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Learning by Doing: True to the Hersheys’ Vision 

When studying history, it is important to look at who, what, where, and when, but in order to truly 
understand a topic, it is the why that gives full meaning. In the same way, for us to understand 
why Milton Hershey set up the Hershey Industrial School the way he did, one needs to look at 
Milton Hershey’s childhood, because it foreshadows the current Milton Hershey School in many 
ways. Young Milton enjoyed gathering chestnuts and acorns, trapping muskrats, picking 
watercress, and fishing in the country around Derry Church.  
 
After his family moved to Lancaster County, Milton gathered eggs, milked cows, and sold berries 
door to door. As he grew older, his interests expanded to trapping skunks--until he tried to catch 
one with his bare hands and received the wrath of the skunk. After being sent home by the 
teacher, Milton’s mother, Fanny, had him get rid of his traps. Not to be deterred, Milton showed 
signs of his business savvy by striking a deal with his friends that he would give them his traps on 
the condition that they return half the profits to him. Milton Hershey further developed his 
entrepreneurial skills in Philadelphia, where his mother sold butter. According to the unpublished 
biography by Dr. Paul A.W. Wallace, after Mr. Hershey achieved success he was asked, “‘How 
did you get so rich?’ he replied: ‘I started to sprout potatoes for people in Philadelphia to earn 
money to buy candy. And then I sold that and kept on sprouting potatoes.’”  
 
When Milton Hershey was creating his home and school, he looked to his own upbringing as a 
foundation. He was quoted many times in publications that a farm was “the right place for a boy  
to start” and it was only natural for him and Catherine to have their school family grow up in the 
Hershey family Homestead. In the Hershey Industrial School Deed of Trust, Milton Hershey was 
specific and intentional incorporating “agriculture, horticulture, gardening, such mechanical trades 
and handicrafts...” education into the curriculum. He stated as much to a reporter for the Brooklyn 
Eagle in 1929, “I had always realized,” Mr. Hershey related, “that farming was the backbone of 
the country. At first I planned a small school for boys where they could learn just farming, but now 
they receive real industrial training.”  
 
This photograph from 1912 shows boys in the carpentry classroom making practical items they 
will use every day. The catalog-viewbook from the same year, written by Superintendent George 
Copenhaver, describes instruction for the students in agriculture, horticulture, veterinary, manual 
training, and dairy departments, but that “there is also a provision made in the deed in which Mr. 
Hershey sets forth an allowance for taking up other callings.”  
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Arthur Whiteman, class of 1927, described the diverse education in the 1926 catalog and how the 
students learned things that were valuable by working in the truck-patch gardens. He stated that, 
“the truck gardens are useful for two purposes: (1) The crops are used to feed about one hundred 
and seventy-five growing children and about fifty grown people and (2) They furnish all the 
experience necessary for anybody who wishes to take up that kind of work. Everybody has a 
chance at this kind of work.” The students planted flowers in the greenhouses, learned different 
trades including painting, carpentry under the instructions of Mr. J.K. Putt (who one time had 
charge of the carpenters working for Mr. Hershey), plumbing, and welding under the instruction of 
an expert welder from the Hershey Chocolate Company.  
 
The tradition of learning by doing has been sustained throughout the history of Milton Hershey 
School. When planning for the new Junior-Senior High School that opened in 1934, Milton 
Hershey himself suggested two learning tracks, ceramics as well as baking and candy-making. 
Beginning in 1931, students built staff homes on the school campus and private homes in the 
community. Camp Milton, built by students in 1952 is currently being renovated under the 
supervision of carpentry teacher Richard Mattis, who graduated from the School in that trade in 
1963. Martin Beck, class of 1971, teaches automotive skills that he learned at MHS. Alumnus 
Mike Kenna, class of 1970 remembers learning the printing trade and how meaningful those skills 
became when the finished product, such as a football program or the Acropolis yearbook, would 
be seen and used.  
 
Today, Milton Hershey School students are exposed to a wide variety of experiential learning. 
Students from Pre-K to 12th grade have the opportunity to learn about banking, business, 
architecture, culinary arts, videography, carpentry, auto mechanics, and agricultural areas 
including maple syrup, goats, bees, corn, horticulture, and much more. They learn not only from 
their teachers, but from professionals employed by The Hershey Company, Penn State Milton S. 
Hershey Medical Center, and Hershey Entertainment and Resorts Company.  
 
From learning welding in 1926 from a chocolate company welder, to building homes and fixing 
cars, to learning authentic business management skills in 2012 from a Hershey Company 
executive, Milton Hershey School remains true to Milton and Catherine Hershey’s vision as Milton 
described in the September 13, 1924 issue of Liberty Magazine, “I wanted to get away from the 
idea of institutions and charity and compulsion, and to give as many boys as possible real homes, 
real comforts, education, and training, so they would be useful and happy citizens.”  
 
The mission of the Milton Hershey School remains true to the ideas upon which it was 
founded in 1909: to nurture and educate children in social and financial need to lead 
fulfilling and productive lives. The Department of School History actively collects, 
preserves, and interprets the history of Milton Hershey School. For more information 
about Milton Hershey School and its history, please visit us at www.mhskids.org. 

	  


