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In the Unites States prior to the Civil War it had been policy in the former slave states to fine, whip, or imprison individuals who instructed slaves or free blacks to read or write. As a result of these draconian laws, it is estimated that only ten per cent of slaves were literate on the eve of the Civil War.
 Once freed, blacks vigorously pursued new educational opportunities through self-help, peer learning, and taking advantage of new schools established by the Freedmen’s Bureau and Northern Aid Organizations. Evidence of this tremendous effort is shown in the census figures on literacy, as by 1870 over 25 per cent of blacks 10-15 years old living in ex-Confederate states could read.
 

While many young blacks flocked to new educational opportunities, not all groups pursued these opportunities equally. While the racial gap in educational outcomes in the decades following the Civil War is well known and has been detailed in the literature, the gender gap in educational outcomes has not been widely discussed.
 Young black females in 1870 had rates of literacy that were higher than their black male counterparts. Black males 10-15 years old who lived in the South had a literacy rate of 25.9 per cent, while their female counterparts had a literacy rate of 28.9 per cent. Although females had higher rates of literacy, males had rates of school attendance very similar to those of females. The rate of school attendance for males 10-15 years old living in the South was 11.3 per cent, while for females it was 12.5 per cent. If males and females attended school at a similar rate why the large gap in educational outcomes? New data from the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands helps shed some light on this confounding gap in achievement by revealing that male enrollment in schools was much more irregular than female enrollment during the spring and summer months. These findings indicate that traditional census measures of school attendance paint an incomplete picture of school attendance during this time period and are the reason for the seeming disconnect of school attendance and literacy outcomes. In addition to explaining the disconnect between actual and measured school attendance, this paper will examine some of the possible explanations for irregular enrollment among young black males living in the South. 

The Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, more commonly known as the Freedmen’s Bureau, was an agency established by the United States government at the conclusion of the American Civil War to aid the transition of former slaves to their new lives as freedmen. One of the main activities of the bureau was helping to establish a system of schools for the freedmen. To chart the progress of these schools, the bureau kept extremely detailed records on the schools activities. The information collected by the bureau included the number and location of schools, student progress in specific subjects, the number and makeup of teachers, and the number and makeup of the students enrolled in these schools each month. 

The data used in this study is on the makeup of the student body and was obtained from the Aggregate Statistical Report of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands. This is national level data for the time period of November 1866 to April 1870. From this data one can observe the pattern of monthly enrollment during this time period. The data quickly reveals that the makeup of the student body, especially with respect to gender and age, changed greatly from month to month. More specifically, male concentration spiked in the winter and decreased in the spring and summer months. Figure 1 displays the percentage of enrolled students that were males. 

While males on average made up slightly more than 50% of the student body in January, their representation in the student body was lower throughout the rest of the year- as males on average made up only 46% of the student body during the spring and summer months. While males in the winter months had similar rates of enrollment in bureau-aided schools, this enrollment was much more sporadic than the enrollment of females throughout the rest of the year.
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Figure 1

This variability in enrollment along gender lines has troubling implications for the reliability and usage of census school attendance measures. The measure used by the Census to gauge school attendance was self-reported by the child or head of household on whether they had attended school in the past year. This means that an individual who attended school one month was treated the same as someone who attended school for the entire length of the school year. While males and females had similar rates of attendance using the narrow census definition, in actuality male attendance in bureau-aided schools was much more irregular, as males dropped off school rolls at a higher rates month to month. These findings seem to explain both the seeming contradiction of similar rates of male and female school attendance and the simultaneously large gap in literacy outcomes.  

While the bureau data indicates that males were on average enrolled for less time during the school year, there is a worry that this phenomenon was just present in those counties with bureau-aided schools. Fortunately, it is possible to delve further into the census data to examine whether irregular male enrollment was an isolated or widespread phenomenon. If black males attended school less regularly, school attendance should have been less effective in raising the literacy rates of those individuals who attended school. If this is the case one can restrict the sample to just those individuals attending school and look at their literacy rates. Figure 2 displays the literacy rates of 10-16 year old blacks living in the South. 
Figure 2
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The figure clearly displays that black males attending school were less likely to be literate. While 76.8% of black females 10-15 years old attending school were able to read, only 70.3% of black males 10-15 years old could do likewise. For each age, males attending school had lower rates of literacy than females of a corresponding age. 

In addition to the direction of the gender literacy gap, the magnitude of the gender gap is very plausible. Looking at the Freedmen’s Bureau attendance data, one can calculate month to month enrollment as a percentage of peak enrollment for each sex during 1869. Making an assumption that all students who attended school in 1869 did so in their respective peak months, one can estimate the equivalent months that males and females were enrolled at bureau-aided schools. Using this method, I estimate that the average female was enrolled for 9.17 months, while the average male was enrolled for 8.82 months. This indicates that the average male was enrolled for approximately 96 per cent of the time an average female was enrolled. While the literacy rate of black males attending school was 91.5% of the female literacy rate, enrollments probably underestimate the discrepancy between the regularity of male and female school attendance. 

In addition to detailing these patterns of attendance this paper attempts to explain the factors that played into irregular school attendance. The fact that total enrollment and male concentration in the student body dropped in the spring and summer months and remain low in the early fall indicates that the crucial planting and harvest periods could have driven students out of schools and onto farms. This paper tests whether farm areas and certain crops were correlated with irregular school attendance. In addition to testing whether the concentration of certain crops led to irregular attendance, this paper also controls for a litany of county, family, and personal characteristics that could influence school attendance.

The measure used as a proxy for the regularity of school attendance is whether an individual attending school was reported as literate. If an individual attended school on a more regular basis, school attendance, as measured by the census, would be more effective in increasing literacy. Thus, in areas where attendance is more regular an individual counted as attending school would have a higher probability of being literate. 

Information on an individual’s school attendance and literacy status was obtained from the Integrated Public Use Micro Sample of the 1870 Census. Observations are at the individual level. The population studied is individuals 10-15 years old living in the former confederate states. The age group chosen is the prime school aged population. While younger individuals would have been included the Census does not have information on the literacy of those under the age of ten. In addition to having information on school attendance and literacy outcomes, this source provides a wealth of information on the personal and family characteristics of an individual. Data on crop mix, manufacturing activity is obtained from the Census of 1870 and was digitized by the ICPSR. Equation 1 displays the equation that will be estimated, where 
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Value of Cotton/ Farm Output 0.083412 0.056159 1.48 0.3596

Value of Orchard Crops/ Farm Output -0.640171 1.628980 -0.39 0.0079

Manufacturing Wages Per Capita

0.0116978*

0.002070 5.57 7.1594

White Literacy Rate in County -0.036256 0.100590 -0.36 0.8382

Farm Area -0.056499 0.046971 -1.23 0.2120

Female

0.0784826*

0.030446 2.57 0.5099

Mullatto

0.0686432*

0.032593 2.01 0.2170

Female * Farm Area 0.006999 0.061875 0.11 0.1081

Father Can Read

0.1185796*

0.032690 3.35 0.2459

Mother Can Read 0.059711 0.039677 1.44 0.1840

Real Estate Property 0.000003 0.000007 0.52 386.51
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Dependent Variable: Can Read (10-15 Year Old Colored Population)

 is a vector of individual and family characteristics, 
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is a vector of county characteristics, and 
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 controls for state differences in literacy rates. 
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The crop mix variables used in the equation are the value of cotton production and the value of orchard crops as a percentage of total farm output. The harvesting of these crops were likely to attract child labor as the urgency to pick the crop was great and the labor was not as physically demanding as sugar and other crops. The equation also accounts for the general literacy level of the community by including the adult white literacy rate. To account for the level of industrialization the manufacturing wages per capita is included. Finally, individual and family characteristics used in the estimation include age dummy variables, whether an individual was classified as a mulatto, lived in a farm area, the total real estate wealth of the family, and the literacy status of the individual’s mother and father. The marginal effects of this equation were estimated using a probit model. 

Table 1 displays the results of this estimated equation. After controlling for observables, the estimates indicate that black females 10-15 years old attending school had literacy rates 7.8 percentage points higher than males the same age. This shows that the gender differential is not being driven by differences in observable characteristics. Surprisingly, farm status and crop mix seems to have had little impact on the literacy status of those attending school. Most surprising is that cotton concentration was not correlated with the probability an individual attending school was literate. Cotton harvesting was a job in which a child’s labor was valued greatly, as it favored hand dexterity over raw strength. Also, surprising was that the marginal effect on whether an individual lived in a farm area is not statistically significant. 

Some other personal characteristics were found to be related to literacy in the manner expected. Mulattos attending school were more likely to be literate. Mulattos had a higher probability of being free prior to the war, had higher incomes, and likely faced less discrimination. The estimates also indicate that a father’s literacy status had a large impact on the probability that an attending child would be literate. While this is not surprising, it is confounding that a mother’s literacy and the white literacy rate in the county were not estimated to be significant factors. 

The results are mixed for the two economic variables chosen. The level of industrialization in a county seems to have had a large positive impact on literacy. In contrast, real estate wealth seems to have been unrelated to the probability an individual attending school was literate. This seems to contradict the literature showing that if parents have low incomes and are credit constrained they will invest less in the education of their children.
 

Table 1

[image: image6.emf]0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16

% Attending That Can Read

Black Males

Black Female


This paper has detailed a previously little discussed gap in literacy outcomes. Black females living in the South in 1870 had literacy rates significantly higher than their male counterparts. This gap existed despite census measures showing these two groups had similar rates of school attendance. While males and females attended school during the past year at a similar rate there was a vast difference in the consistency of their attendance. Using data from the Freedmen’s Bureau, this paper finds that males dropped on and off school rolls at a much higher rate than females during this time period. The irregular attendance of black males rendered their school attendance less effective in instilling literacy. These findings are backed up by census data showing that black males attending school were less likely to be literate than females attending school. Preliminary estimates on the causes of irregular attendance are inconclusive. Gender, the level of industrialization in a county, and personal characteristics, such as skin color and parental literacy seem to have had a large impact on the probability an individual attending school was literate. Surprisingly, whether an individual lived on a farm and crop mix seem to have had little influence.
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� Cornelius, Janet Duitsman. ‘When I can Read My Title Clear’.


� Literacy rates were calculated using the IPUMS of the 1870 Census.


� For an extensive description of the racial educational gap see Margo (1990) or Collins & Margo (2003)


� See Becker & Tomes (1986)
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