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 Eastford was incorporated in 1847 and in 1870 it had eight 
school districts. Eastford Center School in District Number 1 was 
located on the site of the present elementary school and faced east 
towards the center of town. This school was constructed in the 
early 1850s. When the first section of the new school was con-
structed in 1949 the old school was moved across Westford Road 
and is now the Blanchett residence at 101 John Perry Road. 
     Eastford maintained schools in each of its eight districts be-
tween 1870 and 1885. District Committees were responsible for 
hiring teachers and maintaining their own school. The Eastford 
Board of School Visitors and its Acting School Visitors provided 
oversight of all schools within the town and the Selectmen appro-
priated the district school budgets on recommendation of the Vis-
itors. Around 1910 the District Committees/Board of School Visi-
tors system was replaced by the Board of Education and Superin-
tendent structure. 
     What follows are excerpts from the Acting School Visitor’s 

Reports published in Eastford’s Annual Town Reports. They of-
fer the reader a glimpse into the education system in the years 
shortly after Eastford was incorporated.    
     Stephen O. Bowen, Acting School Visitor, 1870: Measures 
should be taken to assure better attendance in many of our 
schools, especially in District No. 1. This district is the largest in 
town, and should rank highest in scholarship, deportment and 
attendance, but the facts are the reverse...Winter schools should 
be taught and governed by male teachers, as muscle commands 
more respect from many of our larger boys than the kindlier 
measures pursued by female teachers. [Stephen O. Bowen is the 
great-great-grandfather of our current Board of Education Chair-
man, Stephen W. Bowen.]      
     Earl Preston, Acting School Visitor, 1871: District No. 1 has 
suffered in seasons past from want of proper discipline. Mrs. S. 
O. Bowen was employed, partly on that account, and the school 
proved eminently satisfactory to all, so far as I have heard...There 
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has been a law enacted, the intent 
which seems to be to secure the at-
tendance of all children between the 
ages of four and sixteen, at least three 
months in the year. The penalties 
attached to it show that its first object 
is to reach that class of children who 
work in factories, or at some other 
business, and it is based on the princi-
ple that persons with a common edu-
cation are less likely to become pau-
pers and criminals than those who 
grow up without any but what they 
acquire with boys who hoot in the 
streets at night, or when they are old-
er, go to some low place to add to 
their knowledge...There is a great 
want of uniformity in school 
books...There is in some schools a 
great lack of any books at 
all...Something should be done in the 
coming season to improve upon the 
past. 
     Earl Preston, Acting School Visi-
tor, 1872: All eight schools in town 
have been kept by teachers duly ap-
proved, and for the time required by 
law: The First District  for 30 weeks, 
three others for 30, and 4 for 24...If 
the school room in the First District 
were enlarged, and the seats were 
remodeled, it would be very satisfac-
tory...Expenses for teachers and inci-
dentals totaling $1,299 were paid 
from a combination of the School 
Fund, State appropriation, Deposit 
Fund and Town Tax...District No. 1 - 
58 scholars - expense $273. 
     Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School 
Visitor, 1873: The Board of School 
Visitors had six members with the 
chairman and secretary being ap-
pointed Acting School Visitors, 
chairman declined...To govern a 
school well is perhaps the most diffi-
cult of a teacher’s duties. And this 
difficulty is increased by the needless 
interference of parents...There ap-
pears to be, on the part of parents, a 
great want of interest in the schools, 
judging from their entire neglect to 
visit them...The schools also suffer 
from tardiness and the frequent ab-
sence of scholars. Much of this could 
probably be prevented by the proper 
care on the part of parents. 
      Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School 
Visitor, 1874: S. O. Bowen and C. M. 
Jones were appointed a committee to 
examine teachers...The teachers in different school districts have 
labored faithfully in the discharge of their duties, and commenda-
ble progress has been made by the scholars. At the same time it is 
evident that in many cases there might be decided improvement 
in the method of teaching. There is too much automatic recitation, 
too much confining the mind to the words of the textbook, with-
out knowing their meaning, and too little effort to awaken and 
call out new ideas. Teaching is a very different thing from what it 

was a quarter of a century ago, and teach-
ers who wish to succeed, must make an 
effort to keep up with the progress of the 
age. 
     Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School Visi-
tor, 1875: A serious obstacle to progress in 
our schools is the practice of changing 
teachers every term which is the general 
practice in our town. Few persons are 
aware of the loss incurred every year by 
this practice. When a teacher is consecu-
tively employed in the same school, he 
knows the standing of each scholar at the 
beginning of the term, and whether it 
would be better for any class to advance, at 
once, or first review what has been gone 
over…There is also greater inducement to 
faithfulness on the part of the teacher if it is 
understood that thereby steady employ-
ment may be secured. 
     Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School Visi-
tor, 1876: It is a pleasure to report that dur-
ing the year schools have been in a flour-
ishing condition...The faculty for awaken-
ing in children an enthusiasm for study is 
of great importance to teachers, and those 
who possess it in greatest measure are usu-
ally the most successful in managing a 
school. Hence one who aspires to teach 
should make it a point to lead as far as pos-
sible, rather than drive. When a child is 
inspired with a desire to learn he no longer 
needs to be driven...An occasional visit to 
school by parents does much to cheer the 
teacher and encourage the children. 
     Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School Visi-
tor, 1877: In District No. 1 school is divid-
ed into three terms called fall, winter and 
spring terms each with a different teacher. 
Mr. S. O. Bowen taught the winter term... 
Should the number of scholars continue as 
large as at present, it will be necessary to 
divide the school into two departments, 
with a teacher for each. A better course 
would be for the town to establish a school 
of a higher grade, into which scholars from 
all the districts should be admitted on pass-
ing a requisite examination…This town 
continues to display its generosity by edu-
cating at its own expense, a number of stu-
dents residing in the town of Union. 
     Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School Visi-
tor, 1878: The Acting School Visitor is 
pleased with the efforts which the District 
Committees have made to secure good 
teachers without regard to personal favor or 
relationship...One thing which seriously 
interferes with the progress of our schools 
is the practice of changing teachers so fre-

quently...When the plan shall be adopted, as it surely will be 
sometime, of putting this business in the hands of the School Vis-
itors, these can be in a measure avoided...The school year has 
been divided in district one into three terms - a very judicious 
practice which some of the other districts having thirty weeks of 
school are adopting. In the Winter [Mr. S. O. Bowen, teacher] the 
average attendance was 43, a number which precludes the possi-
bility of giving sufficient time to the recitation. There is an urgent 

Stephen O. Bowen, son of Oliver and Betsey 
Bowen, was born in Eastford in 1840. He 
received his early education locally and after-
wards spent a year at the State Normal School 
pursuing studies in education. For many years 
his winters were devoted to teaching, while 
the summer months were spent farming and 
dealing in livestock. Mr. Bowen was very 
active in public affairs. He ran on the Demo-
cratic ticket and was elected to the State Leg-
islature in 1876. There he served on the 
School Fund Committee. He held many local 
positions including Justice of the Peace, 
Town Treasurer and School Visitor. He 
served for more than twenty-five years as a 
member of the Board of School Visitors, sev-
eral terms as Selectman, and was repeatedly 
elected to the office of Judge of Probate. He 
was for several years a Director of the 
Eastford Savings Bank, President of the 
Eastford Creamery, a member of the Eastford 
Temperance Association, and a member of 
the Eastford Library Association. He was 
very interested in the Grange and served for 
two years as Master of  the Crystal Lake 
Grange. Mr. Bowen was a member and an 
officer of the Congregational Church of 
Eastford, and one of its principal supporters.  

Stephen Oliver Bowen 
1840-1908 



 

need of an assistant teacher in this school so that the scholars may 
receive suitable instruction. 
      Rev. C. M. Jones, Acting School Visitor, 1879: Instead of 
specifying the good and bad features of each school separately, I 
propose to call attention to some of the hindrances to the progress 
of education in this town...District No. 1 - 48 students, average 
attendance 28, cost per scholar $8. The total number of registered 
students in all districts was 208 with an average attendance of 
55%...Many do not attend nearly the like of one half the time that 
schools are in session...When the town is at the expense of giving 
every child within its limits a fair education, is it not criminal for 
parents to deprive him of his right and allow him, or doom him to 
grow up in ignorance?...One thing a careful observer cannot fail 
to observe when visiting our schools is a lack of ambition in 
many of our scholars...Most of the children have very limited 
ideas of education...They perhaps hear of High Schools or Acade-
mies, but they have no clear conception of them, and seldom does 
one have any expectation of ever attending such an institution. 
They expect to remain in the district school for a few years going 

over the same books term after term - arithmetic, geography and 
grammar. They see others dropping off after a few years and ex-
pect to do the same. The idea of anything more does not occur to 
their minds. They submit to pushing as long as they are obliged 
to, and get away from it as soon as possible...What the town 
greatly needs is a graded school to which scholars from all dis-
tricts can be admitted by examination when qualified. With such 
a stimulus as this would offer, there would soon be among our 
scholars an enthusiasm at present unknown…Good teachers are 
born, not made. It is the prevailing idea that if a person familiariz-
es himself with the studies required to be taught in schools he is 
fully qualified for teaching. He may be utterly destitute of the 
power to awaken enthusiasm, or impart instruction...No man is fit 
to hold the office of District Committee who does not realize that 
it is a responsible position. He is responsible for the judicious 
expenditure of public funds as well as securing suitable persons 
to be entrusted with the care of children. But the task is a thank-
less one. There is no compensation so everyone feels they should 
take their turn, even if they have little interest. The truth should 

Rear Row: Mary Green; Margurite B.?; Olin Badger; Earl Young; Ernest Buell; Merrill Keith 
Second Row: Minnie Jones; Oliver Bowen; Jimmy Keene; Ed Lewis 
Third Row: Clarence Green; Girl?; Boy?; John Ethridge, Supt.; Ralph Green; Elsie Lewis; Harry Tripp 
Fourth Row: Mrs. Hammond, teacher; Girl?; Florence Warren, teacher; Ariel Green 
Front Row: Earl Young; Eleanor Spink; Ken? Green; Sybil Converse; Beatrice Bartlett; Herbie Green; Dot Bowen; 
Stanley Bartlett; Herbert Keith 
Please let us know if you can help us improve our student identifications, or if you have an earlier photo of the Eastford 
Center School. 
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be recognized by every District Committee member that he is 
bound to secure the best teacher possible with any means at his 
disposal, without any favoritism. Employing teachers should be 
done on business principles. In making yearly appropriations, the 
practice has been to grant sufficient money to secure the best 
teachers. A Committee should not contract to spend the full 
amount on third or fourth rate teachers, squandering public funds. 
Each District has the power to rectify these abuses by selecting 
men who will do their duty both to the town and the district. 
     S. O. Bowen, Acting School Visitor, 1880: All schools in town 
have been taught by teachers duly qualified and approved, and for 
the full period required by law. Each school has been visited 
twice at least, during its session, and some of them more often. 
Most of our schools are in a very encouraging condition. Scholar-
ship is at a higher grade than we have ever known it before. Too 
much credit can hardly be given to my able predecessor, Mr. 
Jones, for his earnest efforts on behalf of our schools: in impress-
ing upon each district the importance of securing first class teach-
ers, and when secured of continuing them 
for consecutive terms in the same school… 
This course has been pursued in a number 
of our schools the past year, and the results 
have been very manifest in their improved 
condition and greater progress. Notably 
among this class is District No. 1, which for 
the past two years has been under the man-
agement of Mrs. M. A. Goodrich who is 
employed for the current year. The state-
ment made in the last report that “good 
teachers are born, not made,” will apply to 
Mrs. G. This school under her tuition has 
come up to a higher degree of scholarship 
than it is usual to meet in any common 
school…Many of her pupils, ranging from 
age 10 to 16, are not only quite proficient in 
the common branches, but are pursuing to 
advantage the higher branches of Mathe-
matics, Philosophy, Physiology and Physi-
cal Geology. 
     S. O. Bowen, Acting School Visitor, 
1881: In district No.1, the services of Ms. 
Goodrich were again secured by some of 
the patrons of the school subscribing liber-
ally out of their own pockets to pay Board, 
Washing, Fuel, etc. amounting to upwards 
of $100, while the Town budget for her 
district was $200...It is regarded by those 
who contributed to be well invested, for 
Miss G. maintained her former well earned 
reputation as a teacher and her pupils made 
rapid progress throughout the year...Some 
means should be adopted to secure a fuller 
attendance in our schools. It is useless to 
employ teachers, of any grade, unless chil-
dren can be brought under her tuition and 
influence...there is a very large percentage 
of absenteeism.  
     S. O. Bowen, Acting School Visitor, 
1882: The small sums appropriated to our 
schools have seemed to necessitate the em-
ployment of a lower grade of teachers, or 
those with little or no experience, as those 
who have shown proficiency in the art of 
teaching, and the ability to govern their 
schools can do better than isolate them-
selves in our back districts for the remuner-
ation offered...some of our districts have 
become so depopulated, that it is a question 

if it would not be better to consolidate districts where it is possi-
ble...Most of these teachers have done as well as could have been 
expected under all circumstances...Where failures occurred they 
resulted more from lack of discipline than lack of scholarship. 
Order is Heaven’s first law, and nowhere is it more desirable than 
in the school room.  
     Henry P. Bullard, Acting School Visitor, 1883: The school-
houses need to be greatly improved throughout the town...most 
are inconvenient and uncomfortable, while the outbuildings are in 
a fearful condition: in some districts there are none, which is evi-
dence of gross neglect on the part of parents and school offi-
cials...The acting school visitor cannot but express his regrets, 
and allow him to express his vexation that parents express so little 
interest in where they send their children and how they are in-
structed, which is manifest by their lack of visiting the schools. It 
is a lamentable defect that I have noticed that where parents visit-
ed most the results were best...May parents do all in their power 
to encourage, and neither do or say anything that will cause a 

teacher to go from a school room with a 
saddened heart dreading to return on the 
morrow, but encourage and inspire 
them...An effort has been made by the Act-
ing Visitor and the District Committees to 
obtain better attendance at school, and has 
met with some success. 
     S. O. Bowen, Acting School Visitor 
1884: The Town has been very fortunate in 
its selection of teachers for the year now 
closed. The low wages it pays, do not offer 
very strong inducements to engage in the 
work of teaching…The financial support of 
our schools is becoming a matter of serious 
importance and demands serious consider-
ation. For several years past there has been 
a rapid decrease in the number of school 
age children and in consequence the 
amount which the Town has drawn from 
the State to aid in the support of our schools 
has decreased. Should the wages be low-
ered much more, it will be impossible to 
secure competent teachers for our schools. 
The difficulty consists in being obligated to 
sustain so many schools for a small number 
of scholars. Five would be sufficient for all 
the children in town, so far as their numbers 
are concerned. [Average attendance for the 
eight schools was then 11, at average cost 
per scholar of $13.] But it is a question for 
the Town to consider, whether there might 
be a consolidating by which the number of 
schools should be diminished without sub-
jecting the children to any real hardship. 
     C. M. Jones & S. O. Bowen, Acting 
School Visitors 1885: In the First District 
the same teacher, Mr. Fred A. Sumner, 
was continued through the year, to the de-
cided advantage of the school. Mr. Sumner 
is a thorough teacher and disciplinarian, and 
has the faculty for winning the good will of 
his scholars...In Districts No. 1 and 3 
[Center and Phoenixville, average 12 and 
22 attending]  the school was maintained 
thirty weeks, and in No. 5 twelve weeks. 
Reducing these to the basis of twenty-four 
weeks, the time which the others were kept, 
the expense per scholar would be as fol-
lows: No. 1, $12.95; No. 3, $7.27; No. 5, 
$47.44. 

Frederick Azel Sumner  

1864-1933  

Fred grew up in Eastford, graduated 
from Woodstock Academy, and then 
in the mid 1880's he taught for a few 
years with distinction at Eastford's 
Center School. Higher education: B.A. 
Oberlin 1891, B.D. Hartford Theolog-
ical Seminary 1894, M.A. Yale 1908, 
and D.D. Oberlin 1931. Career: After 
being ordained to the Congregational 
ministry in 1894, he served as pastor 
from 1894 to 1916 at three successive 
churches in Minnesota and one in Mil-
ford, CT.  In 1916 he became Presi-
dent of Talladega College in Ala-
bama where he served for 16 years. 
Talladega College, founded in 1867, 
was Alabama's first private liberal arts 
college dedicated to the needs of black 
students. The college made greater 
progress under President Sumner's 
steady and wise leadership than ever 
before. Under Sumner, many major 
buildings were constructed, the col-
lege received an "A" rating from the 
Southern Association of Colleges, and 
over $650,000 was raised for the col-
lege's endowment fund. 


