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Abstract

We investigate the effects of 4-year public historically Black colleges and universities
(HBCUs) on social mobility of nearby Black and White children. For causal identification,
we exploit that many HBCUs began as normal schools training Black teachers. We argue site
selection resembled that for Black insane asylums (and all asylums). Using this design, we find
that in recent years, Black children from counties with Black normal schools are six percentage
points more likely to graduate college and rise two percentiles in the income distribution than
those from control asylum counties. We do not see these effects for White children.
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There is less upward social mobility for Black people than White people in the United States

(Mazumder, 2014; Chetty et al., 2020). Some of this gap may be because of differences in their

surrounding areas (Derenoncourt, 2022; Aaronson, Hartley and Mazumder, 2021; Chetty and

Hendren, 2018a; Chetty, Hendren and Katz, 2016) or differences in their educational opportunities

(Card and Krueger, 1992; Zimmerman, 2014; Chetty et al., 2017). Historically Black Colleges and

Universities (HBCUs) are a public investment that may help close this gap and improve the social

mobility of Black children.

Our paper estimates the causal effect of 4-year public HBCUs on social mobility of local

Black children. Children growing up near HBCUs may be differentially affected given geographic

frictions in college attendance. HBCUs may also have other local impacts leading to greater social

mobility for local children. We leverage the empirical strategy from Howard, Weinstein and Yang

(2024), using the historical location assignment of normal schools and asylums, to estimate the

causal effect of a university on a nearby area. Many of the normal schools became universities,

while asylums are largely still state-owned psychiatric facilities. The strategy relies on the fact

that the locations for normal schools and insane asylums were based on similar criteria—making

same-state asylum locations a good counterfactual for normal school locations had they received a

different state institution.1

Our empirical strategy uses historical variation to identify causal effects today. The presence of

normal schools or colleges in a local community for 100 years may affect local children’s outcomes

today through many channels, as we discuss in Howard and Weinstein (Forthcoming). The normal

schools may have changed the local economy in a way that increased the return to education, or

attracted residents who strongly value education. Alternatively, these schools may have raised

educational attainment for local children in the early 1900s, and this may have affected the next

generations. Finally, these colleges may continue to directly affect the educational attainment of

local children today, for example by reducing geographic frictions in college attendance. Our
1Normal schools and insane asylums were typically located by the state legislature, primarily based on political

influence, land availability, proximity to cities and railways, and scenic beauty. Both types of institutions were
celebrated by the communities that received them (Howard, Weinstein and Yang, 2024).
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empirical analysis will consider all of these mechanisms.

We modify the strategy in Howard and Weinstein (Forthcoming) to focus on HBCUs by focusing

on counties that received normal schools to train Black teachers as the treatment group because

many of these turned into HBCUs. We consider two control groups: same-state counties that

received insane asylums for Black people, or those that received any insane asylum. Because

counties with Black insane asylums were relatively rare, the second control group offers more

power, but the identification assumption may be less satisfactory. Importantly, we show similar

balance on observables in 1850 for these two control groups, as well as similar results.

In our most restricted sample, our results are based on comparing 12 counties, and even in

our extended sample, our results depend on only 40 counties from 10 different states. To address

this, we cluster our standard errors at the state level using the technique from Imbens and Kolesar

(2016), which specifically adjusts for the small number of clusters. We additionally implement

randomization inference, shuffling within-state assignment of normal school and asylum counties.

While we are still underpowered for some outcomes, we find that HBCUs have large enough effects

on key outcomes to allow us to reject zero with these appropriate inference procedures.

Even by the 1920s, we find that Black children in Black normal school counties were more

likely to graduate college relative to asylum counties. At this point, many of the normal schools

were teachers colleges, but had not yet become large public universities.

Our main results use data on children born around 1980 from Opportunity Insights (Chetty

et al., 2018), where we find that HBCUs improve local educational attainment and labor market

outcomes for Black children. Black children growing up in Black normal school counties are

approximately 6 percentage points more likely to get a four-year college degree than Black children

growing up in asylum counties. Adult income rank increases by about 2 percentiles compared to

the control group, and incarceration rates are lower. We do not see these education or labor market

effects for White children, although the confidence intervals are large. We generally do not find

significant effects on other social outcomes, although we cannot rule out economically-meaningful

effects either.
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We do not see strong evidence that the normal schools dramatically changed the characteristics

of the local community, similar to Howard, Weinstein and Yang (2024) and Howard and Weinstein

(Forthcoming). Notably, among Black children in the 1980s, parental income ranks in Black normal

school counties were not statistically di�erent relative to asylum counties. However, the fraction

of Black adults with a college degree in 1980 was substantially higher. While some of the e�ect

on children may be explained by the e�ect of the normal school on their parents' education, we

believe it is also operating through other channels. For example, we �nd similar e�ects on college

attainment for children with parents at the 25th income percentile, who are arguably less likely to

be college graduates.

An important piece of context for our results is that Black children in asylum counties live near

a similar number of four-year colleges, and even four-year public colleges. The additional impact

of proximity to an HBCU could be explained by HBCU characteristics (e.g., greater support),

better information about the college, or greater preferences for attending an HBCU. Black children

in asylum counties could attend these same-state HBCUs. The di�erential impact for students

growing up nearby is consistent with the importance of geographic frictions in college attendance

because of costs, information, or preferences. Alternatively, the HBCU may improve local K-12

education for Black children, raising high school graduation rates and college preparation.2 We

�nd a higher fraction of Black teachers in these counties, but do not see e�ects on test scores or

expenditures.

Several papers study the di�erential impact of attending HBCUs for Black students (Ehrenberg

and Rothstein, 1993; Fryer Jr and Greenstone, 2010; Price, Spriggs and Swinton, 2011; Elu et al.,

2019; Edwards et al., 2025), whereas our paper and De la Roca and Hung (2026) focus on growing

up near an HBCU. This may capture e�ects that would be missed when conditioning on applicants

or enrollees, including e�ects on high school graduation. Focusing on proximity also speaks to

the role of geographic frictions in college attendance. Compared to De la Roca and Hung (2026),

we use a di�erent identi�cation strategy and study more-modern outcomes. Finally, we focus on

2For example, by increasing the supply of Black teachers (see Edmonds (2026); Dee (2004); Gershenson et al.
(2022)).
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HBCUs that are four-year public universities, a policy-relevant set of institutions given they are

especially reliant on public funding, with 54 percent of their revenue coming from Federal, State,

and Local Appropriations, Grants, or Contracts in 2015, compared to 38% at other 4-year public

colleges (American Council on Education, 2019). Of the 99 HBCUs in 2022, roughly half were

public institutions (National Center for Education Statistics, 2025).

1 History of Normal Schools and Asylums for Black Individuals

In the mid-19th to early 20th century, states opened normal schools to meet the growing demand

for teachers.3 Southern states began opening these schools after the Civil War, and they opened

separate schools to train Black teachers. In the 1880s and 1890s they opened similar numbers of

normal schools for Black and for White students (Ogren, 2005).

Around the time states were opening normal schools, many also opened insane asylums. When

southern states opened asylums after the Civil War, Black and White patients were often segregated.

Some asylums had separate wards for Black patients, or separate buildings on the same property as

the buildings for White patients.4 However, some states opened completely separate asylums, in

separate locations, for Black patients (Geller, 2020). The opening of asylums for Black individuals

was often linked to the sentiment among some state and medical leadership that insanity of Black

individuals increased after emancipation (Grob, 2019),5 as well as the belief that segregation of

asylums was the best model for both races (Grob, 2019).6

As we discussed in Howard, Weinstein and Yang (2024), site selection for normal schools

and asylums was quite similar, with state legislatures either directly choosing locations or setting

3See Howard, Weinstein and Yang (2024) and Howard and Weinstein (Forthcoming) for more details on the history
of these institutions.

4Gamwell and Tomes (1995) and Grob (2019) describe these separate areas for Black patients as having fewer
amenities.

5Adherents included the president of the predecessor to the American Psychiatric Association (APA) in the late
1800s (Geller, 2020).

6Adherents included the previously mentioned president of the APA predecessor, as well as Thomas Kirkbride,
president of this organization in the 1860s and the designer of many asylums (Geller, 2020). Grob (2019) cites evidence
that expenditures on the separate asylums for Black patients in the South were less than those for White patients.

5



up commissions to determine locations. This meant political considerations were of primary

importance, but the other considerations were similar too: proximity to population centers and

railways, scenic beauty, and land donations.

Our empirical strategy is to compare the locations selected for Black normal schools with those

selected for insane asylums within the same state. In our strictest regression speci�cation, we focus

on the asylums opened only for Black patients, as we think the counties receiving these institutions

are plausibly most similar to those receiving a normal school for Black students.

Modern readers may be concerned that normal schools were seen as a public good, but asylums

were more ambiguous, especially for locals. However, at the time, both institutions were viewed

favorably by the local community. In this section, we aim to show through evidence primarily from

newspapers and legislative histories that normal schools and asylums for Black people were desired

by their local communities.

For example, in 1879, the Texas Legislature passed a bill establishing a normal school for

Black students in Prairie View. While there was not universal support for this bill among Texas

legislators, there was support from the local community.7 The bill was introduced by W. M. Burton,

a Black state senator who represented the county where the school would be located (Brewer, 1935;

Journal of the Senate of the State of Texas, 1879).8 In the bookNegro Legislators of Texas, this

bill was listed as an example of Senator Burton's commitment to helping Black people in Texas

(Brewer, 1935). The individual representing the county in the House of Representatives, who was

also Black, voted in favor of the bill as well (Journal of the House of Representatives of the State

of Texas, 1879b).9 Ogren (2005) gives additional examples in which the local African American

communities played an important role in the assignment of the normal school to their community.10

Local communities also desired the asylums for Black individuals. A 1917 article fromThe

7The day before it was passed, a representative moved to postpone the bill inde�nitely. This motion to postpone
received 24 votes versus 43 votes against (Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Texas, 1879a). The
bill was passed the next day by a vote of 41 to 25 (Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Texas, 1879b).

8This was originally referred to as the school at Alta Vista.
9In the year the bill was passed, this county was represented by the only Black state senator in the Texas Senate and

one of seven Black state representatives in the Texas House of Representatives (Brewer, 1935).
10Butchart (1975) describes how southern societies created normal schools for Black individuals to enable limited

economic and social mobility (because these professionals would only serve the Black community).
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Troup Bannerdescribes a delegation of individuals from nearby Rusk, Texas on their way to the

state capital to lobby for the new insane asylum for Black patients to be located in Rusk (Going After

Asylum, 1917).11 Similarly, a 1902 article fromThe Daily Town Talkin Alexandria, Louisiana

announces a candidate for US congress, and lists one of his main achievements as his role in

bringing the \State insane asylum for colored people" to Alexandria, which the newspaper said

would bring economic and �nancial bene�ts to the area (William Polk, 1902).12

A third example is the city of Petersburg, Virginia, which bought property and then donated

it to the state for the purpose of opening an asylum for Black individuals. Previous research has

suggested that the support of the city's large middle class Black community was an important reason

for its location in Petersburg (The Central State Hospital Digital Library and Archives Project,

2025). Notably, the county also lobbied for and received a normal school for Black students (The

Central State Hospital Digital Library and Archives Project, 2025).13 The community believed that

both of these institutions would contribute to their already large middle class Black population by

attracting new businesses, as well as teachers, doctors, and laborers (The Central State Hospital

Digital Library and Archives Project, 2025).

Section 2 discusses the evolution of the Black normal schools in our sample into general

colleges.

2 Data

We obtain data on normal schools, including their locations, opening years, and whether they were

designated speci�cally for Black individuals, from Ogren (2005).14 We limit our analysis to the

11The legislators representing Rusk in the state legislature also supported the legislation to locate the asylum in
Rusk (Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Texas, 1917; Journal of the Senate of the State of Texas,
1917). Another 1917 article fromThe Cherokee County Bannerin nearby Jacksonville said \Somehow we don't think
we would fancy living near an insane asylum, but we presume it is all right for any town that wants it, and it seems
that Rusk did. Perhaps it will be no worse than having a penitentiary next door" (McFarland, J. E. & Davis, B. F., ed.,
1917).

12This asylum is not in our sample because Louisiana did not have a normal school for Black individuals.
13Because it got a Black normal school and an asylum, it is not designated as an asylum county in our sample.
14For details, see Howard, Weinstein and Yang (2024) and Howard and Weinstein (Forthcoming). For one of the

schools, the location changed soon after establishment, and so we include both counties as treated (see Appendix A).
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16 states that opened normal schools for Black students. Most of our data on asylum locations and

opening years are from the 1923 special census of \institutions of mental disease" (Furbush et al.,

1926), digitized in Howard, Weinstein and Yang (2024). We additionally identify several asylums

that were built between 1923 and 1933 using Geller (2020) and The Council of State Governments

(1950).15 We identify asylums for Black individuals based on Geller (2020). Asylums with separate

buildings or wards for Black patients are not classi�ed as exclusively for Black patients.

Figure 1 shows the normal school and asylum counties in the 16 states that had a Black normal

school. Of these, 15 had a Black normal school and an asylum in a di�erent county. Appendix

Figure A.9 shows opening years for these institutions.

Our restricted sample compares counties with normal schools for Black students to same-state

counties with asylums for Black patients. Our extended sample compares to all same-state asylum

counties. We exclude states if we do not observe the fraction of Black children in the county who

receive a college degree in Chetty et al. (2018).16 When showing balance in 1850, the restricted

sample includes four states (Alabama, Maryland, South Carolina, and Texas) with six Black normal

school counties and four Black asylum counties. Our extended sample includes 10 states (Alabama,

Arkansas, Florida, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee,

and Texas), with 17 Black normal school counties and 23 asylum counties. In our main analysis

using Opportunity Insights data (Chetty et al., 2018), we have �ve states in our restricted sample

(adding Oklahoma which was not a state in 1850), with seven normal school counties and �ve

asylum counties. Our extended sample with the Opportunity Insights data is the same as the 1850

extended sample.

Our primary measures of social mobility are from Chetty et al. (2018), made available by

Opportunity Insights. Using IRS and census data, this includes county-level adult outcomes of

children born between 1978 and 1983 who grew up in the county, regardless of the county in which

15This is a departure from our previous work (Howard, Weinstein and Yang, 2024; Howard and Weinstein, Forth-
coming), and we explain the use of the additional asylums in Appendix C.

16This is presumably missing because of US Census disclosure rules and small numbers of Black ACS respondents
in the county.
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they live today.17

We provide several further descriptive statistics on the evolution of the 17 normal schools in our

�nal samples. Eleven were opened in the 1870s and 1880s, four were opened in the 1890s, and two

were opened in the 1910s. Five normal schools were also agricultural or industrial schools when

they opened, including these words in the name of the school, while the remaining 12 were strictly

normal schools. Four of the schools closed before becoming general colleges, and before removing

from the name explicit mention that they were for Black individuals. Of the remaining 13 in 1940,

nine still had names with \teachers" or \normal" (11 in 1920), and �ve still had names referencing

they were for Black individuals (e.g., including the words \Negro" or \Colored") (nine in 1920).

By 1972, all 13 had removed \teachers" or \normal" from the name. Appendix A.6 shows that the

HBCUs in our sample generally look quite similar to other four-year public HBCUs.

17In Howard and Weinstein (Forthcoming), we additionally used data from Chetty and Hendren (2018b) to test
whether the e�ects re
ected a causal e�ect on the children, rather than selection into living in normal school counties.
These data are not available by race, but our general �nding was that the e�ects re
ected a causal e�ect on the children.
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