
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON AFRICAN AMERICAN EDUCATION 
 
Early Schooling of African Slaves (1700s) 

A few formalized attempts were made during the colonial period to educate 
nonwhite Americans and the poor. These so-called charity schools were usually organized 
by religious institutions or funded by philanthropic societies, and sometimes wealthy 
individuals. Eighteenth-century Williamsburg was home to two such schools: the 
Brafferton School (1723–1777) at the College of William and Mary, which was designed 
to convert Native American youth to Christianity and give them a basic education, and the 
Bray School (1760–1774) funded by the English philanthropic group known as the 
Associates of Dr. Bray, which offered slave and free black children instruction in reading, 
writing, and Church of England catechism. Girls also received instruction in knitting and 
sewing. The school closed after the death of its only schoolmistress, Ann Wager. 
 
Apprenticeships (1700s–1800s) 

African slaves and free blacks were apprentices and learned a trade such as 
blacksmithing, carpentry or shoemaking. Even though the African slaves had mastered a 
trade, they still did not have their freedom. An apprenticeship was a legal arrangement by 
which a young person agreed to serve an adult for a specified period of time to learn his or 
her trade. As part of the apprenticeship contract, the master provided food, clothing, shelter 
and instruction in reading, writing, arithmetic (the “three R’s”) and the “art and mystery” 
of the trade. 
 
Common and Segregated Schools (1800s–1900s) 

Not all children could attend common schools together. Schooling was far less 
available to African Americans and Native Americans than to whites. Before the Civil 
War, free African Americans living primarily in cities in the North and upper South were 
permitted to attend school, but they were often segregated into separate and usually inferior 
facilities. Many of these free blacks formed their own schools taught by African American 
teachers. While it was not against the law to educate slaves in the colonial period, they 
were generally denied formal instruction. In the wake of Nat Turner’s 1831 slave rebellion 
in Virginia, however, Southerners began legally prohibiting the education of slaves.  

The education so long denied was highly prized by these former slaves and their 
children. Over the next decades (1860s–1890s), literacy rates among African Americans 
jumped from 5 to 70 percent. Public schools in the South increased in number after the 
Civil War, but African-American students and white students were not allowed to attend 
school together. Black schools were usually poorly equipped and maintained. African 
Americans continued to face discrimination and exclusion well into the twentieth century. 
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	The Tuskegee Institute was founded by former slave Lewis Adams and former slaveholder George Campbell. Adams, a skilled tinsmith, shoemaker, and harness-maker, could read and write despite having no formal education. As “payment” for gaining African Americans’ support of Alabama senator W.F. Foster, Adams requested a school. In 1880, the Alabama State Legislature authorized the creation of a “Negro Normal School in Tuskegee.” In addition, $2,000 was appropriated for teacher salaries, but no money was provided for land, buildings, or supplies.  
	 
	The school officially opened on July 4, 1881 with 30 students and Booker T. Washington as its first principal—a position Washington held until his death in 1915. Washington’s three primary goals for the school included: 
	1. Educating students, some of whom had some reading and writing skills, so they could return to their homes and educate others in new agricultural ways and other intellectual and religious pursuits. Many graduates later became Tuskegee Institute instructors.  
	2. Developing vocational skills in students, enabling them to be employed in trades or agriculture. 
	3. Providing a complete education both inside and outside of the classroom, including expectations of high moral character and cleanliness of self and surroundings. 
	 
	The following was a typical daily schedule for Tuskegee Institute students: 
	“5 A.M., rising bell, 5.50 A.M., warning breakfast bell; 6 A.M., 
	breakfast bell, 6.20 A.M., breakfast over; 6.20 to 6.50 A.M., rooms 
	are cleaned; 6.50, work bell, 7.30, morning study hour; 8.20, morning 
	school bell; 8.25, inspection of young men’s toilet in ranks; 8.40 , 
	devotional exercises in chapel; 8.55, “five minutes with the daily 
	news,” 9 A.M., class work begins; 12, class work closes; 12.15 P.M., 
	dinner; 1 P.M., work bell; 1.30 P.M., class work begins; 3.30 P.M., 
	class work ends; 5.30 P.M., bell to “knock off” work; 6 P.M., supper; 
	7.10 P.M., evening prayers; 7.30 P.M., evening study hours; 8.45 
	P.M., evening study hour closes; 9.20 P. M., warning retiring bell; 
	9.30 P.M., retiring bell. 
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