This Day in History... October 14, 1902
Birth of Dr. Allison Davis

Dr. William Boyd Allison Davis, born on October 14, 1902, in Washington, DC, was a scholar who
devoted his life to breaking down the barriers of race, class, and inequality in education. At a time when few
African Americans were given a platform in the nation’s top universities, Davis used his voice and intellect
to challenge the systems that defined how—and for whom—education worked in America. His pioneering
research changed the way educators and policymakers viewed learning, fairness, and opportunity.

Davis grew up in a family that believed deeply in social justice and activism. His grandfather had been
an abolitionist lawyer before the Civil War, and his father led an anti-lynching committee within the NAACP.
Surrounded by strong examples of courage and advocacy, Davis learned early on that challenging injustice
was both necessary and possible. These family influences would later shape his career and his determination
to bring equity into classrooms across the country.

A gifted student, Davis graduated as valedictorian from his high school in 1920. He continued his
academic excellence at Williams College, where he again earned valedictorian honors upon graduating in
1924. Despite his accomplishments, Davis faced the limited opportunities available to Black scholars in the
early 20th century. Determined to make a difference, he began teaching in rural Virginia. It was there, in
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small segregated schools, that Davis experienced a turning point in his life.

While teaching at
Hampton  Institute
(Virginia) from 1925-
31, Davis encouraged
students to think critically
and articulate their own
ideas and experiences.

While teaching, he quickly realized that his traditional training didn’t connect with the realities his
students faced. As he later recalled, “Teaching in the standard manner made no sense to these poor and poorly
schooled rural blacks. I decided that I didn’t know anything to teach them since our backgrounds were so
different, yet I wanted to do something to affect such students.” This realization ignited a lifelong interest in
understanding how social class and environment shape learning. Davis wanted to know why some students
thrived while others struggled—and how education could be made more fair.

In pursuit of these answers, Davis returned to school. In 1931, he entered
Harvard University to study social anthropology. Immersing himself in the
study of class and race, Davis joined other researchers in the Deep South to
conduct groundbreaking fieldwork. Their studies revealed the existence of a
deeply rooted color-caste system—one that extended far beyond simple racial
segregation. Davis examined how this system affected the lives and minds of
African American children. His research culminated in two influential books:
Children of Bondage (1940) and Deep South (1941), which provided an honest,
scientific look at racial and class divisions in America.

Davis earned his doctorate from the University of Chicago in 1942 and
joined its faculty soon after. He became the first African American to hold a full
faculty position at a major white university—a remarkable achievement for the
era. As a member of the Department of Education and the Committee on Human
Development, he worked for nearly four decades to deepen the understanding
of how environment and upbringing shape intelligence and behavior. Davis
was also one of the first African American anthropologists in the United States,

Davis’s research on
bias in intelligence

paving the way for generations of scholars after him.

At the University of Chicago, Davis collaborated with other social scientists to study how families—
both white and Black—raised their children, and how those early experiences affected later learning. One of
his most influential projects examined standardized intelligence tests used in schools. In his book Social-Class
Influences upon Learning, Davis argued that these tests were unfairly biased toward middle-class students,
measuring exposure to certain cultural experiences more than true intelligence. His 1951 co-authored study

testing helped inspire the
creation of the federal
Head Start program.

analyzed class-based responses to ten different intelligence tests, providing scientific evidence that the system was deeply flawed.
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Williams College, the place that
once rejected him for a faculty role,
later awarded him an honorary
degree in 1974. It also renamed its
Multicultural Center the
Center” and offers the Allison Davis

Research Fellowship.

Davis’s bold criticism of intelligence testing was revolutionary. He believed that every child
had the potential to learn and succeed, regardless of race or class. His research prompted many
cities to abolish or revise their testing systems and helped inspire the creation of the federal Head
Start Program, which continues to provide early education to children from low-income families.
Reflecting on his impact, Davis once said, “This one time I got what I wanted: a direct effect on
society from social science research.”

Throughout his career, Davis received numerous honors. He was named the University of
Chicago’s John Dewey Distinguished Service Professor of Education and was chosen as Educator
of the Year in 1971. During the 1960s, he served on the President’s Commission on Civil Rights
and later as vice chairman of the Department of Labor’s Commission on Manpower Retraining.
His final book, Leadership, Love, and Aggression, explored the personalities and motivations of
four prominent Black leaders, analyzed through his lifelong studies of class and caste.

Dr. William Boyd Allison Davis died on November 21, 1983, but his legacy endures.
His courage in confronting the biases built into education and his insistence on seeing the full
humanity of every learner helped transform how America understands intelligence, opportunity,
and equality.
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