
“A Vital Requisite for Our Survival”:  
Education in the Early Republic 

Education has been a constant in America since European settlement. In the 1600s, 
literacy was valued as a path to the Bible and Christianity. Parents taught their 
children to read and skills for “earning a living.” In the 1700s, private academies 
taught boys and young men a blend of languages, math, science, history, and 
practical skills like navigation and surveying. After independence, Americans wanted 
to teach children the civic virtues necessary to build the country. Educating young 
women gained importance so they could raise their future children as good citizens.  

 
“A educated citizenry is a vital requisite for our survival as a free people.”   
  - Thomas Jefferson 

In 1636, the Massachusetts Bay Colony established the college 
that became Harvard. Its namesake, John Harvard, left the 
college money and a large book collection in his will. 

In the 1600s and 1700s, dame schools were held in a woman’s house 

and taught children basic literacy. Quality depended upon the woman’s 

education. Reading Lesson at a Dame School by Elias Martin. 

The earliest educational tool was 
a hornbook that taught the 
alphabet, vowels and 
consonants, and the Lord’s 
Prayer. A thin layer of horn 
protected the text, and it was 
small enough to be tied to a 
child’s waist. 

For centuries, boys and girls learned trades by working for 

master craftsmen, usually for seven years. Apprenticeships 

were a source of labor for the craftsmen, and the youth 

learned job skills to support themselves. 

Samplers taught young girls how to sew different 
stitches as well as teaching them letters and numbers. 
This was sewn by Effie Beekman in 1748. 

Sampler by Martha King, age 10, early 19th century 



Be True To Your School:  

Public Education, 1900 to Present 

By 1900, there were four modern elementary schools on High Street, Cortland Street, 
Lewis Street, and Prospect Avenue. State aid for new construction in the mid-1920s led 
to building the new high school on Pulteney Street and a large elementary school on 
North Street. In 1957, the district added West Street Elementary School and the new 
junior high school on North Street. 

 

Late-20th century education reflected the social and technological changes in America. 
Schools began dealing with issues such as students’ mental health and abuse at home. 
There was greater awareness of disabilities like dyslexia and autism. Geneva 
schoolrooms progressed from blackboards to computerized smart boards.  

Today, Geneva classrooms are equipped with smart boards, computer 
projection screens that are also touch screens. Students complete many of 
their assignments on laptop computers. 

Beginning in kindergarten, there are dual language classrooms 
that teach in Spanish and English. Students are both English 
and non-English speakers, each learning another language. 

In the 1950s schools were single-level with low ceilings and lots of windows. The new 
Junior High School on North Street (now an elementary school) was completed in 1957. 

In the early 1900s, neighborhood schools like Lewis Street were 
built to handle over 150 students. By the 1950s, they were 
slowly replaced by the larger West Street and North Street 
elementary schools. 

The 1923 High School replaced the aging Classical and Union 

School. When the high school moved to Carter Road, this became 

the middle school from 1981 to 2004. 

Geneva Middle School, Carter Road 



 

In the 1790s, wealthy families were encouraged to settle in Geneva. They were educated 
and wanted the same for their children. Geneva Academy began in 1798 in the center 
of town, now Pulteney Park. It received a state charter in 1813, which was eventually 
transferred to the college that became Hobart. 
 
Through the 1800s there was no shortage of private schools in Geneva. Some lasted a 
year or two while others were well-established. Most were single-gender schools and 
taught according to social expectations. Boys learned classical history and languages, 
math, and science. Girls learned music, needlepoint, and social refinements for 
marriage and family.  

“Moral and Literary Character”: 

Private Schools 1798-1900 

From 1829 to 1842, Elizabeth Ricord ran the progressive 
Geneva Female Seminary on South Main Street. Rather than 
domestic training for being a wife, the school taught languages, 
science, and advanced mathematics. 

The Walnut Hill School (1852-1875) was a boarding and day school for 
boys with three 16-week terms per year. The school was located on the 
present-day site of Houghton House of Hobart & William Smith Colleges.  

Many private schools were in the 
teacher’s home. The Misses Black’s 
School for Young Ladies (1873-1880) 
was at 15 Park Place on Pulteney Square. 

The first Catholic elementary school, St. Francis DeSales Parochial 
School on Exchange Street, was established in 1862. The building 
was expanded to the right and has recently been converted to 
senior citizen housing. 

The Reverend Miles P. Squier founded the Geneva Lyceum in 1831 to 
provide the modern equivalent of  the last two years of high school 
and the first year of college. It closed in 1842 but its three buildings 
still stand on Lyceum Street. 

DeLancey School for Girls, 1891-1912 



In the 20th century, Roman Catholic schools were the main option for private schooling. 
There were two grammar schools, and DeSales High School began in 1912. Several 
generations of Irish and Italian Catholic families graduated from DeSales. The schools 
also attracted Protestant families who wanted a private, faith-based education for their 
children. DeSales faced financial difficulties beginning in the 1970s. The last graduating 
class was in 2012. 

 

Cozy Days Christian Pre-School teaches three- and four-year olds how to adjust outside 
their family. Children’s Hours School practices the Montessori method of child-
centered, experience-based learning.  

To Foster Academic Excellence: 

Private Schools 1900—Present 

 

When the city was divided into a second Catholic parish, St. 

Stephen’s Parochial School was formed in 1904. Today, the 

combined St. Francis-St. Stephen’s School educates children 

through the 8th grade. 

Priests and nuns taught Geneva students at 
DeSales High School. Over time, there were more 
secular teachers and more students from 
surrounding towns.  

Established more than 40 years ago, Children’s Hours 
School teaches children from pre-kindergarten to the 
fifth grade. Students learn at the rate which is most 
natural for them.  

In 1985, Mary Rose Cass began Cozy Days Christian Pre-
School in her home on William Street. Two years later, it 
moved to Zion Lutheran Church and became part of the 
church’s mission. 

Beginning in 1914, Mrs. Georgia Mackey ran a private 
pre-school in her home at 182 Pulteney Street. Students 
such as this group, around 1920, included children from 
middle- and upper-class families. 

St. Francis DeSales-St. Stephen’s School, Elmwood Avenue 



In the 1800s, private academies and common schools both taught practical skills for 
employment. Academies taught higher-level skills such as surveying, navigation, and 
agriculture. Common school students might not continue past the eighth grade, so 
courses tried to ensure basic literacy and math skills. Trades were learned on the job 
through apprenticeships. There were private business institutes that taught men to be 
managers and women to be secretaries. 
 
New York State began funding vocational education in the early 1900s. After 1967 
regional Boards of Educational Services (BOCES) built vocational education  centers, 
which have adapted to changing careers.  

The Geneva School of Automobile Engineers was 
founded in 1904. A four-week course, it trained men 
and women in the basics of auto mechanics and 
professional driving. 

Gerald and Mildred Freeman opened the Freeman 
Business School in 1941 and Mildred, a former Geneva 
High School teacher, taught all 34 years of the school’s 
existence. She demanded discipline so students would be 
prepared for any employer or business situation. 

In 1956, Marion Whelan started the School of Practical Nursing that 
now bears her name. Today the school is affiliated with Finger Lakes 
Community College and students earn 20 college credits which can 
set them on the path to becoming registered nurses. 

The BOCES Finger Lakes Technical and Career Center (FLTCC) in 
Flint serves over 700 high school juniors and seniors from three 
counties. Programs include computer programming, sustainable 
agriculture, and medical sciences. 

Based in Geneva, Finger Lakes Advanced Manufacturers Enterprise 
(FAME) brings together students, colleges, and companies to train 
workers for careers in robotics, nanotechnology, and engineering. 

Educating Skilled Workers: Vocational Education 

FLTCC Diesel Technology Program 



“Hip Hobart, Forever!” 

In 1818, Episcopal Bishop John Henry Hobart envisioned a college in Geneva as an 
outpost of the church in western New York. Geneva Academy had a state charter but 
had closed. Trustees had the Academy charter transferred to Geneva College, along with 
an Episcopal endowment from a failed academy near Utica, New York 

 
The college was split into trimesters and offered a classical education, requiring that 
students pass courses in geometry, Latin grammar and Roman history. For many years, 
the college produced many Episcopal priests and lay leaders, who had little money to 
support the college as alumni.  

Choir rail carving, Trinity Episcopal Church. Legend has it that Bishop Hobart met with 
several local men on South Main Street at dawn, struck his cane on the ground and 
pronounced it the location of his new college. The men may have owned the lots which 
Hobart selected. 

The Hobart campus was solely on South Main Street until the 1900s, 
when it began to build to the west. From right to left are: St. John’s 
Chapel (1863), the original chapel, Geneva Hall (1822), Middle Hall 
(1836), and Trinity Hall (1837). 

Built in 1822, Geneva Hall was the first building on campus. It 
was named in honor of local citizens who supported the college. 

As its students left to fight World War II, Hobart became a training 
school for US Navy officers. From July 1943 to October 1945, the V-
12 program trained over 900 officers. 

Bishop John Henry Hobart (1775-1830) was the third 
Episcopal Bishop of New York. In 1852, Geneva 
College changed its name to honor the work of Bishop 
Hobart in its founding.  

Hobart College Library, 1890s 



“Oh, William Smith, To Thee We Sing”   

In the 1840s, William Smith was a working-class Englishman who followed his brothers 
to Geneva. Together, they built one of the most successful nurseries in Geneva. Smith 
had little formal education but pursued many interests through reading and 
philanthropy. He wanted to “[do] something for women” but had no plan. 
 
In 1904 Smith selected a group of educators and friends to guide him. They advised him 
to invest in teachers and an endowment rather than buildings. Hobart College President 
Stewardson offered the use of its classrooms and professors. Hobart needed money 
badly and additional tuition from women students may have saved the college.  

Evelyn Tooley Hunt, Class of 1926, was an 
award-winning poet. Her poem, "Taught Me 
Purple,” was the inspiration for Alice Walker’s 
novel, The Color Purple.  

Class Day was an early tradition at William Smith. In 1917, the senior 
class presented a parody of Alice in Wonderland.  

There were separate classes for men and women, like this psychology lab 
around 1919. Women could only walk on public sidewalks and had to be 
accompanied by a Hobart student to cross campus. Courtesy of Hobart & 
William Smith Colleges Archives. 

College rules illustrated social expectations of the time for women. There 
were dormitory curfews, house mothers, and dress codes for different 
occasions. McCormick House 1942, Courtesy of Hobart & William Smith 
Colleges Archives. 

The first class of 19 women began at the college in 1908. William Smith 
passed away shortly before the Class of 1912, shown here, graduated.  

Statue of William Smith by A.E. Aub, 2008 



“Lives of Consequence”:  
Hobart & William Smith Today 

In 1922, Hobart and William Smith Colleges (HWS) held their first joint 
commencement. By 1938, men and women took classes together. Originally a 
department of Hobart, in 1943 William Smith was granted independent status. The 
colleges are one of the few remaining coordinate arrangements in the country. Each has 
its own deans, student governments, and traditions. 
 
Like other colleges, HWS have changed their curriculum over the years. They were the 
first in the country to offer a major in LBGTQ Studies. A one-year master’s degree 
program in teaching was added for education graduates. Today, the Colleges have 
prominent alumni in journalism, medicine, business, religion, and more.  

In 2015, The Most Reverend Michael B. Curry, Hobart 1975, 
was elected as Bishop of the Episcopal Church (US). He 
became an international figure when he delivered the sermon 
at Prince Harry and Meghan Markle’s wedding in 2018. 

HWS offers study-abroad programs in South America, Europe, Asia, and Australia. Led by faculty, each 
semester focuses on particular disciplines but encourages exploring different cultures.  

In 2011, HWS formed an initiative with the Geneva City School 
District and community partners to increase high school 
graduation rates. Geneva 2030 has a “cradle to career” 
approach, working with children from pre-kindergarten to high 
school. 

Beginning with first-year orientation, HWS students are encouraged to be 
involved in Geneva and develop civic leadership skills. Through Days of 
Service and individual projects, students contribute over 80,000 hours of 
service each year.  

HWS helps students match their interests to possible careers. 
Many students are placed in internships the summer before their 
senior year. 

Aerial view of Hobart & William Smith Colleges, 2017 



School Days: Public Education, 1812-1900 

The common school movement of the 1800s sought to make elementary education 
available to all white children. New York’s Common School Act of 1812 created a state 
superintendent to oversee the creation and operation local schools, which would be 
assisted with money from the state. 

 

Geneva had two district schools, with six 
more outside the village. There were few 
educational standards, and students 
missed school if they were needed to work 
at home. In 1839, school commissioners 
created one unified district for more 
efficient education. A new Union School 
opened on Milton Street in 1840.  

“[Common schools] are designed to fit youth for active life, and useful avocations; 
ornamental accomplishments are to be sought elsewhere.”  

  - State Superintendent Gideon Hawley, 1813 

1856 image of the Union School. It was expanded several times to 

accommodate more students.  

The Prospect Avenue school on the north side of town was the first 
modern building. The school board decided that all new schools 
would be two stories with multiple rooms and modern amenities. 

In 1852, the district applied to the state to operate a classical 
department at the Union school. The modern equivalent of a high school, 
it taught college preparatory classes and classes for teacher training.  

African American children first attended grammar school at the 
Union Chapel on High Street, shown here, and later a public 
segregated school on the same street. They were not allowed 
to attend the Classical and Union School, equivalent to a high 
school education, until after the 1870s.  

As Geneva grew, the Union School became crowded. In 
the 1850s the village built one-room branch schools, like 
the North branch on Lewis Street, in several 
neighborhoods as a solution.  

 

Interior, Jackson Street School, circa 1875 



Students purchased tickets to lectures, either by class or in a 
semester package. Professors were paid by these fees rather 
than by the college. 

The rest of Geneva College did not like having cadavers in the 
center of campus. A new building, seen here from South Exchange 
Street, was begun in 1841 near 493 South Main Street.  

In the early 1800s, The College of Physicians 
and Surgeons in New York City controlled 
medical education in the state. A desire for 
an upstate medical school led to the 
creation of the Medical Institution of 
Geneva College in 1834. Requirements for a 
medical degree were two full courses of 
lectures, which ran from October to January, 
three years of study under a doctor, and 
completion of a thesis. 
 
In the 1860s, medical graduates 
outnumbered other Hobart College 
graduates by almost two to one. 
Competition from other medical schools 
drew away students and faculty. Geneva 
Medical College awarded its last degrees in 
1872. That year, the books, anatomy 
collection, and some of the professors went 
to Syracuse University’s new medical school.  

Applicants to the college were expected to know multiple 
Latin and Greek texts, be able to write Latin, and know 
arithmetic, geography, and English grammar. 

In 1836, Middle Hall, between Geneva and Trinity Halls, was 
built for the medical program. A skylight in the dome 
illuminated the surgery room. Middle Hall burned in 1885. 

Elizabeth Blackwell (1821-1910) entered Geneva Medical 
College in 1847 after 28 schools refused her admittance. In 
1849 she graduated at the top of her class, becoming the 
first woman in the United States to earn a medical degree. 

Talented Faculty and New Buildings: 

Medical Institution of Geneva College 



In 1965 the Ontario County Board of Supervisors created the Community College of the 
Finger Lakes (CCFL). The first students began on February 1, 1968, taking classes in 
storefronts on Main Street in Canandaigua. In 1975, the college moved to its permanent 
home east of downtown. The same year, there were eight extension centers in the region, 
from Geneseo in the west to Willard in the south. 
 
The Finger Lakes Community College (the name was changed in 1992) continues to 
expand its offerings. Courses range from technology to liberal arts to business. Students 
are equipped for employment or pursuing higher degrees in their field.  

In 1983 CCFL opened a satellite center in the old Geneva Civic Center on 
the corner of Seneca and Main Streets. It offered more than 90 classes per 
semester, allowing students to work on degrees without commuting to 
Canandaigua. 

In 2005 the center moved to the old high school but it was 
inadequate for long-term goals. It was torn down and the new 
campus center opened in 2016. 

The FLCC Viticulture and Wine Center, adjacent to Cornell AgriTech, offers an associate degree in grape cultivation. 
Graduates can transfer to Cornell to complete their degree in viticulture or enology (the study of wines).  

The college adds new programs as careers develop. The 
Horticulture department has a Cannabis Biology and 
Cultivation track that includes a “historical, legal, 
practical, and health-related perspective on this 
culturally and chemically complex plant.” 

Geneva resident Harry Burt served on the FLCC Board of Trustees 
from 1995 to 2012. He was instrumental in acquiring the old 
Geneva High School as an extension center, and bringing the 
Viticulture Center, shown here, to Geneva. 

Where Opportunity Awaits:  
Finger Lakes Community College 

FLCC Geneva Campus Center 



“A Source of Intellectual Recreation”:  
Life-Long Learning 

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, many people did not advance past the eighth grade, 
and few continued to college. However, there were opportunities to continue learning. 
In the mid-1800s, the lyceum movement offered traveling lectures, classes, and debates 
on subjects of the day. Geneva Chautauqua groups in the late 1800s studied topics 
including religion, French history, and astronomy. Women’s study clubs formed around 
1900 and some are still active. 
 
Local printers published speeches and lectures by ministers and professors for the 
reading public. Informal lending libraries existed through the 19th century. The Geneva 
Free Library received its state charter in 1905 and still serves the community.  

Literacy Volunteers of Ontario-Yates pairs tutors with adults who 

need literacy skills to reach their full potential. The organization 

also assists adults with preparing for the General Education 

Diploma (GED) exam.  

In 1906, the public library opened with 714 books in an upper floor 
of the YMCA on Castle Street. In 1910, the library moved into its 
current home on the corner of Main and Castle Streets, and has 
almost 65,000 items. 

In 1889 Catharine Foster Hopkins invited a small group of 
friends to her home to study art. The Art Reading Club which 
bears her name, shown celebrating its centennial in 1989, still 
meets weekly to present papers on different themes of art. 

Formed in 1904, the Fortnightly Reading Club selects a theme 

each year and members present a related topic at meetings. 

The focus is on reading in all its forms, rather than reading one 

book together. 

Chartered by the New York State Department of Education, 
the Geneva Historical Society presents exhibits and programs 
to adults in a leisure- learning setting. Through technology, 
the Historical Society presents videos, podcasts, blogs, and 
social media content to audiences around the country.  

Geneva History Museum 


