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Washington, Booker T. (1856–1915)
Discover how a teacher overcame obstacles to educate himself and 
build a path for future generations.

When he was a little boy, Booker T. Washington walked 
to school every day. He carried books for a little girl. 
But when they arrived at school, only the girl went 
inside. Washington was not allowed to go in. He was 
enslaved. It was against the law for enslaved African 
Americans to go to school. So badly did Washington want 
to go to school that he described the feeling as “about the same as getting into paradise.”

By the time Washington was nine years old, all enslaved African Americans were free. It was no 
longer against the law for African Americans to go to school. But the Washington family was 
very poor, so he had to work very hard. He worked in the coal mines of West Virginia, starting 
his day at four o’clock in the morning. That way, he could go to school in the afternoon.

At age 16, Washington walked 500 miles to Virginia to attend a new school for 
those who had been enslaved. When he graduated, he became a teacher. He taught 
children during the day, adults at night. Washington knew the importance of getting 
an education. He wanted to help others have the chance to learn as he had.

Washington became the head of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, now known as Tuskegee 
University. It was a college for African Americans. The students cleared the land, dug wells, built all 
the buildings, and learned basic life skills that they could pass on to others. Washington helped the 
school become famous. Washington became famous, too. He was a powerful public speaker. Politicians 
and businesspeople, both Black and White, supported his efforts to educate African Americans.

But Washington never forgot his roots. He wrote the book Up from Slavery to tell the 
story of his life. He knew how far he had come, from his childhood in slavery. He 
wanted all African Americans to see that they, too, could have better lives by getting 
an education. The stories in his book had a big impact on African Americans and their 
allies. President Roosevelt even invited him to have dinner at the White House!

Reflect:

1. Why was Booker T. Washington denied an education at a young age?

2. What lasting impact did Washington’s life have?

3. Can you find someone who helps in your community’s schools?
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