
An Uncommon Education:  Students at Work

In the beginning days of Pleasant Hill Academy the students worked out of necessity.  They needed the money to help defray their expenses and the Academy needed work done in order to survive.  But soon the educational value of work and the resulting development of self-esteem and self-expression were affirmed and the Academy emphasized work as part of the all-around development of each student.  In fact, the life skills gained from work experiences came to be seen as important as the gains in academic knowledge.


In 1898 Principal Warren Wheeler wrote in an American Missionary Association pamphlet about students learning as a result of their work experiences.  He said that at that time there was no industrial training program as such, but in 1906 a sewing teacher, Grace Blair, arrived.  Her students sewed and sold items that helped raise funds for the construction of the Domestic Science building.  In another article he quoted a gentleman from White County in 1900 who “told me that he held our institution in especial honor because we taught our young people that it was honorable to work….”  He cites the acquisition of a mill, a brick kiln and a lime kiln as big steps forward in industrial training.

When Emma Dodge gave the family farm to the Academy in 1911 the school’s manual training emphasis expanded again.  Edwin Wharton, principal from 1917-1920, continued this emphasis.  When he arrived, the campus was in disrepair and student labor was essential in making the needed improvements.  In 1924 the laundry building was constructed largely by student labor supervised by an 11th grade student.


Over time the concept of learning by doing became a more formal part of the academy’s curriculum.  Victor Obenhaus, principal from 1938 until 1944, published articles about this progressive approach to education, citing the gains in work habits, social attitudes, cooperation, and good citizenship.  In one article he details the science class project of building washrooms for the elementary school children.  This project involved planning, architecture, choosing building materials and fixtures, studying excavating, plumbing, and electricity, and scheduling the work.  Mr. Obenhaus’  words describe the project:

One logically asks whether the members of the class
learned enough from the whole enterprise to warrant

taking as much time for it as was required.  True, the

work required much more time than the [student} 

Architects Committee allotted, but then, they couldn’t

predict the cave-in of the wall of the building or the

fact that there was to be an extraordinarily rainy spring.

Neither had they planned for so many of the concrete blocks

cracking when they were taken out of the forms….Everyone

recognized that some of the greatest learnings could not be

measured by paper and pencil.  The gains in work habits, in social attitudes, in social adjustments were as clear, however, as the 

gains in factual knowledge.


Through the years the students worked at countless jobs, including firing the furnace, the laundry boiler and the hot water heater, carrying firewood and water, building fences, sidewalks and furniture, working on the farm, in the laundry, the crafts shop, the kitchen, the student store, the library, the dairy, the print shop, the blacksmith shop, the academy office, and the Sanatorium.  Students did construction work, wiring, plumbing, building and grounds maintenance, housekeeping, butchering and canning.

All of these activities, and many more, gave the Academy its reputation as an institution that provided an uncommon education.


Plan to visit the museum to see the special exhibit and enjoy the many photos and printed articles that will be on display to highlight this important aspect of Pleasant Hill Academy life.

Sources:  Iris Webb Glebe’s Thy Loving Children Still, Victor Obenhaus’s pamphlet entitled “The Seniors Build a ‘Hopkins,’”  Warren Wheeler’s article “Industrial Training Among the Highlanders,” and an Academy brochure called “An Uncommon Education.”
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The 2011 special exhibit in Pioneer Hall Museum will be on “Students at Work.”  








