[bookmark: _GoBack]A Beacon of Light
Mrs. Patsy (Cobbs) Franklin was a young teacher in Petersburg, Virginia during the summer of 1963 when she received an unexpected phone call.  It was Mr. Rudolph Doswell inviting her to teach English in the newly opened Prince Edward Free Schools in Farmville, Virginia.  Ms. Franklin was one of many teachers from around the nation who were recruited to teach in the Free Schools.
Mrs. Franklin was raised in a large family on a farm in Prince Edward County.  Growing up, she had always believed that a college education was not in her future.  However, she had a mentor that helped her find resources to continue her education.  Mrs. Flossie Hudson, the Sulphur Springs Baptist Church youth director in western Prince Edward County, assured Ms. Franklin that college was possible for her.  
With the help of Mrs. Hudson and her constant encouragement, Ms. Franklin was accepted into Virginia State College to study French.  When she wasn’t studying or in class, she was working in the school bookstore.  Money earned from that job, along with a scholarship she received, helped her pay her way through her education.  Following her graduation in June 1961, Ms. Franklin remained in Petersburg for two years to teach in Peabody High School before moving back to Prince Edward County.
The Free Schools were the Kennedy administration’s effort to bridge the four-year education gap caused by the Prince Edward County School closings.  During the summer of 1963, President Kennedy decided to show his support of Attorney General, Robert Kennedy, to help in finding a way to bridge the education gap in Prince Edward County.  In 1963, the Prince Edward Free School Association was founded, and the Prince Edward Free Schools were opened that fall.
Teachers like Ms. Franklin were recruited from all over the country to teach in this monumental school that defied the prejudice and racism of the Prince Edward County Board of Supervisors.  The newly hired teachers of the Free Schools were not worried about color, gender, or salary.  They were concerned only with making sure their students could receive a quality education.
The students were all of different ages and backgrounds.  Teenagers were in the same classroom of eight year olds.  Some didn’t even know their own age.  Despite different upbringings, they all had one thing in common.  They wanted an education.  Over time, the teachers learned how to create classrooms that met the needs of both older and younger students.  The students, in turn, began to thrive.  “They had a great deal of respect for just being able to come back to school.  Very well behaved.  Very nice, very good group of students to work with at that time.”
“It was just a sobering experience to work with them.”
The educational backgrounds of the students of the Free Schools were also varied.  Some students had no exposure to formal teaching, while others had the opportunity to visit grassroots learning centers set up in churches and peoples’ houses.  Ms. Franklin’s own mentor, Mrs. Hudson, was one who set up a successful learning center in the basement of her home.  
The students lucky enough to attend these centers were much better equipped for the Free Schools than those who did not attend them.  Many of the older students were too embarrassed to come back to school, and others who returned were behind other students of their age.  They had difficulty catching up.
“The Free Schools were a beacon of light for the Last Generation of Prince Edward County.” 
Because she was older, Ms. Franklin’s education had not been affected by the school closings.  However, her three younger brothers had to leave home at one point or another to pursue their educations elsewhere.  
The oldest brother was sent to South Hill, Virginia, and lived with the principal of the school he attended until he graduated.  After graduating high school, he enrolled in Berea College in Kentucky where he earned his Bachelor’s Degree.  He then went on to earn his Master’s Degree at the University of Missouri.  Finally, he earned his PhD in German at the University of Cincinnati.  
The middle brother was sent to Moorestown, New Jersey to attend Moorestown Friends School, which was funded by the American Friends Service Committee.  He went on to graduate from Hampton University, and continued to Indiana State University where he earned his Master’s Degree in Elementary Education.  
The youngest brother was sent to attend school in Arlington, Virginia.  He stayed there for two years and returned to Prince Edward County in 1963 for the reopening of the Free Schools.  He became one of his sister’s French and English students.  Like Mrs. Franklin, he attended Virginia State College after graduation, earning a Bachelor’s Degree in Electronics Technology.  He went on to build a career in Quality Engineering.
Ms. Franklin went on to earn a Master’s Degree in Counseling at Longwood College while teaching at the Moton High School, which later became Prince Edward High School.  She still resides in the Prince Edward County area and attends the Moton Community Banquet each year.
The Prince Edward County school closings birthed hardships that would last a lifetime.  Farmville and the Prince Edward County residents during the time of the school closings are still affected.  However, people like Rudolph Doswell, President Kennedy, Mrs. Hudson, and of course Ms. Franklin created hope where there was none.  It is thanks to their hard work and dedication to bring education to children in need that the Free Schools were such a huge success.  
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