
About Julius Rosenwald Schools 
 

In my memoir "Primary Lessons," I wrote about Lincoln, the school in Sumter, SC that I attended 
from grades 7 thru 12. After "P/L" was released, I discovered that Lincoln was one of thousands of 
schools that Julius Rosenwald (a Jewish philanthropist who was a partner in the Sears and Roebuck 
Company), helped to build in the south during the Jim Crow era to give "Colored" children decent 
schools. Rosenbaum died in 1932. Two years ago, a local film center (Jacob Burns) ran a documentary 
...about Julius Rosenbaum and his legacy of supporting schools, and YM& YWCAs, that offered help to 
"Colored" people. (He also supported Tuskeegee Institute. Booker T. Washington was an early influence 
on Rosenbaum's philanthropy.) 

Unfortunately, I missed the film's limited engagement. Recently, in a Scarsdale newspaper, I saw 
a news story about the film, and two scheduled viewings at the JCC of Mid-Westchester. The news story 
said a member of the Rosenbaum family would be in the audience, so I wrote a short piece about 
Lincoln, and its effect on kids who went to Lincoln, hoping to give it to whichever family member was 
there. 

Last night, after the film ended, during the Q&A, I identified myself as a graduate of a Rosenwald 
School. Rosenwald’s grand-daughter, Elizabeth, invited me to come on stage, and tell the audience 
about my experience. I read what I had written. Liat Altman, JCC’s Director of Adult Programs, invited 
me to come back to the showing the next morning, which I did. This time, since no relative was present, 
I was given lots of time to talk, answer questions, and plug “Primary Lessons.” On a side note, I’ve been 
asked to come back to the Bendheim Theater at JCC and do a full presentation about “Primary Lessons!” 
 

                                         My "Thank You" Talk (1-18-2017) at Mid Westchester JCC 
 

My name is Sarah Bracey White. I am a published author, motivational speaker, and 
Greenburgh’s long-time executive director of arts and culture. From 1958 until 1963, I attended Lincoln - 
what is now hailed as a Rosenwald school – in Sumter, S.C. Lincoln was a two story brick building that 
almost covered an entire city block. It had central heat, indoor bathrooms, bright windows in each 
classroom, an auditorium, a band room, a gymnasium with showers, a language lab, science labs, fully 
equipped, home-ec classrooms, a woodworking and mechanic’s shop, a cafeteria, and enough separate 
classrooms to carry students from the seventh to the 12th grades. During my years at Lincoln, like most 
beneficiaries of privilege, I had no idea how I came to have such a wonderful school. I just benefitted 
from it. “Colored” children from the city of Sumter walked to school; those who lived outside the city 
limits were bussed each day to Lincoln. There were over 100 kids in my graduating class alone! Best of 
all, Lincoln had a library that was open year-round. It was the only library where children who shared my 
skin color could find books that broadened their horizons beyond the confines of the Jim Crow south. 
We were banned from the public library. 

When I graduated from Lincoln, I was the fourth of my parent’s daughters to do so. Along with 
many of my classmates, I went to college and graduate school. Many became teachers, like two of my 
sisters. Some became doctors, religious leaders, lawyers, politicians, and farmers. Others joined the 
armed forces, and traveled the world. Some entered careers in government, sales, and manufacturing - 
in cities far away from Sumter. But all of us had one thing in common: we had each been given an 
opportunity to learn, and discover our potential, under conditions that encouraged it. We each had 
Julius Rosenwald to thank for that. My school only lacked one thing: a commemoration of Julius 
Rosenwald’s legacy and largess. I first heard the name Rosenwald school when this documentary was 
released. I did some research and found Lincoln listed among its registries. I’m grateful to finally be able 



to tell a member of his family of my personal gratitude that I didn’t have to learn my lessons sitting on a 
splintery desk in a cold, rickety shack that was the only school available for me. 

I am here tonight as a witness to speak for those “Colored” children who benefitted from Julius 
Rosenwald’s gift. And for his recognition in the dark days of Jim Crow regulations that education was the 
only way to change the world. 
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It took me 35 years as an architect to find the story that crystallizes what Simon Sinek calls my 
“why.” I have always believed in the power of education to change people’s lives for the better. And as 
an architect focused on the design of K-12 schools, my mantra is, “It’s all about the kids.” But as hard as 
it is to improve the life of one child at a time, can our schools really affect societal change? The 
Rosenwald Schools Initiative proves that the answer is yes. From 1915 to 1932, Julius Rosenwald, the 
president of Sears Roebuck Company, was the catalyst for the construction of 4,977 schools for African 
American students across the United States. No, that is not a typo. 4,977 schools, built in just 17 years. 

 

Change That Began with Collaboration 
The story of the Rosenwald School Initiative is one that speaks to the power of visionary 

leadership and to the necessity of collaboration. In the early 20th century, more than half of the United 
States suffered under the yoke of public-school segregation, as states applied the Jim Crow laws of 
“separate but unequal.” African American students were forced into dilapidated school buildings that 
housed up to 80 students to a room. But that began to change when Julius Rosenwald met his future 
collaborator, Booker T. Washington, head of the Tuskegee Institute. 

Washington asked Rosenwald to serve on the board of the Tuskegee Institute in 1912, which 
Julius did for the remainder of his life. However, their partnership became so much more. 
In response to the dismal state of African American schools, Rosenwald and Washington established the 
Rosenwald School Initiative to provide rural communities with funding to build quality school facilities 
for African American students. 
 

Progressive Architecture 
 

As a school architect, two things strike me about the Plan Book schools that are the hallmark of the 
Rosenwald Initiative. 

First, these school designs are far ahead of their time. The Plan Book designs, which ranged from 
one-teacher plans to seven-teacher plans with an auditorium, addressed the issues of natural 
daylighting, indoor air quality, flexibility and community use that we still discuss today. Many of the 
schools even included an operable wall, and each of the plans included a North/South and East/West 
concept to make the best use of light. 

Second, the Rosenwald School Initiative was a true community effort. Julius Rosenwald and The 
Rosenwald Fund provided 25 percent of the required money for construction, but the rest came from 
the local community. In fact, Rosenwald funds accounted for $4.4 million of the entire $28 million 
program, with African American communities raising $4.7 million and state and local governments 
adding another $18 million. 



Over the next 17 years, the Rosenwald Schools Initiative greatly improved the quality of 
education for African Americans in segregated states. By 1932, Julius Rosenwald and Booker T. 
Washington (who died in 1915) has created a system of 4,977 new schools, 217 teacher homes and 163 
shop buildings. In fact, by the end of 1932 one third of all African American children in the South 
attended a Rosenwald School. 

 

Rosenwald Schools and Brown vs. Board of Education 
 

While the Rosenwald Schools Initiative was completed long before Brown vs. Board of 
Education, I believe that new educational opportunities were one of the factors that disrupted 
segregation. Brown vs. Board of Education has its roots in the sermons of Rev. J.A. De Laine, Sr., a South 
Carolina preacher who preached that each man, woman and child is born into a life of “sacred 
opportunity.” His advocacy for equal access to education resulted in the lawsuit which eventually 
became the landmark Supreme Court decision. 

By the time Brown vs. Board of Education became law in 1954, Rosenwald Schools had been 
operating for more than 30 years. An eight-year-old student attending a Rosenwald School in 1930 
would be a 32-year-old, well-educated man or woman in 1954. And such a person would be willing and 
able to fight for that “sacred opportunity” described by Rev. De Laine. The promise of the Rosenwald 
Schools Initiative was fulfilled in that 1954 Supreme Court decision, and it continues on today. 

In 2016, only 10 percent of the original Rosenwald Schools remain standing. My company, 
Fanning Howey, has been fortunate to be a part of the restoration of two Rosenwald Schools: Panther 
Branch Rosenwald School in Garner, North Carolina, and Free Hill Rosenwald School in Free Hill, 
Tennessee. But no matter what the condition of each of the 4,977 Rosenwald buildings, their legacy 
remains intact. 

I have discussed the Rosenwald Schools Initiative at many conferences, but one moment stands 
out. After one presentation, a little girl, no more than eight years old, raised her hand and asked, “Mr. 
Hall, who came up with the idea that white and black kids needed to be separate?” 
I had no answer for this girl. But in the example of the Rosenwald Schools Initiative, I had a message of 
hope. Because as a society, our investment in education will always result in an abundance of 
opportunity. What began as a vision shared by two men – Julius Rosenwald and Booker T. Washington – 
ended as better education for more than 150,000 students. 

And that is why I do what I do every day – to extend opportunity and hope to all people. When 
you stop to think about it, that’s not a bad way to spend a career. 
 
  


