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The history of our times can be written
from the catalogs of the Westfield Adult School
(WAS), one of Westfield’s great old institu-
tions. To read through the catalogs is to take
a cultural and political tour of the past 65
years, the courses mirroring the concerns of
the country.

The Westfield Adult School opened in Oc-
tober 1938 at Roosevelt Junior High School
after a year of planning and with the sponsor-
ship of 36 local organizations. With great
fanfare, the first “principal”, George D. Smith,
wrote, “the educational millennium has
dawned. This is
the kind of
school we have
been dreaming
of. No home-
work! No exami-
nations! No en-
trance require-
ments! No cred-
its! Just a chance
to learn!”

The driving
force behind the
school was Mrs.
A l f r e d
Schroeder, of
the Westfield
Woman’s Club, who solicited support from
Westfield’s clubs, organizations, businessmen,
educators, and interested citizens. The first
night was oversubscribed, with 900 students
and 1600 separate course registrations.

The Westfield High School newspaper, the
Hi’s Eye, reported that high school students
had a new excuse for not doing their home-
work: “Since the start of the Adult Education

School one of the chief excuses has been, ‘I
couldn’t do it because I had to help my mother
with her homework.’”

But Westfield parents were concerned with
more than homework. The U.S. was warily
eyeing Europe, and Japan had invaded China,
by that first semester, Fall 1938. For those
uneasy parents, the Adult School offered
courses on “Current World Problems” and the
“Sino-Japanese Problem” taught by professors
from NYU and Drew.

With the Nazi storm rising in Europe, a
course on Germany was added in 1939-40
which included a study of German culture and
the background of Germanic groups in the U.S.

Perspective could
be had down the
hall where a
Princeton profes-
sor taught a course
on Shakespeare’s
plays. And ball-
room dancing was
always a big hit.

After America
entered the war,
the Adult School
offered courses in
Modern Com-
mun i c a t i on s ,
First Aid, Hu-
man Relations in

Wartime, Nutrition, Nursing, Personal Re-
sources in Action and Piloting (small boats).

Aeronautics and Wartime Cookery were to
be offered next, but wartime restrictions forced
the school to close at the end of 1943. It
reopened in 1947. “Happy Days Are Here
Again” was being sung across the land. In that
same spirit, the school’s offerings were art,
ceramics, flower arrangements, glove making,

social dancing, and interior decoration.
However, one world political course was

offered, “Great Issues of World Politics.” It
focused, with prescience, on Soviet-American
Relations and the U.N.

A year later politics were
back on center-stage.
Princeton sent lecturers to
Westfield for a 10-part series
on “Current Political Issues;”
next year a Chinese professor
taught “China in Transition.”
The emergence of strong la-
bor unions after the war, the
passage of the Taft-Hartley
Act in 1947, and merger talks
between the AFL and CIO
occasioned a series of courses
led by Rutgers professors on
“Current Issues in Labor-
Management Relations” and
“Industrial Relations and the Present Emer-
gency.”

Soon after Dr. Benjamin Spock wrote his
legendary 1946 book “Baby and Child Care”
advising parents: “Trust yourself. You know
more     than you think you do”, and with the
growing interest in psychology in the 1950’s,
the Adult School started relevant courses and

lectures:
Growing Up with Your Child; The 10

Symptoms of Normality; Dates and Sex Edu-
cation; Discipline is Not Spanking; The Handi-
capped and the Delinquent are Still People;
Psychology of Human Personality; Under-
standing Boys; Understanding Children and
Aptitude Tests and You.

Just as America changed during the 1950’s,
so did the Adult School curriculum. In 1952,
it introduced its first “English for New Ameri-
cans” course, specifically designed for new
immigrants. This course, now called “English
for Non-English Speaker,” is still one of the

more popular.
Enrollment dipped at all the adult schools

in the state in the early 1950’s. Television, now
in most homes, kept people in at night. But
courses at the Adult School on important
topics soon brought them out again.

In 1957 the Cold War got everyone’s atten-
tion when Russia launched Sputnik. The
Adult School responded in 1958 with courses
addressing the Soviet threat: “Beginning Rus-
sian - Just in Case” and “Man and the Sky and
Sputnik too.”

In 1959, as Alaska was admitted to the
Union, a 10-session course on Russia, ar-
ranged with the Russian Institute of Colum-
bia University, was offered because: “only 50

miles of sea stand between the border of
Russia and the border of the United States —
this vast and complex country [Russia], may
hold the key to our future place in the world.”

The Russian language course
expanded to three levels.

“Trim & Slim” was intro-
duced in 1960 as moms threw
off their girdles. Yoga came soon
after.

In the 1960’s, America was
redefining its role in an increas-
ingly unstable world. There
were courses on India, Emerg-
ing Africa, The Soviet Union
and World Communism, The
Psychology of the Middle East,
20th Century Revolution, Latin
America and Asia in Revolt.

At home, with the passage of
the Civil Rights Act in 1964,

the Adult School offered courses on “The
Negro in the United States” (1967) and “Ur-
ban Negro Culture” (1970) taught by New
York professors and “Nonviolence and Social
Change.” “Our Endangered Environment”
appeared in 1971, the first computer pro-
gramming course in 1973 and, in 1979, a
course on divorce.

Through the 1980’s and 1990’s, courses in
investing, money management, travel and
computers kept the classrooms filled.

The Spring 2004 curriculum offers a course
on Comparative Religions and the Great De-
cisions discussion series including Diversity
in Islam, Weapons of Mass Destruction, and
Reform in the Middle East.

Today the Adult School has nearly 1,000
students and 85 courses. Students come from
over fifteen surrounding towns and delight in
the wide variety of courses. All adults and high
school students may enroll whether or not
they live in Westfield.

Many local residents are teachers at the
Adult School, offering their talents and exper-
tise. The members of the independent Board
of Trustees are from the Westfield region.
While WAS is a self-supporting, non-profit
institution, local groups provide WAS with
funds, donations, expertise and volunteers.

Gaile Boothe, the current President of the
Board of Trustees, says, “As a retired educator
I am pleased to serve our communities by
being part of the Westfield Adult School.”

Most of the Westfield Adult School courses
are held at Westfield High School on Monday
nights. The school is open eight weeks in the
fall and eight weeks in the spring. Enrollment
is by mail or in person throughout the semes-
ter since some courses meet only a few times
during the eight weeks. Fees for each course
are very reasonable.

For more information or to order a catalog
call (908) 232-4050 or go to the website,
www.westfieldnj.com/adultschool.

And come to
the school
you’ve always
dreamed of. No
homework! No
examinations!
No entrance re-
quirements! No
credits! Just a
chance to learn!
Come to the
Westfield Adult
School!
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