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uncomfortable; we simply felt we had
the right to go to school here. I was
born in Georgia, and my dad had paid
taxes here just like everyone else.”

‘I just really enjoyed learning’
Growing up in the heart of Atlanta,

Early spent many summer days in the
Olive Branch Library just across the
street from the restaurant owned by her
father, John H. Early.

It was the love for reading and the
encouragement of her mother, Ruth
Early, a public school teacher in
Monroe, Ga., that inspired Early to
become a teacher herself. 

“While growing up, I looked to my
mom for inspiration and motivation. She always made it clear
that the way one gets ahead is to be educated,” Early said.
“But she didn’t have to do a lot of arguing to get me to read or
study because I enjoyed it. I was, what you would now call, a
nerd. I just really enjoyed learning.”

Early’s interest in music came naturally, too.
“My dad was an amateur singer. He sang at church and at

weddings and funerals, and he wanted me to accompany him.
So, I started taking piano lessons at the age of 6. Above our
restaurant was a piano studio, and I took lessons there for a
y e a r. But the teacher would rap you on the knuckles with a
pencil if you played a wrong note, so I told my dad, ‘I don’t
want to take piano any more.’ But he wouldn’t let me give up.
He bought me a set of these books,” Early said pointing to her
study shelf, “the International Library of Music, and we had an
old upright piano at home, so I just sort of taught myself until I
was in high school, and then I started taking lessons again.”

Early’s desire to teach and her love for music finally came
together in a high school band class at Henry McNeal Turner
High School in Atlanta.

“I had this charismatic band teacher, and I would watch
him, and I noticed how the students all seemed to like him,”
she said, “and the music was so enjoyable and I said, ‘I think I
want to teach music.’”

After sharing her decision, Early’s band teacher took her to
what was then Clark College to play with the college band.
As high school valedictorian, Early had scholarship offers to
Spelman College and Brown University but decided to attend
Clark College and major in music education.

“Back then, being a band director was not something
expected of women. In fact, I was one of only two women
doing it in the whole city of Atlanta when I graduated from
Clark,” Early said. “Even today there aren’t that many female
band directors. There are more, and that's good because I
don’t think that one’s gender should prescribe what you do.”

‘We weren’t brought up to talk about color.’
“I grew up in segregated Atlanta, but my parents were sort

of protective, so we weren't put into situations where we were
made to feel inferior because of our skin color,” Early said.
“My mother was very fair, and my father was very dark. But

we weren’t brought up to talk about
color. It wasn’t in our vocabulary to think
that people were good or bad because of
their skin color, so I was just sort of
taken aback that it became a big issue
later in my life.”

But there were two times in Early's
childhood that she does remember when
race was an issue – even if she didn’t
realize it at the time.

“I remember once very vividly – I
think I was 8 – we were driving to
Florida for a golf tournament my dad
was in, and we stopped at a little serv-
ice station in south Georgia to get gas.
We headed toward the re s t room as they
w e re filling our tank, and the guy told

my father, ‘You all can’t use the re s t rooms here.’ So my dad
said, ‘Take the gas back out. We don’t trade with people
who won’t let us use their facilities.’ My mother was fright-
ened because at that time they were still lynching people in
G e o rgia. But my dad was not afraid of anything. He did not
look for trouble, but he protected his family. That stuck in
my mind,” Early said.

Another discriminatory incident Early recalls from her
childhood occurred on a bus trip with her mother to visit her
grandmother in Monroe.

“As I said, my mother was fair and had hair that was bro w n
and straight. When we got on the bus, we sat in the middle and
at that time, blacks were expected to sit in the very back seats,”
Early said. “The bus driver got up, came back and said to me,
‘ You can’t sit there by that white woman.’ And I said, ‘But that’s
my mother.’ That was something that really bothered me psy-
c h o l o g i c a l l y. I just couldn’t understand it. My mother did not
move. She just comforted me and told me it was OK.”

‘I came to love Georgia ...’
Despite the discrimination she faced at UGA, Early does

have some fond memories of her days in the music educa-
tion department – a place which provided her solace and
e n c o u r a g e m e n t .

“I came to love Georgia as a school. I didn’t like a lot of
things that went on sometimes, but the music department was
a place of refuge,” Early said.

Early is quick to note the transition the University has
undergone in the past 40 years, saying the school has exhibit-
ed a “greater awareness that bigger efforts need to be made to
integrate the student body.”

“I still think our state university should be a little more re f l e c-
tive of what our state looks like, but I think that eventually we’ll
get there. By 2002, we ought to be looking at people as people
and not people as colors,” Early said. “I am so happy now that
t h e re is an office of diversity, and I have met Dr. (Louis)
Castenell, and I think he’s a wonderful person. He has a big job.
I think that gradually things are getting better. I think that there
is a will to make it better, and I hope that in my lifetime I’ll see
the kind of equity and diversity that our state university
d e s e rves. But I don’t think we should forget our history, because

if you know your history, it gives you direction as to what ro l e
you ought to play in the present and future . ”

As far as what Early's future holds, the 66-year-old has
completed all coursework required  to receive a doctorate
degree in education administration at Clark Atlanta
University. When she completes her dissertation, Early will
receive her degree.

Why would Early work on a degree so close to the end of
her career? The same reason the trailblazer has done every-
thing else in her life. 

“It’s just my personal goal.”

Be rnice Cooper had no intention of making a mark
in state history when she enrolled at the University
of Georgia in her early 20s. But in 1956, almost
without knowing it, Cooper did just that when she

became the first female to receive a doctorate from the
s t a t e ’s flagship institution.

Cooper was teaching full-time while trying to finish her
d i s s e rtation, but told her advisor she didn’t know if she
could finish her paper that semester. “My advisors told me
to finish it, and I would be the first woman to graduate with
a doctorate from UGA,” Cooper said. “I wasn’t even aware
of it until that moment. And even then, it wasn’t that big of
a deal to me.”

After receiving a bachelor’s degree in elementary education
in 1947 and a master’s degree in the same field in 1953 – both
from UGA – staying in Athens to work on a third degree just
seemed natural to Cooper.

“I don’t think my parents even got excited about it either,”
Cooper said. “Not that they didn’t care or weren't supportive.
They just weren’t very surprised by it.”

Cooper grew up on a farm outside the small south Georgia
town of Pavo as one of 14 children born to a farmer and a
housewife.

“We had the best time growing up on that farm. We had
plenty of food but not much else. We didn’t realize we had
any problems, though. We’d have sugar cane grindings where
everyone would come over, and we would cook the cane
down to syrup. We’d all just sit around and drink the syrup
juice and chew on the cane. We also had peanut boilings in a
big kettle that we used to wash clothes,” Cooper said with a
laugh. “We had a lot of singing in our house. Many Saturday
nights we’d all gather around the piano and sing hymns. We’d
play baseball with a ball made from scraps of twine. First base
was the tree over there, and second base was the bush over
here. We never ran out of things to do.  But it was not all fun
and games. We picked cotton, gathered tobacco and did other
farm chores.”

From those humble beginnings, Cooper followed her love
for  reading, learning and teaching to earn three degrees and
spend the next 35 years in the classroom. 

T h i rteen of those years were spent teaching in elemen-
t a ry schools; the rest were spent teaching childre n ’s litera-
t u re at UGA.

“Children’s literature is a groundwork, a beginning for
long-term reading. Interest in books develops a lot of skills,
and it gives vicarious experiences to children. It’s a fun activi-

ty as well as a learning experience,” Cooper said.
Over the years, Cooper has noticed that childre n ’s litera-

t u re, like society in general, has gone through some major
re f o rm a t i o n s .

“Content wise, it deals with more of today’s reality – things
like death and divorce,” Cooper said, adding that she has no
problems with those changes. “I think children face things in
real life, so reading about it is just a way to prepare them for
what they might face in the future.”

Cooper’s love for children’s literature led her to help teach-
ing colleague Shelton Root start the Georgia Children’s Book
Award Program in 1968. The program – which is still active –
encourages schoolchildren across the state to vote for their
favorite children’s book author out of 20 selections. The win-
ner receives a Georgia Children’s Book Award at an annual
conference held at the Georgia Center for Continuing
Education. Later, Cooper and her colleagues added a second
award – one for favorite picture book author.

Cooper was chairperson of the selection committee for
upper grades books – a role which she held from 1968 until
her retirement 12 years later.

During her time as a UGA professor, Cooper gave hundreds
of lectures, served on dozens of committees and worked with
thousands of aspiring teachers. One such group of students,
however, will always stand out to her.

“I joined four other faculty members to go to Japan one
summer on a teaching grant. Our students were teachers who
had come from Iceland, Germany, North Africa – really from
all around the world – to teach the children of servicemen sta-
tioned in Japan. I taught the children’s lit part of the insti-
tute,” Early explained. “It’s not that big of a deal to teachers
and students now, but at the time – for five college professors
from Georgia to spend six weeks teaching in Japan - that was
really something.”

Only once did Cooper stray from teaching. She spent three
years working at Robins Air Force Base during World War II.

“ We filled orders for parts needed to repair airplanes,” Cooper
said. “It was war time, and everybody was needed for some-
thing. I decided this was something I could do to help out. One
thing I enjoyed about it was when I went home, I didn’t take
any work with me. It wasn’t that way with teaching.”

Cooper returned to UGA and later served as chair of the
elementary education department but never enjoyed the
administrative role as much as teaching.

“The interaction with the students and the feeling of
accomplishment I got when we had done a good job,” Cooper
said was what she enjoyed most about teaching. “I liked for
them to be motivated and enjoy their classes – enjoy books
and reading.”

In spite of the many challenges Cooper knows teachers face
today, she doesn't hesitate to encourage young college stu-
dents to pursue a career in the classroom.

“Go for it!” Cooper said with a smile. “It’s challenging, but
it brings a good feeling of accomplishment. It’s hard work, but
it is most definitely worth it.”  ■

Janet Jones Kendall is a freelance writer and Newspapers in
Education manager for the Athens Banner-Herald.
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