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CRITICAL CONSERVATION
Gorham Bird as Faculty - ARCH 3410 Methods + Processes
18 Students contributed to this project and received 3 credit seminar course.
2022 ACSA 110th Annual Conference “Architectural Agency in Digital Documentation”  
2023 Journal of Architectural Education (JAE 77:1) “Conservation as Reparations”

The seminar based courses that Gorham Bird 
teaches center around the representation 
of architecture. These seminar’s have been 
an opportunity to integrate Bird’s scholarly 
program in the classroom and allow students 
to partner in his research efforts. Gorham 
has taught an architecture seminar on 
Methods and Processes centered around 
critical conservation, documentation, and 
representation of existing conditions. This 
course explores the difference between 
historic preservation and critical conservation 
and as well as their focus and methodology. 
Historic preservation concentrates on 
the physical and material aspects of 
heritage, following established standards 

to maintain historical accuracy. In contrast, 
critical conservation adopts a holistic 
approach, considering social, cultural, and 
environmental factors and embracing a 
more flexible, interdisciplinary methodology. 
Critical conservation places greater emphasis 
on community engagement and inclusivity 
compared to traditional historic preservation. 
By involving communities in the conservation 
process, critical conservation ensures that 
heritage sites reflect diverse values and 
remain relevant to contemporary society.
While both historic preservation and critical 
conservation aim to protect and manage 
cultural heritage, they do so through 
distinct approaches. Historic preservation 

maintains a traditional focus on physical 
integrity and historical accuracy, whereas 
critical conservation adopts a broader, 
more inclusive, and sustainable approach 
to heritage conservation. Together, these 
fields contribute to a comprehensive 
understanding and management of our 
cultural heritage, ensuring its preservation 
for future generations. 

Student Work: Adan Youngblood
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Student Work: Molly Campbell, Sydney Smith, and Elle Whitehurst (above left to right)

Students in the field documenting the Tankersley Rosenwald School in Hope Hull, Alabama 
using LiDAR Scanners, drone imagery and photogrammetry cameras.(above and right)
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REALIZING ROSENWALD 
Gorham Bird as Architect with Building Science faculty Junshan Liu
Student Brysen Calvin contributed to this project as paid research assistant for 40 hours.
2020 McWhorter Fund for Excellence Grant, Phase II: BIM + Digitally Printed Modeling $10,000
2020 Seed Grant, Phase I: Fieldwork + Digital Documentation $5,000
2022 Tiger Giving Day “Preserve the Rosenwald Schools” $10,354 
2022 DCA Proceedings “Remembering Rosenwald: Line or LiDAR?” 
2023 ISPRS Archives “Preserving the History of African American Education” 

Between 1914 and 1932, more than 5,000 
Rosenwald schools were built across the rural 
South, over 400 of these in the state of Ala-
bama.  Through the leadership of Booker T. 
Washington, founder of Tuskegee Institute, 
and the philanthropy of Julius Rosenwald, 
President of Sears & Roebuck, the Rosen-
wald Fund was created to build schools and 
improve education of African Americans 
in the largely segregated and rural South.  
During decades of racial segregation and 

rampant public under-funding for Afri-
can-American education, Rosenwald schools 
afforded educational opportunity to children 
throughout Alabama and across the South.  
In 1914, the very first of what would later be 
known as Rosenwald Schools were built in 
Alabama.  Six schools were built in Lee, Ma-
con, and Montgomery counties.    Following 
the success of the initial schools, in 1917 
Julius Rosenwald established the Rosenwald 
Fund to oversee the establishment of new 

rural schools.  Until 1920, the projects were 
managed by Tuskegee Institute, designed by 
W.A. Hazel, an architecture faculty member, 
and author of Tuskegee Community Design 
Guide.  From 1920 on, management of new 
schools shifted to an independent Rosen-
wald Fund office in Nashville, where design 
of the schools was led by white architect 
Samuel L. Smith.

The design of the Rosenwald Schools was 

innovative for the time, including passive 
systems:  natural daylighting, taking advan-
tage of solar orientation, deep overhangs for 
shading, elevated on foundations for natural 
ventilation, and movable partitions for 
flexible classrooms.  According to the plans, 
"The building should always be set with the 
points of the compass, and the plan so de-
signed that every classroom will receive east 
or west light."  Schools varied by different 
type- one, two, three teacher schools.  

This project seeks to catalogue and docu-
ment remaining Rosenwald schools.  Grant 
funding support the documentation the 
current condition of a representative group 
of schools encompassing a broad swath 
across central Alabama.  This project seeks 
to identify current physical condition, how 
the buildings been altered from the original, 
and the function or purpose did they pres-
ently serve.  

The methodology of this project includes:
• LiDAR scan: we propose to use la-
ser scanners and supporting software to 
capture 3D point cloud and panoramic 
photographs of built structures. (see 
Figures 2 & 3 for point clouds captured 
on previous projects).
• UAV Aerial Photogrammetry: this 

will be used to complement the LiDAR 
scans, especially to capture the condi-
tion and character of roofline.
• 360-Degree Photogrammetry: 
advanced technology will be used 
to capture 360-degree photos of the 
building and some of the existing 
conditions of the interior. Data will be 
used to generate a 3D point model of 
selected structures.
• Mapping:  over 400 Rosenwald 
schools across Alabama were mapped 
(based on data from the Fisk University 
Archive), including their vintage, demo-
lition, and/or present condition.  

Completion of Phase I of this project, pro-
vides a foundation for future effort to seek 
out, identify, document and preserve survey 
remaining Rosenwald schools throughout 
the state, to improve the preservation efforts 
of the remaining schools, and potentially de-
velop appropriate solutions for adaptive use 
of existing schools for active community use.  
Various efforts exist to document and cata-
log the Rosenwald schools, including one by 
the Alabama Historical Commission, several 
other states, and especially the Rosenwald 
Schools Initiative of the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation, all of which could be 
potential for additional future funding of this 

important work.  The Rosenwald Schools 
serve as artifacts of the struggle for equality 
in education across Alabama and the South.

Graphic timeline contextualizing social, political, and historical events surrounding the creation and expansion of the Rosenwald School 
program and the deterioration of the schools following the racial integration of Alabama schools in the late 1960s (above)
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Section perspective view of PointCloud of the Tankersley Rosenwald School 
depicting the structural failure of the roof trusses and floor joists, due to water 
intrusion (above).  LiDAR scanning technology is utilized to capture with high 
precision, the existing conditions of the historic schools.  LiDAR technology 
within the iPhone 13 pro was also tested to determine the level of accuracy 
captured (left).  Additional scans utilize photogrammetry to capture a virtual 
environment in which one can virtually tour the school from anywhere in the 
world (below).

Screen shot of the LiDAR Pointcloud of the interior of Tankersley Rosenwald School (above)
In process 3D Printed models that translate the digital point clouds to physically printed models (below)
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Merritt Shiloh

As-built floorplans of the four Rosenwald Schools based on LiDAR Scans/Point Cloud data (left) 
Axonometric drawings depicting the alterations identified in four existing Rosenwald schools (above)
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HISTORY LIVES ON
Gorham Bird as Exhibit Designer with Graphic Design faculty David Smith and Building Science faculty Junshan Liu 
Students Tyler Layton, Brysen Calvin, and Ethan Edwards contributed to this project as paid research assistant for 675 hours.
Museum of Alabama, Alabama Department of Archives and History
2021 Creative Work and Social Impact Scholarship (CWSIS), Phase III: Exhibition + Re-presentation $20,000
2021 Seed Grant, Phase IV: Exhibition Design and Planning $5,000
2021 McWhorter Fund for Excellence Grant, Phase V:  Exhibition Fabrication $10,000
2022 McWhorter Fund for Excellence Grant Phase VI: Traveling Exhibition $16,569
2024 AHFE Proceedings“History Lives On: Interdisciplinary Design to Uplift Rural Communities”

In the early twentieth century, Julius 

Rosenwald, president of Sears Roebuck & 

Co., used his extensive financial resources to 
transform the landscape of public education 

in the rural, segregated South. Inspired by 

Tuskegee Institute (now Tuskegee University) 

President Booker T. Washington’s efforts 

to expand Black education, Rosenwald 

collaborated with Washington to pilot a 

community-matched grant program to fund 

the construction of six schools in central 

Alabama. The success of the program led 

Rosenwald to establish the Rosenwald 

Fund. Between 1917 and 1932, nearly 

5,000 new schools were built in fifteen 
southern states, including more than 400 

in Alabama. The exhibit is the culmination 

of an ongoing Auburn University research 

project entitled “Realizing Rosenwald”. 

Visitors learn not only about the individuals 

who started the Rosenwald Schools and the 

buildings themselves, but also about local 

communities across Alabama who worked 

to raise funds and to build and sustain these 

schools over generations. The exhibit will 

also explore today’s efforts by community 

members and alumni to preserve Alabama’s 

remaining historic Rosenwald buildings 

and the rich legacies they represent. 

After 8 months of the exhibit opening, 

: PRESERVING ALABAMA’S ROSENWALD SCHOOLS

approximately 5,800 people have visited 

the exhibit, increasing public awareness of 

the history of the Rosenwald Schools and 

their legacy today. Photos of the exhibition 

(above and right) so the relationship of the 

cased archival material, graphic panels, and 

physical models, including the architectural 

model and map of Alabama.
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Exhibition panels discuss the history and legacy of the Rosenwald School Building program, and were 
designed to be a part of the traveling exhibit to hang within a variety of exhibit spaces (above).
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Photographs of the exhibit opening, including members of the public as well as Rosenwald School Alumni 
from across Alabama (above left).
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PRESERVATION ADVOCACY
Gorham Bird as Architect with Building Science faculty Junshan Liu + Hunter McGonagill and history faculty Keith Hebert + Elijah Gaddis
Students Tyler Layton and Brysen Calvin contributed to this project as paid research assistant for 325 hours.
Tankersley Rosenwald School, Hope Hull, Alabama
   2022 National Park Service African American Civil Rights Preservation Grant: Exterior Rehabilitation $499,799
   2024 National Park Service African American Civil Rights Preservation Grant: Interior Rehabilitation $750,000
Merritt Rosenwald School, Midway, Alabama
   2022 CADC Seed Grant Realizing Alabama’s Rosenwald Schools, Phase VII: Digital Community Engagement $5,000
   2023 Alabama Historical Commission Preserving Alabama’s Significant Sites Grant $197,500
   2024 James Marston Fitch Foundation Richard L Blinder Fellowship $15,000

The Gorham Bird’s expertise is in the 

preservation and conservation of historic 

places. This outreach program directly 

applies The Gorham Bird’s research and 

creative work to benefit marginalized 
communities across Alabama with 

preservation expertise and consultation 

to preserve their physical history. The 

Realizing Rosenwald project is a form of 

outreach that addresses the needs of rural 

minority community organizations that are 

caretakers of the former segregation schools 

that have limited capacity or expertise for 

preservation. The Gorham Bird’s outreach 

works to raise funding by grant writing on 

behalf of the community organization. The 

Gorham Bird has hosted several community 

meetings with alumni of these schools to 

help imagine a possible future for these 

spaces. The Gorham Bird’s outreach efforts 

are collaborative and interdisciplinary with 

faculty from Building Science, Graphic 

Design, and Public History. To gain more 

public awareness of the history of the 

Rosenwald Schools in Alabama as well as 

the need for support, The Gorham Bird 

has utilized media outlets for help in the 

outreach project. The most fruitful media 

engagement has been a radio interview 

on the National Public Radio’s local 
station Troy Public Radio on Carolyn 

Hutchison’s In Focus. In the interview, 

The Gorham Bird was able to discuss the 

outreach project and how the public could 
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The project team successfully completed a 

preliminary survey and digital documentation 

of the building in 2021 through Auburn 

University funded grants. The team received 

the 2022 National Park Service African 
American Civil Rights (AACR) grant to 

complete the preservation planning and 

stabilization of the Tankersley Rosenwald 

School exterior rehabilitation (Phase 1) and 

has completed the following items: 

• Community meetings to discuss the 

future use of the Tankersley School as 

well as a visit to a preserved Rosenwald 

School (Shiloh School, Notasulga). 
• Contracted with Engineers for a Civil 

survey and a Structural survey of the 

existing building   

• Completed documentation for the 

Historic Structures Report (HSR) and the 

preservation plan for rehabilitation of the 

Tankersley School (80% complete). 

• Submitted to NPS / SHPO the design 
phase for the exterior rehabilitation 

which will include new roof and framing, 

repair of exterior wall framing and 

floor framing, refurbishment of existing 
clapboard siding, and restoration of the 

22 historic windows and exterior doors; 

bidding is expected in Winter 2023/2024.

The research team was awarded the 2023 

National Park Service African American 
Civil Rights (AACR) grant to complete the 

rehabilitation of the interior of the Tankersley 

School to function as a community center. 


