
Chapter 4: Virginia Randolph_Virginia,

1890

Chapter 4 explores the life and work of Virginia Randolph, an influential educator in
1890s Virginia. Standing at the back of a church, Virginia focused intently on the
preacher's impassioned speech, calling for the improvement of African American
education. Surrounded by parents eager to sign a petition for change, Virginia felt torn
between her role as a teacher and her advocacy for better education. Her life was
often seen as a balancing act, where she was viewed with suspicion by her peers yet
continued to support the community's educational needs, pushing for a system that
would serve African American children more effectively.

Born in Richmond, Virginia, to formerly enslaved parents, Virginia was acutely aware of
the social and economic struggles her community faced. Her mother, Sarah, worked
tirelessly to ensure her four daughters received the education that had been denied to
her, instilling in Virginia a deep sense of solidarity with her people. Although she
initially struggled in school, Virginia overcame these challenges and became a
qualified teacher by the age of sixteen, despite the barriers that existed due to her age
and the illegality of her work at the time. Her story is a testament to perseverance, as
she rose above these obstacles to become an educator dedicated to uplifting her
community.

Virginia’s background was complex, as her ancestry was tied to the prominent
Randolph family, known for their connections to Virginia’s elite class. However, despite
this prestigious lineage, she felt a stronger connection with the impoverished families
in her community, especially the ones she served at her school. When a preacher in
her church dismissed her efforts to educate African American children, Virginia
confronted the congregation, emphasizing unity and the importance of collaboration



between the church and the school. She believed that both institutions had a crucial
role in uplifting the community, not in dividing it further. This marked a significant
moment in her advocacy for educational equity.

Although initially apologizing for his comments, the minister’s criticism persisted, with
many parents skeptical of Virginia's teaching methods. Some feared that her approach
would prepare their children for low-status jobs rather than academic achievement.
This fear caused many parents to pull their children from school, making it difficult for
Virginia to maintain a steady attendance. Nevertheless, she remained composed in the
face of hostility, understanding the complex dynamics at play, and continued to push
forward in her mission to improve the education of African American children.

The turning point in Virginia's journey came when a mother, furious over her methods,
came to confront her, switch in hand. Virginia, instead of reacting with fear, stood firm
in her authority and used the moment as an opportunity to teach compassion. In time,
the mother recognized Virginia’s dedication to her students and her commitment to
bettering their futures, ultimately leading to a transformation in their relationship. This
event marked the beginning of a broader acceptance of Virginia’s teaching methods,
as her commitment to education began to win over even the most skeptical members
of the community.

In the face of adversity, Virginia transformed Mountain Road School, using her meager
salary to repair the dilapidated building and create a positive learning environment.
She taught her students practical skills, such as cooking and gardening, while also
aiming to provide a well-rounded education that addressed both their academic and
everyday needs. Despite ongoing criticism, Virginia remained steadfast in her belief
that education should nurture all aspects of a child’s growth. Her unwavering
commitment to her students’ development in both mind and life left a lasting impact
on the community, making her a vital figure in the pursuit of educational equity for
African Americans.


