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Historical Voices for Contemporary Times: Learning from Black Women Educational Theorists
to Redesign Teaching and Teacher Education

Abstract: At a time when schools are destroying the minds and spirits of Black and Brown
students, as educators, we must work differently to make sure our children’s souls are not
claimed by those who refuse to acknowledge their brilliance. The purpose of this essay is to
explore the educational activism and scholarship of three Black women educators in an effort to
help readers understand how and why they should inform our teacher education and teaching
practices today. The authors highlight the lives of Anna Julia Cooper, Mary McCloud Bethune,
and Nannie Helen Burroughs, influential women whose work and theories have shaped the field
of teacher education. Through a brief historical analysis of their scholarship and practice, the
authors examine how these women ignited educational progress for Black children. This piece is
written to honor their lives, center their theories on education, and bring them out of obscurity.

As Black women and teacher educators, we have distinct memories of our teacher
education programs. During our studies, we each took the standard “diversity course” or the one
class on teaching multicultural literature, where we learned surface level approaches for teaching
Black and Brown youth. These limited and Eurocentric approaches were not grounded in
Blackness, Brown-ness, or our collective histories. We studied methods and strategies for our
future classrooms, and our professors focused on specific theorists and educators who were held
up as models for our thinking and practice. These theorists were typically White men. We recall
learning from theorists such as Vygotsky, Dewey, Maslow, Erikson and Piaget. These same
names continue to appear on reading lists and constitute the typical theorists on teacher education
syllabi today. What was missing from all of our teacher education programs, and is still glaringly
absent today, is the intentional study of Black theorists and educators who have shaped the

history of our country and the current state of education.
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As preservice teachers, we did not learn from educational theorists like W.E.B Dubois,
Carter G. Woodson, Booker T. Washington, or Nathan Hare. We certainly didn’t learn from the
work of Black women educational leaders, activists, or theorists who changed the landscape of
education—sisters like Mary McCloud Bethune, Anna Julia Copper, Clara Muhammad, Nannie
Helen Burroughs, Fanny Jackson Coppin, Ella Baker, Ida B. Wells, or Dorothy Height. In fact,
we do not recall their names being spoken in our education courses. This omission distorted our
understanding of the field and limited the way we viewed our own potential as classroom
teachers. Thus, here we provide the narratives of 3 Black women who contributed to education
and educational scholarship with hopes of offering practical suggestions for teachers and teacher
educators. We write this article to honor their lives and theories on education, to center Black
women, bringing them out of obscurity, and to give a charge to our fellow teachers and teacher
educators to take their contributions to inform teacher preparation and practice today. We do this
in hopes that teacher educators bring these women into courses and professional development
and put their life’s work and the texts they produced on their syllabi. At a time when schools are
destroying the minds and spirits of our Black and Brown students, we must work differently to
make sure those that fail to see their beauty and brilliance do not claim our children’s souls.
Why Center Black Women in Education?

There is an expressed interest in understanding how teachers can employ philosophies
and pedagogies to support students, particularly those from historically marginalized
backgrounds. Research and policies identify concise and explicit characteristics in the efforts to
standardize profiles of excellence. Because Black women’s pedagogies are unique and reflective
upon their identities, histories, and traditions (Crenshaw, 1990), their perspectives and
contributions are often omitted as identifiable characteristics of effective teaching practices. The

erasure of Black women’s contributions from professional literature and teacher education



programs is a detriment to the field of education because their intersectional experiences,
specifically at the nexus of race, gender, and class, inform not only why they teach, but also how
their focus on intergenerational legacy and community guide them toward providing quality
instruction for their students (Dixson & Dingus, 2008). If any teachers, not only Black women
educators, are to incorporate intergenerational legacies, histories, and a sense of community into
their pedagogies, they must be exposed to the writings of historical figures, specifically Black
women, whose instructional methods and philosophies can support them in their efforts.

Throughout time, Black women have given us a playbook and roadmap for social change,
educational justice, and civic education (Dillard, 2006). Black women have always been at the
forefront of making education inclusive for all children. A tradition exists— historically and in
contemporary times—of Black women speaking on behalf of Black children and deeply working
toward the success of all children (Solano-Flores & Nelson-Barber, 2001). If we consider our
history, Black women, like the 3 we highlight in this essay, have been said to “uplift the race,”
and in the process uplift all of humanity.

Additionally, teacher education faculty remain mostly White (Ladson-Billings, 2005) and
Black students report perceptions of racism in teacher education specifically related to
coursework (Siraj-Blatchford, 1991). Although White teachers may be familiar with the
pedagogies of Black women educators, they may not practice these pedagogies at all, or at least
in the same ways as Black women (Collins, 1986, 2000). Therefore, it is vital to include through
their writings the voices of historical Black women educators who experienced intersectional
positionalities into the curricula of teacher education programs. Inclusion of Black women’s
theories and biographies will support the authentic integration of unique and largely untapped
approaches for improving educational practices.

Exploring the Educational Activism and Scholarship of Three Black women



We explore the educational activism and scholarship of 3 influential Black women
educators, Anna Julia Cooper, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Nannie Helen Burroughs, to help
readers understand how and why the work they did in the past should inform our teacher
education and teaching practices today. We selected these women because: 1) they have been
educators or teachers; 2) they embrace the diversity of their Black womanhood and the eras in
which they led others, and 3) they took up abolitionist practices in their work on behalf of
children in need of their service. Abolitionist teaching practices are built on creativity,
imagination, boldness, ingenuity and a rebellious spirit—the methods that abolitionists
demanded (Love, 2019). Additionally, Anna Julia Cooper, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Nannie
Helen Burroughs left an incredible and indelible impact with their brilliance and service on
education. These women dedicated their lives toward advocating for Blacks to have a right to an
education, and they spent their lives publicizing the brilliance of Black people and their
resilience in the face of white supremacy. We highlight these sisters in this article because they
represent a tradition of Black women who chose the field of dedication to fight for equality and
educational equity.

The brief biographies of these women that we present make them obvious choices for us
as we asked the following questions to frame this essay:

1. What did the woman do within and for the field of education? What frameworks did she
embody for schools and classrooms?
2. Which theories did she honor in her scholarship and activism that had a profound impact
on the children of her historical moment?
We focus on the theoretical perspectives these women took up in their work as we find that
theory helps us to understand educational events and pedagogy, and the ways in which we can

identify what needs to be changed. Theory offers an epistemological grounding that helps us



view the world, particularly the world of teaching and learning. Love (2019) reminds us that if
one wants to explain the current state of education or any particular problem of practice, theory
will provide the answers each time. For the purpose of this paper, we also define theory as the
ideas, conceptions, framing principles and beliefs that have governed these women’s lives. In
education, we have gotten mired down in all of the problems. As much as we focus on problems,
education still has not (largely) changed or advanced for Black children. As we think through
their educational lives, we take up the theory of Black Feminist Thought to inform our thinking
about this issue.
Black Feminist Thought

In our sharing of Black women’s narratives, we use the conceptual framework of Black
Feminist Thought (BFT) to examine how these educators from the 19" and 20" centuries made
significant contributions to the development of educational theory and practice. The goal of BFT,
as a critical social theory, is to empower marginalized women who experience social injustices
due to intersectional oppressions (Collins, 2000). BFT places Black women at the center of
analysis, and requires an examination of their lives and lived experiences. As a theory, BFT
gives voice to Black women who have been told in many ways they do not matter. We anchor
this work in Collins’s (2000) scholarship as she established BFT as a viable and critical social
theory that empowers Black women; however, we are mindful of other scholars who have used
and conceived this framework in unique ways while studying and centering the narratives of
Black women (Bolles, 2013; Guy-Sheftall, 2011). As a theory, it advances the importance of
how we view our experiences and the ways we understand the world. For example, a principal
tenet of the theory is to stimulate a Black woman’s consciousness, which can lead to self-
reflection, self-actualization, and personal freedom. BFT utilizes the “collected knowledge” of

Black women, fosters their empowerment, and documents the existence of such knowledge



(Collins, 2000, p. x). When referencing BFT, we focus on the core theme of individual and
collective standpoint (Collins, 1991). This provides a unique lens for us to view the contributions
of these 3 Black women to educational theory and practice, one that is not Eurocentric and does
not marginalize our ways of knowing. We argue that their contributions viewed through a BFT
lens properly honors their histories, experiences, and ways of being and knowing. This lens
therefore affirms the choices they made for their activism and allows a deeper understanding for
why the contributions offered by their lives’ work should be used to inform the field today. We
turn to Sisters Cooper, Burroughs, and McLeod Bethune for direction on how to do this, and
improve the overall quality of education for our schools’ Black and Brown children.
Sister Anna Julia Cooper

Anna Julia Cooper, an internationally-educated scholar and educator was born August 10,
1858 in Raleigh, North Carolina. As a youth, she attended Saint Augustine’s Normal School and
Collegiate Institute in 1868, and subsequently earned a Bachelor of Science in mathematics from
Oberlin College and a Master’s degree in mathematics in 1888. Upon entering the workforce,
Cooper served as a high school science and mathematics educator. She later served as a high
school principal and college professor. Several years into her tenure as an educator, in 1925,
Cooper earned her doctorate from Sorbonne University in Paris, France. Her research focused
broadly on the experiences of individuals in the African diaspora. Specifically, her dissertation
research focused on slavery and the French Revolution, and she later became one of the pioneers
who illuminated the social conditions experienced by Black women through intersectional
analysis.

Cooper’s prominent writing A Voice from the South: By a Black Woman of the South was
first published in 1892 and provided the foundation for subsequent work in Black Feminism and

Intersectionality. For example, her book is cited by scholars Patricia Hill Collins (2000),



Kimberle Crenshaw (1989), and the writers of the Combahee River Collective — all prominent
scholars in Black Feminist Thought and Intersectional Feminism. Cooper contributed to
“intersectionality-like thought” through her analyses of the spaces occupied by women of color
in US society. She concluded that the African American woman ““is confronted by both a woman
question and a race problem, and is as yet an unknown or an unacknowledged factor in both” (p.
134). Cooper’s work described African American women’s positionality, while simultaneously
thrusting forth her vision for change in how the Black woman was perceived and treated. In A
Voice From the South (1988,1892), she was hopeful that the turn of the century would encourage
who she considered a “young race, full of elasticity...and youth” (p. 144) in the fight for change,
and that the African American woman would “...stamp weal or woe on the coming history of
this people” (p. 145).

Cooper’s contributions to education and specifically to intersectional theory lay a
foundation for teachers to learn from when serving children of diverse backgrounds with respect
to their race, gender, religion, sexuality, nationality, and other social markers. It is important for
teachers to have an understanding of intersectionality and how their students’ experiences
represent their social locations, and their place in school and the broader society. From Cooper’s
work, we in education have gained a deeper understanding about the significance of recognizing
social locations. This impact of her work can be seen through the use of critical theory and
practice (Freire, 1970). Very few preparation programs specifically examine the nuances of
students’ social locations in ways that invoke the use of intersectionality theory. A closer
examination of Cooper’s work would provide a foundation for this work. Cooper’s life is a great
example for today’s educators. She was bold, frequently calling out social injustices, showing
tenacity and moral courage in addressing inequities felt by the most vulnerable, and

demonstrated a fervor for intellectual cultivation. Teacher education programs have the



opportunity to present their students with Cooper’s influential work, and connect critical social
theories with educational practice in the hope to bring about change for children in schools.
Sister Mary McLeod Bethune

Born July 10, 1875 in South Carolina, Mary McLeod Bethune would become one of the
most significant educational leaders of the 20th century. As a child, Bethune was formally
educated at Maysville School, Trinity Presbyterian Mission School for African Americans
(founded by Emma Wilson, an African American teacher) and after graduation, Bethune
attended Scotia Seminary for Girls on a scholarship. She planned to engage in missionary work
in Africa post-graduation, but realized that “Africans in America needed Christ and school just
as much as Negroes in Africa... My life work lay not in Africa but in my own country” (Halasa,
1989, p. 34). This decision propelled her toward a life of advancing the education of Black
people in the United States, and championing for racial equity and justice. She worked as a
teacher in Florida, Illinois, Georgia, and South Carolina and later became a teacher educator.

In October 1904, she opened a high school, hospital, and the Daytona Normal and
Industrial Institute for Negro Girls-aged 8-12. At the time, the building was in poor physical
condition, yet she had a vision for what the building could become and who could be served
within it. McLeod Bethune raised funds for the school and eventually improved its physical state
and context for learning. While teaching academics and religion were central to the school’s
mission, her educational philosophy focused on having youth learn skills so they could work and
earn an income. Therefore, students also studied subjects such as sewing, broom making, and
cooking.

In her life’s work, McLeod Bethune took up frameworks that would likely be labeled
today as liberation theology, racial literacy, and critical race theory. Because she was an activist

committed to combating racial violence, she asserted critical theoretical perspectives and



examined power and equity as it related to her practice; she infused her work and scholarship
with anti-oppressive methods. For example, in 1936 she organized the Federal Council on Negro
Affairs to bring social change toward racial inequalities in communities and schools. McLeod
Bethune also embodied critical love. She loved her students and loved what she taught. In her
many talks and in her writing, McLeod Bethune mentioned the importance of love in education.
She refused to focus on testing and other external measurements, but, instead, wanted youth to
grow up to have a quality, full, and joyous life.

Unlike many theorists and educational leaders who taught at universities, McLeod
Bethune focused her efforts on Black children in empowering and non-deficit ways. One
example of this is her involvement and organization of the Problems of the Negro and Negro
Youth conference. At the second annual conference held in 1939, she gathered 225 delegates
from around the world to take action on how whiteness has created problems for Black people.
McLeod Bethune taught us a very important lesson in education: we can’t wait for others to
create a winning plan for the education of our children. We need to create our own. We need to
create spaces that will allow us to reimagine what education can be when obstacles are faced and
overcome. McLeod Bethune did not wait for mainstream, White America to get it right with
Black youth. She knew that if she started with the education of African American girls, she then
could educate the whole race. Schools that enroll a large population of Black girls and other
young women of color have an opportunity to honor the life experiences of Black girls by
including them in the curriculum, and turning to the work of McLeod Bethune for ideas on how
to successfully take up this charge.

Sister Nannie Helen Burroughs
Born on May 2, 1879, Nannie Helen Burroughs, school founder, organization builder,

and social and political activist, was a major contributor to the educational advancement of



women of color. Born to formerly enslaved Africans, John Burroughs and Jennie Poindexter
Burroughs, Nannie’s mother moved her at age 5 to Washington D.C to live because she felt that
it offered better educational opportunities for Blacks. Burroughs attended M Street High school
where many other leading African American educators taught, including Anna Julia Cooper and
Mary Church Terell. As a high school student, Burroughs prepared to enter the teaching
profession but after graduating was denied the opportunity being told that she was “too young for
the job” (Harley, 1996, p. 63). While this was an initial setback for her, she did not give up on
her dream to become a teacher, but instead made plans to later open her own school for African
American women, stating

An idea stuck out to me from that disappointment that I would someday have a school

here in Washington that school politics had nothing to do with, and that would give all

sorts of girls a fair chance, without political pull (Easter, 1995, p. 57).

On October 19, 1909, Burroughs opened the National Training School for Women and
Girls, Incorporated. It was through her previous work with the National Baptist Convention, her
assistance with establishing the Woman’s Convention, and her creation of the Women’s
Industrial Club as a prototype for her school that encouraged strong support of the training
School. For example, during the convention, Burroughs explained that her training school would
be “designed to make pupils keen of vision, alert in action, modest in department, deft of hand,
and industrious in life” because “specialized training” was needed to meet the requirements of
the world today (Taylor, 2002) an argument that mirrored Booker T. Washington’s position on
the need for trade schools and vocational training for African Americans (Easter, 1995).

Through the establishment of The National Training School for Girls and Women,
Burroughs emphasized the importance of industrial training to women and girls regardless of

background, social class, or life circumstance. She centered the need for education to be critical
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and responsive to the social and economic demands of everyday society. Further, she worked to
create educational spaces where women and girls could learn to support themselves. Burroughs
work sits at the forefront of theories like social education theory and Womanism (Bair, 2008).
She used her training school for girls and women to “induce habits of industry” while
understanding that women’s work must respond to the dire needs of the collective society
(Easter, 1995, p. 86). These theories are practiced today in schools as we consider school reforms
like the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which places emphasis on the need for school
programs and curriculum to prepare students to be “college and career ready” in preparation for
life after they graduate. As a result of such reforms and others like it, there is an increase of
schools creating professional and vocational pathways through partnerships between high
schools and businesses (ESSA, 2017). However, while we see this ideological shift, there are few
discussions about Black women educators who pioneered educational frameworks like these who
saw the need to respond to the demands of society through schooling. For educators today,
Burroughs work is critical to connect school curriculum to the needs of society and the
workforce.
Listen to Black Women

There is a dearth of research on Black women’s historical contributions to education;
however, we can point to historical markers that indicate the broad and varied ways that Black
women have contributed to transforming the landscape of educational practice and theory. This
essay provides a few examples. Black women educators have historically engaged in educational
practice as social activism. Much of their practice began in segregated settings and focused on
educating children of color for the purposes of identity development and collective advancement
of communities (Dixson, 2003; Johnson, 2015). Black women educators’ practices are not

adequately represented within professional literature and consequently their theories are not
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widely used to prepare teachers for educational practice. However, their examples of excellence

(as shown through these 3 brief descriptions), reveal the need for perseverance and innovation in

navigating educational systems in uneven socio-political climates. Their life’s work should be

studied and offered to today’s teacher candidates as a resource in education programs

nationwide. Collectively, the scholarship of these 3 Black women offers the following lessons

for teaching and teacher education:

1.

We must engage in theories and practices that reflect educational activism. Teaching
must be a liberatory act. This means that teaching and learning practices must be
connected to freedom and anti-oppression.

We must not use singular theories in preparing and working with teachers. The cross
pollination of multiple theories is necessary, for example the use of Black Feminist
Thought, intersectionality, racial literacy, critical theories, and critical love.

We must serve as we teach; therefore, teachers cannot see their time in schools as
moments where they “clockin” and “clock out.” They must find ways to serve their
school and school community (i.€., also serve on community committees and boards).
We must teach with love and want for our students what we want for our own children.
We must create a space where one doesn’t yet exist. We must consider which spaces in

schools need to be created.

Reframing teacher education programs means that we must hear and learn from these Black

women and others. Their collective work provides encouragement to take up these theories and

the lessons they taught. Educators who are developing the next generation of teachers should

ground theory and methods courses with the philosophies and teaching from historical Black

women educators. Black Feminist Thought suggests that we must focus on the experiences,

beliefs, and tensions of Black women (Collins, 2000). In this article, we identified how these 3
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historical figures used their individual standpoints and lived experiences to contribute to
educational theory and practice that is in alignment with the ideals of social justice and
educational equity. And these ideals cannot be expressed more fully than in the last will and
testament of Mary McLeod Bethune. She wrote:
I leave you love. Love builds. It is positive and helpful. It is more beneficial than hate... I
leave you hope. I leave you the challenge of developing confidence in one another. I
leave you a thirst for education. Knowledge is the prime need of the hour. T'leave you a
respect for the uses of power... I leave you faith. Faith is the first factor in a life devoted
to service. Without faith, nothing is possible. With it, nothing is impossible... I leave you
racial dignity. I leave you a desire to live harmoniously with your fellow men. I leave you
finally a responsibility to our young people... Our children must never lose their zeal for
building a better world (Smith, 1996).
In her last will and testament, McLeod Bethune left the world a vision for the future. Typically,
when we think of someone’s last will, tangible assets or material goods come to mind. But Sister
Mary gave us something more valuable—hope, knowledge, faith, and a responsibility of power.
Everything about her last will and testament is about the advancement of humanity. She takes the
experiences of Black people, and Black women, in particular to reflect the joy and labor of
resistance, and fight for social change. The collective experiences of Black women (such as the

ones discussed here) provide us with wisdom that can be beneficial for a better education for all.
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Additional Resources for Classroom Use:

Guy-Sheftall, B. (1995). Words of fire: An anthology of African-American feminist thought.
New York, NY: The New Press.

As an anthology of individual histories and collective theories, Words of Fire is accessible
literature that provides information about Black Feminist theories developed by, and largely for
Black women. Although the theories focus on experiences of Black women, they may provide
insight for educators regardless of their social locations, on the history and practicality of
pedagogies of freedom.

McCluskey, A.T. (2017). A forgotten sisterhood: Pioneering black women educators and
activists in the Jim Crow South. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

This book examines the lives of late nineteenth through mid- twentieth century Black women
educators who overcame both personal and professional obstacles to become social activists and
school reformers. Within this book, McCluskey discusses the experiences of Black women
educators in the Jim Crow South and illuminates their perseverance and efforts as pioneers in
United States education. This book also provides further biographical insight into the lives of
Nannie Helen Burroughs and Mary McLeod Bethune as well as Lucy Craft Laney and Charlotte
Hawkins Brown.
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YouTube Video: Black Female Voices: Who is Listening - A public dialogue between bell
hooks + Melissa Harris-Perry

The YouTube video published by the New School is an intergenerational conversation between
bell hooks and Melissa Harris-Perry about the shifts from historical to present times regarding
Black women’s expressions, through academic writing for hooks, and journalism for Harris-
Perry. They discuss the tensions faced by some Black women between the theories to which they
subscribe and the ways in which they seek to live their lives.

Muhammad, G. E. (2020). Cultivating genius: An equity model for culturally and historically
responsive literacy. New York, NY: Scholastic.

In this book Muhammad presents a four-layered equity framework—one that is grounded in
history and restores excellence in literacy education. This framework, which she

names, Historically Responsive Literacy, was derived from the study of literacy development
within 19th-century Black literacy societies. The framework is essential and universal for all
students, especially youth of color, who traditionally have been marginalized in learning
standards, school policies, and classroom practices.
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