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Introduction

The University of California, Los Angeles—better known as UCLA—is more than just a
campus; it is a living story of ambition, resilience, and transformation. Founded in the
late nineteenth century as a modest teacher-training institution, UCLA has evolved
over the decades to become one of the world’s foremost public research universities.
Its journey from a small normal school in downtown Los Angeles to a sprawling,
globally recognized institution mirrors both the development of Southern California
and the changing landscape of American higher education.

This book, "UCLA: The Story of an American University," explores the remarkable
history of UCLA—its founding moments, pivotal transformations, and defining
achievements. In chronicling this narrative, we uncover not only the facts of
institutional growth, but also the ideals, challenges, and innovations that have shaped
UCLA's character and mission. The chapters ahead provide an in-depth look at the
interplay between the university and its broader social, cultural, and economic
environment, reflecting how UCLA has responded to, and often anticipated, the needs
of its community, city, state, and the world.

From its earliest days as the Los Angeles State Normal School, UCLA’s leaders and
students have embodied a pioneering spirit. Facing resistance, resource constraints,
and the weighty expectations that came with being part of the University of California
system, the people who guided UCLA drove efforts to secure its place in higher
education. The relocation to Westwood, the adoption of the Bruins identity, and the
achievement of full university status were all milestones reached through vision,
determination, and a belief in the importance of accessible, high-quality education.

In subsequent decades, UCLA's impact has reached far beyond the classroom. Its
world-class faculty have produced groundbreaking research in science, medicine, the
arts, and the humanities. The campus has been a crucible for medical breakthroughs,
technological innovation—including the birth of the Internet at UCLA—and creative
achievement, as well as a home for social activism and dialogue. The diverse student
body and faculty have enriched the university, fostering an inclusive environment that
celebrates new ideas and cultural exchange.

The story of UCLA is inseparable from the story of Los Angeles. Positioned at the
intersection of cultures, industries, and dreams, the university has both shaped and
been shaped by its dynamic urban setting. UCLA’s economic, social, and intellectual
contributions have rippled through the region and the globe, making it a force for
progress and change in countless domains.
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As UCLA celebrates its legacy and looks to the future, it continues to honor its
foundational commitment to education, research, public service, and innovation. The
following chapters invite readers to discover how UCLA became an American and
international exemplar—a place where history is made and where the next generation
of leaders, thinkers, and creators are inspired to leave their mark.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: The Founding of UCLA

The story of UCLA begins not in Westwood, amidst the stately Romanesque Revival
architecture, but in a rapidly expanding late 19th-century Los Angeles, a city yearning
for more than just sunshine and citrus. It was a time when California, still relatively
young as a state, recognized the fundamental need for a robust educational system to
support its burgeoning population and economy. The vision for a southern outpost of
higher learning, specifically for the training of teachers, took root in the legislative
halls of Sacramento, spurred by a recognition of a growing demand for trained
educators.

The critical need for qualified teachers in the southern part of the state became
increasingly apparent. Los Angeles, in particular, was experiencing a population boom,
driven by a combination of railroad expansion, agricultural development, and the
promise of a new life in the Golden State. Schools were popping up, but the ranks of
prepared instructors were thin. This pressing demand laid the groundwork for the
establishment of a dedicated institution.

In 1881, the California State Legislature took the decisive step, authorizing the
creation of a southern branch of the California State Normal School. This legislative act
was not merely a bureaucratic formality; it was a testament to the foresight of
individuals who understood that a thriving society required an educated populace, and
an educated populace required skilled teachers. Among these visionaries was State
Senator Reginaldo Francisco del Valle, a prominent figure from Los Angeles, who
championed the cause, understanding the profound impact such an institution would
have on his growing region.

With the legislative wheels set in motion, the physical manifestation of this
educational ambition began to take shape. On August 29, 1882, the Los Angeles
branch of the California State Normal School officially opened its doors. Its initial
location was in downtown Los Angeles, a bustling commercial and residential hub, at
what is now the site of the Central Library of the Los Angeles Public Library system.
This choice of location underscored its immediate purpose: to serve the urban center
and its surrounding communities directly.

The early Normal School was more than just a collection of classrooms. It incorporated
a crucial element for practical teacher training: a demonstration school. This
innovative approach allowed aspiring teachers to gain invaluable hands-on
experience, observing seasoned educators and then applying their learned
methodologies in a real classroom setting. It was a pragmatic model designed to
produce teachers who were not only theoretically sound but also practically adept,
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ready to step into schools and make an immediate impact.

The institution, while initially a branch, began to carve out its own identity. In 1887, a
significant shift occurred when the Los Angeles branch of the California State Normal
School gained independence. This move signaled a growing recognition of its distinct
role and increasing importance within the state's educational landscape. With this
newfound autonomy, it was formally renamed the Los Angeles State Normal School,
shedding its "branch" designation and solidifying its standing as a standalone entity
dedicated to teacher education.

The early decades of the Los Angeles State Normal School were characterized by a
steady increase in enrollment and a growing reputation for excellence in teacher
preparation. As Los Angeles continued its relentless expansion throughout the early
20th century, the Normal School, too, outgrew its downtown confines. The urban
landscape was rapidly transforming, and the need for more space and modern
facilities became undeniable.

By 1914, the school recognized the necessity of a larger, more accommodating
campus to meet the demands of its burgeoning student body. It relocated to a new
site on Vermont Avenue in East Hollywood. This new location, which today houses Los
Angeles City College, provided a more expansive environment, allowing for greater
capacity and improved facilities. This move reflected the school's ongoing
commitment to adapting to the growth of Los Angeles and ensuring it could continue
to fulfill its mission effectively.

However, the ambitions of educational leaders in Southern California extended beyond
merely training teachers. There was a burgeoning desire for a full-fledged University of
California campus in the south, an institution that would offer a broader range of
academic disciplines and contribute to research and scholarship on a grander scale.
This vision, though compelling, faced considerable headwinds.

The push for a University of California presence in the south was largely spearheaded
by two influential figures: UC Regent Edward Augustus Dickson and Ernest Carroll
Moore, who served as the Director of the Los Angeles State Normal School. Both men
were tireless advocates, believing firmly that Southern California deserved an
institution of the same caliber as the esteemed University of California, Berkeley. Their
persistence was a testament to their unwavering commitment to expanding higher
education opportunities.

Despite their fervent advocacy, they encountered significant resistance. A primary
source of opposition came from alumni of UC Berkeley and some Northern California
legislators. Their concerns were understandable, though perhaps short-sighted. They
feared that establishing a major university campus in the south would dilute
Berkeley's resources, prestige, and overall reputation. The idea of sharing the limited
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state funding and academic talent was not universally embraced.

The debates were often spirited, pitting regional interests against the broader vision
for a unified, comprehensive state university system. The arguments against a
southern campus ranged from financial constraints to concerns about maintaining
academic standards. Yet, Dickson and Moore, armed with compelling arguments about
Southern California's rapid growth and its burgeoning intellectual needs, continued
their relentless lobbying efforts. They emphasized the distinct cultural and economic
landscape of the south and the necessity of an accessible, world-class university to
serve its unique demands.

Their persistent efforts, combined with the undeniable demographic and economic
shifts in California, eventually bore fruit. The tide began to turn as the sheer
momentum of Los Angeles's growth became impossible to ignore. The city was rapidly
becoming a global metropolis, and a Normal School, however excellent, simply
wouldn't suffice for its long-term educational aspirations. The vision of a
comprehensive university, capable of fostering innovation, research, and advanced
scholarship, was gaining traction.

The culmination of these tireless efforts arrived on May 23, 1919. On this momentous
day, Governor William D. Stephens signed Assembly Bill 626 into law. This legislative
act was nothing short of a turning point. It officially transformed the Los Angeles
Normal School into the Southern Branch of the University of California. This pivotal
moment marked the birth of what would become UCLA, formally integrating it into the
prestigious University of California system. It also solidified its place as the second-
oldest campus in the ten-campus University of California system, a testament to its
enduring legacy and strategic importance.

With this transformation, the institution was poised for a new era. While it continued
its vital teacher training programs, the Southern Branch of the University of California
opened on September 15, 1919, now offering two-year undergraduate programs. This
expansion of its academic offerings was a clear indication of its evolving mission,
moving beyond solely vocational training to embrace a broader liberal arts curriculum.
The seeds of a comprehensive university had been sown, and the institution was ready
to embark on a path of unprecedented growth and academic distinction.
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