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5. Classification

Ownership of Property

(Check as many boxes as apply.) (Check only one box.)

X | private X | building(s)
public - Local district
public - State site
public - Federal structure

object

Name of related multiple property listing
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple propenrty listing)

N/A

Category of Property Number of Resources within Property

(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.)

Contributing Noncontributing
1 1 buildings
0 0 district
0 0 site
0 0 structure
0 0 object
1 1 Total

Number of contributing resources previously
listed in the National Register

0

6. Function or Use

Historic Functions
(Enter categories from instructions.)

EDUCATION: School

Current Functions
(Enter categories from instructions.)

WORK IN PROGRESS

DOMESTIC: Multiple Dweliing

7. Description

Architectural Classification
(Enter categories from instructions.)

LATE 19™ AND 20™ CENTURY REVIVALS:
Classical Revival '

Materials
(Enter categories from instructions.)

MODERN: International Style

foundation: STONE

walls: BRICK

roof: ASPHALT

other: STONE
WOOD
METAL
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8. Statement of Significance

Applicable National Register Criteria
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the
property for National Register listing.)

A Property is associated with events that have
X made a significant contribution to the broad
patterns of our history.

B Property is associated with the lives of persons
significant in our past.

j C Property embodies the distinctive
characteristics of a type, period, or method of
construction or represents the work of a master,
or possesses high artistic values, or represents
a significant and distinguishable entity whose
components lack individual distinction.

D D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield,
information important in prehistory or history.

Criteria Considerations
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.)

Property is:

A Owned by a religious institution or used for
religious purposes.

B removed from its original location

C a birthplace or grave.

D acemetery.

E areconstructed building, object, or structure.

F acommemorative property.

G less than 50 years old or achieving significance
within the past 50 years. ‘

Period of Significance (justification)

Areas of Significance
(Enter categories from instructions.)

EDUCATION

1915-1964

Period of Significance

Significant Dates
1915-1918

1922

1925

1953

Significant Person
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked
above.)

N/A

Cultural Affiliation
N/A

Architect/Builder
Coneys, John L. (architect, 1915
building, 1922 addition)

Edward & Green Architects
(architect, 1925 addition)

Von Duffel, George, Jr. (architect,
1953 addition)

The period of significance for the Lawnside School begins in 1915 with the construction of the original
school building and ends in 1964, in line with the National Register’s fifty-year guideline for evaluating
significance. This span of forty-nine years represents a period during which this educational and community
center evolved from a single building with few classrooms to a large elementary school whose additions
reflected the needs of a growing community. The property continued to serve as the borough’s only school

until it was closed 1n 1982.

Criteria Considerations (explanation, if necessary)

N/A
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary parégraph that
includes level of significance and applicable criteria.) :

The Lawnside Elementary School is an early 20%-century public elementary school building in the Borough of
Lawnside, Camden County that is locally significant under Criterion A for Education because of its
association with African American education and history in the former Centre Township and because of its
role as a community institution associated with the founding and development of the Borough of Lawnside,
which was mcorporated in 1926 as the only self-governed African American municipality north of the Mason-
Dixon Line. The original four-room brick building, designed by architect John L. Coneys, was constructed in -
1915-1918 by the Centre Township Board of Education and was expanded three times, in 1922, 1925, and
1953, for additional classroom and community space. The Lawnside School housed the community’s only
school and its municipal and community groups from 1915 through 1982 when the building was closed and
the school moved to a new facility. Because of this long-standing relationship, the school’s period of
significance is 1915 to 1964, in keeping with the National Register’s fifty-year guideline for historic
significance.

Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of
significance.)

Lawnside School is locally significant under Criterion A for its association with African American history and
education in former Centre Township in Camden County and because of its role as a community institution
associated with the founding and development of the Borough of Lawnside, which is recognized as an
important historically African American community in New Jersey. The kindergarten through eighth grade
school was built to serve the residents of southeastern Centre Township, which included the large African
American population at Snow Hill, which was officially renamed as Lawnside in 1907 with the construction
of the Philadelphia and Atlantic City Railroad.

Historians and sociologists studying the African American culture in New Jersey have noted stark differences
in the experience of blacks in the northern and southern counties, particularly in the area of education. The
northern counties, which “felt no need for separate schools and was not interested in them,” were more
readily influenced by New York City and New England. The southern counties were more influenced by
Philadelphia, Delaware, and Maryland, with the area south of Princeton to Cape May, “every city or town
with a considerable Negro population supported a dual system of education for Negro pupils of the grammar
grades. In the high schools the races were mixed.”? They observed that, in southern counties, which tended
to be populated largely by African Americans from the south, school segregation was “readily accepted” by
blacks “because of the similarity of living conditions ... [and] to life in those states from which they had
come.”?

Centre Township, with its significant African American population from Maryland and Virginia, was no
different than its neighbors and this culture is embodied in the Lawnside School. While overt and covert
racism played a role in education in Centre Township, and later the creation of Lawnside borough, there was
not a significant amount of documented discrimination by the Centre Township Board of Education toward
the students attending the Lawnside School. Racism and discrimination was, however, practiced by white
families throughout the township, and their petitions to the Board to avoid integration and interaction met
with mixed success. At the same time, black families did not petition the Board to allow their students to
attend other schools on the basis of the quality of education or facilities or to challenge the practice of
segregation in education in southern New [ersey.

! Marion Thompson Wright, Ph.D., The Education of Negroes in New Jersey, (New York: Teachers College, Columbia
University, 1941), 184.
2 Wright, 158.
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The first incident of this overt institutional racism is recorded in the August and September 1922 Board
minutes and surrounds Centre Township’s students attending high school at the nearby Haddon Heights
High School. Since about 1907, the district had paid tuition for their students to attend high school and later
in the late 1910s, began providing transportation. In late August 1922, the Haddon Heights Board of
Education sent a letter to the Centre Township board stating that Haddon Heights High School could not
accommodate the recent eighth grade graduates from Lawnside School. With the approval of county school
Superintendent Charles Albertson, the Board voted to open a ninth grade at Lawnside, which would be run
by the principal with the help of an extra teacher. Less than a month later, Lawnside parents protested the
Board’s decision and during the same meeting a letter was read from Haddon Heights High School reframing
their position to state that they cannot accept any eighth grade graduates. Superintendent Albertson stepped
in to referee the issue between the two districts, and space was found in the Haddon Heights High School for
the seventeen Lawnside high school students.

The second incident, only nine months later, occurred in May 1923 when the Board announced that the
township’s commencement exercises would be held at the large Methodist church in Lawnside; this was the
first mention of any type of school district gathering in Lawnside since the Board was founded in 1894.
Within ten days of the announcement, a special meeting was called because the decision “caused contention”
and the Board needed to hear complaints about “why people of the district, especially Brooklawn, oppose
and what can be done.”?" Members from the public and the Brooklawn Community Association (all parents
of students at Brooklawn School) attended to object to the decision, citing two main arguments: only thirteen
of the fifty-six graduates were from Lawnside and that there were no transit facilities to get people to
Lawnside.

The former position, introduced by a member of the Brooklawn Community Association, could be solved by
the board being agreeable to moving the ceremony elsewhere, like the Brooklawn School auditorium. There
was no solution offered for the latter position, raised by a family from Woodcrest, presumably because if the
Board offered to transport parents from Woodcrest, they would have to attend an African American church
to see their children graduate; issues with transportation to and from ceremonies had never before been taken
to the Board. One gentleman stated that “the arrangement seeming peculiar to him on account of so few
colored children” attending graduation; Board member Rivers objected to the reference to “colored
children,” and stated “that the colored question does not need to be mentoned.”? The Board firmly held
their position, with two members noting that parents with issues with the decision should “stay away,” and
that the motion would not be withdrawn and students who did not attend would receive their diplomas by
mail. Graduation ceremonies were held at Lawnside on June 7, 1923. The September meeting minutes
report that eleven of the township's forty-nine students in high school were from Lawnside and that the
citizens of Brooklawn were preparing incorporate as a borough, thereby removing themselves from the
educatdonal affairs of Centre Township.33 The municipality of Brooklawn was officially created on March 11,
1924.

Now with Magnolia, Barrington, and Brooklawn boroughs removed from Centre Township, the Board of
Education was responsible for the school buildings at Lawnside, Mt. Ephraim;, Bellmawr, and Runnemede.
Issues with school size and maintenance plagued the board, and the minutes include countless entries of
chronic overcrowding, few resources, and endless problems with providing adequate healthy water at each
school. In 1925, enrollment at Lawnside consisted of the following spread across six classrooms: first grade —
twenty-seven students, second grade — thirty students, third grade — thirty-seven students, fourth grade —
thirty-three students, fifth grade — thirty-five students; sixth grade — eighteen students, seventh grade —

30 Centre Township Board Minutes, August to October 1922.
31 Centre Township Board Minutes, May 23, 1923 and June 5, 1923.
32 Centre Township Board Minutes, June 5, 1923.
33 Centre Township Board Minutes, September 4, 1923.
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eighteen students, eighth grade — eighteen students.>* Despite having completed a two-room addition in
1922, the school board in 1925 eventually approved and funded a substantial addition to Lawnside School to
alleviate overcrowding; this decision was hastened by the collapse of the frame school, which provided two
first grade classrooms, when a gust of wind “took off the roof” when it swept through the walls because there
were no windows in the building.35

In early 1925, the New Jersey state Board of Education approved a two-room addition to the Lawnside
School for $24,000 at the northeast corner of the original 1915 school.3 Executed by Edward & Green
architects, this large square addition mirrored the character of Coneys’ 1922 addition, and included two
classrooms and two offices (or meeting rooms) for other groups like municipal, health, relief, and service
agencies based at the school. Founded in the early 1920s by Byron H. Edwards (1893-1968) and Alfred
Green (ca. 1895 — 1978) in Philadelphia, the firm of Edwards & Green were responsible for many types of
commissions throughout Philadelphia and southern New Jersey. The were active in New Jersey until
disbanding in 1958 and are noted for their numerous institutional, commercial, and municipal buildings like
Penns Grove High School, the Cape May County Courthouse, and the Camden Courthouse Annex.>’

With the completion of the addition in 1926, Lawnside School accommodated the recognized needs of
quality modern educational buildings, such as the substantial amount of natural light, the circulaton of fresh
air with large window openings and interior door transoms, a cafeteria, and flexible classrooms. The building,
when compared to the others built and maintained by the Board of Education, was not inferior to the
district’s white schools by the quality of construction of materials, which was uncommon throughout New
Jersey’s southern communities in the first half of the 20t century.?® The curriculum and, in particular, the
extra-curricular activities like the newspaper, baseball, social boys’ club, and academic clubs, followed the
Progressive-era education model with community assemblies, the safety patrol, community-assisted school
lunch program (a local mother started serving hot lunches in the cafeteria in the basement of the Lawnside
School in the 1920s, having started in her home several years before), on-site community nurse, regular visits
by a doctor, and an active PTA.3® Between 1920 and 1925, the school board moved to formalize and
modernize the overall system by providing the same textbooks for each school, lengthening the school day,
establishing a forty-week school term, instituting universal district-wide record keeping, and requiring teacher
meetings with the principals and board for communication and accountability.#

At the start of the 1925-1926 school year, the Centre Township school district had four buildings in its
jurisdiction. The school at Bellmawr was in the worst condition, with a significant amount of repairs needed
compared to those listed for the other three schools; at Lawnside, the board continued their ongoing struggle
with water issues, particularly after Camden County superintendent of schools refused to provide financial
assistance under Section 181 of the New Jersey school law.#1 The minutes cite a total school population at
one thousand fifty four students, with an attendance record of ninety three per cent. Mt. Ephraim was the
largest school with three hundred and eight pupils in seven grades, followed closely by Lawnside with two
hundred and forty one students in grades one through eight. Following Lawnside, Runnemede had the third
largest student body with two hundred and twenty-nine children in grades one through seven. Bellmawr was

34 Centre Township Board Minutes, May 21, 1925.
3 Centre Township Board Minutes, March 10, 1925.
3% New Jersey Department of Public Instruction, “New Jersey School Building Program,” Education Bulletin (Volume 8,
No. 10, June 1925), 170.
37 Sandra Tatman, “Edwards, Byron Henry (1893-1968)” on Philadelphia Atchitects and Buildings,
www.philadelphiabuildings.org. Tatman, “Green, Alfred (c. 1895 - 1978).”
38 Wright, 193.
3 Lawnside Board of Education, “A Brief History of Our School at Lawnside, NJ,” (Lawnside, NJ, 1947), 5. Hilda
Hicks, transcrpt of an oral history conducted by Andrea McDonald, Dr. James Rada and Linda Shockley, June 24, 2006,
Tell Lawnside’s Story: Oral History Project, (Lawnside, NJ: Lawnside Historical Society, 2008), Disc 8, page 4.
40 Centre Township Board Minutes for 1924 through 1925.
41 Centre Township Board Minutes August 27, 1925 through December 10, 1925.
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