
When Black
Communities 
Built 
Their Own
Schools

How Black families
organized, raised

money, and created
places for their

children to learn.



Parents Demanded Schools
That Protected Their Children
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1834 | Rochester, New York

B L A C K  C H I L D R E N  F A C E D  R A C I A L

H A R A S S M E N T  I N  S C H O O L .  I N

R E S P O N S E ,  3 2  B L A C K  R E S I D E N T S

P E T I T I O N E D  F O R  A  S E P A R A T E

S C H O O L  W H E R E  T H E I R  K I D S  C O U L D

L E A R N  W I T H O U T  H AV I N G  T O  D E A L

W I T H  T H A T .  T H E S E  F A M I L I E S  P U S H E D

F O R  E D U C A T I O N  W H I L E  A L S O

R E F U S I N G  T O  A C C E P T  T H E

C O N D I T I O N S  T H E I R  C H I L D R E N  W E R E

B E I N G  F O R C E D  T O  E N D U R E .
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B L A C K  R E S I D E N T S  O R G A N I Z E D

T O  S U P P O R T  T H E I R  C H I L D R E N ' S

E D U C A T I O N  A N D  P R O V I D E  A

P L A C E  T O  W O R S H I P .  T H E Y  S E T

O U T  T O  R A I S E  $ 1 5 0  T H R O U G H

S U B S C R I P T I O N S  T O  B U I L D

S O M E T H I N G  T H A T  W O U L D

S E R V E  B O T H  P U R P O S E S .  B Y

P O O L I N G  W H A T  T H E Y  H A D  A N D

A P P E A L I N G  F O R  S U P P O R T ,  T H E Y

B U I LT  A  S C H O O L  A R O U N D  W H A T

T H E I R  C O M M U N I T Y  N E E D E D

M O S T .

1835 | Lockport, New York

Organizing to Fund a School 
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I N  1 8 6 2 ,  M A R T H A  C U L L I N G ,  A

F O R M E R LY  E N S L AV E D  W O M A N ,

O P E N E D  A  S C H O O L  T H A T  S E R V E D

1 2 0  S T U D E N T S  A  D A Y .  B L A C K

R E S I D E N T S  C H I P P E D  I N  W H A T

L I T T L E  T H E Y  H A D  T O  K E E P

S C H O O L S  A N D  C H U R C H E S  R U N N I N G .

B Y  1 8 6 3 ,  S I X  S C H O O L S  W E R E

S E R V I N G  M O R E  T H A N  1 , 2 0 0

C H I L D R E N  A N D  A D U LT S ,  E X P A N D I N G

A C C E S S  T O  E D U C A T I O N  E V E N  A S

T H E  C I V I L  W A R  R A G E D  O N .

1862–1863 | Roanoke Island, North Carolina

Building Schools During the
Civil War
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A F T E R  B U I L D I N G  T O L S O N ' S  C H A P E L  I N

1 8 6 6 ,  T H E  B L A C K  C O M M U N I T Y  U S E D

T H E  C H U R C H  F O R  S C H O O L I N G

I N S T E A D  O F  P A Y I N G  T O  P U T  U P  A

S E P A R A T E  B U I L D I N G .  B O T H  C H I L D R E N

A N D  A D U LT S  A T T E N D E D  C L A S S E S

T H E R E .  

F R E E D M E N ' S  B U R E A U - A P P O I N T E D

T E A C H E R S  S T A R T E D  T H E  W O R K ,  A N D

L O C A L  B L A C K  T E A C H E R S  E V E N T U A L LY

T O O K  I T  O V E R ,  K E E P I N G  T H E  C H A P E L

R U N N I N G  A S  A  S C H O O L  U N T I L  1 8 9 9 .

After 1866 | Sharpsburg, Maryland

A Church Became a
Classroom
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I N  1 9 1 3 ,  B O O K E R  T .  W A S H I N G T O N

A N D  J U L I U S  R O S E N W A L D  T E A M E D

U P  T O  B U I L D  S I X  S C H O O L S  I N

R U R A L  A L A B A M A .  A S  T H E

P R O G R A M  G R E W ,  B L A C K

C O M M U N I T I E S  R A I S E D  T H E  M O N E Y

T O  K E E P  B U I L D I N G .  B Y  T H E  E A R LY

1 9 3 0 S ,  T H A T  P A R T N E R S H I P  H A D

S U P P O R T E D  R O U G H LY  5 , 0 0 0

S C H O O L H O U S E S  A C R O S S  1 5

S T A T E S ,  G I V I N G  B L A C K  C H I L D R E N

U N D E R  S E G R E G A T I O N  A C C E S S  T O

F A R  B E T T E R  F A C I L I T I E S .

1913–1930s | The South

Communities Helped Build
Thousands of Schools
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What Their Efforts Made
Possible

R U R A L  B L A C K  S T U D E N T S  W I T H

A C C E S S  T O  R O S E N W A L D  S C H O O L S

S T A Y E D  I N  S C H O O L  O V E R  A  Y E A R

L O N G E R  T H A N  T H O S E  W I T H O U T .

R E S E A R C H E R S  E S T I M A T E  T H E S E

S C H O O L S  D R O V E  N E A R LY  4 0 %  O F  T H E

N A R R O W I N G  O F  T H E  B L A C K - W H I T E

E D U C A T I O N  G A P  F O R  S O U T H E R N

S T U D E N T S  B O R N  B E T W E E N  1 9 1 0  A N D

1 9 2 5 .

T H E  N U M B E R S  S H O W  T H A T  B L A C K

C O M M U N I T I E S  T H A T  F U N D E D  A N D

B U I LT  T H E I R  O W N  S C H O O L S  D I R E C T LY

E X P A N D E D  O P P O R T U N I T Y  F O R  T H E I R

C H I L D R E N .
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