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Long-time Montevallo resident Dr Annie McClain, retired 
registered nurse, police officer, counselor, teacher, and 
school principal, attended Prentice High School from 1958 
to 1965. She recalled in a telephone interview the nurturing 
role Mrs. Coger played in her life. She puts it beautifully: 
Mrs. Coger and two other teachers, Mrs. Junnie Mae Craig 
and Ms. Lillian P. Gibson, “were my leaning poles; watching 
over me as though they were my mothers, especially Mrs. 
Coger, especially her.”

Mrs. Coger taught her how to 
respond to bullying without 
self-destructive anger. She 
made sure that there was 
enough food at home and 
that Annie had all the per-
sonal items she might need. 
When graduation came, she 
and Ms. Gibson helped with 
expenses. Mrs. Coger was 
there for others as well, offer-
ing everything from encour-
agement to financial help, 
and she made herself avail-
able at all times of the night. 

She had a big heart. She loved everybody, it didn’t matter 
the color of your skin, or your ethnicity. She just had an 
open heart and open door. 12 or 1 o’clock at night if you 
needed Mrs. Coger you could call her.

It didn’t bother her. It was a gift she knew God had given her, 
an act that she had to perform; her ministry. A lot of people 
think ministering is preaching from a pulpit, but not always. 
The call can come in many different ways. Mrs. Coger was 
doing just that, being there for the students at Prentice who 
needed a solid person in their life, someone they knew they 
could trust with their heart. 

A recent article in Education Week argues that “schools 
should embrace the rich pedagogy and practices that were 
common among black teachers in segregated schools.” 
The example of Blanche Coger surely helps make the case.  

Sources: Oral history of Rev Jones recorded Feb and Dec 
2019 and preserved in UM’s Milner Archives and Special 
Collections; telephone interview with Annie McClain record-
ed April 4, 2023. The article from Education Week, “65 Years 
After ‘Brown v. Board’: Where Are All the Black Educators?” 
(May 14, 2019), is available at https://www.edweek.org/poli-
cy-politics/65-years-after-brown-v-board-where-are-all-the-
black-educators/2019/05. 

Submitted by Kathy King and Anitka Stewart Sims. Do you 
have an untold story you’d like to tell or have told? Contact 
us at MontevalloLegacy@gmail.com. We want to hear your 
stories and welcome corrections of fact and interpretation. 

Everybody's stories matter. It's not just a matter of 
nostalgia, it powers us into the present and the future.

                                                                 Barack Obama
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CALLED TO TEACH: THE LEGACY OF BLANCHE COGER 

She made a difference. She made a difference in my life. 
-- former student, Rev Albert L. Jones

There isn’t a word I don’t think in the vocabulary that I can 
use to describe Blanche Coger. She was just a phenomenal 
woman. -- former student, Dr Annie McClain
 
The “Brown v. Board of Education” decision ended legal ra-
cial separation in the public schools. This was a gain for 
Black children but brought losses as well. Historian Annette 
Gordon-Reed, who lived through mandated desegregation 
in Texas, explains: Many Black teachers in the segregat-
ed South looked upon teaching as a calling. Women in the 
classroom, like men in the pulpit, felt they had a mission to 
prepare “the next generation of Black children to take the 
steps toward community advancement” (On Juneteenth, 
50-51). This Untold Story honors that generation of teach-
ers who saw teaching as a call to service, a mission to en-
courage and uplift the next generation of Black leaders. 

One was Blanche Coger, featured in an earlier Untold Story. 
Tough but loving, feared but beloved, she pushed students 
of all colors to learn to their fullest capacity. (After teaching 
in “negro” schools from 1934 to 1969, including Prentice 
High School, she was transferred in 1970 to the newly in-
tegrated high school in Montevallo.) Some of her Prentice 
students were inspired to go into education themselves. 
Two shared their thoughts on her shaping role in their lives. 

The Rev. Albert L. Jones, tireless champion of education for 
children of all skin colors, never forgot his first encounter 
with Mrs. Coger. She hit him over the head in the hallway 
of Prentice High School! But she turned out to be his “best 
friend.” 

I remember at the Prentice High School this big old lady 
standing in the hallway, and she was tough. I had heard 
about her, and when I got there, she knew me. I said, uh 
oh. She hit me over my head, and she said, now Albert, we 
ain’t going to have no trouble like we had in the school over 
there. What do you mean by that? She said, I heard about 
you. 

But anyway, she turned out to be my best friend ‘cause she 
kept me on the path right. She see me doing something 
wrong and she would get me. She didn’t let me get by with 
nothing. But that helped me though. She made a difference. 
She made a difference in my life.
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REMEMBERING BLANCHE M. COGER

She poured her heart out into her students. That's what I 
was looking for. She poured her heart into her students. And 
she didn't see the color. -- Ethel Mae Thompson

Talk to people who attended 
Prentice HS, originally 
Montevallo Negro HS, and 
one name always comes up. 
Blanche M. Coger, a teacher 
of history who insisted on 
the highest standards for 
her students. She retired in 
1974 after teaching for 44 
years, the final four years at 
the desegregated Montevallo 
HS. In 1965 she was honored 
as Teacher of the Year for 
Shelby County. To this day 
her name is spoken with 
respect. "When B. M. Coger 
name come up . . . it's a 
good name," says Ethel Mae 
Thompson. 

The following remembrances come from a conversation 
between Ethel Mae Thompson and James Salter recorded 
by Kathy King in February 2023. Ethel Mae counts Mrs 
Coger as one of three teachers who changed her life. (The 
others were Mrs. Onnie Dell Fluker and Mrs. G. C. Massey.) 
James, who lived with and drove Mrs. Coger after her 
husband died, provides glimpses of her life away from the 
classroom. Here are some highlights of the conversation. 

Ethel Mae remembers her as a "tough teacher, very. But 
she was loving. I mean she was just extremely demanding 
that we get an education. She didn't play. If you was in her 
room you just had to do your work." And if you didn't? "She 
would give us a paddling." (This was during the 60s and 
early 70s when parents still supported physical punishment 
-- paddlings, smacks with a ruler. Both Ethel Mae and 
James report that if you got paddled by Mrs. Coger, you 
could expect a beating at home. "If you got a whipping 
at school, by the time you got home you were gonna get 
another whipping," James confirmed.) 

She was especially strict with the girls. She wouldn't put 
up with short skirts or makeup in her classroom. Ethel Mae 
remembers one incident where a girl dared to come wearing 
red lipstick -- "when I say it was red, it was red" -- and when 
she didn't completely wipe it off herself, Mrs. Coger finished 
the job with a rag she kept close by. "You don't come in Mrs. 
Coger's room with no lipstick on." 

BLANCHE M. COGER
Shelby County Teacher

of the Year for 1965

She encouraged everyone. "She just 
wanted us to get that education. And she 
demanded that we do our work and that we 
could do it." "I don't have dumb students," 
she repeatedly insisted. "Without an 
education you can't get anywhere. But if 
you bust these books open and you get it up here [Ethel 
Mae gestures to her head], nobody can take it away."

James was in her 8th grade class in Montevallo HS in 1970, 
the first year of full integration. "She treated the black and 
the white the same in that class. She still had the paddle at 
the high school. So no matter what color you were, if you 
didn't bring your homework in or did your lesson, she wasn't 
gonna get up now from her desk. She would call you to her 
desk and you would get it." He chuckles, and Ethel adds, 
"she wouldn't do no chasing." James agrees: "No, she didn't 
get up from that desk. She had a ruler too. She would use 
that ruler. You would hold out your hand."

James got to know Mrs Coger as well as anyone in town in 
some ways. From the 10th grade until the start of his senior 
year in college -- he was a Business major at UM -- he spent 
much of his time at her house. After her husband died, she 
asked his parents if he could come stay with her at night. 
She wanted company. "And you know, I didn't have a say in 
it, because it was Mrs Coger." 

He describes going "up the hill, past the Mason Hall, past 
Leon Harris's house, past Shiloh, to where Mr. Goldsmith 
lives now, that's where Mrs Coger lived." Every evening he 
walked over there, every morning he would return home 
and get ready to go to school. 

Little did James know how living with Mrs Coger would 
advance his education. He learned how to make a bed -- 
with fitted sheets, no less. "Wow, this was a new experience 
for me." She put him to work in her garden, after a Mr. 
Johnson who lived in the community had dug it up. James 
would plant flowers and then the weeds came. "And she 
would sit there on the back porch while I'm back here pulling 
up the weeds." On Saturdays he would "clean house for 
her, vacuum and sweep the floor, dust, all of that. Mopped 
up the kitchen floor."

James would drive her to church in her green Dodge and 
all over Shelby county. "Turn here," she would say, "turn 
there." He never knew where they were going. The first time 
he drove her to Montgomery to visit her sister was a scary 
new experience: "I was so nervous gettin' on that interstate."

Mrs. Coger was hard and demanding. She struck fear 
in the hearts of some of her students but Ethel Mae and 
James agree that she inspired warm feelings as well. She 
earned her students' respect, white kids and black, and they 
all loved her. "That's the woman we're talking about. She 
poured her heart into her students. That's what I was looking 
for. She poured her heart into her students. And like James 
said she didn't see the color. You was just her student. And 
that meant a lot to her." 

Submitted by Kathy King and Anitka Stewart Sims. Do you have 
a story to tell? Contact us at MontevalloLegacy@gmail.com. We 
want to hear your stories and welcome corrections of fact and 
interpretation. 

BLANCHE COGER


