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In 1940, Mozella Price, a Jeanes Supervisor in Appomattox County, Virginia, concluded 

her annual report with a final meditation: ñIt is impossible to put on paper the work of a Jeanes 

Supervisor. It is a mission of sympathy and loving service.ò Although the Jeanes Teachersô work 

defies definition, this essay charts the pedagogical movement that they crafted for generations of 

black schoolchildren between 1908 and 1968.1 These African-American women were originally 

hired to implement a curriculum designed to instill black students with an acceptance of the 

white supremacist racial hierarchy. Instead, they transformed the curriculum into an educational 

philosophy that stressed community development, economic self-determination, and African-

American childrenôs potential as citizens and leaders. Across 485 counties in fourteen southern 

states, Jeanes Teachers mediated between northern philanthropists, southern state and county 

government agencies, and rural black communities in order to expand black political 

participation and institutional power.2 As liaisons to white leaders in the county, they occupied 

particularly powerful positions in their communities, wielding political influence to win major 

victories for black schools despite negligent or hostile white leaders.3 In their communities, they 

combated poverty, hunger, disease, and illiteracy among adults and children alike, all while 

managing administrative affairs, running parent-teacher associations, and raising money to build 

modern schoolhouses.  

The Jeanes Foundation was born with an unusual philanthropic gift. In 1905, Anna T. 

Jeanes, a wealthy white Quaker woman from Pennsylvania, met with Booker T. Washington and 

                                                 
1 In this essay I use the terms ñJeanes Teacher,ò ñJeanes Supervisor,ò ñJeanes educator,ò and 

ñJeanes workerò interchangeably to refer to both county- and state-level Jeanes workers. 
2 Joan Malczewski, Building a New Educational State: Foundations, Schools, and the American 

South (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 3-4. 
3 James L. Leloudis, Schooling the New South: Pedagogy, Self, and Society in North Carolina, 

1880-1920 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 189. Adam Fairclough, 

A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated South (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap 

Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 3. 
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Hollis B. Frissell, the directors of the Tuskegee Institute and the Hampton Institute, respectively. 

Heretofore, Hampton, Tuskegee, and other black higher education facilities had been the primary 

recipients of white philanthropy, but Jeanes envisioned the first fund that would directly support 

rural black primary schools.4 In her will, Jeanes bequeathed a gift of one million dollars to form 

the Jeanes Foundation, inviting the General Education Board (GEB) to direct the fund. The GEB, 

a philanthropic board founded by John D. Rockefeller that included notable corporate leaders 

such as Andrew Carnegie, George Peabody, Robert Ogden, and William Howard Taft, was 

closely associated with Hampton and Tuskegee. James Hardy Dillard, the Dean of Tulane 

University, was named President of the Fund. GEB leaders hoped that Dillard, a southern racial 

moderate with an extensive background in education, could effectively negotiate between 

northern donors and southern state and local governments.5 

Nevertheless, for the first few years of the Jeanes Foundationôs existence, the GEB 

simply did not know how to use the funds to effectively improve black rural schools. For the 

most part, Washington and Frissell used the money to encourage local counties to build new 

schools by offering additional funds to those who could raise most of the money themselves. 

This strategy manifested the GEBôs belief that the average African American had ñsmall interest 

in the education of his raceò but that black communities could support their own school 

systemsðwithout state investmentðif they had the ñproper leadership and guidance.ò6 Because 

of this lethargic start, the first Jeanes Teacher was not hired until October 1908. Jackson Davis, 

the Superintendent of Public Schools in Henrico County, Virginia, requested Jeanes money to 

                                                 
4 Booker T. Washington to Wallace Buttrick, April 11, 1905. Box 202, Folder 1924, General 

Education Board Papers, Rockefeller Archive Center, Tarrytown, New York. 
5 Fairclough, 183. 
6 ñAn Appeal for the Negro Race,ò September 1, 1906; Washington to Buttrick, November 1, 

1907; Washington to Buttrick, October 5, 1906. Box 202, Folder 1924, GEB-RAC Papers. 
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hire Virginia Randolph, a veteran black schoolteacher, as a countywide ñindustrial teacher.ò7 

Randolph pioneered the county industrial supervisor model, shaping the Jeanes Foundationôs 

long-term purpose and direction. 

Industrial Education  and the Making of Segregation 

Southern public school systems had always been inextricably tied to racial politics. In the 

antebellum period, common schools were abundant in the North, but schooling in the South took 

place in the home or in private schools. Southern public schools were born out of 

Reconstruction: freedpeople established common schools through the Freedmenôs Bureau and 

the American Missionary Association, and African Americans in state legislatures spearheaded 

efforts to fund public schools.8 By the end of the nineteenth century, as the South grew more 

heavily industrialized, progressive-era school reformers had revolutionized white public 

education, lobbying state legislatures for increased funding and greater state oversight. Even in 

poor rural white schools, classroom pedagogy was redesigned to train students for success in 

business. Reformers encouraged active learning, inductive reasoning, and individual competition 

to prepare white children for leadership positions in the New South.9 They also urged state 

legislatures to increase expenditures on black education, but their purpose was, in the words of 

North Carolina governor Charles Aycock, to socialize black children into accepting ñpermanent 

white supremacy.ò10 For white politicians and businessmen, it was ñprogressiveò to spend more 

money on black schools to implement industrial training, and they congratulated themselves on 

their tolerance and financial generosity toward this end. None of them were progressive enough 

                                                 
7 Jackson Davis to James Dillard, October 26, 1908. Box 221, Folder 2122, GEB-RAC Papers.  
8 Heather Williams, Self-Taught: African American Education in Slavery and Freedom (Chapel 

Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 193. 
9 Leloudis, 21 and 29-30. 
10 Ibid., 179. 
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to recognize African Americans as their moral and intellectual equals, or to imagine an end to 

racial hierarchy.  

As county industrial supervisors, Virginia Randolph and other early Jeanes Teachers 

were hired to implement industrial education, a curriculum that white leaders explicitly 

supported as a method to entrench racial hierarchy. Industrial education was first proposed by 

Samuel Armstrong, a white former leader in the Freedmenôs Bureau who strongly believed that 

wealthy white men should ñcivilizeò freedpeople in order to restore labor peace to the South after 

emancipation. He denigrated black people as an undifferentiated mass who were too ñdestitute of 

ambitionsò and ñsupremely stupidò to overcome their ñcomplacency and filthò without white 

control.11 Armstrong became the first principal of the Hampton Institute, and thus industrial 

education was known as the ñHampton idea,ò although it was also implemented at the Tuskegee 

Institute and other black normal schools across the South.12 Armstrong believed that African 

Americans should undertake a program of hard manual labor and strict discipline, which would 

inculcate values of diligence, obedience, and submissiveness.13  

Not only a strategy to funnel black children into menial labor positions, Armstrongôs 

method was explicitly designed to keep black southerners from voting and running for office, 

because it taught black students to think of themselves as ñjunior citizensò who were not yet 

capable of holding power or making political demands.14 A key part of the ñHampton ideaò was 

                                                 
11 Quoted in Robert Engs, Freedom's First Generation: Black Hampton, Virginia, 1861-1890 

(New York: Fordham University Press, 2004), 89-90. 
12 The term ñNormal Schoolò here refers to schools that were specifically designed to educate 

future teachers. They were closer to high schools than to colleges, and most of their students 

were women who lacked other options for education after primary school. 
13 James D. Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel Hill: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 42-43. 
14 Ibid., 39; William A. Link, A Hard Country and a Lonely Place: Schooling, Society, and 

Reform in Rural Virginia, 1870-1920 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 

1986), 176-77. 
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that black teachers would spread industrial education and its accompanying moral 

transformation. Thus, while white prospective teachers in the South received four-year liberal 

arts educations at state normal schools designed to provide what instructors called ñgenuine 

literary culture,ò black prospective teachers at Hampton and Tuskegee spent more hours 

performing unskilled manual labor than they did in class.15 The academic classes they did take 

taught them that African-American poverty was due to less advanced ñracial evolutionò and 

stressed harmonious relations between labor and capital.16 Industrial education, then, was the 

pedagogy of Jim Crow, designed to acculturate children into a system of political, economic, and 

social segregation. 

  

Although they considered themselves racial progressives, members of the General 

Education Board strongly supported the ñHampton ideaò and sought to enforce it through their 

philanthropy. As Northern corporate leaders, they were interested in creating a unified national 

economy, which required replacing Southern localism with strong state and national 

                                                 
15 Leloudis, 100; Anderson, 54-55. 
16 Anderson, 52-53. 

Female prospective 

teachers plough school 

fields at the Hampton 

Institute. Anderson, The 

Education of Blacks in the 

South, 48. 
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government.17 As such, they were interested in education for social efficiency, whereby workers 

would be trained to maximize their economic output, rather than education for democratic 

equality.18 At one conference, William Baldwin Jr., the GEBôs first president, advised black 

educators to ñavoid social questions; leave politics aloneé know that it is a crime for any 

teacher, white or black, to educate the negro for positions which are not open to him.ò19 Edgar 

Gardner Murphy, executive secretary of the Southern Education Board, the GEBôs southern 

counterpart, celebrated industrial education as a way to replicate ñunder conditions of freedom, 

those elements of skill, those conditions of industrial peace, which our fathers supplied under the 

conditions of slavery.ò20 Murphy tied labor strife to racial equality, revealing anxiety that 

African-American political participation would undermine corporate profits. 

Industrial education was enacted on the ground by Rural State Agents for Negro 

Education, white men whom the GEB hired to oversee their programs and most of whom shared 

their values. In 1914, George Godard, the state agent in Georgia, insisted on referring to black 

schooling as ñótrainingô and not óEducation.ôò21 When describing Jeanes Teachersô fundraising 

work, Godard wrote, ñIf the Negro is a resource of the state, and he is, why should he not be 

made as profitable a resource as he may be? He is susceptible of training, since he can think, 

                                                 
17 Malczewski, 20-21 and 75. 
18 Historian David Labaree argues that American educational history up to the present day is 

marked by a tension between three goals: education for citizenship, which requires equality for 

all students; education for social efficiency, which sorts students into an academic hierarchy 

according to available jobs and economic needs; and education for social mobility, which treats 

education as a private good that individual students must compete to receive in order to compete 

for high-status social positions. David F. Labaree, ñPublic Goods, Private Goods: The American 

Struggle over Educational Goals,ò American Educational Research Journal 34, no. 1 (Spring 

1997). 
19 Quoted in Anderson, 84. 
20 Link, 178. 
21 ñReport of Geo. D. Godard,ò April 1, 1914. Box 67, Folder 591, GEB-RAC Papers. 
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remember, will, and act.ò22 As late as 1939, Mississippiôs state agents, P. H. Easom and J. A. 

Travis, opened a report on Mississippi black schools with the following metaphor:  

When Robinson Crusoe was shipwrecked on an island, the only other human 

being on this island with him was a cannibal, named Friday. Before Friday 

could be useful, handy, and helpful to Crusoe, he had to be given something of 

Crusoeôs cultureé. A parallel situation exists with respect to the two racial 

groups in Mississippi today. Mississippiôs population is made up of a million 

white people and a million colored people. Before these colored people can be 

of much value in the progress and development of the state, they must be given 

something of the culture of white people.23 

 

These passages highlight the self-interested racism of those who claimed they were altruistically 

helping African Americans. The allusion to shipwreck suggests that white Mississippians were 

stuck with the black population against their will. By comparing black Mississippians to 

cannibals, Easom and Travis evoked the common racial myth that African Americans were 

primitive, uncivilized, and immoral. Furthermore, Godardôs condescending assertion that black 

people did, in fact, have basic cognitive functions (as if his reader doubted it) demonstrates his 

belief that black people had extremely limited intellectual capacities and were thus ñsusceptibleò 

to a training that was little more than economic manipulation.  Nevertheless, both reports express 

the sentiment that African Americans should be made profitable to the state, echoing the GEBôs 

focus on state-building and economic unity. In their view, black individualsô only potential was 

as a profitable resource to be exploited by the white state, not as leaders of intellectually and 

culturally vibrant communities. 24 

                                                 
22 George Godard, ñReport for May 1914.ò Box 67, Folder 591, GEB-RAC Papers. 
23 P. H. Easom and J. A. Travis, ñThe Negro Schools of Mississippi, 1939.ò Box 98, Folder 878, 

GEB-RAC Papers. 
24 GEB leaders also promoted industrial education in various other settings of racial domination. 

Through the Phelps-Stokes Fund, another foundation managed by the GEB, the Jeanes program 

was implemented in British colonial Africa, where male Jeanes Teachers similarly worked to 

transform the programôs narrow goals into a far-reaching rural community development 

initiative. Mary Ciambaka Mwiandi, ñThe Jeanes School in Kenya: The Role of the Jeanes 

Teachers and Their Wives in ñSocial Transformationò of Rural Colonial Kenya, 1925ï1961ò 
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Historians disagree about the impact the industrial education model had on black 

education, largely because they disagree about the extent to which the industrial curriculum was 

ever really implemented. James D. Anderson argued that philanthropistsô ñgreat economic 

expenditures and reform crusades for black industrial educationò directly caused long-term black 

educational ñunderdevelopmentò by depriving black children of high-quality academic 

instruction.25 On the other hand, William Link suggests that the ñconceptual vagueness of 

industrial educationò transformed it into a ñnearly meaningless concept.ò26 Adam Fairclough 

agrees, claiming that African-American educators professed their devotion to industrial 

education in order to receive foundation funding but rarely enacted the philosophy.27 In her study 

of black womenôs political activism, Glenda Gilmore offers a somewhat different interpretation, 

arguing that black female educators adopted the practices of industrial education but engaged in 

a ñslight but importantò ideological ñtiltingò of the philosophy.28  

This historiographical debate points to the underlying paradox of Jeanes work: Jeanes 

teachers were hired to enact a pedagogy of subservience to white authority on the local level, but 

surely they did not buy into their employersô racial ideology. How, then, did industrial education 

manifest in black childrenôs everyday classroom experiences? While many other histories of 

education draw on white philanthropistsô letters and reports to answer this question, this essay 

                                                 

(Ph.D., Michigan State University, 2006). In the American Southwest, industrial education was 

also used to train the children of Mexican migrant laborers. During World War II, the Office of 

Inter-American Affairs, directed by Nelson A. Rockefeller, hoped industrial education would 

lessen Mexican-American protest against racial discrimination, improving US-Latin American 

relations. Gilbert G. Gonzalez, Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation (Denton, TX: 

University of North Texas Press, 1990), 88-99 and 148-60. 
25 Anderson, 235. 
26 Link, 180 and 83. 
27 Fairclough, 250. 
28 Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender & Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy 

in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 160. 
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uses Jeanes Supervisorsô monthly reports, correspondence, and newsletters to detail their day-to-

day activities in black rural schools. A close study of Jeanes Teachersô firsthand accounts reveals 

that they employed many of the activities suggested by industrial education, but transformed the 

ideas and values underlying those lessons into a pedagogy of racial empowerment. Jeanes 

Supervisors pivoted from vocational work to a ñlife-relatedò educational movement based on a 

belief in black children and communitiesô enormous capacity for creativity and leadership. They 

also pioneered a pedagogy of black citizenship, one which encouraged black children to feel 

responsible for solving problems in their communities but also for questioning white supremacy 

and making demands of white authorities. Their educational leadership formed the intellectual 

roots for the Citizenship Education Program and Freedom Schools, two educational programs 

which embraced community-based pedagogy to win crucial victories in the civil rights 

movement. Furthermore, their pedagogy charts a path of resistance for teachers seeking to 

combat racialized pedagogy and discipline today. 

Historians agree that industrial education was discredited by the late 1920s, largely 

because of a 1927 student strike at Hampton that accused the industrial education model of 

perpetuating racial hierarchy.29 Consequently, many histories of the Jeanes program draw a 

distinction between first- and second-generation Jeanes Teachers, arguing that earlier Jeanes 

Teachers led industrial activities in schools and communities while post-1930 Jeanes Supervisors 

focused on academic instruction, curriculum development, and school administration.30  

Al though many philanthropists turned away from the Hampton model by the 1930s, I contest the 

notion that this date marks the end of industrial education or a sharp divide in Jeanes work. This 

                                                 
29 Anderson, 274. Fairclough, 262. 
30 Valinda W. Littlefield, ñóI Am Only One, but I Am Oneô: Southern African-American Women 

Schoolteachers, 1884ï1954ò (Ph.D., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2003), 15 and 

74-5. See also Malczewski, 84. 
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essay highlights the striking continuities of Jeanes Teachersô work between the first and second 

generations. Jeanes Teachersô continued use of agricultural and vocational activities in the 

classroom well into the 1930s and 1940s was not a sign of their devotion to industrial education 

ideology. It was a testament to the enduring power that their transformed approach to industrial 

education held. Jeanes Teachers were able to appropriate these activities as long-term strategies 

for empowerment and political participation in black communities. The biggest difference 

between first and second generation Jeanes Teachers was that, in the second generation, the 

Jeanes Foundation began to hire black women as state and national Jeanes Supervisors, which 

enabled black women to articulate their own goals and values as state and Foundation policy for 

the first time. 

Early Jeanes Teachers 

 The first Jeanes Teachers not only shaped the Foundationôs work, but also directed the 

formation of modern schools in black communities. Each Jeanes Supervisors worked with her 

county superintendent of schools, giving her direct access to local channels of power. Often, 

neglect of black schools was so profound that Jeanes Supervisors controlled their countyôs black 

schools on their own. Sarah Delany, a Jeanes Teacher in Wake County, North Carolina, 

remembered, ñI was just supposed to be in charge of domestic science, but they made me do the 

county superintendentôs work. So, I ended up actually in charge of all the colored schools in 

Wake County, North Carolina, although they didnôt pay me to do that or give me any credit.ò31 

At the same time, white government authoritiesô lack of interest allowed Jeanes Supervisors 

relative freedom to shape their own styles of leadership. The Jeanes Story, a remarkable history 

of the Jeanes program compiled by former Jeanes Teachers after the programôs end in 1968, 

                                                 
31 Quoted in Gilmore, 162. 
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celebrated the fact that ñno absolute rules were laid down for Jeanes Supervisors. These 

educators were free to follow any possible line of school and community improvement. The 

choice was theirs, and in freedom, flexibility, innovation and creativity lay the success of Jeanes 

work.ò32 James Dillard, President of the Jeanes Fund, intentionally cultivated this culture of 

flexibility, resisting other white leadersô ñdisposition to standardize their effortsò and asserting 

that ña Jeanes Teacher knows best what she can best do. Her freedom has been her strength.ò33 

Jeanes Teachersô educational model became an early form of far-reaching community 

organizing. In 1914, the nineteen Jeanes supervisors of North Carolina organized 121 School 

Improvement Leagues and Parent-Teacher Associations, and held 288 community meetings with 

a total attendance of 8,090 people.34 In 1916, North Carolina Jeanes Teachers made 3,458 school 

visits, raised $15,293.34 from black communities, and formed 143 ñmoonlightò schoolsðnight 

schools where over 3,429 adults learned to read and write.35 White authorities saw Jeanes 

Supervisorsô fundraising efforts as one of the most successful parts of the program. Industrial 

education required black schools to be modern, sanitary buildings that included industrial 

equipment and facilities.36 Jeanes Teachersô fundraising allowed southern states to implement 

industrial curricula without footing the bill. Nathan Newbold, Rural State Agent in North 

Carolina, boasted that for every dollar that local counties had paid for the Jeanes program, five 

                                                 
32 Mildred M. Williams and NASC Interim History Writing Committee, The Jeanes Story: A 

Chapter in the History of American Education, 1908-1968 (Atlanta: Southern Education 

Foundation, 1979), 58. 
33 James Dillard, ñTo the Members of the Slater and Jeanes Boards,ò November 23, 1927. Box 

222, Folder 2123, GEB-RAC Papers. 
34 Nathan C. Newbold, ñReport of State Agent of Negro Rural Schools for North Carolina,ò 

December 30, 1914. Box 115, Folder 1042, GEB-RAC Papers. 
35 ñSummary of Reports of Mr. N C Newbold, January 1, 1916 to December 31, 1916.ò Box 115, 

Folder 1043, GEB-RAC Papers. 
36 Link, 183. 
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dollars had been raised.37 Philanthropic foundations employed a similar model to improve school 

facilities. The Rosenwald Fund gave black communities money to build new schoolhouses, 

which were named ñRosenwald Schoolsò and then turned over to the county government as state 

property. Although the first Rosenwald school in North Carolina cost $1,473, the Rosenwald 

Fund paid only $300 while the black community contributed the majority of the funds.38 Thus, 

Jeanes Teachersô fundraising allowed white leadership to engage in the phenomenon of double 

taxation, whereby black individuals paid taxes that should have funded their schools but were 

directed to white childrenôs schools instead, leaving African Americans to pay for their schools a 

second time through donated money, land, and labor. 

At the same time, early fundraising efforts built deep bonds between African-American 

communities and their schools. Jeanes Teachers formed parent associations, land cooperatives, 

penny savings clubs, mothersô clubs, reading circles, and moonlight schools.39 Not only did these 

organizations bring parents and community members closer to the school, but they also provided 

resources for adults. For example, in Neelyôs Grove, North Carolina, one of the strongest school 

leaders was a man who, at age seventy-three, had learned to read and write for the first time at a 

moonlight school.40 Jeanes Supervisors also led an enormous effort to combat disease in rural 

black communities. Because many southern states did not allow black residents access to state 

tuberculosis sanatoriums, African-American educators were the primary actors responsible for 

dramatically reducing deaths from this disease in black communities.41 North Carolina Jeanes 

                                                 
37 Nathan C. Newbold, ñThe Jeanes Supervising Industrial Teachers; Some things they helped to 

do last school year. (1916-1917),ò October 25, 1917. Box 115, Folder 1044, GEB-RAC Papers. 
38 Gilmore, 164. 
39Letter from Mary E. Foster to Teachers of Spartanburg County, South Carolina, January 1918. 

Box 131, Folder 1200, GEB-RAC Papers; Littlefield, 20. 
40 ñSummary of Reports of Mr. N C Newbold, January 1, 1916 to December 31, 1916.ò Box 115, 

Folder 1043, GEB-RAC Papers. 
41 Littlefield, 64. 
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Supervisors Telia Faulk and M. A. C. Holliday invited local black doctors and dentists to give 

students workshops on disease prevention.42 By exposing children to educationally and 

professionally successful African-American role models, this seemingly innocuous strategy 

contradicted the maxims of industrial education, which stressed that black children should not be 

taught that they could hold powerful professions.  

Over the summers, Jeanes Supervisors led corn clubs, tomato clubs, and Homemakersô 

Clubs, where girls and mothers joined together to can vegetables and fruits and sell them to 

families. While Georgia Rural Schools Supervisor George Godard praised canning clubs as a 

way to save the state money, Georgia Jeanes Teachers had a very different notion of their work. 

Fannie Tookes of Emanuel County noted that the Homemakers Clubs provided a source of 

community for local women; Osceola Dwight of Houston County and Mary Jones of Macon 

County believed that by encouraging black families to grow foodstuffs, they could reduce their 

communitiesô reliance on cotton farming.43 Benefits included protecting their livelihoods against 

the boll weevil disease that threatened cotton crops, preventing undernourishment and disease 

during winter, and allowing black farmers to gain economic self-sufficiency. Homemakersô 

Clubs also allowed Jeanes Supervisors to make home visits, getting to know their studentsô 

families and convincing them of the importance of regular school attendance.44 This helped 

combat the stereotype that impoverished rural families did not value education. Annie Wealthy 

Holland, a celebrated North Carolina Jeanes Supervisor, wrote, ñWhen I first came here I 

thought [poor school attendance] must be slothfulness, but Iôve visited every home and find in 

                                                 
42 ñProgress Letter, May 6, 1924ò and ñProgress Letter, March, 1925,ò Division of Negro 

Education Reports. Box 119, Folder 1076, GEB-RAC Papers.  
43 ñReports from the Field: On the Jeanes Industrial Work in Georgia, January 1, 1917.ò Box 68, 

Folder 593, GEB-RAC Papers. 
44 Littlefield, 37-8. 
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most cases they (the people) canôt do any better.ò45 She noted that, often, families could not even 

properly clothe their children in order to send them to school. 

Finally, early Jeanes Supervisors sustained a commitment to their communitiesô literacy 

and promoted intellectual and cultural life alongside industrial work, rather than presenting the 

two as mutually exclusive. One strategy for doing so was planning county fairs and 

commencements, large community events where students showed off their industrial work and 

academic achievements simultaneously. Carrie Battle, the Jeanes Teacher in Edgecombe County, 

North Carolina, held competitions for the best industrial work alongside essay contests where 

students reflected on the importance of the school to their community, with prizes provided by 

affluent black professionals. Annie Holland, in her capacity as state supervisor, praised Mrs. P. 

L. Byrd for organizing the best ñstory telling, speaking and spelling contestsò she had seen at any 

county commencement.46 Newbold described these events as ña revelation, a wonderò for black 

families who ñdid not know their children could make the things they saw on exhibition.ò47 

Thus, Jeanes Teachers used county fairs to celebrate black childrenôs intellectual talents and raise 

the communityôs self-esteem. Indeed, these events could be subversive. George Godard in 

Georgia worried that county fairs were threatening to white residents, who were left ñwondering 

whether they can make as creditable show as the Negro is making for himself and his 

children.ò48 Although county fairs seemed to be a manifestation of the industrial education 

model, insofar as students exhibited their industrial work, these events undermined industrial 

                                                 
45 Quoted in Littlefield, 18.  
46 ñDivision of Negro Education: Progress letter, April 6, 1924ò and ñProgress Letter, May 6, 

1924,ò Box 119, Folder 1076, GEB-RAC Papers. 
47 ñReport of N.C. Newbold, State Agent Rural Schools for Negroes For North Carolina, For the 

Month of April, 1915.ò Box 115, Folder 1043, GEB-RAC Papers. 
48 George Godard to William Buttrick, April 30, 1914. Box 67, Folder 591, GEB-RAC Papers. 
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educationôs assumptions of black inferiority, challenging black and white residents alike to 

recognize and celebrate black studentsô capabilities. 

 

In fact, Jeanes Teachersô assumption that black children and communities had great 

possibilities pervaded their everyday work. The authors of The Jeanes Story asserted that ñJeanes 

Supervisors learned very early that the talent and potential of student aptitudes, faculty creativity 

and intellectual and moral fiber were there.ò49 This assumption sharply contrasts with GEB 

leadersô understandings of black students and their communities, and its effects are clear in many 

Jeanes Teachersô day-to-day actions. Carrie Battle secured 525 books for a county-wide 

circulating library, and pupils read 341 of them within months. Lelia B. Yancey of Vance 

County, North Carolina, made home visits to urge parents to send their seventh-grade students to 

high school. Since there was no local black high school, she helped them make arrangements to 

travel and board far from home. Marie McIver of Halifax County purchased a portable Victrola 

and played music while students were doing physical exercises in order to expand studentsô 

                                                 
49 Williams and Committee, 16. 

Lelia B. Yancey, Jeanes Supervisor in Vance County, North Carolina, at an exhibition of her 

studentsô industrial work at a county fair. 1915. GEB-RAC Papers. 
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cultural horizons and help them ñknow and appreciate worth while music.ò Mrs. M. C. Falkener 

spent her Christmas Eve preparing gifts of books and toys for poor families in Guilford County. 

And all over North Carolina, Jeanes Supervisors started ñindustrial and literary clubsò which 

combined academic and cultural material with industrial instruction.50 Early Jeanes Teachers 

built a model that understood black children and teachers as deeply intelligent people and sought 

to nurture their intellectual, cultural, and emotional needs as well as their economic ones. These 

values continued to be the bedrock of Jeanes work to come.  

Gender and Jeanes Work 

Early Jeanes Teachers often came from middle-class backgrounds; most were educated at 

colleges or normal schools and had had successful teaching careers before becoming supervisors. 

Like many other middle-class black women, they tended to join local and state black womenôs 

clubs, and were devoted members of local churches.51 Thus, many of them adopted a political 

strategy that Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, in her study of women in the black Baptist Church, 

terms the ñpolitics of respectability.ò Because white supremacists often pathologized African-

American women and their families as unclean, disorderly, and lazy to justify racial hierarchy, 

Jeanes Teachers stressed proper homemaking, impeccable individual behavior, and middle-class 

values as a way to expose the hypocritical fictions that formed a basis for their oppression.52 

Thus, Jeanes Teachersô curricula reinforced traditional gender roles: boys were taught carpentry, 

farming, and bricklaying while girls learned cooking, sewing, and laundry.53 Maenelle D. 

Dempsey, a Jeanes Teacher in Bullock County, Georgia, came into conflict with the teachers she 
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supervised when she urged them to stop wrapping their hair, a style she disparagingly called a 

ñplantation habit.ò54 Jeanes Teachers used home visits to ñbeautifyò black homes and urged 

school improvement leagues to ñbeautifyò their communities, believing that aesthetic changes 

could win white peoplesô respect.55 They navigated a tenuous path, seeking both to transform 

poor rural black communities so that they could gain access to mainstream political and 

economic opportunities, and to affirm these communitiesô intrinsic worth in both black and white 

southernersô eyes. 

Jeanes Teachers espoused what historian Stephanie Shaw calls an ethos of ñsocially 

responsible individualism.ò They understood their own education as simultaneously a source of 

personal success and a way to benefit their communities and, by extension, their race.56 They 

strove to inculcate that same belief in their students. And if Jeanes Supervisors did not come to 

their work with a sense of political purpose, they soon found one. Jeanes Supervisor Catherine 

Watkins Duncan described her Jeanes work as a political awakening: ñI had paid slight attention 

formerly to racial matters in light of my doing something about it. But Jeanes worké brought 

me face to face with matters which challenged me. I began to develop a sense of social 

responsibility.ò57  Black professional women thus used their relative advantages for community 

development, a strategy that tackled racism by providing what Deborah Gray White calls 

ñintensive social serviceò to poor black communities rather than by explicitly challenging racial 
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hierarchy.58 This seemingly nonpolitical guise was intentional and strategic. After black men had 

been disenfranchised in southern states, black women began to believe that they alone could 

effectively represent black communitiesô needs to white state officials.59 As progressive 

reformers brought more and more social services under the stateôs purview, black women 

presented themselves as clients of the state, who could make demands based on their political 

status as mothers, educators, and community caregivers. By using their gender status, black 

women successfully worked with white local leaders and won important material gains for black 

communities.60 

Jeanes Teachers adroitly adopted this strategy to advocate on behalf of their communities 

in their frequent interactions with county superintendents and school boards. Virginia Randolph 

and Annie Holland both developed a method of appearing to embrace a self-help ideology in 

order to extract commitments from the state. They would begin raising money in the community 

for a new school improvement project, then approach county officials once the project was 

already underway to ask for permission and funding to complete it.61 At times, Jeanes Teachers 

accepted poor treatment from their superiors if they could secure better resources. For example, 

Lillian P. Rogers, a Jeanes Supervisor in Missouri, was the most influential person in her 

community, but she adopted a submissive air when meeting with her county superintendent in 

order to successfully negotiate for books and equipment for her students.62 On the other hand, 

Narvie J. Harris, a Jeanes Teacher in DeKalb County, Georgia, recounted a time when her 
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county superintendent overburdened her with work that was his responsibility. Although she 

insisted that ñat no time in my careerðcause I was trained differently at homeðwas I ever 

insubordinate,ò she decided to quietly but firmly insist that the superintendent fulfill his 

responsibilities toward black schools, even if she lost her job.63 Harrisôs plan worked, 

demonstrating that Jeanes Teachers could strategically push the boundaries of their position as 

black women. 

Jeanes Teachers also created a blueprint for interracial cooperation in a period of violent 

racial hostility. Harris recalled that Jeanes educators had a special role in mediating between 

white and black communities: white people ñwould know the Jeanes supervisor if they didnôt 

know anybody else. If it had to do with black people, they would refer you.ò64 They often sought 

to cultivate goodwill among white local residents by convincing them that addressing needs in 

the black community was in their own self-interest. For example, white women might cooperate 

in anti-disease campaigns because they feared that their black domestic workers might spread 

contagious infections to their families.65 Nevertheless, Harris believed that cooperating with 

white communities created friendlier relations by allowing white people to see that they had 

more in common with black people than they had previously supposed, undermining Jim Crow 

politiciansô fictions of absolute difference and hostility between the races.66 Newbold noted that 

ñthe white people, as a rule, are more interested in the colored schools in counties that have had 

Supervisors than in those that have not.ò67 Thus, Jeanes Teachersô efforts at interracial 
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cooperation helped secure stability as well as political and financial support for black education. 

In 1949, educational expert Mabel Carney concluded that early Jeanes Supervisorsô  

basic technique of developing interracial amity through the simple expedient of 

getting members of both races to join forces and work together on such urgent 

mutual projectsé is now the approved modern procedure of highly-developed 

interracial organizations like the National Urban League, and the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People.68 

 

Jeanes Supervisorsô project-based approach to interracial cooperation had a long-lasting impact 

in anti-racist political organizations. Interracial cooperation, then, should not be seen as a 

concession to or tolerance of white supremacy, but a politically potent technique for destabilizing 

myths of difference and manipulating white resources to meet black community needs. 

Virginia Randolph: Seeds of Dissent 
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 Most Jeanes Teachersô firsthand accounts exist as reports to their county superintendents, 

which means they very rarely describe explicit tension with white authorities or resistance 

against white supremacist models. However, a close examination of the private correspondence 

between Virginia Estelle Randolph, the first Jeanes Teacher, and James Dillard, the first 

President of the Jeanes Fund, reveals the ways Randolph resisted white supremacist authority. 

Randolph was a celebrated figure in Jeanes lore. White GEB leaders praised her commitment to 

industrial education and her obedience to Henrico County Superintendent Jackson Davis. They 

believed she represented the ñpeculiar genius of Dr. Davis to elevate othersò and the possibility 

that black communities would eagerly accept their second-class status in the education system.69 

To Jeanes Teachers, Randolph represented a model community servant who strove to give her 

students an excellent education that was equal to local white childrenôs. The Jeanes Story 

pointedly recognizes that Randolph ñvisited the white school in the vicinity to see what the 

teachers there were doing for their pupils. She wanted to make certain that her pupils were 

exposed to and given the best. At times she spent a portion of her meager salary to buy 

supplies.ò70 Randolphôs letters tell a story that neither mythology captures and that has not been 

told in the secondary literature. They reveal that Randolph wholeheartedly embraced many of the 

activities involved in industrial education, but consistently rejected the ñHampton ideaò by 

refusing to work with the Hampton Institute. Moreover, they show that Randolph knew that she 

was being exploited by Davis and other local officials, protested white authoritiesô 

undervaluation of her work, and demanded greater power to shape the national Jeanes program. 
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 Randolph was undoubtedly committed to the mission of the Jeanes Fund, especially in 

the Fundôs early years. Before becoming a Jeanes Teacher, she had promoted industrial 

education as a Hampton-educated schoolteacher at the Mountain Road School in Goochland, 

Virginia. She remembered that, when she began teaching at the age of sixteen, ñthe people said I 

was teaching a kind of work that they could teach their children at home and got a petition with 

eighty names signed to put me out. I used tact all the way and finally convinced them I was 

right.ò71 Randolph had actually met with significant resistance to vocational education in her 

own community, where families preferred that their children receive an academic education at 

school that they themselves could not impart. Randolph responded by transforming the local 

school into a community center, using industrial work to beautify the school building so that 

local families felt proud of their school.72 She became a beloved leader in the community and a 

vocal supporter of industrial education. As a Jeanes industrial teacher, she clearly enjoyed the 

work and believed that it was beneficial to her community. In 1910, she eagerly wrote to Dillard, 

ñI feel so proud of my work when I think that this is the foundations of great good in the future 

and so much credit is due youé I want to remain with you as long as I am in the work.ò73 

At the same time, Randolph recognized that she was overworked, underpaid, and not 

given credit for her efforts in shaping Jeanes work. For example, Dillard requested that Randolph 

travel across the South to help train new Jeanes Teachers, but rarely reimbursed her for her 

travel. She frequently reminded Dillard that she spent her own money on school projects, travel 

expenses, and printing expenses, and although she ñintend[ed] to make my work a success if it 

takes all of my salary,ò she also asked him for a salary that was equal to the local white 
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supervisorôs.74 Randolph freely expressed the pain she felt when Dillard and other GEB leaders 

did not recognize her enormous impact and hard work. In 1914, Randolph learned that Dillard 

had traveled to Virginia and not bothered to visit her county, despite her frequent requests that he 

visit. She angrily wrote to him, ñI have made every sacrifice the six years I have had this work 

and not a Supervisor in this State that I have not len[t] a helping hand and yet you pass through 

Henricoé. These conditions are heart rendering [sic]. I do not think I can stand it any longer. I 

am willing to give up now.ò75 In fact, Randolph considered quitting her position several times 

because she recognized that she was being exploited and undervalued by her employers. Each 

time, the people of Henrico County begged her to stay. 

Most remarkably, Randolph frequently came into conflict with her supervisorsðJackson 

Davis, who had been promoted to State Rural Supervisor of Negro Education, and Arthur 

Wright, the State Superintendent of Educationðover the value of the Hampton model. As early 

as December 1911, Randolph wrote Dillard to say that she had attended a ñvery discouragingò 

meeting at Hampton and believed that Jeanes Supervisors were too narrowly confined by Davisôs 

control and the Hampton ideology. She complained,  

I heard Dr. Frissell say Tuesday night that Mrs. Anna Jeanes would not leave 

the money to Hampton or Tuskegee, but to the Rural schools. Now if that is the 

case why do they want to narrow the State down to Hampton when their [sic] 

are other schools doing the same work? I want my Fourth Annual Report to 

exceed any that I have had, but without a change my hands will be tied to 

Hampton. I want to feel free.76 

 

In that same letter, Randolph asked Dillard to hire her as his assistant so that she could direct the 

national expansion of the Jeanes work, a request Dillard summarily ignored.77 Although 
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Randolph never explicitly wrote that she wanted to move the Jeanes Fund out of Hamptonôs 

control because of its commitment to racial hierarchy, she did imply that the directors of 

Hampton did not have rural black schoolsô best interests at heart and that she found the Hampton 

approach overly restrictive. Perhaps her emphasis on her professional freedom suggested a desire 

for political and economic freedom that the Hampton model did not condone. In other letters, 

Randolph mentioned that she avoided attending meetings led by ñthe Hampton peopleò and 

called a Hampton graduate her county had hired an ñabsolute failure.ò Thus, Randolph distanced 

herself from the school and its techniques even though she was ostensibly a perfect manifestation 

of Hamptonôs industrial training model.78 

Randolph was professionally and financially punished for her critique of Hampton. In 

December 1915, Arthur Wright withheld Randolphôs paycheck, demanded that she submit her 

monthly reports to him rather than to Dillard, and tried to seize a store that she had opened 

within a black school to raise money for the community and provide students a chance to run 

their own business. Randolph angrily protested Wrightôs mistreatment, which she believed was a 

retaliation for her noncompliance with Hampton. She insisted, ñIf I were to run to Hampton 

every time they say so and give them my ideas I would have no trouble, but I donôt think it the 

proper thing to do. I wish you only knew the true conditions of things and every Supt. 

[superintendent] would look after their Supervisors and Mr. Wrightôs position would be 

abolished.ò79 Randolphôs letter, along with her desire to join the national Jeanes staff, reveal her 

ambition that Jeanes Supervisors, rather than white state and GEB authorities, would shape the 

program. From this, we can infer that Randolph was deeply committed to vocational activities, 
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but took issue with ñindustrial educationò as white authorities and Hampton leaders interpreted 

it. Although industrial education was meant to teach students to docilely accept racial 

oppression, Randolph provided a model of resistance by confronting white leaders with their 

own hypocrisy. She was not afraid to ñtell [Jackson Davis] that he donôt seem to be acting 

squareò and that ñI expect to go through this world dealing fair and square with my fellow 

man.ò80  

Randolph used her industrial work to bring black Henrico residents economic self-

sufficiency and greater access to education despite white resistance. Her proudest achievementð

building a black high school in Henrico County, the Virginia Randolph Training Schoolðwas 

accomplished in spite of Wrightôs opposition and the Henrico county school boardôs reluctance 

to provide funding.81 By the end of her career, Randolph had become deeply disillusioned with 

Dillard and Davis; still, she wrote to Dillard frequently requesting financial support for her 

schools. While Randolph was never even promoted to a state-level position, Arthur Wright 

became the second President of the Jeanes Fund and Jackson Davis was the vice president of the 

General Education Board. Randolph sadly noted this disparity. She wrote, ñLook at Mr. Davis 

1907-08 and look now, then look back at poor me. I love Henrico County in fact I am doing all I 

possibly can for all children.ò82 Randolph pointedly contrasted her profound devotion to black 

childrenôs well-being with white leadersô attitudes. She bitterly resented the fact that she had not 

been rewarded for her labor and self -sacrifice with a promotion in the Jeanes Foundation. Over 

the course of her career, Randolph had confided in Dillard as a friend, believing he would 

advocate on her behalf, but she recognized that Dillard had rarely done so: ñI am realizing more 
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and more that you and Mr. Davis donôt want to help me any more but I am still praying that óThy 

will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.ôò83  

Virginia Randolphôs letters reveal that Jeanes Teachers could wholeheartedly commit to 

vocational activities without necessarily buying into the Hampton doctrine of racial inferiority, 

insofar as they did not believe that manual work inculcated in black children unquestioning 

acceptance of racial hierarchy. Although Randolph was remembered as an obedient worker, her 

willingness to confront white leaders about their discrimination exposes the (often hidden) anti-

Jim Crow resistance that was central to early Jeanes teachersô work.  

Jeanes Teachers After the Great Depression: A Pedagogy of Empowerment 

If GEB leaders had become less vocal about the Hampton model after 1930, their state 

allies and employees had not. In 1937, P. H. Easom, the GEBôs state agent in Mississippi, 

collected and approvingly sent to GEB headquarters a series of editorials in the Jackson Daily 

News advocating for greater state expenditures on African-American education. In one opinion 

piece, the author criticized the injustice of double taxation but concluded that ñNegroes donôt 

need such an education as we are giving white childrenðthat may be even more wrong than 

right.ò84  An editorial speculated that the state legislature should expand black schooling because 

ñthere are many thousands of negro girls who would make better house servants if properly 

trained.ò85 Affirming that ñtrained laborersò would be more profitable to the state, the editorial 

board echoed the moral language employed during the Hampton era, claiming that training black 

children for menial jobs would transform them into ñself-respecting, self-supporting, law-abiding 
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people.ò86 Judging from his comparisons of black Mississippians to the cannibalistic Friday in 

Robinson Crusoe, Easom shared this view. Thus, although philanthropic pressure to implement 

industrial curricula lessened, the idea remained influential. The second generation of Jeanes 

Teachers still needed to appear to implement industrial education as white authorities envisioned 

it while finding subtle ways to subvert white supremacy. 

One of the most striking aspects of Jeanes Supervisorsô pedagogy during this period was 

their determination to bring childrenôs life experiences into the classroom. It was the key 

distinction between Jeanes Supervisorsô interpretation of ñindustrial educationò and that of white 

leaders. GEB directors and southern state authorities still saw industrial training as a tool to 

impose, from the outside, a belief in racial hierarchy on black communities. By contrast, Jeanes 

Supervisors believed that the purpose of industrial education was to make lessons learned in the 

schoolroom relevant to childrenôs everyday lives. They believed that African-American children 

had enormous potential as learners and leaders; the best way to develop that potential was to 

provide education tailored to their experiences, communities, and interests. Jeanes Teachersô 

conviction that education should be relevant also allowed them to incorporate childrenôs local 

environments, preparing children to become leaders and public servants in their communities.  

Perhaps the most important change that occurred in the ñsecond generationò of Jeanes 

work was that the GEB began to encourage and fund states to hire black women to oversee the 

Jeanes program. Although Randolph could only dream of holding such a position in 1911, by 

1921 North Carolina hired Annie Holland as a State Supervisor; in 1932, Florence Octavia 

Alexander, a Mississippi native with four degrees in education, became a State Supervisor in 

Mississippi; and in 1935, Helen Whiting, a former Jeanes Teacher and principal, was hired in 

                                                 
86 Editorial, ñTrain the Negro,ò Jackson Daily News, Jackson, Mississippi, October 19, 1937. 

Box 98, Folder 878, GEB-RAC Papers. 



28 

 

Georgia. By this time, the Jeanes Fund had been consolidated with the GEBôs other philanthropic 

projects under an umbrella organization called the Southern Education Foundation (SEF). When 

Shellie Northcutt, a former Jeanes Supervisor and Columbia graduate, joined the SEF staff in the 

late 1930s, she became the first national Jeanes Teacher. She founded the National Association 

of Jeanes Supervisors (NAJS) and worked to align Jeanes work with current scholarship on 

education and learning.87 

            

 

For the first time, black educators were able to formulate statewide policy that articulated 

their own values and beliefs. On the one hand, these women created a new policy commitment to 

academic learning. Holland, for example, developed more academically demanding statewide 
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standards for black school accreditation and teacher certification.88 On the other hand, these 

women ï especially Helen Whiting ï pioneered a ñlife-related movementò that became prevalent 

among Jeanes Supervisors across the South. Life-related education reinforced the importance of 

industrial, vocational, and agricultural activities in black school curricula, but integrated 

challenging academic work into those activities. Because Holland and Whiting were both former 

Jeanes Supervisors, it makes sense to see this integration of the academic and the industrial as a 

continuation of early Jeanes Teachersô work, rather than as a break from it. What was novel was 

that this pedagogy of empowerment found its expression in the world of policy for the first time. 

For example, in 1937, Georgiaôs Division of Negro Education published an extraordinary 

document called ñThe Open Road: A Teacherôs Guide to Child and Community Developmentò 

under Whitingôs leadership. The report began with an assertion that education should prepare 

students to participate in a democratic society, better their communities, and prosper 

economically, intellectually, physically, emotionally, and socially. Whiting called on black 

teachers to cooperate with their students to create ñsupplementary reading based on the life and 

experiences of the people in their immediate rural areas and elsewhere.ò Parent-Teacher 

Associations, meanwhile, should hold study groups where adults could study local and state 

political issues and voice their personal experiences with such issues. Teachers would then 

design learning experiences where children used local and state resources to solve problems and 

address needs in their own communities. Whiting stressed that ñimprovement of rural home and 

farm life should become the main interest. The [academic] subject matter is only important as it 

is tied up with the problems of living to these areas. Reading, therefore, is stressed only as a 

medium for gaining information from such fields of interest.ò Her point, however, was not to 
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deemphasize reading, academics, and the arts, which she considered important means of self-

expression for black students. Instead, Whiting hoped to show that academic and cultural content 

could be intertwined with lessons on rural life. Life-related lessons should teach students skills in 

ñselecting, planning, executing and evaluating experiencesò and ñfoster an inquiring attitude.ò 89 

Thus, although life-related education continued to focus on farming, handwork, and domestic 

beautification, the values it strove to inculcate could not have been more different from those of 

industrial education. It strove to empower children to interrogate and shape the world around 

them, rather than passively accepting it. 

 The progressive new educational values championed by leaders like Whiting became 

popular among Jeanes Supervisors across the south.  The Jeanes Teachers believed that their 

pedagogy, with its emphasis on the black childôs capabilities and interests, was a novel one. The 

Jeanes Story reveals Jeanes Teachersô belief that they were pioneers of life-related education: ñIn 

rural America, where the need was greatest for innovationé revitalizing education meant 

providing the learner with content he could use. It meant changes in feelings and behavioré. It 

meant, above all else, that the learner became able to discover his capabilities and see relevance 

in what he learned and how he learned it.ò90 This excerpt underscores the newness of the Jeanes 

Teachersô approach by using the words ñinnovationò and ñrevitalizing,ò suggesting that they 

implemented a dramatic change from the techniques previously used in black rural schools. At 

the same time, the novelty of the Jeanes workersô approach had to do with their recognizing the 

positive qualities that African-American students and teachers already had. In other words, 
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acknowledging that black schools had value was an innovation that could shift the ñfeelings and 

behaviorò of the school community. Jeanes Supervisors brought the ñchild-centeredò approach to 

black rural schools, but in the context of the Jim Crow South, this took on a subversive edge. 

Affirming that Jeanes work succeeded because of the black communityôs ñintellectual and moral 

fiber,ò not philanthropistsô beliefs and external influence, powerfully countered notions of black 

teachersô and studentsô inferior intelligence like those expressed by Easom. 

 If any common thread stands out in the Jeanes Teachersô writings, it is their unwavering 

belief in their studentsô worth. In the March 1949 issue of Jeanes Supervisors Quarterly, an 

Oklahoma Jeanes Supervisor named Willa Green Perry celebrated the nationôs first Jeanes 

Supervisors with these words: ñThe children who sat at your feet were as precious diamonds, but 

a great deal more interesting. A diamond when found, cut, and mounted remains the same quality 

ï but this human on which you worked ï had possibilities.ò91 In another Jeanes Supervisors 

Quarterly issue later that year, Mayme Copeland, the President of the National Association of 

Jeanes Supervisors, wrote, ñThe humblest boy or girl of today may become the chief buttress of 

tomorrow, and the only one able to meet its challenges.ò92 Jeanes Teachers were confident that 

their studentsô ideas and experiences were invaluable ï indeed, ñpreciousò ï and that their 

students could make essential contributions not only to black communities but to society as a 

whole. The emphasis on childrenôs ñuniquenessò speaks to Jeanes Supervisorsô commitment to 

varying instruction to meet studentsô different needs and abilities. More subtly, it also defies any 

attempt to reduce black children to an undifferentiated mass defined only by their race.  
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In part, Jeanes Teachersô ñchild-centeredò approach was pragmatic. Because poverty and 

illness in black rural communities depressed school attendance, Jeanes Supervisors made a 

concerted effort to tailor lessons to studentsô interests so that they would feel motivated to come 

to school. Carrie M. Denney, a Jeanes Teacher in Tennessee, founded a countywide circulating 

library for elementary school students ñin order to stimulate more reading, better reading, 

reading for information, reading for pleasure, reading for understanding and a desire for good 

literature.ò93 Denney did not force students to read and did not want them to see it as tiresome 

labor; rather, she fostered a genuine love of reading in students in order to spark their desire to 

learn. T.L. Walker, a Jeanes Teacher in Crisp County, Georgia, boasted, ñAttendance has 

improved and teachers are striving to keep it that way by making their classroom presentations 

and extra-curricular activities so interesting and challenging that pupils are thinking twice before 
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they say, óI donôt want to go to school today.ôò94 Precisely because economic conditions made it 

so challenging for students to attend school, black educators were under a special pressure to 

make school worth studentsô time. Walkerôs emphasis on challenging students reveals that she 

saw pushing students to realize their potential as a way to make school more appealing to them. 

Jeanes Supervisors moved beyond rote memorization and academic drills because they 

recognized that dynamic lessons and active learning were most likely to keep students in school. 

Jeanes Teachers often created their own alternative reading texts, moving away from 

state curriculum and inviting students to shape their own course material. Aretha Davis, the 

Jeanes Supervisor who succeeded Virginia Randolph in Henrico County, noticed three male 

students who were wholly apathetic during lessons, only showing interest when they were 

allowed to draw cars during art class. Davis brought in a comic strip about cars, and the boys 

became so eager to figure out the story that they asked Davis to teach them how to read the 

words on the page. Davis explained, ñThis was a crude way to arouse their interest but it served 

the purpose that was needed to arouse in these youngsters the desire for knowledge. This was not 

State Board text but environmental material supplemented.ò95 Rather than blaming the boys for 

their lack of interest, Davis trusted that the boys wanted to learn and helped them discover their 

own academic curiosity. In Lowndes County, Georgia, Alma Stegall planned an early literacy 

lesson whereby young children would collect pictures that were significant to them, make art 

projects with them, and then create written and oral stories about those images. At the end of the 

unit, the class produced a booklet entitled ñOur Own Stories.ò96 Both Davis and Stegall invited 
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students to participate in the creation of their own literacy texts, showing students that learning 

was a mode of creative self-expression. This method is strikingly similar to the literacy education 

method that Paolo Freire would develop decades later as a strategy for political consciousness-

raising and liberation from oppression. Like Stegall and Davis, Freire used provocative images 

from studentsô environments to prompt readers to tell, and then read and write, their own 

stories.97 Thus, Jeanes Teachers anticipated the radical educational philosophy that when literacy 

education is tied to environmental material, it can have profound political consequences. 

 Jeanes Supervisors also focused on black childrenôs individual capabilities because, 

without state investment, impoverished black communities sometimes saw their children as their 

sole path toward empowerment. Winifred Daves, a Jeanes Teacher in Jones County, North 

Carolina, reflected, ñMuch has been said about native materials. The development of the child is 

the most important of all resources and with such conditions as bad roads, bad buses, bad 

weather, farm duties, etc. our only choiceé is to teach each child according to his or her ability 

to progress.ò98 Daves illustrated one major distinction between the sense of individualism 

fostered by progressive-era reformers in white schools and that fostered by Jeanes Teachers. 

Whereas white public school studentsô performance only affected their own personal enrichment, 

the health of the entire community depended on black studentsô success. Furthermore, Daves 

contended that Jones County teachersô ñonly choiceò was to develop studentsô individual talents. 

This wording indicates that tailoring lessons to studentsô needs was a matter of survival. African-

American teachers simply could not afford to fail in their efforts to cultivate leaders in the 

community. A classroom that did not meet the needs of all students wasted the communityôs 
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most precious resource. Industrial work was therefore appropriated as a means for children to 

express themselves. Whiting urged Georgia educators to ñtrain [students] to express their ideas 

received in art or other handwork.ò In Caroline County, Virginia, Mayme Coleman began the 

ñIndustrial Workò section of her annual report, ñWorking with the hands is urged as a part of the 

guidance given children, promoting the best in them, finding their hobbies, and helping to 

develop a wise use of leisure time.ò99 Industrial work was no longer a method of imposing racist 

morals on black children; instead, handwork helped them to discover their best selves. 

 Because Jeanes Teachers believed so strongly in their studentsô potential, they designed 

lessons based on the underlying assumption that students would become economically 

successful. In 1938, Helen Whiting gave Dorothy Hadley, the Jeanes Teacher of Evans County, 

Georgia, books about the pine industry, which dominated the countyôs economy. After students 

had read those books and planted pine trees, they asked Hadley about the economic uses of the 

pine tree. Hadley designed a field trip to a pine distillery owned by a black man named Mr. 

Clark, because it was rare for African-Americans to own their businesses and homes, especially 

in the pine industry. Hadley proudly reported that students had felt comfortable asking Mr. Clark  

ñall the questions they wished because he was colored,ò and that he in turn had assured them that 

they had ña very bright futureò as distillery owners in the pine industry.100 Although Hadleyôs 

lesson was vocational in nature, her goal was to teach students that they could thrive 

economically, not to make them more profitable for the state or white employers. Though black 
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distillery owners were rare, Hadley carefully planned a lesson that would allow her students to 

visualize their own bright futures in the Evans County economy. Ida Nance Givens, a Jeanes 

Teacher in Louisiana, achieved a similar goal by inviting alumni of her countyôs black schools to 

tell students about their successful careers in medicine, business, pharmacy, and law.101 This 

lesson echoes early Jeanes Supervisorsô practice of inviting African-American doctors and 
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