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Brief History of the Little Red Schoolhouse
I.

The creation of the Little Red Schoolhouse:

In July 1936, a petition was drafted to Dr. Stanley King, President of Amherst College, advocating for a
permanent building to serve as preschool. (See petition on the following page.) Originally proposed as a school
for Amherst Faculty, the Little Red Schoolhouse was eventually built for the Amherst College faculty children
and the community at large and has served as an affordable, quality preschool for the past 75 years. It is
estimated that the Little Red Schoolhouse has served approximately 1700 preschoolers since it was founded. It
is believed to be the oldest preschool in Amherst.
II.

The Architects:

The Little Red Schoolhouse building was designed in 1937 by the esteemed American architectural firm
McKim, Mead and White. James Kellum Smith, last partner to McKim, Mead and White and Amherst College
graduate from 1915, designed the schoolhouse. Smith also designed the American Museum of Natural History,
the Mead Art Building, and the Amherst College War Memorial overlooking Memorial Field. Other buildings
designed by McKim, Mead and White include Penn Station, the Boston Public Library and the Rhode Island
Statehouse. The building was paid for by James Turner who graduated from Amherst College in 1880.
The sketch below, drawn by McKim, Mead & White on May 12, 1937, shows the North Elevation of the
Proposed Little Red School.

The Need for a Permanent Preschool, documented in 1936:

III.

The Construction of the Little Red Schoolhouse:

When former Amherst College President Stanley King spoke to alumnus James Turner (class of 1880)
about his idea of creating the Amherst Day School, Mr. Turner agreed to fund the building of the school on two
conditions: 1) that he would like his donation to remain anonymous; 2) and that he wanted to meet with the
architects. Mr. Turner liked the architect's plan (which in reality was designed by the president's wife!), but
"insisted that the building should be built of the best materials in the market without regard to any budget." The
building proposed cost twice that of the original proposal. The president brought the proposal to the Board and
received their approval.
Referring to the Little Red Schoolhouse in his 1952 publication, The Consecrated Eminence: The Story
of the Campus and Buildings of Amherst College, former President King wrote, "No building on the Amherst
campus is better built."
Upon the death of Mr. Turner the president contacted his surviving brother and sister to seek their
approval to place a tablet beside the entrance of the school. Turner's brother and sister then gave the college a
fund of $20,000 with the provision that the income should be used by the College for the support of Little Red.
(Upon their deaths they also each left a sizable amount from their individual estates to the general college
endowment.) At the time the president's own daughter also gave $3,000 for Little Red's endowment.

IV.

Community Served:

James Turner’s generous donation for the building of the Little Red Schoolhouse was with the express
purpose of serving the children of the community. To date, the Little Red Schoolhouse is estimated to have
educated approximately 1700 children. While some students are the children of Amherst College faculty
members, the majority are from the community at large.
In a letter written in 1947, then Amherst College President Stanley King emphasized the important
community service Amherst College was providing by offering the Little Red Schoolhouse program:
The fact that the school is open to the children of the town as well as to children of the Amherst faculty
is recognition of the fundamental fact that the College is tax-exempt in the town and may wisely
therefore make some return to the town. These facts I think should always be borne in mind in
considering the Day School in its relation to the College.
In addition to serving children, the Little Red Schoolhouse has also functioned as an intern program of
sorts for Amherst College with nine to ten Amherst College student volunteers working in the school every
semester, often receiving payment through their work-study packages.

A newspaper article from the Gazette in 1943 entitled “5th Anniversary of Day School Is Being
Celebrated” offers this description of the preschool program:
School hours for the nursery and kindergarten groups are from 8:45 to 12. Transportation is being taken
care of by station wagon. A registered nurse checks each child daily and a physician thoroughly
examines all pupils twice a year. A program which stresses sound habit formations, development of
skills and cooperative living fills the morning. Block play, games, music and rhythm plays, carpentry,
plastic arts and language experiences through participation in stories and verse are all part of the daily
plan for the three, four and five year olds in attendance . The school is a community project operated on
a non-profit making basis and administered by a committee of parents and board of trustees. In
recognition of war conditions, tuition adjustments have been made in accordance with the number of
children enrolled. Any child of pre-school age is eligible. Although the school was started by a group
of Amherst college mothers interested in sound pre-school training, it has never been limited to college
children and it is interesting to note that for the past two years the number drawn from the town has
predominated. [See full newspaper article at the end of this booklet.]

V.

Little Red Schoolhouse Through the Years:

A 1940 article from the Springfield Republican announced the Little Red Schoolhouse’s celebration of
its third year. An excerpt from this article states:
Mrs. Elizabeth Merrick …is planning to have a fine program of music and rhythm for the whole school.
She hopes also to have a few afternoon music groups which will be open to the children now enrolled
[sic] as regular day school pupils…
The Little Red Schoolhouse photo below from 1968 shows music as a continued part of the curriculum.

In 1951, former Amherst College President Stanley King wrote in a document entitled The Consecrated
Eminence that “The school has now been in operation in its new building for some fourteen years and continues
to serve a real need of college and community with striking success.”

The Little Red Schoolhouse today serves a diverse group of approximately 20 students aged 3.6-5 years
old. Two to five of students each year are minorities. Two to five students are children of parents in one of the
area’s graduate programs. Most of the students attending the Little Red Schoolhouse are from the Town of
Amherst. Partial tuition waivers are offered for students with financial need.

More photos of the Little Red Schoolhouse then…

And now…

Picnics long ago at the Little Red Schoolhouse

Little Red Schoolhouse in 1989

Photos from 1989

Little Red Schoolhouse Today

The beautiful woodwork in the Little Red Schoolh
ouse features architecture specifically designed
for the preschool that has been housed there for
more than 75 years:






Built-in wooden cubbies in the hallway for
children to hang their coats with a shelf
under and above each coat space for their
boots, books and other belongings
The seats around the periphery of the large
meeting room are all children sized.
The windows are at a low level so that
children can see out
The bathroom is fitted with children’s toilets
and children’s sized sinks.
Photos by Karen of k.reb photography.

To the right is a photo of
the child-sized
bathroom. (Not shown
are several stalls with
child-sized toilets).
The photos on the
bottom show the
meeting room where
“circle time” and other
activities happen.

