She admired the teachers who influenced
her to think about teaching as a career. The limited occupational choices for women during this
time certainly contributed to her thinking. A value she held dear was her love of learning. Jerry

Gee recalled that “she wanted to learn everything about everything.” She loved poetry, literature,

music, and art, and wanted to share that love with students.'’
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In the fall of 1945, Marion Gee traveled eighty miles south to Moorhead State Teachers
College to begin her dream of becoming a teacher. Her son later recalled that she loved her
schoolwork and undergraduate life on the Moorhead campus. Some of her teachers and peers
became her friends and later lifelong colleagues. As a result, she did not often go home during
this time or while teaching at Oak Mound School. In Jerry Gee’s words, “She just thrived on

2516

[Moorhead’s] campus and . . . relished the atmosphere of learning.” > The next year her younger

sister, Mickey, who also wanted to teach, joined her sister at the college.

A New Vision of Country Schooling

Thirty-four years before Marion Gee enrolled at MSTC, President Theodore Roosevelt issued the
Report of the Commission on Country Life, a document that detailed a comprehensive vision for
country living, working, and schooling.'” The report asserted that across the nation’s countryside,
rural life demanded revitalization. The data revealed a host of problems such as rural out-
migration, inadequate social systems, and ineffective farming practices. The root cause for these
problems, the report stated, was the dismal state of many rural schools. These schools had too
few or too many students and were underfunded and staffed by poorly trained and ill-supervised
teachers. Many schoolhouses suffered from great disrepair, inadequate heating, and poor
lighting. A lack of rural-focused curricula compounded these problems and was believed to push
rural students to the city.'®

Comprehensive reform was seen as the solution. President Roosevelt called for a “new kind
of school in the country” with the goal of creating a new class of teachers capable of
transforming rural schools and their communities."” The report envisioned bountiful living and
effective working conditions for rural families. It predicted that engaged country churches and
rural-focused schools would stimulate open-country villages to take cooperative actions to create
an attractive rural way of life that was highly social.*® Although contemporary scholars have
conflicting interpretations of the report and its intentions, a new vision certainly emerged for
rural teacher preparation, teaching, and schooling.?’

Mabel Carney, a leading rural teacher educator in the early twentieth century, advocated for
the kind of change posited in the Report of the Commission on Country Life. She proposed, in
her 1912 seminal text on rural schooling, Country Life and the Country School, ** a plan for

transforming rural teacher preparation, rural teaching, and rural schooling.”* As espoused by
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Mabel Carney, meaningful and engaging curriculum and instruction would frame holistic and
relational ways to strengthen rural teaching and school-community partnerships. She believed
that carefully planned and focused teacher preparation programs were needed to develop teachers
capable of adjusting instruction to the needs and interests of rural students and practicing
effective leadership in rural communities. This kind of intentional training began as early as

1902 on the campus of Indiana State Normal School at Terre Haute, Indiana.**

In the year Mabel Carney’s influential text appeared, Moorhead offered a course called Rural
School Methods that marked the beginning of the college’s focus on rural teacher preparation.*
Four years later, Frank Weld, Moorhead’s president, recognized that rural teachers needed more
specialized study, so the Department of Rural Education was established. The administrative
structure included the appointment of a department director and a supervisor of rural schools.
Preparing teachers was central to the mission of this small university located in northwestern
Minnesota. Between 1916 and 1951, eighteen hundred Moorhead students completed specialized
rural courses, student taught in one- and two-room rural schools affiliated with MSTC, and lived
in rural communities.”” Among the thirteen schools partnering with MSTC, Oak Mound School
enjoyed the longest running affiliation (1925 to 1951). % By 1928, 83 percent of the nation’s
normal schools and state teachers colleges offered similar coursework.” Most, if not all, of the
nation’s rural education programs relied heavily on Mabel Carney’s text for program
development.”® Her progressive ideas were evident in Moorhead’s Rural School Methods course,
the Department of Rural Education, and another initiative called the Affiliated Rural School
Prograrn.31

Like other teacher education students, Marion Gee took content-area courses such as Music,
Physical Education, Art, and Children’s Literature—each adapted for rural school teaching. Her
coursework also included Agriculture, Rural Home Economics, Rural Sociology, Rural School
Methods, Rural School Observation, and Rural School Management. In Rural Home Economics,
students assisted a hired cook and housekeeper with cooking and serving hot lunches. The Rural
Sociology course was designed to provide students with insights into how to adjust teaching to
the needs of rural students and the communities in which they lived. In Rural Management,
students studied rural community life and home-school relations and learned how to establish

boys and girls clubs.** Marion Gee later recalled that her courses were enriched by Mabel

Carney’s programmatic ideas of providing specialized, rural-focused curriculum and instruction
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adapted to rural students’ needs and equipping teachers to serve as transformative community
leaders.”

Marion Gee was particularly impressed by Mabel Carney’s recommendation that teacher
preparation programs require students to live in rural communities while completing student
teaching in model rural schools.** Student teaching, which marked the conclusion of the two-
year program of study, occurred in partnership or “affiliations” with thirteen rural schools
located within fifteen miles of the college campus. Affiliation was conceptualized as professional
relationships characterized by high degrees of interdependence and reciprocity. To be selected
for an affiliation, rural schools had to demonstrate “progressive” educational programs, available
and appropriate housing, state accreditation, and district boards that agreed to affiliate with the
Department of Rural Education. These schools would then serve as student teaching centers,
demonstration and experimental sites, and locales where supervisory skills were developed.*”

In keeping with its innovative philosophy, Moorhead offered a course called Supervising
Rural Teaching designed to provide the knowledge and skills needed to effectively supervise
future student teachers. The faculty also offered continuing education courses for the supervisors
beginning in 1925 and continuing until 1951. The goals of this innovative in-service program
were building community among supervisors and extending the instruction begun in the initial
supervising course. These courses were offered evenings and weekends, much like post-Bachelor
of Science degree offerings today. Additionally, supervisors were invited to be guests of the
college for campus events such as plays and informal coffee get-togethers. Taken as a whole, the
program sought to provide specialized preparation for effective rural teaching and opportunities
for community building. Marion Gee later recalled that she felt well prepared for student
teaching, teaching grades one through four, and supervising student teachers at Oak Mound

School *° (Figure 2, 3).
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Figure 2: Marion Gee third from left talking Figure 3: Marion Gee playing the
about teaching with students and MSTC faculty. piano for her students.

Between 1925 and 1951, over four hundred students completed practice teaching at Oak
Mound School. MSTC’s affiliated rural school student teaching numbers increased from 35 in
1934 to 125 in 1942. In 1947, when Marion Gee student taught at Oak Mound School, 43 of her
classmates were also student teaching in the Affiliated Rural School Program.” They not only
planned and taught lessons but learned to live, participate, and lead in the Oak Mound
community under the mentoring eyes of thirty-five supervising teachers. Supervisors held faculty
status and were recognized as some of MSTC’s finest graduates. Like Marion Gee, they were
key stakeholders who provided all-important links between the school and the community, the
student teachers, and the college faculty.™®

Bette Haring, a 1950 student teacher, stressed the importance of community connections and
relationship-building when she said that it saddened her to see teachers from a local school drive
away from the school and its community on their way home after a day of teaching. She
wondered, “How can they teach the students when they don’t know about their neighborhoods
and communities?””” When she student taught at Oak Mound School under Marion Gee’s
supervision, Bette Haring had a very different experience. Haring, her fellow student teachers,
and the supervising teachers were a “community” since they lived together. Many times, they
worshiped at the nearby Oak Mound Church and interacted with community members on the
school’s grounds.*’

Strong community relationships were a driving force behind Marion Gee’s devotion to Oak

Mound School. The school kept its doors open after school and on weekends, thereby providing
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access to community members whenever they wanted to gather. During Marion Gee’s career at
Oak Mound School, over thirty-five different community groups congregated in the school. She

recalled the community’s response to a power outage from a powerful winter storm.

[The] Oak Mound School district installed a powerful generator to use when the electricity
failed, which often happened during winter storms and spring ice storms. One winter, the
electricity was off for many days. This affected the entire community. But with the [school’s]
community kitchen that had been installed on the second floor, many of the [Oak Mound]
residents came to the school to have meals together and even card parties. Also the school
had a very heavy and sturdy stage. Occasionally this was brought down for Christmas
programs. During the time of the power outage, the community residents came to the school
and we gave one-act plays, then had lunch in the community kitchen. We had electricity from
the generator and water for the bathroom.*'

Developing positive relationships and instilling a strong sense of community were goals set
through the student teaching/supervising model in the MSTC Affiliated Rural School Program.
This model captured current progressive thinking through a communal vision of teacher
preparation and rural schooling. Values such as collegiality, interdependence, reciprocity, and
shared decision-making anchored these relationships. Demonstrating these values, department
directors negotiated student teaching contracts and living arrangements with local boards and
community members invited faculty to their homes for dinners.*

The MSTC student teachers assigned to Oak Mound School and their supervisors lived in the
teacherage, a dorm-like space on the third floor of the schoolhouse. During each six-week
teaching period, four student teachers lived in a room furnished by the college while their two
supervisors lived in an adjacent room. Rent and meals totaled twelve dollars a week. Two
student teachers and one supervisor taught about eight subjects daily in two classrooms (grades
one through four and grades five through eight). Thus, they had many lessons to prepare.*’

Carol Drummond, a student teacher supervised by Marion Gee, recalled, “It was a
pleasurable and supportive learning experience because of the close relationships developed
between the student teachers and supervising teachers. . . . Teaching, living, and playing with the
supervising teachers [were real assets] in learning about teaching. . . . [This] was our big

44
focus.”

Her student teaching mate, Marcella Gulsvig, said, “What a unique situation to live in
the school, eat there, and teach there. . . . The people were wonderful.” Drummond recalled, with

a smile, the water fights between the student teachers and supervising teachers that were usually
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started by the supervisors. This play occurred inside the teacherage as well as in the school yard.
Like Drummond, Gulsvig enjoyed informal interactions with her supervisors. She remembered
playing practical jokes on each other and having a great time doing it. Many of these
relationships were long lasting, as noted by Drummond: “The girl I taught with I went to high
school with . . . she’s coming to our sixtieth class reunion this summer . . . and later we taught at
Mahnomen, Minnesota . . . and she was my maid of honor at my wedding.”*

Bette Haring recalled not minding the lack of privacy in the teacherage because it was so
much fun to live with three other student teachers. “I think we were all having a pretty good
time. I don’t think you could interest women today to do that sort of thing.” Lois Bergeson also
relished teacherage living because of the close relationships between student and supervising
teachers. Haring remembered that caretaking duties were completed by the cook and
housemother, Dagney, who prepared delicious meals. Both women recalled being “appreciated
and treated in a liberal way” by their supervisors.*®

Comparable demographics among student and supervising teachers were likely to have
enhanced their relationships. These women had all grown up in midwestern rural communities,
attended rural schools, and enrolled in the same teacher preparation program. They were single
females in their late teens to early twenties who were sharing the same working, living, and
playing spaces.

Having student taught and supervised at Oak Mound School over a period of several years,

Marion Gee fondly remembered both the work and the play.

After our evening meal and before we started working with lesson plans, we would have our
fun time. Sometimes we would play basketball; there was one hoop in the game room. We
would organize our teams at the beginning of each six-week period, then play through this
time and end with a tournament before we would begin the process over again with a new
batch of student teachers. One year we had some tall gals on one team and on the other team
were the short ones. We called ourselves the “Tall Johns” and the “Short Joes.” Then we
called our scores into Fargo television station WDAY Sports Director Bill Weaver. He took
the information willingly, then pondered a moment and said, “The Tall Johns and Short Joes
from Oak Mound School would be an intramural team, and so sorry it won’t make the news
tonight.” We had a good laugh.*’

During Marion Gee’s tenure, these basketball games were repeated several times each year. It is
easy to imagine how these kinds of informal social experiences resulted in meaningful

friendships and positive working relationships. Not only did these ties speak to the powerful
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connections these young women made while teaching, but also the opportunities the program
intentionally helped them develop.

Marion Gee also recalled community-building events such as the annual music festivals and
play days that were cooperatively planned and conducted by Department of Rural Education
faculty, student teachers, and supervising teachers. Typically these large-scale events were held
on the college campus with children and adults bused from the affiliated schools. Marion Gee
enjoyed planning these events with the faculty, teaching her students the selected songs and
games, and performing on the Moorhead campus before a large crowd.*

Just as important were the day-to-day relationships that developed among the student
teachers, supervising teachers, and college faculty. Much-needed assistance and encouragement
were products of these relationships. Time and time again the people interviewed for this study
spoke of the positive difference this support made. Whether it was student teachers learning the
craft of teaching from their supervising teachers, supervising teachers solving living arrangement
concerns, student teachers discussing the day’s lessons, or college supervisors mentoring
supervising teachers, ongoing support created a comprehensive student teaching program.

World War II affected both student teachers and supervisors during Marion Gee’s Oak
Mound School tenure. She and the student teachers she supervised interacted with parents and
students from racial and ethnic groups different from their own. For example, three relocated
Japanese families, following their release from internment in California, worked on the Hank
Peterson farm near Oak Mound School. A Hispanic family settled in the Oak Mound School area
and worked the same farm as the Japanese families.*” Marion Gee taught the children from both
families.

Due to the demands of World War II, it became more difficult to stay focused on the mission
of improving the nation’s rural schools. The war decimated the ranks of rural teachers and
college enrollments plummeted when practicing and potential teachers entered the military or
took jobs to support this effort. As a result, fewer teachers were available to work in rural
schools, and fewer rural teacher education departments were needed to educate teachers.
Furthermore, with an ever-increasing number of rural citizens entering the military, many rural
communities nationwide lost population or vanished altogether along with their schools.”® As a
whole, the country experienced a severe teacher shortage. The only reason some rural schools

remained open was the fact that over seventy thousand teachers were employed using emergency
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certificates.”’ MSTC-affiliated rural schools, including Oak Mound, were caught up in these
developments. Ongoing school consolidation and farm-to-city migration accelerated this change.
The last cohort of MSTC student teachers to complete the Department of Rural Education studies
finished during the spring quarter of 1951, after which the program ended with differentiated
teacher education replacing specialized rural teacher education.

Conclusion
The period in which Marion Gee lived was transformative for schools and their purposes.
Schooling for a select few changed to schooling for a larger percentage of the population. The
purposes of schooling grew, as did the expectations for formalized teacher preparation. The
problem of securing adequately prepared teachers for rural schools eased during the early
decades of the 1900s when over two hundred normal schools in forty-six states offered rural
teacher education programs.>® Championing the progressive ideology of the Commission on
Country Life were professors such as Mabel Carney, who contributed to the reforms by outlining
specific plans for improving the preparation of rural teachers.

Progressive rural teacher preparation on the Moorhead campus began in 1916. The program
prepared teachers for rural schools through a system of support and advocacy that emphasized
curriculum designed to meet the demands of rural teaching. Moorhead’s Affiliated Rural School
Program captured current progressive thinking about relational teaching, living, and working
through a shared vision of teacher preparation and rural schooling.

The teacher education program that engaged Marion Gee used cohort groups and residential
living with an emphasis on collaboration, community-building, and effective university-
community partnerships. This also held true for similar programs across the nation.> These
efforts contributed to our body of knowledge about how to prepare teachers. It is ironic that this
knowledge has had little impact on current practice.”® The neglect of rural teacher training in
many programs has resulted in a call for leaders in higher education to once again establish
specialized rural training programs, create collaborative partnerships between teacher educators
and rural schools, and develop off-campus centers for training purposes. However, this call
remains unanswered. The situation is troubling given that one-half of all public school districts
and one-third of all American public schools are located in rural areas, enrolling twenty percent

of all American students.>
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Marion Gee made important connections between the college and the rural community, as well
as with the student teachers who were learning the craft of rural teaching. Her brief biography
focuses on only one stage of her life—when she completed her student teaching at Oak Mound
School, then served as a supervising teacher for grades one through four for four years, and
finally as principal. Her experiences illustrate how a teacher preparation program and
relationships among affiliated rural school supervisors and student teachers can contribute
positively to teachers’ professional development.

*“Status of Education in Rural America,” National Center for Education Statistics,
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2007040.
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