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Early Schools in Brooklyn and Other Boroughs 

The first record of Brooklyn’s free school system dates to 1661, when Huguenots taught students 

in an church building at present-day Bridge and Fulton Streets. At that time, the total annual 

school budget was approximately $20. By 1891, $1.6 million was allocated for the borough’s 

school budget. Existing buildings were valued at $7.27 million and there were 2,315 school 

employees. 

In 1898, the borough schools were consolidated under the New York City Board of Education and 

the borough school boards were abolished. Upon consolidation, Charles B.J. Snyder became the 

Chief of the Building Bureau for the New York City Board of Education. 

Prior to that time, there was no uniformity in school curricula or buildings. Officials quickly 

discovered that Brooklyn’s school buildings were obsolete, and sanitary and fire hazards were 

widespread. Most schools were so overcrowded that students attended in shifts, with a morning 

session for one group and an afternoon session for another group. 

From 1884-1891, the architect for the New York City Board of Education was George Debevoise, 

whose work was described as a “civic disgrace—warehouses have greater artistic value.” 

Debevoise resigned under suspicion of financial mismanagement and possible bribery. 

To fix this situation, officials immediately planned for thirty-nine new buildings and annexes, 

developing plans and acquiring land. In 1899, $7.5 million was allocated for new school buildings 

and the following year, an additional $3.5 million was added. 

Funds for buildings were raised by the issue of corporate stock, and in 1906 alone, more than 

$10 million was raised to provide for students’ physical accommodations. 

In 1908, New York City schools enrolled 620,000 students in 594 buildings. Each year, the 

student population increased by approximately 23,000 to 36,000 students, with immigrants 

making up much of this group. This growing student population made it difficult for the New York 

City Board of Education to keep pace with the need for physical space to teach students. As a 

result, many students received only part-time instruction in their neighborhood schools, with 

students attending in shifts. 

Adapted From: Parsons Brinckerhoff. Historic American Buildings Survey: 
Documentation for Public School 133. Submitted to New York City School Construction 
Authority. November 10, 2009. Brooklyn Collection, Brooklyn Public Library.  
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Document 1: “Board of Education,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 6 June 1855. 
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Excerpts 
 
A meeting of the Board of Education was held at the Hall in Red Hook Lane yesterday 
afternoon. 
 
A communication from G.W. Watson was submitted requesting the board to add 
“Monteith’s first lessons in geography,“ price fifteen cents to the list of text books. 
 
Upon the subject of writing the committee complained of great deficiency among some 
of the most prominent teachers, their own writing being sufficient to condemn them as 
teachers, and the fact was forced upon them that the pupils learned to write not from the 
instruction they received but in spite of them. This state of affairs forced upon the mind of 
the committee the necessity of adopting a new mode of instruction. 
 
Dr. Thorne, from the visiting committee, submitted his report of observations during the 
past month: 
 
No. 1 was doing well. The outside departments and grounds were disgraceful to the city, 
and they urge the Board to have the nuisance abated==recommend purchase of land 
immediately adjoining. 
 
No. 2, in Gowanus, doing well. 
 
No. 3, on Bedford avenue, in good order and doing well. 
 
No. 4 – Boys department in good order. Attendance thin in other departments. 
 
No 5 – Doing as well as can be expected, considering the mean state of the furniture 
generally. Hope that steps will be taken to repair the building. 
 
No. 8 is designated as one of our best schools. All the Departments have a bright and 
cheerful appearance. 
 
No. 10 suffers much from irregular attendance in the boy’s department. The female 
department looks well. The Primary department is badly arranged. 
 
Colored school No. 1 with one principal and two assistants is commended by the 
committee for efficiency. Repairs to yard recommended. 
 
Colored School No. 2 at Weeksville is doing well and in good order.  
 
The report of the committee was accepted.  
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1. Read the excerpts transcribed from Document 1. According to this document, 
what was to be added to the list of text books? 

 

 

 

 

2. According to Document 1, who was deficient at writing? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Read about the various schools listed in Document 1. What kinds of problems 
have been observed? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What do you think is meant by “Colored School No. 1” and “Colored School No. 
2”? How were these schools different than the others? 
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Document 2a: “Opened with Becoming Ceremony,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 23 Nov 1883. 
  

 

Excerpt 
 
Opened with Becoming Ceremony 
 
Addresses by Mayor Low, Mr. Hendrix and 
Professor Greener at Colored School No. 1 
This Morning. 
 
Colored Grammar School No. 1, located on 
North Elliot place, near Park avenue, was 
occupied by scholars for the first time last 
Monday morning, and today the opening of 
the school was celebrated with appropriate 
exercises by the pupils of both departments. 
 
Principal Dorsey informed the reporter that 
for fifteen years the colored children of 
School No. 1 occupied a dilapidated old 
wooden building on the corner of Raymond 
and Willoughby streets. The accommodations 
here were almost too small from the start.  
 
The present building is a beautiful brick 
structure that cost $25,000, and is occupied 
by 450 scholars. They are divided into two 
departments, namely, primary and grammar—
the first, as usual, being on the ground floor 
and the second on the floor above. There is 
still room for about one hundred more 
scholars.  



School History In Brooklyn Primary Source Packet 
 

  D
oc

um
en

t 2
b:

 “P
la

te
 5

,” 
At

la
s 

of
 th

e 
C

ity
 o

f B
ro

ok
ly

n,
 N

ew
 Y

or
k.

 18
86

. A
cc

es
se

d 
th

ro
ug

h 
Fi

re
 In

su
ra

nc
e 

M
ap

s 
O

nl
in

e.
 

 



School History In Brooklyn Primary Source Packet 
 

  

1. Read Document 2a. What school was opening a new building? 

 

 

 

 

2. According to the second paragraph of Document 2a, where was this school 
located? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. Examine Document 2b. Find the street labelled N. Elliot Pl; circle the school. 
What else do you see on this street? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. Read the last paragraph of Document 2a. How many students attend this school, 
and what departments does the school have? 
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Document 3a: “Public School Number 1,” Souvenir of Our Public Schools. Brooklyn, NY: 
1892. 
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Document 3b: “The Following Books…,” Souvenir of Our Public Schools. Brooklyn, NY: 
1892. 
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1. Examine Document 3a. What school is in this image? 

 

 

2. Write three observations about the school in Document 3a. What is it built of? 
What do you see around the school? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Document 3b is a textbook list from the same time as Document 3a. What books 
would students have used at this school? List three book titles: 

•  

•  

•  

 

4. Examine Document 3b closely. How much did a textbook cost?  

 

 

5. Do you think it would have been easy for a student to pay these textbook prices? 
Why or why not? 
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Document 4: “The First Kindergarten in the City Is Still Active,” The New York Times. 1 
October 1972. 
 

  

Adaptation 
 
The New York Times, Sunday, October 1, 1972 
 
The First Kindergarten in the City is Still 
Active 
 
By Ira D. Guberman 
 
In 1890, when the Brooklyn Kindergarten 
Society was founded, there were no 
kindergartens in the city’s public school 
system. Children played in the streets until 
they were old enough to go to school. 
 
The first kindergarten was started in order to 
develop some sort of early education among 
pre-school children and as a training ground 
for new teachers. During World War II, many 
kindergartens sprang up so that the parents 
could work in wartime factories.  
 
After the war, kindergartens were introduced 
into the public school system, and the 
Brooklyn Kindergarten Society turned its 
attention to the children living in the ghetto 
areas. Shifting from their original purpose, the 
society’s five centers in Bedford-Stuyvesant, 
Williamsburg and Red Hook became places 
where pre-school children could receive 
supervised care while poverty-stricken parents 
tried to find jobs. 
 
Today, the society is the largest day-care 
organization in Brooklyn, with about 300 
children enrolled. It receives its funds from the 
Agency for Child Development and its centers 
are provided by the New York Housing 
Authority. 
 
The cost to families participating is minimal. It 
ranges from no fee for families on public 
assistance to minimums of $2 for those who 
can afford to make some payment. 
 
“We are a family service, one that is concerned 
with every member of the family,” Mrs. 
Hamburger said in a recent interview. 
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1. Read the adaptation of Document 4. When was the Brooklyn Kindergarten 
Society founded? 
 

 

 

 

2. List two reasons that kindergartens were started before WW!!: 

 

 

 

 

 

3. After the war, how did kindergartens help parents? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. After the war, what neighborhoods did the Brooklyn Kindergarten Society work 
in? 
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Document 5a: Parsons Brinckerhoff. Historic American Buildings Survey: Documentation 
for Public School 133. Submitted to New York City School Construction Authority. 
November 10, 2009. Brooklyn Collection, Brooklyn Public Library. 
 
Architect Charles B.J. Snyder 

Charles B.J. Snyder was born in 1860, grew up in Saratoga, and was educated at Cooper Union in 
New York City. He was selected as the Chief of the Building Bureau of the Board of Education, 
replacing Debevoise in 1891. His job required him to be an architect or engineer, and Snyder was 
both.  

Recognizing that New York schools should set an international standard, the Board of 
Education’s president sent Snyder to Europe in 1896 so he could observe European design. 
Snyder later wrote that he was most influenced by the Hotel de Cluny in Paris and subsequently 
adopted its H-shaped plan, which admitted both light and air into the building, as his model for 
school buildings. 

Snyder was widely praised for both his architectural and business smarts. In 1908, he wrote a 
four-part series on the public school buildings in New York City for The American Architect and 
Building News. In this series, Snyder described the many challenges he faced and shared the 
design and construction details for his best-known buildings.  

Snyder’s Design Philosophy and Style Influences 

Snyder used a somewhat consistent and constrained style. His buildings displayed Collegiate 
Tudor and Gothic and Dutch Renaissance Revival stylistic influences. By selecting these styles 
and basing his designs on buildings at Yale University and Columbia University, he conveyed the 
seriousness of his mission: to provide students with facilities that were conducive to good health 
and optimum learning. In many early-twentieth century neighborhoods, his schools were 
prominent reminders of the importance of education. 

Snyder’s schools consistently featured two decorative details: the seal of the City of New York 
and the seal of the Board of Education. 

Snyder believed that his school buildings conveyed the City of New York’s commitment to 
educating children. He wanted to provide a building that would be a respite from the cramped 
and dark living conditions that many of the less fortunate children endured at home and that 
would provide the best possible setting within which students could excel. In addition to pleasing 
design, Snyder was concerned with lighting and ventilation in school buildings. He also realized 
that the high land values in New York City required him to build tall buildings on relatively small 
footprints. 

Snyder studied school design standards worldwide, including traveling to Europe. While Snyder 
was most influenced by the French Hotel de Cluny’s form, he incorporated German lighting 
techniques for his schools. The German approach allowed for effective natural light on the 
innermost row of desks. Based on German standards, Snyder’s classrooms were 30 feet long, 
22-24 feet wide, and 14 feet, 3 inches high. 
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Document 5b: PS 142.1906. Brooklyn Daily Eagle photographs, Brooklyn Public Library, 
Brooklyn Collection. 

 
 
Document 5c: PS 140. 1902. Brooklyn Daily Eagle photographs, Brooklyn Public Library, 
Brooklyn Collection. 
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1. Read Document 5a. What job did Charles B.J. Snyder have? 

 

 

 

2. According to the second paragraph of Document 5a, where did Snyder go to 
study design examples? What building influenced his design of school buildings? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. What problems did Snyder believe he could fix, with his school designs? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Look at Document 5b and 5b. These schools were both designed by Snyder. 
What do you see that is the same? What is different? 
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Document 6a: Public School 44. 1916. Class Photograph Collection, Brooklyn Public 
Library – Brooklyn Collection. 
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Document 6b: PS 175. 1960. Class Photograph Collection, Brooklyn Public Library – 
Brooklyn Collection. 
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1. Document 6a is a class photograph. What year is it from? What school is it from? 

 

 

 

2. List three observations you have about the class in Document 6a. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Document 6b is also a class photograph. What year is it from, and what school is 
it from? 
 

 

 

 

4. Compare Document 6a and 6b. List two things that are the same, and two things 
that are different: 
 
Similarities: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Differences: 
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Document 7a: Full-size house built inside a school.1952. Brooklyn Daily Eagle 
photographs, Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection 
 

 
 
Caption: 
Full-size house built inside a school--Swarming architecture and building students at 
Brooklyn Technical High School [located at 29 Fort Greene Place] ... complete full-size 
one-family house in workroom of the school. Instructor Max Leider ... [looks at] project 
from second floor. 
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Document 7b: Watchmaking class at Westinghouse Vocational High School. 1950. 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle photographs, Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection. 
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1. Examine Document 7a. What are students learning in this photo? 

 

 

 

 

2. What skills do you learn today that are similar to the students in Document 7a? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Examine Document 7b. What are students learning in this photo? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What skills do you learn today that are similar to the students in Document 7b? 
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Document 8: Buder, Leonard. “City to Abolish its Junior Highs, Shift Teachers,” New York 
Times. 23 April 1965. 
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1. Document 8 is about a plan to abolish junior high schools. How many schools 
would be abolished? 
 

 

 

 

2. Document 8 says that the junior high schools will be replaced by intermediate 
schools. What reason does it give, in the second paragraph? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. According to the third paragraph (at the top of the right column), which schools 
will lose some grades? What will happen to ninth grade students? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. What do you think was the impact on students of the changes described in 
Document 8? 
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Document 9a: “Seven New Schools Proposed For Boro,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 7 March 
1963. 
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Document 9b: “School Names Honor 5 Noted Americans,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 30 April 
1963,  



School History In Brooklyn Primary Source Packet 
 

  

1. Look at Document 9a. According to the headline, what is it about? 

 

 

 

 

2. Read Document 9a to find a paragraph about PS 307. According to this article, 
what was the cost of building the school? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. What year are Document 9a and Document 9b from? Why do you think PS 307 
needed to be built at this time? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. Read Document 9b. Who is PS 307 named after, and why is he important? 
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Part one: 

 
 
Part two: 

 
 
Document 10: Untitled newspaper clipping. 1 Dec 1965. Brooklyn Archival Files, Brooklyn 
Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.  
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1. Examine Document 10. What year is it from? 

 

 

 

 

2. Document 10 describes a “reverse enrollment program” that PS 307 was 
participating in. According to the second paragraph of Document 10, what did 
this mean? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. According to part two of Document 10, what was the existing percentage of 
students of color at PS 307? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. Why do you think that the city decided to create a “reverse enrollment program”? 
In your opinion, was it a good idea? 
 

 

 

 



School History In Brooklyn Primary Source Packet 
 

Document 11a: 1969 Plan for New York City. Vol 3: Brooklyn. Page 36. 
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Document 11b: “Detail: School Utilization and Enrollment,” 1969 Plan for New York City. 
Vol 3: Brooklyn. Page 37. 
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1. Examine Document 11a. This map shows schools. Find and circle PS 307. 

 

2. Do you see many other schools on this map near PS 307? Explain what you think 
the reason for this is. 
 

 

 

 

 

3. Document 11b lists all the schools in this area of Brooklyn in 1969. According to 
this chart, how many students were at PS 307? 
 

 

 

4. Compare the number of students at PS 307 with other schools on this list. Was it 
greater than or less than other schools on this list? 
 

 

 

 

5. Learn about your school now. How many students attend PS 307? Is this number 
greater than or less than the number in 1969? Why do you think this is? 
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Document 12: Buder, Leonard. “New York Schools Plan Grade Shift in Economy Move,” 
New York Times. 21 April, 1976. 
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1. Look at Document 12. What grades are going to experience changes in 
upcoming school changes? 
 

 

 

 

2. Read the first paragraph of Document 12. How much money did the Board of 
Education plan to save with school changes? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. According to the second paragraph of Document 12, what impact would this 
have on intermediate schools? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. What impact do you imagine these changes would have on students? 
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Document 13: “Charter Schools Gaining Support,” New York Times. 28 Feb 1998. 
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1. Look at the headline for Document 13. What kind of schools is this article about? 

 

 

 

 

2. Read the first paragraph of Document 13. What words are used to describe this 
kind of school? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. According to Document 13, what kind of parents are supporting these types of 
schools? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. Read the last paragraph of Document 13. Who is opposed to this type of school? 
What reason is given? 
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Document 14: “Introduction,” Creating Successful Magnet School Programs. US 
Department of Education, Office of Innovation and Improvement: 2004. 
 
Magnet schools gained prominence in education in the 1970s as a tool for achieving 

voluntary desegregation instead of forced busing. An early study of magnet schools 

sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education found that magnet schools were 

developed first in large urban school districts seeking to reduce racial isolation in their 

schools through voluntary means rather than with mandatory student assignment. The 

educational programs at these magnet schools were modeled on well-established 

specialty schools that offered advanced programs to selected students, such as Bronx 

School of Science, Boston Latin School, and Lane Tech in Chicago. Early magnet school 

programs mirrored specialty school themes such as mathematics, science, and the 

performing arts. But magnet school programs were designed to be different in one very 

important way—magnet school enrollment was driven by student choice based on 

interest rather than selection of students by testing. 

 

Some 30 years later, many districts continue to utilize magnet schools to reduce minority 

group isolation; however, in the intervening years, the purposes of magnet schools have 

continued to evolve and expand. When the federal Magnet Schools Assistance Program 

was first authorized in 1985 its intent was to reduce, eliminate, or prevent minority group 

isolation and provide instruction that would strengthen students’ knowledge and skills. 

Expectations for magnet schools have broadened. Today, school districts are using them 

to accomplish a range of important and related purposes: enhancing student learning 

and narrowing the achievement gap, giving public school parents more choice in their 

child’s education experience, and incubating innovative educational methods and 

practices that can raise the bar for all schools. 
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1. Read Document 14. According to the first paragraph, when were magnet schools 
first created? 
 

 

 

 

2. According to Document 14, what problem were magnet schools created to 
solve? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. According to the last sentence in paragraph one, how are magnet schools 
different from other schools? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. According to the last paragraph of Document 14, what can magnet schools 
accomplish? 
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Document 15: “That’s just grade!” Daily New.s 20 May 2014. Brooklyn Archival Files, 
Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection  
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1. Look at the headline for Document 16. What caused an increase in enrollment at 
PS 307? 
 

 

 

 

2. Read the first paragraph of Document 16. How many new students enrolled at 
PS 307, after math scores went up? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. According to Document 16, what did PS 307 do to improve math scores? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. In your opinion, how do you think PS 307 changed after more students enrolled? 
Why do you think that? 
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GLOSSARY 
 
Abolish – to end something 
 
Bribery  -- persuading someone to do something dishonest or illegal by giving money or 
some other kind of gift 
 
Busing – a practice of transporting children from their own neighborhood to school in a 
different neighborhood, in order to create racially integrated schools 
 
Corporate stock – a type of ownership of part of a company, by an investor 
 
Deficiency – not having enough of something 
 
Dilapidated  -- something that is run down and falling apart 
 
Huguenots – a religious group from France that faced persecution in the 16th and 17th 
century and moved to other countries, including the United States, as refugees 
 
Isolation – to place a person or thing alone or apart from other things 
 
Mandatory – something that is required 
 
Voluntary – something that a person chooses to do 
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