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Education of African Americans in North Carolina 

In 1998, as a parent and scholar who had recently completed a study of North Carolina public schools, I 

was angered by the characterization of test score disparities among population groups as indicators of 

“achievement gaps” in the academic performance of African American and white children.  In 

September 2003 I wrote an op-ed piece for the Fayetteville Observer newspaper with the title 

“Achievement Gap?  Resource Gap!”  This writing was motivated by my concern that African 

American students would think that disparities in test scores were evidence of some deficiency for 

which they were solely responsible.  I wanted African American children and the adults who cared for 

them to know some of the circumstances that led to these test score outcomes.  The fact of our history 

that I found most shocking was the extent to which white government leaders had passed laws and 

enacted policies that made it impossible for African Americans to access formal education comparable 

to that of white students.  The North Carolina General Assembly, governors, and school system 

administrators had explicitly shaped the opportunity structures to advantage white people.  The images 

(below) of the North Carolina General Statutes, as revised in 1837, are proof of the explicit actions 

taken that denied education to Black people in the years before emancipation.  Even after emancipation, 

laws were passed and policies enacted to further constrain Black people who sought to read and write.  

Following are excerpts from my doctoral dissertation that highlight the circumstances, public statements 

and policies that helped me understand what I had observed and experienced as a student and parent in 

the years since 1960. 
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“. . . slaves not to teach each other to read or write. . .”  

 

 
“. . . it shall not be incumbent upon the master of a colored person to teach him or her to read and write.” 
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The earliest schools for African Americans in North Carolina were operated by 

Quakers around 1731. "Other religious organizations. especially Methodist, Baptist, and 

Presbyterian denominations were actively engaged in giving religious instructions to [enslaved 

Africans], while Catholics admitted [enslaved] children to their schools" (Brown 1961, 11). 

Literacy was acquired by some free Negroes through apprenticeships. "Under the law of 

1762 it was compulsory . . . for every master to teach or cause his ward to be taught to read and 

to write" (Franklin 1971, 165). 

The enslaved African "had to be trained to meet the needs of his owner" (Brown,  1961, 

15). In some instances, this led to informal education in reading. writing or mathematics. Any 

inclination to educate enslaved people was sharply reversed during the period after publication of 

David Walker's Appeal in 1829. In 1830, the Senate Committee on Slavery and Free Persons 

of Color reported to the North Carolina General Assembly: 

. . . [A]n extensive combination now exists to excite in the minds of slaves and 
coloured persons of this. and other slave holding States. feelings and opinions 
Subversive of good order  and utterly incompatible with  the  relation in which 
we stand towards that class of our population.... 

One source of great evil which suggests itself to your committee and 
from which the most serious danger may be apprehended is the teaching slaves 
to read and write: thereby affording them facilities of intelligence and 
communication inconsistent with their condition, destructive of the contentment 
and happiness, and dangerous to the community. To prevent these evils and the 
further dissemination of inflammatory and seditious publications and the 
consequent contamination of the minds of our slaves, your Committee have 
reported two bills: one to prevent the circulation of seditious pamphlets and 
other publications: and the other to render it criminal to teach slaves to read and 
write (Coon 1908. 477-479). 

 
Such a bill was passed by the Senate and by the House in December 1830. The bill became law 

during the General Assembly's 1830-31 session. A bill to repeal that law was introduced 

December 16. 1831, but a vote was postponed indefinitely. 

In the Legislature of 1834-35, a bill was introduced to prohibit a free Negro from teaching 

his own children or causing them to be educated. The bill, however, did not pass. Subsequently, 

other restrictions were enacted limiting contact between slaves and free persons of color, and 

prohibiting preaching by Black people. In 1838 masters were relieved of the legal obligation to 

teach African American apprentices to read and write, although some "were under indentures 

which specified that they were to be taught to read and write" (Franklin 1971. 165). 

 

 
"David Walker was a free Black man who lived with his mother in Wilmington, North 

Carolina for an estimated forty years, before moving to Boston. He wrote the Appeal " .... on 
which Walker's reputation as the harbinger of militant abolitionism rests .... " (Stuckey 1987. 
120). 
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This change in the law was intended to stem the spread of literacy to free Negroes, and through 

them, to their children and to enslaved Africans. 

After the Emancipation Proclamation, Union army chaplains who had the responsibility 

of dealing with refugee slaves who enlisted, set up schools for them (Brown 1961. 21). 

Missionary associations from the North moved in and in cooperation with the 
army chaplains set up schools wherever they could conveniently do so. Most of 
the teachers were from the North and were white; yet a few educated Negroes 
also were secured to teach (Brown 1961, 21). 

The Freedmen's Bureau (and its predecessor, the Bureau of Freedmen, Refugees. and Abandoned 

Lands), was established in 1864 to "implement the ex-slave into a community of civic 

citizenship" (Brown 1961, 21). ". . . in 1870 the Bureau was shut down and its work mostly 

abandoned" (Kluger 1975, 51). 

Philanthropic organizations. notably the Peabody Fund and the Slater Fund. were 

instrumental in establishing schools for formerly enslaved Africans in the South (Brown 1961, 

29. 42-43). Education was designed to be functional, and the African Americans of this period 

were expected to serve each other and white people in the kinds of jobs relegated to them by the 

white political and economic leaders. In order to support the system of segregated institutions. 

some African Americans were trained in theology, medicine, pharmacy, and teaching. 

Southern political leaders came to resent the "interference" of outsiders who established 

schools for formerly enslaved children, especially since there was at that time no comparable 

system of education for white people. Southern leaders were threatened by the fact that the 

socialization of African Americans was being dominated by their former adversaries. Governor 

Vance expressed this concern in a message to the General Assembly in 1877 urging their 

support for teacher training for both races: 

I am conscious of few things more dangerous than for a State to suffer the 
education of an entire class of its citizens to drift into the hands of strangers. 
most of whom are not attached to our institutions. if not positively unfriendly to 
them. . . . In short, I regard it as an unmistakable policy to imbue these black 
people with a hearty North Carolina feeling. and make them cease to look abroad 
for the aids to their progress and civilization and the protection of their rights as 
they have been taught to do, and to teach them to look to their State instead: to 
convince them that their welfare is indissolubly linked with ours (Knight 1916, 
300). 

 
Dr. Edward Abbott. an Episcopal minister, convened a series of conferences to consider 

education of African Americans in the South. According to Hugh Victor Brown. these 

conferences produced a strategy for generating greater support for the education of persons 

formerly enslaved. 
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As the first two conferences had been concerned mostly with Negro education. 
the third was to give attention to the neglected education of whites as the best 
way to provide training for the Negroes. "Separate schools there must be, but 
these schools would have to be provided in one body of laws and the system 
supported by taxes by all the people. As the whites must inevitably pay the 
greater part of these taxes, they must first be convinced that the only way to 
make good and useful citizens of the Negroes was through proper training in the 
schools (Brown, 1961). 

 
A Dual System of Public Schools 

In 1868 the North Carolina General Assembly enacted a law providing tor free public 

schools for "all children of the State between the ages of six and twenty-one years." However 

without financial support, local jurisdictions were slow to implement the new law. The 

propertied class of taxpayers was reluctant to assume the financial burden of educating the 

poorer classes, since their own children were being educated in private schools or by tutors at 

home. In 1871 the General Assembly passed a state tax to fund the schools. 

The need for teachers prompted the North Carolina Legislature of 1877 to enact 

legislation to create teacher training schools. The first such institution for African Americans 

was established at Fayetteville with 40 students enrolled in that same year (Knight 1916, 30I). A 

consequence of the dual school system that developed was the education of a sector of the 

African American population for teaching. By l904 there were 2682 African American teachers 

(and 7006 white teachers) in the state of North Carolina (Coon, 1906). 

The official policy of segregation was reaffirmed in The General Statutes of North 

Carolina. published in 1952: 

Separation of races.--The children of the white race and children of the colored 
race shall be taught in separate public schools. but there shall be no 
discrimination in favor of or to the prejudice of either race. All white children 
shall be taught in the public schools provided for the white race, and all colored 
children shall be taught in the public schools provided for the colored race: but 
no child with negro blood, or what is generally known as Croatan Indian blood, 
in his veins, shall attend a school for the white race, and no such child shall be 
considered a white child. The descendants of the Croatan Indians, now living in 
Richmond, Robeson, and Sampson counties, shall have separate schools for their 
children (General Statutes of North Carolina 115. 2). 

 
The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was a critical event in the history of public 

education in the United States. This law "prohibits discrimination on the basis of race. color. or 

national origin by recipients of Federal funds: authorizes Federal assistance to school boards. 

school districts. and other governmental units legally responsible for the operation of public 

schools to aid these bodies in their desegregation efforts": and authorizes termination or denial of 

funding to ensure nondiscrimination. 
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North Carolina’s "Progressive" Resistance to Desegregation 

From 1955 through 1967, North Carolina school officials engaged in a shrewd series of 

maneuvers to circumvent the desegregation mandate (Chafe 1980), earning the reputation. 

among southern states, as "progressive." The state's status derived largely from its avoidance of 

public confrontations with federal enforcement agencies, and prevailing "civility." 

The General Assembly enacted legislation (The Pupil Assignment Act) shifting 

responsibility for the assignment of students to particular schools from the state to local school 

administrators, so the state could not be sued for maintaining segregated schools. The state 

constitution was amended to allow local school boards to close public schools, if desegregation 

should be ordered by the courts, and to pay tuition for white students who enrolled in private 

schools. The Plan allowed school administrators to use multiple criteria in assigning students to 

schools--a device that ensured that non-racial justifications for decisions could be found to 

camouflage racially determined placements. North Carolina's leaders determined that a token 

number of African American students would be transferred to previously all-white schools to 

create a defense against possible accusations that the schools remained segregated. This set of 

policies came to be known as the Pearsall Plan, after Senator Thomas Pearsall who chaired the 
Advisory Committee on Education which generated the recommendations (Chafe 1980, 67). 

In addition to the Pupil Assignment Act and the Pearsall Plan. school systems 

established cumbersome application procedures which African Americans were required to 

follow if they wanted to attended an all-white school. Even after these procedures were 

followed, most such applications were denied. It was ultimately the Courts that brought about 

desegregation in most North Carolina schools, declaring the devices employed to circumvent the 

law, unconstitutional, either literally or in their application. Court intervention was infrequent, 

however, because of the legal requirement that citizens exhaust administrative remedies before 

appealing to the courts (Chafe 1980, I04). 

The strategy employed to inspire public support for the Pearsall Plan was to define it as 

the moderate alternative to abolition of public schools—the inevitable result of desegregation 

which poor whites would not accept, and integration—the goal of the NAACP and other liberals 

who sought to have the races "merged" in every respect. The Plan made it possible for schools 

systems to desegregate if they chose to, based on a consensus in the community. Little, if 

anything, was done to bring about such a consensus. To the contrary, North Carolina's General 

Assembly had resolved by spring of 1955 that "the mixing of the races in the public schools... 

cannot be accomplished and should not be attempted" (Chafe 1980, 67). The rhetoric of the 

advocates of the Pearsall Plan exacerbated fears among white and African American families of 
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the possible consequences of integration. 

The architects and executors of the resistance were the politically powerful government 

and business leaders of the state. Governor Luther Hodges was foremost in defining and 

implementing the strategy (Chafe 1980, p. 67). African Americans and poor whites had little 

power or influence over these decisions. 

Within the African American community, a tension developed between reform-oriented 

moderates and more radical "Black Power" advocates. This tension was fueled by powerful 

whites who rewarded "reformers" with token positions designated for African Americans on 

community boards, and called upon them to serve as negotiators and intermediaries. The 

objective of the white leaders was to impede change as much as possible without closing public 

schools. The radicals sought system change; and the reformers worked to gain for African 

Americans the same opportunities enjoyed by white people. They wanted to end racial 

discrimination within the constraints of existing rules and structures. Ironically, most existing 

rules and structures served to maintain the status quo. 

When the counties of North Carolina finally made the technical transition from dual to 

unitary systems of schools, inequities in the assignment of faculty members and students prevailed. 

The number of African American teachers and administrators declined after desegregation, in part 

due to the refusal or reluctance of white administrators to assign them to positions of authority 

among white teachers, or place them in schools with large numbers of white students. Citing Epstein 

(1971, 4906-4907),  Meier and others report that desegregation resulted in the termination of . . . 96 

percent of Black principals in North Carolina.   Students were resegregated within desegregated 

schools, such that many classes were racially identifiable. The State and local governments were 

subject to several legal challenges, resulting from the resistance to Brown. . . . . In 1969, "...  a three-

judge court found unconstitutional several statutory and constitutional provisions enacted by the 

North Carolina General Assembly. . . " declaring that they had "the purpose and effect of promoting 

segregation in the schools." Specifically,  these enactments "allowed exemptions from compulsory 

school attendance, provided for local option for closing schools, and provided for educational 

expense grants." Ruling in Godwin v. Johnston County Board of Education, the Court declared that 

responsibility for desegregation extends to state agencies as well as local school boards. Keech 

(1967, 96) writing about one North Carolina school district concludes, "In Durham the school 

board has intransigently resisted school integration for a period of over ten years after the 

Brown decision. White resistance was obviously at the root of this." 
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The first public school desegregation in North Carolina occurred in 
September, 1957. After Charlotte, Greensboro and Winston-Salem, by pre-
arrangement, simultaneously announced desegregation plans (Southern 
Education Reporting Service, 1961, 27). 

 
Between 1957 and 1960, ten school districts desegregated, with the number of Black students in 

biracial schools totaling 82 (of 54,746). ranging from one in Raleigh in 1960, to 25 in Craven 

County in 1959. In 1966 North Carolina's 169 public school districts enrolled 355,000 Black 

students; 55,000 (15.4 percent) were estimated by the U.S. Office of Education to be enrolled in 

schools with white students. 

The Constitution of North Carolina, as adopted November 3, 1970, finally excludes 

the previously noted section requiring separation of races. It was 1971, nearly twenty years 

after the Brown decision, when the Supreme Court ruled in the case of the Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Board of Education et al. v. James £. Swann, et al. affirming the responsibility of 

school authorities to take whatever steps might be necessary to eliminate racial discrimination 

and all vestiges of state-imposed segregation. The Court declared: 

When a public school system has been racially segregated with respect to 
faculty, staff, transportation, extracurricular activities, and facilities, the first 
remedial responsibility of school authorities is to eliminate insidious racial 
distinctions . . . . Racially neutral assignment plans . . . may be inadequate; such 
plans may fail to counteract the continuing effects of past school segregation 
resulting from discriminatory location of school sites or distortion of school size 
in order to achieve or maintain an artificial racial separation (Swann v. Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Board of Education). 

More importantly, this court ruled: 

The duty of the local school boards is not simply a negative duty to refrain from 
active legal racial discrimination, but a duty to act positively to fashion affirmatively 
a school system as free as possible  from  the  lasting effects of historical apartheid 
(Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education). 

 
The next battles were fought over discriminatory implementation of policies. It was a 

victory for desegregation advocates when, in 1965, the courts ruled that although specific 

policies were constitutional, the manner of their implementation was not. 

Although the North Carolina Assignment and Enrollment of Pupils Act has been 
declared facially constitutional, when such a statute is applied to discriminate 
against black pupils, it is given an unconstitutional application. Criteria may not 
be used to screen and deny black applicants to a particular school if they are not 
used in the same manner to screen and deny white applicants similarly situated 
(Felder v. Harnett County Board of Education). 

 
In summary. the policies and practices of the state of North Carolina with respect to 

education of African Americans create a background that justifies close scrutiny of 
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contemporary practices. In a different context, the question of racial discrimination might 

appear irrational, given alternative explanations for observed education practices. However, 

given the particular history of African American education in North Carolina, the possibility 

of racial discrimination warrants consideration. 
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