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The Struggle to Educate Black Deaf
Schoolchildren in Washington, D.C.

Sandra Jowers-Barber

Editors’ Introduction

Sandra Jowers-Barber’s study adds significantly to what is known about
Gallaudet University and issues related to race and education. She reviews
the history of African American deaf students in the precollege programs
on Kendall Green and then focuses specifically on attempts by black par-
ents Louise and Luther Miller to enroll their deaf son, Kenneth, in Kendall
School. After several years of frustration with Gallaudet’s administrators
and with the Washington, D.C., Board of Education, in 1952 the Millers
triumphed. In a decision known as Miller v. D.C. Board of Education,
the U.S. District court ruled that Kendall School had to accept black stu-
dents from the District of Columbia. Kendall School responded by creating
separate facilities, called Division II, for African American deaf students,
actively resisting integration until the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in
Brown vs. Board of Education. Jowers-Barber concludes that Gallaudet,
although a unique national institution, funded largely by the federal gov-
ernment to serve all deaf Americans, nevertheless followed the trends of
the time and did not challenge prevailing racial policies.

FOR MANY AMERICANS the chance to obtain an education has been a
struggle. Frederick Douglass recounts how during his enslavement his
owner’s wife started teaching him to read only to stop after her husband
forbade the lessons. At the risk of severe physical punishment he used
every opportunity he could find to continue his education.' For a great
many African Americans, hearing and deaf, the struggle to obtain an
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integrated education lasted well into the twentieth century and ended
with the historic Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954.”

African American deaf children of school age in the District of Colum-
bia began that struggle after an early, but brief, promise of educational
integration. The Columbia Institution for the Instruction of the Deaf and
Dumb and Blind was established by Amos Kendall in the district in 1856.
A year later, it was incorporated by an act of Congress.’ On February 16,
1857, Kendall secured the passage of another act that granted an allow-
ance of one hundred and fifty dollars a year for the maintenance and
tuition of each child received in the institution from the district.*

That same year Kendall offered Edward Miner Gallaudet, by letter,
the position of superintendent of the Columbia Institution.” Gallaudet’s
background was above reproach. His father, Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet,
co-founded the first American school for the deaf in Hartford, Connecti-
cut, in 1817. His deaf mother, Sophia, was one of his father’s first stu-
dents. Gallaudet and his mother came to Washington together. She took
the position of housemother to the students.

When the school opened, an estimated twenty deaf and ten blind stu-
dents were expected from the district and an unknown number from
Maryland.” Among the students that Gallaudet was preparing to direct
were a few who were Black. This was an unusual situation for this pe-
riod. Before the Civil War, Black people, both deaf and hearing, strug-
gled to obtain a formal education. Because it was a criminal offense in
some states to educate enslaved people, those enslaved persons who
learned to read, like Frederick Douglass, concealed that fact. However,
the pre-Civil War Columbia Institution accepted Black students, but
their numbers were always small. Many came because of the interven-
tion of wealthy white patrons. Gallaudet received numerous requests for
assistance and generally responded positively to them by accepting the
youth at the Kendall School. Gallaudet clearly saw the school’s mission
as providing education for all deaf students when he initially accepted
both races. He noted in the History of the College for the Deaf that there
had been “colored pupils since the early days of the school.” Although
Black and white students had separate sleeping and eating accommoda-
tions, all of them were taught together in the classroom.”

Gallaudet continued to receive letters in the late 1800s regarding or-
phaned Black students found abandoned in alleys, sponsored by church
groups and other social agencies. He continued to respond positively to
these requests for assistance for poor, Black deaf youth in need of train-
ing and accepted all who were sent. One such request came in a letter
from R. Y. Maussma, dated March 3, 1879.
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Wm. N. Catlett, mulatto, 6 years old, residing on Wilson St. County, D.C.,
was born deaf and dumb. His father, a laborer in the Treasury Dept.
wishes him to enter into your institute. What conditions have to be ob-
served to gain admission for him. Please inform.?

In another letter dated Nov. 21, 1889, Jenine W. Scudder, asked,

Would you please inform me whether colored deaf mute children are re-
ceived at Kendall Green? I have discovered a poor deaf mute colored boy,
living in an alley and would like to try to help him to “better things” but
before anything can be done I must know whether you can receive him or
not. May I hear from you as soon as convenient?’

The integration of the races in the classroom had been established
from the early years of the school. In 1898, Kendall School had fourteen
Black deaf students enrolled. However, two years earlier Gallaudet had
begun to receive complaints from the white parents about the intermix-
ing of students, and by 1901 white parents had begun to object strenu-
ously to the presence of these students. Soon after the parental objections
began, the relationship between the students, which had been cordial,
quickly deteriorated. When the white students began harassing the Black
students it became obvious to Gallaudet that the ability of the students
to coexist had eroded."” Contributing to this hostile environment was the
conclusion of the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson case, the Supreme Court deci-
sion that established the doctrine of “separate but equal” as the law of
the land." Gallaudet, feeling compelled to take some action, approached
Senator Francis Cockrell (D) from Missouri. The senator offered assis-
tance by obtaining Congressional legislation, approved on March 3, 1905,
that provided for the transfer of the African American students to the
Maryland School for Colored Deaf-Mutes in Overlea, Maryland."”

The Maryland School for the Colored Blind and Deaf was founded in
1872 by Frederick Douglas Morrison, director of the Maryland School
for the Blind. The School for the Colored Deaf was located within the
physical structure of Maryland’s School for the Blind.” The legislation
sponsored by Cockrell further authorized the education of deaf Black
district pupils at the Maryland facility.

For the maintenance and tuition of colored deaf-mutes of teachable age
belonging to the District of Columbia in the Maryland School for Colored
Deaf-Mutes, as authorized in an Act of Congress approved March third,
nineteen hundred and five, and under a contract to be entered into by the
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Commissioners of the District of Columbia, five thousand dollars, or such
thereof as may be necessary."

The Congressional action eliminated the presence of African Ameri-
cans at Kendall. The fourteen students in attendance were transferred in
September 1905 to the Maryland School for Colored Deaf-Mutes. The
resulting policy of educating deaf Blacks outside of the district stayed in
place for the next fifty years.

In 1946 Louise B. Miller, a district resident with a deaf child, began
her challenge to this policy, a journey that would not end until 1952. On
May 21, 1946, Miller met with A. K. Savoy, associate superintendent of
the district’s schools. At that meeting, she requested that her deaf five-
year-old son, Kenneth, be allowed to attend the district’s deaf facility,
Kendall School.” When her request was denied, she asked that he be
educated, at the expense of the district, in the Pennsylvania School for
the Deaf (PSD) in Mount Airy, Pennsylvania.'” Founded on May 15, 1821,
PSD was an integrated institution that from its beginning accepted out-
of-state students.

The Congressional Appropriation Act of March 3, 1905, allowed for
support of district students at facilities other than the Maryland school,
but Miller was not able to secure this support. The district would not
send children to the Pennsylvania school unless they had some special
needs that could not be met at the Maryland school. Miller was informed
that her son would have to undergo a required preliminary examination
before any placement could take place. Following the results of the ex-
amination, she was advised that he did not have special needs. The ad-
mission committee that reviewed student applications for admission to
the school thought that Miller’s son was too young for acceptance. Addi-
tionally, there were no vacancies at the Maryland institution.” To com-
pound the matter there were other students ahead of him on the admis-
sion list. Francis Andrews, superintendent of the Maryland School for
the Blind commented, “I would prefer that he wait another year, for
there are certainly Washington children of school age, who probably
should be with us.”® On October 3, 1946, six months after she first met
with Savoy, Miller received a letter from the District of Columbia School
Board formally notifying her of their decision. Because of limited space
and his young age, the board decided that Kenneth would have to wait
until the next school year to be placed with the Maryland facility.”

Although the language in the March 3, 1905, Congressional Appropri-
ation Act for the district provided for instruction and maintenance of
“colored deaf-mutes,” Miller encountered several obstacles in trying to
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obtain both instruction and maintenance for her child. Kenneth could
not be educated at Kendall School because of his race. He was unable to
start his education at the Maryland school because of his age and lack
of space. Furthermore, his education would not be sponsored by the
district at the PSD because he did not have any special needs. Refusing
to be deterred, in April of 1947 Miller wrote to G. C. Wilkinson, one of
the commissioners of the District of Columbia. She restated her request
for immediate admittance of her son to the Pennsylvania School for the
Deaf at the district’'s expense. Wilkinson, responding to the correspon-
dence, contacted Assistant Superintendent Savoy on April 14, 1947, seek-
ing clarification of the situation.”

Savoy’s memorandum of April 15, 1947, explained the circumstances
of the Miller case. He stated that he was acting in accordance with the
conclusion of Francis Andrews, superintendent of the Maryland School
for the Blind and the Maryland School for the Colored Deaf. Andrews,
in a September 7, 1946, letter, reported that the Maryland facility could
accommodate Kenneth if

The District has the funds and if he has been trained to take care of his
personal wants, such as toilet habits, Etc. Of course he is younger than we
generally take them but we can make exceptions, especially if the child
seems most promising. I think when you and I discussed the Washington
pupils this boy was one whom we thought we would accept if there was
room in the district group.”

However, three days later, another letter arrived from Andrews. He
had changed his position and explained, “Concerning Kenneth Miller, of
whom you wrote; I would prefer that he wait another year, for there are
certainly Washington children of school age, who probably should be
with us. We certainly will be glad to consider Kenneth in the fall of
1947.7%

Since Miller’s appeal to Wilkinson to have the district support her
son’s education at PSD also was unsuccessful, she realized that her son’s
education would have to come without assistance from the District of
Columbia, where she and her husband both worked and lived. Miller
was employed as a statistical clerk at the Census Department, and her
husband, Luther Miller, was a district police officer. They were deter-
mined to provide the best educational opportunities for their son. The
Millers believed that an early educational start was necessary for deaf
children to excel. From 1947 to 1948, the Millers engaged private tutors
for Kenneth and paid them $5 an hour to provide the educational foun-
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dation they believed Kenneth needed. They decided in 1949, when their
son turned eight, to place him in PSD at their own expense. Kenneth's
tuition for the first year was $1,350; it rose to $1,650 during the second
year.” He was educated there for the next two years. Because the institu-
tion was a residential facility, Kenneth boarded there. He was away from
his family from September until the end of the school year in May. The
Millers believed the expense of the tuition, the absence of their son, and
the lack of parental guidance for him to be unfair and unnecessary bur-
dens on their family.

Lack of parental guidance and the absence of family support for chil-
dren boarding at school have historically been complaints of parents
with children educated away from home.”* Ernest Hairston, a Black and
deaf scholar and author, addressed the issues of Black hearing families
with deaf children in his 1983 book. He acknowledged the value of hav-
ing deaf children stay in the home environment whenever possible and
noted the importance of including the children in all of the family’s ac-
tivities.

Some Black parents have two or three jobs just so their children will have
a better life than themselves. They want to achieve educationally and eco-
nomically. They have strong spiritual values. Black deaf children when
exposed to these things come to feel a part of the family. They learn family
values, goals, and expectations. This is a form of communication at its best
and the Black deaf child should be part of this sharing in the joy and
sorrow of everyday family life. ... Parents should be there to share their
moments of happiness and defeat, to lend words of encouragement, to say
“no” when necessary, and to recognize the frustration many Black deaf
children experience.”

Sending children away to school at such an early age deprives both par-
ents and the child of the many benefits that Hairston addressed.

Before the Millers made the decision to enroll their son in PSD, how-
ever, they had visited the Overlea facility and found that the condition
of the school was unacceptable. “I was shocked at the rundown physical
plant and the poor system and I could not leave him there,” Miller said.
More importantly, she stated that at the Maryland facility “children can
only communicate by sign language or by writing.”” In contrast, stu-
dents at PSD were instructed using the oral method, which was consid-
ered a more advanced method of instruction during that period. The
decision to send Kenneth to school in Pennsylvania, even though it was
a greater distance from the district, was based on the Millers’ belief that
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he would receive a better education there. That outweighed that fact that
he would be further from home.”

Miller’'s complaints about the state of the Maryland facility were not
unusual. The problems of inadequate facilities and quality education for
handicapped and special-needs Black students were pressing issues. The
lack of resources for deaf Black students in rural towns in the South was
the subject of an article in The Journal of Negro Education in 1932. In 1937,
James A. Scott, a Black educator, noted the lack of adequate funding
made available by states and federal government for the facilities. How-
ard Hale Long, writing in 1947, looked at the lack of special educational
services for Black youth. He included a table that showed enrollment in
Southern residential public and private schools of both white and Black
students. The District of Columbia provided for 234 white, deaf students
and no Black students.” It would remain this way until a successful legal
challenge in 1952.

Some individuals and organizations in the district were concerned
with advocating for equality for all citizens. Paul Cooke, a member of the
Greater Washington Area Council of the American Veterans Committee
(AVCQ), took up the cause of the district’s deaf Black children. He became,
along with his organization, one of their staunchest advocates.” Cooke’s
involvement began when he read in the Congress Appropriation Act of
1950 that Congress had allocated funds for the instruction of the district’s
white deaf children within the district, but not for Black children. The
act provided funding for the education of deaf Black children at an insti-
tution outside of the district. Cooke had previously been unaware of this
situation. He found it disturbing that such an unfair and discriminatory
practice was going on and immediately took the matter to Florence Nier-
man, the chair of the Washington chapter of the AVC. She called for
immediate action. The AVC board declared that the practice of racial
discrimination was a denial of the children’s rights under the Fourteenth
Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, and AVC embarked
on a campaign to end this injustice.”

Cooke’s responsibilities were to research the Congressional acts, inter-
view the parents of the children, determine the contact persons in the
responsible district agencies, and prepare communications to them. His
research indicated that the major figures in the educational decisions for
the deaf children were the Board of Education, the superintendent of
schools, the Board of Commissioners, the Federal Security Agency, and
the Board of Directors of Gallaudet College, of which Kendall School
was a part. Through conversations with churches, charitable agencies,
and school officials, he found and contacted parents of deaf children.”
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Nierman, in her capacity as chair of the AVC, began writing to the
agencies and directors identified by Cooke to apprise them of the organi-
zation’s support of the parents and to try to see if there was an adminis-
trative remedy to the exclusion of the Black deaf students. She wrote to
Albert Atwood, president of the Board of Directors of Gallaudet, in April
1951. The letter, which was forwarded to Leonard Elstad, Gallaudet’s
president, expressed the concerns of the AVC at the inequality of the
educational situation for the district’s Black deaf children.

Elstad’s response to Nierman addressed several issues. He acknowl-
edged that white deaf children from the district were educated at Ken-
dall School. He further informed her that the education of “colored deaf
children” was provided for in statutes dating back to the founding of
the institution. He stated that the collegiate department of the institution
had a Black student. According to Elstad there would be more, but “the
difficulty has been that the education of the colored deaf is so far behind
that of the white deaf that they have not been able to reach college en-
trance level in their education.”” He noted that Kendall School had a
different situation because of legal segregation and that

As long as all the white deaf children of the District of Columbia are edu-
cated here, we are compelled to refuse entrance to colored deaf children
in that department. It would seem, therefore, that if colored deaf children
were to be educated here it would have to be on a segregated basis.”

Hobart Corning, superintendent of the District of Columbia Public
Schools, wrote to Nierman on May 14, 1951. He outlined the policy for
educating Black deaf children and explained that the responsibility for
that policy was not with the office of the superintendent of public
schools. Joseph Donohue, commissioner, District of Columbia, wrote to
Nierman on July 23, 1951, and related part of a conference with Elstad.

As you probably know, under Section 1011 of Title 31 of the D.C. Code,
the directors of the Columbia Institution for the Deaf are authorized to
provide for the education of colored deaf mute children properly belong-
ing to the District of Columbia in Maryland School. I take it that the autho-
rization contained in that section of the Code is tantamount to a direction
... that the solution of the problem requires an authorization from Con-
gress to establish facilities for teaching the deaf colored mutes of the Dis-
trict of Columbia within the District of Columbia.**

Donohue also made a statement about this matter in the Washington
Post on July 24, 1951. It spoke to the effect of the AVC’s advocacy for the
deaf children of the district. The Post reported,
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District Commissioner F. Joseph Donohue said yesterday he plans to study
the possibility of having deaf Negro children educated here. They now go
to a school at Overlea, Md., near Baltimore. Deaf white children are sent
to Kendall School, which is part of the Federally-subsidized Columbian
[sic] Institution for the Deaf here which also includes Gallaudet College . . .
Donohue announced his plans after hearing requests for local education of
the handicapped Negro children from the Greater Washington Council of
American Veterans Committee. . . . Because of the shortage of the Negro
teachers trained for work with the deaf, Elstad told Donohue, the board of
education might have difficulty in staffing the school, but Gallaudet could
furnish teachers. Meanwhile, school officials have been studying the entire
program of education for the deaf children. A report and recommenda-
tions will probably be given the board this fall.”*

John L. Thurston, the acting administrator of the Federal Security
Agency, wrote to Nierman on August 15, 1951. His letter replied to the
AVC’s inquiry about education for the deaf Black children of the district.

In specific answer to your question, then, it would appear that the matter
is not within the control of the Federal Security Agency. In fact, it appears
to be inseparably connected with the problem of educational segregation
in the schools of the District of Columbia, a matter entirely outside the
responsibility or authority of this Agency.”

The correspondence with the agencies involved in the process did not
bring any immediate change to the children’s situation. Cooke and the
AVC Board believed that the parents should join together and fight for
an end to the policy of educational segregation that had for so long af-
fected their families.” The strategy set an example that was used later in
the Brown v. Board of Education suit filed in 1954. Cooke assembled Miller,
Minnie Mayfield, David Hood and his wife, Clyde Howard, Marvin
Brown, Grace Jones, and Luke Richardson, all parents of district African
American deaf children who attended either the Maryland or Pennsylva-
nia institutions. They gathered at the AVC Clubhouse located in the
Northwest section of the district, and there they met representatives
from the law firm of Cobb, Howard, and Hayes, which would take legal
action on their behalf.

The next step in the AVC strategy was a letter-writing campaign. Par-
ents were encouraged to state their concerns in writing. They agreed to
start documenting their requests for a change in the policy of sending
their children to another state for education. The letters were sent to the
Board of Education. Minnie Mayfield’s August 1951 letter to the Board
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of Education stressed the importance of having a child remain with his
or her family, and it became the model for all of the other letters.

I am the mother of Donald Mayfield, who is living in Washington and
attending the Maryland School for the Blind at Overlea, MD. My child is
8 years of age and it works an extreme hardship on the child and me
to have the child attending school outside of the District of Columbia. I
understand that it is the responsibility of the Board of Education to pro-
vide for the education of all children within the District of Columbia. I
therefore respectfully request the Board of Education to provide education
for my child within the District of Columbia beginning with the September
1951 term.”

By December 1951, the AVC had spent more than eight months corre-
sponding with the agencies responsible for the oversight of the education
of the district’s deaf children. They prepared, wrote, and delivered a six-
page statement to the Board of Education on December 26, 1951. The
statement, with a cover letter from Cooke, outlined the unequal situation
of the students. It set forth the current legislation regarding the educa-
tion of the deaf students. Additionally, it supported the requests of the
Black parents who also wrote the agencies. Their letters requested admis-
sion for their deaf children to the Kendall School in the District of Co-
lumbia. This statement marked the end of the AVC’s first phase of a
two-prong strategy to challenge educational policy.”

On February 2, 1952, the law firm of Cobb, Hayes, and Howard filed
Miller et al. v. Board of Education of District of Columbia et al. Civil No.
515-52 in the United States District Court for the District of Columbia.
Louise B. Miller and her son Kenneth, who was now eleven and on
whose behalf she had begun her advocacy in 1946, were the lead plain-
tiffs. They were joined by Marvin Brown and his daughter, Irene Brown;
Mattie Hood and her son Robert Jones; Grace Jones and her son William
Matthews; Minnie Mayfield and her son Donald Mayfield; and Luke
Richardson and his daughter Doris Richardson. John D. Fauntleroy and
Phineas Indritz, respectively, argued the case for the plaintiffs and pre-
pared the plaintiffs’ briefs.

The defendants in the suit were the Board of Education of the District
of Columbia, the Board of Commissioners of the District of Columbia,
and the Board of Directors of Gallaudet College. They were represented
by two legal teams: Vernon E. West, corporation counsel, and Milton D.
Korman, assistant corporation counsel,” and Roger Robb for Gallaudet.
The judge in the nonjury hearing was David Pine. An article in the Wash-
ington Afro-American, on February 8, 1952, summarized the initial filing
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as follows, “A suit [w]as filed in District Court last Friday to force the
Columbia Institution for the Deaf, the District Board of Education and
the District Board of Commissioners to educate colored deaf children
within the District of Columbia.”"!

The Washington Pittsburgh Courier ran an article on the filing on Febru-
ary 9, citing the policy of sending the deaf students out of the city.” An
article in the Washington Post on February 21, 1952, reported on discus-
sions centered on changing the residential program at Kendall to a day
school.” But it was an article in the Washington Daily News on February
21, 1952, that drew the most attention. Written almost three weeks after
the filing of Miller, it reported on an overture by the District School
Board that was prophetic. The article stated that, “School Supt. Hobart
M. Corning today has orders from the District School Board to study the
possibility of ‘integrating’ white and Negro schools here, and to report
within 30 days.”*

Judge Pine’s decision in finding for the plaintiffs in the nonjury hear-
ing immediately changed the almost fifty-year-old educational policy for
deaf Black district children. The judge’s decision was based on the ruling
in the 1938 Missouri ex. Rel Gaines v. Canada, 305 U.S. 337 case. In this
case, Lloyd L. Gaines, an African American, was denied admission to
the University of Missouri law school because of his race. As a practice,
the state paid the tuition of African Americans at out-of-state schools
rather than admit them to the University of Missouri. This way the state
avoided the expense of having to construct separate-but-equal facilities.
The court ruled for the plaintiff and held that Missouri provided no
equal access to higher education for both races within its borders. The
court found Missouri’s policy to be state-practiced racial discrimination,
and therefore in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. Missouri then
built and staffed a Black law school within the University of Missouri.
Judge Pine, in basing his ruling on that precedent, stated,

As I see it, the practice involved in this case offends against the Gaines
decision; and therefore, to maintain the legality of the separation of the
races, it is the duty of the District to provide equal educational facilities
within the District for the deaf children of both races, if it provides for any
therein.”

In the fall of 1952, Black students were again attending Kendall
School. Cooke felt that “the victory for the families and students was one
of the more significant undertakings of the AVC.” Challenging the type
of injustice that was inflicted upon the deaf community was one of the
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reasons he had become a member of the AVC. Cooke believed that a
tremendous injustice had been righted.*

This victory proved bittersweet for the students as they joined their
hearing peers in the district’s segregated school system. The policy of
segregation mandated that in the aftermath of the court decision the
Kendall School had to set up a separate area for Black students. The
result was Kendall's creation of Division I for the white students and
Division II for the Black students.

A positive and significant change brought about by Miller v. D.C.
Board of Education was the hiring of Black teachers. This became a neces-
sity after the hostile response of the white teaching staff to the return of
Black students. Some were quite vocal in their refusal to teach Black
students. A few wore black armbands after the decision and the return
of the students to show that they were in mourning for the passing of
the institution’s policy of segregation.”

Finding Black teachers was not an easy matter, for Black teachers of
the deaf and deaf Black teachers historically had been in short supply.®
In 1914, Thomas Flowers, a Black deaf educator from the North Carolina
School for the Colored Deaf expressed concern about the specific chal-
lenges that Black deaf and hearing teachers faced. Low pay, poor facili-
ties, and large classes kept a significant number of Black teachers from
entering the field, he said.” At the 1939 Conference of Executives of
American Schools for the Deaf, Clarence J. Settles stated that the major
reason for the shortage of teachers of color was the absence of special
teacher-training schools for Blacks. He also believed that the lack of sum-
mer-school classes was a factor.”

To determine the current number of Black teachers of deaf Black stu-
dents and, therefore, the need for more Black teachers, Settles sent a
survey to the sixteen schools in the country that had schools or depart-
ments for Black deaf students. The educators analyzed the survey data
and concluded that a training center for Black teachers should be estab-
lished at some institution in the South. The survey responses revealed a
general consensus that more African American teachers needed to be
trained, but when, how, and where varied between schools that had de-
partments and those that had separate schools for Black students. How-
ard University and Hampton Institute were recommended as good places
to set up a summer training program. The never-ending debate regard-
ing whether the training should be oral or manual was also mentioned.
The surveyors also noted the issue of financial need, especially for poor
teachers who did not have funds to travel.”'

Surprisingly, the questionnaire did not ask about the race of the teach-
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ers. The only question regarding race referred to the principal or super-
vising teacher of the “colored school.” Some institutions, like the Mary-
land School for the Black Colored Deaf, employed white instructors.
James Bledsoe, superintendent of the school, responded that

Our department for the colored deaf in the Maryland School for the Blind
is, I think, one of the oldest in the country. It started in 1872. Since that
time our teachers have all been white persons. We have never had any
colored people as teachers or officers in that school. So far we have not had
any great difficulty in securing teachers. . . . So far as we are concerned, we
don’t feel that we need any such training as that spoken of by Mr. Settles,
but I think that probably, for the majority of the schools in the south, they
do need that training.”

The 1947 directory issue of the American Annals of the Deaf included a
list of the 105 Black teachers (71 were women) who were teaching at
twelve residential schools in the country. The journal also mentioned
that there were 1,160 Black deaf students in residential schools across
the country.”

In 1953, the American Annals of the Deaf published information on the
number of teachers and pupils in public residential schools for the deaf
as of October 31, 1952, the same year that Kendall School hired its first
Black instructors. The journal included the new Division II at the school.
The data showed that among five Black schools for the deaf—Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Maryland, and Mississippi—there were seventeen
deaf academic instructors. Three of the institutions (Alabama, Maryland,
and Mississippi) collectively had eight deaf teachers for vocational
classes. Four of the deaf academic teachers and one deaf vocational in-
structor taught at the Maryland school. There is no indication, however,
that the deaf instructors at the Black schools were Black. The white insti-
tutions employed a significantly higher number of deaf instructors. The
61 schools included in the Annals reported having a total of 216 deaf
academic instructors and 165 vocational instructors.”

Although Black deaf teachers had always been a small minority, they
had a long history of teaching in the South. North Carolina, which estab-
lished the first state school for Black deaf children in 1869 in Raleigh,
provided two of the earliest known teachers. In 1877, Julius Garrett and
Amanda Johnson, both graduates of the North Carolina program, along
with H. L. Johns, who had attended the Maryland school for Black deaf
children in Baltimore, were hired as teachers at the Texas Institute for
Deaf, Dumb, and Blind Colored Youth.”

The Texas institution had been established through the efforts of Wil-
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liam Holland, a former slave who had become a soldier, legislator, and
teacher. His proposal to the Texas legislature resulted in the opening of
the school on April 5, 1887, and he was named the first superintendent
on August 15, 1887. Holland hired Garrett, Johnson, and Johns that same
year.” He also hired a Black hearing teacher and artist, Mattie B. Hay-
wood White, in 1900. For over forty years White taught at the school
using innovative and creative techniques. Deaf and blind students were
not usually instructed in extensive art courses, but White used sign lan-
guage and written instructions to teach deaf students to paint, draw,
crochet, knit, embroider, and make rugs. Her blind students learned how
to crochet and weave baskets and rugs.”

Kendall School’s first Black instructors, Rubye Frye, Bessie Thornton,
Mary E. Phillips, and Robert Robinson, were also hearing. They all had
training in special education and held advanced degrees. One was an
ardent oralist; the other three knew and used sign language in the class-
room.

Frye had been educated at Howard University in Washington, where
she received her BA degree. She moved to New York and attended
Hunter College in New York, where she earned an MA degree in special
education. Frye learned the oral method of instruction and believed that
it was superior to the manual method.”

Thornton received her MA degree in special education from Hampton
Institute, in Hampton, Virginia. Before coming to Kendall School, she
taught at the Virginia State School at Hampton and the day school for
colored deaf in Atlanta, Georgia. She had participated in summer classes
taught by Gallaudet instructors at Hampton starting in 1946. Thornton
was trained in both the oral and manual methods; however, she believed
that the manual method allowed for more effective teaching.”

Phillips attended Hampton Institute with Thornton. She also received
her MA degree in special education. She had four years of teaching expe-
rience in the department for the deaf at the North Carolina School for
the Blind and Deaf in Raleigh. Like Thornton, Phillips had taken summer
classes on deaf education taught by Gallaudet instructors. She shared
Thornton’s philosophy on teaching with sign language. Phillips thought
that oralism could be used with certain students, especially those who
were late-deafened.”

Robinson was the only male instructor. The number of male instruc-
tors lagged considerably behind female instructors.” He received his BS
degree from Virginia State College in Petersburg, Virginia, and then Rob-
inson taught at the Virginia State School for the Deaf and Blind in Peters-
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burg. He had taken courses in education of the deaf at Hampton Insti-
tute.” When he was hired at Kendall, Robinson was in the process of
writing his master’s thesis. He completed the thesis and received his MA
degree before the start of school. Robinson taught using sign and was a
proponent of the combined method. He used sign language, writing,
speech, and speechreading.”

These four hearing Black teachers were charged with instructing the
first class of Black students in almost fifty years at Kendall School. The
class had twenty-four students, sixteen of whom had transferred from
the Maryland School for the Colored Deaf.* Because there were no dor-
mitory facilities for them, the Black students arrived at and departed
from the campus in Yellow Cabs.” Although Gallaudet College paid for
the students’ transportation, this process served to further remind them
that they were a separate part of the school. Former student Robert Mil-
burn remarked that initially the cab rides were fun, but they quickly lost
their appeal. He said that he soon began to think “they wanted to get us
in and out as fast as they could.”*

Construction began on the dorms for Black students in the fall of 1952
and was completed in spring of 1953. This allowed the students to stay
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on campus, although in a segregated environment. That environment
prevented the Black students from obtaining education equal to that re-
ceived by white students. There was a vast difference in the quality of
the curriculum offered to the students in Division I and Division II. The
curriculum given to the Black teachers consisted of a list of words, a list
of prepositions, color words, and number words. The Division I curricu-
lum was similar, but the students had textbooks and they took econom-
ics. There were no textbooks for Division II students or any vocational
courses for them. The advantages for the Division I students were ob-
vious.”

The 1952 Miller decision is significant because it made possible the
education of Black deaf school-age residents of the district within the
boundaries of the city. These children no longer had to leave their fami-
lies and be without their guidance, support, and interaction. What the
decision did not do, and could not do, was overturn the district’s policy
of educational segregation. Neither could it erase the prejudice and rac-
ism of white teachers who refused to instruct Black students. The hiring
of Black teachers who were dedicated to providing the best possible edu-
cation to the students was another positive result of Miller. But the
dream of educational equality would not be realized until the historic
1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision. At the beginning of the aca-
demic year after the Brown decision, for the first time in almost fifty

Students in an oral class at Kendall School


https://vious.67

The Struggle to Educate Black Deaf Schoolchildren 129

years, Black and white deaf students took their places in Kendall School
classrooms together.
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