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Dunbar High School in Washington, DC, defied the odds and, in the process,

changed America. In the first half of the twentieth century, Dunbar was an

academically elite public school, despite being racially segregated by law and

existing at the mercy of racist congressmen who held the school’s purse strings.

These enormous challenges did not stop the local community from rallying for

the cause of educating its children.

Dunbar attracted an extraordinary faculty: one early principal was the

first black graduate of Harvard, almost all the teachers had graduate degrees, and

several earned PhDs—all extraordinary achievements given the Jim Crow laws

of the times. Over the school’s first eighty years, these teachers developed

generations of highly educated, high-achieving African Americans,

groundbreakers that included the first black member of a presidential cabinet, the

first black graduate of the US Naval Academy, the first black army general, the

creator of the modern blood bank, the first black state attorney general, the legal

mastermind behind school desegregation, and hundreds of educators.

By the 1950s, Dunbar High School was sending 80 percent of its

students to college. Today, as with too many troubled urban public schools, the

majority of Dunbar students struggle with reading and math. Journalist and

author Alison Stewart, whose parents were both Dunbar graduates, tells the story

of the school’s rise, fall, and path toward resurgence as it looks to reopen its new,

state-of-the-art campus in the fall of 2013.
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Editorial Review

From Booklist
In 1870, the Preparatory High School for Colored Youth became the first black public high school in the
nation, a prized accomplishment for Washington, D.C., as free people of color and newly freed slaves
stretched the boundaries that still remained in postslavery America. Later renamed Dunbar High, the school
became famous for its highly accomplished graduates, many of whom were the first blacks to enter Ivy
League schools and break down barriers in a wide range of professions, from the law to medicine. For more
than 80 years, the school maintained legendarily high standards in a segregated school system and developed
fiercely loyal, solidly middle-class alumni. But desegregation and changing demographics slowly eroded the
reputation of the school until it became just another inner-city school with low achievement and high drop-
out rates. Drawing on interviews with alumni, teachers, and students, Stewart recalls the storied history of
Dunbar, its part in the tumultuous politics of the D.C. school system, and current efforts to reconstruct the
school and revive its former glory. A fascinating account of the legacy of a legendary school. --Vanessa
Bush

Review

“In First Class, Alison Stewart skillfully chronicles the rise and fall of Dunbar High School, America’s first
black public high school. Recalling the institution's extraordinary legacy and the lives of its accomplished
alumni—her own parents included—Stewart will convince you that there’s cause for hope, and that the
school’s brightest days may still be ahead.” —President Bill Clinton

“The US Army’s first black general. The first black federal judge. The first black cabinet secretary. If you
pull the thread that ties together these (and so many other) pioneers in African American achievement, you
find the story of Dunbar High School. Alison Stewart uncovers the hidden history of a great American
institution, and shows us the moving, herculean, human effort it took to build it in the first place, and to
rebuild it now. What an amazing story—what a great book.” —Rachel Maddow, author of Drift: The
Unmooring of American Military Power, and host of The Rachel Maddow Show

“Many of the legal minds behind school desegregation learned their sense of self and sense of determination
at Dunbar High School. First Class explains how Dunbar produced extraordinary men and women who
could be role models for any child of any era.” —Hill Harper, actor and author of Letters to a Young
Brother

“A gifted journalist, Alison Stewart tells this remarkable story with depth and insight. Meticulously
researched and engagingly written, First Class does what great books should do: it finds universal meaning
in particular places. In Stewart, Dunbar’s complicated life and times have found a brilliant biographer."
—Jon Meacham, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of American Lion: Andrew Jackson and the White House

“First Class is first rate—the extraordinary story of a historic school and its remarkable students and
teachers. With great style and real care, Alison Stewart weaves a wonderful tale of adversity, triumph, and
overcoming.” —Ben Sherwood, president of ABC News

“[Author Alison] Stewart’s question, 'What will the newest incarnation of Dunbar be?' remains germane,
especially as its new building is scheduled to open in fall 2013. Contemplating Dunbar’s history may offer

http://localhost/gp/feature.html/?docId=1000027801


answers.”—Publishers Weekly

"A well-reported, passionate study of the triggers for failure and success within American urban
education."—Kirkus Reviews

"Stewart’s history of a single school also manages to tell the story of black DC, of school desegregation, and
of education reform. One need not be a Washington native or a Dunbar grad to appreciate this thought-
provoking and thoroughly pleasant history."—Library Journal, starred review

About the Author

Alison Stewart is an award-winning journalist whose twenty-year career includes anchoring and reporting

for NPR, NBC News, ABC News, and CBS News. She got her start covering politics for MTV News.

Stewart is a graduate of Brown University.

 

Melissa Harris-Perry is a professor of political science at Tulane University and host of The Melissa Harris

Perry Show.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Kim Townsend:

Information is provisions for folks to get better life, information today can get by anyone with everywhere.
The information can be a know-how or any news even a concern. What people must be consider while those
information which is inside the former life are challenging to be find than now is taking seriously which one
would work to believe or which one often the resource are convinced. If you have the unstable resource then
you understand it as your main information you will see huge disadvantage for you. All of those possibilities
will not happen throughout you if you take First Class: The Legacy of Dunbar, America’s First Black Public
High School as the daily resource information.

Richard Bentley:

Reading a book can be one of a lot of pastime that everyone in the world likes. Do you like reading book and
so. There are a lot of reasons why people like it. First reading a publication will give you a lot of new data.
When you read a book you will get new information due to the fact book is one of several ways to share the
information as well as their idea. Second, studying a book will make you more imaginative. When you
reading through a book especially tale fantasy book the author will bring you to imagine the story how the
characters do it anything. Third, it is possible to share your knowledge to others. When you read this First
Class: The Legacy of Dunbar, America’s First Black Public High School, you are able to tells your family,
friends as well as soon about yours publication. Your knowledge can inspire others, make them reading a e-
book.



Frank Jorge:

Reading can called thoughts hangout, why? Because when you find yourself reading a book especially book
entitled First Class: The Legacy of Dunbar, America’s First Black Public High School your thoughts will
drift away trough every dimension, wandering in each and every aspect that maybe not known for but surely
will end up your mind friends. Imaging every single word written in a guide then become one application
form conclusion and explanation that maybe you never get just before. The First Class: The Legacy of
Dunbar, America’s First Black Public High School giving you yet another experience more than blown away
the mind but also giving you useful data for your better life on this era. So now let us present to you the
relaxing pattern at this point is your body and mind is going to be pleased when you are finished studying it,
like winning a sport. Do you want to try this extraordinary wasting spare time activity?

Joseph Barnett:

As we know that book is very important thing to add our information for everything. By a book we can know
everything we would like. A book is a pair of written, printed, illustrated or maybe blank sheet. Every year
had been exactly added. This publication First Class: The Legacy of Dunbar, America’s First Black Public
High School was filled concerning science. Spend your spare time to add your knowledge about your
scientific research competence. Some people has distinct feel when they reading any book. If you know how
big advantage of a book, you can sense enjoy to read a guide. In the modern era like today, many ways to get
book you wanted.
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