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A History of the Owensboro Public Schools 
District School Buildings 

 
Name of School                                      Location                                                        Opened/Closed  
Upper Ward School  (First Ward)   Third and Lewis Streets         1871         1886  

Lower Ward School  (Second Ward)   620 Walnut Street   1871         1973 
(Renamed Walnut Street School  in 1893 and renamed Woodrow Wilson School in 1926.  
Used as OPS Central Office from 1958-1973) 
 
Lower Ward Colored School (Eastern Colored School) 300 block on Poplar           Acquired 1884    1935 

Upper Ward Colored School   8th and Jackson Streets    1885          1923 

Third Street School       Third and Lewis Streets                  1886          1948 
(Replaced Upper Ward School.  Renamed George Washington School in 1926.  Burned.)  
 
Western High School  (First Building)  820 W. 3rd                            1892         1962    

Western School grades 1-12 Second buildingɂ1951-1969; Second Western High School   
closed in 1962 as a high school but continued as Western School until 1969.  Became  
Goodloe Elementary School named for Retired Principal H. E. Goodloe and closed in 1981.       1981 
 

Owensboro High School  (First location)  On Walnut Street   1872    1892  

Owensboro High School  (Second location) 9th and Frederica Streets   1892          1953 
(renamed Owensboro Junior High , then Central Junior High  in 1924)  

Seventh Street School               7th and Center Streets   1895     1999 
(Renamed Benjamin Franklin School in 1926, Mattingly School and Opportunity Center ,  
in 1972, then Choice High, closed in 1999.) 
 
West Main Street School   1350 W. Main (Orchard and Main Streets) 1901    1953 
(Became the first Robert E. Lee School, next Lee Annex and Jefferson Junior High School ) 

Emerson (Grand Avenue) Elementary School  1335 W. Eleventh Street                  1908         Open 
(Renamed Ralph Waldo Emerson School  in 1921, part of District Office since 1973) 

 
Seven Hills School  (First location)                  1915 Prince Avenue   1917        1958 
(Renamed Abraham Lincoln School  ÉÎ ρωςτȟ ÂÕÔ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ Ȱ3ÅÖÅÎ (ÉÌÌÓȱ ÔÏ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅɊ 
 

Owensboro High School   (Third  location) 1800 Frederica Street         1924        Open 

Paul Dunbar School      721 Jackson Street   1923  1963  
(replaced Upper Ward Colored School )   
 
South Frederica Street School    15th and Frederica Streets          Purchased 1915        1941 
(Longfellow Elementary School (First), then Technical School ) 
   
Longfellow Building  (Second)   1716 Frederica Street   1932        2008 
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(Briefly named Mary Mitchell Elementary School to honor Principal Mary Mitchell; Closed as an elementary 
school in 1975.  Between 1975 and 2008, housed a variety of programs including an Adult Learning Center 
and some high school programs.  Demolished in June 2008 to make way for an addition to OHS.) 
 

Robert E. Lee School (Second location) 1650 W. Second Street                           1937       1981 

Tech High (Second building)  15th and Frederica Streets            1941       1976  
(Three technical school buildings have been located on this site from 1929 to date.   
The newest building was built in 1977 and is now one campus of Owensboro Community  
and Technical College operated by the state.) 
 
Lincoln Elementary School  (Second school) 1600 Breckenridge Street   1950       1981 

Sutton Elementary School   2060 Lewis Lane     1951       Open 
(Originally built as the second Washington Elementary School to replace one that burned  
in 1948; Renamed Margaret Sutton Elementary School  in ρωχς ÁÆÔÅÒ -ÒÓȢ 3ÕÔÔÏÎȭÓ death.) 
 
Foust Elementary School    601 Foust Avenue    1953       Open 
(Buil t as Foust Junior High .  Renamed Foust Middle School  in 1971, then Foust Elementary  
School in 1981.  Named for former Superintendent John L. Foust.) 
 
Estes Elementary School  1675 Leitchfield Road     1954  Open 
(Originally built as Eastern Junior High .  Renamed Estes Junior High School in 1968, Estes Middle  
School in 1972, then Estes Elementary School in 1981.  Named for former Superintendent  
Kenneth Estes.) 
 
Owensboro Middle S chool  North Campus     1300 Booth Avenue    1954  Open 
(Built as Southern Junior High School ; Became Owensboro High School 9-10 Center  
in 1972; Owensboro Junior High  in 1981, and Owensboro Middle School  in 1988.)  
 
Owensboro Middle School South Campus     2631 South Griffith     1954  Open 
(Originally built as the Mary Mitchell Elementary School .  Renamed Southern Middle School  
in 1972, Mary Mitchell Preschool  in 1990, Owensboro 5 -6 Center in 1995.  In August 2010,  
the 5-6 Center became part of the Owensboro Middle School and continued to serve 5th and 6th grades.) 
 
Cravens Elementary School   2741 Cravens Avenue     1957  Open 
(Named for Principal Mary Lee Cravens who passed away shortly before the school opened.) 
 
Newton Parrish Elementary School  510 Byers Avenue    1958  Open 
(Named for Physical Education Director Newton Parrish.) 
 
Seven Hills School (2nd location as an elementary school) 2401 McConnell Avenue           1958  Open 
(Seven Hills closed as an elementary school in 2005, currently Seven Hills Alternative School .) 
 
Hager Preschool                                         1701 W. 7th St. (adjacent to Foust Elementary)          1997  Open 
(Hager Preschool for 3-and 4-year-old at-risk preschoolers moved from the Mary Mitchell  
Center to the new preschool building in 1997 after program was split between several  
elementary schools during the construction period.) 
 
Owensboro Public Schools Professional Learning Center  (former public library)                   2007       Open  

  450 Griffith Avenue       
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OPS History 1871-2010 
 

To understand the ñTradition of Excellenceò trademark of the Owensboro Schools today, it is 

important to understand that from the very beginning, the Owensboro Public Schools set high 

standards for its teachers and its students.  The Board of Trustees established a charter and 

amendments not so very different from those that govern schools today.   

 

The Owensboro Public School District came into existence in the spring of 1871.  J. L. Foust, 

the man who perhaps knew the Owensboro Public Schools better than anyone has before or 

since his 26-year tenure as Superintendent, provided insight into early education in Owensboro 

in a paper he wrote and read to the local Investigators Club on June 21, 1935.  Mr. Foust wrote 

that ñAccording to tradition, the first school in Yellow Banks, the name given to the early 

settlement on the site now occupied by Owensboro, was taught by Mrs. Susan Tarleton, who 

came to the new community in quite a romantic way.  The story goes that she was on a boat 

going west, when near Cloverport, the boat struck a snag and sank so quickly that many of 

those on board were drowned.ò   

 

Mr. Foust went on to relate that ñMrs. Tarleton managed to secure a plank and on that floated 

down the river until she was opposite Yellow Banks where she was discovered and rescued.  

She had started to Memphis, but having lost everything she possessed, she tarried in the 

settlement.  She found the people friendly and hospitable.  When it was discovered that she was 

interested in teaching small children, a public spirited citizen, Mr. Philip Thompson, gave her 

the use of a cabin on West Second Street near the ravine in which she taught the first school 

within the limits of Owensboro.ò  While he did not vouch for the authenticity of this story, it 

was one that was well-known at that time.  Tradition says that Mrs. Tarletonôs (or Aunt 

Sulkeyôs) School was afterwards located at the southwest corner of Second and Allen streets in 

about 1816 and, then, on the east side of Crittenden between Third and Fourth streets.  

 

Several private schools sprang up in the years to follow, but many Owensboro children did not 

have the opportunity to receive a formal education.  According to a second paper that Mr. Foust 

wrote and presented to the Investigators Club and that was later published in William Foster 

Hayesô book Sixty Years of Owensboro, George Scarborough was another early educator.  In 

1841, he was teaching in the pioneer school building north of Third Street between Lewis and 

Crittenden, then known as the Daviess County Seminary.  According to Mr. Foustôs account, in 

1845 Mr. Scarborough opened a new school in a stately house that he had built to serve as both 

a home and a school.  The house that was one block west of Walnut Street and near the river 

was called ñSnowdon Castle,ò later known as ñMcAllister Place.ò  He was assisted in the new 

school by Philip H. Sears.   

 

Another early educator according to Mr. Foustôs papers was Mr. H.P. Hart who started the 

Owensboro Academy.  Mr. Hart taught on the south side of Fifth Street between Lewis and 

Daviess streets where he was assisted by Mrs. M.E. Singleton and Mrs. Mary Jane Hart.  Mrs. 

Hart would later teach in the Owensboro Public Schools.   

 

Several other private schools were scattered throughout the young community including 

ñexcellentò German and English schools.  There were a number of German citizens in the 
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community in 1870 who sent their children to private schools where German was taught half a 

day and English the other half.  As German schools were becoming overcrowded, parents 

approached city officials about building a new school and adding a teacher.  At that time, Dr. 

W. D. Stirman, Dr. David Todd, and B. Baer, Esq., discussed the possibility of German parents 

supporting a public school and initiated community discussion.  The result was that German 

school supporters agreed to support a public school concept as long as German was taught in 

public schools.   

 

 

The Beginning of the DistrictðThe 1870s 

 
As the community grew to a population of 3,437 in 1870, the need for public schools was taken 

to the Kentucky General Assembly, which had the power to establish school districts.  

Owensboro Public Schools were proposed and approved on March 13, 1871.  On April 7, 

Professor J. H. Gray was elected as the districtôs first superintendent and a committee was 

established to search for available land.  They also made the decision to divide the district into 

Wards and elected S. D. Kennady as the first school board chairman. 

 

Just two weeks later, in a meeting on April 18, two Trustees were empowered to purchase land 

in their respective Wards (1
st
 and 2

nd
 Wards).  The City of Owensboro was to print the bonds 

that would be sold to raise the necessary money to build the schools.  At that time, the city 

residential area extended south roughly to 9
th
 Street and was little more than a mile wide east to 

west.  

 

On the first Monday in September 1871, 623 white students entered the doors of two ward 

schoolsðthe Upper Ward School (First Ward) located near Third Street between Lewis and 

Crittenden and the Lower Ward School (Second Ward)  at Walnut and Seventh.  A Baptist 

Seminary building had been purchased to become the Upper Ward School building. The Board 

of Trustees of the new school district paid $12,000 for the facility.  The Lower Ward School 

was built for $7,820.  J. H. Gray, the first Superintendent, served from 1871-1873.  The wage 

of the Principal of the First Ward School was $70 a month while the Principal of the Second 

Ward School was paid $60 per month.  Primary teachers received $37.50 a month and the 

intermediate and grammar departments were paid $40.   

 

Though the community had a significant African American population, the act only authorized 

schools for white children.  In 1874, the Kentucky General Assembly acted upon requests from 

the African American community to authorize taxes on all persons of African descent to 

educate African American children and empowered the community to establish schools.  But, 

African American districts and funds were separate and apart from white schools.  It was a 

start, but a small one.  Their tax base was much smaller than the tax base for white schools.  A 

few years later, the local African American school district was incorporated into the 

Owensboro Public Schools under a new state law and the two districts became one in 1884, yet 

the schools would remain segregated. 

 



5 
 

In 1872, Owensboro High School was established at a site on Walnut Street, the first of three 

locations it eventually would occupy.  The school board rented the building for $350 that year.  

In the beginning, the high school had two grades (8
th
 and 9

th
 grades).  Superintendent J. H. Gray 

wrote in an 1872-73 report to the Districtôs Board of Trustees regarding the importance of 

paying for quality teachers.  He wrote: ñThe grade of your pay will be the grade of your 

schoolsé.ò  From the very beginning, a demanding curriculum and high standards for the 

hiring of qualified teachers was established.  Because there was a strong German influence and 

and an understanding with the German community, it was agreed that the German language 

was to be taught in all Owensboro schools by competent teachers.   

 

According to Superintendent J. H. Gray in the Districtôs Annual Report for 1872-73, the 

administration recognized the need to make school attractive to its students in order to keep 

them interested in coming to school.  At the same time, even though strict rules were followed 

there were only 8 instances of punishment during the spring term of 1873.   

Ward schools were established with three ñgradesò of studyðprimary, intermediate and senior 

with seven years in the ñwardò section of the school and two years (eighth and ninth grades) 

considered ñhigh school.ò  The high school consisted of four departmentsðthe departments of 

Language, of Mathematics, of Natural Science and of Belles Lettres (literature).  The 

Languages were optional, but other branches were obligatory.  German was optional, but many 

students began the subject in lower grades and continued into high school.  By 1878, the eighth 

year had been added to ward schools and ninth and tenth grades were designated as high 

school.  Eleventh grade was added in 1892 and twelfth grade in 1895. 

 

The first year students attended school year round with only a Christmas break.  By the next 

school year, school opened in November and closed in April.  Within a few years, the more 

traditional calendar was in place.   

 

Tardiness and absenteeism were treated in much the same way they are today.  Even then, a 

note from home was required to explain an absence.  And, if a student needed to leave school 

during the school day, a note from the parent with a ñvalid reasonò for the excuse was required.  

If the student forgot the note or pleaded that mom or dad had not written one, the student would 

stay after school.   

 

Grading was a bit more liberal in those days.  The maximum grade was 100; honor, 90 to 100; 

grade of excellence, 75 to 90; medium grade, 60 to 75; deficient grade, 40 to 60; and negative 

grade, 0 to 40.  The school year was divided into two terms (semesters) with two weeks of 

exams (oral and written) at the end of each term.  Graduatesô grade point averages were 

published from highest to lowest for all to see in those first years. 

 

Many school rules were similar to those today.  Each student began the year with 100 credits 

for good conduct.  As those credits were lost, parents were notified and the student would be 

suspended for repeated offenses.  One standard punishment was a forfeit of recess timeðtwo 

five minute breaks a day.  Students were not to use improper language, throw stones or other 

objects, annoy anyone, bring pistols and knives to school, etc.  All written communications 

(note passing) between boys and girls (unless a family member) were prohibited.  
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Within the first decade of public education in Owensboro, a well-developed curriculum and set 

of school district and school rules and regulations were firmly in place with much emphasis 

being given to well-qualified teachers.  Monthly teachersô meetings were held on Friday nights 

or Saturday mornings.  Standards for a Tradition of Excellence were already being established.  

However, 15 to 20 years after the Emancipation Proclamation, public schools were only 

provided for white children.  That would change in the next decade. 

 

The 1880s 
 

By the 1880s, enrollment in the white schools had grown to 960 making it necessary to rent 

additional classroom space in a house called the Hart Building on Daviess Street near Fifth 

Street.  While the City had operated a school system since 1871, a Charter was drawn to 

formally organize and establish a System of Public Schools in Owensboro on January 22, 1884.   

 

Twenty-one teachers taught the 1,209 OPS students in a community which was estimated to 

have grown to 7,200 residents according to the Fourteenth Annual Report of the Owensboro 

Public Schools.  School went through 10
th
 grade.  The cost per pupil based on average daily 

attendance was $14.12. 

 

In 1880, the Kentucky General Assembly had passed a law authorizing free public schools for 

all black children in Kentucky.  As a result in 1883, a building on Poplar between Third and 

Fourth Streets was rented by the Mayor and City Councilmen.  The small two-story building 

was expected to accommodate 500 African American students and three teachers and was 

separate from the already established Owensboro Public School System.   

 

African American community members petitioned courts for better school accommodations 

and received the help that they needed by way of an Act passed by the Kentucky General 

Assembly on March 18, 1884, repealing the law that established an African American school 

system.  All property and funds were turned over to the Owensboro Public Schools at which 

time both African American and white students attended school on the same calendar and had 

the same curriculum.   

 

In order to provide more space for the African American students, a second school was to be 

opened in a rented facility on the corner of Seventh and Breckenridge streets.  The night before 

the school was to have opened, it suspiciously burned and children were housed at the African 

Methodist Episcopal Church until another school could be built.  A second school was built at 

Jackson and Eighth streets in the Upper Ward district.  The two African American schools 

would be known as Eastern Colored School and Western Colored School.  Two African 

American teachers were assigned to each of the schools.  Total enrollment for both schools was 

249 in 1884-85.   

 

An aggressive building campaign took place in the mid-1880s.  Three schools were built in 

three years.  In addition to the Upper and Lower Ward Black schools, the Upper Ward School 

for white students was replaced.  The Upper Ward School was aging and overcrowded and was 

replaced by a new building, Third Street School.  The new school was built at Third and Lewis 
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streets in 1886 at a cost of $18,500.  In 1885, the school district consisted of the Upper Ward, 

Lower Ward, Hart Building, Eastern Colored School and Western Colored School.   

The Third Street School replaced the Upper Ward School when it opened in December 1886 

but was still referred to as the Upper Ward School.   

 

From the time the school district opened its doors 18 years earlier, children had to meet certain 

health requirements.  But, in 1888, disease took its toll on the schools.  A number of children 

contracted a severe strain of measles and many developed pneumonia.  Seven children died that 

year of pneumonia and nearly one half of all OPS students had to miss days and weeks of 

school that year.  Superintendent A.C. Goodwin reported that it was a very trying year for 

teachers. 

 

 

The 1890s 
 

Superintendent A. C. Goodwin saw the need to introduce music and drawing into the 

curriculum and strongly encouraged the Board of Education to do so.  A need for a new high 

school building was a continuing issue.   

 

In the early 1890s, an elementary school referred to as the Frederica Street School was added to 

facilitate elementary grades and had an enrollment of 153.  In 1891, there were 2,941 students 

enrolled in school and the cityôs population had grown to 13,000.   

 

With that growth, schools were becoming overcrowded, especially the schools for African 

American students.  In November 1891, it was brought to the Boardôs attention that the 

ñcoloredò schools were in a bad state of affairs with 125 students in one classroom and other 

rooms nearly as crowded.  Nothing was done at that time based on the assumption that many 

students would very shortly leave school to work in local tobacco factories.   

 

On October 10, 1892, twenty years after OHS first opened its doors, it was relocated on the 

southwest corner of Ninth and Frederica streets, where it was added on to several times.  

School went through eleventh grade by then.  The eight members of the Class of 1895 were the 

first students to complete the twelfth grade.   

 

OHS principal W. C. Warfield wrote in the Districtôs annual report for 1892-93, that the high 

school should prepare students with ñgeneral intelligenceò in subjects that would ñprepare both 

boys and girls for business; to fit them for earning a livingéto prepare them for college.  In my 

opinion, we should give opportunities along all lines.ò  To that end, a varied curriculum was 

offered in the new building.  In the same report, Warfield made note of the fact that many 

families could not spare their children long enough to let them finish high school.  Graduating 

classes were still relatively small.  Of the 100 high school students enrolled, approximately 

one-fourth dropped out to work or help at home.  All OHS teachers had been trained at well-

respected colleges or universities. 

 

The Owensboro Board of Education purchased a lot at 620 Walnut Street and built the Lower 

Ward School for $7,820.  In 1893, the number of rooms was doubled at a cost of $8,668.  
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Renovations included a modern ñdry-closetò sanitation system and ñsteam heat that was fully 

guaranteed both to properly heat and ventilate the building.ò  The Board intended to compare 

the systems with other modern systems in the high school building.  (The school was renamed 

the ñWalnut Street Schoolò and, finally, in the mid-1920s the school was named ñWoodrow 

Wilson School.ò) 

 

In 1895, the OPS purchased a lot on the north side of East Seventh Street east of Triplett Street 

for $2,700.  A building was constructed in 1896 as the Seventh Street School at a cost of 

$13,332.  It would later be renamed Franklin School and operate as an elementary school until 

1972.   

 

In 1895, the first class of seven African American students graduated from Western High 

School (a part of Western School).   

 

On September 4, 1898, the local newspaper reported that all schools were ñwell-ventilatedò and 

that drinking water in all schools was ñforced through cylinders of unglazed porcelain that are 

easily cleaned so that water does not have to stand in lead pipes.ò  The same article reported 

that Professor Lodford Truman encouraged the development of athletics for both males and 

females.  He reported that OHS did not have a gymnasium.  He reported that at some schools, 

students took it upon themselves to ñfit upò a gym.  Academically, the article reported that 

teachers struggled to make German ñthoroughly practicalò and that OHS was progressive in 

offering stenography and art classes.  

 

 

The 1900s 
 

It was a new century and the school district had been in existence 29 years.  Superintendent 

James McGinnis lead the schools through the 1890s and reported to the school board that 

things were continuing to improve year by year.  He noted in his annual report in June 1900 

that Owensboroôs population was 15,000.  

 

OPS enrollment in 1900 was 2,141.  However, census reports indicated that at least 800 

Owensboro school-aged children were not enrolled in public or private schools.  Many students 

left school to work or help at home before they reached the high school grades.  In fact, many 

students came and went during the school year so that the average enrolled for that year was 

only 1,742 and average daily attendance was 1,616 or about 75 percent.  Only 202 students or 

64.8 percent of the high school-aged young people were enrolled in high school classes.  

Twenty-one OHS students and nine Western High students received diplomas in 1900.   

 

Superintendent McGinnis reported the district had purchased grounds for a new school on 

lower Main Street (by the future Cary Bridge site) and other buildings had new additions.  He 

advocated that ñbreathingò space for students and landscaping be a part of school grounds so 

that they could be enjoyed by children in the community during the summer in such a manner 

as neighborhood parks were in other cities.  He reported that heating apparatus is installed in 

each building, concrete walks have been laid and sanitary equipment had ñmarked this time of 
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growth in (OPS) schools.ò  The district operated on about $35,000 that year with $23,398 going 

to employee salaries.      

 

The English and composition curriculum had been given ñespecial attention.ò  Mr. McGinnis 

noted that ñTeachers owe it to themselves and to their pupils to speak good Englishò and to use 

both in writing and speech.  He encouraged parents to help their children with school lessons.  

He was pleased with the music instruction that students were receiving and expressed the value 

it had in developing a well-rounded student.  He complimented the German instruction and 

called for the introduction of Spanish into the curriculum noting that ñWith commercial 

advantages opening or about to open in Spanish speaking countries, to put within the reach of 

our students the opportunity of learning the Spanish language would afford practical advantage 

not to be underrated.ò  He also reported that OHS was the first high school south of the Ohio 

River to offer a course in stenography and typewriting. 

 

Overcrowding was a growing problem.  It created not only an instruction problem, but also a 

health problem.  Superintendent McGinnis pointed out in his 1900 annual report to the school 

board that he felt a larger number of students would stay in school if class sizes were smaller.  

He recommended that no more than 45 students be assigned to one teacher in the lower grades 

and that high school classes should not exceed 40 per class.  He recognized that ñthe brighter 

pupils may seemingly get along, but the slower pupils will always sufferéò from overcrowded 

classes.  Classes continued to exceed that number for many years as was the case in schools 

across the country.    

 

The second serious consideration was contagious disease.  The Superintendent reported that the 

past winter (1899-1900) had been difficult because of the cases of smallpox.  ñHundreds of 

cases were in the city and, while the disease was not the most virulent type, it took all the skill 

and caution of the authorities to cope with it,ò he wrote.  Ironically, it was not the disease that 

kept many of the children from school, but rather the time lost ñwhere pupils were kept out to 

avoid vaccination, or to be vaccinated or re-vaccinated, or where they were recovering from the 

effects of the vaccination, in many cases more severe than if they had been afflicted with the 

smallpox in the light form in which it showed itself last winter.ò   

 

In October 1901, another new school costing $3,250 was completed and named ñWest Main 

Street Schoolò (later the first Robert E. Lee Elementary School).  The school quickly became 

overcrowded and 100 childrenð5
th
 and 6

th
 graders, were sent to Wilson and Washington 

schools. 

 

In 1905, city teachers gathered for the following photo.  Among them were several teachers 

who have been honored with annual high school awards still bearing their names. 
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Owensboro Public Schoolsô 

Faculty gathered for this photo 

on September 11, 1905. A note 

attached to the photo identified 

these educators as L to R, Row 

1:  B.C. Gibson, Alberta 

Lossie, Alice Hite, G. Edna 

Gates, Aria Griffith, W. C. Bell, 

J. D. Burton.  Row 2:  Alice 

Cunningham, Ollie Wile, Lettie 

Boyd, Mary Lou Mobberly, 

Mary S. Conway, Virginia 

Kennady, Jessie Jolly, W. J. 

Craig, J. L. Foust, C. O. 

Thornberry.  Row 3:  Eugenia 

Howard, Jennie Cosby, Mrs. 

Belle Clark, Mrs. M. Nall, 

McHenry Rhoads, Prentiss 

Farmer, Woodie Stout.  Row 4:  

Sue Sutherland, Cora Webb, 

Ida Grey Bruner, Almytra 

Wellman, Bernice Miller, Ella 

Worthington.  Row 5:  Mame 

Harrison, Mrs. Mary E. Hart, 

Laura Hughes, Florence 

Pendleton, Ada Schaefer, Ira McMonigle, Minnie Powers.  Row 6:  R. E. Williams, Bessie Crawford, Anna Ahrens, Carrie B. 

Crowl, Mrs. A. T. Livers, and Vitula Jones.  Perhaps, a few of the ladies were designed as ñMrs.ò because very few married 

ladies were hired to teach at that time.  In fact, in the 1930s and 1940s the board would not hire married women to teach.  

Photo courtesy the J. L. Foust family. 

 

The next school to be built was the Grand Avenue School (renamed Emerson School) and 

opened in 1909 to serve the elementary students in what was then the Southwest portion of the 

city.  The Districtôs hiring of a truant officer in 1904 began to help attendance and increase the 

need for more classrooms.  Improved health conditions in the community and in schools also 

increased attendance.  In 1908, Superintendent McHenry Rhoads reported that two important 

lawsðTruancy and Child Labor lawsðwere passed by the Kentucky General Assembly that 

would continue to improve enrollment and attendance.  Enrollment in the high school 

continued to grow and the state passed a law requiring every county to establish a county high 

school as part of the public school system.  The county school board added a high school to its 

district. 

 

 

The 1910s 
 

In 1915, the Owensboro Board of Education saw a need for another elementary school to 

relieve crowding at Wilson and Third Street schools.  The Board of Education purchased what 

was the Owensboro Female College that was built in about 1890 and operated by Dr. and Mrs. 

J. B. Larue for $18,000.  The following year it opened as an elementary school and later 

became the first Longfellow School.  It was located at 15
th
 and Frederica, three blocks from a 

later Longfellow site.  It became a Trade School for the District. 
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Parent-teacher organizations were beginning to have a significantly positive impact on 

Owensboro schools.  Emerson was the first Owensboro school to have a PTA in 1913.  Other 

schools soon organized chapters.  School lunch rooms were a primary focus of PTA groups.  In 

the beginning, PTA volunteers served in some schools as lunchroom matrons.  Later, matrons 

were hired for a dollar a day and were assisted by PTA members.  In 1916, there were 

lunchrooms in every school that provided lunch for five cents and free lunch was provided for 

children from impoverished homes. 

 

It was the influence of PTA members that encouraged school board members to add electric 

lights in the schools in 1914.  Parent-teacher associations also promoted additions to schools 

that included showers in some schools so that impoverished children who had no opportunity to 

bathe at home could be cared for at school.  Before the day of the Goodfellows Club and other 

local agencies, caring for the needs of the less fortunate in schools often fell to school parent-

teacher organizations.  They also funded playgrounds, pianos, library books, stage curtains, 

movie projectors and screens, public address systems, record playersðthings considered 

essential today, but thought of as frills at the time.   

 

PTAs held fund-raisers, ice cream suppers, open houses, and charity projects among their 

activities.  Both the schools and the parent-teacher groups recognized the need to assist less 

fortunate students and one PTA group distributed 200 garments as its yearly project.  The 

District began a program to assist needy students through the WIPF Fund.   

 

The Spanish Flu Epidemic of 1918 closed schools for six weeks.  Superintendent J. H. Risley 

pointed out the need for a physician to devote considerable time to school children.  He also 

encouraged the placement of school nurses in schools.  Dental inspections for every student 

were introduced.   

 

World War I had an impact on schools.  Food conservation was encouraged throughout the 

country.  School gardensðthe first ñoutdoor classrooms,ò were an important endeavor for 

schools.  A push was on to encourage families throughout the country to grow vegetables and 

fruits.  Lessons at school carried over to the home.  Thrift was also an important theme taught 

in schools.  War bonds were sold at school and in 1918, OPS students had purchased $19,400 

in Liberty Bonds.  Junior Red Cross clubs were also active in schools.  The war had an indirect 

impact on high school attendance.  As older members of families went off to war, it was 

sometimes necessary for younger family members to leave school to work on area farms and 

other jobs.  Schools encouraged parents to keep their children in school.   

 

 

The 1920s 
 

The 1920s would be a growth period for the Owensboro Public Schools.  In many ways, it 

would herald the ñmodernizationò of the district.  During the 10 years prior to 1920, the district 

grew significantly.  According to a report by Superintendent James H. Risley (1911-1921) to 

the Board, during his tenure enrollment had grown from 2,765 to 3,870 but nearly 1,000 pupils 

shown in the census were not attending school.  The number of teachers had nearly doubled in 



12 
 

that period and cost per pupil expenditures had doubled to $36.73 per student, an amount 

reported to be less than half of other cities.  

 

Risley reported the following changes in his Annual Report in 1921.  ñThe annexation of new 

territory into the city added several hundred new children to the district making it necessary to 

employ 15 new teachers.  Five county school buildings were annexed: the Seven Hills 

Building, the Hickman-Ebbert building, the Hillôs Avenue School and the Dublin Lane School, 

and the African American school in Mechanicsville.  Of these, only the Seven Hills and 

Hickman-Ebbert schools were used in 1921.  The children who formerly attended Hillôs 

Avenue School were provided for at South Frederica, by improvising more temporary rooms in 

that building and those from Dublin Lane in an annex made from the Lancaster residence 

adjoining the West Main Street School, while the colored children from Mechanicsville were 

all placed in the Western Colored School.ò  He went on to recommend that the school at 

Hickman-Ebbert be discontinued and the children be transferred to the Seventh Street School. 

 

The changes were brought about by the City of Owensboro annexing a large addition to the 

city. New tax money due the school district was slow to follow.  As a result, the citizens of 

Owensboro supported the first bond issue ever proposed for Owensboro schools.  In September 

1921, Superintendent Risley called attention to over-crowded school conditions.  He took the 

need for new school facilities to clubs and organizations.  A speakersô bureau took the cause to 

public meetings.  Parents, teachers and students were strong public advocates of a school bond 

campaign that culminated in a parade on January 20, 1921, in which hundreds of citizens 

carried banners and joined a ñmonster paradeò with 3,500 school children.  The election for the 

$300,000 bond issue was held on January 22 and the vote carried 6,335 to 461.  Superintendent 

Risley called it ñanother victory for better schools in Owensboro.ò 

 

Plans began immediately to upgrade schools, build additions, and to build a new school for 

African American students.  A new Dunbar School was constructed in 1922-1923 to replace the 

old ward school at 8
th
 and Jackson for black students in grades 1-6.   

 

At first, the Board looked at expanding the existing high school located at 9
th
 and Frederica but 

St. Louis Architect William Ittner was brought in to advise them.  He reported that ñit would be 

follyò to add on to the existing, land-locked high school.  The forward thinking Mr. Risley 

encouraged the building committee to ñseek out such a tract of land as near as possible to the 

center of Owensboroðnot necessarily the Owensboro of 1921, but the Owensboro of 1950ð

and should build a senior high school adequate to take care of the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth 

grades for the next five or ten years at their present rate of growth.  Such building should be 

designed on a plan which will admit the addition of future units without in any way interfering 

with the general architectural plans of the plant as a whole.  To do this, the best architectural 

skills that money can buy are none too good for your purpose.ò  The committee took his advice.  

Risley left Owensboro to take another position in 1921 and Board Member W.H. Stother, M.D., 

was credited with taking up the cause for a new high school. 

 

A four-block stretch (seen following in a 1927 picture) would be populated with three 

Owensboro schools (Owensboro High School, Longfellow, and Tech High).   
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A work crew (circa 

1927) repairs the street 

car tracks at 1716 

Frederica Street in 

front of the entrance to 

the Longfellow 

Building property.  

Street Department 

Superintendent Bob 

Bruner stands in the 

center of the track 

facing east.  The street 

car passed near the 

front of Owensboro 

High School which 

opened in 1924.  The 

two concrete pillars on 

the left marked the 

entrance to the 

Robinson Family 

property prior to the 

city school district 

purchasing the land for 

Longfellow that opened 

in 1932. The pillars 

were removed and preserved in 2008 prior to the current high school construction project.  The picture was 

supplied courtesy of Mr. Brunerôs great nephew and namesake Bob Bruner.  The younger Mr. Bruner recalls as a 

young man working briefly at Longfellow where he helped the custodian feed coal into the basement furnace.    

 

In 1921, Owensboro High School Principal John L. Foust was named Superintendent of the 

school district.  During the 26 years he headed the school district, he lead OPS through critical 

formative years in the 1920s and through the worst of financial times in the 1930s.  He would 

see the district emerge on solid footing in the 1940s only to be faced with challenges of war 

time America.  Undoubtedly, his leadership and integrity made a significant impact on the 

school district for a quarter of a century.  

 

Having spent 11 years as principal of Owensboro High School prior to becoming 

Superintendent, J. L. Foust was a driving force in the planning of a new high school building to 

be located at 1800 Frederica Street.  Groundbreaking for the new facility took place on 

September 11, 1922.  A. F. Hussander, Architect, drew the plans for OHS and Dunbar School. 

Both projects were underway at the same time. 

 

On Friday, March 28, 1924, Owensboro High School moved to its third and current location at 

1800 Frederica Street.  Classes began on March 31. Construction costs for the original building 

totaled $286,000.  The 7.7 acre site cost $20,000. 

  

On moving day, the students planned to walk the nine blocks from the old high school to the 

new one, carrying their belongings with them.  Since this was to take place in the middle of the 

day, classes would resume at the new high school on the same day.  The weather interfered 

with the plans for the walk to the new building, however, and a downpour of rain brought out 

many parents to transport students by car.
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With more classroom space, the enrollment of Owensboro High School continued to grow.  

Originally, Senior High was to have been a 10th-12th grade facility, but in the end that would 

have created overcrowding at the Owensboro Junior High facility and all four grades were 

located in the new OHS building.  

 

Owensboro Junior High had come into existence the day OHS moved from 9
th
 and Frederica 

streets to 1800 Frederica and began to serve 550 seventh and eighth grade students.  It was 

renamed in 1938 and continued as a junior high until 1953.  In 1955, part of the Central 

(Owensboro) Junior High building was sold and torn down to build a grocery.  Today, a portion 

of the building remains at the 9
th
 and Frederica location and is incorporated into the Midtown 

Building.   

 

On February 5, 1926, several school names were changed by the School Board.  South 

Frederica Street School became John James Audubon (later the first Longfellow School); 

Seventh Street School was renamed Benjamin Franklin School; West Main Street School 

became Robert E. Lee School; Seven Hills School on Prince Avenue was renamed Abraham 

Lincoln School; Third Street School was renamed George Washington School; and Walnut 

School was named after Woodrow Wilson (the most recent past U.S. President at that time).   

 

A 1929 report by Owensboro High School principal J. O. Lewis to Superintendent J. L. Foust 

sheds interesting light on the evolution of public education in Owensboro.  Much of what was 

taking place was the beginning of the ñmodernò public schools system. 

 

Principal Lewis wrote:  ñThe Modern High School is becoming a more complex organization 

from year to year.  No sooner do you achieve one goal than another one presents itself to be 

attained.  Yet amid all these changes, the organization must function so smoothly that even 

those in the midst of them must not be conscious that changes are occurring.ò   

 

Of those changes, he wrote, ñThe most obvious and outstanding achievement of the three-year 

period (1926-1929) was the perfection and installation of the new system of enrollment.ò It was 

the first time that a master schedule of courses had been made in the spring and that students 

could pre-register for the following fall.  He explained that ñéthe principal prepares a general 

schedule, using a combination of the mosaic and block systems.  Then, the individual schedule 

of each pupil is made out from this master schedule sometime before September the first.ò  He 

went on to explain that the system eliminated two to five wasted days at the beginning of the 

school year while all that was sorted out.   

 

Mr. Lewis reported that the faculty has continued its efforts to decrease failure and to improve 

scholarship.  Honor students were designed as ñMonogram Studentsò and received an ñAò to 

add to their monogram if the student achieved all ñAôsò during a term. OHSôs honorary club 

was known as the ñRed and Black Clubò and the school had a National Honor Society Chapter 

and a National Athletic Scholarship Society.  Principal Lewis attributed a significant decrease 

in discipline problems to student enthusiasm for these organizations.  He noted that a 

ñwholesome, healthful moraleò among students had replaced major discipline problems.  He 

also noted, ñNo doubt the discontinuance of demerits and 8
th
 periods for penal reasons, both of 
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which tended to arouse antagonism between teacher and student, are largely responsible for 

this.ò 

 

Attendance and withdrawals continued to baffle school officials.  In the mid-1920s the 

withdrawal rate was 33.3 percent. At the same time, many children never attended school at all 

and were not included in that number.  (In 2006, the dropout rate was 1.8 percent while the 

graduation rate was 90.4 percent, both rates considered excellent by state standards.)  It was 

during this period that the Board established higher standards for graduation so that students 

would be better prepared to enter ñhigh institutions.ò  The extra-curricular program was 

growing.  Special events were also a large draw.  By the end of the decade, May Day was a 

well-established ritual that was held on the OHS campus.  The audience was reported by 

Principal Lewis to number 6,000.  

 

District wide attendance was a significant problem that was often the result of childhood 

illnesses.  In 1927, schools were closed from September 26 through October 31 because of an 

infantile paralysis (polio) epidemic.  Other childhood diseases that have largely been eradicated 

today kept children out for days or weeks at a time.  By 1929, there was almost 100 percent 

vaccination against smallpox, nutrition was being taught, and warm lunches were being served 

in all schools.  In April 1929, Miss Lena Bennett was hired as the school nurse and ñall-timeò 

health worker for the district.   

 

Prior to mandatory attendance laws, many students stayed out of school from time to time to 

help with chores at home or to work.  It was often difficult to persuade parents of the 

importance of education.  In spite of attendance and dropout problems, enrollment continued to 

grow. 

 

In the 1920s, teachers throughout the district had been very active.  Superintendent Foust 

reported in his 1929 annual report to the public that many OPS teachers were working to 

further their education.  He reported that from September 1928 to September 1929, 82 teachers 

of the 124 in the system obtained 689 hours of college credit.  All OPS teachers were members 

of either the Owensboro Teachers Association or the Second Congressional District Negro 

Teachers Association.  In addition to getting professional training through those organizations, 

teachers are ñworking for educational progress.ò  Female high school teachers received less pay 

than male counterparts.  Superintendent Foust encouraged the Board to make that pay equal. 

 

Curriculum and instruction standards continued to be high.  ñMeasurements of achievement 

through the use of standardized tests have become a common feature of the public schools.  

These tests differ from the ordinary classroom examination in the fact that they are devised 

from material that has been scientifically selected and constructed,ò Foust reported.  A very 

specific list of tests and textbooks were established each year. 
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The 1930s 
 

Owensboroôs population in 1933 was 22,785 including 4,336 children ages 6 to 18.  The 

population growth in the northwest part of the District again brought about the need for several 

new elementary schools.   

 

The South Frederica Street School, which was renamed Longfellow School, had become 

overcrowded and was replaced by the new Longfellow School built on 4½ acres of land located 

just north of OHS and opened in 1932.  A new Western School was built in 1932 at 820 West 

Third Street to serve African American students.   

 

Financial disaster struck that same year when the bank in which school funds were deposited 

closed leaving the district without operating funds.  Teachers took pay cuts and all possible 

measures were taken to cut costs.  At first, it looked as if the new high school would have to be 

deeded to a holding company, but it was decided to deed the Longfellow Building instead.  The 

district struggled to get through the year.  Teachersô salaries were paid by scrip (promissory 

document) for April and May of 1932.  Superintendent Foust and the School Board found it 

necessary to take the painful step of proposing to cut teachersô salaries by 25 percent for the 

1932-33 school year.  Circumstances were dire through the nation and teachers accepted their 

plight and continued to teach knowing at times there was no money to pay them.  The 

following year, 1933-34, teachersô salaries were cut by another 20 percent.  Within a year or 

two, the district was able to repay employees for some of their lost wages. 
 

In the 1930s times were difficult in many ways.  Female teachers were to be unmarried.  In 

1931, one unfortunate lady chose to marry during the school year and was asked to resign.  

That incident caused the school board to make a rule that married women were not to be hired 

to teach.  The state would not allow teachers in Owensboro to belong to the Kentucky Teacher 

Retirement System because the city was listed ñonlyò as a 3
rd

 class city in size.  Several schools 

were overcrowded.  In spite of all the hardships, the education expectations were high and 

student welfare was a chief concern to the district. 
  

In November of 1935, the City of Owensboro agreed to help the district through use of their 

bonding capacity and to build a new Lee School and a much needed annex to Western.  The 

school district would then deed the school property to the City and would lease the buildings 

back.  U.S. Public Works funds also helped foot the bills.  Property on West Second Street near 

Hale Avenue was purchased for $7,000.  In May 1937, the second Robert E. Lee Elementary 

School was completed to replace the grade school just up the street.  The school cost $136,770.  

When the new elementary school opened, the old Lee (originally West Main Street School) 

became Thomas Jefferson Junior High in 1938.  With the opening of a second junior high 

school, the Owensboro Junior High School took the name ñCentral Junior High School.ò 

 

From January 25 to February 2, 1937, all schools were closed during the flood that devastated 

many Ohio River towns.  OHS and Dunbar were used as refugee centers and the Longfellow 

and Trade schools were Red Cross Emergency Hospitals.  OHS was closed for 10 days and 

Western and Dunbar were closed for 13 days.  Flooded buildings were disinfected and 

scrubbed.   
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As the district entered 1938, Superintendent Foust and the school board established or refined 

requirements and standards for everyone from school board members to students by 

establishing detailed policy.  The school board was reduced to 5 members and the board duties 

were defined.  It was established that after January 1, 1940, no teacher would be hired who did 

not have four years of college and a college degree that included teacher training and practice 

teaching and who did not hold a teacherôs certificate.  Married women were still not allowed to 

teach.  Many student rules and expectations were very similar to todayôs requirements.  But, 

there was no kindergarten, yet.  The rule on entry into school was that children who were six by 

September 30 could enter the first grade during the first two weeks of the fall term.  Or, they 

could wait and enter school the second semester if they would be six by February 28.  

Elementary schools went through 6
th
 grade.  Junior high school was grades seven and eight and 

Senior High housed grades nine through twelve. 

 

The 1940s 
 

Superintendent J. L. Foust reported that existing schools in 1940 were:  OHS, Central Junior 

High, Technical High, Dunbar School, Emerson Elementary, Franklin Elementary, Lee 

Elementary (on West Main), Jefferson Junior High, Lincoln Elementary (on Prince Avenue), 

Longfellow Elementary (at 1700 Frederica St.), Washington Elementary (Third Street), 

Western Elementary/High School, Wilson Elementary School. 

 

The building of Technical High marked the beginning of the decade with a cornerstone laying 

in October 1940.  A need for trade classes had been addressed through the Trade School classes 

in several locations that had been introduced in the fall of 1929.  In the fall of 1932, it became a 

Trade School for the District.  Interest in the trade school classes grew and in 1940, the old 

building was torn down and a new Technical High School was built.  The new building, built 

by the WPA Program was completed in 1941 and would be a third high school in the District 

along with OHS and Western.  

 

Providing school lunches to students was a very difficult proposition for the school district 

from the beginning of the school lunch program 25 years earlier.  According to an article in the 

March 9, 1958, Messenger-Inquirer, ñThe plight of the lunchrooms, each of which operates 

independently, is blamed on reduced help from the federal government and on a bigger demand 

for free lunchesé.ò  The article went on to explain that in 1942 federal reimbursement paid 9 

cents and the students paid 15 cents for each lunch meal.  As government reimbursement 

declined and food prices increase, lunch costs increased to 20 cents in 1958.  The newspaper 

article explained that government commodities helped supplement the menus.  The demand for 

free lunches doubled by February 1958.  ñThe lunchroom rule of thumb has been that 10 

percent of the lunches could be served free, if need be, without disrupting finances,ò reported 

the news article.  To help bridge the financial gap, faculty members, church groups and the 

Owensboro Rotary Club were among those who helped out.  The Owensboro Rotary Club 

maintained a Kiddieôs Lunch Fund to help pay for lunches of students in need of assistance. 

 

In the early 1940s, schools became important hubs of war support.  All employees bought War 

Bonds.  Other war-related activities were held in school buildings.  Central Junior High 
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journalism students wrote in their November 11, 1942, school paper that gasoline rationing 

would began on a nationwide basis on November 22.  The article explained that on the 

registration dates, all car owners were to go to the elementary school buildings in their districts 

to file applications to get their ñAò ration coupons.  Junior and Senior high schools were also to 

assist at the registration.  A ñSchools at Warò program encouraged the nationôs school children 

to buy War Stamps for 25 cents each.  Money from the sale of War Stamps provided such items 

as bandages for the war wounded. 

 

Alum Doug Watkins recalls both the distribution of ration stamps at Wilson School and the sale 

of War Bonds.  He recalls that on certain days of the week students could buy War Bonds 

(Series E) stamps that were pasted in coupon books.  When the book totaled $12.50, it would 

be converted to a $25 bond that would be redeemable at a much later date.  He recalls that 

much to his third grade teacherôs dismay at his lack of responsibility, Doug always took his 

stamps to his younger first-grade sister to keep for him because he was prone to losing his 

stamps.  He remembers that schools were constantly holding paper drives during the war and 

school children collected milkweed pods to help make silk parachutes. 

 

World War II had another impact on elementary and intermediate schools. Fathers, older 

brothers, uncles and teachers left to go to war.  The high school was another story.  A number 

of older students left school to join the service and 33 graduates were killed in 1943 and 1944.  

Those service men and women are honored on a memorial plaque at OHS.   

 

The Central Junior High News reported in the February 17, 1943, issue of the school paper that 

Lt. Edwin C. Powell, who participated in the search for Amelia Earhart in the South Pacific in 

1937, had lost his life in an airplane crash.  According to the paper, ñAs far as was known, he is 

the first casualty of the former Junior High pupils.ò   

 

The school paper also reported that clothes were being collected for Russian children who were 

ñfacing a hard winterò as a result of the War.  The subject of war was frequently the subject 

addressed by guest speakers, written about in essays, and the focus of patriotic assemblies and 

activities.  Students participated in an annual scrap metal drive to aid the war effort. 

 

Tech High offered a 10-week Army Signal Corps Class that prepared young men for military 

service.  In 1942, the Evansville Sunday Courier and Press reported that 21 Evansville men 

were among those enrolled at Tech High.  The class was in such high demand that 18 

instructors operated on a 24-hour a day schedule dividing their time into three shifts.  

 

The Warôs impact on hiring married women into the workforce brought about a change in 

board policy in February of 1947 allowing married women to teach.  (There were some 

exceptions to the ban on female teachers being married in the 1930s and 1940s.  Possibly, 

married ladies who had been hired prior to the 1930s.)  Of those ladies, pregnant teachers were 

required to take a leave in the fourth month and were to take a least 12 monthsô leave. 

 

J. L. Foust retired in July 1947 at the mandatory retirement age of 70 after having led the 

school district for 26 years.  Shortly before his retirement, a tribute to Mr. Foust appeared in the 

December 1946 issue of the University of Kentuckyôs College of Educationôs Bulletin of the 

Bureau of School Service.  ñThe long, faithful, and efficient service of the present 



19 
 

Superintendent of Schools deserves a special word.  J. L. Foust came to Owensboro as a 

teacher in 1902.  After eight years, he became principal of the high school.  In eleven years at 

that school, Mr. Foust earned the respect and admiration of the pupils, the teachers, the 

Superintendent of Schools, the Board of Education, and the citizens of Owensboro.  He was 

recognized throughout the region as a promising young man.   

 

Rising to the superintendency in 1921, Mr. Foust fulfilled that promise.  During his twenty-six 

years as Superintendent of Schools, he has never forgotten the point of view he expressed in his 

first formal report to the Owensboro Board of Education:  óI am mindful of the factéthat 

nothing is static, that everything must change for progress, and that this is especially true of 

educational institutions and systems in these days of educational awakening and readjustment.ô  

He has never allowed himself to become contented with conditions as they exist, but has 

worked continuously for improvement.  The design and excellence of construction of the 

newest buildings, the scope of the programs of studies, and the ability of the present staff of the 

school system are lasting tributes to a practical and efficient school administrator, J. L. Foust.ò 

 

According to the same UK publication, Owensboro, with 33,000 citizens, was the sixth largest 

city in Kentucky in 1946.  There were 3,870 students and 175 teachers and administrators in the 

district.  The publication said:  ñThe public schools of Owensboro stand today as 

monuments to the cityôs educators and laymen.ò   

 

School bus service was provided by the local Rapid Transit System.  The district purchased its 

first pick-up truck in 1946.  For many years, Superintendent Foust got around the district on 

foot as he made daily visits to schools.  Harry Holder Motor Company provided the first driver 

education cars to OHS in 1948.   

 

A devastating $150,000 fire on January 25, 1948, destroyed the first Washington Grade School 

(originally named the second Upper Ward School, later Third Street School)  in the 300 block 

of  East Third Street (where Wax Works is located today) and put 181 students in temporary 

classrooms at the First Baptist Church. When it burned, it was the second oldest building in the 

district and the need for more facilities would have to be addressed in the 1950s.  Sears 

Roebuck purchased the property. 

 

Parent-teacher organizations helped set the stage for school construction by supporting a half-

million dollar bond issue that was taken to voters in 1948.  PTA parents canvassed door to door 

and manned the polls on Election Day encouraging voters to approve the bond issue.  Their 

efforts paid off as the bond issue passed that gave a boost to financing building in the next 

decade. 

 

As the decade drew to a close, the city school board proposed talking with the county school 

board about the possibility of merging the two school districts but the outcome of that proposal 

did not receive support. 
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The 1950s 
 

Some schools were becoming so overcrowded that the school board met in September 1950 to 

approve boundary changes that included transferring all 6th graders in the Lee district to the 

Lee Annex (that had been the old Lee and later Jefferson Junior High).  All sixth and seventh 

graders in the newer Lee School were transferred to the older Lee Annex.  All eighth graders 

were sent to Central Junior High School.  Overcrowding in the Longfellow district brought 

about the need to change boundaries in the Franklin and Lincoln districts and the old Seven 

Hills building on Prince Avenue.  For the 1950-51 school year, OPS schools were:  Dunbar 

Elementary, Emerson Elementary, Franklin Elementary, Jefferson Junior High, Lee 

Elementary, Lee Annex, Lincoln Elementary, Longfellow Elementary, Wilson Elementary, 

Central Junior High, Senior High, Tech High, and Western High.   

 

A huge building boom marked the 1950s.  A new Lincoln School was built in 1950 and a new 

Western High in 1951.  A new Washington Elementary School (later Sutton) replaced the one 

that burned but was built in its new location at 2060 Lewis Lane in 1951.  Washington Schoolôs 

enrollment grew rapidly and required three more additions to be added within 10 years. 

 

Money for expansion came in part as a result of a tax increase voted in by the community.  The 

favorable vote came after a community-wide campaign by volunteers.  The October 18, 1951 

Messenger-Inquirer reported that 200 city PTA Council members held a meeting at Longfellow 

School to organize their efforts to go house-to-house to determine where there would be 

support for a tax referendum on November 6.  The tax question, if passed, would provide 

funding needed to retire the bond issue needed for school construction.  Longfellow Principal 

Mary Mitchell wrote lyrics to a ñVote for the School Taxò song that was sung by 75 sixth 

graders.  Enthusiastic volunteers spent the next two weeks canvassing on behalf of the tax 

which passed.   

 

On November 11, 1951, just days after the tax passed, Superintendent Ralph Cherry was 

quoted in the Messenger-Inquirer as saying that he pledged ñour best efforts to insure that the 

public money provided by the special tax will be invested in buildings and plant facilities 

which will incorporate the best proven features for modern educational needs and which will 

further contribute to elevating all of the standards of the educational processes.ò  He announced 

plans for three junior highs and announced plans to replace the Wilson Elementary School at 7
th
 

and Walnut with a new building at a total cost of about $1.25 million. 

 

Three junior high schools were constructed.  Foust Junior High (Foust Elementary today) was 

built in 1953 at a cost of $336,000.  Eastern Junior High (Estes Elementary) was built in 1954 

for $460,000 and Southern Junior High (OMS) was built that same year for $458,000.  District 

administrator Roy B. Smith, who served OPS for 43 years, helped organize the junior high 

concept here.  With the opening of new schools, Central Junior High closed at the end of the 

1954 school year. 

 

In the mid-1950s the school year began the day after Labor Day and ended the first week of 

June.  A teacher could still begin teaching with only 64 hours of college, but would earn only 
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$1,700 a year.  A teacher holding a Bachelorôs degree started at $2,350 and after 10 years 

earned $2,870.   

 

In the fiscal year 1957-58, an extensive building program was underway in the Owensboro 

Public Schools.  Three identical 12-classroom elementary school buildings (Cravens, Newton 

Parrish, and Seven Hills) were constructed.  Emerson, Lee, OHS, and Western would also be 

expanded.   

 
At the August 25, 1955, meeting of the board, they discussed integration of schools.  Within a 

few days, the Board passed a Resolution on Integration which provided for: 

A. A city-wide ROTC unit composed of students from OHS, Tech High and        

Western beginning September 1955. 

B. Any 10
th
, 11

th
 or 12

th
 grade student from Western be permitted to enroll in any class 

not offered at Western.  The class attendance could be at OHS or Tech High. 

C. A committee composed of the Superintendent and 8 citizens (4 African American, 4 

white) none employed by the school system, be appointed to study problems related 

to administration arising from the physical condition of the school plant, personnel, 

revision of school district attendance areas, and any revision of local regulations 

which may be necessary in solving the foregoing problems, or any other problems 

involved in the integration of schools. 

D. The Board of Education to consider the recommendations of this committee in 

affecting a sound method of integration. 

The Integration Committee members:  Billy Wilson ï Chairman; Rev. Leonard Boynton, 

Claude Brown, Mrs. W.R. Doyal, Mrs. Susie Williams, Bill Griffith, M. J. Sleet, and Dr. 

Reginald Neblett. 

 

Twelve African American students were slated to begin classes at OHS September 12, 1955.  

By May 1956, the Integration Committee recommended and the board adopted the following 

recommendations: 

That each high school consisting of grades 10-12 be opened to any high school student without 

regard to race because of crowded conditions at the junior high schools and elementary 

schools, no change be made for the coming year. 

Students who wish to take courses in another high school of the City that are not offered in 

their high school are permitted to do so. 

 

In May 1957, the School Board heard Recommendations of Integration Committee: 

Each Junior and Senior High School in the City, grades 7-12, be open to students without 

regard to race.  No change will  be made to grades 1-6 for one year. 

 

At the end of the following year, on May 6, 1958, the Integration Committee made the 

following request: 

--That no child in Owensboro from grades 1-12 be denied enrollment in any public 

school of this City because of race. 

--The policies followed in the past in relation to the junior and senior high schools be 

continued.  This not only permits full enrollment in the secondary school of a studentôs 

choice, but also any mixture of curricular offerings of any of the schools that they might 

fit into the individualôs schedule. 
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In 1958, the School Board and Superintendent Kenneth Estes opened all schools to integration.  

Black students could attend either the traditionally black schools or enroll in white schools.  A 

ñdualò system of black enrollment would exist through 1962-63 school year at which time 

black schools would no longer exist.  The ñdualò system made for a smooth transition. 

Jack Hicks, an OHS graduate and former teacher, assistant principal, basketball and football 

coach, and director of athletics in the District, recalls that during the 1958-59 school year the 

school district began planning for the integration of the school system.   

 

Mr. Hicks says, ñI was teaching and coaching basketball and football at Foust Junior High.  

Two Board members and Superintendent Kenneth Estes asked to meet with us in the office of 

Principal Hettie Emberton.  There had never been an athletic contest between Western, the 

African-American school, and other city schools.  Mr. Estes asked us if we would host Western 

in basketball games with our 8
th
 and 9

th
 grade teams to more or less kick off the integration 

process and we agreed.ò 

 

ñOn the day of the scheduled games, Miss Emberton had an assembly with all of our students 

to talk to them about how they should conduct themselves in welcoming the Western students 

to Foust.  I did the same thing with our players,ò Mr. Hicks said.   

 

ñWestern had an outstanding group of 8
th
 graders, who four years later in 1963, joined boys 

from the other junior highs to lead Owensboro High School to the semi-finals of the state 

tournament.  On that historic night in 1959, Western won the 8
th
 grade game by about 40 

points.  In the 9
th
 grade game, Foust had a big lead early but the Western coach inserted his 8

th
 

graders who helped them catch up, and Western won the game on two free throws by Charlie 

Taylor, an All-State player four years later,ò recalls Mr. Hicks.   

 

ñThe following year, Western competed against all of the other junior high schools in 

Owensboro and the school joined the Kentucky High School Athletic Association.  About the 

same time, the league they had played in before, which included such schools as Henderson 

Douglas, Paducah Lincoln, Hopkinsville Attucks, and Bowling Green High Street, disbanded,ò  

explained Mr. Hicks.  Athletics definitely helped smooth integration. 

 

On another educational front, Owensboro Public Schools had long recognized that some 

students have special needs.  Superintendent Kenneth Estes wrote about the early development 

of programs that began in the Owensboro Public Schools in the mid 1950s.  In his article 

ñéAnd They Also Learn,ò published in the early 1960s, he wrote:  ñThese are children who 

differ or deviate from what is supposed to be average physical, mental, emotional or social 

characteristics and abilities to the extent that they require specialized education in order to 

attain the maximum of their abilities and capacities.  All the additional or different services, as 

well as special provisions needed to facilitate the learning experiences of exceptional children, 

constitute what is called óspecial education.ôò  New impetus was given to the initiation and 

development of classroom units for teachers of exceptional children with the passage and full 

funding of the Foundation Program Laws in 1954 and 1956. 

  

Meanwhile, work for the educable mentally disabled students was evolving.  Classes at the 

elementary and junior high schools were made more accessible to a greater number of students.  
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In the elementary schools, children were enrolled in ungraded primary or intermediate classes.  

Chronological age, social maturity, and level of achievement were factors considered in 

placement.  At the junior high level, adolescents who had gained social maturity and 

competencies were integrated in junior high classes, according to Dr. Estesô report.   

 

Superintendent Kenneth Estes described the progress that had been made in the special 

education program.  Betty Sue Hill was the Special Education Supervisor and worked tirelessly 

to develop a curriculum that would serve every child and to develop services to meet every 

childôs needs.  Dr. Estes noted that there was instruction for students who were educable 

mentally disabled, for 150 students in need of speech therapy.  The local council of parents of 

children with mental disabilities headed by Joe Castlen, Jr., and John Grant sponsored two 

classes for the trainable children with the Boardôs assistance in providing two classrooms at 

Lee School, the Opportunity Center.  In May 1958, the Board approved the Opportunity 

Centerôs use of the old Seven Hills School on Prince Avenue.  It is an independent program that 

continues in this community. 

   

Over the next 20 to 30 years, the special needs were recognized in many areas from speech, 

hearing, and vision, to learning disabilities.  The District has always been a leader in offering 

an outstanding program of services to all special needs children.   

 

Parent-teacher organizations continued to be a tremendous resource for schools.  In the early 

1950s there were 3,000 members of city PTA groups.  They promoted school safety with 

support for school safety patrol guards and traffic police women.  Other PTA sponsored 

projects included dental clinics, baby clinics, parenting classes, scout troop sponsorship and 

March of Dimes campaign drives.    

 

Long before the Kentucky Education Reform Act mandated ungraded primary classes in the 

1990s, the District had introduced a very similar concept.  In the fall of 1958, grades 1-4 were 

no longer used to designate individual progress.  Director of Elementary Instruction Frances 

Lashbrook and a committee of elementary educators developed a program patterned on St. 

Louis and Milwaukee school system programs.  In the primary level, the child was to progress 

at his individual rate through 12 reading levels and 15 math levels.  Grades would soon take 

their number designation back, but the concept of children learning at their own rates had 

forever replaced keeping the whole class at the same pace.  Secondary education was changing, 

too, as areas of concentration and levels of courses were becoming more specialized and 

defined. 

 

By the late 1950s, the National School Lunch Program established by Congress in 1946 was 

providing nutritious lunches under USDA guidelines.  Owensboro School Food Service 

Association organized in 1959 and became the driving force in maintaining outstanding food 

service throughout the school district.   

 

Owensboro School Food Service cafeteria employees set high standards for themselves.  They 

formed a strong local organization that would become a state leader.  In the early years, the 

organization worked for better pay, more training, and professional status according to notes 

made by Ather Helen Divine, Sutton cafeteria manager, who was present at the first OSFSA 
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meeting on December 4, 1958.  Their efforts would pay off as OPS developed an outstanding 

food service program in years to come. 

 

In April 1958, the Board voted to close the old Wilson Elementary School at 7
th
 and Walnut 

streets.  Enrollment had dropped to 164 and the building was aging.  The ñDistrictò office 

operated out of 3 rooms at OHS.  The 12 employees needed more space and the high school 

was in need of the additional space, so the District Office took up residence in the old Wilson 

building. 

 

Dr. Estes could see a change in instruction.  In the late 1950s he wrote that more and more 

emphasis was being placed on concentrated study, especially at the secondary level.  More 

advanced level classes were being offered to ñextremely high abilityò students.  At the junior 

high level, the importance of involving students in activities was recognized and students had 

ñactivity periodsò during school.   

 

 

In February 1959, the Board heard extensive recommendations on curriculum and the need for 

more guidance that would aim at directing students to take more rigorous courses.  

Recommendations called for hiring guidance counselors, improving teacher pay, increasing 

academic requirements and course offerings, and advocated lobbying the legislature for a more 

appropriate tax structure to adequately fund education. 
 

The 1960s 
 

If building marked the 1950s, expansion marked 1960 as the high school had 12 rooms added 

and other schools were enlarged in anticipation of significant growth in enrollment.   

 

The most significant event of the 1960s period was the integration of schools.  The School 

Board had opened all schools to African American students in 1958 but kept the African 

American schools, Paul Dunbar and Western Elementary and High (grades 1-12), open letting 

African American students chose which to attend.  Enrollment at Western High declined until it 

was closed in 1962.  The lower grades continued to attend school there.  In 1965, Western was 

renamed ñH. E. Goodloe School,ò in honor of the  long-time Western Principal.  Harry Fields 

was principal after Mr. Goodloe.  Dr. Kenneth Estes was credited with the smooth transition in 

a time that was turbulent in many school districts. 

 

Retired OPS Administrator Ken Willis recalls he and his wife Suzanneôs introduction to 

Owensboro schools.  ñWe applied to many school districts in Central and Western Kentucky 

and had never been to Owensboro.  In the spring of 1964, we traveled to Owensboro for an 

interview and Superintendent Kenneth Estes and Mr. Allison (school board chairman) met us 

and showed us around.  That spring was one of the great floods and due to high water Highway 

231 was the only way in.  Not a great introduction to the town, but our professors had told us 

that of the many offers of positions that Owensboro had the best reputation academically and 

was one of the best in Kentucky.  We were also very impressed with Dr. Estes and Mr. 

Allison.  We decided to start brand new in a strange town and have never been sorry.ò  Both 

Ken and Suzanne Willis helped raise the bar of excellence during their careers in the districtð
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Ken retired after having served as a principal at Goodloe, Newton Parrish, Seven Hills, the 

Owensboro 5-6 Center, and as a central office administrator.  Suzanne followed Miss Vista 

Morris as the OHS English Department chairman and continued to set high standards for the 

English curriculum. 

 

In an article in the January 1964 Kentucky Parent-Teacher magazine, author Ollie E. 

Bissmeyer, Jr., wrote that when the new educational network (that would become the Kentucky 

Educational Television Network) began broadcasting that fall schools would be faced with the 

considerable expense of purchasing UHF television receivers and sufficient televisions to make 

use of the new technology.  He went on to write ñéthat some teachers didnôt have television in 

their homes yet and considered it a waste of time.ò  He declared, ñTelevision is here!ò and 

challenged teachers and parents to make certain that program content was beneficial rather than 

harmful to children.  Indeed, KET proved very beneficial to students as it developed over the 

coming years.  In 1968, the Board purchased the first central television system.   

 

An article in the Feb. 6, 1965, issue of the Messenger-Inquirer reported School Board 

Chairman James Allison had supplied assurances to the government that the school district was 

in compliance with the Federal Government requirement that schools in Owensboro qualify 

with the 1964 Civil Rights Law.  The story went on to report that:  ñThe Owensboro schools 

are fully integrated with respect to both pupils and teachers.ò 

 

Plans for a $27,000 addition at the Opportunity Center received state approval.  The board had 

worked in cooperation with the Owensboro Council for Retarded Children in arranging for the 

addition with the council bearing the cost.    

 

In 1967, the district purchased its first school bus and used it to transport special education 

students.  Until that time, there had been no district buses.   

 

Dr. Kenneth Estes made a unique connection for the school district as he applied for a federal 

grant to establish a natural science museum in Owensboro in 1965.  Eventually, funding was 

secured for a museum to aid teachers in Daviess, Ohio, McLean, and Hancock counties.  The 

new museum was a decisive factor in the Districtôs recognition by the National Education 

Association in 1967 with a Pacemaker Award.  It was one of 25 school systems in the nation 

recognized for innovative educational practices that year. 

 

OPS School Food Service had become big businessðthe biggest ñrestaurantò in town.  Herb 

Parker, Community Relations Director for OPS in 1968, reported  in a ñYour Schoolò column 

in the Messenger-Inquirer, that during the previous school year, Owensboro schools had served 

ñéalmost 1 million meals and more than 1 million pints of milk in nine months.ò  They served 

ñType Aò meals (as designated by the government) that included 2 oz. protein,  Ĳ cup 

vegetable or fruit or a combination of both, 2 t. butter or margarine, 1 slice of bread, ½ pt. milk, 

with dessert being optional.  The starting hourly wage for a lunchroom matron was $1.30. 
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The 1970s 
 

Roy B. Smith, who retired as an assistant superintendent in 1970, joined the school system in 

1927.  Upon his retirement after 43 years in the district, Mr. Smith said in a Messenger-

Inquirer interview that when he came to Owensboro as a young teacher ñéthe seats were 

fastened to the floor and the students all faced the teacher.ò  He went on to say, ñSince 1927, I 

have watched the classroom environment move to a flexible classroom arrangement in which 

pupils share in planning.  There is an interchange of experiences and ideas.ò 

 

Indeed, the look of education in the Owensboro Public Schools changed in many ways.  In the 

fall of 1970, Emerson Elementary School began a pilot program that gave their classrooms a 

ñnewò look.  Emerson teachers had attended a summer workshop to prepare them for 

significant change in classroom structure according to an article in the Oct. 30, 1970, 

Messenger-Inquirer.   

 

The article talked of the new classroom look as a change from the traditional rooms full of 

desks to rooms that would have listening and art centers, new books and games to be used in 

activity centers, tape recorders and record players for student use, area rugs and rocking chairs 

would provide an inviting atmosphere for reading groups and students would be allowed to 

move around.  Emerson Principal Catherine Lyons was quoted as saying that the new 

arrangements gave students ñfreedom to move physically and intellectually.ò  She observed 

that ñstudents were happier when they donôt have to sit and push a pencil all day.ò   

 

Changes were on the horizon for all OPS schools and ñindividualized instructionò was being 

recognized as the direction education must take to better serve students according to Frances 

Lashbrook, the Assistant Superintendent for Elementary Instruction, at that time.  Miss 

Lashbrook and her colleagues were among the most forward-thinking educators in the country 

as they willingly tried new concepts to keep the Owensboro Public Schools moving into a 

changing world.  Cooperative and team teaching were innovations of that period.   

 

There was a new boldness among teachers as they challenged the state regarding control over 

teacher working conditions seeking more control at the local level.  The Kentucky Education 

Association called for a work stoppage across the state in late February 1970.  As a result of 

that action, Owensboro schools were closed from February 24 until March 2 as they joined 

teachers across the state in calling attention to their concerns and the inaction of the state 

legislature to address those concerns.  

 

The Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 coupled with several federal grants to 

the district enabled the district to take an inter-disciplinary approach to educating students with 

disabilities.  The federal project provided individualized instruction for students with 

disabilities that would be designed by a team of teachers and therapists (speech, music, 

occupational, physical, and recreational).  Each child was assessed in terms of what 

developmental strategies and tools were needed to develop individual skills.  Project Liaison 

Karen Goetzy and Supervisor of Special Education Betty Sue Hill and their staff were also 
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working to locate and identify all ñhandicappedò children in their service area so that those 

children could be served.   

 

Capabilities rather than disabilities of children became an important focus of classroom 

activities.  Tools such as electric page-turners, adjustable tables and desks to accommodate 

wheelchairs, and a bus with a hydraulic lift were made available to students who needed them. 

Owensboro Public Schools went on to develop a number of outstanding programs that continue 

to serve special needs children under the leadership of Dr. Duane Miller, Lana Montgomery, 

Kim Johnson and others through the years. 

 

Special needs students were usually in classrooms with children with similar needs.  In 1976, 

students were returned to regular classrooms whenever possible, a practice referred to as 

ñmainstreaming.ò  In most of the elementary schools, special education students were together 

for music, physical education and during lunchtime.  At the secondary level, some students 

were ñmainstreamedò into subject areas and in homeroom.   

 

In the January 1976 issue of the school district publication, Owensboro Interchange, Public 

Relations Director Jim Elkins profiled Owensboro Public School teachers.  In his article, he 

noted that over 72 percent of the districtôs teachers were women.  The average salary for a male 

teacher was $11,301 while female teachers earned an average salary of $10,281. The difference 

was attributed to more male teachers having earned a Masterôs Degree or above and more of 

them having more years of service.  Married women were outnumbering unmarried women 

with the lifting of the ban on married women teaching some years earlier.   

 

Dr. James Hilliard, Superintendent from 1968-1984, would deal with two extremes in student 

population over little more than a 10-year period.  In 1970, 15 schools included:  Owensboro 

Senior High, Estes Junior High, Foust Junior High, Southern Junior High, Cravens Elementary, 

Emerson Elementary, Franklin Elementary, Goodloe Elementary, Lee Elementary, Lincoln 

Elementary, Longfellow Elementary, Mary Mitchell Elementary, Newton Parrish Elementary, 

Seven Hills Elementary, and Washington (Sutton) Elementary.  In the mid-1970s kindergarten 

was added to the elementary schools.  The energy crisis of the 1970s resulted in many of the 

windows in school buildings being replaced with smaller windows and energy-efficient exterior 

walls.    

 

The 1970s marked the peak in enrollment that was reflected in all three local school districts as 

ñBaby Boomersò reached high school age.  In 1970, more than 21,000 students were enrolled in 

public and private schools in the Owensboro-Daviess County area.  OPS enrollment topped 

7,600.   

 

Adult Education class enrollment exploded in the early 1970s, too.  During the 1973-74 school 

year, 457 adults enrolled in a variety of evening community classes ranging from business 

training to pie baking.  In just four years, the enrollment had jumped to 2,850.  The popular 

adult program continued for a number of years under the sponsorship of the Owensboro Board 

of Education.  Today, it exists through a partnership with the county school board and the 

Owensboro Community and Technical College. 
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In 1973, school lunches increased to 40 (elementary)/ 45 (secondary) cents and Congress 

increased federal dollars to the school lunch program.  In February 1977, the school breakfast 

program went into effect for all OPS schools.  The programôs success was obvious 

immediately.  In its first full month of operation, the district served 1,454 students a total of 

29,073 breakfasts.  Breakfast was 15 cents for elementary and 20 cents for secondary students.  

The meal consisted of milk, fruit or juice or a vegetable, and bread or cereal.   

  

Throughout the 1970s, a progressive administrative team brought many of the newest 

educational ideas to the District.  Team teaching, individualized instruction, and modern audio-

visual aids were among the innovations putting Owensboro schools on the cutting edge of 

educational changes.  Year-round school was proposed for the first time locally.  The 12-month 

school plan was an innovation in education that made maximum use of school buildings and 

would relieve overcrowding if students attended three of every four quarters.  Community 

opposition soon put the idea to rest.  A significant calendar change would not be introduced 

again until the late 1990s when an ñAlternative Calendarò was adopted.   

 

Schools and individual students in the 1970s enjoyed receiving free books thanks to the 

Reading is Fundamental (RIF) program and Xerox Corporation.  In 1978 alone, 33,000 books 

were given to OPS schools and students.  Federal programs such as Work Orientation and 

Experience (WOEP) under the direction of Steve Hughes, gave students the opportunity to 

learn skills and work experience.  Dr. Bill Chandler coordinated such programs as ñCommunity 

Schoolò and ñRight to Readò that centered on Adult Education.   

 

Extreme overcrowding at the high school and the need to reconfigure the grades and facilities 

resulted in the school districtôs reorganization of its 6-3-3 grade structure.  Every decision was 

made based on what was best for students. 

 

Three junior highs were converted to the middle school configuration at Estes, Foust, and 

Southern.  Mary Mitchell Elementary School became Southern Middle School.  Under the new 

configuration, Owensboro High School was split with the 9
th
 and 10

th
 grades in the building at 

1300 Booth Avenue that had been Southern Junior High.   

 

Southern Middle School opened its doors in 1972 to 760 students to operate until the fall of 

1981 when reorganization once again brought a change.  As high school enrollment dropped 

and several schools were closed, the school became Owensboro Middle School serving all 6
th
 

and 7
th
 graders in the District.  

 

A grant from the Kentucky Crime Commission for an Alternative School in 1974 allowed the 

system to open a program for students who were not successful in the typical setting for 

emotional, social, cultural, or academic reasons.  The program was housed in the former 

Franklin School and, later, became the Choice High program. 

 

Technology was in its infancy in the late 1970s.  Even hand-held calculators were relatively 

new to the classroom.  Early computers were large and expensive with few available programs.  

But, by 1978, the junior high had a Computer Curriculum Corporation (CCC-17) unit that had 

6 terminals offering very basic math drills and practice programs.   

 



29 
 

Record snowfalls shut down schools.  Snow Days presented significant challenges when 

students had to make up those days during the winters of 1977 and 1978.  In 1978, students 

missed 13 days because of ice and snow.  The unusual winter played such havoc with the 

school calendar that spring break was used for make-up days.  The tradition of many OHS 

students, teachers and their families heading to Panama City for spring break made the 

cancellation of the break an unpopular one that has often been recalled when talk turns to when 

snow days will be made up from year to year.   

          

Just 10 years after the OPS population growth climaxed, Dr. Hilliard and the School Board 

were faced with the need to close three older elementary schools, redistrict, and restructure the 

schools. Enrollment dropped from a high of 7,734 in 1969 to 5,865 in 1977, a 24% decline.  

Longfellow had closed in 1975.   

 

The 1980s 
 

The 1980s brought a new alignment in the District.  This was a difficult time in the Districtôs 

history when a hundred years of growth peaked and a significant decline in student population 

began because of lower birth rates (a national trend), residential growth beyond the Districtôs 

frozen boundaries, and diminishing residences in business areas made it necessary to reduce 

staff and close three elementary schools.  

 

James Elkins, OPS Community Relations Director in 1980, explained the districtôs plight to 

parents and employees in a series of articles that year.  His articles paint a picture of difficult 

decisions on the part of the school board and administrators as they experienced revenue cuts 

and dipping enrollment.  Something had to be done to save the district financially.  

Superintendent Hilliardôs proposal that Estes Middle School be closed in order to save 

$176,000 in operating expenses was rejected.  Added to local income woes, a 13% to 14% 

inflation rate, dwindling federal dollars, Kentucky House Bill 44 that capped the tax rate, and 

unfunded mandates meant a $439,224 loss in budgeted funds for 1981.   

 

It was reported that the Districtôs contingency fund totaled $71 (plus $132,000 in instructional 

salaries that would carry over to the next year).  Elkins wrote, ñExtremely cold weather during 

the winter could wipe out the $71 contingency fund and the old adage of órobbing Peter to pay 

Paulô is applicable to switching salary money to the budget for the coming school year.ò  

 

During the 1981-1982 school year, it became more evident that to remain financially solvent, 

the District would have to take drastic action.  The Board decided to close three elementary 

schools (those most in need of updating)ðGoodloe, Lee, and Lincoln. 

 

Even more difficult than that was the realization that enrollment figures could not support the 

size staff currently employed.  Forty to fifty positions had to be cut and seniority guidelines 

were established.  Ask any board member or administrator serving at that time and they will 

likely say it was the hardest they had to face during their tenure.   

 

The reorganization brought new opportunities.  As older school buildings were closed, all 

elementary students were served in well-maintained, more efficient facilities.  The six resulting 
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elementary schools were Cravens, Estes, Foust, Newton Parrish, Seven Hills and Sutton.  The 

two middle schools, Estes and Foust, became large elementary schools and the intermediate 

grades were served on what later became the OMS and Owensboro 5-6 Center campus.   

 

In 1982, the district developed a six-year strategic plan that provided a framework for 

curriculum and achievement.  While budget was an issue, quality of instruction remained high. 

 

As part of the reorganization, new staffs developed bonds in their new buildings.  As part of the 

realignment, Project Team (for students with multiple disabilities) was housed at Longfellow 

following its closure as an elementary school and TMH (students with trainable mental 

disabilities) were housed at the three-story Mattingly Building (Franklin building).  Then, since 

Seven Hills Elementary School had only 120 students and was not cost efficient to continue to 

operate, the Board decided to move the Project Team and Mattingly students to the one-story 

facility.  The combined facility provided many opportunities for the interactivity of the 

elementary students and students with special needs.  That program continued for a number of 

years until 2005 before students were placed in other schools.   

 

Streamlining operating costs allowed the District to make necessary improvements to buildings.  

In January 1983, the school board let bids for air conditioning at OHS, OMS, Sutton, and Seven 

Hills.  Air conditioning was a welcome addition to all the schools.  

 

The Computer Age was impacting the classroom.  Students were being introduced to new 

technology most often in a computer ñlabò setting.  Technology instructors at the time, Tom 

Cox (OHS), John Beisel (OJHS) and Sharon Westerfield (OMS) were among the first to fully 

understand the changes that computers were about to bring to schools.  In 1983, Superintendent 

Hilliard recommended that the board purchase 32 microcomputers that would include 26 for 

OHS and 6 for the junior high.  The Boardôs $60,000 computer purchase from Radio Shack 

provided computers that had a 48,000-word memory.  The high school got 12 additional 

computers that were networked to a teacher control board and used to teach computer literacy 

and programming.  At that time, OHS Principal Bill VanWinkle sited current statistics that 

indicated that in five years, 70 percent of the workforce would need computer skills. School 

video was in its infancy with just a few camcorders scattered throughout the schoolsð

generally housed in the media center or used extensively by athletic teams.   

 

In 1983, the district office got its first IBM System/34 that was to be used by the business 

office and was expected to eventually handle attendance and student scheduling.  Initially, three 

terminals were installed at central officeðone for the bookkeeping office and one for Payroll 

Clerk Jo Ann Fortner and Pupil Personnel Secretary Betty Davis.  Superintendent Hilliard 

expressed his plan to eventually have a terminal at each school so that attendance information 

could be entered daily.  At that time, records were still done manually.   

 

In an effort to serve all students, a program to identify gifted and talented students at the 

elementary school grades 3-5 level began during the 1979-80 school year coordinated by 

elementary teacher/consultant Jo Ann Penrod.  By the 1981-82 school year, the program had 

been expanded from 90 students in grades 3-6 to include students in grades 6-9.  Students were 

typically ñpulled outò of their regular classrooms to work with the program.  Selection to 

participate in that program was based on teacher nomination, achievement tests, the 



31 
 

Torrance Test of Creativity, Renzulli Hartman Scale, and a student and parent inventory.  

Grants to the district allowed the program to be expanded to the secondary level.  Anne North, 

teacher/consultant, worked with 90 middle and junior high students in the expanded program.  

Students in the gifted and talented program worked on creative thinking and problem-solving 

while secondary students found themselves ñbrainstormingò and developing higher order 

ñthinkingò skills.   

 

Shelia Depp, Gifted and Talented Coordinator, recalls that in 1987, the elementary program 

became self-contained with 4
th
 and 5

th
 grade students from across the district attending classes 

at Newton Parrish or Sutton elementary schools.  By the mid-1990s with the 5-6 Center in 

place, the self-contained classes at those two locations were discontinued.   

 

Mrs. Depp explains that while early gifted and talented services provided by OPS were 

voluntary, today state law requires schools to serve gifted students.  ñService plansò for 

individuals set goals for each identified student.  Areas of identification are: general 

intellectual; special academic areasðmath, science, language arts, and social studies; 

leadership; creativity; and visual and performing artsðmusic, art, dance, and drama.  Within 

each school, gifted students are served through differentiated instruction, accelerated classes 

and enrichment opportunities.  Formal identification begins in the 4th grade, but primary 

students who demonstrate potential in any of the areas are offered various types of 

differentiation to help them further develop their potential. 

 

Owensboro was an early leader in adult education.  In 1975, the program had moved from a 

small house to the Longfellow Building that had closed as an elementary school.  In 1982, Sue 

Fariss was honored by the Kentucky Association for Continuing Education and the Kentucky 

Community Education Association for her efforts to build OPS Adult Learning over a 12-year 

period from a total of 25 students to 472.   

 

Dr. J. Frank Yeager (Superintendent from 1984 to1991) came to the District at a time when the 

most recent reorganization was established and there was concern that smaller size might mean 

a loss in quality.  He made it clear that was not the case.  One of his primary focuses was on 

instruction and the development of a mastery reading program.  Many of the school buildings 

were beginning to need to be updated and he would see that all OPS schools were in good 

condition during his tenure.   

  

Dr. Yeager brought with him an interesting history.  He had served as a Secret Service Agent 

for President John Kennedy and left service under President Lyndon Johnson to return to the 

education profession. Never one to back off from tough issues, he was a staunch advocate for 

his school district, which could mean taking on the state from time to time on school issues.

  

On April 4, 1987, a fire severely damaged the north wing of Owensboro High School and 

caused extensive smoke damage to the entire school, including a newly renovated section of the 

building.  The two-story north wing was sealed off for reconstruction.  The rest of the building 

underwent a thorough cleaning and deodorizing process that allowed classes to continue. 

 

In the 1980s, Senior High's enrollment continued to decline as residential neighborhoods spread 

outside the school districtôs boundaries.  In 1987, enrollment had declined to 804 (grades 10-
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12)
 
from a high of approximately 1,750 (grades 10-12).

 
 In fall of 1989, the 9th grade class 

became a part of the OHS campus bringing the enrollment back to more than 1,000. 

The development in the 1980s of more academic competitions throughout the region made it 

apparent that the Tradition of Excellence in instruction was ongoing.  Advanced Placement 

(AP) courses were introduced at OHS well before many schools were offering advanced 

courses.  Dr. Yeager kept his promise that declining enrollment would not mean a decline in 

excellence. 
 

The 1990s 
 

All schools in Kentucky would undergo change as the provisions of the Kentucky Education 

Reform Act (KERA) began to be implemented in the early 1990s.  The Mary Mitchell 

Preschool for at-risk 3- and 4-year-olds was opened in October 1990.  State testing was 

developed and fine-tuned and a number of curriculum issues were addressed.  Technology 

implementation continued to be an important focus.   

 

The Family and Youth Resource Centers that were a component of the 1990 KERA reform 

initiative fit easily into the caring and helping environment that already existed in the district.   

The resource center concept gave schools a structure for helping students and families with a 

number of needs.  The centers provide a link to Owensboro social service agencies as well as 

other programs that assist students and families.  ñIt Takes Everyone to Educate Everyoneò 

became a slogan of the school district at a period of time when the phrase ñIt Takes a Village to 

Raise a Childò was a national focus.  

 

Many of the ñinnovationsò of KERA were based on ñbest practicesò in education and OPS 

schools were already putting many of those practices to work in its classrooms.  But, there were 

plenty of changes to be made for every school in the state.  Dr. Bill Chandler, Superintendent 

from 1991-1997, undertook the challenges presented to the school district with numerous 

KERA changes and he also oversaw a number of improvements.   

 

The early 1990s brought construction of pavilions at Newton Parrish, Cravens, and Sutton 

elementary schools to allow more space for PE classes.  Classrooms were also added at Newton 

Parrish.   

 

In the fall of 1990, the district spent a million dollars on computer hardware and software to 

bring schools into the technology age.  Computer labs furnished with Tandy 1000 SL/E 

computers and the Jostens Integrated Learning software at all elementary schools as well as 

more computer labs at OMS and OHS were revolutionary additions to OPS schools.  For the 

first time, computers were providing students with the entire 26 volumes of Comptonôs 

Multimedia Encyclopedia at the touch of a mouse.  Students and teachers were fascinated with 

the programôs ability to let students see animated sequences showing the movement of a joint 

or a swimming whale.  Students could even hear samples of musical pieces or the sound an 

animal makes.  A complete Websterôs Intermediate Dictionary voiced 1,250 glossary words.   

Who would have dreamed of Internet, SmartBoards and other technology commonplace today. 
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Staff professional development became more important than ever in a changing educational 

environment.  While teachers were learning ways to integrate KERA testing requirements into 

the curriculum, integrating areas of the arts into PE and other core content subjects, learning 

about portfolio writing, and being trained on the use of the newest technology to arrive in their 

classrooms, bus drivers, lunchroom staff, and other support staff members were also routinely 

receiving training in their areas of responsibilities.   

 

By the mid-1990s OPS cafeterias were taking on a look to appeal to the ñmodernò student.  A 

ñcaf®ò look at OMS and OHS and brightly decorated lunchrooms throughout the district were 

created.  The menus were lightening up, too.  New recipes that reduced salt, sugar and fat 

became standard in all the OPS cafeterias.  But one thing did not changeðthe studentsô favorite 

menu itemðpizza. 

 

The first community ñReadifestò to help students get ready to go back to school was held in the 

summer of 1993.  The annual Yellowbanks Craft Fest at Owensboro Middle School brought 

huge crowds on a November weekend to browse the craft booths and purchase bean soupð

sometimes by the gallon.  Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA) testing was in its third year 

and finally being understood a bit better.  The terms ñDistinguished,ò ñProficient,ò 

ñApprentice,ò and ñNoviceò were becoming more commonplace.  

 

In the fall of 1994, the use of all tobacco products by students, employees and visitors was 

prohibited on school grounds.  Gone were the days of smoking areas by the back door and 

smoking in the teachersô lounges.  Block scheduling was introduced at Owensboro High School 

with four 83-minute periods a day providing students a six-period load, rotating on a three-

week cycle.  The complicated schedule evolved over the next few years into a much more 

refined block scheduling system that continues today. 

 

In 1995, it was necessary to move the Mary Mitchell Preschool, first into several elementary 

school buildings, then in 1997 into its new facilityðthe Hager Preschool.  The move allowed 

the District to create the Owensboro 5-6 Center to house all 5
th
 and 6

th
 graders so that the 

middle school facility would be less crowded as would the elementary schools. 

 

Beginning in the 1995-1996 school year, the district configuration was:  Cravens, Estes, Foust, 

Newton Parrish, Seven Hills and Sutton, Pre-School through 4
th
 grade; Owensboro 5-6 Center, 

5
th
 and 6

th
 grades; OMS, 7

th
 and 8

th
 grades; OHS, grades 9-12. Mattingly School, the 

Alternative School at Choice, TEAM, and Homebound programs continued much as they had 

been.  The Mattingly, Choice and TEAM programs became integrated into other school 

locations throughout the District within the next few years.  Several community and OHS 

programs would continue to be housed at Longfellow. 

 

In 1996, $6.2 million in building renovations added a 7,600 square foot state-of-the-art media 

center, television broadcast studio, remodeled guidance and front offices, telephones in 

classrooms, computer labs, and science rooms at OHS.  Though most OPS schools were getting 

some age on them, all buildings continued to be updated and new technology added to keep 

them all in excellent condition.   
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Under the guidance of Dr. Carolyn McGaughey, Superintendent from 1997-2001, significant 

emphasis was placed on development of a more comprehensive district-wide fine arts focus, 

kindergarten became a full-day program, and the district adopted an alternative calendar to 

reduce learning gaps.  Initially, the alternative calendar met with some resistance because it 

would shorten the summer break, even though it would add a fall break and increase the length 

of other breaks.  Intercession classes and activities began to be offered during the breaks.  As 

students and their families and employees became accustomed to the routine breaks, the 

calendar became very popular and, when the three-year pilot period ended, the calendar was 

kept by popular consensus.  

 

Dr. McGaughey was a voice for the arts that set a plan in place for the future development of a 

much greater arts program throughout the District.  Music teacher Julie White was selected to 

fill  a new position as Fine and Performing Arts Specialist.  In 1999 under her direction, the first 

annual OPS Fine Arts Festival was staged at the RiverPark Center.  The five-night festival 

showcased the talents of more than 1,200 students in the areas of choral music, band, orchestra, 

dance, drama, and the visual arts.  The series of events were an immediate success.  The 

festival has become an annual event.  Dr. McGaughey also commissioned the creation of an Art 

Bus that traveled from school to school providing additional art resources to students.  Since 

that time, the fine arts program has continued to grow.   

 

The 2000s 
 

The Owensboro Public Schools serve approximately 4,300 students P-12.  Facilities include a 

preschool for at risk 3- and 4-year olds, 5 elementary schools, a 5
th
-6

th
 grade center, a 7

th
-8

th
 

grade middle school, one high school, and a 7th-12th grade alternative school.  All facilities are 

well maintained and have undergone renovation in recent years with technology as a major 

focus in the process.  

  

The Owensboro Public Schools have built on its tradition of excellence to continue to address 

every studentôs needs.  From an extensive high school AP program to an outstanding preschool 

for at-risk students, the District provides its students with excellent educational opportunities 

delivered by highly qualified and caring faculty and staff. 

 

A $1.8 million grant from the U.S. Department of Education established the districtôs first five 

21
st
 Century Learning Centers.  Additional centers were added and funding allowed for 

numerous academic and enrichment programs.  A few months later, the district again received 

good news when an elementary counselor grant for $1.16 million to be spread over a three-year 

period was received.  The school district benefits from a number of grants year in and year out 

that go beyond what would be funded by regular revenue. 

 

In July 2001, Dr. Larry Vick was hired as Superintendent.  The District was facing difficult 

financial times as the state continued to reduce funding and mandated initiatives continued to 

take more and more of the districtôs financial resources.  He spent the next two years guiding 

the system through the process of reorganizing the District office, state and federal funding 

cuts, maximizing financial resources, increasing teachersô salaries, added curriculum 

coordinators in each school, and began looking at improvements to the high school.  By 2004, 
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the District had once again overcome significant hurdles to get to the point where it could move 

ahead.   

 

Dr. Vick and the school board turned their attention to future needs of the district.  The area of 

greatest need was Owensboro High School.  While it has been beautifully maintained, as have 

all OPS schools, it lacked sufficient space for a number of class and extracurricular activities.  

A new school gymnasium and expanded fine and performing arts facilities were badly needed 

on the high school grounds.  The Board began working with the architectural firm of Sherman 

Carter Barnhart PSC from Lexington to design an addition that will  meet those needs for years 

to come.  In the summer of 2007, the Kentucky Department of Educationôs State Board granted 

approval to move ahead with the project design and building of the addition with construction 

getting underway in the summer of 2008. 

 

In 2005, the District added Shifley Park to its sports facilities through a unique partnership with 

the City of Owensboro, who owns the park.  Seven Hills Elementary School was converted to 

an alternative school and the elementary students who attended there were divided between 

Estes and Newton Parrish.  The rezoning was the result of declining enrollment at Seven Hills 

and the need for more space at the high school as well as the opportunity to develop alternative 

programs that would encourage the success of struggling students. 

 

Another innovation provides for all elementary school students to receive lessons in Spanish 

and in piano keyboarding.  Brain research supports the link between music and improved 

reading, math, social studies and motor skills.  The ñwindow of opportunityò for children to 

most readily learn a second language is at the elementary school age. 

 

OPS fitness initiatives have earned a national 2004 Magna Award from the American School 

Boards Journal.  The Fit for Life cardiovascular fitness program in the Owensboro 5-6 Center, 

Owensboro Middle School and Owensboro High School; the Learn to Swim program for all 

OPS 3
rd

 graders; Newton Parrish Elementary Schoolôs walking track; cross county meets for 

elementary students also gained front page attention from USA Today in December 2004 and 

from the Kentucky Educational Television network in 2005.  In the summer of 2005, the 

district received a grant that would place fitness equipment in every elementary school. 

The District has continued to put an emphasis on fine arts.  In the spring of 2005, the 

Owensboro Board of Educationôs Fine and Performing Arts Programs were recognized with a 

Kentucky School Boards Association PEAK (Public Education Achieves in Kentucky) Award.   

The Owensboro Board of Education supports the Arts in a way that few school boards do.  The 

result is making a significant difference to OPS students.  An annual Fine and Performing Arts 

Festival at the RiverPark Center showcases more than 1,000 students in choral and instrumental 

music, drama, dance and visual arts. 

 

The district funds a certified music teacher in every elementary school and has Yamaha piano 

labs in each elementary building.  The 21st Century Program offers art clubs, drama clubs and 

dance clubs which are filled to capacity.  Every elementary building has a select childrenôs 

chorus that performs as a district-wide elementary chorus at the annual fine arts festival.  

Instrumental music instruction (band and orchestra) at OPS begins in fifth grade.  OPS 

performance groups are well respected throughout the state.  OPS groups are selected to 
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perform consistently at the state Kentucky Music Educators Convention, and The Center 

Chorus has performed on the national and international level.   

 

The Owensboro High School Rose Curtain Players is the oldest high school theatre group in the 

state.  A normal season for them includes a Shakespeare play, a Broadway musical, a childrenôs 

theatre tour, and several other plays.  This would not be possible without early learning 

experiences in drama beginning at our 5-6 Center and middle school.  OPS drama students are 

given opportunities to perform at school venues and at RiverPark Center in the annual OPS 

Fine Arts Festival now in its 11
th
 year.  Dance instruction in OPS schools not only takes place 

in after-school dance clubs, but it is integrated into the physical education curriculum.  

Instructors have been given professional development from some of the stateôs finest dance 

teachers on how to develop the psychomotor and the affective domain through movement 

activities.  OPS students look forward to dance instruction and are showcased each year when 

every school in the district provides a fully choreographed presentation at the Fine Arts Festival 

at RiverPark Center.  This event has become so popular that RiverParkôs 1,500 seats cannot 

hold the audience.   

 

Community Arts partnerships exist with the symphony, performing arts center, art museum, art 

guild, TWO (local drama troupe), IBMM (International Bluegrass Music Museum), science 

museum and local colleges.  In 2004, RiverPark Center purchased a canvas artwork developed 

by Estes elementary school children for $1,000 to hang in its lobby.  Daviess County Fiscal 

Court has commissioned the OHS art team to provide artwork for their building.  The list goes 

on.  But, the bottom line is that the Boardôs commitment to Arts education is enhancing the 

lives of thousands of young people in this community in a way that is unique in light of budget 

restraints and curriculum demands.  OPS makes the Arts regularly accessible to all students so 

that they, in turn, can regularly access the Arts their entire lives. 

 

Owensboro Public Schoolsô students take top state academic and athletic honors.  Routinely, 

Owensboro High School produces Governorôs Scholars, Regional Academic All-Stars, and 

National Merit Finalists, as well as students outstanding in many areas.  Academically, OPS 

students are competitive on regional, state and national levels.  The 2008 Senior Class was 

offered more than $5 million in scholarships to various universities. Graduates excel in the 

finest colleges and universities.  The Rose Curtain Players continue to put OHS in the spotlight.  

In August of 2007, they made their first appearance abroad when they performed by invitation 

at the Fringe Festival in Edinburgh, Scotland. 

 

The Owensboro Public School District has been designated as an ñExemplary Growth Districtò 

for making significant gains toward their goals according to results from the Kentucky Core 

Content Test (KCCT) released by the Kentucky Department of Education over the past two 

years.  The District has met all NCLB Adequate Yearly Progress goals each year through 2009.   

Student progress is tracked with online Measures of Academic Progress testing.   

 

OHS has 29 athletic state team championship titles to its credit, with the most recent team 

championship coming to OHS in June 2008 when the Girlsô Track Team won State.  

Owensboro High School has one of the most successful athletic programs in Kentucky. 
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The Owensboro High School $23 million expansion to accommodate a growing fine arts 

program and to add additional athletic facilities was completed in 2010.  Instructional League 

for OPS elementary (grades 3-6) boys and girls that provides free league teams in soccer, 

volleyball, basketball, softball, and baseball was introduced in the fall of 2007.  

 

Students and teachers have numerous technology tools in classrooms including Classroom 

Performance Systems, Smart Boards, Airliners, UnitedStreaming videos, and much more.  

Wireless access is being added throughout OPS buildings.  Students are performing online 

research using the Kentucky Virtual Library and other Web sites.  A $5 million technology plan 

was adopted in the spring of 2010, which will provide significant staff training and digital 

lesson development as well as computer equipment. 

 

Owensboro Public School teachers receive high level and ongoing professional development on 

technology as well as current educational issues.  Curriculum and instruction are ever changing 

to meet student needs.   

 

 

For more information about Owensboro Public Schools, visit the District Web site at 

www.Owensboro.kyschools.us 

 

 

Owensboro High School ribbon cutting on August 8, 2010 for $23 million fine arts and gym additions. 


