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Welcome to the Rochester Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute, the school that would later become the Rochester Institute of Technology.  Women have been attending this school since its establishment in 1885, thanks to the early programs in homemaking, hospital dietetics, and teacher training in industrial arts, home economics, and art education.  These programs helped women from the small towns of New York, Pennsylvania, and as far as Texas, learn to become professionals in careers that were appropriate for women at the time. 


A young woman of the 1920s was entering a world of change and relative freedom for women across the country.  Many girls embraced the changes, cutting their hair into short bobs, wearing dresses that were knee length and shoes with a little heel.  When it came time to further their education, many local Upstate New York women decided to enter one of a variety of programs at the Mechanics Institute, including teacher-training.  When coming into any teacher-training program at the Mechanics Institute, a young woman had to be eighteen years of age and have completed a high school curriculum of no less than fourteen academic units over a four-year period (Pamphlet: Gen Info. 1921-22).  Many of the young women who came to the Institute were local to Rochester, but for those who weren’t local, the school provided a woman’s dormitory, located between the Eastman and Bevier buildings.  Generally the women were housed in suites for two to four students, but there were single rooms available.  Each suite included a study, one or two bedrooms with single beds, and a bath.  All of the women students were required to have a place of residence approved in writing before their registration could be considered complete.  If a young woman decided to live off-campus, without parents or a legal guardian, the place of residence would have to be approved by the president of the Institute.  
At this time, the Mechanics Institute was comprised of four different schools: the School of Industrial Arts, the School of Home Economics, the School of Applied Arts, and the Evening School.  The Institute had three goals for every entering student.  The first was “to furnish persons engaged in industrial pursuits, or who desire to enter upon such pursuits, with practical training which will supply them with industrial intelligence and efficiency.”  The second was “to furnish person who are engaged in home-making, or who are prepared to enter the vocations based upon household arts and sciences, with training which will increase their intelligence and efficiency in home economics.”  The final goal of the Institute was “to furnish teacher-training in Industrial Arts, Home Economics, and in the Art fields of education” (Pamphlet: Gen. Info 1920-21).

In the School of Applied Art there were two teacher-training courses, one in art education and the other in craft education.  To be admitted into either of these two programs, a student had to have artistic ability, be able to show satisfactory evidence of good character, have an academic certificate from the New York State Department of Education, or have graduated from an approved four-year high school course of study (Pamphlet: Day School Ann. 1926-27).  These two programs were both three-year programs that required between thirty-two to forty-three instructional hours per week, each semester through the freshmen, junior, and senior years.  Like the Institute, the School of Applied Art also had a goal for each of its programs: to prepare students, who have ability in drawing, to become supervisors and teachers of art and handwork in the elementary and secondary schools of the United States.  Students of the art education program at the Institute received instruction in subjects like design, color, composition, basketry, psychology, and history of architecture during their freshman year.  A student’s junior year curriculum comprised classes such as drawing and watercolor, historic ornament, history of education, metalry, and teacher training in design.  In a student’s senior year the curriculum included eight hours of practice teaching each week, as well as classes in painting, life drawing, history of painting and sculpture, among others.  The craft education program differed only slightly from the art education curriculum.  Their freshman year included the traditional art classes along with basketry, clay modeling, and perspective.  The junior year curriculum added classes in elementary woodwork, craft design, principles of education, chemistry of glazes, and wood finishing.  Like the art education program, the craft education majors also spent eight hours per week in their final year doing practice teaching.  This first-hand work experience gave students a preview of the education system and allowed them to “make direct application of the knowledge gained” in the courses when they began their careers.  Upon completion of the three-year programs art education students were able to enter the world as teachers of general art: the craft education students, however, were able to seek out jobs as teachers in more specific disciplines, like pottery, metalry, basketry and weaving, or they could teach general art, like the art education students (Pamphlet: Day School Ann. 1926-27).

The teacher-training program at the Mechanics Institute ran into some trouble in 1923 when the state extended the required period of teacher training from three years to four years.  According to Dane Gordon, author of Rochester Institute of Technology: Industrial Development and Educational Innovation in an American City 1829-2006, the 

Institute dropped the teacher-training programs in art and craft education because the board felt “the Institute couldn’t meet state requirements and be equal to the competition.  The school also didn’t have the resources.”  The only rationale for their getting rid of these programs was that “applied art found a ready market for its graduates in architecture and advertising, and applied art. It could do without teacher-training…” (Gordon p.129-30).


Teacher-training programs did not disappear as completely as it might initially seem.  In the School of Applied Art’s General Information Pamphlet for the 1930-31 school year, both the art education and craft education programs appear.  While the teacher-training programs were back in the curriculum, there was a very big difference.  
Effective September 1933, the State Department of Education at Albany, New York requires that all candidates for the position of Art Teacher must have a degree or its equivalent.  This makes it necessary for Art Education students to pursue work beyond the three-years here outlined. An arrangement with New York University in New York City makes it possible for a graduate of the School of Applied Art of Mechanics Institute to matriculate at NYU for the degree of B.S. in Education majoring in Art Education. Credit is given according to individual records.  88 points have been allowed for our present course out of 128 required for a degree. 32 of the remaining points must be made in residence at NYU (Pamphlet: SAA 1930-31).

This meant that any student who entered the Mechanics Institute during the 1930-31 school year would have to complete one more year at New York University to complete their education and be considered a teacher by the state of New York.

In addition to the traditional day programs taught at the Institute, there was also an Evening School established for working people, whose only free time was at night.  The Evening School only offered classes in certain programs, one of which was a course in eesign for teachers.  This was a one and one half credit per year course “arranged especially for public school teachers and was planned to give them an idea of professional possibilities of the subject (Pamphlet: Evening School 1924-25).”  The course taught teachers aspects of design and gave them knowledge of such topics as poster design, textiles, illumination and lettering, lampshade design, block printing, stenciling, and book covers.  According to the Evening School Pamphlet of 1924, within each subject area “suggestions will be made for simplification and application to public school teaching,” so that the students could take what they learned and teach it to their own students at school.  Advanced students of the design class were also offered the chance to take Application of Color Theory to Teach in the Grades.  The class was offered over a three-year period for each student, and it was highly recommended that a student follow through each year, but “considerable progress can be made in one-year (Pamphlet: Evening School 1924-25).”


Among the varied opportunities for women at the Mechanics Institute, the art and craft education programs were very popular.  The school influenced the art education of many future teachers in the United States.  Without the Mechanics Institute, many women wouldn’t have been able to receive an education because of lack of money or the need to board away from home.  Today, the Rochester Institute of Technology still offers the art education curriculum, but now it is a one-year graduate program. Admission requirements for the program are as follows: 

…the applicant should have received the baccalaureate degree in a field of the arts from a regionally accredited college or university in the United States or Canada with a major concentration in art, art education, or industrial arts education.  The undergraduate studies should include a minimum of 54-quarter credit hours (36 semester hours) in drawing, painting, design, or the crafts.  If the applicant for admission holds the BA or BFA degree and seeks the MST degree in art education, the undergraduate program must have adhered to the studio course distribution required by the New York State Education Department (http://cias.rit.edu).

There are two options offered at RIT for an art education major, similar to the course of study from the Mechanics Institute.  The first option is a Masters of Science for Teachers in Visual Art, which leads to “a permanent New York State certification for grades K-12.  This certification allows applicants to teach in New York State public schools and features pedagogical studies and student teaching (http://cias.rit.edu).”  The other option for art education majors is the Masters of Science for Teachers in Fine Arts Studio, which does not lead to NYS certification.  This program is a one-year master’s degree option for students who have already received their initial teaching certification from another college or university.  The Art Education program at RIT is similar to that of the Mechanics Institute, but now graduates come to Rochester to finish their degrees, instead of having to leave the Institute to finish their education. 


The women students of the Mechanics Institute were strong and brave, leaving their homes to pursue further education and the promise of an occupation upon graduation.  Today at the Rochester Institute of Technology, that bravery and promise can still be found among the women students.  In doing this project that investigated the historical past of RIT, I learned so much about the abilities of women at what started out to be a tiny Mechanics school and evolved into one of the top technology institutions in the United States.  It is important to know the history of a place and the students that made it, to be able to fully appreciate the education we are receiving. 
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