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Despite incredible sexism and racism, Cole persevered as a doctor, becoming a tireless advocate for medical
rights for the poor, particularly for black Americans who were mostly ignored by the white medical
establishment. Rebecca and her siblings received excellent educations, allowing them to obtain work other
than the domestic service or manual labor in which most African Americans of that time were employed. Cole
excelled at the prestigious Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia, a Quaker high school which strived to
train black youth to become teachers and scholars. The Institute for Colored Youth was considered one of the
more rigorous of the black schools of the time and its curriculum included Latin, Greek and mathematics. As a
student Cole received a ten dollar award for academic excellence, good conduct and attendance. This was
quite a sum in those days and served as a testament to her intellect and dedication. There she studied under the
supervision of Ann Preston , the first woman dean of an American medical school. By enrolling in medical
school at this early time, Cole was truly a pioneer. Her senior thesis was titled "The Eye and Its Appendages.
Cole was able to overcome racial and gender barriers to medical education by training in all-female
institutions run by women who had been part of the first generation of female physicians. There she worked
with the first white American woman to receive a medical degree, Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell , her sister Dr.
There Cole worked as a sanitary visitor, a traveling physician who visited families in their homes in slum
neighborhoods and instructed them in family hygiene, and prenatal and infant care. In her autobiography, Dr.
In addition to the usual departments of hospital and dispensary practice, which included the visiting of poor
patients at their own homes, we established a sanitary visitor. This post was filled by one of our assistant
physicians, whose special duty it was to give simple, practical instruction to poor mothers on the management
of infants and the preservation of the health of their families. An intelligent young coloured physician, Dr.
Experience of its results serve to show that the establishment of such a department would be a valuable
addition to every hospital. This was a demanding job, considering the rising population of New York City at
the time, and it could have been easily done by someone with much less education and skill than Cole.
Whether she was relegated to this role or chose this service herself is unclear. She then returned to her native
Philadelphia, where she furthered her commitment to social activism by serving as superintendent of a shelter
for the homeless. She also established a private medical practice. Rebecca Cole partnered with Dr. According
to the above referenced article, "The majority of unmarried mothers who apply to the directory for help belong
to the domestic service or factory class. They offered free medical and legal services to these destitute women,
and according to its charter, programs aiding in "the prevention of feticide and infanticide and the evils
connected with baby farming by rendering assistance to women in cases of approaching maternity and of
desertion or abandonment of mothers and by aiding magistrates and others entrusted with police powers in
preventing or punishing [such] crimes. A subsequent annual report stated that: Cole herself has more than
fulfilled the expectations of her friends. With a clear and comprehensive view of her whole field of action, she
has carried out her plans with the good sense and vigor which are a part of her character, while her cheerful
optimism, her determination to see the best in every situation and in every individual, have created around her
an atmosphere of sunshine that adds to the happiness and well being of every member of the large family. Du
Bois about the research for his book, The Philadelphia Negro. Cole wrote a rebuttal, stating that statistical
errors and the testimony of slum landlords had led Du Bois to a flawed conclusion and that the individuals in
the slums were not entirely to blame for the high death rate. Following in Her Path Until the mid-nineteenth
century, American medicine was essentially unregulated. Doctors underwent less training than ministers and
did not need a license to practice. Women benefited from the ease with which medical schools were given
charters - between and , nineteen medical schools for women were founded. During this same period, the
number of all women physicians rose from fewer than to more than In , African American physicians were in
practice, of these were women. These pioneers comprised one of the earliest groups of African American
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professional women. Many of these women worked outside their private practices in helping populations of
women and children and blacks barred from segregated facilities. Often denied privileges at existing
institutions, these trailblazers established an array of healthcare institutions. The professionalization and
standardization of medicine further marginalized blacks and women, who were generally excluded from key
organizations. Cole died on August 14, Although Cole practiced medicine for fifty years, little is known about
her personal life, and no images of her remain. Her career and the contributions of the first wave of black
women physicians illustrate that had opportunities been available, black women might have further advanced
the practice of medicine with their community-based approach to health care.
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To gain clinical experience, Cole moved to New York City, where she took a job as resident physician at the New York
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Infirmary for Women and Children in New York City, which was run and owned by women.
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