
Why Teachers Should Vote to Remove the Name Woodrow Wilson from Our School: 
A Case for Changing the Name 

We propose that the Wilson faculty read about and discuss the legacy of Woodrow Wilson in preparation for a vote on 
the question of our school’s name at a faculty meeting later this spring.  Other stakeholders—students, alumni, 
administrators and others – are encouraged to organize and participate in similar discussions.  We welcome and value 
your opinion. However, the Wilson faculty has a special voice to wield as professional educators, mentors to young 
people and the institutional memory of this school, and it is time we go on record about the name of our school.  

1. President Woodrow Wilson held deeply racist views that influenced federal policy and the lives of millions of
African Americans, including DC residents. For example, as President, Wilson:

 Was quoted in Birth of a Nation and hosted a private screening of the notoriously racist film Birth of a
Nation at the White House

 Imposed segregation within the federal government, leading to the removal of Black workers from
the government

 Blocked a proposal to include racial equality as a founding principle of the League of Nations
 Declined to intervene in the Washington, DC race riot of 1919 in which white mobs indiscriminately

attacked black residents
 Despite acknowledging white violence, he failed to act as an epidemic of lynching engulfed the United

States, most notably during ‘Red Summer’ of 1919, when an estimated 150-300 African Americans
were killed.

2. While President, Woodrow Wilson was challenged by African American and white citizens who opposed
segregation – both in written form and in action. Many of those activists were members of the newly formed
NAACP. Some of these notable individuals included:

 Mary Church Terrell
 Archibald Grimke
 WEB DuBois
 William Monroe Trotter
 Eugene Debs

3. Wilson did not support equal opportunity in higher education for African Americans and women.  As
President of Princeton University from 1902-1910, Woodrow Wilson reassured those who opposed the
admission of African American students, writing: “while there is nothing in the law of the University to
prevent a negro’s entering, the whole temper and tradition of the place are such that no negro has ever
applied for admission, and it seems extremely unlikely that the question will ever assume a practical form.”
Today, African American students comprise 7% of the student population at Princeton.

4. Black residents of Tenleytown were displaced in order to redevelop the area and build Wilson High School,
which opened in 1935. Much like Georgetown, Tenleytown included a sizeable Black population until the
1930s.  The African American community in the Tenleytown area took root during the Civil War era as “Reno
City,” a freedmen’s encampment, grew alongside Fort Reno.  Many, if not most, of Tenleytown’s African
American residents were pushed out due to actions taken by the (unelected) Board of Commissioners in the
1920s, which paved the way for the construction of Alice Deal and Wilson SHS. Our school, while most likely
named for a President who led the US through WWI and who articulated a vision for international diplomacy,
was nonetheless a byproduct of the displacement of the African American community that lived here. Wilson
High School was segregated until the 1954 Brown verdict, but did not integrate until years later.

5. Continuing to honor Woodrow Wilson by allowing our school to be named after him ‘miseducates’ the young
people who are part of this community.  While the research on this issue is ongoing, many studies have noted
the detrimental effect that honoring historical figures who held prejudiced views has on students, especially
students of color.  One could question the degree to which honoring historical figures who held racist  views
fosters a sense of complacency about racism among white students.  At this stage, it is safe to say that we do a
disservice to all students by remaining uncritical and silent on the legacy of Woodrow Wilson.



Common Questions about Changing the Name of Our School 

1. All white men were racist back then. Was Wilson any different?
As history teachers, we engage students on the ways in which Wilson actually was different. While few
elected politicians took action for civil rights at the time, Wilson represented a step backward for African
Americans at the federal level.  Former President Theodore Roosevelt invited Booker T. Washington to the
White House for dinner. The views of Republican President James Garfield, who held office for just a few
months in 1881, were light years ahead of Wilson. By changing the name of the school, we do not aim to
‘whitewash’ the past, as we will continue to teach the truth about the past.

2. Can we really judge historical figures using modern values?
Yes, we can. It is not unrealistic to expect that the President of the United States – who reached out to African
American voters in 1912 and who promised Black troops in WWI the benefits of democracy after their service
ended—to have done better.  Furthermore, the NAACP and other notable African American leaders judged
Wilson’s prejudiced views at the precise moment that he held them – and he did not respond with an open
mind. Fore example, when challenged by Monroe Trotter, Wilson argued, “segregation is not a humiliation but
a benefit, and ought to be so regarded by you gentlemen.”  Civil rights is only a ‘modern value’ if we consider
it from the vantage point of the latecomers to social change.

3. This school has been named after Woodrow Wilson for over 75 years. Why change it now?
Over the years, many people in the Wilson community have voiced their concerns about the name. Journalist
and peace studies educator Coleman McCarthy led his students in critical discussion around the name for
many years. In conjunction with a school in South Africa, Julie Caccamise, has engaged her World Studies
students on both Woodrow Wilson and the #CecilRhodesMustFall campaign.  Many meaningful and
interesting discussions have occurred in Social Studies classrooms, in the pages of the Beacon, and informally.
However, the recent protests around #BlackLivesMatter and #BlackHistoryMatters led by young people have
challenged educators and educational institutions to look critically at the message we send through the views
and voices that we choose to elevate, promote and honor.

4. Do surface-level changes really do any good? Shouldn’t we focus on more important issues, like
closing the achievement gap?
Often, a symbolic change can leave the deeper, more systemic problems untouched. We know that there
is a grave urgency around closing the achievement gap, ending the school to prison pipeline, and supporting
all students as they set, pursue and fulfill their goals for themselves—just for starters. But there is no need for
issues like these to be counter-posed to renaming our school.  Changing the name of our school could be a
small but meaningful step in the right direction. It could trigger a deeper discussion among different
constituencies about our other areas for growth.  And if we keep the name, in this day and age, some might
even wonder:  where is a school’s commitment to eradicating inequality if its faculty and administration
willingly tolerate being named after one of America’s most notoriously racist Presidents?

5. We are a diverse school and proud of it. Isn’t that the best rebuke of Wilson’s legacy?
Arguably, yes! In many ways, Wilson HS represents achievement in the face of adversity and is certainly more
renowned for the accomplishments of its students, both past and present.

But as we look forward to the future and redefine the vision for our school, is it not possible for us to do 
better? Couldn’t our school be named after someone who reflects the best parts of our society? Someone 
whose accomplishments inspire young people to raise their horizons for themselves?  A name change could 
be an exciting opportunity to engage our school community in a discussion about what kind of community we 
want to be.   

Finally, as adults, we have a unique opportunity to demonstrate an important life lesson in humility and 
empathy: when you are in the wrong, admit it, and take action to set it right.  Preferably sooner rather than 
later, but later is better than never.  

. 
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