George W. McLaurin was already an experienced educator when he stepped into one of the most
important civil rights battles in American history. Born on September 16, 1894, he devoted his life
to education, studying at Langston University and later earning a master’s degree from the
University of Kansas. He taught for years at Langston University, but he wanted to continue his
own education and pursue a doctorate at the University of Oklahoma. In the late 1940s, that

simple goal brought him into direct conflict with Oklahoma’s segregation laws.
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George MecLaurin: The life and legacy
of the first black student at OU

In 1948, McLaurin applied to the University of Oklahoma, but because he was Black, the state’s
laws prevented him from being admitted alongside white students. Rather than accept the
rejection, he challenged it in court. A federal court ruled that he had to be admitted, making him
the first Black student at the University of Oklahoma. That should have been a historic victory on
its own, but the university did not treat him as an equal once he arrived.

Even though McLaurin was now a student, the university forced him to live the reality of
segregation every day. In class, he had to sit apart from everyone else. In the library, he was
assigned a separate area. In the cafeteria, he had to eat in a designated space away from white
students. He was physically present at the university, but the school’s rules made sure he was

isolated from the normal life of learning, conversation, and academic exchange.
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George W. McLaurin, a 54-year-old African-American, sat in an anteroom, apart
from the other students, as he attended class at the University of Oklahoma in 1948.
The university insisted that segregation be maintained, but a U.S. Supreme Court
ruling forced the institution to accept McLaurin as a student.

McLaurin understood that education was more than just being allowed into a building. Real
learning depended on the ability to talk with classmates, engage professors, exchange ideas
freely, and participate fully in academic life. So he went back to court, arguing that the university’s
treatment denied him equal education even though he had technically been admitted. His case
reached the U.S. Supreme Court as McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents.

In 1950, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled in his favor. The justices recognized that the
segregation imposed on him was not a minor inconvenience; it damaged his ability to study, learn,
and interact with others in ways that were central to graduate education. By separating him inside
the university, Oklahoma had given him an education that was clearly unequal. The ruling

declared that this violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.




The decision mattered far beyond one student and one campus. MclLaurin’s victory showed that
segregation in education could not be defended simply by offering Black students formal
admission while still isolating them in practice. His case struck at the logic of “separate but equal”
and became one of the important legal steps leading toward Brown v. Board of Education in 1954,

the landmark decision that rejected racial segregation in public schools.

George McLaurin died on September 4, 1968, but his place in history remained secure. He had entered
the University of Oklahoma seeking a doctorate, yet his struggle became something larger: a
demonstration that equality in education meant more than access—it meant dignity, participation, and the

full right to learn beside others.



