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Ask a pedestrian on most any street in North America to describe the YMCA and in all likelihood the answer will include swimming lessons.  What the description most likely will not contain is the story of a century of pioneering contributions to higher education. Through the later years of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, YMCAs in major cities across the United States and in Canada offered evening courses and eventually collegiate degrees to young men (and in time to young women) when no other non-profit agency provided educational opportunities to the working class.  At the same time, young college men established and directed their own campus Y associations both for their own socio-religious betterment as well as for their fellow students.  These campus-based associations provided services to incoming and current students that college staff now perform.  In both undertakings, the YMCA served as a grass-roots voluntary movement that observed needs and endeavored to fulfill them.

YMCAs Build Their Own Colleges

Within a year of its founding in 1844, the original Young Men's Christian Association in London conducted the Exeter Hall educational lectures and by 1853 offered educational classes for its members.  Following London’s example, the first North American Associations in Montreal and Boston (both in 1851) and New York (1852), engaged in evangelical work, outfitted reading rooms, and established literary societies.  By 1856, YMCAs in several cities, including Montreal, New York, St. Louis, Boston, and San Francisco boasted successful lecture programs.  Most often the lectures were religious in nature, but some addressed topics such as geology.  Several of the 36 existing associations then further organized evening classes for young men.  



The lecture series turned into evening classes at five associations by the mid-1860s and then spread across the nation in the next two decades.  By 1889, 201 associations enrolled 14,000 men in evening classes covering as many as fifteen different subjects.  Many of the courses were practical in nature.  Before the turn of the century, young men could sign up for classes in bookkeeping, shorthand, and  typewriting if they were business-oriented or mechanical or architectural drawing, free-hand drawing, modeling, and woodworking if they were inclined toward building trades.  Most associations offered the same courses, but some started new ones to respond to special local needs.  The Baltimore YMCA helped men prepare for government employment by offering a civil service course.  The associations often would conduct surveys or interview the local businessmen to determine what sort of courses to offer. 

In the 1890s, the country began to create national standards so that people on both coasts and in the middle could count on the same weights, measurements, etc.  The YMCA’s educational programs followed the same path.  In 1892, the International Committee (United States and Canada) headquartered in New York City hired its first national educational director to ensure consistency and quality in the courses across the associations.  George B. Hodge coordinated national examinations, organized educational displays and student competitions at the annual conventions, and traveled to most of the associations to demonstrate what the exemplary programs were doing.  So, Hodge brought recognition to the individual association programs, helped to standardize the courses, and encouraged the associations to advertise their programs, which boosted enrollments and YMCA membership.


As the popularity of the evening courses grew, the local associations began to hire educational directors, who in turn ran advertising campaigns for the courses in their cities.  In the late 1890s, many of the associations advertised their programs as “The YMCA Night School” or “Evening Institute.”  Further expansion required the educational directors to organize their courses.  By the early 1900s, the Boston YMCA boasted elementary, high school, commerce, law, drafting, and automobile departments.  The Y school at Hartford (CT), called the Hillyer Institute opened its automobile school in 1903—the same year as the Boston school.  These two Ys led the way for others to create automobile schools so that by the 1930s, some 60 associations operated these schools, at first to train chauffeurs and owners how to drive and perform simple repairs and eventually full-blown technical programs. 

Through the first two decades of the twentieth century, the popularity and reputation of the Y courses enabled the educational directors to create sophisticated organizations.  Most changed their names from Evening or Night Schools to Institutes, or in the case of the Boston Y, to College.  Northeastern College of the Boston YMCA was the first of many to incorporate as a collegiate institution (1916).  So, the early commercial bookkeeping, stenography, and typewriting classes grew into Schools of Commerce, the architectural and mechanical drafting and industrial design courses eventually added courses in electricity and steam engineering and then matured into Schools of Engineering, and the commercial law class often spawned Schools of Law.  Often the schools reflected the specific needs of the city or state.  In 1905, the Twenty-Third Street Y in New York City offered courses in the manufacturing and design of textile fabrics and wall paper and extended the original free-hand drawing class to newspaper and magazine illustrating.  Both skills obviously addressed commercial interests and needs in the Big Apple.  The Detroit Y sponsored not only Schools of Law, Commerce and Engineering, but also Pharmacy and Chemistry School that were accredited early by their professional societies.

In all, evening law schools operated in at least nineteen YMCAs by the mid-1920s.  As many as twenty-four commerce schools, many of which became schools of business, thrived during the same period.  Students studied at as many as eighteen YMCA technical or engineering schools across the country.  Of the law schools, at least eleven survive, as independent law schools, as part of the former YMCA colleges or universities that evolved from the evening schools, or as acquisitions of another university.  Some of the former commerce and engineering schools have survived in much the same manner.

The YMCA schools, institutes, and chartered colleges formed a super-committee in 1919 called the United YMCA Schools.  By the end of World War I, most of the evening schools had grown in enrollment, complexity, and sophistication.  This new federation permitted the educational directors to share information, problems, and solutions without losing their independence.  As a group, they contracted specialists to design courses and textbooks that could be used across the nation in the Y schools, furthering quality and consistency.  Standard courses in salesmanship, public speaking (the famous Dale Carnagey course), advertising, traffic and transportation management, and insurance were added to the curriculum and provided countess men and women with skills rarely taught elsewhere.  In 1921, 26 schools boasted enrollments of more than 1,000 students.  Seven of the largest—Detroit, Boston, Cleveland, Chicago, Washington, DC, Philadelphia, and West Side, New York City—enrolled from 3,000 to 5,000 students.

Gradually through the 1920-30s, most of the Institutes and Schools changed their names to colleges; Youngstown, Sinclair (Dayton), Fenn (Cleveland), South Texas (Houston), Sir George Williams (Montreal), and Golden Gate (San Francisco) Colleges were among those evening schools that developed into baccalaureate institutions.  In 1922, Northeastern College became a university, the first of the YMCA institutions to do so.  For some YMCAs, the cost of operating baccalaureate programs was too much, so they incorporated as junior colleges.  These include the Denver, Worcester (Massachusetts), and Walter Hervey (West Side New York City) Junior Colleges. 


Through the 1940s and 1950s, accreditation increasingly became essential for the survival of colleges and universities.  Accrediting agencies would not permit an institution to be managed by a board of trustees that answered to another board.  Thus, the YMCA colleges, one-by-one, severed their relationships with their parent associations.  A few, such as Jefferson College in St. Louis, Walter Hervey and Worcester Junior Colleges, could not survive at all.  Others, such as Fenn, Sinclair, Youngstown Colleges and South Texas Junior College (Houston) became public institutions.  Others, such as Franklin, Golden Gate, Western New England, and Northeastern Universities and the Universities of New Haven and Hartford, continue to thrive and to honor their heritage of providing adult education.  The YMCA’s contribution to the education of millions of men and eventually women is largely forgotten, even within some of the existing colleges and universities.  Nevertheless, the YMCA pioneers enabled countless men and women to better their lot in life through perceiving the need for educational experimentation in adult education.

The YMCA Goes to College

During the mid-1800s, college faculty began the long road toward expanding the knowledge in their fields as well as developing new fields of study.  Simultaneously, they began to remove themselves from the daily life of their students.  Previously, from the first days of Harvard (1636) and certainly up to the 1840s, the faculty was very involved with keeping students in line, both within the classroom and out.  In order to gain some control over their lives, students initiated clubs and societies, most literary and debating societies. They also created the forerunner of fraternities as secret societies, some of which, like Chi Phi at Princeton College were religious.  By the mid-1800s, most campuses had Christian societies, such as the Christian Association at Cornell College (Ithaca, NY) and The Philadelphian Society at Princeton, renamed from its earlier days.  Although popular and active, these associations were campus-based and isolated from similar groups at other colleges.  


Just a short seven years after the Young Men's Christian Association Movement jumped across the ocean from England, landing in Montreal and Boston, students at the Universities of Virginia and Michigan initiated in 1858 their own student Y associations on campus.  During the next 20 years, students at other colleges recognized the advantage of establishing YMCAs for themselves.  At the urging of a few members of the Princeton Philadelphian Society-YMCA and the invitation of International Committee (the national organizing group for the North American  YMCAs), 25 delegates from 21 campus associations across eleven states met for the first time in 1877 in Louisville, Kentucky at the YMCA International Convention. Although still a small movement compared to what it would become, thirteen hundred students claimed membership in twenty-six campus associations that year.  The gathering in Louisville probably was among the first intercollegiate student conferences.  Students at several eastern colleges had just begun to compete against each other in rowing contests and other intercollegiate sports contests in baseball and football were soon to follow. 

At Louisville, the collegians gained the support of the International Committee, which then hired a visiting college secretary to promote an intercollegiate movement.  Luther D. Wishard’s new job was to encourage the creation and development of the Student Associations.  As a student, Wishard had been active in the Student Association at Hanover College (Indiana) before transferring to Princeton. Through Wishard’s endeavors, the Student Associations grew to 250 with more than 13,000 student members during the next eight years.

 
The mission of the early campus YMCAs paralleled that of the local city associations; they were both primarily religious in nature with activities that enhanced the spiritual life of its members and assisted young men to battle the temptations of their surroundings.  Their organizations expanded dramatically as they hired secretaries to manage the operations.  The Yale and Toronto Ys were the first to employ student secretaries for their campuses (1886).  By the early 1900s, fourteen campus associations had hired secretaries.  Secretaries—either employed part-time or full-time—permitted the Student Associations to expand their programs and activities beyond Bible classes and to attract new members.  Through their activities, the associations became indispensable assets to their institutions and their fellow college students.  The Student Associations also proved to be the training grounds for a long list of YMCA, social, and religious leaders.  The Cornell YMCA in the late 1880s, perhaps slightly more ambitious, served as an example for others, both in activities and in leadership.


John R. Mott, who shared the 1946 Nobel Peace Prize, served as the president of the Cornell YMCA in his junior and senior years (1886-1888) and then as the national secretary of the Intercollegiate YMCA of the USA and Canada (1888-1915) and general secretary of the International Committee (1915-1928).  According to Mott, the activities of the Cornell Y during his tenure included:  Bible study classes led by a faculty member, a program that helped some 3,000 new students to find housing, the publication of both The Bulletin, an association newspaper, and of the university Student Handbook, a library with an ever-expanding book and magazine collection, receptions for the freshmen to integrate them into the campus, missions conducted in two Ithaca neighborhoods and the county jail, a White Cross Army company (a national Y movement to promote personal purity, respect for women, and decent language), and a missionary “band” (group).  With all of this activity, Mott still found time to lead the Cornell Y in a fund-raising campaign for a new building.


The confidence shared between association students and the administration of their universities was extremely high.  Even though the students themselves secured the funds for their building, they often entrusted its ownership to the university trustees.  Generally without deep pockets, student members managed to raise a considerable amount of money for their new association home, but many building campaigns were accelerated through a generous donation—often a memorial—from a single donor or family.  Such was the case at Cornell, Princeton, Yale, Berkeley, the University of Cincinnati (1928) and surely others.  With wholehearted support by Princeton’s President McCosh, the very first student association building, Murray Hall, was located on a prime spot on campus and opened in 1879.  Four years later, the Hanover College YMCA (est. 1870), initially the Society for Religious Inquiry (est.1848), opened the second campus YMCA building.  By 1903, thirty campus Y buildings had been erected.  


The Y buildings quickly became the hub of student activity on campus.  The associations housed their own activities as well as provided space for other college organizations.  Dwight Hall at Yale (1886), Barnes Hall at Cornell (1888), Stiles Hall at the University of California in Berkeley (1892), and Houston Hall at the University of Pennsylvania (1896) were built by their respective Student Associations and with the exception of Dwight Hall, were named for their benefactors or as memorials.  Since Berkeley and Penn, like so many other institutions in the late nineteenth century, had yet to build adequate meeting space or even an auditorium, both Stiles and Houston Halls became the equivalents of today’s student unions.  In Stiles, forensic teams scheduled debates in the hall, other religious groups held their meetings, and even held the inauguration of President Benjamin Ide Wheeler.  In Houston Hall, reading, pool and billiards rooms, a photography darkroom, a bowling alley, gymnasium, and swimming pool complemented the rooms set aside for the YMCA as well as other groups.  At Clemson, the YMCA Building’s (1915) was erected through a significant donation from John D. Rockefeller along with funds from the college and from students and parents.  Its first auditorium was used for vespers, church programs, and special meetings on Sundays; the second could be converted into a gymnasium or used for showing motion pictures.  Residential rooms within the building were used for dormitory accommodations as well as a campus hotel for guests.  Rockefeller already contributed a substantial gift toward a YMCA building at North Carolina A & M College (now North Carolina State University).

The activities of the Student Associations progressed through the decades from Bible classes to campus and community service.  After World War I, many of the Student Associations became the seat of campus study and debate of current national issues in addition to their programs devoted to student classes, especially freshmen.  They became an invaluable and constructive arm of campus administration.  The Student Associations, under the guiding hand of the secretary, organized campus programs, such as orientations for new students, social and recreational affairs, coordinated religious activities with other campus groups, and cooperated with the institution’s administration by coordinating commencement baccalaureate (religious) ceremonies and operating the university rooming and employment services. They also engaged in community service projects and programs, such as teaching immigrants to read and write English, working with the local Y in its youth programs, and cooperating with nearly churches. In many ways, the Student Associations served as a forerunner of the profession of Student Affairs, which assumed responsibility for many of these services and activities beginning in the 1960s.  


But prior to the rise of Student Affairs professionals, at the University of Cincinnati in the 1920s, the Student Association sponsored a Freshman Camp and the Freshman Leadership Conference, student-faculty discussion groups, an International Club for students from foreign countries and the US.  Later on, it staged a Marriage Clinic with formal and informal programs and counseling for couples and supplied student leaders for community programs at local Y, entertainment at hospitals, and speakers for the community, civic, church, and school groups.  It also published the University of Cincinnati Student Handbook for years.  At the University of California, Stiles Hall was called the “citadel of democracy” since its primary rule of conduct was free speech and civil liberties.  Harry Kingman, former New York Yankee turned Stiles Hall director, helped young men for decades to think for themselves through an extensive program of lectures and debate.  In 1933 toward the end of the Depression, he encouraged some of the association’s members to begin the University’s student-run cooperative housing movement.  Today the University Students’ Cooperative Association provides low-cost, co-operative housing to some 1,300 students.  

Not only were the student associations important to their individual campuses, but they impacted the rapidly increasing number of colleges and universities across the country.  Woodrow Wilson, President of Princeton, exclaimed in 1902 that the Student YMCA Movement had “done more to bring the colleges in sympathy with each other and into comradeship to each other than any other movement ever started.”   A decade later, the North American Student Associations encompassed more than 81,000 students across 700 universities, colleges, theological seminaries and preparatory schools.  Not only had the movement spread across North American campuses, but the students through missionary work teamed up with European, South African, and Asian counterparts to create the World’s Student Christian Federation.  By 1913, the Federation was composed of 2,305 local societies with 156,071 members.  However, the movement began to slip in popularity through the 1930s.  In contrast, membership in the campus YMCAs in 1920 stood at 15.6 percent of the total enrollment across the country.  At 994 colleges and universities, 94,000 students belonged to the Y.  By 1940, although 1,699 institutions in North America had associations, they claimed only 51,400 members out of a total student population of almost 1.4 million (3.4 percent).


Many of the Student Associations not only proved to be breeding grounds for leadership on their own campuses but also for the larger YMCA movement, education, and the nation.  In addition to Dr. John R. Mott, Richard C. Morse, an 1862 Yale graduate, learned fund raising techniques while serving on the alumni committee seeking operating funds for Dwight Hall.  Seven years after graduation, he became the editor of the International Committee’s periodical, The Association Monthly. He served as the International Committee’s first General Secretary in 1872 and as the charter North American delegate on the Central International Committee in 1878 (World’s Committee).  Other YMCA leaders of yesteryear include Sherwood Eddy, YMCA secretary for Asia, evangelist and author, and Henry P. Van Dusen , theologist and president of Union Theological Seminary.  And noteworthy educators emerged from the Y associations: Mordecai Johnson, secretary for International Committee of the YMCA and first African American president of Howard University and Henry Roe Cloud (Wonah'ilayhunka), Yale class of 1910, a superintendent for what is now called the Haskell Indian Nations University and co-author of a national study documenting the poor conditions of reservation schools, and Alonso Stagg, first athletic director at the University of Chicago and “winningest football coach” before Bear Bryant.

Histories of the various buildings that the Student Associations erected on their campuses barely mention their original foundation.  As Student Affairs staff has assumed responsibility for the many programs and services provided by the Student Associations, the role of the Y diminished.  Today, some buildings still house the religious and spiritual programs for the campus, but rarely are associated by current occupants with the YMCA.  Yet the heritage remains and the programs continue as a result of the student pioneers who attended to the needs of their fellow students. 
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