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Biography of Mrs. Gertrude Ii. Ayer

Mrs. Gertrude B, Ayer, the first Negro woman to
receive & prinoipalship in the ‘aity's schools, attribubes to
her,mother the major influence in shaping her development as
an individual who wouid hold a publio posipion. "I oredit
my mother," she t0ld me, "with having imparted t¢ me *her own
leok of inhibitions so far as facing any obstacles.ae a .Ne-
gro." - -

It is easy to distinguishAinjthis woman's appear-

- anoe,allfthe rosults of tnis inflvence, Here is a very

vigorous woman, ample-bodied and‘strong, with & large oapacity
for langhter and enjoyment. “This is evident in her hearty,
strong voioefend in the’oomplete ease. With whioh-she greats
visitors in her office at P.S. 24, Looated at 128th Street
between Madison and Fifth avenues,

Her mother, an English woman; was born on the Isle

-of Wight. Klizabeth W. Johnson fell in love and married Dry

P. A. Johnson, distingvished as the  third colored physician
in Harlem, and; thls happy union ushered in the life of
Gertrude B, Johnson, later to- become the Mrs. Gertrude E.

Aysy .of thisg story., Of Dr., Johnson Mrs. Ayer had thig to

wsay. "He encovraged me. to think and to truthfully fece all

issues. Ho was a very brilliant man.“" A .

Gertrude 15, Johnson wasg born in New York blty on
- was
Oetober 1éth 1884 There Ix nothlng spectacular about ‘her

l

early llfe, ewoept that she fortunately was able to seonre
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& better education than the average child borh in Harlem.
Her eduwoation was acquired at P.S. 48, Wadleigh'

High‘Sohool, the New Yoxk Rraining School for Teachers,
with her collegé work scattered through such séats of learn-~
ing as Columbia University, the College "of the City of New
York, and New York University. ' 7

Upon the completion of her schooling she was ap-
pointed as a teacher at P.S. 11 in Manhattan. She remained

in this post until 1911 when -she married Cornelins MaDougalad,

‘a lawye». She resigned as a teacher and completely devoted

herself to a domestic lifs.

Varylsoon this energetic womgn was exbanding her

“interests once more. She completed & swrvey, which was pub-

lished~by-the'Y.W}G.A. and Consumérs‘League, entitled "A-
New Day for the Colorsd Woman Worker." In lQl?-shg headed
the wanen's department in a United States employmbnt servioe:
She also served %orla time as the industrial'secretary of
the New York Urban League. ©She combined heriteaching éx-
perience and her employment plscement expeiienoe,land iﬁ 1
1918 she undertook vocational guidanoa in the Henry Street
Settlement. |

In 1919 she was in charge of educational guidance
for girls in P.S. 119. For the next five years sheroarfied
on similar wbrk‘ih'Public Schools 89, b and 119.
» She took the eoﬁbetitive'examiqation for assistant

principals, and in 1924 was appointed $#0 serve in such a

capacity at P.S. 89. In 1927 she was transferred o P.S. 90

where she %emained until 1936, at which time she was ap-

. pointed as assiétant to the principal in ohérge Qf P.S. 24.73
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On February lst, 1956 she became the principal of P,S,
24, the first Negro woman\to ever attain this office,
Of P.5. 24 Mrs, Ayer said: "'his school is one
‘of the official activity échools in the experiment-ﬁhioh.
is being made in an-attempf.to imprbve methods- in teaching,
70 schools are engaged in this exporiment, P.S, 24 is
the only school. in Harlem which i€ in tﬁe'GXperiment g1 oup.
Is is also one of the 8 schools which is being—evalﬁated'
for results. The ekperiment will be concluded in September
1940, °
"My reason for being in the experiment is that
the -informedlized methods uséd are effeative in lessen;ing
,behavioﬁr disorders heocause of the amount of initiative,
judgmont and pagt;oipation tﬂatlthe children have o use
in their work. “The children thrive on less formal contact
between teacher and pupil; We have had a great meny probe
lem behaviouvr oasés, and we helieveithatrthis method hasg
begn a.very large factor in our sucoessful handling of
them. Yhe social ocase work method is used & great deal in
conaunotlon with thls progressmve clabsroom method,"
.. ] In spite of a very aotlve publio 1ife Mrs. Ayer.
hag successfully rqarad two children. “Her son, Cornelius
McDougald; Jr. is a gradnate_éf Fordham Law School end
Lincoln University. Her daughter, klizabeth MoDougeld,
is a g:aduéte of- Huntex Oolleéeiahd took her Master's De-
- gree at Columbia Univérsitj. She is aﬁ present engaged in
- sooial service work with the Board of Child. Welfare.
, in 1928

Mrs, Ayer dlvoroed her first husband,and kxksx  sheo

marrled Varnon Ayer, a rhysician,
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- . Mrs, Ayer's educational and sociological work
gives her a prominent role in the life and activities .of -
- 7 the'Negré poople of Now York. It is not too much to say

. - .that she is one of tﬂe outstanding women of the citye.
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‘carried out at P.a. 24@2?/@13
- L ,

the Wegro children of the city. And because thds method takes Into

"~ a high degree of inventiveness to the solution of his‘own problems,

c &

“ihile there is moeEERE- system of education in New York

which might be ma termed "Negro" , the experimental work being

omses to evolve a ‘system wlhich will

N

come as 2lose to such a as i$ possible in this democracy. LA‘
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P.S. 2 s one of the nine experimental schools eet up by ‘the Board of

Lducation in 1934 for the purpose of instituting a more scientific, and
metlo
of public school training. If

at the same,more democrati

sucessful, this system is to be placed in schools. throughout the -city.

PR

The experiment is still underway, having gone through six of the
' !
seven years alloted to it.. Under the guldance of Wiss Gertrude Avers,

P.S. 24 represents tbét phrase of the experiment carried out among

.congideration M enviromental factors and their effects upon the
' ' closer

s/ o Er1ps with

problems encountered by the pupil as a "negro" tlan has before been

child, psychological and otherwise, P.” 24 come

possible, ‘Miss Ayers explains that her school,approac?es the child.

as a creative ipdividual, who , if given &n opbortﬁnity, will bring

Tris inventiveness ‘is stresssed at P.3. 24., whéTe the pupils are

introdﬁced to 4 mocratic proocecdures énd are allowed to participate

in the operation of the school itself. pyrs Ayers believes her

pupils, as legroes, possess a tendency! towards artistic expression

. and oriéinality which makes them especially good material for such an aﬁ;¢;1»'

experiment. . Students are allowed to,také part'in schodl dicipline.

A school paper 1s published where in. the pupils; all of* elementary

grades, take part 1n all pharses of- newspaper work from kkx reportingﬁz”‘
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..and every effqrt i%‘made to make tkat substjtute as

ety
by puoils upon the Five and Ten Cents store ‘Z;% the Same time , she

'problem enCQuntered at P,8, 24 is aa-m no longer fjéht;ng, as was

A
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< ‘ ' vt |
V'éo the actual printing. Attended qunaﬁpaiis by ﬁﬁﬁerprivileged

pupils, the school is recognized as a home substitgee for many mfl
. va“fe

-

B - possihle.
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mmmmmmmMMmEMw5Bsyckoligis are provided to ovVeTGome perSonality

problems brought on by the environment. A toy libraby has been established

whefe the child may borrow toys that catch his fancy and return tlem
after wards. To maintéin'tke;upkeep of this 1ibrary,:and at the same time 7 17;
to provide an outlet for those pupils wbo.evinéé arbistic talent, a _— “éj
work shop 1is ‘operated where the alllpf the .repairs, and even now toys ‘
are made by pupils. A puppétrgx wo;k shop 1s operated by the pupils L
who construct their own puppets , design theiﬁ costums and write  ,;&

tneir own plays ag well, Miss Ayers explains that through encouraging o ‘

arts and craft work the school ha% been able to, greatlm/;educe raids

states, that durlng the five years that the experiment has been in
progress there has been a héticgble change the the attitude of pubﬁlé

B . t
toward teachers and principal Today, MtaSAyerS»states, the principle

once true, but singing 1n the halls. The school, che states, sfould - A‘Y;ﬁ:
be looked upon as the primesccial agenqy whose duty is té prepare the
child to avbdd clashkes with otler social agenciles during his growth. .
At the World Fair QiS :24 recieved - praﬁse fof ité work and % _ %fffi
was given space in the phétd mural and in a mgvihg,piqture; while . '
Miss Ayvers, fits pfincipal, was awardel a plQQue for Eéy;work in

experimental education ’ . - '




