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Summary of the Digital Project  
 

 The digital project entitled “Fisk University and Freedman Education” generated from 

research related to both African American women and education of freedman in Middle 

Tennessee after the Civil War.  The online exhibit gives an introduction on the founding and 

establishment of Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee. The sections of the website are 

organized chronologically from the idea for a university to information about the first graduates 

from the university once it was established.  

 Section one, “After Emancipation,” details the need for education of freedmen and 

former slaves, and the processes that were used to establish schools for that group of people after 

the emancipation of slaves.  Additionally, the role of the Freedman’s Bureau in the establishment 

of schools is discussed.   

 The second section, “The Founders,” gives information about the people who thought of 

and began the process of founding Fisk University.  The men’s backgrounds and previous 

experiences related to Freedman’s Bureau and aid societies are also explored in this section.   

 “From Normal School to University” is the third chronological section of the online 

exhibit.  After public schools in Nashville were open to all races, the school that would become 

Fisk University was free to become an institute of higher learning, for any person who wished to 

study there.  As an institute established primarily for African Americans, the students faced 

many hardships due to funding and opposition by local whites.  These adversities are discussed, 

as well as stories of triumph by students.   The fourth section is titled, “Financing a University: 

The Jubilee Singers.”  Another success story of Fisk University, the Jubilee Singers were able to 

finance many aspects of the University through the money they were able to raise through 
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performances.  A short history and explanation of who the Jubilee Singers were is detailed in this 

section.   

 Connecting again to education and freedmen is section five, “The Model School.”  This 

portion of the exhibit explains what the model school was and why it was important to freedman 

education.  The model school was attended by around sixty students who were taught by Fisk 

University students who were learning how to teach.  This section also contains the success story 

of many African Americans who became teachers upon graduation.  It may be assumed that 

many of these students went on to teach young African Americans in communities throughout 

the south.    

 “After Graduation” is about the students who graduated from Fisk University and their 

accomplishments.  Many of the students who graduated did go on to become teachers.  Students 

also went on to receive higher education above the undergraduate university level.  

 The last section of the online exhibit is “Conclusions,” where ideas for further research 

are discussed.  These ideas should serve as a starting point for others who wish to find out more 

about the connections of Fisk University and Murfreesboro or Cemetery Community.  Time 

limits did not allow for a full devotion of time to the probable connections and personal stories, 

but more time or research would surely bring these connections to light.   

 

Process and Methods 

 

 Meghan Fall and I had an interesting time of narrowing down our topic as well as finding 

primary source material.  After discussions about our interests and the topics concerning 

education already covered by the groups in the other section of the seminar, we finally narrowed 

our topic to Fisk University and Freedman higher education.  One of the articles from class that 

influenced us the most was Granberry’s Black Leadership in Rural Communities, which talks 
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about educators in small-town Middle Tennessee.
1
   This led us to question exactly who the 

teachers were, and how they became qualified to teach other freedmen.  

 Our preliminary searches led us to a scrapbook that was published, in part, on the 

Tennessee State Library and Archives digital collections.  We went to TSLA to find the 

scrapbook and see if there was any information contained within it that could help answer our 

questions.  Several people helped us on our search, and the staff was very accommodating in 

finding other sources for us to use.  While we waited on the microfilm staff to find the 

scrapbook, the vertical file collections manager assisted us by finding a file folder on Fisk as 

well as one on the Jubilee Singers.  Additionally, Richardson’s A History of Fisk University was 

presented to us, from which we got a lot of information included on our digital exhibit.
2
  

Unfortunately, the scrapbook contained information from a later time period than the focus of 

our exhibit, but our trip to the TSLA was beneficial in the end.  The vertical file at TSLA 

contained a newspaper story with several photographs that we used in our exhibit, and A History 

of Fisk University  provided much of the background information that we were looking for.   

 Meghan and I thought a lot about the organization of our exhibit pages, as well as the 

pictures we wanted to use for those pages.  I believe that the arrangement we chose helps tell the 

story of Fisk in a narrative style that is attractive to the intended audience.  The pictures we 

chose help add a human element to the story as well.   

 The picture of the hospital barracks used for the first section illustrates the beginning of 

Fisk and the struggles that would be faced in the years to come, as well as the assistance from the 

                                                 
 
1
 Dorothy Granberry, “Black Community Leadership in a Rural Tennessee County, 1865-1903.” Journal of Negro 

 History 83 (1998): 248-57. 

 
2
 Joe M. Richardson, A History of Fisk University, 1865-1946 (University, Alabama: The University of 

 Alabama Press, 1980). 
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Union and Freedmen’s Bureau in giving money and resources for education.  Gen. Fisk, 

namesake of the university, and founder Cravath are made personable through photographs in the 

second section.  The pictures used for the third section show the progression of school buildings 

from barracks to a great university hall.  Photographs of the original Jubilee Singers and a picture 

of the building their fund-raising built also bring their story to life for the viewer.  Similarly, 

photographs from the model school of students and teachers in the actual model school building 

help the audience relate to the story told through the exhibit.  The example of a schoolbook page 

from the McGuffey Reader may also be beneficial to younger viewers who wish to learn what 

and how the students in the nineteenth century learned.  The picture of the first graduates also 

brings in the human element to the exhibit.  Lastly, a picture of students in the Fisk University 

library shows the actual place where answers and further research we speak of in that section of 

the exhibit may be found.  

 The development of the project for a general audience was somewhat difficult.  Writing 

for a level below the graduate, or even undergraduate level, was difficult for me.  However, I 

think the organization and explanations in general terms make the exhibit accessible to various 

levels, including middle school level.  Our use of actual people that students could relate to, as 

well as multiple photographs of those people and places, help the audience connect to the story.   

 Meghan and I divided the work between ourselves for this project.  We did most of the 

research together, but for the digital exhibit we divided the sections into equal parts for writing.  

Meghan worked on The Founders, The Jubilee Singers, and After Graduation, as well as the 

footnotes and the bibliography.  I focused on After Emancipation, From Normal School to 

University, and The Model School, as well as the Further Research section.  The photographs 

were uploaded and scanned by each of us.  A lot of the formatting of the website was done by 
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Meghan, since she has had a lot of experience with the website.  However, I also participated in 

page creation and formatting, such as the placement of pictures and text on the site as well as 

placing items into the online collection.   

  

Interpretive Development 
 

 The primary source material that Meghan and I were able to find relate mostly to the 

connections between the Freedman’s Bureau and freedmen education.  As stated before, the 

Granberry article on black leadership was the catalyst for this project.  Additionally, the 

photographs from the time period also relate to the background information regarding Fisk 

University and its history.  The pictures of the buildings purchased using money from the 

Bureau, as well as the founders who had connections with the Bureau and other Freedman 

societies connect the story with the actual people involved.  The pictures of the model school 

also show the students who were learning from the student teachers.   

 The primary sources that we used both in research and for the display were chosen for 

relation to Fisk University, freedman education, and various topics that relate to those broader 

frameworks.  Some of the photographs that were not used in the exhibit but are in the Fisk 

Collection are included for their value as primary source photographs of the university and 

students.  These sources may be of use to other researchers in the future, so this inclusion may 

help someone who will expand on our preliminary exploration.  

 One of the primary sources that we had high hopes for was the scrapbook compiled by a 

Fisk University student that was posted, in part, on the TSLA digital website.  Traveling to the 

archives, however, showed that the information in the scrapbook was related to a later time 

period than our focus.  We did include this in our bibliography, though, because it is an 

interesting primary source.  Further investigation into the person who compiled the scrapbook in 



7 

 

the 1920s may even show an interesting genealogical connection to earlier students, freedmen, or 

people from the Cemetery community.  Deeper research into the scrapbook contents and those 

who are pictured in it may also yield fascinating information.  

 The construction of the story of Fisk as a narrative for a general audience was somewhat 

complicated at first.  However, we were able to break the sections of the history down into more 

understandable segments.  The use of a chronological, or timeline, system is useful when 

presenting material on a middle school level.  By telling the story of individuals and the 

institution as a narrative, we hope the story and the characters involved will keep audiences 

intrigued.  Many students, particularly younger students, may not be interested in learning about 

the primary sources, but since many of our primary sources are actual photographs, we hope this 

is not the case.  People are generally intrigued by people from the past as well as simple things 

such as their clothes and daily lives.  Our primary photographs and stories convey those personal 

stories.   

 

Reflections 

 

 I have not had much experience with Civil War and Reconstruction history, and I have a 

basic knowledge of American history but no extensive expertise.  Many of the sources we read 

for background at the beginning of the semester were new for me, and I found many of them 

informative and thought-provoking.  I have always been interested in education, women, and 

children throughout history, especially since many times in the past they have been overlooked, 

in all areas of history.  

 Fortunately, my Master of Arts program prepared me well for research and interpretation 

of primary source material.  As a student previously of Ancient History, where primary sources 

are rare and questionable, the abundance of primary sources for American history seems almost 
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overwhelming. Going to libraries and archives as well as searching online databases is something 

that I had experienced extensively prior to this course.  I hope that my aptitude for research is 

shown through the digital exhibit.   

 I have also received training related to exhibits and the presentation of history to various 

and general audiences.  This was helpful in the writing of the actual text that we used in the 

exhibit.  Using simple language and simple sentence structure is important when working with a 

non-academic audience.  The structure and layout of pictures that I placed on the site were also 

influenced by my training in the class.  The template that we used for the exhibit was also chosen 

according to what we believe is most pleasing to the eye.  The telling of a story through the 

exhibit is also important lesson that I learned in my Exhibitions course, and I hope that is 

apparent in our digital site.   

 This project has served as an interesting introduction to Public History.  As a public 

historian, a person should expect to do extensive readings on a subject to gain an acceptable 

knowledge of the context of a problem.  The background readings from the beginning of the 

semester served as a jumping-off point for the project, and without those readings, I would have 

been too inexperienced to begin research on a specific topic.  The context readings gave me the 

background needed to know the problems and where to find answers to the questions that we 

asked through our research.   
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