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“His name belongs among the pioneers of Afro-American science 

and education for the part he played as a role model and inspiration 

to hundreds of students who sat in his classroom or worked in his 

laboratory.”  — Ronald E. Mickens 

A Pioneer in Science and 
Education 

Edward Alexander Bouchet was the first African American receive 

a Ph.D. in the United States, the sixth American of any race to 

receive a Ph.D. in Physics, and a pioneer in science and 

education.  He received his doctorate in 1876 from Yale 

University.  Born on September 15, 1852 in New Haven, 

Connecticut, he was the first son and youngest child of the 

William and Susan Bouchet, with three older sisters.  William 

Frances Bouchet migrated to New Haven from Charleston, South 

Carolina in 1824.  Susan Cooley Bouchet was born in Westport, 

Connecticut.  In addition to his remarkable achievement as the 

first African American doctorate, Edward Bouchet went on to 

touch the lives of hundreds of students across the country as a 

science educator.   After decades as an educator, Bouchet 

passed away in his childhood home in 1918 at the age of 66. 

The American Institute of Physics' Center for History of Physics works to preserve and make known the 

historical record of modern physics and allied sciences. Through documentation, archival collections and 

educational initiatives, the Center ensures that the heritage of modern physics is safeguarded and its 

story is accurately told. The AIP Teacher’s Guide on African Americans in Physics, Astronomy, and 

Related Disciplines is part of an initiative to increase knowledge on the history of women and minorities in 

the physical sciences.   More information at http://www.aip.org/history-programs.  

Edward Bouchet’s senior photograph from Yale 

College, circa 1874.  Courtesy of Yale Alumni 

Magazine, Wikimedia Commons. 

http://aip.org/history-programs/physics-history


A Master Teacher 

Bouchet completed his Ph.D. in experimental 

physics at Yale in 1876, writing his dissertation on 

“Measuring Refractive Indices.”  Bouchet’s academic 

background should have made him a member of the 

nineteenth century scientific elite.  However, racism 

and racial segregation made finding a position as a 

researcher or professor at a white institution 

impossible.   

 

Instead, Bouchet went on to touch the lives of 

hundreds of students as an educator at African 

American schools.  He spent 26 years as a science 

instructor at the Institute for Colored Youth, now 

known as Cheyney University in Philadelphia (see 

right panel). 

Bouchet resigned from the ICY in 1902 and went on 

to hold a number of positions around the country 

over the next 16 years of his life.  He relocated to St. 

Louis, Missouri in 1902 where he taught physics and 

mathematics at Sumner High School and was 

business manager at Provident Hospital.  From 1905 

to 1908, he was director of academics at St. Paul 

Normal and Industrial School in Lawrenceville, 

Virginia.   Bouchet then became principal of Lincoln 

High School in Gallipolis, Ohio, where he stayed 

until 1913.  He joined the faculty at Bishop College in 

Marshall, Texas in 1913 and then moved back to 

New Haven in 1916 due to illness where he passed 

away in his mother’s home in 1918 at the age of 66.   

CHEYNEY 
UNIVERSITY 

Edward Bouchet spent the majority 

of his career at the Institute for 

Colored Youth, now called 

Cheyney University.  The Institute 

was founded as the African Institute 

by Quakers in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania  in 1837 and is the 

oldest African American institution 

of higher learning in the United 

States. 

 

From 1876 until 1902, Bouchet 

taught chemistry and physics at the 

Institute.  Renowned advocate for 

African American education, Fanny 

Jackson Coppin, was principal at 

ICY for over 30 years.  Cheyney 

University is still in operation today. 

African American Life in 

New Haven, Connecticut 

The African American community 

in New Haven in the 1850s 

consisted of about 1,000 people.  

The Bouchets were prominent 

members of the community.  They 

lived on Bradley Street in the 

majority African American areas of 

New Haven.  During  his early 

years, Edward attended the 

Artisan Street Colored School, the 

first school for African Americans 

in New Haven founded in 1811.  

The one-room schoolhouse had 

one teacher—Ms. Sally Wilson.  

Ms. Wilson nurtured Edward’s 

early academic abilities and 

interests and was an important 

figure in his life.  In 1868, Edward 

was accepted into Hopkins 

Grammar School which prepared 

him to enter classical and scientific 

departments at Yale College. 

 

The Bouchets were  also 

members of the Temple Street 

Congregational Church, the 

earliest Black church in New 

Haven, where William Bouchet 

served as deacon.  Temple 

Church served as a stopping point 

for fugitive slaves along the 

Underground Railroad in the early 

nineteenth century and is an 

important historic institution of the 

African American community in 

New Haven. 

Edward Bouchet in 1912, 

from a Yale University class 

publication, courtesy of Yale 

Alumni Magazine. 
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Honoring Bouchet’s Legacy 

Edward Alexander Bouchet leaves 

behind a powerful legacy.  His memory 

lives on in the awards and scholarships 

provided in his name to 

underrepresented minorities in physics.   

 

The American Physical Society, the 

world’s second largest professional 

organization of physicists, established 

the Edward A. Bouchet Award in 1994 

to promote the participation of 

underrepresented minorities in physics 

by recognizing distinguished minority 

physicists who have made significant 

contributions to physics research.   

The Edward Bouchet Abdus Salam 

Institute  was founded in 1988 by Nobel 

Laureate Professor Abdus Salam and 

the National Society of Black Physicists 

to facilitate interaction between African 

and African American physicists.   

 

The Promising Scholars Fund Edward 

A. Bouchet scholarship was established 

by the Sigma Pi Phi Fraternity of New 

Haven, Connecticut to assist 

academically talented African American 

graduates of New Haven high schools.   


