
Key African American Milestones in Education: The Past 100 Years 

Over the last century, African Americans have made remarkable progress in 
education, overcoming systemic barriers and shaping a more inclusive society. 
After the Civil War and during Reconstruction, African Americans recognized 
education as a path to freedom and advancement. They established schools 
across the South, often with limited resources and under threat of violence. The 
founding of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) was a pivotal 
development. Shaw University, established in Raleigh in 1865, became North 
Carolina’s first HBCU and a beacon of hope for newly freed slaves seeking 
higher education. HBCUs like Shaw not only provided academic training but also 
fostered leadership and activism. 

The mid-20th century brought transformative legal victories. In 1954, the 
Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education declared that racial  
segregation in public schools was unconstitutional, overturning the “separate but 
equal” doctrine established by Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. This landmark case, 
argued by Thurgood Marshall and the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, was a 
catalyst for the Civil Rights Movement. Despite the ruling, many Southern states 
resisted integration, leading to further legal battles and federal intervention, such 
as the 1957 integration of Little Rock Central High School in Little Rock, AK. The 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 followed, outlawing 
discrimination and strengthening political representation, which in turn impacted 
educational policy and access. 

During the 1960s, the fight for educational equality was closely linked to the 
broader struggle for civil rights. Shaw University played a significant role as the 
birthplace of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in 1960. 
SNCC, led by figures like Ella Baker, empowered young people to challenge 
segregation and advocate for social justice, including equal educational 
opportunities. 

The late 20th century saw further progress. In 1978, the Supreme Court’s 
decision in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke upheld affirmative 
action, allowing colleges to consider race as one factor in admissions. This 
expanded access to higher education for African Americans and encouraged the 
development of Black Studies programs, which brought African American history 
and culture into the academic mainstream. Community advocacy remained 
strong, exemplified by the Million Man March in 1995, which emphasized 
education, unity, and responsibility within Black communities. 



In the 21st century, new challenges and opportunities have emerged. The 
election of Barack Obama as the first African American president in 2008 
inspired renewed focus on educational equity and achievement. The COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020 exposed persistent disparities, such as the digital divide 
affecting Black students’ access to technology and remote learning. Efforts to 
close achievement gaps, increase representation in STEM fields, and promote 
leadership continue to shape the educational landscape. 

African American educational leadership over the past century has been shaped 
by visionary figures whose work expanded opportunity, affirmed cultural identity, 
and transformed teaching nationwide. Mary McLeod Bethune championed 
access to higher education and national civil rights; Septima Poinsette Clark 
empowered thousands through Citizenship Schools that linked literacy with civic 
participation; Dr. Carter G. Woodson institutionalized the study of Black history 
as an essential part of American education; Marva Collins modeled rigorous, 
compassionate instruction that uplifted underserved students; and Dr. Gloria 
Ladson-Billings reshaped modern pedagogy through her groundbreaking work 
on culturally relevant teaching. Together, their legacies form a powerful 
continuum of advocacy, scholarship, and community-centered education that 
continues to guide schools and inspire educators today. 

Throughout the past 100 years, these milestones—driven by visionary leaders, 
landmark court cases, and grassroots activism—have advanced access, 
equality, and representation for African Americans. Their collective impact has 
helped create a more inclusive and equitable educational environment for all. 


