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To

Christopher N. Matthews






The tripartite—discrimination, prejudice, and segregation—is embedded in the matrix of American customs and mores on one hand, and is in conflict with the democratic ideals of our society on the other hand, resulting in what Gunnar Myrdal describes as the “American Dilemma.”

—Urban League of Philadelphia, 1963
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An African American Dilemma


 Introduction

Above the Delaware River in New Jersey sits a red brick mansion cloaked in verdant ivy. For the first half of the twentieth century it sat as the centerpiece of a sprawling 300-hundred-acre boarding school that included boys’ and girls’ dormitories, an amphitheater, a gymnasium with hardwood floors, an auditorium, a chapel, athletic fields, tennis courts, and a vocational trades building. Those lucky enough to visit the school would have seen dozens of well-groomed students strolling paths shaded by sprawling oak, maple, and sycamore trees. Faculty and school administrators would have been there too, dressed in the fashions of the day, perhaps even playing croquet with the students on the lawn. Luminaries such as Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, Mary McLeod Bethune, Paul Robeson, and Albert Einstein dropped in to observe the school’s unique blend of academic and vocational learning. Following a trip there in the summer of 1942, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt described it as “a really beautiful site. The big trees shade the lawns and buildings as you look straight down the Delaware River.”1
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Figure I.1. The Administration Building at the Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored Youth, c. 1950.

Courtesy of the New Jersey State Archives, Department of State, Trenton, NJ.
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Figure I.2. Students playing croquet at the Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored Youth, c. 1930.

Courtesy of the New Jersey State Archives, Department of State, Trenton, NJ.



Founded in 1886, the Bordentown Manual and Industrial Training School for Colored Youth was a public boarding school led by Black faculty and administrators and serving an all-Black student body. Designed on the model of “manual training and industrial” education for Black students in the post-Reconstruction South, the Bordentown School developed a more progressive approach under the leadership of Harvard-educated Dr. William Valentine. Black families throughout New Jersey and nearby Pennsylvania lauded the school’s strong academics, sensible vocational training, commitment to racial uplift, and appealing extracurricular options.2

And yet, the Bordentown School’s reputation as the “Tuskegee of the North” was not enough to save it after Brown v. Board of Education prohibited racial segregation in public schools in 1954. Declaring “the institution is a segregated school in its practical operation,” New Jersey Governor Robert B. Meyner insisted the Bordentown School had to be closed.3

Home economics teacher Eleanor Smythwick was one of dozens of Black educational activists who begged the state to keep the school open on a non-racial basis, writing, “The Manual Training School has offered shelter, activity, and opportunity to many a youth . . . that makes real the meaning of a democratic society. Has such a program outgrown its usefulness in and to the State of New Jersey?” Black students, parents, alumni, and teachers viewed the Bordentown School as a sanctuary dedicated to Black education and racial uplift. They could not fathom how a decision meant to outlaw segregation in the Jim Crow South required the shuttering of a cherished institution in the North.4

Not all Black northerners, as it turns out, agreed that the Bordentown School should be saved. Civil rights activists associated with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the National Urban League quietly agreed it should be closed. They had fought to integrate the school and modernize the curriculum since World War II; but little had changed, and they believed the school’s manual training and industrial approach was anachronistic. More important, they vehemently objected to the existence of a “colored” school in the North. Civil rights activists insisted it was better for Bordentown students to go home and attend local public schools on an integrated basis. The closure was worth it, they reasoned, to advance school integration and the broader civil rights movement in the North. Following a two-day public hearing, the New Jersey State legislature voted to withhold funding for the school’s operation, which effectively led to its closure.5

The bitter controversy over the closing of Bordentown School illustrates the central theme of this book: debates in northern Black communities over which would better serve the larger freedom struggle—school integration or separate, Black-controlled schools. Black support for separate schools was not new in 1955 when Black citizens opposed the closing of the Bordentown School, nor in 1935 when W. E. B. Du Bois stunned the civil rights community by answering the question, “Does the Negro need separate schools?” in the affirmative. As this book details, the question of which would better serve the northern civil rights movement—racially integrated or separate, Black-controlled schools—stretches back to school integration battles in Boston in the 1840s and forward to arguments over Afrocentric charter schools today.

An African American Dilemma offers a social history of northern Black debates over school integration from the 1840s to the present. While African Americans have experimented with myriad strategies to equalize public education, perennial debates over school integration versus separation merit special scholarly attention. School integration seeks to break down the insidious effects of residential segregation created by decades of redlining, housing discrimination, white flight, gentrification, and discriminatory zoning by deliberately engineering diverse schools, typically by busing students out of their racially homogenous neighborhoods. Separation requires these very plans to be dismantled so that Black parents can have control over local, majority-Black schools in their immediate neighborhoods. Although it is not impossible, it is very difficult to pursue both strategies at the same time. To date, neither has been entirely successful, yet both ideals—integration and separation—reappear with each new generation of students, parents, educators, and leaders who insist that quality public schools will improve Black students’ life chances, empower Black communities, and begin to redress larger racial inequalities in American society. By chronicling the long history of these debates including when and where they occurred, who was on each side and why, and how they were resolved, this book seeks to shed light on the complex relationship between Black educational activism, school integration, and the larger civil rights movement.

This sweeping geographical and temporal framework reveals new patterns in Black educational activism that revise our understanding of the history of school integration in the North. Much of the scholarship on the history of African American education has focused on the South, where the vast majority of African Americans lived before the first and second Great Migrations of the twentieth century. This important work explores how and why whites tried to prohibit people of African descent from gaining an education and how they intended school segregation to be a potent tool of racial oppression. It also details how Black educational activists fought tirelessly to educate themselves, build and support schools for Black youth, ensure jobs for Black teachers and principals, and secure adequate public funding and support for racially restricted schools. In the mid-twentieth century, southern Black educational activism centered on school desegregation as a way to dislodge Jim Crow discrimination and advocate sweeping civil rights reform. Historians have explored how school desegregation unfolded in different southern towns and cities, the role of Black women and teachers in the long struggle for educational equality, and the tangible improvements that school desegregation brought in terms of access to resources, educational opportunities, and Black academic achievement. Scholars also acknowledge the substantial burdens that school desegregation placed on southern Black communities, especially the loss of beloved Black-controlled schools and thousands of teaching and administrative jobs for Black educators, and the harmful dismantling of school desegregation plans since the late-1980s.6

Other scholars have turned north, where the history of African American education looks very different given the earlier creation of public schools, the initially smaller population of Black citizens, state laws prohibiting school segregation, and the exponential growth of northern Black communities in the twentieth century. The majority of this scholarship focuses on a specific community, typically a large city where civil rights activists organized petitions, boycotts, marches, and lawsuits as early as the 1840s. Thanks to this excellent work we know more about how Black communities organized to challenge school segregation and inequality; the ways that educational activism informed Black political protest; Black experiences in independent schools; Black struggles for community control and self-determination; how whites used restrictive real estate practices and gerrymandered school assignments to increase school segregation; northern white resistance to school integration; the gradual reversal of court-ordered desegregation plans; and the role of white women, the media, and conservative political associations in discrediting school integration as a viable reform.7

One central message from scholarship in both the South and the North is that meaningful school integration has rarely been achieved in the United States due to institutionalized educational racism and persistent white resistance. As such, claims that the United States tried school integration and that it did not work are both inaccurate and misleading. This finding serves as an essential corrective, yet scholars still struggle to explain the relationship between the history of Black struggles for school integration and the long civil rights movement.8

An African American Dilemma amplifies the existing scholarship on the history of African American education and uses it to construct a new analytical framework that looks for patterns of Black educational activism across the North from the beginning of public education to the present day. The North is an imagined landscape as much as a physical one; a place that has long been associated with freedom and opportunity for African Americans. This study focuses specifically on communities north of the Mason-Dixon line and east of the Mississippi River where the largest Black communities developed over the course of the first and second Great Migrations. The states of New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Connecticut, and Massachusetts feature prominently because these states had large, diverse, and politically active Black communities. Occasionally, examples from farther West appear when these communities featured major school desegregation lawsuits with regional implications. Most northern states outlawed school segregation in the late nineteenth century, which created more time and space for Black educational activists to experiment with school integration strategies than in the South, where school desegregation did not begin in earnest until 1964. The North offers the opportunity to analyze how Black educational activists have conceived of and used school integration since the founding of free, tax-supported public schools and how and why others have rejected this approach in favor of separate, Black-controlled schools.

An African American Dilemma considers not only large cities with famously bitter school desegregation battles but also suburbs and rural towns where smaller Black communities—or occasionally a single Black family—made a valiant stand against educational racism. It places dozens of small, medium, and large battles for Black educational equality into a larger context, in the process uncovering previously unknown connections between them, or sometimes, the stark differences and inconsistencies that defined them. For example, it was not uncommon for one Black community to launch a highly publicized campaign for school integration in the early twentieth century while a neighboring town quietly supported separate, Black-controlled schools. In other cases, Black men and women would support school integration one year and separation the next in response to rapidly evolving social and political contexts. This study acknowledges the hard and important work of Black northerners who fought for school integration and the equally challenging and essential work of those who supported separate, Black-controlled institutions. Both forms of activism transformed educational history for the better by rejecting white supremacy and insisting on the inherent dignity and worth of Black children and the central role of public education in the Black freedom struggle.

The central finding of this book is that either school integration or separation dominated the political discourse of northern Black educational activists during particular historical eras. During each period, a chorus of dissent, debate, and counter-narratives pushed Black communities to consider a fuller range of educational reform. The dynamic contours of these debates, as well as how they fit into the larger political and intellectual projects of racial justice, reveal new insights into how African Americans have viewed public education as central to the struggle for freedom and how school integration has played a distinct, but malleable, role in this effort. 9

Telling this history requires a clarification of key terms. The Black educational activists featured in this book include not only professionals who worked for major civil rights organizations like the NAACP and the Urban League but also Black parents, teachers, school principals, scholars, ministers, adolescents, and children who chose to speak out or take action in support of either racially integrated or separate schools. Many of these Black educational activists did not see themselves as civil rights activists; in fact, some rejected the strategies and goals of the NAACP and Urban League. Their work had real meaning and lasting influence, however, and collectively, Black students, parents, and community members participated in political activism when they advocated for either school integration or separation. Black educational activists were united in their belief that schools offered a powerful tool for racial uplift, liberation, economic advancement, and social justice, but they were divided over whether school integration was the best strategy to achieve these goals.

The terms “integration” and “desegregation” also require elaboration, as even scholars and civil rights activists do not agree on their precise meanings. This book employs historian Kevin K. Gaines’s distinction between desegregation as the dismantling of state-sponsored racial segregation and integration as deliberate racial mixing. Gaines defines “integration” as “the demise of separate Black institutions” and “desegregation” as “the overthrow of the regime of racial subjugation defined by the exclusion of Black people ‘from access to power, wealth, education, status and dignity.’ ” This framing recognizes that autonomous Black institutions, such as all-Black schools, did not necessarily represent a rejection of integration but rather employed separateness to overcome its effects in order to pursue the ultimate goal of desegregation.10

Based on these definitions, northern Black support for school desegregation, or the removal of racial classifications in school assignments, was unwavering and universal. However, this does not mean that Black northerners always embraced school integration—which required breaking apart majority or all-Black schools in order to create racially mixed ones. Many Black northerners preferred the option of separate schools with Black faculty. As such, separation is a distinct concept from segregation. Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal wrote that “one deep idea behind segregation is that of quarantining what is evil, shameful, and feared in society.” Segregation is a form of violence against Black Americans, while separation represents a voluntary project of Black institution-building intended to promote racial uplift and the affirmation of Black identities.11

While the Black civil rights movement achieved so many righteous victories in the twentieth century, it also suffered terrible defeats. The failure to equalize public education for Black students is among the most troubling of these losses. According to the Civil Rights Project at the University of California, Los Angeles, racial segregation in American public schools has been increasing nationwide since the late 1980s. Multiple studies have documented that “majority minority” schools tend to have fewer resources and significantly lower levels of academic achievement as measured by student test scores, dropout rates, graduation rates, and numbers of advanced and AP classes. American public schools are becoming more segregated by race and socioeconomic class each year, which correlates directly with unequal educational opportunities and outcomes. Many of the nation’s most segregated schools today can be found not in the South but in the supposedly progressive North.12

Unlike public transportation, parks, restaurants, movie theaters, and even hospitals, which were successfully desegregated, schools are intended to offer a route out of poverty and to serve as an equalizing mechanism in a deeply unequal social order. In the United States, access to a quality public school provides every child, no matter the status of his or her birth, with a shot at achieving the American Dream. Thus, equalizing access to public education represents one of the most pressing, unfinished agendas of the Black civil rights movement and a crucial site of analysis for scholars.13

The title of this book offers a deliberate nod to one of the most renowned studies of the twentieth century. In 1944 Gunnar Myrdal published his groundbreaking analysis of American race relations, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, in which he famously argued that the so-called Negro Problem was really a problem of white racism. Myrdal claimed that Americans faced a gripping dilemma caused by the inherent tension between widespread faith in democracy and equal opportunity, on one hand, and explicit racial discrimination against African Americans, on the other. He was among the first white scholars to treat anti-Black racism as a moral conundrum and a profound political crisis.14

Just as Myrdal identified white racism as the source of the “Negro Problem” and the American Dilemma it created, this book emphasizes white racism as the cause of the African American dilemma, or the question of whether school integration or separation provides the best route to equality and justice. The resulting debates remain unresolved precisely because northern whites continue to discriminate against students of color in public schools.

School integration can help equalize educational opportunity and advance the civic function of public education in a democracy. But it is not a simple undertaking, and as the following chapters demonstrate, Black educational activists have long disagreed over whether integration is the best strategy to achieve a structural vision of educational equality and redistributive justice. Meaningful school integration requires a frank reckoning with how institutionalized racism has long discriminated against Black students and parents in ways that harm Black students and create vastly unequal educational opportunities. To that end, Black students benefit from many of the features historically associated with separate schools, including working with a cohort of Black students, studying with Black teachers, and learning about African American history, art, literature, culture, human rights, and social justice in an encouraging environment. Black students must learn in classrooms free of stereotyping and racial bias that are governed by fair administrative procedures including class placement and student discipline. Parent Teacher Associations, fundraising, school clubs, field trips, and extracurricular activities must be open to all on equal terms in ways that recognize and limit the corrosive effects of white and middle-class privilege. If computers and high-speed internet in every home are essential to student success, then administrators are responsible for ensuring that all public-school students have access to the technology they need to succeed. School integration that falls short of these goals cannot equalize educational opportunities or advance the larger goals of the Black civil rights movement.15

In other words, mixing Black and white students inside of formerly white schools is not a viable model for meaningful school integration. Generations of Black educational activists have supported separate schools as institutions that nurture the intellectual and emotional growth of Black youth while empowering Black communities. The argument for separate schools has always contained within it a vital critique of majority white schools as hegemonic institutions that fail to meet the needs of Black students and, consequently, fail to meet the larger purpose of public education in a democracy. This history of northern Black debates over school integration versus separation offers powerful lessons on the insidious nature of institutionalized racism, the potent agency of Black educational activists, and the liberatory potential of public education.

Chapter 1, “Caste Abolished: Integration for Freedom, 1840–1900,” examines the earliest debates over school integration versus separation in Boston, Rochester, Cincinnati, Jamaica, New York, and a number of smaller towns. It argues that Black northerners viewed integrated public schools as essential to abolishing slavery, securing Black citizenship, and eliminating racial prejudice. For abolitionists and Black leaders, as well as many families, the symbolic ideal of school integration took precedence over concerns about the quality of education available to Black youth. In contrast, many Black families and teachers prioritized access to high-quality education over symbolic political objectives. Faced with outspoken and even violent white opposition to Black education, these activists supported separate schools where they believed Black youth would thrive. The ensuing debates between Black integrationists and separatists were intimately tied to the abolitionist movement, Civil War, Reconstruction, and the rise of Jim Crow. By the turn of the twentieth century, Black northerners had won the right to attend public school on an equal and integrated basis, yet they struggled against a rising tide of bigotry and residential segregation.

Chapter 2, “The Education that Is Their Due: Separation for Racial Uplift, 1900–1940,” identifies a distinct uptick in northern Black support for separate schools. The rise of scientific racism fueled anti-Black discrimination that accelerated alongside the first Great Migration and the Great Depression. Hostile whites segregated classrooms and buildings in open defiance of state law as Black populations increased. At the same time, there is compelling evidence from Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Michigan that Black families either passively accepted or actively requested separate classrooms and schools in order to access Black teachers. Faced with intense discrimination, many Black northerners, like those in Philadelphia, believed separate schools would offer a higher quality education and more of the teaching and administrative jobs that sustained the Black middle class. Still, this position was far from universal, and many northern Black communities energetically resisted school segregation. A growing number of Black intellectuals and civil rights activists vehemently objected to any form of state-sponsored segregation and campaigned actively for school integration.

Chapter 3, “A Powerful Weapon: Integration for Equality, 1940–1965,” highlights an enormous resurgence of northern Black support for school integration alongside the expanding civil rights movement. The outbreak of World War II created economic opportunities that drew Black migrants North in a second wave and sparked more militant civil rights activism. African Americans in the North interpreted separate schools as symptomatic of an older generation’s tendency to accommodate, rather than confront, racial inequality. NAACP leaders persuaded northern Black communities to reject school segregation. By citing anti-discrimination legislation and organizing petitions and boycotts, these activists won the formal desegregation of public schools in the North between 1940 and 1954. A new generation of social scientists overturned the science of white supremacy, and cutting-edge research in psychology insisted that inter-racial contact between young people was the most effective way to reduce prejudice. This potent combination of political organizing, civil rights activism, the decline of scientific racism, and the emergence of the Cold War pushed school integration to the forefront of national politics. When the US Supreme Court ruled separate educational facilities were inherently unequal in 1954, northern Blacks pressed schools to integrate. The process was contentious, especially when school districts closed Black schools and fired Black teachers in the name of integration, as they did at the Bordentown School in 1955. Many Black families, like those in Chicago, were frustrated by the shortcomings of school desegregation plans that were unable to overcome state-sponsored residential segregation. By 1965, many Black northerners expressed frustration with the politics of school integration and what they viewed as its failure to improve the quality of education for Black youth.

Chapter 4, “A Conflict in the Community: Separation for Black Power, 1966–1974,” charts the most contested phase of Black educational activism in the North as support for Black-controlled schools expanded alongside the Black Power movement, even as court-ordered school desegregation expanded across the urban North. “Community control” activists, like those in New York City and Newark, New Jersey, saw a revitalized form of school separation as a rational response to what they viewed as the dismal failure of integration. They called for community control over administration, curriculum, pedagogy, student discipline, and teacher hiring in majority Black schools and called for desegregation plans to be halted. Student activists demanded Black history courses, fairer discipline and dress code policies, more respect for Black culture, and even the option of all-Black facilities and extracurricular activities. Not everyone agreed with this renewed vision of autonomous Black institution-building, especially an older generation of civil rights warriors and those in communities working to expand existing school desegregation plans. Although briefly appealing, community control and Afrocentric curricula did not successfully equalize public education and receded in the early 1970s.

Chapter 5, “An Armageddon of Righteousness: Integration for Justice, 1975–Present,” documents how northern Black educational activists created a new and transformative vision of school integration that blended Black nationalist ideals of self-determination with the goal of racially diverse and inclusive schools. This was a delicate endeavor, as integrationists had to navigate a political context that included an increasingly conservative US Supreme Court and vocal white resistance to what was inaccurately portrayed as “forced busing.” Black educational activists maintained that for all of its challenges, integration was the single most effective way to guarantee equal school financing, qualified teachers, advanced courses, adequate facilities, and a robust set of curricular choices including academic and vocational options for Black students. Social scientists claimed that school integration created more socioeconomic diversity by giving Black students greater access to social networks that fostered college and career opportunities. This chapter considers two districts where Black educational activists successfully fought for and won integrated schools: the suburban town of Montclair, New Jersey, and the city of Hartford, Connecticut. It also locates strong support for separatism in the form of Afrocentric public schools, which became popular again in the early 1990s and survive as charter schools in select cities into the twenty-first century. Meanwhile, the 2007 US Supreme Court ruling in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle sharply curtailed, but did not prohibit, school desegregation plans. The struggle for northern school integration remains in flux and unresolved—but many Black educational activists continue to advocate for schools that are racially diverse and committed to nurturing and affirming Black identities in institutions with explicit restorative justice frameworks.

The book concludes with a consideration of how northern Black debates over school integration versus separation transformed the Black civil rights movement. Black northerners who participated in acts of educational protest challenged institutionalized racism in American schools and enacted lasting, substantial improvements. They organized grassroots movements that demanded specific reforms in local public institutions, in the process mobilizing Black northerners to become involved in local, state, and national politics. The inherent tensions between school integrationists and separatists created a dynamic, evolving grassroots movement for Black educational reform that insists on racial justice in public education and moves Americans closer to the meaningful reforms that will create equitable and high-quality public schools for all.

In the popular imagination, school integrationists and separatists stood on opposite sides of an intellectual chasm that could not be breached through moral persuasion or political compromise. On one side stood traditional civil rights warriors who believed school integration offered the best way to secure equality and civil rights, and on the other stood black nationalists who insisted that only separate, Black-controlled institutions could fortify Black youth for the coming revolution. This framing, however, is overly simplistic and ignores the ways that Black educational activists on either side overlapped and intersected with one another, ultimately transforming Black educational reform and mobilizing tens of thousands of African Americans to fight for more democratic public schools. The stories in this book offer the opportunity to consider not only the extraordinary range of Black educational activism in the North stretching back to the common school movement and forward to the present, but also how this work—much of it carried out by women and children—inspired the larger civil rights movement and created substantially more equal and equitable public schools.


1

Caste Abolished

Integration for Freedom, 1840–1900

In March 1859, abolitionist Frederick Douglass dared to ask which was more important to the Black freedom struggle: the ballot or the book. His answer was the book, in the form of equal access to the newly formed system of tax-supported common schools. “There are 13,675 colored men above 21 years of age in the State of New York, while there are 15,778 colored children of school-going age. Contact on equal terms is the best means to abolish caste: it is caste abolished,” Douglass emphasized in his newspaper, Douglass’ Monthly. He was especially interested in the socializing aspect of schools, noting, “With Equal Suffrage, 13,675 Black men come in contact on equal terms, for ten minutes once a year, at the polls; with equal school rights, 15,778 colored children and youth come in contact on equal terms with white children and youth, three hundred days in the year, and from six to ten hours each day. And these children, in a few years, become the people of the State.” Douglass reasoned that integrated schooling was an effective antidote to racial prejudice. If the goal was to end the arbitrary and unjust discrimination against African Americans, Douglass concluded, “The nature of the contact, as a caste abolisher, is altogether in favor of the school contact.” For educational activists like Douglass, equal school rights created the necessary conditions for universal suffrage and full civil rights by establishing Black racial equality, which could only be accomplished if caste, and separate “caste schools,” were abolished.1

Between 1840 and 1900, the struggle for “equal school rights,” or access to racially integrated schools, became a defining feature of northern Black political protest. At the same time, many Black students, parents, ministers, and teachers held fast to the idea that separate schools offered unique benefits unlikely to be found in mixed schools. Northern Black communities struggled to determine which of these two strategies—school integration or separate, Black-controlled schools—offered the best way to secure freedom and equal civil rights.

This quandary was further complicated by the fact that Americans viewed early common schools as citizenship training institutions, while the question of Black citizenship was unresolved until 1868. Many African Americans believed attending public schools on an equal and integrated basis would fortify their citizenship claims. The same idea occurred to white northerners, which is precisely why so many fought to keep Black students out of the public schools. Separate schools offered a potential compromise, but over time they drew criticism from Black educational activists who viewed separate schools as discriminatory. Northern Black debates over school integration were not static through this long period, nor were they fully resolved. Instead these debates evolved in response to local and national politics and flared up through Emancipation and again as Jim Crow inched inexorably North.

This chapter contextualizes African American debates over school integration within the larger effort to create a system of free public schools in the North. It then analyzes some of the most spectacular confrontations between Black integrationists and separatists in Boston, Massachusetts; Cincinnati, Ohio; and Rochester and Jamaica, New York, recorded in local school board records, the white and nascent Black presses, and occasionally in court documents as Black families sued for the right to attend integrated schools. Both integrationists and separatists, who advocated diametrically opposed strategies, viewed public education as vital to the Black freedom struggle and made contributions to the early Black civil rights movement in the North. In the process, they transformed the landscape of public education in the North and affected the ability of Black families to access equal educational opportunities in the new public schools.

The Struggle for Equal School Rights

From the 1820s through the end of the Civil War in 1865, elite white reformers advocated tax-supported “common schools” to prepare an increasingly diverse population for democratic citizenship. Black students, however, faced stark discrimination at the hands of local school boards. “We are naturally led to suppose that the farther north we travel, the less prejudice we have to encounter. Mistaken idea!” proclaimed one disappointed Black writer in 1827. Noting that African American children were either segregated in inferior facilities or excluded from the public schools throughout the North, he concluded, “From this want of education has arisen the idea of ‘African inferiority,’ among many, who will not take the trouble to enquire into the cause.” Like other Black educational activists of his era, this writer insisted that only proper education could raise the social and economic prospects of free Blacks, elevating them to full citizenship. Throughout the North, abolitionists pursued twin goals of abolishing slavery and establishing schools for free Blacks.2
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Figure 1.1. “Turned Away from School,” Anti-Slavery Almanac, 1839. Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library, Ithaca, NY.



As a body of Black protest thought about public education evolved during the antebellum, Civil War, and Reconstruction eras, integrated schools came to represent access to deeply cherished political objectives associated with freedom, including full citizenship, equal civil rights, cultural assimilation, economic opportunities, and social equality. School integration, or the struggle for equal school rights, was a profoundly patriotic movement, as northern Blacks sought to take their rightful place as American citizens.3

The same period witnessed the rise of scientific racism that insisted humans could be divided by innate, biological differences. According to the scientific theory of polygenism, human races represented distinct species that did not share a common ancestor. Individuals of each race supposedly possessed innate capacities for intelligence, character, and temperament that were unchangeable. Since race and heredity were fixed traits, an individual could not be improved through education or any change in social environment. As such, race scientists cautioned that “miscegenation,” or racial mixing, posed a dire threat to “white” civilization. These scientific theories emerged alongside the growing abolitionist movement and, later, Emancipation. While free Blacks and some white allies argued that freedpeople should be integrated as equals into the body politic, many whites cited racialist science to argue that Blacks were innately inferior, could not be improved through education or assimilation, and as a result must be excluded from social and political institutions.4

In this anxious political climate, many white Americans forcefully objected to Black efforts to secure equal educational opportunities, especially in integrated schools. To exclude Black students, they argued that innate differences would make integrated schools illogical and unfeasible. For instance, when the Boston School Committee rejected a Black petition for school integration in 1846, it insisted, “Now, in the opinion of the School Committee, here is a race not only distinct in respect to color, hair, and general physiognomy, but possessing physical, mental, and moral peculiarities, which render a promiscuous intermingling in the public schools disadvantageous, both to them, and to the whites.” A white newspaper in Boston concurred, fretting that Black parents were not interested in the “leveling principles” of mixed schools, as petitioners claimed, but instead hoped to attain “mixed marriages.” Fears about racial mixing and “amalgamation” were not limited to the slaveholding South and created an explosive political climate for the school integration movement. Black activists who fought for abolition, equal rights, and school integration risked violent retribution from white opponents.5

French nobleman Alexis de Tocqueville expressed astonishment at the degree of racism he witnessed in free northern states in 1831. “In that part of the Union where the Negroes are no longer slaves, have they come closer to the whites?” he queried. “Everyone who has lived in the United States will have noticed just the opposite,” he answered. “Race prejudice,” he opined, “seems stronger in those states that have abolished slavery than in those where it still exists, and nowhere is it more intolerant than in those states where slavery was never known.” Similarly, in his study of the Black community in Philadelphia, W. E. B. Du Bois observed, “The whole period from 1820 to 1840 became a time of retrogression for the mass of the race, and of discountenance and repression from the whites.”6

Northern whites took dramatic steps to bar or discourage Black students from attending the public schools, even as the common school movement gained traction in the 1820s and 1830s. An abolitionist newspaper in New Jersey editorialized that Black children “are almost universally made to feel like outcasts when they enter our school houses by a coarse treatment by teacher and pupils which not only degrades them, but deprives them of the ordinary facilities of learning, and hence are unwilling to go.” Some states, like Ohio, passed legislation that excluded any child “with a visible taint of African blood” from its public schools, even if segregated alternatives were unavailable. Small towns regularly declined to admit Black students to local public schools, leaving these children without any education. When Black parents tried to subvert these exclusionary laws by sending their children to private academies, northern whites responded with vigilante justice.7

White citizens in Canterbury, Connecticut, waged a war against Quaker teacher Prudence Crandall in 1833 because she ran a school for free girls of color. Local whites refused to sell her goods, and when that failed to stop her, they poisoned her well, arrested her, and finally set fire to her school. Crandall refused to give up. A gang of masked men armed with clubs and iron bars attacked the school in the dead of night, shattered ninety panes of glass, and battered down the door. The students fled for their lives and Crandall absconded to Illinois. Two years later, white citizens in Canaan, New Hampshire, celebrated the fourth of July by marching on the racially integrated Noyes Academy and threatening to demolish it unless its Black students left town. When they refused, a mob of 100 white citizens hitched up ninety yoke of oxen to the schoolhouse and dragged it from its foundation and dumped it in a nearby swamp.8

The more viciously whites protested the education of Black children, the more intrepidly northern Black parents, students, and community leaders fought for full and equal access to tax-supported public schools. Writing in 1857, Black educational activist William C. Nell reported widespread efforts to gain “equal school rights” in Rhode Island, New York, Pennsylvania, and Connecticut. He recounted the story of a young white woman in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, who “conquered the prejudices which opposed the ingress of colored pupils into her school, and she is now dispensing the dew drops of knowledge to all who seek, irrespective of accidental differences [of birth].” Wherever possible, Black educational activists worked with white allies to garner support for integrated schools. Quakers and abolitionists frequently agreed to help. “We owe it to them, as children of an oppressed race,” reflected one white supporter in New York. Arguing that “free school instruction for colored children” was a moral and religious obligation, he elaborated that it was also sound public policy that would save local children from a life of ignorance and poverty.9

By the end of the Civil War, Black educational activists had won legal access to public schools throughout the North. Initially, most northern school districts agreed to admit Black students on the condition that they attend separate classrooms or schools. Over time, Black educational activists made more assertive demands for integration by signing petitions, attending protest meetings, delivering speeches, publishing critiques, and filing desegregation lawsuits. They boycotted public schools, sometimes for years, and educated their children at home or in protest schools until white school boards and state legislatures capitulated to their demands. What started as a trickle in antebellum New England accelerated in the 1870s and 1880s as Black northerners used their newly acquired political power to advocate equal school rights. They despised “monuments of their own degradation” and called for existing Black schools to be torn down. More than one Black school burned to the ground in a mysterious fire, set not by white citizens opposed to Black education, but by Black citizens opposed to separate schools.10

Perhaps it was the burning schoolhouses that gave pause to some African Americans. Writing in “defense of those who have not favored the abolition of colored schools,” Thomas Paul Smith tried to persuade Blacks in Boston to pursue school desegregation, so that Black children could attend any school in the city, while also supporting separate Black schools staffed by Black teachers. He wrote, “We believe colored schools to be institutions, when properly conducted, of great advantage to the colored people. We believe society imperatively requires their existence among us.” Black teacher Katie D. Chapman, among others, agreed. “I know that the stand I take upon this subject is bitterly opposed by many, but I have not yet been convinced of the fact that mixed schools are as a rule more beneficial to the Afro-American pupil than are the separate ones of the same grade and excellence,” she wrote in 1888. “In the first place,” asked Chapman, “is it not true that a teacher must understand his or her pupils in order to be thoroughly successful?” Even as school integration movements were achieving victories throughout the region, strong support remained for the option of separate, Black-controlled schools.11

The Shot Heard Round the World

Boston was the site of an early and especially spectacular battle between Black school integrationists and separatists. The struggle for equal school rights here stretched from 1840, when the Black community first petitioned for school integration, through 1855, when the state legislature outlawed racial segregation in the public schools. Although movements in Nantucket and Salem preceded it, Boston’s action served as a catalyst for a powerful movement for school integration throughout the North.12

Like most northern cities, Boston had a tradition of separate Black schools dating back to the late eighteenth century. In 1787, Black Bostonians petitioned the state legislature for schools of their own, as they received “no benefit from the free schools.” The request is notable because legally Blacks could attend the city’s fledgling public schools alongside whites, although the fact that only two or three Black children did so hints at high levels of exclusion. The state legislature denied their petition, so Black activists petitioned the City of Boston in 1798 and 1800, again to no avail. Black leaders subsequently established a school with the support of white benefactors, and in 1808 they moved it into the new African Baptist Meetinghouse in the Belknap Street Church, founded and ministered by prominent Black Bostonian Thomas Paul. By 1812 the city provided modest financial support, and in 1815 a wealthy white merchant named Abiel Smith left a bequest that funded the school’s expansion. As the “Smith School” grew, it was incorporated into the Boston Public Schools as the only grammar school open to Black children, and in 1835 administrators moved it into a dedicated schoolhouse. By this time Boston had constructed three separate primary schools for Black children and taken complete control of the Smith School, firing the Black teachers and replacing them with white ones.13

What had begun as an attempt by Black Bostonians to gain access to public schools had morphed into a state-sponsored system of racially segregated and unequal education by 1840. Similar histories unfolded in Trenton, Philadelphia, New York, Newark, Hartford, Portland, Providence, New Haven, and Detroit as Black activists first requested separate schools and then ceded control of them to public school administrators. By this time a new generation of Black educational activists in Boston was grappling with how to address blatant inequalities amid a time of intensifying racism. School integrationists, however, imagined that racially mixed schools could accomplish far more than simply equalizing educational opportunities.14

Black abolitionists launched Boston’s school integration movement in 1840 as part of a sweeping campaign to assert racial equality, civil rights, and full citizenship. The demise of Black voting rights was especially troubling, as several northern states began to delineate voting privileges along racial lines. Excluded from or mistreated in white social organizations and churches, Black northerners created their own. The increased visibility of Black social development and political protest, in turn, fueled white suspicion and hostility. Schools were intertwined in these anxieties as Black elites viewed education as the most effective way to cultivate Black respectability and uplift in the face of determined white oppression. Whites seethed about the fictive ignorance and supposed vice of Blacks but, paradoxically, violently opposed Black education. By 1841, towns including Providence, Portsmouth, Portland, Nantucket, and Salem sustained at least one racially segregated “African” school, while Boston, New Haven, New York, and Philadelphia supported multiple schools for “colored” students. These segregated schools reflected the increasing significance of racialist science and a growing white preference for racial apartheid. Faced with either total exclusion from the public schools or separate schools, many northern Blacks chose the latter.15

Boston was a hotbed of the nation’s most militant form of immediate abolitionism, associated with white activist William Lloyd Garrison and his newspaper the Liberator, founded in Boston in 1831. Garrison and his allies rejected any plans for gradual emancipation, demanding instead immediate emancipation and full citizenship for all Blacks. Garrisonians stood in stark opposition to more moderate abolitionists who advocated gradual emancipation followed by the deportation of Black Americans to “colonize” Africa. According to colonizationists, it was better to deport freedpeople to Africa, where they could develop their own society and enlighten the native populations, than to allow them to remain in the United States where they would either live as a reviled underclass or, worse, foment revolution.16

Radical abolitionists working with Garrison and his friend and colleague, Frederick Douglass, refuted claims that Black racial inferiority and white prejudice stood as permanent obstacles to equal citizenship. Black abolitionists overwhelmingly supported anti-colonization efforts by organizing protest meetings and conventions such as one in New York City in 1839, where they passed numerous resolutions opposing the American Colonization Society. The nascent Black press kept up a regular harangue of the American Colonization Society, contending it fostered “vulgar, unnatural, malevolent, ferocious prejudice against the free colored population.”17

Radical abolitionists viewed school integration as an integral component of the movement to abolish slavery, eliminate racial barriers to citizenship, and integrate freedpeople into American society. The fight against school segregation fit neatly into concurrent campaigns to remove racial restrictions on the franchise, public transportation, marriage laws, and jury service. Equal participation in schools would prove Black intellectual equality and capacity for democratic citizenship while also reducing white prejudice. According to this logic, the primary objective of school integration was not to equalize educational opportunities but instead to help secure freedom and equality for African Americans.18

William C. Nell was the acknowledged leader of the school integration movement in Boston, along with John T. Hilton, a dynamic member of the Massachusetts Antislavery Society. The son of a founding member of the Massachusetts General Colored Association, Nell attended Boston’s separate Smith School as a youth where he suffered the insult of racial segregation firsthand. As a student, he earned one of the highest scores on a citywide examination. Nell’s initial delight hardened into bitter resentment when he realized that Black students would not be honored in the same manner as whites for their academic achievement. Whereas white students received a Benjamin Franklin silver medal during a formal award dinner at Faneuil Hall, Black students received only a book and were barred from the banquet. Seething with indignation, young Nell swapped places with a friend working as a waiter at the award dinner. The chairman of the Boston School Committee, Samuel T. Armstrong, recognized Nell and called him over. “You ought to be here with the other boys,” Armstrong whispered. Later that night Nell vowed, “God helping me, I would do my best to hasten the day when the color of the skin would be no barrier to equal school rights.”19
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Figure 1.2. Portrait of abolitionist William C. Nell. Collection of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, MA.



In 1840 Nell submitted the first of many petitions to the Boston School Committee demanding the elimination of racial distinctions in school assignments. The School Committee ignored his request, and Nell withdrew from educational politics for a time and focused on desegregating railcars. Three years later, Nell turned again to school segregation in Boston. Once a blessing, but now considered an abomination, separate schools riled militant abolitionists and their white allies in the Massachusetts Antislavery Society, including Garrison and the orator Wendell Phillips. These white abolitionists lauded Black efforts to close separate schools in Nantucket and Salem between 1842 and 1844, encouraging Black Bostonians to protest separate schools. Black educational activists submitted new petitions in 1844 and 1845, demanding school integration in Boston and charging that the Smith Grammar School’s white principal, Abner Forbes, was a cruel and ineffective teacher.20

At first the majority of Boston’s Black community of roughly 2,000 took little notice of the abolitionist-led school integration movement. To cultivate support, Nell and Hilton emphasized the mistreatment that Black students suffered. As political pressure mounted, the Boston School Committee agreed to look into the accusations against Principal Forbes, including “cruel, unusual, severe, and unjustifiable punishment; neglect of duties of the school; loss of the confidence both of parents and pupils; and improper treatment of both.” Following nearly a week of hearings, white school administrators cleared Forbes of all charges. Expressing “indignation” at the “atrocious report,” Nell and Hilton organized a protest meeting and launched a school boycott.21

Charges that a white teacher abused Black students created titillating headlines. An angry letter to the Boston Courier declared that the charges against Principal Forbes represented a thinly veiled attempt to compel the School Committee to integrate the schools. As the author insisted, “the opposers of Mr. Forbes have been heard to confess that their plan, AMALGAMATION, can only be effected by abolishing the Smith school, and this can only be done by the removal of Forbes. I think there is no mistake in this matter, and all the citizens have to do is say whether they are ready for the main question, amalgamation.” An article published in the Olive Branch observed, “There is as much propriety in negroes marrying with the orang outang, as in the matrimonial amalgamation of the Saxon and Negro races, and the motely schools proposed are the forerunners and producers of such amalgamation. Let, then, such mixing be avoided in our cities, where it can easily be done. Give the negro liberty, but keep him in his place.”22

Such venomous attacks raised the stakes of the school integration campaign for Black Bostonians, as did an 1845 Boston School Committee report that labeled the Smith School “unsatisfactory” and “in deplorable condition.” Observers visiting the school noted, “The attainment of the scholars are of the lowest grade; a few can read aloud from the class reader, but cannot understand any other than the simplest passages.” The report confirmed that a number of Black families had withdrawn their children from the school over the past year, and others had moved to nearby towns with integrated public schools.23

With renewed vigor and mounting popular support Black educational activists submitted another petition on February 6, 1846, to the Boston School Committee signed by eighty-six parents and guardians of children in the “colored” schools. Noting that “the establishment of exclusive schools for our children is a great injury to us, and deprives us of those equal privileges and advantages in the public schools to which we are entitled as citizens,” the petitioners asked “that such exclusive schools be abolished, and that our children be allowed to attend the Primary Schools established in the respective Districts in which we live.” Observing that the racial segregation of children was “unlawful,” the petition added that separate schools cost more and accomplished less than integrated ones. It added, “All experience teaches that where a small and despised class are shut out from the common benefit of any public institutions of learning and confined to separate schools, few or none interest themselves about the schools, — neglect ensues, abuses creep in, the standard of scholarship degenerates, and the teachers and the scholars are soon considered and of course become an inferior class.”24

The 1846 petition also emphasized Black abolitionists’ moral objection to racial categorization and state-sponsored discrimination. Men like Nell and Hilton viewed distinctions based on skin “complexion” to be arbitrary, dangerous, un-Christian, and anti-democratic. They rejected scientific claims that skin color indicated inherent difference.25

The Boston School Committee picked up on this radical critique of racial theory and responded to it directly. “We have become familiar with the taunt, that it might be difficult to decide on the requisite degree of ebony which a child’s pigment might possess, in order to entitle him to the distinction of a colored child.” Insisting that it was not a question of “complexion, merely” as the petitioners contended, it retorted, “But, this is not the ground of distinction. It is one of races, not of colors, merely. The distinction is one which the All-wise Creator has seen fit to establish; and it is founded deep in the physical, mental, and moral natures of the two races. No legislation, no social customs, can efface this distinction.”26

In addition, a separately published Minority Report revealed evidence of a crucial rift among the Boston School Committee. Penned by two white Garrisonians, Edmund Jackson and H. I. Bowditch, the 1846 Minority Report offered a scathing dissent. The authors asserted the Majority Report reflected racial prejudice of a “crushing severity” and urged the immediate elimination of separate “caste schools.” Jackson and Bowditch granted that separate schools were not necessarily inferior, but nevertheless advised the School Committee to end “exclusive schools” as an act of social justice:


One of the great merits of our system of public instruction, is, the fusion of all classes which it produces. From a childhood which shares the same bench and sports, there can hardly arise a manhood of aristocratic prejudice, or separate castes and classes. Our common school system suits our institutions, promotes the feeling of brotherhood and the habits of republican equality. To debar the colored race from these advantages, even if we still secured to them equal educational results, is a sore injustice and wrong, and is taking the surest means of perpetuating a prejudice, that should be deprecated and discountenanced by all intelligent and christian men.27



Black Bostonians responded to the two School Committee reports with protest meetings, resolutions, and rousing speeches. The Liberator published an excerpt from the Majority Report critiquing the report as filled with “flimsy yet venomous sophistries” that revealed “what weak and deluded creatures still exist in our very midst.” Garrisonians dismissed the Majority Report’s claim that “the distinction is one of races not colors,” asking if this was so, why the “Celtic Irish,” widely understood to be racially distinct from “Anglo-Saxons” were not assigned to separate schools.28

Although the School Committee refused to integrate the schools in 1846, every year the School Committee voted on the question, there were more votes in favor of school integration. In 1844 the vote of the Grammar School Committee was 24 to 2, in 1845 the vote of the Primary School Committee was 55 to 12; and in 1846 it was 59 to 16.29 Despite the reassignment of Principal Forbes to a different school and the placement of a new white headmaster at the Smith School, integrationists escalated the school boycott. Average attendance at the Smith Grammar School dropped from more than 100 pupils before the boycott began in 1844, to 66 in 1848, to a low of 53 in the spring of 1849.30

As school integration became a defining feature of Black political protest in Boston, it spawned new questions and criticisms within the Black community. By 1849, a small but vocal group of Black separatists emerged to challenge the integrationists. Thomas Paul Smith, the nephew of a Black minister who helped establish one of the first schools for Blacks in Boston, collected 120 signatures on a petition requesting a Black teacher for the Smith School, a move designed to establish Black support for separate schools. Drawing on a venerable tradition of Black institution-building and racial uplift, Smith spoke eloquently in defense of separate schools. Outraged, the integrationists condemned Smith as a “young ambitious bigot” and accused him of fraud.31

In the summer of 1849, Black integrationists and separationists each submitted petitions to the Boston School Committee asking for opposing educational reforms. The integrationists collected signatures from 202 people who wanted to “ABOLISH THE SMITH SCHOOL” and assign Black children to the schools closest to their residences. They insisted they would not be satisfied with a Black teacher at the helm of the separate school, chiding, “We hail the circumstance an attempt to quiet our efforts against its dissolution.” Meanwhile, the separatists submitted three counter-petitions, signed by sixty “colored clergymen and parents,” twenty-three “colored citizens of Boston,” and forty-two “colored boys and girls,” all urging the appointment of a Black teacher for the separate Smith School. 32

To review the matter, the School Committee convened a special subcommittee composed of Andrew Bigelow, Unitarian minister; Edward Beecher, Congregational minister; Sampson Reed, druggist; Horace Duppe, physician; and Theodore Russell, attorney. These white men granted Hilton’s request for a public hearing, which resulted in more than five hours of heated debate as Black integrationists and separatists tried to persuade the special subcommittee to institute their preferred reform.33

Speaking on behalf of the integrationists, Hilton, Robert Morris, Charles Roberts, and Benjamin F. Roberts argued that Black Bostonians were opposed to separate schools given the “scattered state of our residences” throughout the city, which made the commute inconvenient for many families. More important, integrationists contended that “exclusive schools” were an obstacle to their “common rights” as American citizens, and that such schools created “the odious distinction of caste.” Hilton observed that Boston was the only Massachusetts town to run a dual school system and flatly rejected the idea that Black families would accept separate schools under any conditions, even if they had Black teachers.34

In response, Smith, John H. Roberts, and Robert Wood contended that given the “existing state of public sentiment” toward Blacks, it would be “suicidal in its nature and consequences” to abandon separate schools. They further “affirmed that their abandonment would be contrary to the wishes, as well as injurious to the interests, of a large body of their own people deeply concerned (for such there are) in the cause of education, the improvement of their race, and the best welfare of their young.” Smith insisted that if the colored schools were abolished, “I am confident that out of more than four hundred children in this city, between the ages of four and sixteen, who ought to attend school, and of whom a large portion would, if they had a competent teacher to their liking, not fifty would be found in all the white schools, and such is the opinion of a large majority of parents who have children to send to school.” Smith added that Black Bostonians’ preference for separate institutions was visible in their preference for separate churches, noting, “They do not, and will not, attend the white churches, although there is none closed against them.”35

The special committee acknowledged the competing factions within the Black community. Bigelow, Reed, Dupree, and Beecher signed off on the Majority Report, which called for the continuation of the Smith School under a Black teacher and chided integrationists for overstating their case. “They denounce the Smith School as an insufferable grievance; calling it ‘a great public nuisance;’ an institution that only does evil, and evil continually. Its existence, they cry, is an ‘insult’ to the colored people; it creates or fosters the most odious distinctions of caste; and so vehement and concentrated is the hostility leveled against it, that it would seem to be regarded as the only bulwark of oppression left among us;—whose fall would instantly restore the enslaved to freedom, the down-trodden to independence, the blind to fullness of understanding, the weak and outcast and despised to perfect fellowship with the wise, and a position at once of dignity, an elevation, and power.” The rebuke continued, belittling integrationists for daring to hope that integrated schools would break down barriers to the jury boxes, legislative halls, business opportunities, and military service. The report concluded by pointing to the existence of separate Black churches, asking, “Now, it is respectfully submitted, if there be no degradation in the worshipping together, can there be aught in a schooling together? If there be no prejudice to the colored parent on the score of caste, in the one case, should there be fear of it to the child in the other?”36

Russell authored a lone dissent, published as a Minority Report, suggesting the Smith School remain open as one option in an otherwise desegregated school system. The School Committee rejected Russell’s compromise and authorized more than $2,000 worth of upgrades to the Smith School. It hired Black Bostonian Thomas Paul as principal in August of 1849, explaining, “It appears both natural and proper that one of their own race, of intelligence and education, will be more likely to be successful than any other.”37

Immediately following this action, the integrationists organized a protest meeting at which Smith and Roberts asked to speak for the minority position in defense of separate schools. Hilton shot back that Smith was mistaken when he said he spoke for the minority, as white supremacists “John C. Calhoun, Henry Clay, the American Colonization Society, and the native pro-slavery community, were with him.”38 The integrationists renewed their commitment to equal school rights, promising “never to countenance one moment an exclusive school.” They asked parents and students to expand the Smith School boycott while castigating Smith and “the white wire-pullers and the colored wire-pulled” and denouncing Black separatists as “evil.”39

Calls for Smith to speak rang out in the church. Shouts of “yes, yes!” and “no, no!” and cheers echoed through the building as Roberts rose to speak on behalf of the separatists. Roberts acknowledged, “There is considerable excitement on the question among the people of color, and a difference of opinion does exist on the subject.” He attempted to elucidate how separate schools, run by a Black teacher, would represent “liberty” on “her march of triumph through the world.” He continued, “The position of Mr. T. P. Smith, myself, and many others is this; We are now and have been in favor of removing all legal disabilities from our oppressed people; we are in favor of the doors of all the world’s schools being thrown open to such colored children as may desire to go.” The separatists expressed support for Russell’s Minority Report, which called for desegregating the city’s schools, but preserving the option of separate colored schools run by Black teachers.40

This compromise was unacceptable to integrationists, who viewed separate Black institutions, especially public ones, as barriers to full participation in American social and political life. By insisting not only that the schools must be integrated but also that Black schools must be abolished, the integrationists framed the debate in terms that angered supporters of separate Black institutions and their mission of racial uplift. According to integrationists, it was impossible to have both.

On September 17, 1849, the battle for equal school rights in Boston erupted into righteous fury. That morning a group of “rude boys” affiliated with the integrationists had stood in front of the Smith School and energetically discouraged Black students from entering. The police dispersed the protestors, who promptly organized a community meeting that evening.

Inside the Belknap Street Church that evening were the city’s most prominent Black abolitionists including William C. Nell, John T. Hilton, Benjamin F. Roberts, Henry L. S. Thacker, and Robert Morris Jr. They were particularly incensed that the School Committee had hired one of Boston’s most respected Black citizens, Thomas Paul, as the new Smith School principal, a move they interpreted as a devious strategy to trick Black parents into supporting separate schools. Their interpretation had merit, as the appointment of Paul and a new Black assistant teacher, Chloe A. Lee, generated serious interest among Black parents, as did the School Committee’s recent renovations of the Smith School.

Paul’s supporters gathered outside the Belknap Street Church as the integrationists massed inside. They hoped to engage in “free discussion” on the “vexed” question of school integration, but the integrationists refused to allow the separatists to speak, although they were permitted inside to listen. Integrationists castigated Paul for “having accepted a post so wholly repugnant to their repeatedly expressed wishes and their legal rights” that they deemed him “unworthy of their confidence or respect.” Nell stepped to the podium as the “increased zeal and determination” of the audience of school integrationists rose to a crescendo and proposed a set of resolutions designed to humiliate Black supporters of what he termed “exclusive schools.” 41

“Resolved,” charged Nell, “that in our present struggle for equal school privileges, we shall not be frowned down by the opposition of the enemies of human progress nor shall our zeal be in any degree abated by the insidious efforts of those identified with us in complexion, but who, alas! to their shame be it recorded, are reverting, by their animus, the hand upon the dial-plate to our liberties.”42

This was too much for Smith and his allies, who hissed and stomped their feet. Although instructed to ignore the interlopers, a few integrationists took the initiative to “secure order” by hustling Smith and his friends outside. At this point the separatists began to pelt the church with “a volley of stones and other missiles” which broke windows and rained down debris on the integrationists inside. The police were called to break up the violence for a second time that day.43

The tensions on display the night of September 17, 1849, culminated on May 7, 1851, when Nell and his friends beat Smith severely and tarred and feathered him. Nell was found guilty of the crime and thrown in a “solitary dungeon” for resisting arrest after he refused to pay a $25.00 fine. In a city where revolutionary activism was held in the highest regard, Nell and his conspirators hoped to establish their own credentials as true patriots while casting doubt on their separatist opponents.44

Meanwhile, the remainder of the school year saw an expansion of the Smith School boycott as enrollment continued to drop despite the new presence of Black teachers. Black activists on both sides eagerly awaited the ruling of the Massachusetts Supreme Court in the nation’s first school desegregation lawsuit, filed by integrationists fed up with the School Committee’s intransigence.45

A Growing Integrationist Movement

Benjamin F. Roberts, a member of Boston’s Black elite and an ardent school integrationist, sued the Boston School Committee in 1848 on behalf of his five-year-old daughter, Sarah. He sought her admission to the city’s “white” public schools, the abolition of the grossly inferior facility reserved exclusively for “colored” children, and $600.00 in damages. Reflecting on his decision to bring the lawsuit against the city, Roberts wrote, “Colorphobia deprived us of common schools and many other privileges: we were assailed and hooted at in the streets.”46

Years of protest, petitions, meetings, and boycotts had been unable to persuade the Boston School Committee to integrate the schools. Black abolitionists and their white allies hoped that legal action would achieve what political protest could not. Charles Sumner, one of the most eloquent white abolitionists of the era, and Robert Morris, one of Boston’s few Black attorneys, represented Roberts. Citing the “great principle” of equality enshrined in the Constitution of Massachusetts, they argued “that all men, without distinction of race or color, are equal before the law.” Sumner insisted that racially segregated schools could never be equal.


It is easy to see that the exclusion of colored children from the Public Schools is a constant inconvenience to them and their parents, which white children and white parents are not obliged to bear. There the facts are plain and unanswerable, showing a palpable violation of Equality. The Black and white are not equal before the law. I am at a loss to explain how anybody can assert that they are.47



Nonetheless, the court ruled in March 1850 that the Boston School Committee had the legal power “to make provision for the instruction of colored children, in separate schools established exclusively for them, and to prohibit their attendance at the other schools.” Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw explained that school boards possessed the right to divide children into separate schools whenever expedient. For instance, some schools were set aside for boys and others for girls, some were restricted to children of a particular age, and still others were established for poor children who were too old for primary school but not yet capable of academic work in the grammar schools. He concluded, “The committee, apparently upon great deliberation, have come to the conclusion, that the good of both classes of schools will be best promoted, by maintaining the separate primary schools for colored and for white children.”48

While the Court’s ruling in Roberts was a crushing blow to Black integrationists, its legacy would prove even more devastating. Responding directly to Sumner’s argument that racially segregated schools were inherently unequal, Chief Justice Shaw articulated the “separate but equal” doctrine that would come to haunt Black Americans’ quest for equal rights. In 1896 the US Supreme Court would cite Roberts as its leading precedent in Plessy v. Ferguson.49

Boston’s Black integrationists refused to concede defeat in the wake of Roberts and escalated the battle with petitions, boycotts, protest meetings, speeches, and publications. Meanwhile, the school integration movement spread throughout the northeast. In early 1848, Black educational activists in Rochester, New York, organized and demanded an end to separate “colored” schools. Frederick Douglass moved to Rochester late in 1847, accompanied by Nell, who spent two years working at Douglass’s newspaper, the North Star. Douglass and Nell brought with them a sense of righteous indignation at school segregation coupled with years of experience campaigning for integration. As in Boston, Black integrationists in Rochester had to contend with a segment of the Black community that valued separate schools, especially those staffed by Black teachers. After learning that Black separatists planned to circulate a petition asking for the continuation of Rochester’s “colored” school, Douglass fumed, “We should feel the most intense mortification if, while many of the most respectable white people of this city should be in favor of admitting our children to equal privileges in the use of our common schools, a single colored man should be found opposed to the measure.” He elaborated:


It is very clear to us that the only way to remove prejudice, and to command the respect of our white fellow citizens, is to repudiate in every form, the idea of our inferiority by maintaining our right to civil, social and political equality with them. If we are in doubt on this point, our despisers may well be resolved. If they can only say that the colored man himself is impressed with a sense of his unfitness for equal privileges, their own prejudices may be plausibly justified.50



A Report of the Committee on Colored Schools recommended that Rochester abolish its separate schools, as it cost the city $15.62 to educate each student in the separate “colored” school, compared to the cost of less than $5.00 to educate all other students. Noting that Rochester’s separate school “was first conceived and has been maintained solely in consequence of the ‘prejudice against color,’ ” the Committee stated, “we trust that the enlightened, generous, and philanthropic portion of the citizens of Rochester are as willing to open the doors of their Free Schools to those whose only impediment is their color.” Despite this strongly worded recommendation, the Rochester School Board decided to open a second “colored” school in 1849. Black parents pushed back with requests to enroll their children in nearby white schools and a boycott of the “colored” schools. In response, school leaders adopted a de facto integration policy in 1850, which permitted Black children who lived far from a “colored” school to enroll in a neighborhood school for the sake of convenience. Inspired by Douglass’s lofty rhetoric and frustrated with inadequate separate schools, a majority of Black families in Rochester enrolled their children in the formerly all-white schools. On July 7, 1856, the Rochester School Committee closed the last “colored” school due to under-enrollment, in effect integrating the school system.51

Encouraged by the success of integrationists in Rochester, Boston’s Black activists escalated their attack in the wake of the disappointing Roberts ruling. Back home in Boston, Nell petitioned the state legislature to take action against racial discrimination in Boston, collecting 1,469 signatures in favor of school integration. This petition, combined with an unrelenting school boycott, additional litigation, and the rise of the nativist Know-Nothing Party, motivated state legislators to take action. In 1855 the Massachusetts legislature passed a bill stating “no distinction shall be made on the account of the race, color, or religious opinions, of the applicant or scholar,” and the new governor signed it into law. The School Committee decided to keep the Smith School open to Black students, but as in Rochester, so many Black families chose to enroll their children in integrated schools that it was closed due to low enrollment.52

Boston’s Black integrationists feted Nell on the evening of December 17, 1855, in honor of his long and victorious struggle for “equal school rights.” Nell acknowledged a segment of the school integration movement that remains largely invisible in nineteenth-century archival records. As he explained, “While I would not in the smallest degree detract from the credit justly due the men for their conspicuous exertions in this reform, truth enjoins upon me the pleasing duty of acknowledging that to the women, and the children also, in the cause especially indebted for success.”


In the dark hours of our struggle, when betrayed by traitors within and beset by foes without, while some men would become lukewarm and indifferent, despairing of victory; then did the women keep the flame alive, and as their hopes would weave bright visions for the future, their husbands and brothers would rally for a new attack upon the fortress of color-phobia. Yes, Sir, it was the mothers (God bless them!) of these little bright eyed-boys and girls, who, through every step of our progress, were executive and vigilant, even to that memorable Monday morning (September 3, 1855) the trial hour, when the colored children of Boston went up to occupy the long-promised land.53



Nell explained that Black mothers accompanied him to persuade school administrators that Black families wanted to attend “white” schools. Black women visited the homes of white teachers and school committee members where they pledged to have their children “punctually at school, and neat in their dress,” and to aid their instructors in all other ways.54 What is more, Nell described how Black mothers “labored at home to instill into the minds of their children the necessity of striving to obtain and also to appreciate these rights.” As these examples suggest, Black women played an active, yet underappreciated role, in the early school integration movement.55

Emancipation and the Question of Citizenship

Even as Nell and Douglass, among others, celebrated the end of separate “colored” schools in northeastern cities, nationally abolitionists were embroiled with the implications of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, and the 1857 US Supreme Court decision in Dred Scott v. Sanford.56

Although radical abolitionists remained committed to eliminating racial discrimination and segregation, the struggle for equal school rights paled in comparison to protecting free Blacks from capture, helping enslaved people escape North, and campaigning to end chattel slavery. Nevertheless, even in these trying times, Black northerners continued to campaign for school integration. Black activists in Providence, Rhode Island, submitted multiple petitions to end separate “caste schools” in 1858, 1861, and 1864, suggesting that school integration remained a vital concern at the local level through the Civil War. Black parents in Chicago balked at legislation passed in 1863 that removed any child with more than “one-eighth Negro blood” from the regular public schools and assigned him or her to a designated “colored school.” By organizing school boycotts, enrolling those who could pass for white in the neighborhood schools, and encouraging flagrant disobedience in the separate “colored” school, Black Chicagoans pressured the board of education to rescind the order.57

In pointed contrast, Black educational activists first in Troy, New York, in 1855 and then in Albany in 1859 organized boycotts to pressure administrators to hire Black teachers for separate “colored” schools. Similarly, Blacks in Philadelphia won their battle to hire a Black teacher for a separate school in 1862, when John Quincy Allen was hired at the separate Banneker School. The leading Black civil rights organization in Pennsylvania, the State Equal Rights League, issued a statement supporting the hiring of Black teachers in 1865. Since school administrators restricted Black teachers to all-Black classrooms or schools, these campaigns represented support for separate schools. As these varied examples demonstrate, Black northerners remained active in their efforts to improve public education in the Civil War era but divided on whether school integration or separation offered the better avenue of reform.58

While a majority of Black students in New England and the Mid-Atlantic states of New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey had access to common schools by the mid-1850s, although typically on a segregated basis, thousands more remained excluded from the common schools because of their racial identity. In regions that bordered slave states, especially in the Midwest, whites feared an influx of free or runaway slaves from the South and took steps to discourage African Americans from moving to or settling in their communities, including barring Black children from the public schools. In the 1850s, Illinois, Indiana, and Iowa passed legislation prohibiting Black immigration while Ohio narrowly defeated a similar proposal. These same states either required or permitted racially segregated schools. In many communities, Black families struggled to access public education over the strenuous objections of whites, who feared that admitting Blacks to the public schools would draw more freedpeople to their communities. At the outbreak of the Civil War, a substantial majority of Black children living in the lower Midwest were excluded from public schools. Those who did attend public schools in cities like Cincinnati and Indianapolis did so on a racially segregated and unequal basis.59

In the fall of 1864, Black civil rights leaders called for a National Negro Convention in Syracuse. Delegates included prominent Black activists from New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Detroit, Rochester, Hartford, Portland, Albany, Buffalo, Newark, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Cleveland, among other major cities. As president of the convention, Frederick Douglass reminded delegates of the discrepancy between America’s democratic claims and her debased abuse of Black civil rights. He asserted, “We are here to promote the freedom, progress, elevation, and perfect enfranchisement, of the entire colored people of the United States; to show that, though slaves, we are not contented slaves; but that, like all other progressive races of men, we are resolved to advance in the scale of knowledge, worth, and civilization, and claim our rights as men among men.”60

Following the Union victory in spring 1865, Black northerners launched their plan to advance “in the scale of knowledge” and claim their rights as men among men, with voting rights and school integration at the forefront of their agenda. It proved a fertile time for Black educational activists, who won access to public schools throughout the North. White Republicans worked alongside Black northerners to revoke discriminatory statutory restrictions and pass laws to protect Black civil rights. For instance, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, California, and Oregon repealed their Black Laws between 1863 and 1867. Even more important, Congress proposed and the states ratified the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the US Constitution that outlawed slavery, guaranteed equal citizenship to Blacks, and secured the franchise for Black men.61

Although some Blacks still questioned whether integrated schools provided the most supportive learning environment for Black youth, the glaring inequalities between Black and white schools and the fact that Black students were often barred from public high schools convinced most Blacks that equal educational opportunities required integrated schools. For example, Black students in Detroit could only attend public school for six years in separate schools, whereas white children could attend school for twelve years. Black activists used boycotts and litigation to pressure school boards to admit students on a non-racial basis. However, school administrators and the courts resisted these demands by claiming that racially segregated schools were not illegal or by simply ignoring state laws and court rulings that required school integration. Cognizant that their votes could provide a crucial margin in local and state elections, Black northerners pledged allegiance to candidates who condemned separate schools. As a result, between 1866 and 1877, every northern state except for Indiana that had previously required or permitted school segregation passed legislation prohibiting it.62

This legislation represented a remarkable victory for Black educational activists. It compelled white school administrators to admit Black children to previously restricted school districts and symbolized equal citizenship. Equal access to public schools generated new opportunities for Black northerners to prepare for skilled jobs and professional work, and demonstrated the Black community’s commitment to self-improvement, assimilation, and democratic citizenship.

The laws did not, however, end the practice of racially segregated and inferior public schools. White school administrators and politicians conspired to gerrymander school district assignments and create schools that were predominantly or entirely Black in spite of state laws. According to historian Nell Irvin Painter, by the late 1870s, segregated schools were the rule throughout the South and in the border states, despite efforts to create integrated public schools during Reconstruction. In most northern states, “segregated schools were normal, if not the rule.” In his summary of Black education in the nineteenth century, W. E. B. Du Bois notes, “Then there grew up later in the century distinct Negro public school systems, supported by the state, usually with colored principals but not as well equipped as the white schools. These systems spread in northern cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati.”63

With the end of Reconstruction, Black educational activists in the South fought to preserve existing Black schools and ensure that Black teachers were hired to teach in the separate schools. A successful campaign to replace white teachers with Blacks in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1877 demonstrated that this approach could be successful, even as anti-Black discrimination increased. Black northerners followed southern educational politics with keen interest, and some activists were convinced that advocating for Black teachers in separate schools could represent a smart strategy in certain northern communities. For example, a group of Black families in Detroit submitted a petition to the school board in 1872 requesting a Black teacher for their children. The petition asked “that their children may not be confined to an education from text books alone, but that they may be trained . . . in such deportment and principles as may best fit them for usefulness in the natural positions that they may be called upon to fill in life.” This is especially notable since Blacks in Detroit had finally compelled school authorities to assign Black children to the formerly “white” schools just the year before.64

At the National Convention of Colored Men in Nashville in 1879, prominent Chicago attorney Ferdinand L. Barnett emphasized the many benefits of having Black teachers in separate Black schools, explaining:


White teachers in colored schools are nearly always mentally, morally, or financially bankrupt, and no colored community should tolerate the imposition. High schools and colleges are sending learned colored teachers in the field constantly, and it is manifestly unjust to make them stand idle and see their people taught by those whose only interest lies in securing their monthly compensation in dollars and cents. Again, colored schools thrive better under colored teachers. The St. Louis schools furnish an excellent example.65



This strategy was especially appealing to northern Black educational activists who lived in places that operated segregated Black schools in open defiance of state law. For instance, even after Ohio outlawed racial segregation in the public schools in 1887, small towns like Felicity, Oxford, Chillicothe, and Yellow Springs refused to allow Black children to enroll in schools understood to be “white.” When Black children arrived to enroll at the “white” school in Felicity on September 10, 1887, a crowd of white boys and men gathered outside and refused to permit the Black families to enter “their” school. Violence raged there for two years as Blacks sued for the right to send their children to school on an integrated basis, at one point running out of town a Black Oberlin graduate hired to entice Black families to attend the separate school. “So hot was the race feud,” observed the Atlanta Constitution, “that the Blacks were forced to accept separate schools.”66

Similarly, Black parents in Philadelphia reported tremendous obstacles to enrolling their children in neighborhood schools, even after racial segregation was outlawed in 1881. Merle Nichols reported that when he attempted to enroll his children in a nearby majority white elementary school, it “raised a great excitement among the children and teachers.” Some of the students threatened to withdraw, others called out racial epithets, and a white teacher instructed Nichols to enroll his children at a “colored” school. Like other Black families in Philadelphia, Nichols found the separate school run by Black principal Jacob C. White Jr. to be welcoming, while the predominantly white schools always seemed to be full.67

An incident from Fair Haven, New Jersey, reveals how Black support for school integration could waver in the face of adamant white resistance. Trouble began in 1881 when Zumella Johnson, the town’s only Black teacher, resigned from the one-room “colored” schoolhouse, forcing the district to temporarily close the school. With no other option, Black parents attempted to enroll their children in the town’s functioning public school, which served white students. County Superintendent of Public Schools instructed the Fair Haven authorities not to admit the Black students, writing, “When in a district there are distinct schools, intended to keep the races, apart, the pupils of one school have no right to demand admission to the others.” Within days the “colored school” burned to the ground in a mysterious fire, most likely set by Black educational activists. Dubbed a “race war” in the press, the episode inspired New Jersey lawmakers to outlaw racial segregation in the public schools. Shortly thereafter, Fair Haven leaders organized a general meeting, where Black citizens were asked to vote on whether to accept a brand-new modern schoolhouse to serve the Black community. Pastor Williams implored Fair Haven Blacks “not to accept anything except full permission to associate with the whites and to attend their school.” Prominent white leader General Clinton B. Fisk urged the Black community “to accept whatever was offered by the whites” and not to send their children where they were not wanted. It is unclear whether Black parents were motivated by the lure of a high-quality separate school or the threat of white retaliation, but Fair Haven’s Black community voted to accept the separate school.68

A few years later, the nearby town of Long Branch, New Jersey, built a separate school for Black pupils. The school board reported, “At first some of the colored people, who are ever sensitively jealous of their rights as ‘American citizens of African descent,’ insisted on sending their children to the white school.” But within months this opposition faded as Black parents discovered that they were not barred from the white school and that their children preferred to study with Black teachers. The school board concluded, “The opposition gradually and quietly gave way, and the later months of the year were marked with some success.” As these examples reveal, even though de jure racial segregation in the public schools was outlawed, de facto school segregation persisted and, after 1877, started to expand.69

The Failure of School Integration in Cincinnati

School segregation in the North blossomed despite the growing size and political power of northern Black communities and Black northerners’ preference for integrated schools. How and why this happened is demonstrated in school integration debates in late nineteenth-century Cincinnati, where Blacks fought for and won school integration, only to see separate schools spike in the early twentieth century.

Like many midwestern cities, Cincinnati initially excluded Black students from public schools. Black abolitionist Peter H. Clark organized the Black community and convinced the city to build separate schools for Black students. Under Clark’s leadership, from 1849 to 1874, Cincinnati’s Black community elected its own school trustees with the power to hire faculty, approve curricula, maintain school facilities, and contract for repairs in the “colored” schools. In the wake of the Civil War, Black school trustees established Gaines High School, the city’s first public high school open to Black students. Clark served as principal, hiring outstanding Black faculty and developing academic programs including a normal school to prepare teachers. Thanks to Clark’s efforts, the number of Black teachers increased from three in 1850 to thirty-six in 1880, establishing a crucial segment of Cincinnati’s Black middle class.70

These educational developments were undercut by changes in the city’s political economy in the late nineteenth century that resulted in deteriorating conditions for Black citizens. Cities like Cincinnati grew into industrial powerhouses after the Civil War as a result of new forms of mass production, technology, and transportation, especially railroads. Industrialization and urbanization had adverse consequences for northern Blacks, as opportunities for skilled artisans declined and heavy industries relegated Black workers to the lowest paying menial jobs. Meanwhile, the size of northern Black communities swelled after the Civil War as tens of thousands of freedpeople moved north. The Black community in Cincinnati grew from 3,237 in 1850 to 5,444 in 1870, and 8,179 in 1880. An economic depression from 1873 through 1879 heightened competition between Black and white laborers, further decimated Black employment opportunities, and strained race relations. As the material circumstances of northern Blacks declined in the 1870s, whites responded with hostility, policing the color line with renewed vigor. Blacks in Cincinnati faced increasing residential segregation and growing exclusion from public venues as white officials refused to enforce the Civil Rights Act of 1866. In 1873 the Black community lost control over the system of separate schools when the Ohio legislature passed laws that placed the state’s Black schools under white school trustees. Black schools remained, but they were administered by white people.71

At the national level, the Republican Party began to withdraw its support for Black civil rights in 1875. Southern Reconstruction was drawing to an end as the white planter elite reasserted its power, increasingly by force. Courts and legislatures were retreating from visionary promises of “equality before the law” and Jim Crow segregation and discrimination were on the rise. In response, a small but vocal number of Black leaders began to advocate independence from the Republican Party.

In 1875, Peter H. Clark suggested that Ohio Blacks support whichever party promised to advance Black political objectives. He reasoned that Republicans would ignore civil rights issues if they believed Blacks had no viable alternatives at the polls, and he used his power and influence to split the Black vote in Ohio. In 1876, he briefly joined the Workingmen’s Party, a socialist organization, and then returned to the Republican Party again before switching to the Democratic Party in 1882.72

In August 1883, Clark endorsed Democratic gubernatorial candidate George B. Hoadly, who vowed to support Black civil rights in Ohio. As the Republican gubernatorial candidate Joseph Foraker had a shoddy record on Black civil rights, many Ohio Blacks followed Clark’s lead. Hoadly won, thanks to a thin margin delivered by Black citizens. When asked about his strategy of splitting the Black vote, Clark reasoned, “I never thought it wise to be concentrated in one party, thus antagonizing the other great party and tempting it to do against us as Republicans what they would hesitate to do against us as Negroes. Whenever colored men find themselves in accord with Democrats in local or National issues they should vote with them and thus disarm much of the malevolence that is born of political rather than racial antagonisms.” Ohio Blacks had demonstrated that their vote could be decisive. Hoadly ushered a bill through the Ohio legislature that prohibited racial discrimination in restaurants, saloons, barbershops, and other places of public resort and threatened violators with a $100.00 fine. Encouraged, Black activists pressed for the repeal of the remaining Black Laws, which included laws that permitted, but did not require, racially segregated public schools. This pushed the question of school integration to the forefront of Black political protest in Ohio.73

By 1884, most Black citizens in Ohio preferred integrated schools. From Cleveland and other communities in the northern part of the state that no longer operated racially segregated schools, African Americans objected to separate public schools as wretched vestiges of de jure segregation. From the middle regions of the state including Columbus, Springfield, and Xenia, Blacks viewed anti-discrimination legislation as an effective tool to require integration in those communities that still ran dual school systems. In the southernmost regions of the state, including Cincinnati, the Black community was more divided. Black parents, teachers, and ministers wondered what would happen to Black teachers and students if Cincinnati’s schools were integrated. Clark emerged as an outspoken critic of the proposed legislation to outlaw school segregation, arguing that while the remaining Black Laws must be repealed, Blacks should fight to retain the option of separate schools. He organized Cincinnati’s Black teaching force and lobbied legislators to retain some Black schools in a desegregated system.74

Black integrationists were outraged by Clark’s position, insisting the majority of Black citizens disagreed. “The sensible people of Ohio almost to a man who are not directly connected with the colored schools as is Peter H. Clark, have cried out against this disgrace being heaped upon them, for the sole purpose of benefitting a few. Should thousands be losers that a few be gainers?” asked a Black newspaper, the Christian Recorder. “No! Peter H. Clark is fighting for his personal benefit and we are contending for equal rights for our people, with their able assistance, and will not be satisfied until our people are allowed to attend whatever school they wish, and not be compelled to huddle themselves in separate apartments.”75

Clark retorted that he did not object to mixed schools but to the version of school integration practiced in most northern school districts. “I do not advocate schools in which colored pupils are tolerated and colored teachers shut out,” he retorted. “I have now on my school benches a class of young men and women who are looking forward to the honorable career of teachers. When they graduate, I can find them such employment and in their native state.” He cautioned that teaching jobs would evaporate in an integrated system, just as they had in cities like New York. “Close the colored schools, put these girls and boys into the mixed schools, if they persevere to graduation, which but few of them will do, the occupations open to them will be those of coachmen and laundry maids to their white schoolmates.” Far better, he reasoned, to maintain separate schools where Black students could thrive and Black teachers could find employment.76

Editors of the Christian Recorder were willing to print Clark’s arguments for separate schools, but not without a caustic rejoinder. “As it relates to Mr. Clark’s position, we have to say, first, that he is wrong in his theory, and second, that he is wrong in his practice.” School integrationists in Cincinnati in 1884 echoed the sentiments of abolitionists in the 1840s, contending that mixed schools would facilitate assimilation and integration into mainstream society, while separate schools were undemocratic and inherently dangerous. Rarely did integrationists address the pressing question of discrimination against Black students or teachers in mixed schools. This left space for Black separatists to propose an alternative vision of separate, Black-controlled schools with equal resources and facilities, staffed by caring Black teachers and administrators committed to racial uplift. Many Black families were drawn to the idea of a more supportive and nurturing school for their children.77

The debate over school integration burned brightly in Cincinnati for three more years, as Black educational activists struggled to figure out whether integration or separation provided greater resources to the Black community. Many people expressed disappointment that integrated schools created such hostile environments for Black children. “In the North we are struggling for mixed schools. The mixture, so far as it has gone, has been a miserable farce,” observed Reverend Benjamin F. Lee, writing in support of separate schools. “With Peter H. Clark I say mixed schools, yes; but mock mixed schools, no.” Some Black educators, ministers, and parents were skeptical that integrated schools would treat Black children with love and compassion and were deeply concerned that without separate schools, Black teachers would struggle to secure jobs. Examples from the region supported these fears. For example, when New York City opened its white public schools to Black children in 1873, attendance at the all-Black schools fell off considerably and the number of Black teachers in the city declined sharply. School leaders in Pittsburgh hired only a few Black teachers before 1937, when the Black community there agreed to the creation of separate schools. In the early 1880s, Cincinnati had the highest number of Black students and teachers of any school district in the state, and except for a few ministers and entrepreneurs, Black teachers comprised nearly all of the city’s Black middle class. The end of separate schools, some feared, was a serious threat to the economic, social, and political health of the Black community at large.78

Integrationists, in contrast, viewed integrated schools as state-sponsored recognition of equal citizenship and the best way to equalize educational opportunities. The Black Cleveland Gazette and the white Republican Cincinnati Commercial both supported school integration, arguing that separate schools offered an inferior education due to limited curricula, overcrowding, and substandard facilities, and furthermore, that it was brutally inconvenient for many Black families to travel long distances to attend separate schools. Integrationists also emphasized the financial burden of operating a dual system. This was true, and the high costs of operating separate schools compelled many communities to integrate their schools, so that by 1885 approximately 90 percent of Ohio’s separate schools had already been abolished. By this late date, the only large towns or cities with dual systems were Springfield, Dayton, and Cincinnati, and by the end of the year, Springfield integrated its schools. The school integration movement had the moral high ground and the more compelling logic, resulting in widespread support among the Black masses. Having learned from his mistake in the previous election, Republican gubernatorial candidate Joseph Foraker promised Black voters that he would outlaw school segregation if elected.79

Black voters in Ohio threw their weight behind the Republican candidate, and Governor Foraker followed through on his campaign promise. Speaking before the Ohio House of Representatives on March 10, 1886, Representative Benjamin W. Arnett, a Black legislator and former teacher, decried the continued existence of state-sponsored racial injustice. “One would think that at this time of our civilization, that character, and not color, would form the line of distinction in society, but such is not the case,” intoned Arnett. “It matters not what may be the standing or intelligence of a colored man or woman, they have to submit to the wicked laws and the more wicked prejudice of the people.” Arnett argued that Black citizens viewed separate schools as the most detestable form of racial discrimination, continuing, “The foe of my race stands at the school house door and separates the children, by reason of ‘color,’ and then denies to those who have a visible admixture of African blood in them the blessing of a graded school and equal privileges.” On February 16, 1887, the “Arnett Law” was signed into law, officially outlawing racial segregation in Ohio public schools. To punish Clark for supporting Democrats, the Republican-dominated Cincinnati School Board forced him to resign as principal of Gaines High School in the spring of 1886.80

Separate Black schools in Ohio did not disappear in the wake of the 1887 Arnett Law. In the southern, farming regions of the state, white school boards violated the law. When Black families sued and the courts ordered the district to integrate, newspapers reported that white farmers pushed Black families out of the region, with the objective of keeping Black children out of the public schools. “Whenever his lease runs out, he is now quietly informed by his white landlord that the latter has another man for his place. Upon applying to other farmers in the same district, he is certain to be refused. In this manner white farmers gradually, without violent or harsh means, have removed colored people from among them, until there is not one left in some entire school districts.”81

A number of Black parents in Cincinnati requested the continued operation of separate Black schools as “branch” schools, an entreaty the white school board was delighted to grant. Over the next decade, however, Black families in Cincinnati slowly abandoned separate schools. As enrollment in these schools declined, Black teachers and administrators lost their jobs, much as Clark had feared. Gaines High School was closed in 1890 due to low enrollment and deteriorating facilities. By 1900, when nearly all of the “branch” schools had been phased out, there were only twelve Black teachers left in the Cincinnati Public Schools. Although Black students could now enroll in white high schools, few did so. Gaines High School had graduated 112 students during its twenty-one years of existence, including 74 who became teachers. Only 36 Black students graduated from high school in the decade after Gaines was closed, and by 1910 Cincinnati had graduated only 56 Black students despite a large increase in the Black population.82

In 1896, Black state representative William H. Parham presented the Cincinnati Board of Education with a petition signed by more than 700 Black citizens alleging that “Black pupils were subject to indignities and insults and were not given an equal opportunity with white students in mixed schools.” The School Board ignored the petition. As southern Blacks moved into Cincinnati, they became concentrated in the West End and Walnut Hills neighborhoods, where school administrators gerrymandered school boundary lines to concentrate Black students in certain schools. In 1902 the school in Walnut Hills was renamed the Frederick Douglass School and was opened to Black students in the city regardless of residence. In 1914, the Cincinnati School Board hired Black educator Jennie Porter Smith to run a separate school for Black students in the West End, the Harriet Beecher Stowe School. By the late 1920s Cincinnati’s separate schools had developed into prominent institutions with substantial support from the Black community. De facto racial segregation was increasing in northern school districts like Cincinnati, but the development of high-quality schools like Douglass and Stowe, staffed by Black teachers and administrators, made these schools appealing to some Black parents.83

A Last Stand against Jim Crow Schools

One of the last great battles for school integration in the nineteenth century erupted in Jamaica, New York, at the time a small, semi-rural suburb of New York City whose Black community dated back to the colonial era. As was common for the region, a separate school for Black children was first started in 1854 in the local African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church and then moved into a dedicated building in the early 1880s. By 1892, Black parents were not satisfied with the dilapidated, one-room “colored” schoolhouse, staffed by a single Black teacher who taught an ungraded class of more than seventy-five students. When the school board refused Black families’ modest requests to add another room and hire a second teacher for the “colored” school, Black parents switched strategies and demanded school integration.

In 1892, Reverend Langford of the Jamaica AME church filed a lawsuit stating that his two children were denied admission to the town’s white schools and forced to attend a segregated and inferior “colored” school. School superintendent Willian J. Ballard stood firm, citing a state law that permitted separate but equal schools for “colored” children. He informed Black families that they could not enroll their children in the newly constructed public schools “on account of color” and if they wished to challenge the board’s policy they would have to resort to the courts. Black parents rose to the challenge. They launched a boycott of the public schools, decimating the attendance at the “colored” school and filed a series of legal actions against the school district. Outraged by this protest, town leaders dispatched truancy officers to arrest parents for violating school attendance laws.84

Following his arrest for withholding his three children from the “colored” school in the spring of 1896, Samuel B. Cisco told reporters that he had refused to pay the court fine in order to raise awareness about the Black struggle for school integration. “I have never paid any fine and do not intend to pay any,” he told the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. “I and my father and mother have paid taxes in Jamaica for eighty years, yet I am denied a place in the school near my house, while Irishmen, Italians, and Dutchmen who have been here only three months, can go in these, although covered with dirt.” He elaborated, “I am a man of means in business here and yet on September 3, when my three children were sent to school where my neighbors’ children attend, they were put out and sent home crying. The colored school is three-fourths of a mile further away than the white School No. 3, and it is in the low swampy portion of the village and they are not taught as well as the children of the white schools.” Cisco’s goal was equal educational opportunities, but it is also clear he prioritized the basic right of Black Americans to attend public institutions on an equal basis. Anything else, he made clear, would be unacceptable.85

Jamaica’s lengthy and contested school integration battle was closely followed in the local and national press. Writing in the summer of 1896, the Washington Post castigated the Jamaica Board of Education for offering such blatantly inferior facilities to Black students, contending, “[Cisco’s] children are entitled to as good an education and to as comfortable surrounding as the children of any white person in Jamaica.” What first appeared to be sympathy for Black students, however, quickly turned into a defense of the “separate but equal” doctrine established by the US Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson just one month earlier.

The Washington Post editorialized, “It is not to be supposed that Cisco or any other colored father of a family would have dreamed of thrusting his children into a white school, to be made unhappy by the slights and snubs of the rest of the pupils, if he could have had for them proper advantages at the colored school. Persons of self-respect never insist on going where they are not wanted, and where their presence is regarded as an intrusion. Only very common and vulgar persons, white or Black, ever do such things.” Depicting Black school integration efforts as appropriate, given the poor quality of the separate schools, this argument suggested that Black efforts to integrate schools “where they are not wanted” would be “vulgar” if the schools were equal.

The Washington Post added that school integration was a pointless objective in the North, given the rancorous degree of anti-Black sentiment. “We do not believe the negro will ever be liked or treated any better in the North than he is at this moment. The antipathy is constitutional and ineradicable.” The article concluded, “We are quite sure, however, that the school authorities of Jamaica, L. I., are exactly like the school authorities in nine out of ten cities, towns, and villages at the North. The negro is personally disliked by the white people of that section, and the sooner he recognizes that fact and regulates himself accordingly, the easier will be his path through life.” This argument, which was gaining traction throughout the North, pressured northern Blacks to accept de facto school segregation as long as facilities were approximately equal. It suggested that Black citizens who insisted on school integration were violating an unspoken, but apparently unmistakable, tenet of American social etiquette.86

Although the Washington Post might have been correct about northern antipathy to Black civil rights, it misjudged Black families in Jamaica. Faced with mounting political pressure over what the press dubbed “Jamaica’s School War,” in 1896 the board of education hired a second Black teacher, and in 1899 a third, while a Black student was admitted to the local high school for the first time in 1898. Then in June of 1899 the Jamaica School Board closed the “colored” school, sent the Black children to white classrooms on a temporary basis, and completely renovated the “colored” school.

The Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported in 1900, “The building has been thoroughly overhauled, modernized and enlarged since it was closed in June, and is said to be so much more attractive than the other schools of the place that the white children are envious of the Blacks in the matter of their school accommodations.” Nevertheless, roughly half of the Black families in town, including the Ciscos, refused to send their children there and continued to press for school integration. In 1899 and early 1900 New York’s higher courts ruled against the Ciscos, refusing to compel Jamaica school officials to enroll Black children in the “white” public schools.87

As Black families prepared another appeal, Republican lawmakers introduced a bill that Governor Theodore Roosevelt signed into law in April of 1900 stating, “No person shall be refused admission into or be excluded from any public school in the state of New York on account of race or color.” Assemblyman George Wallace, the white attorney who represented the Cisco family, helped guide the bill through the state legislature. “I am well satisfied with the result,” he told reporters. “The passage of this act is a good thing for the colored children of the state. Experience has shown that they do not make as good progress in a separate colored school as when attending one of the common schools. In the latter they have competition with the children of other races, which arouses their ambition, quickens their perceptions and is great aid to their progress.” Historian Carleton Mabee notes that while there was a dangerous loophole in the new law that permitted rural school districts in the state to continue to operate separate schools, Jamaica’s successful integration effort seems to have inspired Black communities in Roslyn and Hempstead, both on Long Island, to challenge school segregation.88

Following passage of the law, Queens school officials opened the public schools in Jamaica and nearby Flushing to children of all races and closed the separate Black schools. While Black families in Jamaica celebrated this historic victory, their neighbors in Flushing were far more ambivalent. For five years while Jamaica fought a tenacious battle for integrated schools, Black families in Flushing quietly declined to take action against their town’s separate school. Mabee argues that Flushing’s Black community preferred separate, high-quality Black schools to integrated ones. Thanks to effective Black leadership and sympathetic white Quaker allies, Flushing’s “colored” school grew into an excellent institution led by a dynamic Black principal, Mary Shaw. Principal Shaw offered a rigorous academic curriculum taught by Black teachers that prepared students for entry into some of the nation’s best colleges including Columbia, Cornell, and Yale. By the end of the nineteenth century, Black northerners expressed a pragmatic view of school integration, prioritizing it in communities where blatantly inferior separate facilities existed and continuing to support high-quality separate schools.89

Conclusion

By the turn of the twentieth century, Black educational activists in the North had won a series of hard-fought and transformative victories against racial segregation and discrimination in the public schools. Legal school segregation had been dismantled and growing numbers of white Americans accepted that Blacks wanted and deserved equal educational opportunities. However, most white northerners preferred the idea of separate, but equal, public schools to racially integrated ones. The sharp escalation of southern Jim Crow stimulated white resistance to integrated facilities in many parts of the North, which in turn complicated the Black struggle for school integration. Faced with intransigent white racism, some Black northerners made a conscious decision to reject school integration as a strategy in favor of separate, Black-controlled schools, funded at equal rates to white schools, which they believed would benefit Black students and the economic and political development of Black communities.
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The Education That Is Their Due

Separation for Racial Uplift, 1900–1940

As editor of the Crisis, the popular magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), scholar and activist W. E. B. Du Bois received dozens of plaintive letters documenting racial injustice. In 1932 one such letter crossed his desk from Dayton, Ohio. Recounting a common trend in the region, the letter explained that Dayton’s white leaders proposed to create the city’s first “all-Negro school.” The author elaborated, “Up to the present time we have had no all-colored schools, though Negro children have been restricted in the use of swimming pools, and segregated in gymnasium classes. One grade school has a main building with both white and Negro children under white teachers, and a temporary building for colored children under colored teachers.”

While Dayton’s Black community reluctantly accommodated these slights, some feared the proposed separate high school represented an escalation of state-sponsored discrimination. On the other hand, as “there seems to be an unwritten law that white children should not be placed under Negro teachers,” the new school would create valuable teaching positions for Black college graduates. What is more, the school would be named in honor of one of Dayton’s most famous native sons, Black poet and writer Paul Lawrence Dunbar. African Americans in Dayton faced a terrible dilemma: should they accept the new separate high school in service to the race or reject the creeping advance of Jim Crow? The letter concluded with a humble plea, “May I ask what you yourself would consider wise in such a situation, and what you would think the main trends of Negro thinking would be?”1

Du Bois responded, “It is always unfortunate and against the fundamental idea of free popular education to separate the pupils on any artificial basis.” The problem was, he conceded, “this ideal cannot always be reached.” Du Bois was apprehensive that prejudiced teachers would limit Black students’ potential, resulting in lower levels of academic achievement. He concluded, “It would be most unfortunate if the new Dunbar High School were made exclusively a Negro school. On the other hand, if Negro children in the mixed schools are not receiving proper attention and training, if they do not enlist the interest and friendliness of the teachers, if the teachers must inevitably and always be white, then colored children cannot receive in such schools the education that is their due and some separation is almost inevitable.” Du Bois conceded that Blacks might have to accept “some separation” in order to ensure that their children receive “the education that is their due.” The following September, the separate Paul Lawrence Dunbar High School enrolled its first class.2

From the turn of the twentieth century to the start of World War II, school segregation in the North increased, sometimes in the form of separate schools with Black teachers like Dunbar High School and sometimes in the form of majority Black schools with white teachers created through residential segregation and discriminatory school assignment policies. Widespread Black support for school integration faded as northern Black communities, now home to hundreds of thousands of southern migrants, struggled to mitigate increased racial hostility and limited economic and educational opportunities. For many of these Black parents, students, teachers, ministers, and community leaders, the option of separate schools with Black teachers was far preferable to abuse at the hands of white teachers.

This chapter looks at Black educational activism in communities throughout the North but focuses on Philadelphia, the northern city with the largest Black population. It was home to the first major social scientific study of an African American community, conducted by W. E. B. Du Bois. Importantly, Philadelphia school administrators made explicit and deliberate efforts to expand school segregation as part of a coordinated campaign of progressive reform. As whites increased school segregation, Black citizens split between those who supported the option of separate schools with Black teachers and those who staunchly insisted that only integrated schools could advance the social and economic well-being of the Black community.

The Color Line Moves North

Although northern school segregation increased between 1900 and 1940 as northern Black populations grew, its most troubling manifestation was along those northern regions that bordered the South. These northern borderlands, including southern portions of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and parts of New York, adopted patterns of race relations that looked more like the Jim Crow South than the supposedly progressive North. School districts here were more likely to operate separate Black schools with Black faculty in open defiance of state law. Many Black families and teachers came to support these separate, Black-controlled schools even as civil rights leaders, the Black elite, and Black scholars objected.3

Farther north, school administrators concentrated Black students into schools that may have contained some degree of racial mixing. These majority Black schools did not necessarily have any Black faculty, although if the district did employ Black teachers or principals, they were likely to be found here. As the size of northern Black populations grew exponentially over the first four decades of the twentieth century, so too did residential segregation. White northerners promoted high levels of residential segregation through restrictive real estate covenants, discriminatory real estate practices, discriminatory banking practices, blockbusting, and violent white resistance to Black families who did manage to secure a home in a “white” neighborhood. High rates of residential segregation made it easier for school authorities to concentrate Black students in certain schools through optional attendance zones, gerrymandered attendance lines, racialized school feeder patters, and discriminatory decisions about school transportation and construction. Both separate Black schools and majority Black schools increased throughout the North between 1900 and 1940. School administrators tried to deny or obfuscate the increase in northern school segregation, as it violated state law and drew the ire of civil rights activists. In response, Black social scientists and civil rights organizations worked to document northern school segregation and its consequences on the quality of public education for Black students.4

Much of the evidence for school segregation from this era comes from the work of black scholars. As determined by Howard University’s Charles H. Thompson, “In several states such as Illinois, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania separate schools exist despite the law against them.” Civil rights leader Lester Granger reported in 1935, “From the University town of Princeton, including the capital city of Trenton, southward to Cape May, every city or town with a considerable Negro population supports the dual education system with a building for its white and a building for its Negro pupils of the grammar grades.” By segregating the students by race, white administrators were able to dole out more resources to the schools that served white students, while limiting funding and support for majority Black schools. Educator Horace Mann Bond testified, “In Ohio, and Indiana, and Kansas, and Illinois, Philadelphia, and southern New Jersey, wherever the schools are separated, you will find after ten or fifteen years, the colored school is going into decline.” A rapidly increasing Black population, residential segregation, and potent anti-Black racism created segregated schools in Chicago by 1925 and Detroit by the early 1930s.5

When sociologist Charles S. Johnson surveyed American race relations in 1938 as part of Gunnar Myrdal’s renowned study, he concluded, “In spite of the presence of legislation prohibiting segregation in the schools of some states with southern exposures, such as New Jersey and Illinois, in practice segregation is accomplished in some localities through administrative measures.” He also found evidence of explicit segregation in cities throughout the North. Johnson concluded, “Unofficially, a dual system exists in the Chicago schools. The restricted covenant laws, keeping the masses of the Negro population in limited residential areas, results in almost solid Negro enrollment in schools in these areas.” Sociologist Ira De A. Reid documented increasing racial segregation every year in Pittsburgh, where numerous schools had more than 90 percent Black students. The Black press condemned these northern “Jim Crow schools” as the antithesis of American democracy.6

Scholars found there was shockingly little consensus over the question of school separation within Black communities. In 1923, principal of the all-Black Cheyney Training School for Teachers in Pennsylvania, Leslie Pinckney Hill, wrote, “There is a wide-spread and heated discussion current at present along the border states and in some of the northern states on the relation of the public schools to the Negro population. This discussion, notably in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey, is dividing colored people into bitter camps and factions.”7

White scholar Louis A. Pechstein elucidated, “By way of general statement, rival points of view maintain with reference to the education of negro youth in northern cities. The so-called radicals clamor for mixed schools, the conservatives advocate separate schools as superior.” As Thompson concluded, “Negroes have not made up their minds whether they should fight this illegal extension of the separate school, because they are still confused on the issue whether separate schools with approximately equal facilities are more or less advantageous than mixed schools ‘with prejudice.’ ”8

Even though many northern Blacks supported the option of separate, Black-controlled schools, northern school segregation expanded as result of white racism, not Black preference. White school administrators implemented new ways to isolate Black students such as creating a separate class for “backwards” students and then assigning every Black student to that class. They manipulated school catchment zones and transfer policies, allowing white students to transfer out of majority Black schools while refusing the same privilege to Blacks. This created schools with very large Black majorities, sometimes located just blocks away from schools with virtually no Black students. Scholars and the Black press condemned this as akin to Jim Crow schools in the South. Such practices were common throughout the North, especially in large cities like Philadelphia, New York, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Chicago. Picking up on Black quarrels over whether to demand school integration, school administrators in some northern communities added another weapon to their arsenal—the offer of a separate but “equal” school for Blacks, to be staffed and administered by the local Black community.9

That is what happened in Dayton, Ohio, in 1932. Given the political dominance of whites and escalating racism, Black residents had to decide whether to accept a separate school, which promised a safe haven for their youth and coveted teaching jobs for Black teachers, or to place their children on the front line in the battle against Jim Crow. Faced with this grim choice, most northern Black families were ambivalent about school integration. As the Crisis observed in 1923, “The question is this: when colored children go to mixed northern public schools do they receive the proper education, encouragement and attention; and if they do not, what is the remedy?”10

Staking Out Competing Positions

College-educated Black elites, including college professors, newspaper editors, doctors, and members of fledgling civil rights organizations like the NAACP and the National Urban League maintained that mixed schools would safeguard educational equality. Echoing an earlier generation of Black abolitionists, they argued, “Separate schools for colored people benefit only whites,” by allowing whites to “hog” the best resources. What is more, integrationists believed that separate schools increased prejudice and exacerbated racial tensions, ultimately harming the larger struggle for Black equality. As the Black Philadelphia Tribune insisted, “The intelligent colored citizen travels and observes, that in every city where the separate school system is in vogue, race hatred has grown apace.”11

The Black elite was also apprehensive about the escalation of state-sponsored segregation in the North. Civil rights leaders such as the NAACP’s William Pickens rejected separate schools under any circumstances. “It is a monster that grows by that which it feeds upon, and whose appetite is not appeased but magnified by what is thrust into its mouth.” Pickens continued, “Consider the schools: segregation in kindergarten stimulates a desire for segregation in the grades; when it is established in the grades, there is sure to be a call for segregation in the high schools; then the atmosphere around the universities becomes less tolerant toward any group which has already been cast out by the rest of the school system.”12

Following this logic, separate schools, even if they served the purpose of improving Black student achievement, undermined the freedom struggle by fueling racial prejudice, expanding Jim Crow, and eviscerating equal citizenship. Integrated schools, by contrast, would assimilate Blacks into mainstream society. As José Clarana hypothesized, “The Negro’s best hope for a place in the new America lies in learning to understand the new Americans. He can best do this by going to school with them, using the same books they use, thinking the same thoughts they think.”13

Academics like Dwight O. W. Holmes concluded that segregated schools violated America’s democratic creed. He charged, “First, segregation always implies inequality of status and that one group is dangerous to the other; second, segregation always means inferior accommodations for those segregated, and third, segregation prevents the races from knowing each other though the usual means of communication.” From this perspective, school integration was a non-negotiable tenet of Black civil rights. Integrationists vilified Black supporters of separate schools as “traitors” who “betrayed the race” or, as civil rights leader A. Philip Randolph put it, fools who “sold the race to the white man for a ‘mess of pottage.’ ” By prioritizing the symbolic value of integrated schools and refusing to countenance separate schools, integrationists polarized the debate over school integration and left little room to acknowledge the urgent concerns of Black students, parents, and teachers.14

This sharp divide pitted Black families and middle-class Black teachers against the Black elite. Although the northern Black masses appreciated the ideal of school integration, they prioritized educational opportunities and academic achievement for Black youth. A high school diploma was a coveted objective. Many boycotted separate schools or sued school districts that segregated Black students in violation of state law. Although individual cases were won, these victories failed to halt the expansion of school segregation as the Great Migration continued. Black southerners evacuated the South at a remarkable rate, especially after World War I created new industrial job opportunities and cut off immigration from Europe. Between 1910 and 1940, approximately 1.8 million Blacks moved North. The northern Black masses—which included large numbers of southern-born migrants—were united in their efforts to access high-quality public education, but uncertain whether school integration was the best way to accomplish this goal.15

As racial tensions in the North grew, they spilled over into public schools. Strange and disturbing stories circulated, such as a white teacher in Flushing, New York, who punished a twelve-year-old white girl by forcing her to dance with a Black classmate. A school in Asbury Park, New Jersey, seated white children on one side of every classroom and Black children on the other, with a wire fence in the middle of the playground to separate the children during recess. In Dayton, Ohio, a white school principal had the Black students put on a minstrel show. The Black students performed by “rattling bones, dancing ‘coon jiggers,’ cake walking, wearing red long-tailed, full dress suits and ‘monkeying’ in various ways.” Whites in East St. Louis burned down not one but two different “colored” schools within a two-week period in an attempt to run Black families out of town. A Black school just outside of New York City was burned to the ground by angry whites, prompting the Philadelphia Tribune to speculate what would have happened if the “maniacal mob” had attacked while school was in session. “It would have laughed its hellish glee while the flames baked the tender bodies of those Black children to a crisp toast,” the editor cautioned. When a Black student in Grove City, Ohio, dared to complain about segregated study hall, a white teacher beat him so severely the school nurse sent him directly to the hospital. In Philadelphia, a white teacher used book mending tape to glue shut the mouth of Black fourth-grader Jane Sebastian. “Oh Miss Rittenhouse know how to have some fun? Pull it off slow, so it will hurt,” suggested Jane’s white classmates. The teacher consented, and the white children gathered around Jane to peel the tape off her mouth as slowly and painfully as possible. Such bizarre and terrifying incidents forced Black parents to think carefully about how their sons and daughters would fare in schools run by whites.16

Physical violence and intimidation were not uncommon and occurred with the implicit sanction of school administrators and the police. Chicago documented “race wars” in its public schools in 1902, 1905, and 1907. In 1919, white students reported, “About thirty colored boys registered at Tilden last fall, but we cleaned up on them the first couple of days and they never showed up again. We didn’t give them any peace in the locker room, basement, at noon hours, or between classes—told them to keep out of our way or we’d see they got out.” When twenty-four Black students in Gary, Indiana, arrived at Emerson High School in 1927, 1,400 white students went on strike holding signs that read, “We want an all-white school” and “Emerson must be made white—niggers must get out of Emerson High School before we will return.” In Indiana, Ohio, and New Jersey the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) demanded segregated schools. In Columbus, New Jersey, and Springfield, Ohio, high-ranking school officials openly acknowledged their KKK membership and promised to uphold the color line.17

These examples suggest why Black families sought out Black teachers, whom they believed would protect and inspire students. Although there is evidence that a handful of Black teachers taught racially mixed classrooms in Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, New York, Hartford, Jersey City, and a number of smaller towns, the vast majority of northern school districts refused to place Black teachers in a position of authority over white students before World War II. Most Black teachers were restricted to elementary schools, so Black high school students had virtually no chance of studying with a Black teacher unless they attended a separate school. For example, in 1930 only one Black teacher taught in New Jersey’s racially mixed high schools, although thirty-two Black teachers taught at the separate Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored Youth. Black school principals, likewise, were restricted to separate schools or to supervising designated “colored” schools within the district, such as in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Many northern communities including Pittsburgh, Milwaukee, Akron, Des Moines, Evanston, Flint, Minneapolis, Omaha, and San Diego refused to hire Black educators. Noting that the number of Black college students was on the rise in the North, one scholar noted, “The only hope for this new army of the unemployed is separate schools.”18

A Question of Black Teachers

Teaching was one of the best paying and most prestigious jobs available to educated Black men, and especially Black women, in the North through World War II. “About the only lines of endeavor open to the Negro boy [in Detroit] are that of the porter, waiter, bellboy, messenger or bootBlack,” reported Ira W. Jayne of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in Detroit in 1912. A year later, the Crisis confirmed, “Negro girls who graduate from a high school seem to feel that the only positions open to them which their dignity will allow them to accept are positions as teachers.” Du Bois acknowledged that Black women faced an especially bleak job market, noting, “The education is the least difficult part. The great effort is to get the work after having prepared themselves for it.”19

Black families in Pittsburgh in 1930 expressed frustration that local schools refused to hire Black teachers, given the fact that teaching was the top career choice for Black high school students. As one resident explained, “The Negro community would be much better off if some employment was provided for our girls after they finish high school that would keep them from working as domestics for rich white folk.” Given that Black leaders emphasized education as the primary route to social and economic advancement, it was imperative to secure professional opportunities for Black graduates.20

Gunnar Myrdal attested, “The North is almost as strict as the South in excluding Negroes from middle class jobs in the white-dominated economy. The very lack of [legal] segregation in most Northern schools makes it more difficult for a Negro to get a teaching position.” He noted that in 1944, 4 percent of professional workers in America were Black because of two factors: Black churches and separate schools. Teachers created the backbone of the Black middle class in the North as well as the South—they provided role models, community leadership, and economic support to those around them. “It appears to me that our position is not much unlike that of our professional brothers in Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia,” admitted C. R. Whyte, president of the Pennsylvania Association of Teachers of Colored Children in 1937. Black teaching jobs were more secure and far more numerous in the South. Whyte cautioned, “Ominous clouds are gathering about our professional horizon.”21

Given the restricted job market, some activists believed the best way to capture more teaching jobs was to condone some degree of school segregation. Indeed, northern cities with separate schools had the highest percentages of Black teachers. For instance, Jack Dougherty shows that in 1930, 1.5 percent of New York City’s teachers were Black (500 teachers), while 6.5 percent of Cincinnati’s were Black (146 teachers) and 12.6 percent of Indianapolis’s teachers were Black (238 teachers). In this case, New York City had a high number of Black teachers due to strong Black political power there, but cities that ran separate schools including Cincinnati and Indianapolis had even higher rates of Black teachers, even though Blacks in these communities had relatively less political power. This explains why Black educational activists in Milwaukee agreed not to challenge school segregation in exchange for more jobs for Black educators in 1939.22

The rapid expansion of northern public schools created relatively secure and high salary jobs that were especially attractive during the Great Depression. Writing from Detroit in 1934, Black citizens pondered, “Now, what will separate schools mean?” One resident answered, “As I see it, it will mean employment to several hundred Negro principals and teachers, the saving of homes for many who possibly will lose them otherwise, creation of jobs for colored truant officers, janitors, and several others with great possibilities of getting representation on the Board of Education.” He concluded, “I may be wrong in my views but I think that the Negro leaders and educators of Detroit should advocate separate schools for colored.”23

Beyond the fact that teaching jobs provided economic security and community leaders, some people believed Black teachers were kinder and more nurturing. Julia Clark, a Black teacher in New York City, warned, “If anyone thinks that the Negro child in the mixed schools of New York City receives as equal education with the white children, he is greatly mistaken.” She detailed that her white colleagues viewed Black children as innately inferior and unable to learn. She concluded, “I truly believe that the boy who comes into contact with an inspiring faculty and a consecrated colored principal, such as Henry A. Hunt of the Fort Valley Normal and Industrial School in the heart of Georgia, will be better educated for manhood than the graduate of the mixed school in New York.” Limited social science data from this period, such as a survey of Chicago teachers in the wake of the 1919 race riot, confirm that most white teachers believed in Black racial inferiority. In Pittsburgh in 1930, sociologist Ira De A. Reid found that vocational guidance was “an empty gesture so far as the Negro pupil in the public school,” where the city’s all-white teaching force encouraged Black boys to study automobile repair and Black girls to prepare for domestic work. Opportunities for Black students to participate in the extracurricular life of schools such as drama programs, sports, and clubs were extremely limited in mixed schools, while separate schools offered far more robust opportunities.24
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Figure 2.1. An ensemble of Black students perform in the Philadelphia Public Schools.

Undated photograph by John W. Moseley, Ruth Wright Hayre Collection, Charles L. Blockson Afro-American Collection, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, PA.



This kind of discriminatory treatment prompted many Black students and their parents to consider the potential of separate schools. “In the northern school where colored pupils attend mixed high schools there have arisen in the past many difficult problems,” conceded an editorial in the Crisis. “Often the colored pupils are not encouraged. In other cases they enter poorly prepared and they feel the handicap of poverty and prejudice.” When sociologist E. Franklin Frazier interviewed Black youth, he discovered that a surprising number preferred separate schools. As one boy disclosed, “I attended a public school in Long Island. I was one of about three colored children there. It was very nice and we were treated like any of the other children. We could do everything the other children did. It was kind of lonesome though and for that reason I’d rather go to an all Negro school.”25

While negative experiences with prejudiced white teachers compelled some Black northerners to consider separate, Black-controlled schools, a rising Black nationalist movement motivated others to embrace them as a positive way to uplift the race. Only separate, Black-controlled schools could deliver the kind of education that would cultivate racial pride and develop strong Black communities. Samuel Scott of Minnesota complained, “Negroes ashamed of themselves make me tired. Why can’t a nation be composed of people of different colors and different heights and different shaped noses?” He asserted, “We don’t want amalgamation. We don’t want to be white. We don’t want to die out and disappear. What we want in America and throughout the world is the right to be Black and also to be men.”26

In a similar vein, college student E. Frederick Morrow contended that “Nordic education” by white teachers was so harmful that it was practically fatal for a Black student. “First and foremost is the fact, that he unavoidably acquires a white perspective—a white sense of values as it were. The next step is that of seeing very little if anything in all thing things Negro—that is, always finding fault, always unpleased, always peeved or ungrateful for any enterprise undertaken by this race.” Morrow cautioned that Black students who attended majority white schools changed for the worse. “The man rapidly deteriorates into a snob, and all race pride goes up in smoke. To what end then has all his education been? To no end!”27

Social scientists made important contributions to this debate, but it was not until the end of this period that a clear consensus in favor of school integration emerged. Through the 1930s, some scholars documented higher levels of Black academic achievement in separate schools. Lester Granger reported “that Negro students enter high school in larger proportion from separate schools, and graduate in greater numbers than those who attend mixed schools.” Another study found that a separate Black high school in one northern border city produced more Black graduates in a single year than the city’s five large integrated high schools combined. The author concluded, “Greater inspiration, greater racial solidarity, superior social activities, greater retention, and greater educational achievement are possible for negroes in separate public schools than in mixed schools.” These data seemed to confirm what many Black students, parents, and teachers suspected—that Black students performed better in supportive all-Black environments than in hostile white-dominated ones.28

The Crisis conceded, “There is no doubt but that in some cities colored children in mixed schools are discriminated against. They do not get proper consideration or attention, they suffer veiled and open insult, they are systematically discouraged, and they leave school prematurely. Too many colored folk think the only remedy for this is a segregated school system in the North and they advocate this, not only because they think their children will be better treated, but also because such schools will furnish employment to numbers of educated and deserving Negroes who otherwise might not get employment.” Black civil rights leaders were outraged that so many Black families supported separate schools in the North, as it fractured the ability of Black communities to resist the inexorable creep of Jim Crow.29

As the Urban League’s magazine, Opportunity, lamented, “The issue of separate schools is moving northward with the rising tide of Negro migration. The color line in public education is vigorously asserting itself across the continent, from Atlantic City to Los Angeles.” Northern Black educational activists responded with a mix of accommodation, appropriation, and resistance.30

The Limits of Black Educational Protest

Shortly after the 1896 US Supreme Court ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson legalized “separate but equal” facilities, Scott Bibb discovered that his fourth-grade son, Ambrose, and second-grade daughter, Minnie, would be reassigned to a new school for “colored” children in Alton, Illinois. Citing a state law that prohibited racial discrimination in the public schools, Bibb sued the school district. Seven times Bibb brought his case before the courts where twice the juries could not agree on a verdict and five times they ruled in favor of the school district. Finally, in 1908 the Illinois Supreme Court ruled in Bibb’s favor and ordered the Alton Public Schools to admit his children to the “white” school. Displeased, school administrators declared the ruling applied only to Ambrose and Minnie Bibb and that other Black children would have to initiate their own lawsuits if they wished to attend school on an integrated basis. The superintendent added that twenty-one-year-old Ambrose had aged out of the public schools and that nineteen-year-old Minnie would be assigned to third grade due to her supposedly inadequate academic abilities. Alton’s white community dispatched policemen to hold the color line at the schoolhouse door until Bibb conceded defeat and left town. Alton’s Black community had fought the arrival of Jim Crow schools and lost.31

A similar story unfolded in the northern New Jersey town of East Orange, where in 1899 the superintendent hired the district’s first Black teacher at racially mixed Eastern Elementary and then created a special classroom of “backwards colored pupils” for her to teach. Every Black student in the school was designated as “backwards” and placed in her classroom. In 1905 the school district created a second all-Black classroom with a Black teacher at racially mixed Ashland Elementary. More than 100 Black citizens boycotted this expansion of Jim Crow education but to little avail. Divisions within East Orange’s Black community and a dearth of white allies undermined Black protest, and separate Black classrooms and schools expanded within the ostensibly integrated public schools of New Jersey for the next forty years.32

These examples from Illinois and New Jersey illustrate just two strategies that whites used to expand northern school segregation in blatant violation of state law. Late nineteenth-century anti-segregation legislation did not reflect a broad commitment to school integration in the North but instead a combination of Reconstruction era idealism and the desire to capture Black votes. This tepid commitment to racial justice eroded as hundreds of thousands of Blacks made the Great Migration. After 1900, non-compliance with anti-discrimination legislation increased sharply. Even when Blacks won school desegregation lawsuits, as they did in Alton, whites maintained segregated schools through narrow interpretations of court orders. Even when Blacks boycotted the creation of separate classrooms, as they did in East Orange, whites argued such classrooms represented pedagogical innovations, not racial discrimination.33

Progressive Education, Social Science, and Race

The rapid growth and modernization of public schools provided cover for whites to expand school segregation in the name of rational, scientific, progressive educational reform. Total school enrollment in northern cities skyrocketed between 1900 and 1940 due to European immigration and the mass migration of Blacks to the urban North. Progressive reformers insisted the public schools had a special role to play in assimilating these newcomers and preparing them for democratic citizenship. Between 1852 and 1918 every state passed a compulsory attendance law to ensure that the working poor received the ameliorative benefits of state-sponsored education. Urban school superintendents found themselves at the head of massive school systems that needed to be centralized, modernized, and made more efficient. New, modern techniques were devised to sort children as rapid, normal, or slow learners, most notably IQ tests. Eager to impose order on chaotic urban school systems, many administrators turned to the science of racial difference to make education more rational and efficient.34

American and European scientists insisted that human race determined a person’s capacity for intelligence, morality, health, physical stamina, and “civilization,” and that the distinct races could be placed on a hierarchy with people of Western European descent at the top and African ancestry at the bottom. The science of white supremacy was ascendant during this era and eugenicists viewed it as an objective way to solve intractable social problems like violent crime and generational poverty. They scoffed at the “widespread and fatuous belief in the power of environment, as well as of education and opportunity to alter heredity.”35

Eugenicists insisted education could do little to improve the social or economic conditions of Black Americans. As Madison Grant wrote in 1916, “Speaking English, wearing good clothes, and going to school and to church does not transform a Negro into a white man.” Medical doctors like Arthur MacDonald prepared reports for educators that detailed the racial differences between white and “colored” children by measuring head circumference, height, weight, sensitivity to heat, and intelligence. Inevitably, these reports found significant differences between white and Black children and then recommended segregated schools. Social scientists also perpetuated the myth of white supremacy. White educational psychologist Louis A. Pechstein argued that Black students in the North had much higher rates of “mental deficiency, overageness and retardation” than white students and that a survey of Black home conditions revealed a number of specific “problems” which could only be handled through “a carefully planned program of guidance” in separate schools.36

Black scholars including W. E. B. Du Bois, Horace Mann Bond, and Doxey A. Wilkerson, along with a handful of prominent white scholars, rejected the science of white supremacy and challenged eugenicists’ claim that Black children required separate schooling. In Chicago, Black principal Maudelle Bousfield published a study, “A Study of the Intelligence and School Achievement of Negro Children,” that proved the lower IQ and achievement scores of Black students were directly related to higher levels of poverty, previous educational opportunities, and home conditions such as lack of access to books. Anti-racist scholarship by Black scholars and a handful of whites such as anthropologist Franz Boas had little effect on racialist science and educational policy until after World War II. The result was a toxic environment that placed white school administrators committed to modern scientific reforms at the heads of overburdened urban school districts desperate to economize and struggling to manage a sudden increase in the Black population.37

Segregation in the City of Brotherly Love

Home to the North’s largest Black population of over 62,000 at the turn of the century, Philadelphia featured blatant efforts to segregate Black students and consign them to an inferior curriculum in the name of pedagogical reform. The resulting spike in school segregation and inequality, in turn, fueled a series of especially contentious debates over school integration in the urban North.

The City of Brotherly Love offered public education to Black students as early as 1822, albeit on a segregated basis. By 1850 there were eight “colored” schools in Philadelphia, and in 1862 the Black community successfully petitioned white school administrators to hire the first Black teacher for a separate school. Black supporters of “equal school rights” petitioned the Pennsylvania legislature to outlaw school segregation in 1881. The resulting legislation opened previously “white” schools to Black students in Philadelphia and many Black students moved into these schools, but it did not result in the abolition of the city’s separate “colored” schools.38

W. E. B. Du Bois conducted the first comprehensive social science analysis of a Black community in the United States, which he published in 1899 as The Philadelphia Negro. The study paid special attention to educational opportunities, attainment, and discrimination against the city’s Black population. He noted that Pennsylvania’s 1881 law outlawing school segregation “was for some time evaded, and even now some discrimination is practiced quietly in the matter of admission and transfers.” Du Bois found that the city’s separate schools were supported “through a feeling of loyalty to Negro teachers,” but that most Black students attended integrated schools staffed by white teachers. Although 85 percent of Black Philadelphians between six and thirteen years of age attended school, only about 11 percent were promoted from primary school to grammar school and less than 1 percent entered high school. Du Bois observed that Blacks in Philadelphia were making notable progress since the end of the Civil War, but that “the problem of education is still large and pressing.” Even the “leading classes” among Blacks in Philadelphia had only a grammar school education. Du Bois concluded that “a college bred person is very exceptional” and that educational equality was a pressing civil rights issue for Black Philadelphians.39

Shortly after publication of The Philadelphia Negro, reformers abolished the old ward school boards and created a centralized Board of Public Education in 1905. From 1906 to 1914 Superintendent Martin G. Brumbaugh carried out a modernization campaign, and in 1907 he tackled “the problem of the colored child.” Noting that Black students could choose between integrated or separate schools, Brumbaugh argued that separate schools were the better choice. He reasoned, “It has given to the colored child a better opportunity to move at his own rate of progress through the materials of the curriculum, which rate of progress is in some respects different from the rate of progress of other children.” Brumbaugh cited the lower IQ scores of Black students to establish the claim that Black children had “somewhat different” academic abilities than whites. He continued, “It has enabled the Board of Education to give employment to a group of deserving members of the colored race, who by industry and capacity have won their certificates to teach in the public schools of the city.”40

Brumbaugh encouraged Black parents to request separate schools, cautioning that when Blacks insisted on attending integrated schools in large numbers “a really difficult problem presents itself.” He expounded, “The fact is that when the percentage of colored children reaches thirty or more the other children begin gradually to withdraw from the school. This fact, coupled with the additional fact that there are a number of qualified colored teachers in the city who are not at the present time in the employment of the Board of Education, leads me to suggest that wherever possible separate schools should be inaugurated for the colored children, and this possibility, so far as I can see, must be conditioned upon the parents of these children themselves.”41

Brumbaugh claimed that school administrators had little control over whether schools had high percentages of Black students or whether white students opted to transfer out, but this was inaccurate. Du Bois documented discriminatory school assignment and transfer policies that artificially concentrated Black students in certain schools. Other northern cities did the same thing, like Chicago, where administrators used transfers to isolate Black students in certain schools and whites in others. New York City high schools limited the number of Black students accepted to each high school and then channeled students into segregated vocational courses. In Philadelphia, Brumbaugh needed Black families to request or at least support the expansion of separate schools, which were technically illegal according to state law. To sweeten the deal he promised to hire more Black teachers and principals for the new “colored” schools.42

Black Philadelphians were conflicted over Brumbaugh’s scheme. By 1908, only 2,335 out of 7,559 Black students in the district attended separate schools. Reverend William A. Creditt, pastor of Philadelphia’s First African Baptist Church and founder of the private Black Downingtown Industrial and Agricultural School, emerged as the city’s outspoken advocate for expanding separate schools. He looked forward to the day when “there shall be no distinction in America on the count of race or color,” but in the meantime, Creditt alleged separate schools offered a higher quality education and trained more Black leaders than integrated ones. He persuaded his congregation, fellow Black ministers, and neighborhood parents to petition for separate schools.43

In the fall of 1908 Brumbaugh added the Pollock School to the city’s list of “colored” schools, noting, “We would not have thought of taking this step if the colored ministers of the Thirtieth School Section had not come to us in a body, asking that the Pollock School, which is in that section, be set apart for colored pupils in order that employment might be given to young women of the race who are graduates of the Normal School and otherwise could not obtain classes. So we have arranged the classes to provide places for eight colored teachers out of the twelve at this school.” More than 400 Black parents signed Creditt’s petition requesting a new separate school. Brumbaugh immediately moved Pollock’s Black students into separate classrooms and made plans to transfer the remaining white students and teachers to majority white schools. To streamline these racial assignments, Brumbaugh created a dual list of teacher candidates—one “white” and one “colored”—that remained in effect until 1937. This hardened the informal practice of restricting Black teaching assignments into official policy, a fact that did not escape the attention of local civil rights activists.44

Black Philadelphians enraged by the expansion of separate schools and the creation of a segregated teacher candidate list organized a citizens’ committee to investigate educational discrimination. Led by physician Dr. N. F. Mossell, the committee included a roster of elite Black male doctors, ministers, and newspaper editors. The group claimed that at least 2,000 Black students experienced severe racial segregation and discrimination in Philadelphia. Dr. Mossell noted that Black youth were often refused admittance to certain schools and that even in integrated schools Black children were seated apart from whites, denied the use of textbooks, or assigned to a “badly located, unsanitary and overcrowded” separate annex.

In 1912, the Black Philadelphia Tribune joined the fight. As editors Christopher J. Perry and John W. Harris charged, “Not withstanding the fact that quite a goodly number of tax payers of our city have made it known that they are opposed to the separate school system, the general public ought to know that Superintendent Brumbaugh, aided by a few sly colored men, is determined to make the colored people of our city endure the objectionable system.” Issuing a call to arms, Perry and Harris insisted, “What will the citizens of Philadelphia do about the matter? Will they sit quietly while the manacles of race proscription are fastened around their limbs, or will they arouse their energies to and give battle to the devilish scheme?”45

World War I and the Great Migration

Battling the devilish scheme would have to wait, as the majority of Black Philadelphians failed to see the urgency in eliminating separate schools staffed by Black teachers, especially when most Black students attended integrated schools. This stance, however, would evolve as school segregation expanded and conditions deteriorated. As the start of World War I ignited the region’s industrial economy, southern Black migrants rushed to Philadelphia, especially between the spring of 1916 and the spring of 1918, when over 40,000 migrants moved to the city. The arrival of tens of thousands of Black migrants sparked racial tensions and placed enormous pressures on Philadelphia’s public schools.46

Black principal Daniel A. Brooks witnessed the changes that swept through Philadelphia firsthand. He wrote, “In 1916, thousands of Southern Negroes were rushing to Philadelphia to engage in war-work. Their numerous children were threatening to crowd into the elementary schools where few Negroes had previously entered. The usual ‘solution’ was proposed,—placing them in separate schools.” The board of education selected old, derelict buildings to convert into new “colored” schools and crammed students of all ages into a single classroom. According to Daniels, “classes of 60 children were frequent, with ages from 8 to 16 in one class.” Conditions in the separate schools were dramatically inferior to majority white schools. Daniels described, “Old, frame buildings, gas-lighted, with coal-stoves in many rooms, out-door water closets.” Black Philadelphians were not pleased, but Daniels reflected, “In order to gain the advantage of having teaching positions opened to colored teachers, the situation was reluctantly accepted by the colored people.”47

Meanwhile, Brumbaugh was amassing data so he could adjust public schools to the needs of the Black child. In 1910 white sociologist Howard W. Odum discovered that in Philadelphia, “the Negroes show 48.6 percent retardation and the whites 18.6 percent.” Odum was unable to determine whether the higher levels of “retardation” were due to environmental or biological factors, but in the end it mattered little to Brumbaugh. The point was that Black and white children performed differently on IQ tests and thus required different kinds of education. A second study in 1913 discovered that “working age” Black students from the “colored” Durham School could only find work as domestic servants or errand boys while white boys at the nearby Potter School found more lucrative employment in factories and offices. A reform-minded man, Brumbaugh expanded industrial training and reduced academic coursework in the “colored” schools to better design schools to educate Black children for the jobs available to them, a strategy that was popular in other cities like Chicago. These progressive era educational reforms increased racial segregation and inequality in urban public schools.48
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Figure 2.2. Sewing class in the Philadelphia Public Schools, 1929.

Courtesy of the Special Collections Research Center, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, PA.



Black academics rejected Brumbaugh’s plan to expand vocational training at the expense of academic education. Throughout the Jim Crow South, whites attempted to restrict Black students to a “manual training and industrial” curriculum that lacked the academic rigor of traditional public schools. “The latest attack on Negro education comes from Philadelphia,” Du Bois seethed in the Crisis in 1915. “Very adroitly and cunningly the Negroes have been massed in segregated schools. Now ‘industrial training’ is to be introduced in the Negro schools and a representative of a leading southern industrial school is on hand to advise!” Du Bois added that Black parents would be pleased to have their children trained for skilled factory work, but protested, “They know that if their children are compelled to cook and sew when they ought to be learning to read and cipher, they will not be able to enter the high school or go to college as the white children are doing.”49

A group of “prominent colored Philadelphians” mobilized to fight the expansion of separate, industrial schools, which they denounced as “un-Christian, un-American, and unjust.” The Philadelphia Tribune noted that the strongest opposition to school segregation came from “those who were either born here or who have lived here for a long time,” implying that Black support for separate schools came from recent southern arrivals.50

White school leaders ignored Black criticism and expanded vocational education in Philadelphia’s fourteen “colored” elementary schools. Meanwhile school segregation was expanding throughout the state, including the nearby towns of Moton and Media. In 1915 the school board in Moton condemned its old, run-down schoolhouse and taxed all citizens to build a new one. When the new school was opened, school leaders lined up all the Black students and “marched them back to the old, condemned and dilapidated building and gave them all of the old school-books, while the white children were given the privilege of attending the new school fully equipped with the newest books and appliances.”51 Similarly, in January of 1917, the courts confirmed the legality of segregating Black children in Media after white school administrators testified under oath that “the separation of the pupils was not made because of color, but was a step toward efficiency.” The white principal reflected, “I decided to put all the retarded students in classes by themselves, under specially trained teachers . . . and in going over the list of pupils I didn’t look them up to find out what color they were. I sent all of those who were backward to the old school building.” According to school officials it was a complete surprise to discover that they had classified every single Black student as retarded, and not a single white student.52

Civil rights leaders seethed that Black northerners were too complacent in the face of expanding school segregation. In July of 1919, Du Bois cautioned, “At present the tendency is to accept and even demand separate schools because our children so often are neglected, mistreated and humiliated in the public schools. This is a dangerous and inadvisable alternative and a wicked surrender of principle for which our descendants will pay dearly.” Black parents such as Mrs. L. B. Smith in Des Moines, Iowa, organized “vigilance committees” to stop the insidious spread of school segregation. But not all Black parents agreed that school integration solved the problems related to educational discrimination.53

Black Nationalism

A surge in Black nationalism exacerbated the growing tensions between school internationalists and separatists throughout the North, especially in Philadelphia. In 1916, Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) mobilized a grassroots movement that emphasized separate institutions as the key to Black economic and political advancement. A bombastic and stirring orator, Garvey preached pride in Black racial identity and prophesized that Black Americans would achieve full equality only when they gave up their fight for integration and developed successful separate institutions, including schools. He promised that a better day was coming, and that by working together, 400 million people of African descent could liberate Africa—and Black Americans—from the yoke of white colonialism.

The Garvey movement was especially popular in Philadelphia, where Reverend James W. H. Eason of the People’s Metropolitan African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church was its charismatic leader. By 1918 Philadelphia was a center of UNIA organizing, and between 1919 and 1920 more than 10,000 Black Philadelphians, mostly working class, joined the local chapter, making it the second largest chapter after New York City.54

Although it is difficult to uncover a direct link between the UNIA in Philadelphia and the debate over school integration, it seems likely that Garveyites in Philadelphia preferred separate, Black-controlled schools. A rash of vicious race riots in the summer and early fall of 1919 left Black northerners more skeptical than ever that integration was a viable solution. In the wake of these riots, a new racial militancy was born. The “New Negro” prized unflinching resistance to white supremacy and took a fierce pride in Black racial identity. “As a race we have decided already that we have fought the last battle for the white man. We have died for the last time for him,” extolled Garvey in the New Negro World. “We shall now prepare to answer the call of Mother Africa when she demands of us our wealth, our strength and genius to deliver her from the grasp of the oppressor.” The UNIA flourished under these circumstances, and Garvey’s popularity grew to epic proportions in Philadelphia and New York.”55

Speaking in Philadelphia on October 21, 1919, Garvey pointed out that American race relations were deteriorating and that efforts to integrate into white, mainstream society had failed. He warned, “Month by month they are lynching more Negroes than they ever did before; month by month more riots are going on in the industrial sections of this country than ever before. This is an indication of the spirit of the people that are living today.” Garvey resolved, “If you think that the white man is going to be more liberal to Negroes than they are at present, you are making a big mistake. Every succeeding generation of the white race is getting more prejudiced against the Negro. It is time, therefore, for the Negro to look out for the future for himself.” This message directly contradicted civil rights activists who insisted that school integration was the only way to equalize educational opportunities and improve race relations. Garvey warned that Blacks would be increasingly vulnerable in white-dominated institutions. Black Philadelphians only had to look at the local public schools to see evidence of these very trends. The best way to protect Black interests and advance the race, according to Garvey, was to develop separate, Black-controlled institutions.56

Garvey’s faith in separatism and his celebration of African heritage resonated with the Black masses in ways that the NAACP’s plans for integration and assimilation did not. “We have learned that Black is beautiful, Black is noble and that Black is the standard for the time,” exclaimed Philadelphia’s Reverend Eason. Speaking at a mass meeting in New York City, Eason placed a little boy named Lambert Tobias on a chair in front of a packed audience of over 6,000 people. “The Anglo-Saxon says to this little colored boy: ‘You need not hope, you need not aspire, thus far shalt tho go and no farther.’ ” Eason continued, “The Universal Negro Improvement Association says to the colored youth: ‘Rise, shine, for the light is coming. You can be anything under God’s heaven you want to be.’ ” Such passionate rhetoric proposed that only separate, Black-controlled schools could offer the right kind of education. Black Garveyites in New Orleans were so convinced of the value of separate institutions that they declared to whites, “We like your Jim Crow laws,” as they kept white people out of Black churches, schools, and social clubs. Of the 10,000 UNIA members in Philadelphia, it is hard to imagine many would join the campaign to abolish separate schools and compel city authorities to assign Black students to schools run by whites.57

Garvey’s meteoric rise came to a screeching halt when he was convicted of mail fraud and sentenced to five years in prison in June 1923. Black leaders including Du Bois were relieved to see Garvey imprisoned and later deported to Jamaica. “This squat, energetic, gorilla-jawed Black man is one of the worst enemies of his own race,” avowed the NAACP’s William Pickens. With Garvey out of the picture and the local UNIA chapter defunct, Black integrationists in Philadelphia renewed their attack on school segregation.58

The Amazing Paradox of Black Teachers

Integrationists set their sights not on the local public schools of Philadelphia, but instead on Cheyney Training School for Teachers, located just outside of the city. Founded as the Philadelphia Institute for Colored Youth in 1834, the school relocated to a farm west of the city in 1902 as a secondary school dedicated to teacher training. Like the Bordentown School in New Jersey, it grew into a high-quality separate public school. The State of Pennsylvania agreed to provide state funding in 1920, establishing a public teacher training college that served Black students with a staff of Black faculty and administrators.

Just as Cheyney was about to receive its annual tax-funded appropriation in 1923, Philadelphia activists questioned the relationship between a “colored” state teachers’ college and segregation in Pennsylvania’s public schools. The Philadelphia chapter of the NAACP launched an investigation of Cheney that would develop into a campaign to integrate the city’s public schools. According to NAACP leaders, the existence of Cheyney as a public institution for “colored” teacher education students fortified and reproduced racial segregation in the public schools of Pennsylvania. The NAACP wanted both Cheney and Philadelphia’s public schools to operate as integrated institutions.59

While this school integration campaign drew the support of Philadelphia’s Black elite, many Black students and parents remained undecided. Black teachers and principals, restricted to working in Philadelphia’s “colored” schools, flatly opposed it. Cheyney’s Black principal Leslie Pinckney Hill argued that the school did more to advance Black civil rights as a high-quality, separate college than it could as an integrated institution. He expounded, “I believe in no kind of enforced segregation, and in no kind of Jim-crowism. On the contrary, the whole weight of this school has always been exerted against these evils.” He continued, “The very purpose of the Cheyney discipline is to develop a strong body of clear-minded leaders, who will consecrate their lives, if possible, to the stern task of helping to lift from the nation this incubus of Jim-crowism in all of it manifestations.” Drawing on Black nationalism, Hill defended separate Black institutions. “The right to self-determination is the very essence of democracy. It is the Negro’s surest weapon against Great Despair. When others will not help us, we will help ourselves. Any other attitude marks the craven or the poser.” Hill implied that white-run schools could not offer the same quality of education, thus leaving the Black community bereft of leaders and unable to advance the struggle for social justice.60

Representing the Philadelphia NAACP, the Reverend William L. Imes and attorney G. Edward Dickerson penned an angry retort, contending that a separate teachers’ college fortified state-sponsored racial discrimination. They fumed, “The State having the bird, the cage, and the appendages, that is, the colored State Normal School, the colored school buildings throughout the state to give its graduates employment, and the children conveniently segregated out of line with the work of the established state authorities, the next step will be to again legalize what has been illegally done; and we shall have in law, as well as in fact, a complete segregated school system for the entire state.” Imes and Dickerson predicted that segregation in the public colleges and schools would lead to Jim Crow cars, public conveyances, and loss of political status for Blacks throughout the North.61

Du Bois asked Black citizens to take a more measured and reasonable approach. He confirmed Imes and Dickerson’s claim that state-sponsored school segregation “means the establishment of group hostility in those tender years of development when prejudices tend to become ‘natural’ and ‘instinctive’ ” and called on “all true Americans” to oppose Jim Crow schools. However, he made a sharp distinction between evils of state-sponsored segregation and the potential benefits of separate, Black-controlled schools. The most valuable aspect of separate schools, according to Du Bois, was Black teachers.

Although Du Bois maintained that white teachers were perfectly capable of educating Black children, he recognized that anti-Black racism and high levels of racial segregation in American public schools meant that Black teachers played an absolutely essential role in the education of Black citizens. He insisted, “Without the self-sacrificing efficient colored teacher of colored youth to-day, we would face positive disaster.” Since Cheyney promised to prepare more Black teachers in Pennsylvania, Du Bois believed it had tremendous value to Black citizens.

Du Bois explained, “Here we face the amazing paradox: we must oppose segregation in schools; we must honor and appreciate the colored teacher in the colored school. . . . Small wonder that Negro communities have been torn in sunder by deep and passionate differences of opinion arising from this pitiable dilemma.”

Du Bois turned to the question of separate public schools in Philadelphia. “With the colored citizens largely asleep for a long time, the solution of separate colored schools has been accepted with only half-hearted protest.” But now, Du Bois observed, Black Philadelphians were angry at Principal Hill for winning state funding for a teachers’ college that served Black youth. He reasoned, “It does not follow that when a Black man makes a Black enterprise the best and most efficient for its purpose that he is necessarily a traitor or that he believes in segregation by race.” He continued,


It was the duty of Hill to make Cheyney a school. He did not found Cheyney. It was founded half a century before he was born. He did try and is trying to raise it from the status of a second class High School without funds, equipment, or recognition, to one of the best normal schools of one of the greatest states of the union. Those folk, white or Black, who seek to saddle this programme with a permanent “Jim Crow” school policy in the commonwealth of William Penn deserve the damning of every decent American citizen.



Du Bois praised the motives and sincerity of Black educational activists in Philadelphia who were fighting against school segregation, noting that “in such a fight I am with them heart and soul. But when this fight becomes a fight against Negro school teachers I quit. I believe in Negro school teachers. I would to God white children as well as colored children could have more of them. With proper training they are the finest teachers in the world because they have suffered and endured and nothing human is beneath their sympathy.”

In closing, Du Bois described seven steps that Black educational activists in Philadelphia should take to ensure educational equality, including halting the spread of segregated schools, desegregating teaching jobs, improving the quality of separate “colored” schools, and supporting Cheyney and working to open its doors to white students. Du Bois wanted Black northerners to move beyond a polemical debate that left no room for compromise. He encouraged Black citizens to support Black teachers and separate schools, even as activists worked toward the goal of school integration. Du Bois’s erudition, however, appears to have fallen on deaf ears.62

A Revitalized Debate

The acrimonious dispute over Cheyney Training School for Teachers mobilized Black civil rights activists in Philadelphia and focused attention on the dire problem of educational inequality. A successful campaign in Springfield, Ohio, proved that northern Black communities could use school boycotts and litigation to combat school segregation. By 1920 there were over 134,000 Black citizens in Philadelphia, a 58.9 percent increase since 1910, and in the following decade the Black population would grow to over 200,000. In 1920 the “colored” schools started running on double shifts due to overcrowding, meaning that thousands of Black children only attended school for half a day in the city’s oldest, most dilapidated buildings. In the integrated schools, Black students encountered disturbing examples of discrimination. One racist teacher insisted, “Biologists have decided that the Negro brain is yet undeveloped. They seem to be unable to progress beyond the Sixth Grade.” Frustrated by deteriorating conditions, the Philadelphia NAACP issued a public statement to “disapprove of the present policy of progressively segregated public school in Philadelphia according to race and color.” However, some Black students, parents, and teachers continued to question whether school integration was really a good idea.63

Fourteen-year-old Mary Isabelle Coleman wrote to the national office of the NAACP in 1923. She attended racially integrated Philadelphia High School for Girls, but based on her experiences there, she believed separate schools offered Black students the best chance for success. “I quite agree with the Crisis it is a fine idea to have colored teachers in all the schools. But I think it is also worthwhile to have more colored schools. I do not think it would mean a degradation in the system of teaching but a regeneration. It would be an incentive to the lower-grade pupils and also high-school pupils,” she insisted. NAACP Executive Secretary James Weldon Johnson penned a kind response to Coleman, noting he was “very much interested in what you had to say.” Nevertheless, the national and the local NAACP was unwilling to countenance an educational reform strategy that included support for separate schools. Its school integration campaign required the abolition of separate schools and the complete integration of public schools—and teaching jobs—in the North.64

Since the facilities for separate schools in Philadelphia were blatantly inferior to the mixed school, the lynchpin of the debate over school integration in the Black community was the question of Black teachers. Some Black families wanted to capture greater resources for the separate schools, not abolish them. This strategy was the surest way to support and expand jobs for Black teachers in Philadelphia, which Black families prioritized. Civil rights leaders did not. “Because certain people teach in them does not mean that they must support or promote the growth of a system that is ruinous to the great mass,” reiterated the Philadelphia Tribune. “Those who must teach in these schools should accept it as an unavoidable hardship—In this spirit there is no quarrel—but to advocate a system which perpetuates Southern ideals is stupid, silly, and void of reason.” Integrationists championed a colorblind teacher hiring and placement policy, but since most northern school districts, including Philadelphia, refused to allow Black teachers to teach white students, it was unclear how this policy was supposed to work.65

On May 23, 1925, the Pennsylvania Association of Teachers of Colored Children held its annual meeting at Cheyney Training School for Teachers. Members focused on the most pressing political question of the day—school integration—which they analyzed from all angles: Are colored schools necessary? When is a colored school improperly constituted? What are the dangers of colored schools? How may we keep our boys and girls in school? What is the effect of colored schools on attendance, retardation, physical equipment, and scholarship?

After vigorous discussion, Black educators concluded that separate schools were indispensable and that mixed schools duped parents into thinking they offered a higher quality education when in fact the opposite was true. “Mixed schools are an agent for our development only when they create a desire within us to remain in school and graduate,” one member reasoned. On the other hand, separate schools offered nurturing environments designed to meet the needs of Black youth. “The reports from teachers revealing their work in teaching their pupils to respect racial achievement were inspiring. Poems are being learned, hero tales selected, special programs given, and our sorrow songs sung and understood. This is the dawning of a new day in which we give our children pride in our race instead of shame.”66

Teachers concluded that Black students would be mistreated and poorly educated in integrated schools. It would be far better, they reasoned, to create supportive environments where Black youth could study Black history, music, and heroes in order to find inspiration. Black scholars like E. Franklin Frazier scoffed at these claims, complaining that Black teachers emphasized “too much inspiration and too little information.” Frazier concluded, “Instead of filling the Negro’s mind with knowledge and training him in the fundamental habits of civilization, his teachers have quite often led him from one emotional debauch to another. Surfeited with emotional appeals never resulting in action, the product of Negro education has become a spectator of civilization incapable of participation.”67

By the spring of 1925 the debate over school integration versus separation in Philadelphia appeared to be at an impasse. There was universal agreement that Jim Crow schools were unconscionable, but there was also widespread faith that Black teachers inspired higher levels of academic achievement that led to better jobs, higher salaries, and more social prestige. Circumstantial evidence suggested that Black students did better in high-quality separate schools than hostile integrated ones. As Du Bois put it, “How else can we explain the astonishing fact that with practically the same kind of colored population in cities like Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York, the 200,000 Negroes in Washington and Baltimore send out 400 colored high school graduates every year, while 250,000 Negroes in Philadelphia and New York send out only 50?”68

Throughout the region, school segregation got progressively worse and the number of separate Black schools increased. One report estimated the number of “colored” schools in New Jersey increased by 26 percent between 1919 and 1930, so that there were at least seventy “colored” schools in the state by 1935. School officials in Dayton, Ohio attempted to open a separate school in blatant violation of state law in 1924. It took a few years, but school segregation there expanded rapidly through the 1930s. Indianapolis was even more successful, and in 1927 the city opened a separate “colored” high school over the protests of the Black community. Similar trends unfolded in Philadelphia, which opened a new separate school in the fall of 1925 and forcibly transferred to it 300 Black students from mixed schools. A few months later school administrators designated majority Black Singerly School as “colored” and transferred out the white students and faculty. Blacks in Philadelphia were aware of the growing number of separate schools in the North but could not agree on the best response. White school administrators pressed their advantage.69

Superintendent Edwin C. Broome declared in 1926 that Philadelphia would no longer take parents’ preferences into account when assigning students to separate schools. “No one wants segregated schools, but this in itself is no basis upon which we decide as to the advisability of the separate schools,” he pontificated. Broome reiterated that white students refused to attend a school once “the colored was in predominance” and so the district believed it was “wise” to transfer out the white students and designate the school “colored.” He declared that Black students were happier in separate schools and encouraged Black families to request equal resources for those schools. “If colored are more happy together, instructed by their own teachers, and ask for a hearing on an educational basis—they will be listened to. We will, I assure you, fight against poor school houses and poor equipment in South Philadelphia.”70

Broome delivered this speech to the Pennsylvania Association of Teachers in Colored Schools. The growth of separate schools in the North meant more teaching jobs for Black teachers and principals. For example, when the number of separate schools in New Jersey increased from 52 in 1919 to 66 in 1930, the number of Black teachers in the state jumped from 187 to 418. Civil rights leaders stubbornly refused to acknowledge this point and focused instead on Philadelphia’s callous new school assignment policies. The Philadelphia NAACP declared its undying commitment to school integration and the Philadelphia Tribune organized a Defense Fund to sponsor the coming legal battle against separate schools.71



[image: image]

Figure 2.3. Black students and teachers in Philadelphia, where many prioritized the warm relationship between Black teachers and students over school integration.

Undated photograph by John W. Mosley. Ruth Wright Hayre Collection, Charles L. Blockson Afro-American Collection, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, PA.



Once again, Black civil rights leaders were disappointed when few Black Philadelphians joined the school integration movement. “Where are those who have been loud in their denunciation of segregated schools?” demanded the Philadelphia Tribune. “Have they decided segregated schools are good things?” Black parents like O. Z. Phillips justified their decision to support separate schools. “I know for a fact that the colored children in the minor grades will thrive and advance by far better under colored teachers than they will under white teachers,” wrote Phillips, who had withdrawn his three children from integrated schools at various points, after which each child thrived in the “colored” schools of Camden, New Jersey, and Philadelphia. “I am opposed to mixed schools for two reasons: In the first place we as far as I can see and understand only have in Philadelphia segregated schools because wherever we have a mixed school of classes or students we only have white teachers.” He continued, “Next thing I know for a fact that the colored children in the minor grades will thrive and advance by far better under colored teachers than they will under white teachers.” Such testimony infuriated integrationists, who penned angry rejoinders. “As you have so kindly given your readers the privilege of expressing their opinions of Segregated schools, I too have something to say,” fumed H. Rush in the summer of 1929. “I think it one of the worst evils that could be thrust upon us. Still worse for any of us to welcome it.”72

Civil rights leader A. Philip Randolph blamed Philadelphia’s Black leaders for failing to inspire the masses and allowing whites to “force an inferiority complex down the throats of the Negro.” Randolph could not understand why Black Philadelphians supported separate schools, imagining that only an “inferiority complex” could explain such defective reasoning. Civil rights organizations such as the NAACP, the Urban League, and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters refused to address Black families’ concerns about the importance of Black teachers and the dangers of hostile learning environments. Meanwhile, the growing number of high-quality separate schools in the North offered an enticing alternative.73

High Quality, Separate Schools

By 1929, the number of separate “colored” schools in Philadelphia had grown to fifteen, and attendance at these schools was no longer necessarily voluntary. School segregation was escalating throughout the North in open defiance of state laws and over the objection of Black civil rights activists. The ability of Black northerners to resist segregation depended on the political and economic power of local Black communities. For example, Black citizens in New York City, Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland successfully resisted blatant race-based school assignments because they threatened to withhold the Black vote from any candidate who supported school segregation. These cities offered mixed classrooms, schools, and, in New York City and Detroit, even teaching assignments, although the concentration of Black students into certain schools remained a major problem as it correlated with educational inequality. In communities where Blacks did not have significant political power, some Black leaders embraced separate schools as a way to negotiate for better facilities, control aspects of the curriculum, and secure jobs. When necessary, white politicians were willing to invest significant funds into separate schools to increase school segregation.74

This explains why the State of New Jersey allocated tens of thousands of dollars to the Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School, which enabled Black principal William R. Valentine to build new facilities, attract more students, and dramatically increase enrollment. The Bordentown School drew hundreds of Black students out of their local school districts each year, especially in the southern part of New Jersey, leaving these districts distinctly whiter. Meanwhile, Black northerners adored the Bordentown School, as a Black-run institution dedicated to racial uplift. As Lester Granger noted in 1927, “Bordentown, therefore, means to New Jersey much more than a school. It is a successful, well-managed enterprise, if not owned, at least operated, by Negroes; and its steady growth and efficiency are matters of inspiration and pride to the race in that State.”75

Similarly, school administrators in Cincinnati cheerfully allocated new funds to separate Black schools in the 1920s, even though policymakers had outlawed school segregation there in 1887. In 1924 they moved the “colored” Harriet Beecher Stowe School into a brand-new schoolhouse equipped with twenty-eight classrooms, a catering department, laundry, sewing room, print shop, house construction room, cabinet making and woodworking shops, power machine laboratory, swimming pool, cafeteria, and gymnasium. The school’s Black principal, Jennie D. Porter, boasted that students studied Black history and learned to appreciate spirituals sung by the Teachers’ Glee Club. She rationalized, “Our children are no longer ashamed of their own people.” In 1928 Porter completed her doctoral dissertation, which investigated the question, “Shall the Negro in the North be educated in separate Negro schools or mixed schools?” Based on her work at the Harriet Beecher Stowe School, Porter recommend separate schools.76

Racist northern whites were willing to invest in the expansion of school segregation. A revitalized Ku Klux Klan rose to power in the 1920s, including in Indianapolis, where KKK leaders insisted the city remove Black students from the public high schools. In September 1927, Indianapolis school officials reassigned every Black high school student to a brand-new “colored” high school, leaving the others exclusively white. Blacks had no say in this process, but many decided to embrace the opportunity presented by a separate, Black-controlled high school. “Segregation is not desirable, my God no!” decried the Black Indianapolis Recorder. “But forced upon us, many degrees of happiness may accrue to us as a result of it.”77

Indianapolis’s Crispus Attucks High School opened with forty-eight Black teachers and a Black principal, all with excellent academic credentials and some with advanced degrees. The school board appointed Matthias Nolcox, a Black graduate of Indiana University with a doctorate in education from Harvard University, as principal. The school’s athletics teams, drama clubs, debate clubs, and school newspaper became the pride of the Black community, and Black students relished participating in extracurricular activities that had been denied to Black students in Indianapolis’s mixed schools. As in other northern communities, this separate Black high school grew into a cherished institution.78

In Chicago, where the Black population increased dramatically during the Great Migration, the South Side’s Wendell Phillips High School developed a reputation as an outstanding Black high school, even though it was not officially a separate school. As late as 1912, there were only four Black students in Wendell Phillips’s graduating class, but between 1910 and 1920, Chicago’s Black population grew from just over 40,000 to nearly 110,000. Between 1920 and 1930 it more than doubled again, and many of these new arrivals crowded into Chicago’s South Side. In 1921, school authorities assigned Black math teacher Maudelle Bousfield to Wendell Phillips. By this time, the student population was more than 75 percent Black, and the percentage of white students continued to decline precipitously each year as school administrators granted transfers for white students. Bousfield became dean of girls in 1926, the first African American dean in the city, and then principal of Wendell Phillips in 1939, the first African American high school principal in Chicago. Although majority Black, the high school was racially mixed, as was the teaching staff. “Phillips had a low-down name when I took it,” Bousfield admitted. She bolstered the public’s view of the school through student performances in music, arts, and athletics, and cultivated school pride by developing strong academics, vocational training, and citizenship education. Wendell Phillips High School became so popular in the Black community under Bousfield’s leadership that students started using fake addresses to get into the school.79

While school segregation was plainly undesirable, there was a huge difference between the overcrowded and dilapidated “colored” schools of Philadelphia and the high quality, Black-led schools in cities like Bordentown, Cincinnati, and Indianapolis, or even racially mixed, Black-led schools like Wendell Phillips in Chicago. These outstanding Black schools, rare as they were, provided a glimmer of hope that separate schools could be equal. What is more, these schools proved that majority Black schools could nurture Black academic excellence. Crispus Attucks High School’s 1933 yearbook listed ninety-two graduates and stated that they would be attending prestigious colleges including Fisk, Tuskegee, Purdue, Howard, Lincoln, DePauw, Dartmouth, Wilberforce, Indiana University, and Oberlin.80

The Great Depression Sparks Protest

The start of the 1929 school year coincided with the beginning of the longest and most severe economic downturn in American history. Northern Black communities were hit hard as Black workers were the last hired and first fired, and public schools entered a period of stark retrenchment as funding evaporated. In northern communities like Cairo, Illinois, tensions between whites and Blacks intensified as jobs and resources grew scarce. Whites in Cairo not only vigorously policed the color line at the schoolhouse door during the Depression years, but they also refused to allow Black citizens to use the public parks or library. When northern communities were forced to make difficult decisions about cuts to school funding, majority Black schools were vulnerable targets.81

Black Americans had more faith than ever that a quality education meant better prospects for Black youth. The Department of Interior reported that literacy rates of Black Americans had increased from 2 percent in 1850 to 84 percent in 1930. More than 19,000 Black students were enrolled in college in 1930 and more than 2,000 earned bachelor’s degrees that year. This means that nearly as many Black students earned college degrees in just the year 1930 as the total number of Black college graduates in the United States before 1900.82

Johns Hopkins professor E. A. Schaal noted, “The rate at which the Negro has been receiving higher education in this country has been greatly accelerated during the last three decades. The giving of higher education to a submerged race with such rapidly increasing speed spells change for that race in relation to the dominant race.” Schaal was right. More Black Americans than ever worked as university professors, doctors, nurses, social workers, dentists, social scientists, teachers, journalists, politicians, and small business owners. Increased educational opportunities fueled the expanding Black middle class and proved that education functioned as a powerful tool for racial uplift. Formal education was increasingly important to job prospects in a modern industrial economy. As educational retrenchment hit Black families especially hard, many began to reconsider the dangers of separate schools.83

Sociologist Charles S. Johnson conceded, “Some Negroes view the [school] segregation as an unmitigated evil, dangerous to the status of the Negro in northern sections, while others see many benefits to the race in the form of closer racial solidarity, greater inspiration to Negro youth, and more positions for Negro teachers.” Writing in the Crisis, George F. McCray confirmed, “The most heated intellectual battles among us have been fought over the education of our children.”84

As the debate over school integration was hashed out against the backdrop of the Great Depression, support for school integration grew throughout the North. This was because in many communities, including Philadelphia, Black citizens noticed that educational retrenchment devastated majority Black schools. Already located in dilapidated buildings with overcrowded classrooms and a dearth of supplies, most separate schools sank to new lows as school funding was decimated. Even racially mixed schools with a majority of Black students seemed to suffer disproportionately. “There is a constantly growing narrowness here that smacks of Dixie,” complained reporter J. Max Barber after surveying race relations in Philadelphia. “Nowhere is this more evident than in our public schools.”85

To take one example, in 1931 the Philadelphia Board of Education announced that, as a cost-cutting measure, all elementary schools would be limited to grades one through six and that all seventh and eighth graders would be moved into existing junior high schools. Black Philadelphians interpreted this decision as racially motivated, as the “colored” elementary schools included grades one through eight, whereas the racially mixed elementary schools—staffed by white teachers—were already limited to grades one through six. When the administration removed seventh and eighth graders from the “colored” schools and sent them to existing junior high schools, it eliminated numerous Black teaching positions, but none for whites.86

School segregation made it easier for whites to hoard scarce resources, but these actions were so blatant that Black citizens objected. Black Philadelphians responded with protest meetings and symposiums on “Segregation in Our Public Schools.” Civil rights leaders asked Black citizens to rally around three goals: electing a Black representative to the school board, abolishing the dual Black and white teacher candidate lists, and getting Black teachers hired in the secondary schools. Notably, these requests did not include the abolition of the separate schools, allowing Black integrationists and separatists to work together toward shared goals.

In the summer of 1934, the Pennsylvania Association of Teachers of Colored Children petitioned the Philadelphia Board of Education for the right to work in integrated junior and senior high schools. Thanks to active support by local and national civil rights leaders and strong backing from local Black families, the Black teachers won. Although this modest reform neither ended school segregation nor substantially improved the quality of education available to Black students, it demonstrated the ability of Black educational activists to organize and challenge explicit school segregation.87

Throughout the North, Black communities began to take action against educational discrimination. The extraordinary variety of educational discrimination throughout the region meant that acts of resistance took many different forms. Johnson reported, “The general facts of Negro segregation and discrimination are well known to everyone in the United States but there is little realization of the great variations in customary interracial practices from one locality to another.” In other words, throughout the North patterns of race relations, including educational discrimination, varied tremendously. This made it challenging for Black educational activists to unite in campaigns that extended beyond a single school district, as neighboring school districts had their own unique policies and practices. This fact was complicated by the very small size of northern school districts, which typically encompassed a single town or city.

Wynetta Devore’s ethnographic study in New Jersey documented a wide variety of Black educational experiences in that state. She discovered some students attended dilapidated one-room, all-Black elementary schools while others attended more modern, yet still segregated, facilities. Many attended integrated schools, but integration did not necessarily mean Black students experienced educational equality. For example, in 1927 James Moore moved from the rural town of Sharptown, where he attended an integrated school, to the slightly larger town of Woodstown, which operated a separate school. He recalled in Sharptown, “I heard the term ‘Nigger’ constantly and we fought.” When he moved to Woodstown, he was surprised to find his all-Black school located in a fine, four-room, brick schoolhouse with better books and supplies than the integrated school. “I didn’t see it as different from any other school except that it was all Black,” he recalled. Other students described being terribly mistreated in integrated schools where white teachers forced Black students to sit together on one side of the room, discouraged Black students from attending high school, and refused to allow Black students to take specific vocational courses such as carpentry or typing. Still others recall attending integrated schools and feeling perfectly at ease. “I never had any problem,” reported Arnetta Barron, who graduated from Atlantic City High School in 1938. “You had as many white friends as you had Black friends.” Such a rich variety of experiences informed a broad range of student and parent perspectives on the debate over school integration. In some cases, it was clear that educational inequality was tied to racial segregation and that integrated schools would provide relief, but in other cases, white teachers and students were the problem.88

White school authorities deliberately expanded school segregation during the Great Depression in New Rochelle and Rockville, New York; Paulsburo, Toms River, Lawnside, East Orange, and Montclair, New Jersey; Berwyn, Chester, and Brentwood, Pennsylvania; Cleveland and Wilmington, Ohio; Detroit and Port Huron, Michigan; Boston and Springfield, Massachusetts; and Monrovia, California. In each of these cases, Black parents protested as school districts created discriminatory school assignment policies, transfer policies, or exclusively “colored” schools. These Black communities perceived increasing segregation and racial discrimination as an act of hostility designed to exacerbate educational inequality.89

The science of white supremacy continued to have a visible impact on educational administration through the 1930s. An attorney for the Trenton public schools told reporters, “Each race has certain inherited characteristics and it has been abundantly established that races prosper in their own groups and rise to higher heights under the emulation impulses than they would otherwise.” A principal in Atlantic City was more direct. “I believe in segregation. They need a certain teaching that white children don’t. They are like little animals. There is no civilization in their homes. They shouldn’t hold up white children who have had these things for centuries. They are not as clean. They are careless about their bodies. Why should we contaminate our race?” The superintendent in Trenton agreed, “The problem of retardation is more serious among colored children than among any other racial group. I am inclined to believe that the further extension of segregation and a real social welfare program is the only real practical solution when we consider the present economic and social burdens which are placed on the colored group.”90

Evidence of blatant racism and deteriorating educational conditions compelled Black northerners to reevaluate school integration. An emerging Black civil rights movement created interracial labor movements and helped shape President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Organized campaigns against lynching, job discrimination, and the poll tax inspired Black northerners to protest educational inequality.91

Small but numerous examples of Black resistance percolated up from the grassroots. In Berwyn, Pennsylvania, Black parents organized a school boycott after district leaders built a new and modern elementary school, but told Black families they would be restricted to the old ramshackle one. The Philadelphia Tribune scoffed, “After a great effort, sufficient funds were raised to have the school erected but the Negro children were to be forced to jeopardize their little lives by attending a school which was too dangerously located for white children to attend and which lacks all modern facilities, such as recreation grounds or parks for the youngsters to play in.” Parents in the historically Black town of Lawnside, New Jersey, demanded transportation to the nearest “white” school so their children could benefit from mixed schools. In Pittsburgh, John Burnett sued the school district when it refused to admit his two children to the high school on the grounds that no Black child had ever attended it. Parents in Montclair rallied when the superintendent proposed separate elementary and middle schools for Black children in 1933. The superintendent told Black parents they “ought to be satisfied with arrangements for separating Negro school children” and reminded them that “colored people in the South had to take the crumbs and were glad to get them.”92

The NAACP provided support to northern Black communities and established a track record of combating northern school discrimination. When New Rochelle, New York, redrew school catchment zones in a way that assigned all Black students to the Lincoln School, the local NAACP protested, “It is our belief that this is a long step in the direction of Jim Crow schools in New Rochelle. Jim Crow schools, wherever found, do not get the consideration that white schools do. Less money is spent on them. They are not so well kept up; and the least efficient teachers are assigned to these schools.”93

Black parents decided to stem the rising tide of school segregation in Cleveland, where residential segregation and school transfer policies were creating “dismal, uninviting, cheerless” majority Black schools. As the Crisis reported, “Central High School on Fifty-Fifth Street, is the dirtiest, most dismal looking school in Cleveland. Rubbish lines the street on both sides and to the front of the building. Ladies of easy virtue ply their trade, weaving in and out of groups of students going and coming from school. Central High has become a ‘colored’ school.” Even New York City public schools, typically celebrated for their equal treatment, came up short. Following a race riot in 1935, observers noted, “The Negro in Harlem has made serious complaints against the schools of his community on the grounds that they are old, poorly equipped and overcrowded and constitute fire hazards, in addition to the fact that, in the administration of these schools, the welfare of the children is neglected and racial discrimination is practiced.”94 Sometimes these complaints were made in a far more dramatic fashion, such as when Black activists in East Orange, New Jersey, burned a fiery cross in front of Ashland School with a sign that read, “Stop Jim Crowism in this school.”95

Charles S. Johnson concluded that by 1940, laws outlawing school segregation were effectively meaningless in northern cities with large Black populations. The Black press condemned these northern “Jim Crow schools” as the antithesis of American democracy, setting the stage for the coming revolt against school segregation.96

As debates over school integration versus separation escalated, Black scholars in education, psychology, sociology, and philosophy brought their disciplinary expertise to bear on the question. Instead of illuminating the best strategy, however, they laid bare the extent of the problem of racial discrimination in northern Black schools in ways that complicated arguments on both sides.

New Scholarship on School Integration

Established in 1932, Howard University’s Journal of Negro Education curated the nation’s most prominent scholarship on questions relating to Black educational equality. Although journal editor Charles H. Thompson was a fervent believer in school integration, he published a range of scholarly perspectives. In the inaugural issue, Black psychologist Mary R. Crowley argued that school integration did not necessarily result in higher levels of Black academic achievement. She analyzed two groups of fifty-five Black students, one from separate schools and the other from integrated schools in Cincinnati. The students were of similar age, IQ scores, physical health, family history, and social status. Crowley discovered that Black students in the separate schools scored higher than their counterparts in integrated schools on tests in history-civics, arithmetic, and language usage. She concluded, “The segregated schools of Cincinnati are as effective, on the whole, as are the mixed schools, in their academic training of Negro children.” She added that further studies should consider extracurricular opportunities at mixed and separate schools, as well as the emotional support and vocational guidance offered in each.97

Crowley’s article reignited a scholarly controversy dating to 1929, when her white advisor at the University of Cincinnati, Louis A. Pechstein, published “The Problem of Negro Education in the Northern and Border Cities.” Pechstein claimed that separate schools led to higher levels of Black academic achievement than integrated ones. As evidence, he cited the fact that Black students graduated at higher rates from separate schools than integrated ones and that more than 80 percent of America’s Black leaders had attended separate schools. Pechstein confirmed that northern school districts were becoming more racially segregated as a result of the Great Migration and tracking policies based on IQ scores. He admitted northern whites were becoming more prejudiced against Blacks with each passing year and blamed the white press for stoking the flames of racial resentment. He asked, “Can the negro be better trained to cope with this heavy newspaper anti-social propaganda in a mixed school, where evidences of racial prejudice and academic failure are not far to seek, or in a segregated school, where he is taught to have some racial pride, self-esteem, and confidence in the capacity of his race to progress through its own best efforts?”98

Integrationists feared that Pechstein, a prominent educational psychologist and dean of the College of Education at the University of Cincinnati, would validate northern school segregation. He presented his work at major conferences and spoke to reporters about his findings. The Cincinnati Enquirer reported, “Data presented by Dean Pechstein pointed definitely to the general opinion held by school authorities in Northern cities that segregation of negro and white children in separate schools accomplished far more than can be gained in mixed classes.” In response, W. E. B. Du Bois invited Pechstein to publicly debate the statement—that separate schools are best for American Negroes in northern cities. The debate never took place, but Du Bois published an angry retort to Pechstein’s article in the Crisis.99

Du Bois acknowledged that Black students, just like the first generation of Irish and Italian immigrants, struggled to do well in school. “In a thousand different communities Negro pupils have proven their ability to profit by the public schools; they have made high records and graduated with honor.” Du Bois explained that limited social and educational backgrounds hampered Black students, not innate racial difference. “Their poverty is part of a universal problem; their retardation is due to wretched Southern school systems; their dullness comes from poor food and poor homes and there is absolutely no scientific proof that it is Negroid.” He resolved, “Every one of these problems has a well-known and adequately tested solution.”100

Du Bois came to believe that separate schools could be effective educational institutions as long as the separation was voluntary. In January 1934 he wrote that Black Americans “must stop being stampeded by the word segregation.” He explained that separate Black neighborhoods and schools were only objectionable if they were accompanied by discrimination. He continued, “There is no objection to schools attended by colored pupils and taught by colored teachers. On the contrary, colored pupils can by our own contention be as fine human beings as any other sort of children, and we certainly know that there are no teachers better trained than colored teachers. But if the existence of such a school is made reason and cause for giving it worse housing, poorer facilities, poorer equipment and poorer teachers, then we do object, and the objection is not against the color of the pupils’ or the teachers’ skins but against the discrimination.” Du Bois preferred integrated schools, but felt that Black Americans should voluntarily form groups to protect their interests during times of crisis.101

In April 1934, Du Bois expanded his argument, insisting that even in the North, Black Americans lived in a world that was separate and apart from whites. Black northerners were excluded from hotels and restaurants, had difficulty finding residences outside of the meanest neighborhoods, and faced humiliating discrimination on trains and public conveyances. He continued, “Their children either go to colored schools or schools nominally for both races, but actually attended almost exclusively by colored children. In other words, they are confined by unyielding public opinion to a Negro world.” Noting that racial discrimination had been growing worse for twenty-five years, Du Bois suggested that Black citizens reassess whether integration could improve the social and economic conditions of the Black masses. This question had special salience in the public schools. Du Bois determined, “If he cannot educate his children in decent schools with other children, he must, nevertheless, educate his children in decent Negro schools and arrange and conduct and oversee such schools.” Du Bois’s critique of integration confounded and angered NAACP leaders, who insisted that integration was the key to racial equality. Citing irreconcilable differences, Du Bois resigned as editor of the Crisis and from the board of directors of the NAACP in June.102

The following year, the Journal of Negro Education invited prominent scholars to contribute an article on “the courts and the Negro separate school.” The goal was to critically analyze whether Blacks could use litigation to achieve integrated and equal public schools. Most of the contributors concluded that only integrated schools would allow Black Americans to achieve their rightful place as equal citizens. “The basic dilemma of educational segregation arises from the inevitable conflict between the short-term and the long-term point of view on this question,” observed Black philosopher Alain Locke. He asked Blacks to focus on long-term objectives and fight through minor inconveniences to secure integrated and equal public schools. Black historian and educator Horace Mann Bond pointed out that separate schools were a result of white racial prejudice and that such schools were nearly always unequal. He warned of the “consequent effect upon the minds of the segregated Negro children, who are separated from white children as one would take from a school those with measles, or chicken-pox, or diphtheria.” These schools not only reinforced racial prejudice and created unequal opportunities, according to Bond, but caused damage to the minds of Black children. Black educational psychologist Howard Hale Long maintained that separate schools could cause psychological trauma to Black children.103

Du Bois dissented in a pointed article entitled, “Does the Negro Need Separate Schools?” He began, “Race prejudice in the United States today is such that most Negroes cannot receive proper education in white institutions.” Du Bois elaborated, “There are many public school systems in the North where Negroes are admitted and tolerated, but they are not educated; they are crucified.” According to Du Bois, there was little the Black community could do if white citizens demanded separate schools. He believed it was “futile” to compel “by law a group to do what it is determined not to do,” noting such efforts were a “silly waste of money, time, and temper.” He cautioned that Black families were too often duped into believing that integrated schools were better than separate ones. Du Bois added, “I have long been convinced, for instance, that the Negroes in the public schools of Harlem are not getting an education that is in any sense comparable in efficiency, discipline, and human development with that which Negroes are getting in the separate public schools of Washington, D.C.”104

Du Bois proposed a compromise to the enduring debate between school integrationists and separatists. He agreed that mixed public schools of white and Black, rich and poor children represented the democratic ideal and emphasized his own preference for such schools. Then he insisted that the real question was not whether schools were integrated, but instead which school could offer the best education to Black youth from their tender elementary years through professional training. A meaningful education required not only loving teachers but also opportunities for Black students to study Black history, the social science of racial equality, and Black art and literature. He continued, “A separate Negro school, where children are treated like human beings, trained by teachers of their own race, who know what it means to be Black in the year of salvation 1935, is infinitely better than making our boys and girls doormats to be spit and trampled upon and lied to by ignorant social climbers, whose sole claim to superiority is ability to kick ‘niggers’ when they are down.” A black does not need either segregated or mixed schools, concluded Du Bois, “What he needs is Education.”105
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Figure 2.4. Black teachers worked to improve education for Black youth through professional associations like the Organization of Teachers of Colored Children in the State of New Jersey. May 14, 1932.

Courtesy of the New Jersey State Archives, Department of State, Trenton, NJ.



Du Bois’s suggestion that Blacks should focus on the quality of education for Black students, while thoughtful and reasonable, failed to satisfy either integrationists or separatists. An emerging body of social science scholarship provided hard evidence for activists on both sides of the debate. It also challenged scientific claims of white racial superiority, documented the relationship between school segregation and racial prejudice, and revealed the many factors that influenced student academic achievement including aspects of home life that were out of reach of educational reformers. As this body of social science scholarship grew and evolved, it became clearer that racial segregation in public schools had potentially harmful effects on Black children’s social development, white children’s racial prejudice, and the ability of both to get along with one another. It also became evident that broad patterns of school segregation tended to correlate with mistreatment of majority Black schools. Just as popular support was building for school integration in the North, so too was social science evidence that demonstrated the egalitarian function of integrated schools.

Conclusion

In 1935, the NAACP announced a major campaign to equalize public education for Black students. Black attorney Charles Hamilton Houston designed and oversaw this ambitious, long-term legal strategy. Writing in the Crisis, he claimed that northern Blacks erroneously believed separate schools were better for Black students. Even if some Black children experienced racism in majority white schools, Houston countered, that was no reason to round up all the Black children and isolate them in separate institutions. “If this logic is followed, then all the Jews, Italians, Greeks, barbarians, blondes, brunettes, the ugly, and the beautiful should have separate schools established for them, because some of their group are discriminated against.”

Like most civil rights leaders of the time, Houston glossed over the question of Black teachers in the North, saying only that “schools are not employment bureaus.” Moreover, he claimed that in cities like New York and Chicago where Black teachers taught in mixed schools, “Such discrimination may be reduced to a tolerable minimum.” Houston reminded readers that, even in the North, separate but equal schools were a “fiction” and that separation of schoolchildren fanned the flames of racial prejudice and eviscerated Black civil rights. He concluded, “Finally, the Negro separate school is more than an educational institution; it is an instrument of social policy and a symbol of social status. There is no denying the fact that to segregate is to stigmatize, however much we may try to rationalize it.”106

Thanks to Houston’s brilliant legal strategy, the NAACP won a series of decisive victories in the years leading up to World War II including a school desegregation case in Maryland that compelled school authorities to either equalize or integrate high schools in 1937. School officials elected to retain separate schools and invest money in improving the Black high school, but the fact that courts would compel a Jim Crow school district to equalize a “colored” school was a triumph. The US Supreme Court ruling in Gaines v. Canada confirmed that if the State of Missouri offered graduate legal training to white students, it must offer equal opportunities to Black students in a state-sponsored college. In June of 1940, the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that Norfolk, Virginia, could not pay Black teachers lower salaries than white teachers.107

None of these court rulings overturned the “separate, but equal” doctrine established by Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, but they did demonstrate that the NAACP was capable of leading a successful legal assault on educational inequality. These legal victories were paving the way for a revolution in Black educational activism. As the United States hovered on the brink of war, Black northerners looked at racial inequality in their public schools with a new sense of outrage but also a distinct spark of optimism.


3

A Powerful Weapon

Integration for Equality, 1940–1965

Just across the Mississippi River from St. Louis, Missouri, stood the gritty industrial town of East St. Louis, Illinois, where Black students attended one of eleven separate schools, including the all-Black Lincoln High School. By the end of World War II it was evident that these schools were woefully inferior, an insult the Black community was no longer willing to suffer. In 1948, Black parents asked the board of education to build an auditorium at Lincoln High School and renovate the vocational workshops so the Black high school would have comparable facilities to the white schools. The school board dismissed these requests as “lacking in education, common sense, foresight, and judgment.” East St. Louis resident David Owens appealed to NAACP executive secretary Walter White in New York City for help.1

Owens wrote, “Mr. White, here in East St. Louis, we do not even have equal educational facilities. The Lincoln High School does not offer courses in art, dramatics, or speech; and the workshop is deplorable. The situation is, indeed, desperate.” White passed the letter along to attorney Thurgood Marshall, executive director of the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, who was spearheading a campaign to dismantle illegal school segregation in the North.2

Marshall determined that school segregation in East St. Louis and surrounding communities was clearly illegal and ripe for intervention. “There is neither justification, rhyme nor reason for the maintenance of these segregated schools.” Marshall traveled to East St. Louis and persuaded the local NAACP to modify its strategy from requesting equalization to demanding school integration.3

As Black civil rights activists soon discovered, however, school integration was a contested strategy among Black citizens in postwar East St. Louis. “Most of the ministers, teachers, and community leaders are for segregated schools,” conceded NAACP assistant field secretary Daniel E. Byrd. This point was driven home after East St. Louis’s five Black principals canvassed Black neighborhoods, asking families to support the separate schools. NAACP representatives retraced the principals’ route and implored the same families to demand school integration. “Some were reluctant, because the principals had told them that non-segregated schools would cost the Negro principals and teachers their jobs,” recounted one activist. Others feared violent white retaliation.4

The memory of racial violence was undimmed in East St. Louis, the site of one of the nation’s worst race riots in 1917. According to W. E. B. Du Bois, “five thousand rioters arose and surged like a crested storm-wave, from noonday until midnight; they killed and beat and murdered; they dashed out the brains of children and stripped the clothes of women; they drove victims into flames and hanged the helpless to the lighting polls.” Thirty years later, some community leaders feared a school integration campaign would ignite a new wave of violence. A local newspaper editorialized, “All of the ingredients for a recurrence of the 1917 race riot are simmering now, heated by the fire of race prejudice that has kept smoldering for these many years in the darkness of suspicion and fear. All that it takes is one overt act and the flames will envelop us.” At mass meetings, Black ministers cautioned “now was not the time” for school integration, that such a strategy was “rash” and “a serious blunder.”5

Overcoming these fears, the Black citizens of East St. Louis, like others in the North, agreed to fight to dismantle school segregation. As this chapter details, a rising tide of northern Black support for school integration swept the region for more than two decades following the outbreak of World War II. In the vast majority of communities, activists successfully compelled school authorities to end explicitly racial student placements and teaching assignments. For instance, after Illinois legislators threatened to withhold $667,989 in state funding, the school board agreed to desegregate the schools in the winter of 1949. Ignoring white student boycotts, threats of economic reprisals, and cross burnings, a small number of Black students in East St. Louis attended previously “white” schools for the first time in 1950.6
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Figure 3.1. A flyer that reads, “We’ve been drafted for active duty by the NAACP!” c. 1944. Visual Materials from the NAACP Records.

Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.



The NAACP regarded school integration as an opening wedge in the postwar struggle for racial justice and proposed to “draft” children for “active duty” in the war on Jim Crow. “Victory in the school matter should make it much easier to crack the theaters, hotels, and restaurants,” enthused Byrd. He encouraged parents in East St. Louis: “The presence of the children in the schools is a powerful weapon and this time we must keep them there.” This logic was widely appealing in the heady atmosphere of a surging civil rights movement. At the same time, some Black northerners questioned a political agenda that used children as “weapons” and contemplated the costs of closing separate schools. Black students, parents, and teachers raised their voices to question and critique school integration, even as it became a defining feature of the northern Black civil rights movement. This criticism, in turn, shaped Black educational activism and influenced strategies and goals of northern Black educational activists as they evolved from 1940 to 1965.7

School integration campaigns erupted throughout the North from World War II through Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 to the height of the Black civil rights movement in 1965. Black scholars not only documented the extent of northern school segregation but also sought to understand its consequences in terms of Black academic achievement and race relations with whites. Case studies from rural Bainbridge, Ohio; small town Bordentown, New Jersey; suburban New Rochelle, New York; and urban Chicago, Illinois, reveal the evolution of school integration battles as they progressed into the 1960s and why some Black educational activists were hesitant to support these campaigns.

Although Black northerners waged hundreds of successful school integration battles, school segregation increased between 1940 and 1965 due to government-sponsored residential segregation and discriminatory educational practices, fueled by white resistance to racial mixing in northern public schools. Increasing school segregation, in turn, led some Black educational activists to experiment with more aggressive integration strategies and others to consider radical new objectives. Among these goals by 1965 would be the revolutionary potential of separate, Black-controlled schools.

Wartime Black Educational Activism

Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy (1944) maintained that the only way Americans could solve the “Negro problem” and achieve the democratic ideal was to abolish racial segregation and ensure equal treatment for Black citizens in education, housing, employment, voting, and law enforcement. Meanwhile, a majority of American scientists forcefully rejected Nazi claims of Aryan superiority and insisted that race was a “myth.”8

During World War II, northern Black educational activists came to view segregated schools as abhorrent, anachronistic, and anathema to the Black freedom struggle. Integrated schools, by contrast, embodied democratic ideals including tolerance for diversity, equal citizenship, and fair play. For example, Black citizens in Oberlin, Ohio, insisted in 1940, “Men and women of this fair land of ours should encourage brotherhood and interracial school life for our children because in the days to come friendship and understanding will be invaluable assets to our national security.” White allies, like those who supported school integration in New Rochelle, New York, in 1949, agreed it was not only undemocratic to “handicap” Black students by isolating them in segregated schools, but also harmful to white children. As one white parent testified, “The [white] pupils in such a school miss an important element of understanding in their education for democratic human relations and are themselves less able to adjust to their association with Negro children in high school. Integration therefore seems to be sound educational policy.”9

The NAACP spearheaded the northern campaign for school integration between 1940 and 1965. Wartime civil rights activism pushed membership to nearly half a million people by 1945, and for the first time the NAACP included large numbers of working-class African Americans. Thurgood Marshall traveled throughout the North offering legal advice and organizational support to local branches in countless school integration battles. Between 1940 and 1954, the NAACP helped dozens of northern communities end racist school assignment policies that isolated Black students and teachers in segregated schools through petitions, school boycotts, and when necessary, lawsuits.10

World War II transformed everyday life for Black Americans as nearly 1 million men and women enlisted in the armed services, hundreds of thousands of Black southerners moved to the urban North, and civil rights activists launched the “Double V” campaign symbolizing victory over fascism abroad and racism at home. “Traditional patterns of behavior between Negroes and whites are being rather suddenly disturbed by the war,” declared sociologist Charles S. Johnson. “Negro masses are becoming more articulate and their methods of protest more varied and intense, including, as they do, petitions and picketings, protest parades, mass meetings and mob violence.”11

Writing in 1946, historian Herbert Aptheker observed that Black veterans were “fully determined to enjoy those democratic freedoms for which they fought.” He elaborated, “It is they who are most prone to violate the humiliating Jim Crow customs and laws which seek to perpetuate the subordinate social status of the Negro people.” White opposition to Black civil rights flared in the form of a revitalized Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and race riots in Detroit, Harlem, and Beaumont, Texas. Violent white resistance only inspired Black Americans to fight for their constitutionally guaranteed civil rights. A. Philip Randolph urged Black teachers to join the struggle, announcing, “To avoid race wars in America, colored people must retreat or fixtures and barriers must be torn down.” Increasing numbers of Black citizens were ready to tear down the barriers to educational equality. Inside of separate, Black-controlled schools, Black teachers taught about African American contributions to the war effort, especially the role of Black servicemen and women.12
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Figure 3.2. Black teacher and Black students in Philadelphia during World War II. Note posters on the wall that include “Negroes in the War.”

Photograph by John W. Mosley. Ruth Wright Hayre Collection, Charles L. Blockson Afro-American Collection, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, PA.



Black northerners emphasized wartime ideals of racial tolerance and fair play as they demanded equal treatment in the public schools. For instance, in Cairo, Illinois, Black teacher Hattie Kendrick sued the board of education for paying Black teachers less than whites. Activists in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Trenton, and Montclair, New Jersey, fought to desegregate teaching assignments that restricted Black teachers to teaching only Black children. Black parents in Abbington, Pennsylvania, successfully halted the school board’s plan to exclude all Black children from the local junior high school, while Black mothers in Oxford, Ohio, spoke out against racially segregated parent-teacher associations, class plays, and high school graduation receptions. In Hartford, the Urban League protested the fact that only 5 teachers out of 800 were Black. In Hempstead, Long Island, Black parents objected when school officials assigned their children to majority Black schools across town, even though they lived in a neighborhood served by majority white schools. These small, but successful, campaigns revealed that educational racism was vulnerable.13

The most celebrated wartime school integration campaign erupted in Hillburn, New York, in 1943 when a group of mothers launched a boycott against the separate Brook School. Thurgood Marshall toured Hillburn’s elementary schools, noting that the modern eight-room Main School attended by white children had a library, gymnasium, music room, and large playground, while the nearby Brook School was a three-room, ramshackle building that lacked indoor plumbing. The local NAACP and the town’s three Black educators voted unanimously to fight for integrated schools. Allies in New York City organized a rally to support the Hillburn school boycott at the Golden Gate Ballroom in Harlem. Flyers posted around New York made unflattering references to the Jim Crow South, asking, “Is Hillburn’s Jim Crow School System in New York State or Mississippi?” The Hillburn student boycott, combined with the threat of litigation, compelled New York commissioner of education George C. Stoddard to close the all-Black Brook School and assign all children to the Main School.14
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Figure 3.3. Thurgood Marshall with parents of African American students from Hillburn, New York, 1943. Visual Materials from the NAACP Records.

Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.



The Black press welcomed Hillburn’s successful school integration campaign as a dynamic contribution to the war effort and a sign that Black patriotism would be rewarded. “The rotten Hillburn school system shows up U.S. democracy in a bad light in New Delhi, Tokyo and Berlin,” confirmed the New York Amsterdam News. “Therefore, it was more than worth the efforts of the NAACP and the courageous, race conscious parents of Hillburn to fight its Jim Crow school system.” The Afro-American claimed white parents supported school integration as part of the war effort. “The colored boys and the white boys are all fighting together over there for the same damned things; it’s funny we can’t get along here,” declared Albert Taylor, whose eleven-year-old son, Francis, attended the newly desegregated Main School.15 Hillburn’s school integration movement was successful thanks to unified support from the Black community, including the town’s three Black female educators. Principal Kate Savery confirmed the Black educators were “very, very thankful for the Commissioner’s decision” to integrate the schools, even though it put their jobs at risk.16

Black teachers and parents in Trenton, New Jersey, launched another wartime effort to end segregated schools and teaching assignments. Like many of their friends, Leon Williams and Janet Hedgepeth walked past their neighborhood school every day to attend the all-Black Lincoln Junior High School. The city’s Black teachers affirmed, “When the capital city of our state joins the Deep South in its treatment of Negro students, it is time for all those who value democratic education to intervene.” Leon and Janet’s mothers sued the school board with the help of the NAACP. On January 31, 1944, the Supreme Court of New Jersey ruled, “It is unlawful for boards of education to exclude children from any public school on the grounds that they are of the Negro race” and ordered Trenton to integrate its public schools. The NAACP predicted that this case would set a precedent for school desegregation throughout New Jersey. However, the northern campaign for school integration remained largely muted until the end of the war as Black civil rights activists waited for the best opening to challenge racial injustice.17

The Quest for Integration in Postwar America

The end of World War II created the context that civil rights activists needed to articulate a more forceful demand for racial equality in the United States. In his 1947 book, Jim Crow America, white reporter Earl Conrad tried to capture why school integration was so vital to Black Americans at this moment. He recounted a story about his friend George, who happened to be the only Black student in his northern high school. A warm and funny young man, George was a champion athlete, class valedictorian, and beloved by teachers and classmates. Nevertheless, the day before the senior prom the principal summoned George into his office. He began, “George, you are the finest young man in the school. You have walked off with all the honors. You will go far.” The principal paused, and then continued in a hushed voice, “That is why I know you will understand when I say that I don’t think you should go to the senior prom. You will be a wallflower there, and you won’t be happy. You know, George, it wouldn’t be right for you to dance with our girls. You know that, now, don’t you?” Tears of humiliation stinging his eyes, George sprinted down the street to Conrad’s apartment, where he burst in and bellowed, “I tell you this white man will go down! This white man is not fit to live! This white man will yet learn that one-and-one half billions of people are of different skin colorings than he, and these may flood over and drown out the white civilization!”18

What is remarkable about this story is not the stark racial prejudice of a northern white school administrator but instead George’s furious call for vengeance amplified for a national audience. Conrad explained, “This is the wrath and the anger of the unintegrated. This is the hate, a hate often made inevitable, of a people forced to reason in terms of color. This may well be the resolve of thousands of Negroes compelled to look with anger, mistrust, suspicion, and even loathing upon a mass of people domineering, indifferent, frequently vicious, rarely fully understanding. I tell the incident of my friend only because it illustrates the underlying principle of Negro American life—the quest for integration.”19

The assistant commissioner of education in New Jersey confirmed that in terms of Black demands for school integration, 1947 marked a “brand new and forward-looking period, involving what might be termed drastic and major changes.” If the quest for integration was defined as the underlying principle of “Negro American life” in postwar America, then separate schools were now oppositional to Black life.20

In a sign of the times, the New Jersey Organization of Teachers of Colored Children changed its name in 1945 to the New Jersey Organization of Teachers and pledged to fight for school integration. Five years later, the Pennsylvania Association of Teachers of Colored Children did the same thing and publicly supported the integration of teachers, students, and curricula in such a way “as to make all Pennsylvania schools the arsenals of the democratic way of life.”21

Once reluctant to place their children in white-dominated schools, northern Black families rushed to enroll their children in previously “white” schools. University of Chicago law professor William R. Ming Jr. noted that “ministers, teachers, and the occasional medic” provided the leadership for school integration in the North, but that the strongest advocate for school integration was the Black working class—“farm laborers, domestics, and to a limited extent, industrial workers.” Social scientist Bonita H. Valien confirmed the same trend in Cairo, Illinois, noting, “As is true in most communities where desegregation has been attempted, children who persisted in their right to transfer were, for the most part, from families of limited economic resources. None of the children from the higher economic level sought transfer of schools.” The Black masses had the most to gain from higher quality, integrated public schools and they were less vulnerable to economic and social reprisals than middle-class Black families.22

Black educational activists adjusted their tactics to the varied local contexts found throughout the North. For example, in Indianapolis, the local NAACP asked the school board for a written statement detailing the district’s policy on racial segregation, hoping to create an opening that could be used to demand school integration. Many activists worked to document segregation since northern districts did not officially keep track of students’ racial identities and therefore were able to claim total ignorance about the possibility that schools were segregated by race. The New Jersey State Conference of the NAACP surveyed school segregation in fifty-two communities and used the findings to encourage local branches to challenge the most egregious forms of segregation. In New York City and Philadelphia, parents and civil rights leaders collected data showing very high rates of school segregation and inequality, and they used these statistics to demand immediate relief. For instance, Philadelphia activists identified 26 elementary schools where the student body was over 90 percent Black and 114 elementary schools where the student body was more than 90 percent white. In South Jamaica, Queens, more than 200 Black parents showed up at a board of education meeting to protest deteriorating conditions in majority Black schools related to facilities, textbooks, supervision, and teachers. In Wayne, Pennsylvania, Black parents petitioned the school board to mix the Black students assigned to the separate Mt. Pleasant School with the white students at the all-white Strafford School. These varied forms of educational activism percolated up through the grassroots in communities throughout the North, putting school administrators on notice that Black communities would no longer tolerate segregated and unequal schools.23

Lingering Support for Separate Schools

A crucial factor in whether this activism was successful was the political and economic power of the local Black community. A school integration battle in the rural town of Bainbridge, Ohio, located about twenty-five miles southeast of Cleveland, illustrates why northern Black support for separate schools persisted in the postwar era. Founded as a farming village in 1817, Bainbridge was more or less all-white until a local foundry imported Black workers from Georgia during World War I. Some of these Black workers put down roots when a Jewish farmer agreed to subdivide his property and sell it to Black families in 1921. This small “allotment” was the only place whites permitted Black citizens to reside, and a small community of working-class Black families lived here into the postwar era. Most worked as either laborers or domestics for whites in the surrounding region.

Inspired by the global struggle for democracy, three Black residents decided to challenge Bainbridge’s racially segregated schools in 1945. They traveled to Cleveland, home to the closest branch office of the NAACP, and asked executive secretary Charles P. Lucas for assistance.

Lucas promptly wrote to Thurgood Marshall explaining that Bainbridge maintained two elementary schools: a two-room shack that lacked indoor plumbing and electricity for the Black students and a modern, graded, twelve-room schoolhouse for the white students. Conditions in the Black school, the Chagrin Falls Park School, were bleak. As Lucas detailed, “Arithmetic is taught 15 minutes every other day. Other basic subjects are given a correspondingly short amount of time. There are no sanitary facilities. Water is pumped to one room, where there is a faucet about 18 inches from the floor and a bucket standing beneath it. No drinking cups are provided, and the children drink from their hands. There is an outdoor toilet. There are no screens at the windows. There have been 150 cases of impetigo in the last two years. This is a disease caused by filth.” Despite repeated requests, Bainbridge officials refused to admit any Black children to the “white” school even though there were “several unoccupied and unused classrooms at the school.”24

Bainbridge contained all the elements Marshall was looking for to advance the NAACP’s legal campaign against northern school segregation, including clear-cut racial segregation and eager local supporters. He anticipated that an integration battle could be won swiftly in Bainbridge as it had in Hillburn. Marshall replied to Lucas, “The Chagrin Falls Park School situation is the type of situation which we must get to work on at once. The encroachment of segregation in the school system in Ohio and other states is challenging the entire program of our Association.” He sat down with local activists in Cleveland to sketch out a school integration campaign not only in Bainbridge but also in other Ohio towns with separate “colored” schools including Hamilton, Xenia, Mansfield, Oxford, Hillsboro, Chillicothe, Dayton, and Middletown.25

Marshall soon discovered that Bainbridge’s Black community was divided over the question of school integration. The NAACP’s Mary E. Crawford toured the Black residences in the allotment, visited the local schools, talked to Black parents, and met with school leaders. She learned there was very little support for school integration among local Black residents. The separate Chagrin Falls Park School, although quite humble, was relatively new, erected in the summer of 1937 in response to a petition by the Black community. Up until that time students from the allotment had attended Bainbridge Elementary, but in 1937 Maranda Koggins, a former teacher in the Cleveland public schools, circulated a petition requesting a separate school. The school board granted the request and constructed a one-room schoolhouse inside the allotment, with Mrs. Koggins as the teacher.

The separate school was popular and enrollment increased, so the district added a second room and hired a second Black teacher in 1940. Although NAACP activists denigrated the two-room schoolhouse as “deplorable,” others pointed out, “The school is about six years old and quite cheerful; it looks well from the outside. Compared with the houses that the people live in it stands out impressively.” The Black students claimed to like their school, and parents insisted they only wanted their children to study the three Rs—reading, writing, and arithmetic—without the extravagant frills offered at the “white” school. The Black principal acknowledged that parents did not want to send their children to the Bainbridge school “because they would have to dress them better.” Principal Thomas elaborated, “They could go to the allotment school dressed any way.” Another investigator for the NAACP emphasized the severe poverty of Blacks in Bainbridge, noting children were “clothed very badly and were extremely dirty” and homes were “little more than shacks.” Relatively pleased with their school, Black parents felt little desire to fight to send their children to the “white” school.26

The Bainbridge school integration campaign came to a head in November 1946 when community leaders proposed a $26,000 school bond to fund an expansion and renovation of the separate school. In case this subtle enticement failed, white leaders threatened to cancel Black citizens’ relief checks if they dared to vote against the school bond or otherwise advocate school integration. Dismissing these threats as immaterial, Marshall instructed local activists to “work out a program to educate the community to the evils of segregated schools.” The Cleveland NAACP organized a mass meeting in Bainbridge where it directed Black parents to vote against the school bond and demand integration. Local families were not so easily swayed. Principal Thomas attended the meeting and encouraged parents to ignore the NAACP and vote for the bond. The NAACP representative at the meeting, Alvin Lloyd, suggested that a delegation of Black parents should meet with the school board to demand integration, but nobody volunteered for the job.27

When it was time to vote on the bond, 115 Black adults from the allotment voted for it and only 16 against it. Faced with threats of economic reprisals and discomfort with sending Black children to the “white” school, an overwhelming majority of Black citizens voted to maintain a dual system. At the very least, Black citizens in Bainbridge were not prepared to fight for school integration at this time, although evidence suggests that many Black parents simply preferred a separate school with Black teachers. In the fall of 1946, the Cleveland NAACP wrote to Robert L. Carter in the national office explaining they were giving up on the integration campaign in Bainbridge.28

As this case illustrates, the NAACP sometimes struggled to convince Black northerners to fight for school integration when the local Black community lacked economic and political resources. When Marshall instructed the Cleveland NAACP to “educate the community to the evils of segregated schools,” he not only presented a stark choice between school integration as good and separate schools as “evil,” but also that anyone who disagreed with him simply lacked information. The solution, in Marshall’s mind, was to “educate” separatists by presenting them with facts that demonstrated the superiority of school integration as a strategy. When Black parents questioned this logic, as they did in Bainbridge, NAACP activists struggled to articulate a convincing response. They were unwilling to address Black parents’ concerns about how their children would fare in a white-controlled school, or what would happen to Black educators if the school was integrated. The result was a political impasse—Black civil rights leaders threw up their hands in disgust at the “selfishness” of Black separatists, while local Blacks remained suspicious of civil rights leaders’ motives. In Bainbridge, it was not so much that Blacks preferred separate schools, it was that they did not want to join a movement that placed the Black community at risk in exchange for uncertain advantages.29

In contrast, other northern Black educational activists had significant political and economic power but nevertheless preferred to maintain the option of a separate, Black-controlled school because they believed a high-quality separate school was vital to Black families. This kind of activism is visible in towns like Indianapolis, Gary, Cincinnati, and Bordentown. Most of these schools were located just north of the Mason-Dixon line, where southern values had an especially potent influence.

This was the case in Dayton, Ohio, home of the Paul Lawrence Dunbar High School, erected in 1933 at the behest of the white community. At that time, W. E. B. Du Bois advised, “It would be most unfortunate if the new Dunbar High School were made exclusively a Negro school.” Du Bois’s support for school integration rested on the condition that mixed schools treat Black children fairly, and he was clear that nurturing separate schools were preferable to hostile integrated ones. Dayton’s Black community had not requested separate schools, but it did not have the political power to prevent whites from expanding school segregation. Over time, many local Black families came to appreciate what they viewed as the benefits of separate schools, especially Black teachers, a curriculum that included Black history, full access to extracurricular programs, and high levels of academic achievement.

After being segregated in the locker room and forced to sit in the back of classrooms at majority white Roosevelt High School, Phyllis Blackburn Greer volunteered to transfer to Dayton’s new “colored” high school in 1933. She explained, “I transferred to Dunbar because I felt that if there was going to be—if we were going to be separated by anything, we might as well be separated by an entire building as to be separated by practices.” At Dunbar High School, the teachers told her, “We must be better than anybody else in terms of achievement because that was the only way we could ever get to be equal.” She recalled Dunbar High School as her first positive experience as a student and one that inspired her to become a teacher.30

Dayton school leaders illegally confined Black elementary students to separate annexes or basements in “mixed” schools through the 1930s and 1940s. In 1936 the board of education created the first unofficial “colored” elementary school by removing the white teachers from Garfield Elementary, replacing them with Black teachers, and busing white students out of the neighborhood to other “white” schools. In the summer of 1945, Dayton school leaders did the same thing at Wogaman Elementary. “When school closed in June of 1945, there was an entire white staff at Wogaman,” recalled Greer, by this time a teacher in Dayton. “When school opened in September, there was an entire Black staff under a Black principal . . . and at the same time white pupils who lived in the Wogaman area were transferred by bus out of the Wogaman School.”31

By the summer of 1945, school integration campaigns were sweeping through northern Black communities. Black civil rights activists in Dayton decided to challenge overt and illegal school segregation, but they were hampered by lingering support for separate schools. Civil rights leaders were particularly incensed that Dunbar’s Black principal, Frederic C. McFarlane, regularly cited W. E. B. Du Bois in his defense of separate schools. They believed McFarlane misrepresented Du Bois’s views on school integration. Marian Smith Williams wrote Du Bois on behalf of the Dayton’s Citizen Committee and the local NAACP to ask for his support in closing the separate schools.

She began, “As you perhaps know, we have in Dayton one segregated Negro high school, the Paul Lawrence Dunbar. . . . Despite the fact that Negroes are themselves partly to blame for its erection, there are those who now see their error and are anxious to atone for their sin.” Williams described the ominous escalation of school segregation in Dayton, culminating with the most recent transformation of Wogaman Elementary into a separate school. The problem, according to Williams, was that Black leaders such as Principal McFarlane convinced parents that separate schools promoted racial uplift while integrated schools did not. She wrote, “He has indoctrinated the students attending Dunbar with his philosophy of racism and continually quotes you as favoring segregation as the only solution to the race problem in America.” Williams concluded by asking Du Bois to publicly renounce his support for separate schools.32

For civil rights activists in Dayton, separate schools were a “sin” that reflected a “philosophy of racism,” regardless of the quality of education available in these schools or the fate of Black teachers and students in integrated ones. In their minds, integrated schools would treat Black students with dignity and respect and Black teachers would be hired on their merits in a colorblind hiring process, a vision that school separatists doubted. Williams assumed Du Bois would agree and hoped his endorsement would galvanize Black support for school integration.

Du Bois received William’s letter and penned a thoughtful response. “I do not believe in jim crow schools. They are undemocratic and discriminatory.” He continued, “At the same time as I have said from time to time, the majority of Negroes in the United States depend today upon separate schools for their education and despite everything we can do that situation will continue longer than any of us now living will survive. We must, therefore, make the best of a bad situation and take every advantage of that situation.” Du Bois emphasized that separate schools provided suitable jobs for Black teachers and that some are “very excellent schools.” He cautioned Williams to consider each case of school integration on its own merits, as “there no single answer which will apply to all situations.”33

Williams replied to Du Bois that she and her colleagues were “a bit shocked and sorely disappointed” by his letter. She continued, “Personally, I cannot agree with you that any segregated school system is more advantageous to Negro children. . . . I sincerely believe that in a northern city, such as Dayton, it is criminal to teach Negro children that segregation is the solution to the problem of race.” Laying out the plan to dismantle segregated schools, she added, “This type of education we are opposing and shall leave no stone unturned to eliminate the dual system, which we consider most detrimental to the children, psychologically, educationally and materially. We regret, then, that you could not see your way to help us denounce it.”34

When Du Bois responded to Williams’s second letter, he did so publicly in the Chicago Defender. He wrote, “Of all the situations that confront us involving the problems of racial segregation, none is more difficult than that of education.” Du Bois clarified that separation did not necessarily engender inequality and that educational inequality could not always be solved through integration. He continued, “I do not know which distresses me the most; the crowding and lack of discipline and poor organization in unsegregated schools of Harlem or the crowding and lack of discipline and lack of organization in the segregated schools of Atlanta. What I want is education for Negro children. I believe that in the long run this can be best accomplished by unsegregated schools but lack of segregation in itself is no guarantee of education and fine education has often been furnished by segregated schools.” Although mild, Du Bois’s rebuke offered a pointed critique of postwar school integration campaigns that focused on the narrow goal of mixed schools and refused to consider the well-being of Black students and teachers.35

After meeting with the Dayton Board of Education, Cincinnati NAACP president Theodore M. Berry concluded that there was not a clear legal path because it was difficult to prove deliberate school segregation due to the paucity of official school records. The school board “denied that Dayton followed a strict district system, or that Wogaman had been changed to a Negro school.” He added, “It is apparent that Negro citizens of Dayton are divided as to their attitude on separate schools, with a large segment of the group indifferent on the question.” In order for integrationists to win, Berry determined, “the opposition to segregation in schools must be sustained and vocal.”36

Mobilizing the Black community to condemn Dayton’s separate schools proved impossible at this time. Dunbar High School had a reputation for excellence in academics, sports, and music. In 1938, twenty-seven Dunbar students competed in a statewide academic competition at Miami University in Oxford, winning awards in biology, Latin I, and Latin II. Dunbar musicians played at the Oberlin Conservatory of Music and the choir performed at local theaters. The school’s athletic teams were the pride of Dayton’s Black community, and the local press followed the careers of outstanding Black student athletes recruited to play for prestigious colleges like Boston University. Dunbar High School offered a supportive academic environment and the opportunity to participate in extracurricular activities that were racially restricted in many “mixed” northern high schools. Black citizens in Dayton did not necessarily object to school integration, but they hesitated to join a movement that threatened an educational institution they valued. As late as 1950, a Black educational activist reported, “We still haven’t made up our minds about our schools. Roosevelt High School is bi-racial, while Dunbar High School is 100% segregated.”37

Black families in small towns like Bainbridge and large ones like Dayton hesitated to support school integration, but between the end of World War II and the Brown ruling in 1954, the vast majority of Black northerners came to advocate integration in all but a few towns in the northern borderlands where Black communities lacked the economic and political power to challenge overt white supremacy. Responding to growing Black political power, some northern states strengthened their anti-discrimination legislation. For example, New Jersey forbade school segregation in its revised constitution in 1947, Indiana repealed its permissive school segregation law in 1949, and Illinois strengthened its existing anti-segregation law by adding an effective penalty provision. As a result, most race-based school assignment practices ceased and many separate Black schools were closed, because, as the Chicago Defender reported, “They were simply no longer needed.”38

Pockets of entrenched school segregation remained, especially in northern communities that bordered the South. Evansville, Indiana, for instance, responded to the state’s new anti-segregation mandate by offering all students a choice of where to attend school. By 1952, only fifty Black students attended previously “white” elementary schools in this city, while only one high school student dared to enroll in the “white” high school. Similarly, Roosevelt High School in Gary and Crispus Attucks High School in Indianapolis endured as separate schools into the early 1960s. “Not every parent wanted his child to be a pioneer,” explained one scholar.39

Documenting School Segregation

The first step in challenging northern school segregation was to prove that it existed—an arduous proposition given that school leaders denied racial discrimination and did not keep official records of students’ racial identities. For this reason, a number of scholars and activists traveled around the region in order to quantify the degree of northern school segregation. In Pennsylvania, scholars Hugh H. Smythe and Rufus Smith visited public schools in Washington, Aliquippa, Kennett Square, Avondale, West Grove, and Downingtown, where all the Black students were assigned to separate classrooms with Black teachers in racially mixed schools. They discovered the town of Chester operated separate “colored” elementary schools with Black teachers and an integrated high school with an all-white faculty, as did Johnstown, Carlisle, York, Morton, and West Chester. Smythe and Smith estimated that one-third of Pennsylvania school districts segregated students by race, and with the exception of Pittsburgh, the entire state prohibited Black teachers from instructing white students.40

White civil rights activist Norma Jensen of the NAACP conducted a similar survey of fifty-two communities in New Jersey, locating illegal “colored” schools in twenty-four towns. Jenson uncovered peculiar local variations, such as Wildwood, which divided an integrated elementary school into separate white and Black sections; Penns Grove, which housed a “colored” kindergarten in the basement of the “white” school; West Cape May, which assigned Black students to an annex located fifty feet behind the “white” school; Palmyra, where a Black teacher taught all the Black elementary school children in a single, ungraded classroom; and Haddonfield, which segregated Black students through fourth grade but then integrated them into classes with white students. In a larger survey, the New Jersey Division against Discrimination identified fifty-two school districts operating separate schools with Black teachers and noted that only nine of these districts could attribute segregation to “natural” geographic factors. The remaining forty-three districts created separate schools by blatantly gerrymandering school assignments. Similar practices were discernible in Illinois, where eleven counties maintained separate schools in defiance of state law. In the summer of 1953, Harry Ashmore, a moderate white southerner, commissioned a survey of twenty-five northern communities with populations ranging from 8,500 to 3,600,000 that were in the process of desegregating their school systems. He found “the experiences reported were as varied as the communities themselves.”41

Even when faced with proof of explicit racial segregation in the public schools, administrators often denied any wrongdoing and refused to modify assignment policies. The Educational Equality League in Philadelphia published a report in 1953 that identified 10 out of 186 elementary schools as being completely racially segregated, with all-Black student bodies and faculties. It also noted that not a single Black school administrator could be found in the city’s senior high schools and that Philadelphia did not employ any senior Black school secretaries or engineers. Superintendent Allen H. Whetter responded mildly, “We do not have segregation in Philadelphia’s public schools. A child may go to any school he wants to, provided there is room for him. Our school boundaries are geographical and have no relationship to a pupil’s race, color or creed.”42

Commenting on these studies, the Pittsburgh Courier opined, “If segregation is bad in Mississippi and Texas, it cannot be good in New Jersey and Pennsylvania: and if we protest against its existence below the Mason-Dixon Line, why should we remain mum above it?” With these new data, civil rights activists believed they could launch more effective challenges to remaining northern school segregation. The Illinois State Conference of NAACP Branches promised the major objective of 1949 would be “the abolition of all discrimination and segregation in the school systems of the state.”43

School integration battles erupted in dozens of northern communities between 1945 and 1954. Writing in the Crisis, educational scholar Virgil A. Clift explained that Black northerners “have come to the conclusion that the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ works to his disadvantage in education. . . . In the North, we find much more concern and many more demands being made for integrated schools.” These battles mostly skipped over the largest cities for the time being and emerged in suburban towns and small industrial centers with large enough Black populations to inspire whites to segregate the schools, but small enough school districts that segregation was obvious and the solution relatively simple. For example, integration battles erupted in the schools of Gary, Indianapolis, Evansville, and Elkhardt, Indiana; Long Branch, Fair Haven, Camden, and Mount Holly, New Jersey; Alton, Argo, Cairo, Ullin, Sparta, and Tamms, Illinois; Willow Run, Muskegon, and Albion, Michigan; Chester and Downingtown, Pennsylvania; New Rochelle and Hempstead, New York; and Dayton, Cincinnati, and Williamsport, Ohio.44

Black parents in Long Branch, New Jersey, complained that school leaders isolated Black students at Liberty Elementary, which had an all-Black student body and faculty. Franklin H. Williams explained, “This situation arises because of the failure of the School Board to assign a specific district to this school, thereby enabling white students living in the vicinity of the school to leave the area and attend other schools in the community. Negro students may also do this if they desire and some Negro children in the community do, in fact, attend other schools. As the result, however, of a long-continued custom, most Negro parents have continued to send their children to this school.” In this example, Black educational activists in Long Branch could easily identify a segregated school, which they opposed on principle. This situation also presented a relatively easy solution, and activists petitioned the school board to end race-based school assignments and instead create a geographic attendance zone for Liberty Elementary.45

Needless to say, even when school leaders agreed to desegregation, as they did in Long Branch, it was rarely a painless process. The KKK circulated pro-segregation flyers in Long Branch extolling citizens to “Keep America Free from Niggers,” and white parents balked at Liberty’s inferior resources when it appeared their children might be assigned to the historically Black school. Long Branch was one of many northern communities that witnessed Black student protests, white student counter-protests, and passionate school board meetings. Often messy and sometimes even violent, postwar school integration campaigns dismantled the separate “colored” schools that dotted the landscape in defiance of state law. Legal historian Davison Douglas argues that white northerners agreed to school integration because they realized small changes to school assignment policy would have relatively little impact on school segregation due to the very high degree of residential segregation. Civil rights activists fought racist school assignment policies that funneled Black children into certain schools and permitted white students to transfer out of these schools. By 1954, they had largely achieved this objective throughout the North. Unfortunately, the racial isolation of Black students in northern public schools was increasing as the Great Migration continued to concentrate Black migrants into racially restricted, predominantly Black neighborhoods.46

Brown in the North

On May 17, 1954, the US Supreme Court ruled unanimously in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas that racial segregation in the public schools violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The case represented a historic victory for Thurgood Marshall and the NAACP and was a transformative event in the Black freedom struggle. Civil rights leaders and Black citizens were relieved, joyful, and emboldened by the ruling, which signaled that the federal government would enforce Black civil rights for the first time since the end of the Civil War. Ambrose Caliver, the nation’s highest ranking Black educator in the federal government, was one of many who construed Brown as the beginning of a “Second Reconstruction” that would protect Black civil rights and improve race relations. Referencing Gunnar Myrdal’s famous study, Caliver asserted, “The American dilemma has at long last been resolved.”47

The NAACP’s Walter White confirmed Brown restored Black citizens’ trust in American democracy and the rule of law, exclaiming, “In overruling the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine laid down by Plessy vs. Ferguson in 1896, the court re-enforced the faith of all Americans in the basic justice of our system.” The president of Lincoln University, Horace Mann Bond, concurred. “It is not for us alone. It is for Mankind, everywhere. It is an affirmation that these United States of America, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition, that all men are created equal, has had a new birth, and sends this message throughout the World in testimony thereof.” Mordecai Johnson, president of Howard University, recognized the ruling as a triumph for democracy in the Cold War era. “If that decision had gone in the opposite direction,” he divulged, “it would have been like tying up the world in a little package, putting a ribbon around it, and handing it to the Communists.”48

There was near-unanimous Black approval of Brown in the North and South, as it confirmed that segregation on the basis of race was illegal, immoral, and reprehensible. Du Bois acknowledged that the US Supreme Court had ruled in favor of the Black plaintiffs to his “immense surprise.” “Why did it do so?” he queried. “Because it realized that this nation was face to face not simply with a colored minority within its bounds, growing in efficiency, but with a world which contained an overwhelming majority of rising colored peoples; that if our fiction of democracy was to retain any validity whatsoever, it must at least give lip-service to the principle of an unsegregated system of public schools, not to mention discrimination in travel, housing, and civil rights.” Even the most ardent supporters of separate schools stood firmly against state-sponsored racial apartheid. Brown was a remarkable accomplishment and a potent indicator of change to come.49

Like Frederick Douglass a century earlier, Doxey A. Wilkerson predicted that integrated schools would eradicate prejudice by bringing together Black and white children for a common purpose. “Think what full implementation of the Court’s decision could mean,” Wilkerson speculated.


Some 9,000,000 white children and 2,600,000 Negro children now attending segregated elementary and secondary schools in the South would be brought together in the classroom and on the playground. This itself would be a telling blow against racism. Hundreds of thousands of white and Negro teachers would merge their professional associations for a common approach to common problems. White and Negro parents in thousands of communities would begin to work together in the PTA’s. And this process of building Negro-white unity could be extended to scores of thousands of youths and their teachers in hundreds of southern colleges and universities. The impact of this development could do much to undermine the whole structure of Jim Crow laws and practices in all fields. 50



Whether interpreted as a legal, political, or cultural victory, Black leaders believed Brown would be a formidable catalyst in the struggle for civil rights.

Brown prohibbited state-sponsored, de jure school segregation as it existed in the eleven states of the former Confederacy, six border states (Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, Oklahoma, and West Virginia), Washington, DC, and part of three other states (Arizona, Kansas, and New Mexico). However, it was unclear how the ruling applied to segregated schools in the North. Chief Justice Earl Warren assumed the ruling would apply only to southern school districts that operated racially restricted “white” and “colored” schools.

But to many Black educational activists in the North, the logic that racially segregated schools harmed the “hearts and minds” of Black children suggested that segregated schools were inherently illegal, regardless of whether that segregation was legally sanctioned or created through residential segregation and gerrymandered school assignments. They insisted the ruling should apply in the North because they interpreted educational discrimination to be every bit as deliberate and insidious in the North as it was in the South. As Boston activist Ruth Batson explained, “The reading of this landmark decision by members of the [NAACP] Boston Branch Public School Subcommittee was that if legal segregation was illegal, it followed that the de facto segregation in practice in Boston would also be illegal. In our minds, segregation was segregation.”51

The NAACP drafted an Action Program for Northern Branches which stated, “Racially restrictive practices in the North, although rarely dependent on law, do the same harm as the segregation which the Supreme Court outlawed. To the extent that these decisions will encourage NAACP Branches, invigorate our friends, fortify state statues prohibiting discrimination, and generally create a favorable climate of opinion in race relations, they will invaluably assist persons fighting bigotry in the North.” The NAACP was confident that Brown augmented legal support for school integration in the North as well as the South. “In Philadelphia, as in Little Rock, there is no such thing as a ‘separate but equal’ school,” insisted northern activists.52

In the wake of Brown, northern Black educational activists pressed local officials to make real the vision of integrated and equal schools. Parents in Englewood, New Jersey, were among the first to cite the Brown decision when they attacked illegal school segregation in the fall of 1954. The New Jersey commissioner of education reviewed the complaint and agreed that Englewood school administrators had illegally assigned Black students to the Lincoln School and white students to the Liberty School, regardless of where these children lived. The commissioner directed Englewood to create geographic-based school assignment zones and to either integrate or close the separate Lincoln Junior High School.

The fact that this New Jersey town successfully cited the Brown decision to win school desegregation inspired other northerners to do the same. Parents in New York City, Chicago, Boston, Detroit, and Philadelphia escalated their attacks on school segregation. Headlines like “Boston Integration Problem Serious,” “Chicago Wants More School Integration,” and “Would You Believe It, School Integration Trouble in New York?” broadcast multiple, emerging struggles for northern school integration over the next decade. “Undoubtedly one of the most significant developments in the realm of education was the sudden spread of the school integration front to several school districts in the ‘liberal’ North,” reported Ebony magazine in January of 1962. 53

It is no accident that northern school integration campaigns erupted during the period of “massive resistance” to school integration in the South. By 1956, the NAACP was deeply frustrated by the resistance of white southerners to the Brown ruling. Segregationists in the South used political power and extralegal pressure applied through white Citizens Councils and the KKK to undermine school integration, a fact that mobilized Black civil rights activists and inspired those in the North. The struggle for equal and integrated schools was not just morally righteous, but it was also backed by federal law. What is more, school segregation in the North was widespread, easily identifiable, and subject to direct action tactics like boycotts as well as lawsuits. This was an important civil rights battle that northern activists can and did win. “School segregation and inferior education are among the biggest problems facing northern Negroes today,” Robert L. Carter, general counsel of the NAACP, wrote in 1959. Even the region’s most racially fraught towns in the northern borderlands like Colp and Cairo, Illinois, witnessed school integration movements, much to the surprise of local officials. “While the South desegregates its schools slowly and with great reluctance, there is a growing storm in the North over school segregation,” confirmed the Los Angeles Times.54

The metaphor was not misplaced. School segregation was increasing in the North, especially in the largest cities as a result of intense residential segregation and white and middle-class flight to the suburbs. In 1963, a detailed study of 200 northern and western school districts identified 738 schools where Black students were more than 90 percent of the population and another 403 that were between 60 percent and 90 percent Black. Noting that segregated schools were “the most explosive civil rights issue in the North,” the Commission on School Integration of the National Association of Intergroup Relations Officials reported, “School segregation, of course, is not a new problem in the North; what is new is the unprecedented urgency with which the problem is now posed.” It elaborated:


The pressure for integration NOW probably stems from a complex of influences—the increasing importance of education for the life chance of every child during this period of declining employment opportunities for workers with little schooling, the flagrant inequalities usually associated with school segregation, the strong trend since World War II toward the extension of civil rights in many fields, and especially the vigorous and confident offensive which the Negro people have recently mounted against all forms of racial discrimination, north and south. In any case, the segregated school has become one of the major battlegrounds in the North for the burgeoning civil rights movement which now so dramatically confronts the entire nation.55



The NAACP prioritized northern school integration, and in 1961 it promoted June Shagaloff to a newly created position as education director of the NAACP. Shagaloff, the daughter of Jewish Russian immigrants, coordinated with local NAACP chapters and offered guidance and resources to Black educational activists. She reported that NAACP branches supported school integration efforts in dozens of northern communities including Stamford and Norwalk, Connecticut; Chicago, Centerville, Fairmont Park, Joliet, Maywood, Mt. Vernon, Robbins, Danville, and Peoria, Illinois; Detroit, Michigan; New York City, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Westbury, Glen Cove, Malverne, Amityville, Hempstead, and Manhasset, New York; Newark, Paterson, Jersey City, Orange, Englewood, Montclair, Morristown, Plainfield, Bridgeton, and New Brunswick, New Jersey; Cleveland, Columbus, Portsmouth, Dayton, and Xenia, Ohio; Philadelphia, Ardmore, Chester, Coatesville, and Twin Oaks, Pennsylvania; Gary, Indiana; Waterloo, Iowa; Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota; and Boston, Massachusetts.56

As the northern school integration movement expanded, so too did vocal white resistance to school integration. Leslie H. Fishel Jr., a historian at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, found, “In the North, time and again a mild anarchy greeted a community’s move for integration.” In Colp, Illinois, the white teachers quit and parents removed every white child from the public schools following school integration in 1957. In nearby Cairo, white students stood and sang “Dixie” when faced with their first integrated basketball game. Segregationists in Chicago called in bomb threats to signal their hostility to Black demands for school integration. White parents in New York, Chicago, and San Francisco created organizations to protest school integration, citing educational concerns, real estate problems, tax fears, or a sudden passion for “neighborhood schools” in their fervent defense of the status quo. These actions inspired righteous indignation among Blacks and failed to halt or even slow demands for school integration.57

In this politically charged atmosphere, the debate over school integration versus separation receded but did not disappear. Instead, it morphed into something new as northern Blacks debated how integrated schools related to larger goals such as improved academic achievement, equal educational opportunities, reduced racial prejudice, and better race relations.

Between 1954 and 1965, the struggle for school integration in the North changed as integrationists found themselves battling against recalcitrant whites, increasing residential segregation, and urban public school populations that were becoming increasingly Black and Latino faster than integration plans could mix these students together. The decade following Brown traces a trajectory from glowing optimism to a hardened, more pragmatic realization that school integration would require significant sacrifice and lead to only partial gains. To understand this transformation, it is helpful to consider the experiences of Black educational activists in three different settings: rural Bordentown, suburban New Rochelle, and urban Chicago.

Closing the Bordentown School

By 1954 the remaining enthusiasts of separate schools were found in those few northern communities with high-quality separate schools like Bordentown, Dayton, Cincinnati, and Indianapolis. These schools either grew out of traditions of separate schools dating back to the nineteenth century, such as the Bordentown School, or they had a more recent lineage dating to the Jim Crow era, such as Cincinnati’s Dunbar High School established in 1933. By 1954, these high-quality separate schools had become community fixtures by providing employment for Black educators and a supportive environment for students. The Bordentown School made a name for itself by blending the academic work required for a high school diploma with vocational training in fields like hair styling and automobile repair. The students, parents, alumni, and faculty who favored such schools were concerned about the implications of Brown for separate, Black-controlled schools in the North.
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Figure 3.4. The Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored Youth in New Jersey emphasized vocational training, such as this hair styling class, to ensure that students could find gainful employment after graduation.

Courtesy of the New Jersey State Archives, Department of State, Trenton, NJ.



These fears were exacerbated in December 1954 when New Jersey governor Robert B. Meyner announced plans to close the Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School as part of the state’s effort to enforce the Brown ruling. Founded in 1886 by a Black minister, Bordentown School was a public boarding school built on the model of Booker T. Washington’s famous Tuskegee Institute. The school reached its height of popularity during World War II before enrollment began to decline in the postwar era as more Black families sought out integrated schools.58

Governor Meyner reasoned that as a segregated school for Black students, the Bordentown School did not comply with the Brown ruling and therefore must be closed. The New York Times reported, “In what might be held as an example of desegregation in reverse, the state today ordered the closing next June of the all-Negro State Manual Training and Industrial School for Youths at Bordentown.” Echoing the Supreme Court ruling, Meyner asserted that a separate school not only deprived students of the benefits of an integrated education, but it also retarded the development of Black children. He noted that because the school had been “unable to induce white students to enroll at the institution” it was in “violation of the spirit of the constitutional provision against segregation.”59

To students, families, and faculty associated with the Bordentown School, the governor’s decision seemed punitive. Many found it impossible to fathom that separate schools harmed the “hearts and minds” of Black children or that they generated a feeling of inferiority. For Bordentown School supporters, it was precisely the separate and protected nature of the school that allowed Black youth to reach their highest potential.60 In response to vehement protests from the Black community, Governor Meyner agreed to hold a public hearing on the school’s fate on May 19, 1955.61

Those who spoke in favor of closing the Bordentown School claimed to be motivated by racial justice, although frequent references to the high per-pupil expenses at the school hinted at more material motives. James W. McGrew of the New Jersey State Chamber of Commerce proclaimed, “The taxpayers of New Jersey are spending the fantastic sum of $1,244 to educate each and every student enrolled in the Bordentown School,” compared to $335.60 spent on students in traditional vocational schools. McGrew demanded that the state justify this exorbitant expense or close the school. Politicians and business leaders unanimously agreed that the best use of the school’s campus would be to convert it to a state institution for “mental deficients” where the industrial shops and farms would provide job training for disabled children. Their proposal would remove the Bordentown School, its substantial campus and grounds, and the jobs associated with it from local Black control.62

Supporters implored state leaders to keep the Bordentown School open as an integrated institution. Many complained that there had been no attempt to integrate the school. One teacher testified, “I haven’t had any white boys sent to my office to be enrolled. . . . In fact, they have made no real effort to integrate the school. They have let it go without integration, even after it was passed on in the Supreme Court.”63 Dean of Boys Major V. Daniels, agreed. “If there was a movement afoot to integrate the Manual Training School, it was the best kept secret I have ever known.”64 Supporters suspected white business leaders and politicians were misconstruing the Brown ruling to deprive New Jersey Blacks of a key educational institution, but they were unable to prove it. The New Jersey legislature voted to withhold all funding and close the school.65

Black civil rights leaders either remained silent or encouraged the state to close the Bordentown School in 1955. The Urban League of Eastern Union County sent a telegram to the New Jersey State Legislature that supported the immediate abolition of the school for being segregated and anachronistic. The NAACP, similarly, felt that losing separate schools like Bordentown was a fair price to pay for integration nationwide. When Philadelphia resident Mary Winsor wrote to the national office that closing the Bordentown School was “unjust and unkind,” Henry Lee Moon, NAACP director of public relations, responded with a strongly worded rebuke. “This decision is, we believe, entirely justified inasmuch as the school has outlived its usefulness. Young Negroes may now attend any of the state’s training schools and do not require a separate institution for themselves. This is in accordance with the present trend which was dramatized by the Supreme Court decision of May 17, 1954.”66

Edward “Sonny” Murrain was one of many Black educational activists who questioned the Bordentown School’s abrupt end. He feared that a vital component of Black educational history and tradition was being thrown aside in the rush to enforce Brown. Murrain wrote, “Most of us up North have been too smug and flushed with victory to realize that desegregation, like bias, is a two-edged sword. The imminent closing of Bordentown, long the subject of our pride and praise, brings the problem of desegregation home where all may see.” The problem was that white leaders were not willing to assign white children to historically Black schools. This implied a threat to all schools that educated a majority of Black students with Black faculty, not just those high-quality ones like the Bordentown School, Crispus Attucks High School, Dunbar High School, and the Harriet Beecher Stowe School.

The State of New Jersey made no effort to assist faculty and staff who were fired when Bordentown School was closed, and in many communities, such as Philadelphia, Black teachers were still largely restricted to majority Black classrooms or schools. For this reason, the abolition of the Bordentown School gave some people pause. What they wanted was not to retain a separate, all-Black school but instead to make a genuine effort to integrate the school by attracting white faculty and students, a strategy that government leaders refused to countenance. Black citizens were concerned that school integration not only seemed to unfold according to the terms and wishes of white officials but that it functioned as a “double-edged sword” that could harm northern Black communities.67

Suburban New Rochelle, New York

Known as a liberal outpost of New York City, New Rochelle gained a reputation as the “Little Rock of the North” based on the way white citizens responded to their Black neighbors’ request for integrated schools. The town’s two middle schools and one high school were well integrated, but the smaller elementary schools mirrored stark patterns of residential segregation. White residents assumed school segregation was a reflection of personal preferences, but Black residents viewed it as systemic racism and had been fighting New Rochelle’s discriminatory school assignment policies since 1930. These efforts did not pan out until the Brown ruling created new possibilities for a legal attack on segregated schools.68

Black protest was ignited in 1956 when the New Rochelle Board of Education proposed a total renovation of Lincoln Elementary School, where more than 90 percent of the students were Black. Educational activists asked the school board to close Lincoln and disperse its students to the majority white elementary schools. After the school district refused to respond to four years of petitions, protests, meetings, rallies, and boycotts, a young Black attorney named Paul B. Zuber filed a lawsuit on behalf of Black families in the fall of 1960. One year later, federal judge Irving Kaufman found in Taylor v. Board of Education of City School District of New Rochelle that school leaders had repeatedly redrawn school boundary lines to concentrate Black students at Lincoln. Current patterns of school segregation in New Rochelle were no accident, concluded Kaufman, but the result of deliberate racial discrimination. Citing Brown, the judge determined that segregation in New Rochelle’s public schools caused harm to Black students and that the district must take concrete steps to achieve integration.69

This case established Brown as an effective legal precedent for school integration outside of the Jim Crow South. It led Black educational activists and school district leaders to believe the courts would uphold Brown in the North, inspiring more aggressive school integration demands and concessions over the next decade. Black educational activists cited Brown to fight school segregation in Plainfield, New Jersey; Hempstead, New Rochelle, and Manhasset, New York; Springfield, Massachusetts; Gary, Indiana; Pontiac, Michigan; and Cincinnati, Ohio.70

New Rochelle previewed how both Black and white northerners would respond to school integration. While there were a handful of white supporters of school integration in New Rochelle, the more common response was frantic denial that school segregation existed, coupled with total resistance to modified school assignment policies. What is more, whites in New Rochelle resisted school integration plans while disingenuously claiming to be sympathetic to Black civil rights. To take just one example, School Board president Merryle Stanley Rikeyser called Judge Kaufman’s decision “unjust” and stated that the board would appeal. In the same breath, he declared, “New Rochelle is proud of its wide diversity of racial and religious backgrounds and is eager to improve its status as a front-runner nationally in living up the ideals of a free society.” He continued, “With the good faith of the community at stake, it is our obligation to ask a higher court to review the evidence concerning the realities.”71

Such duplicitous claims fooled no one. As one southern journalist quipped, “When the good citizens of New Rochelle, New York, were accused last year of admitting Jim Crow to their schools, they denied it. When they were taken to court, they resisted. When the judge looked and saw old Jim sitting there plain as day and ordered his removal, a solid citizen of New Rochelle cried: ‘Nobody understands our situation.’ ” The school board did not win its appeal of Judge Kaufman’s integration order, but white residents continued to undermine school integration while expressing their undying support for racial equality. This subtle and supposedly colorblind white resistance proved especially elusive to legal and political challenges and destructive to school integration in the North.72

New Rochelle’s arduous school integration battle sparked conflict among Black residents, especially after Black students started to attend majority white schools as part of a desegregation order. In the fall of 1961, 276 Black students applied for and received permission to transfer out of the majority-Black Lincoln School to attend one of the eleven majority-white elementary schools in New Rochelle. White classmates and teachers met the new arrivals cordially, but many of the former Lincoln students struggled academically and socially in their new schools. Meanwhile, the students left behind at Lincoln found themselves attending what many denigrated as a second-class school. “The school has become such a symbol of evil to integrationists that they would like to tear it apart with their hands the way the French destroyed the Bastille,” admitted Superintendent David G. Salten.73

Further complicating matters, the only Black principal at that time in the state of New York worked at a majority white elementary school in New Rochelle, the Roosevelt School. Dr. Barbara T. Mason was a vocal critic of school integration plans, a fact that exacerbated divisions within the local Black community. Speaking to a New York Times reporter, she admitted that while she was disappointed that the Lincoln School had a student body that was 90.4 percent Black, she did not think that transfers on the basis of race were an appropriate remedy. “As a Negro,” she said, “I don’t want special treatment because I’m a Negro, whether preferential treatment or whether worse than other people.” One year later, Mason lamented that when poor and working-class Black students from Lincoln transferred into predominantly white and middle-class schools, they did more harm than good to race relations.74

Mason elaborated that after Roosevelt School was integrated, teachers gave up their lunch hours and stayed after school to tutor the former Lincoln students and went through “great trouble” to meet with their parents. “Yet often this was not enough, and some of the transferees, instead of being stimulated by the educational aspirations of the Roosevelt children, seemed to give up trying at all,” she continued. “In one grade, the average tested achievement of transferees did not rise during the school year, despite the essentially private tutoring many of them had received from their teachers.” Mason concluded that Black students did not gain an educational advantage in integrated settings. She also suspected racial prejudice increased among white students after spending a year alongside poorly prepared Black classmates. All of this, she concluded, proved that removing children from their neighborhood school for the sole purpose of racial mixing was not only unproductive but potentially harmful.75

A report by the US Commission on Civil Rights found similar sentiments among New Rochelle’s teaching staff, most of whom were white. “Dr. Mason’s supporters say that the most unfortunate result of the poor showing of Lincoln transferees in Roosevelt is the creation of racial stereotypes in the minds of Roosevelt pupils. They claim that white children from a liberal background who had had no contact with Negroes before but whose home and school life taught ideals of brotherhood and the equality of man were thrown together with children of a far lower socioeconomic and cultural level who happened to be Negroes.” As one white teacher summarized, “Some of the Roosevelt children actually understand that this is a cultural and not a racial difference, but all they see is that the Negro children are not as bright, clean, honest, or well behaved as they.” According to George W. Foster Jr., the result was a “humiliating failure for the disadvantaged youngster and a hardening of attitudes against him among those who make the grade and see him fail.”76

These claims that school integration caused racial animosity instead of promoting racial tolerance were potentially devastating to the school integration movement. Since the 1840s, Black civil rights activists and scholars advocated school integration not only as a way to equalize educational opportunities, but also as a strategy to cultivate greater interracial understanding. According to this view, school integration would have long-term, ameliorative benefits for American race relations. New Rochelle teachers and principals were not only denying that school integration could accomplish these ends, they were asserting that school integration spiked white animosity and negatively affected the self-esteem of Black students.

Black civil rights activists and parents in New Rochelle were having none of it. Zuber belittled Mason as “Aunt Jemima, Queen of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” Black parents added that the reason their children did not fare well at Roosevelt School was “a subtle combination of slights and patronizing behavior, [and] Dr. Mason made them feel unwelcome.” Meanwhile, the US Commission on Civil Rights reported that Black parents who chose to keep their children at Lincoln faced their own hardships, especially at the hands of Black integrationists who chided them for being “Uncle Toms and Aunt Jemimas for allowing their children to remain at Lincoln.” As the school year dragged on, Blacks in New Rochelle found themselves divided into two camps: integrationists, who claimed that Lincoln School was a symbol of segregation that provided an inferior education and must be abolished, and those Black parents who argued that children should not be denied the right to attend a neighborhood school because of their race. Moreover, there was no clear indication to Black parents that sending their children into majority white schools improved their academic achievement or boosted their self-esteem, and there was considerable evidence that the experience was disappointing. Lived experiences on the ground, in other words, were varied and complicated.

As Black families struggled to make sense of these challenges, they adjusted their goals. They supported school integration but wanted to know more about how their children would be treated in newly integrated schools. Some stated plainly that if integrated schools were hostile places for Black youth, they would rather keep their children in a more familiar neighborhood school. Debates over school integration in New Rochelle drew attention to the fact that school integration could proceed in ways that did not do enough to benefit Black children, while also emphasizing that there were aspects of majority Black neighborhood schools such as caring teachers and welcoming environments that were worth preserving.77

Integrating “Ghetto” Schools

“Success in New Rochelle has stimulated Negroes in other cities, coast to coast,” cheered the US Commission on Civil Rights Commission in 1962. Investigators documented ongoing campaigns against northern school segregation in forty-three different cities in fourteen northern and western states. “The charges made against school officials in the cities of the North and West are various,” the commission stated. “They include gerrymander of school zone lines, transfer policies and practices, discriminatory feeder pattern of elementary to secondary schools, overcrowding of predominantly Negro schools and underutilization of schools attended by whites; site selection to create or perpetuate segregation, discrimination in vocational and distributive education programs and in the employment and assignment of Negro teachers.” The NAACP continued to uncompromisingly support northern school integration. As one report detailed, “Segregated schools do not—and cannot—provide the educational opportunities all parents have the right to expect for their children. Separate and unequal schools go hand-in-hand no less in the North than in the South. In city after city segregated schools are severely overcrowded, with a high proportion of temporary and substitute teachers, a rapid turnover of teachers, fewer classes for gifted children, an insufficient number of remedial reading and other special teachers, inadequate curriculum offerings and, frequently, biased educational and vocational counseling.” As the report detailed, northern school segregation was not the result of accidental residential segregation—it was the consequence of deliberate efforts to isolate Black students in separate schools. Once segregated, discrimination in terms of facilities, resources, curriculum, and teachers followed.78

Despite growing support for school integration among northern Blacks, the racial isolation of Black children in northern public schools was getting worse through the early 1960s. The defining victories of the civil rights movement seemed to have dauntingly little effect on school segregation in the North. NAACP executive secretary Roy Wilkins cautioned, “Despite anti-segregation state statutes and the United States Supreme Court ruling of May 17, 1954, it is clear that segregated schools exist in many non-southern areas. Much of this is the result of patterns of residential segregation. However, a substantial part of it is the result of deliberate planning on the part of local school boards to contain Negro children in particular schools either by gerrymander of zone lines or by other devices.”79

Massive population shifts that coincided with the Second Great Migration of southern Blacks to northern cities during and after World War II intensified the problem, as did postwar white suburban flight. Scores of racially restrictive laws, regulations, and government practices combined to create a nationwide system that concentrated poor and working-class Blacks in urban “ghettos.” The term “ghetto” was used by social scientists and civil rights activists of the time to denote urban neighborhoods composed of poor and working-class people of color, created by discriminatory real estate practices, haunted by a lack of social services and with government-sponsored barriers to exit.80

Between 1940 and 1960, the nation’s suburban population grew by about 30 million, which was more than twice the numerical increase in the population of central cities during the same era. The US Commission on Civil Rights further concluded that Black families living in the urban North tended to have more children than white families, and that Black families used the public schools at a higher rate than white families, many of whom sent their children to private or parochial schools. As a consequence, the percentage of Black children in urban schools tended to be higher than the percentage of Black residents in these cities. In Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, Buffalo, and Pittsburgh, the percentage of Black children in the elementary schools was at least twice that of the Black population in the city. Social scientists concluded that segregated schools in the North created undemocratic education for all children, personality damage to Black children, sub-standard school facilities and personnel, lower levels of academic achievement, early school dropouts, undeveloped human potential, and community strife.81

This increasing school segregation—unfolding against a backdrop of growing Black demands for school integration—made integration a defining goal of the northern Black civil rights movement. “One of the most dramatic correlates of northern school segregation today is the massive offensive which the Negro people are pressing to end it,” determined Doxey A. Wilkerson in 1963. The battle for northern school integration moved into cities including New York, Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, Boston, Cleveland, and Philadelphia. In each of these places, Black educational activists struggled against not only recalcitrant white school boards and politicians, but also a high degree of residential segregation and a growing Black population. Women played a starring role in 1960s school integration movements. “Everywhere the parents of Negro school children, mainly the mothers, are in the center of the struggle—lobbying, organizing, demonstrating, getting arrested, and pressing their associates toward ever more militant action,” Wilkerson confirmed.82

School Integration in Chicago

The Windy City provides an excellent case study of the seemingly paradoxical growth of school segregation during an era of coordinated Black educational activism. It also highlights key evolutions in integration strategies as activists encountered entrenched white resistance at the neighborhood, city, state, and federal levels.

Recognized by the US Commission on Civil Rights as “the most racially segregated city in the country” in 1959, Chicago was home to an assertive and well organized, yet largely unsuccessful, school integration movement. As in other northern cities, the percentage of white residents in Chicago declined in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s as the percentage of Black residents grew. In 1940, 90 percent of Chicago’s total population of 3.4 million was white, a proportion that declined to 76 percent by 1960 as white Chicagoans decamped to the suburbs. Meanwhile, more than half a million Black migrants moved to Chicago between 1940 and 1960, where most were confined through force and real estate policies to a huge stretch of land on the South Side known as the Black Belt or Bronzeville.83

Accompanying these rapid population shifts were dizzying changes in public school demographics. In 1961, Superintendent Benjamin Willis pointed out that the Chicago public school population had grown by 146,000 in the past decade, with 22,000 entering in the past year alone. He added that many of the city’s 450–500 schools had 100 to 150 percent turnover of students every year. Even massive school construction campaigns could not keep up with the pace of change, and as “Black” neighborhoods expanded block-by-block into new territory, the schools followed suit. Willis resorted to stop-gap measures including temporary classroom space—essentially corrugated steel trailers parked outside of schools—as well as double shifts. Dissatisfied middle-class parents began to leave the public schools by enrolling their children in private schools or moving to the suburbs, while those left behind found the number of majority Black schools growing every year. Meanwhile, some Chicago public schools served almost entirely white student bodies—and these schools seemed to have the best resources.84

By the spring of 1957, 91 percent of Chicago’s elementary schools and 71 percent of high schools exhibited de facto segregation where 90 percent or more of a school’s student body was either white or Black. The Chicago NAACP found that predominantly Black schools suffered in terms of overcrowding, school facilities, class size, teacher quality, and length of school day compared to white or mixed schools, an observation that was confirmed by the US Commission for Civil Rights. For instance, the average size of majority white elementary schools was 669 students, mixed schools 947 students, and majority Black schools 1,275 students. On a related note, only 2 percent of white elementary schools were on double shifts—where students attended only half a day—compared to nearly 20 percent of mixed schools. Over 80 percent of the students on double shift were Black. The Chicago NAACP concluded, “In the mixed schools the situation is less favorable than in the predominantly white schools, but more favorable than in the 73 predominantly Negro Schools. Negroes thus have a motive to move into the mixed schools, whites to move out.”85

Superintendent Willis, the Chicago Board of Education, and Democratic mayor Richard J. Daley made a series of calculated decisions that exacerbated segregation and inequality. A progressive educator from Buffalo, who led the Chicago public schools from 1953 to 1966, Willis believed firmly in the “neighborhood school” as the best way to meet the social and emotional needs of children. Through the 1950s he oversaw reforms that reduced class size, improved teacher pay, and more than doubled the number of nurses and psychologists in the schools. Yet, Willis’s defense of neighborhood schools stood at odds with Black educational activism after 1956. He refused to acknowledge any kind of racial inequality, including how his policy of adding temporary classroom space to overcrowded schools contributed to school segregation. In 1961, when asked how many all-Black schools existed in Chicago, Willis replied with customary indifference, “I have no idea.” The superintendent believed his colorblind approach was admirable, but Black educational activists interpreted his stance as willful ignorance.86

In September of 1961, a coalition of Black educational activists in Chicago launched Operation Transfer. One hundred sixty Black families requested student transfers to nine all-white schools, but the board of education denied these requests. When ministers walked Black children to all-white schools to register them in person, white parents intervened. “A corner crowd swelled to nearly 100 on-lookers and a few catcalls greeted the group,” reported JET magazine. “A dozen mothers, side by side with their backs to the newcomers, attempted to block the doorway.” School officials and police officers disbanded the white protestors and sent the Black children home with a gentle reminder that they could not register for schools outside of their neighborhood. Black educational activists regrouped to consider their next move.87

It was at this point that discord broke out among Chicago’s Black educational activists. The Chicago NAACP wanted to gather data, raise money, and build community support to pursue a long-term legal strategy, as did the local Urban League. However, a group of younger, more militant residents favored a more aggressive approach. They invited Paul B. Zuber, the same attorney who had filed the school integration case in New Rochelle, to file a lawsuit against Superintendent Willis and the Chicago Board of Education. The local NAACP was livid, but most Black families supported Zuber and discounted the NAACP’s more cautious plan.

“The Chicago Branch [of the NAACP] is in a difficult position,” conceded June Shagaloff. “The branch is being severely criticized in the Negro community for what appears to be an endless delay in instituting court action. . . . For the moment, at least, the NAACP has lost the leadership on the school issue.” This is especially significant because NAACP leaders and the local and national level had become accustomed to leading northern school integration campaigns, particularly when it came time for litigation. But in Chicago, Black educational activists effectively bypassed the NAACP and initiated their own legal attack.88

In Webb v. Board of Education of the City of Chicago, Zuber asked the court to issue a declaratory judgment holding Chicago’s neighborhood school policy illegal, as it engendered racial segregation in the public schools. He also asked for a court order to require the board of education to register students in schools outside their attendance zone where there were vacant seats. The case was dismissed on July 31, 1962, because the court ruled the plaintiffs had not exhausted the appropriate administrative remedies concerning complaints with local school policy.89

Black parents, impatient with the glacial pace of educational reform in Chicago, began to organize direct action campaigns that mirrored southern civil rights activism. On January 16,1962, eleven Black mothers staged a “study-in” protest with their children at the Burnside School. The adults were charged with trespassing and arrested by the Chicago police. The following day, seven more parents were arrested for a similar act of civil disobedience. The parents were protesting the scheduled transfer of their children from a racially mixed school to predominantly Black Gillespie School. The protestors insisted that the mostly white Perry School happened to be closer to their homes than Burnside and that Perry was “under-utilized.”90

The parents lost their battle, but school integration lawsuits elsewhere inspired Chicagoans to escalate their attack. In June of 1962, the Illinois Division of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) urged the Chicago Board of Education to begin a positive program of integration in the wake of a successful school desegregation case in Hempstead, New York. In Branche v. Board of Education of Town of Hempstead, the court ruled, “It is not enough to show that residence accounts for the fact of segregation,” and that school boards must take positive steps to achieve integration in tax-supported, compulsory public schools. In late June, the Gary, Indiana, NAACP filed a lawsuit against school segregation, charging that arbitrary school assignment boundaries had created fifteen elementary schools that were “predominantly if not exclusively Negro” and eighteen that were “predominantly if not exclusively white.” Edwin C. “Bill” Berry, executive director of the Chicago Urban League, announced in the summer of 1962 that like these other northern cities, Chicago was heading toward a segregated school system. Black educational activists founded a new organization, the Coordinating Council of Community Organizations (CCCO), in order to streamline educational activism of various civil rights groups fighting for school integration.91

Willis responded with a token integration plan, where Black students in overcrowded elementary schools could apply to transfer to open seats in nearby schools. Once the overcrowding in their “home” school had lessened, those students were expected to transfer back. The plan would affect at most 2,200 pupils, although critics noted it placed a burden on parents to identify whether they were eligible for transfer, apply, and then provide transportation to the new school. “The Board of Education has taken a small mincing step where a giant stride is required,” chided Berry.92

The following year, sociologist Philip Hauser documented extraordinarily high rates of racial segregation and inequality in the Chicago public schools. He encouraged the board of education to expand school catchment zones to increase diversity. “We should get away from strict boundaries, but we will not get away from the problem,” Hauser told the Chicago Defender. “The real problem is how to get desegregation in a school system that is 50 percent Negro.” Faced with escalating white resistance, Mayor Daley, Superintendent Willis, and the Chicago Board of Education more or less ignored Hauser’s findings and parried with another minuscule transfer plan that had little chance of desegregating the schools. The Chicago NAACP executive secretary intoned, “It is less than a precise commitment for integration and shows the board was reluctant to come up with any policy.” Rosie Simpson, a local parent activist, castigated the plan as “a sugar-coated piece of nothing that may fool a few of the uninformed.” She led community protests that included lying down in front of construction equipment to halt the building of a school campus made up of more than two dozen mobile classrooms, intended to serve Black students and prevent them from being assigned to empty seats in predominantly white schools.93

Chicago school integrationists participated in a series of boycotts, picket lines, sit-ins, mass marches, and meetings with political leaders. Tens of thousands of Chicago youth joined massive “Freedom Day” school boycotts in support of school integration in October 1963, February 1964, and June 1965 that were part of a coordinated series of school boycotts in northern cities including New York, Gary, Cleveland, Boston, Hartford, Indianapolis, Milwaukee, Detroit, and Chester. The struggle for school integration drew thousands of Black youths into direct action campaigns for northern civil rights. “The Negro Movement at this moment in American history is concentrating on equal education for Negro children—in northern cities as well as in the South,” confirmed the Chicago Defender. Chicago protestors wanted to replace Superintendent Willis and develop an immediate, fully funded plan of school integration and capital improvement.94

As the school integration campaign gained momentum in Chicago, white resistance grew apace. Some feared that assigning Black children to majority white schools would imperil housing prices, thereby threatening white families’ economic security. Many working-class whites in Chicago strongly opposed school integration, even though they tended to vote Democratic and espouse colorblind principles. One government report confirmed, “Segregated schools and housing had led to repeated picketing and marches by civil rights organizations. When marchers had gone into white neighborhoods, they had been met on several occasions by KKK signs and crowds throwing eggs and tomatoes.”95

In the fall of 1963, students at all-white Bogan High School made headlines for staging an anti-integration rally on the front lawn of their school, where they chanted, “Two, four, six, eight, we don’t want to integrate.” The following spring, parents of sixty white children kept their children home from school after they were transferred from the racially mixed Altgeld School to a school that was nearly 100 percent Black. The white parents complained that the “Black” school had a “bad reputation,” although it was unclear whether they meant the school’s facilities or the students who attended it. Willis met with white parents and capitulated to their demands, thus appeasing white parents, but enraging Black ones. A survey of more than 1,000 white families found overwhelming support for Superintendent Willis and widespread condemnation of school integration in Chicago.96

Rifts among Black educational activists grew as the school integration movement wrestled with growing white intransigence and legal setbacks. Zuber promised to continue his legal attack on de facto school segregation, but the Chicago NAACP disagreed with his strategy and distrusted his motives. Meanwhile, membership in the Chicago NAACP plummeted. “Apparently there is a lot of petty bickering and rivalry and some of the [Chicago NAACP] local board doesn’t want to do anything to help Zuber along, forgetting the children in ghetto schools who can’t read, write, speak properly,” chastised civil rights activist Lillian S. Calhoun. “So the NAACP is the great legal arm of the Negro’s civil rights struggle. That dingblasted arm has just about atrophied here,” she quipped.97

Relations between the Chicago NAACP and Zuber deteriorated so badly that Zuber wrote to Roy Wilkins, “As you might know I am handling the Chicago school case and it was set down for trial.” He continued, “Some of the NAACP lawyers are still grumbling over the fact that an outside lawyer is heading up the case. They implied that we wouldn’t get any help from them under those circumstances. I am sorry these fellows feel that way. I was asked to come to Chicago and I even offered to stay out of the matter if they would file. They refused so I filed.” Zuber concluded, “All we are asking is that we are left alone to do the job.” The more militant activists were asking the NAACP leaders to abdicate their leadership of school integration. The Chicago NAACP had no intention of doing so.98

In the early spring of 1964, the CCCO called for another massive school boycott. Leaders from the NAACP, the Urban League, and various elected Black officials in Chicago, however, feared the strategy would backfire. The local NAACP and Urban League asked Black families to scale back direct action tactics in favor of political negotiations and legal strategies. Six of the city’s elected Black alderman dispatched precinct workers to persuade Black parents not to participate in the school boycott. “We understand full well that they are serving their white masters and not the Negro people they claim to represent,” scoffed CCCO leader Al Raby. The Black masses sided with the CCCO and supported the school boycott against the advice of mainstream civil rights leaders. “I think it shows again the impatience, and anger with the school administration for short-changing the children of Chicago,” observed a sympathetic white alderman.99

“The boycott is strictly a move on the part of the Young Turks in the movement to wrest power away from the old leaders,” one civil rights activist told Chicago Daily News reporter Georgie Anne Geyer in the spring of 1964. In an article entitled, “Negro Leaders Split over Rights Tactics,” Geyer explained Chicago civil rights activists were divided into two camps. On one side stood the old guard, represented by the Chicago NAACP and the Chicago Urban League. They believed that direct action such as sit-ins and boycotts should be used judiciously to draw attention to political problems, but that they were not effective solutions to educational discrimination. The old guard was further concerned that direct action tactics were no longer the best way to convince Chicago school administrators to remedy school segregation. “Just as the body acquires resistance to antibodies, so the community acquires a resistance to sit-ins,” assessed one old guard activist.100

On the other side stood the “young Turks,” associated with SNCC and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). These activists supported direct action campaigns modeled on the southern civil rights movement, and they supported a more aggressive approach than the moderate NAACP and Urban League. “We’ve got to have so many people sitting in the street that there’s no place to walk unless you walk over them,” enthused one SNCC member. Geyer concluded, “If there is one basic difference between the two outlooks, it is that one skirts the status quo, kicking up dust, trying to influence and change things-as-they-are with protest. The other tries to involve itself in the dynamics of the society—political, social, economic—and to take the place of the powers that be.”101

While Black Chicagoans overwhelmingly supported school integration, they disagreed over the best strategy to achieve it in such a vast, racially segregated, politically charged urban landscape. The NAACP, for decades the leading civil rights organization involved in northern school integration battles, struggled to assert its relevance as Black families grew frustrated with the intransigence of white officials. Northern Black educational activists who believed school integration would create better opportunities for Black children were ready and willing to adopt the more militant approach of activists in organizations like SNCC and CORE.

This more militant school integration activism was visible throughout the urban North. So too was a more vehement white resistance to northern school integration. In March 1964, 15,000 white New Yorkers marched on the board of education and City Hall to protest school integration. Virtually all of the city’s principals agreed that further school integration would “hasten the flight of white, Negro and Puerto Rican middle-class children to private and parochial schools and to the suburbs.” That summer saw both the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the first of a series of northern urban rebellions in New York City, signaling both the growing success of the Black civil rights movement and also its limitations to improve the quality of life for millions of working-class and poor Blacks living in the urban North.102

The cheerful optimism that had greeted Brown in 1954 had transformed into a determined resolve to achieve school integration by any means necessary in Chicago and other northern cities. Moderates favored persuasion and litigation while more militant activists favored direct action and confrontation with school leaders and politicians. Surveys showed that northern school segregation was as bad or worse ten years after Brown as it was prior to World War II. In other words, there was little to show for the tremendous efforts, perilous risks, and occasional costs of the northern school integration movement. President Lyndon B. Johnson augmented federal support for school integration when he signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 into law on July 2. Title VI of the new law stipulated that programs or activities receiving federal funding could not discriminate against individuals on the basis of race, color, or national origin.

In July 1965, the CCCO filed a Title VI complaint with the United States Office of Education in the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) charging that the Chicago Board of Education willfully segregated students in the public schools. Hoping to compel city leaders to develop a more robust school integration plan, HEW officials withheld federal funds for the Chicago public schools. This action, however, only engendered more conflict over school integration among the Democratic representatives from Illinois who had supported President Johnson’s civil rights agenda but who objected to federal intervention in local school affairs, especially if that federal intervention resulted in new school desegregation initiatives. Mayor Daley sat down with President Johnson to resolve the issue, and the federal funds were reinstated despite the fact that Daley refused to discuss a meaningful school integration plan. This episode marked the beginning of the federal government’s involvement in school integration in Chicago, which would continue for the next twenty years. It also hinted at the limits of the federal government to compel school integration in northern cities.103

Conclusion

In 1965 the Black civil rights movement racked up sweeping victories including the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and the Voting Rights Act. The northern school integration movement, in contrast, did not have these kinds of clear-cut achievements. As sociologist Robert Dentler put it, “For every four or five schools in inner suburban communities that are desegregated, four or five new schools are opened in inner city ghettos. . . . [T]he actual net rate of Northern desegregation per year approximates zero.” A court ruling in Gary, Indiana, in 1963 declared that northern school districts without a history of legal segregation were only prohibited from discriminating on the basis of race; they were not required to achieve racial balance. In 1964, the US Supreme Court declined to review the lower court’s decision on this case, letting the ruling stand to create a precedent for other districts.104
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Figure 3.5 African American children on the way to PS 204, 82nd Street and 15th Avenue in New York, pass mothers protesting the busing of children to achieve integration, September 13, 1965.

Photograph by Dick DeMarsico. New York World-Telegram and Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.



One of the most notable developments of this era was the dramatic increase in vocal white resistance to school integration in the North. White mothers, in particular, organized to halt all school desegregation efforts, and they physically intimidated Black students assigned to majority-white schools. Since school board members were either directly voted into office or nominated by elected officials such as mayors, it was easy for white majorities to pressure school leaders to resist voluntary school integration plans. Segregationists like Louisa Day Hicks in Boston chastised even modest desegregation proposals as “undemocratic, un-American, absurdly expensive, unworkable and diametrically opposed to the wishes of the parents of this city.” School administrators, meanwhile, feared that school integration plans would backfire. Kenneth L. Meinke, superintendent of Hartford public schools, warned that any attempt to assign children outside of their neighborhood schools “would almost certainly accelerate the pace at which white families would leave the city.” He concluded, “The result, inevitably, would be a predominantly nonwhite school system.” Similar warnings—or threats—were issued throughout the North. Aware that white constituents preferred a high level of racial segregation in the public schools, administrators made choices about new school construction including site selection and architecture that severely exacerbated racial segregation. As one scholar concluded, “With each new building, the landscape of education, premised upon the idea of neighborhood schools, became more entrenched.”105

In the fall of 1965, Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) joined the battle for school integration in Chicago, signifying that the struggle for northern school integration was now an official part of the national Black civil rights agenda. The New Jersey State Conference of the NAACP listed “an affirmative action program to end racial imbalance and de facto segregation in all schools in the State of New Jersey” as its top priority in the fall of 1965, followed by the need for fair housing and better employment opportunities.106

Black educational activists faced daunting evidence that school integration was not working the way scholars had hoped to equalize educational opportunities, improve Black academic achievement, and reduce racial prejudice. Irving Ankler, the white principal of Benjamin Franklin High School in New York City and a strong advocate for school integration, wrote, “The tragic fact is that during the very era when our nation is dedicating itself to a massive effort at integration and racial justice, the public schools of our northern cities are almost inexorably marching toward greater de facto segregation.” He continued, “In spite of the efforts of our boards of education, the hopeful pronouncements of our state commissioners of education, and the militancy of some civil rights leaders, the percentage of Negroes and Puerto Ricans attending de facto segregated schools in our northern cities has increased since the Supreme Court decision of 1954.”107

It was at this crucial juncture that Black educational activists began to question whether school integration was the best strategy to improve educational opportunities for Black youth, given the geographic isolation of large numbers of Black students in urban areas and widespread white resistance in the North. “We want to integrate, but the white says ‘NO.’ Maybe we ought to forget it. Why should we integrate?” pondered Kenneth Guscott, a World War II veteran and president of the Boston NAACP. The Boston Globe confirmed, “This is a growing feeling among Boston Negroes a century after legal slavery, a decade after the Supreme Court decision, a year after its own racial crisis in the schools.” The debate among northern Black educational activists over which would better serve the Black freedom struggle—racially integrated schools or separate, Black-controlled ones—was not resolved by the rise of the Black civil rights movement following World War II, the Brown decision, or the decade of successful educational activism that followed it.108


4

Conflict in the Community

Separation for Black Power, 1966–1974

Like many northern communities, the coastal town of Norwalk, Connecticut, had a long history of informal segregation that left an indelible mark on the educational landscape of the 1960s. Nevertheless, white school leaders were stunned when Waverly Yates, Black civil rights leader and chairman of the local Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), threatened a school boycott in the fall of 1968. What Yates objected to was not the existence of segregated schools—in fact, the town had instituted a voluntary school desegregation plan in 1963—but instead the “arbitrary, unreasonable, unlawful, and unconstitutional” destruction of neighborhood schools. Yates was protesting the school integration plan, which bused children out of the predominantly Black and Puerto Rican Nathaniel Ely Elementary School into majority white ones. That fall, Ely Elementary was slated to be closed and its remaining students bused to schools up to nine miles away. Yates denounced this proposal and filed a legal complaint to halt it, explaining, “In the white neighborhood schools, the white parents have a lot to say about how things are run. But not the Black parents, because their power is diluted among many schools and because the schools the Black kids go to are often several miles from home.” He believed Black parents could be better advocates for their children’s educational needs through neighborhood schools like Ely Elementary—even if those schools had very few white students.1

“I walked the picket line five years ago to close that school because it was segregated,” countered Norwalk parent Beatrice Brown. “To me, the sacrifice of busing my son is worth it for a decent education.” Wilbur G. Smith, chairman of the Connecticut Conference of the NAACP, concurred and organized a community meeting to support school integration. Tellingly, Smith did not invite CORE representatives. Afterward, Yates complained that the NAACP “charged our people in Norwalk as being part of a ‘cynical force in the community trying to bring back segregated schools.’ ” Yates rejected this characterization because he saw a crucial difference between the liberatory potential of separate, Black-controlled schools and the stigma of racially segregated ones. Furious, Yates declared that the working relationship between CORE and the NAACP in Norwalk was over. “The NAACP represents by and large middle-class Negroes,” he chastised, “while CORE represents Blacks in the ghettos. Now this rift has been widened. There will be conflict within the community between Blacks and Negroes.”2

As Yates’s criticism suggests, between 1966 and 1974 the Black Power movement sparked renewed interest in separate, Black-controlled schools while other civil rights activists remained deeply committed to school integration. Motivated by Stokely Carmichael’s 1966 rousing call for “Black Power,” Black nationalists argued school integration had failed to achieve its primary objectives of improving educational opportunities and reducing prejudice. What is more, they believed Black students bore the brunt of the burden of school integration through long bus rides to hostile, majority white schools. In contrast, Black power activists insisted that community-controlled schools would build strong Black institutions, prepare children of color to thrive in a hostile society, and promote Black social and economic development. Importantly, as the example from Norwalk demonstrates, community-controlled schools worked only if Black children were not bused to distant majority white schools for the purpose of school integration.3

The fact that community-control activists voluntarily abandoned school integration was deeply troubling to Black academics and activists associated with more moderate civil rights organizations. They feared the rising separatist impulse would undermine recent gains of the civil rights movement. Economist Robert C. Weaver cautioned, “Separatism has had and continues to have a stifling impact upon the intellectual development and production of Blacks; it also inhibits their economic process.” Prominent leaders including Martin Luther King Jr. of SCLC and Roy Wilkins of the NAACP urged Black northerners to fight for school integration not only to improve educational equality but also to fulfill larger mandates of the Black freedom struggle including integration and assimilation into American society. Mainstream civil rights activists continued to advocate school integration, only now they ran into confrontations with Black educational activists who renounced integration in favor of community control.4

This chapter investigates the era’s most heated debates over school integration versus separation in the North during the height of the Black power era. It pays special attention to the evolving legal context of northern school integration, developments in how social scientists viewed the benefits of integration, and the steady growth of Black nationalism and white backlash that were hallmarks of the era. It analyzes the discordant “conflict in the community” over the question of school integration with passionate crusaders on both sides and a great deal of pragmatism by parents and students in the middle.

Interest in community-controlled schools built on a long tradition of separate schools dating back to the start of the common school era in the 1840s. But it also represented something entirely new, as community-control activists blended these older traditions of racial uplift with postcolonial, revolutionary, and Black nationalist ideologies. Supporters of community-controlled schools shared a sense of urgency and optimism—they were no longer waiting for the supposed benefits of school integration to materialize and were ready to take over a key public institution to improve life chances for Black youth. “It was generally concluded that the existing educational systems were not responsive to the wishes of the Black community,” political scientist and Black power advocate Charles V. Hamilton explained. “Black people, having moved to the state of questioning the system’s very legitimacy, are seeking ways to create a new system.”5

This revitalized interest in separate, Black-controlled schools in the late 1960s had profound implications for the northern Black civil rights movement, which became much more diverse as activists clashed over strategies and goals. The community-control school movement destabilized long-standing political coalitions between civil rights activists and potential allies, especially teacher unions and white liberals. It also offered exhilarating possibilities for educational activism and reform.

This chapter aims to elucidate why interest in separate schools reappeared at this moment, who was on either side of these debates, how this influenced educational reform, and how support for community-controlled schools interacted with the larger Black freedom struggle in the North. Case studies from New York City, Newark, and Boston reveal how debates over school integration versus separate, Black-controlled schools evolved in this changing context. Frustrated by the limits of political reform, Black northerners wondered whether community-control of majority Black public schools could finally realize the goals of the Black freedom struggle.6

Black Power and White Resistance

Alongside the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) passed by President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1965 represented a monumental victory for Black civil rights activists. The overarching goal of this new legislation was not necessarily to create a more equal social order but instead to remove those barriers to equal opportunity that many Americans had come to regard as illogical, discriminatory, and unfair. By forbidding racial discrimination in public accommodations, education, and voting, as well as increasing federal oversight of compliance, these laws promised “fair play” for all. Compensatory education programs, funded by the ESEA, would make up for the supposed cultural deficiencies that afflicted the poor. In many ways, these civil rights laws seemed poised to finally resolve what Gunnar Myrdal had so poignantly described as the American Dilemma.7

While civil rights legislation removed some of the barriers to equal opportunity, it was not enough to overcome more than 200 years of deeply entrenched structural racism in housing, education, health care, and employment. It also ignited a white backlash that inspired vigilante violence, brought white supremacy into mainstream political discourse, and encouraged white southerners to abandon the Democratic Party in droves. Many white Americans interpreted civil rights legislation as evidence the nation had lived up to the American Creed by guaranteeing equal opportunity for Black citizens. In other words, white citizens believed that the valid complaints of Black civil rights activists had been addressed and that the problem of racial discrimination was solved. The reality was quite different, and as racism and inequality persisted, many Black activists were forced to recognize the limits of political reform. As historian Manning Marable acknowledges, “America’s political economy was still profoundly racist, and Johnson’s legislation had erased only the crudest manifestations of racial suppression.” With white consciences salved, many were unreceptive to the next, more militant phase of the Black freedom struggle. This phase included a final, forceful push for school integration in the North, where by 1966, schools were every bit as racially segregated as they had been two decades earlier.8

Litigation, or the threat of litigation, remained the most effective tool to integrate northern schools and the NAACP continued to spearhead legal challenges. A series of judicial rulings calling for stronger, more aggressive school integration plans in northern cities including Pontiac, Michigan; San Francisco and Pasadena, California; and Ft. Wayne, Indiana, determined that “racially imbalanced” schools deprived Black children of equal educational opportunities, regardless of whether school officials had deliberately established segregated schools. Integrationists were further encouraged by a 1971 US Supreme Court ruling that found the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education failed to meet the mandates of Brown by relying on a neighborhood school assignment policy that happened to result in highly segregated public schools. This suggested that segregated schools resulting from residential segregation in the North would be subject to the same kind of judicial intervention. In 1973, the US Supreme Court heard its first case on the question of northern school integration and ruled in favor of the Black plaintiffs. Keyes v. Denver School District No. 1 determined that “the Board, through its actions over a period of years, intentionally created and maintained the segregated character of the core city schools.” The justices ruled that because deliberate racial segregation had occurred in one part of the school district with a goal of “segregative intent” against both Black and Mexican American students, the entire district would be held accountable and must initiate desegregation. This decision put northern school districts on notice that de facto school segregation would not be tolerated, that a violation in one part of a school district was enough to require a systemwide response, and that busing students to schools outside of their immediate neighborhood was an acceptable remedy. It provided a legal opening for Black educational activists to demand stronger and more ambitious school desegregation plans throughout the North, and as a result, many northern and western communities including Detroit, Dayton, Cleveland, Columbus, Boston, Indianapolis, Las Vegas, San Francisco, and Seattle instituted desegregation plans under court order (or the threat of court order).9

The visible expansion of new school integration plans in the North overlapped with a combustible mix of rising Black militancy and growing white resistance to Black civil rights. Deteriorating conditions combined with mounting expectations in northern “ghettos” pushed Black political unrest to the breaking point. Urban rebellions marked by rioting, looting, arson, and deadly clashes with the police spread through Harlem and Philadelphia in 1964, Watts in 1965, and Detroit and Newark in 1967, and 120 cities including Chicago and Washington, DC, following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. Although many Black Americans viewed these rebellions as rational responses to intolerable conditions of police brutality, destitute conditions, and lack of opportunity in Black neighborhoods, many white Americans interpreted the unrest as irrational “riots” that revealed the pathology of Black culture—and the danger of Black people. White northerners began to openly question the validity of the Black civil rights movement just as the Black Power movement burst onto the national scene.10

A new generation of young, outspoken, Black Power leaders used sensationalist rhetoric to galvanize the Black masses and shock whites. “We stand on the eve of a Black revolution,” Stokely Carmichael wrote in a typical jeremiad in 1967. “Masses of our people are on the move, fighting the enemy tit for tat, responding to counter revolutionary violence with revolutionary violence, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and a life for a life. These rebellions are but a dress rehearsal for the real revolution.” Black Power militants like Carmichael celebrated the idea of organized, armed Black response that would overthrow the white power structure and create a more egalitarian world with an equitable distribution of wealth and opportunity.11

Moderate civil rights leaders including King, Wilkins, and SNCC chairman John Lewis cautioned that threats of violence and urban rebellions would scare off white allies and turn the tide of public opinion against the civil rights movement. “Many whites sincerely in favor of integration will be silenced out of fear and confusion,” admonished Bayard Rustin. “Riots do not strengthen the power of Black people; they weaken it and encourage racist power.” Such concerns proved to be prescient. White opposition to school integration, always present but largely muted since World War II, burst forth vigorously and unapologetically.12

“We fought for what we have, over generations, and now it looks as if Big Brother, in Albany or Washington, is taking it away,” seethed Robert V. Cimmino, a white critic of school integration in suburban Mount Vernon, New York. “We’ve gotten too many Negroes, too fast. Maybe one Negro in a class would be good—until everybody gets used to it,” complained a white mother in Rochester. White northerners fumed over increased taxes, wasted school funds, or lower academic standards as they feverishly defended the need for everyone to stay in their neighborhood schools—an approach that guaranteed very high levels of racial segregation. “It’ll be just like a military convoy—you can go on no faster than the slowest vehicle,” grumbled a white father in Hartsdale, New York. “It doesn’t help any when you bus children into a school who are two years behind their grade,” echoed a white opponent of school integration in Queens. Even white teachers agreed. “They just don’t belong here, not until they’ve had much, much more orientation, not until they’re more like the rest of our children—and I guess that’s how I feel,” one teacher confessed, after working with Black children in a newly desegregated school.13

Social scientists fretted over growing evidence of massive resistance to school integration in the North. Roger A. Dentler, planning chairman for the Center for Urban Education at Columbia University, concluded, “The white taxpayer’s image of a given public school is still affected by its percentage of Negro pupils. In a suburb that is 15 percent Negro, for example, a school that has 30 percent Negro pupils may be downgraded socially for that reason alone.” He concluded that anti-Black prejudice “tremendously” slowed the process of school integration throughout the North. By 1968, whites in the North funneled their fear and loathing of school integration into an ostensibly colorblind rhetoric against “forced busing.” As historian Joshua Zeitz concluded, “Many white northerners who supported civil rights when that commitment was confined to the desegregation of schools, public accommodations, and voting booths in the South instantly revolted against the Great Society when it came to their schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods.”14

Northern white opposition to school integration mimicked the successful tactics of Black civil rights activists; whites staged mass protest marches and waved handmade signs demanding their civil right to “neighborhood schools.” White students boycotted schools receiving Black students under desegregation plans, and their mothers taught alternative classes, much as Black mothers hosted “freedom schools” during school integration boycotts. White parents believed they had the moral high ground and used populist rhetoric to describe themselves as the beleaguered silent majority facing unjust persecution by irrational and distant government forces. The more state and federal agencies supported school integration in the North—which almost always required busing children out of their de facto segregated neighborhoods—the more white parents objected. By the late 1960s, white opposition to school integration was plainly a national problem, not just a southern one. “When the attack switched to de facto segregation, it turned out that the citizens of Chicago, Boston or Los Angeles are not all that more tolerant than the rednecks of Alabama and Georgia,” quipped the Los Angeles Times.15

Elected officials fell in line behind their white constituents’ objections to “forced busing.” To take one example, local Democratic candidates in Long Island, New York, formalized their opposition to busing for the purposes of school integration in the fall of 1966. Busing was “the major issue, and had great effect” on the sweeping victory of local Republicans the year before, according to one observer. The only way for Democratic candidates to compete was to join Republican candidates in rejecting busing completely. “Oh busing, what campaigns have been run in thy name?” lamented Long Island CORE activist Lincoln O. Lynch. By the end of the year, white constituents throughout the North had pressured Democratic members of Congress into challenging the federal government’s commitment to school integration. “There is uneasy talk about a so-called ‘white backlash vote,’ waiting in the wings to single out and dismiss summarily anyone trying to give special favor to Negroes, most particularly by encouraging them to live and go to school in white neighborhoods,” determined Harvard psychiatrist Robert Coles. This pressure continued to increase into the early 1970s as white northerners revolted against school integration and became increasingly hostile to Black civil rights.16

In 1968 (and again in 1972), Richard M. Nixon was elected president on a staunch anti-busing platform that promised to restrict all children to their neighborhood schools and rescind liberal policy in education, housing, welfare, and the criminal justice system. Nixon orchestrated a massive rollback of federal enforcement of school integration. In a representative democracy like the United States, widespread opposition to school integration translated into eviscerated political support at a crucial moment. The emergence of the New Right in American politics made opposition to school integration and “forced busing” a central tenet of an ascendant conservative movement.17

Social Science and School Integration

Elected officials had to balance declining white support for school integration with mounting evidence that it offered the single most effective way to improve educational opportunities for minority children. The most compelling data came from white sociologist James S. Coleman’s Equality of Educational Opportunity, known as the Coleman Report, published in 1966. Hailed by the Washington Post as “the nearest thing to an educational bombshell to come out of the Federal Government in a long time,” the 737-page report represented the largest, most comprehensive, and most expensive social science investigation of racial equality in American public schools ever conducted.18

Coleman and his research team surveyed more than 570,000 students and 60,000 teachers and collected detailed information on the facilities available in more than 4,000 schools over a two-year period. Required by a provision of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the purpose of the study was to ascertain whether racial minorities had equal opportunities in the public schools. While no one was surprised by Coleman’s findings that Black, Puerto Rican, Mexican American, and Native American children suffered educational inequality and intense segregation, the report nevertheless stunned social scientists and the public with its finding that the key factor in students’ academic success was the background of pupils and teachers—not the school and its material resources. “In effect, the report says that pupils do more to educate each other than does the school as such to educate the pupil,” concluded the Washington Post. The Boston Globe was even more succinct, concluding “the Coleman Report means that better schools do no good.”19

Black and white liberals focused on Coleman’s discovery that a child from an impoverished home benefited from attending school with large numbers of middle-class peers and that middle-class children showed no decline in academic achievement in socioeconomically integrated settings. Racial liberals concluded that this meant school integration would solve racial inequality in education, a claim that conflated Coleman’s finding about the value of socioeconomic school integration with racial mixing. It was also true that mixing poor Black youth with their middle-class peers would require racial mixing, since there were not enough Black middle-class students to ensure socioeconomic integration in separate schools.20

Writing in the Journal of Negro Education, Harrell Rodgers and Charles Bullock determined, “The importance of these findings is that many Black children can be placed in a middle income milieu only in an [racially] integrated environment.” Other social scientists followed up on the basic premise of the Coleman Report and found that, in general, the study’s basic conclusions held up to scrutiny, and that Black children attending integrated schools had higher levels of academic success than their peers in majority minority schools. This created a powerful incentive for liberal policymakers, educational leaders, and scholars to support more aggressive school integration plans nationwide.21

Ironically, the Coleman Report spurred political support for school integration at the very moment when many Black northerners were beginning to reevaluate it as both a strategy and a goal of the larger civil rights movement. Black nationalists rejected liberal claims that the Coleman Report warranted more aggressive school integration, instead pointing to other aspects of the report they believed illustrated the benefits of separate, Black-controlled schools. Of special interest was Coleman’s finding that student attitudes had a potent effect on academic achievement, regardless of the quality of educational facilities. For instance, Coleman found that, overall, Black students felt in control of their fate “much less often” than whites. However, he also found that Black pupils who felt that they shaped their own lives had higher levels of academic achievement than white students who did not. Coleman concluded:


Internal changes in the Negro, changes in his conception of himself in relation to his environment, may have more effect on Negro achievement than any other single factor. The determination to overcome relevant obstacles, and the belief that he will overcome them—attitudes that have appeared in an organized way among Negroes only in recent years in some civil rights groups—may be the most crucial elements in achieving equality of opportunity—not because of the changes they will create in the white community, but principally because of the changes they create in the Negro himself.22



Black power activists seized upon this finding to assert that only separate, Black-controlled schools cultivated Black students’ resolve to overcome obstacles. CORE national chairman Floyd McKissick scoffed, “We are told that Negroes must be integrated into middle-class (and that means white) schools. . . . We are told that something called student culture really makes the difference. In other words, mix Negroes with Negroes and you get stupidity.” Scholar and activist Nathan Wright Jr. agreed, noting, “The artificial moving of children about so that one group’s presence in particular might benefit the other is both denigrating and manipulative.”23

The Black power critique of school integration was fueled by the shortcomings of school integration to improve public education for most Black students in the North. Multiple studies documented increased levels of racial isolation in northern schools, despite years of school desegregation campaigns. Nevertheless, conditions in many majority Black inner city schools were genuinely bleak and parents were incredibly frustrated with the slow pace of change. Even ardent school integrationists like psychologist Kenneth B. Clark urged Black northerners to shift their focus from school desegregation to quality education, since he was forced to acknowledge “de facto school segregation was increasing in Northern cities despite Negro efforts to break it down.” Black power scholar Charles V. Hamilton offered an enticing alternative to school integration he called the “comprehensive plan.” Writing in Harvard Educational Review, Hamilton claimed that the Black masses had given up on school integration and were alienated from the school system. The solution, Hamilton insisted, required four key components: Black control of the decision-making process in local schools, parental involvement and alliances with (preferably Black) teachers, attention to Black children’s self-esteem and psychological health, and improved curricula and instructional materials that featured Black people in positive and accurate ways. Hamilton’s comprehensive plan did not require busing, was ostensibly flexible enough to work in any school, and promised to restore the vital link between Black families and the American Dream.24

Black northerners had to sift through these competing interpretations of social science data to determine which form of educational activism to support: integration or community-controlled schools. They measured the costs of school integration—financial, personal, and political—against the gains, especially better educational opportunities in majority white schools. Integrationists found the courts willing to support demands for an end to school segregation built through generations of explicit residential segregation and gerrymandered assignment policies. Nationwide, these desegregation plans resulted in the closing of separate and majority Black schools and the firing of Black teachers and principals as Black children were bused to formerly majority white schools. Even the NAACP was forced to admit that “many of our branches have been protesting against integration policies which placed the entire burden of integration on the Black community and children.” In addition, most northern desegregation plans were the result of political compromise that did not do enough to secure equal educational opportunities for large numbers of Black students. Even where racial mixing was occurring, it was not clear that educational equality followed when whites retained control of administration, pedagogy, curriculum, parent teacher associations, and extracurricular activities.25

For instance, after a protracted battle established a “two-way” busing plan in Rochester, New York, in 1968, only 2,000 Black children were being bused out to majority white schools and only 150 white students were being bused into majority Black schools. This left more than 90 percent of Rochester’s Black students behind in deteriorating, majority Black schools that lacked adequate resources or the political clout to secure these resources. Black parents wondered if the money spent on busing a tiny percentage of students would not be better spent on improving facilities and resources for all.

White parents in Rochester, meanwhile, grew increasingly frantic at the prospect that Black children would be bused into majority white schools. In one instance, white parents and children stood outside of a newly desegregated middle school shouting taunts and insults at Black students as they arrived. In this example, only about 10 percent of Rochester’s Black students benefited from school integration, and it was not readily apparent whether these students were the lucky ones. Rochester school leaders and politicians were unable or unwilling to create a meaningful school integration plan that would improve the quality of education and equalize the schools for all Black students, and as a result, many Black families were disappointed and angry. “Integration is becoming phased out. We are not moving fast enough,” admitted Rochester school administrator Norman N. Gross. “The Blacks already are beginning to say, ‘We’ve had it. You’ve failed to produce. Why can’t Black kids be educated by themselves?”26

Even in successfully integrated schools, like Norwalk High School in Connecticut, Black students were not always satisfied in schools where the majority of students, teachers, and administrators were white. “If you’re Black, you have to practically fight your way into an academic course. They think all we can do is wind up as waitresses of day workers—maybe get a typist’s job if you’re real smart,” testified a young Black woman. A male classmate confirmed her grievance, “Maybe they don’t know it, but they’re always putting you down. Some English teachers won’t even let you do a book report on ‘Manchild’ [Manchild in the Promised Land by Claude Brown] or ‘The Autobiography of Malcolm X.’ ” Black students complained that white teachers and classmates did not treat them with respect, pointing to a lack of representation on student government. Their parents were equally frustrated by the refusal of Norwalk’s all-white board of education to respond to serious concerns about transportation and school safety. Beatrice Brown, an outspoken advocate of school integration in Norwalk reconsidered her stance in the summer of 1969. She told a reporter that she only spoke up for the busing program because she feared the majority Black Ely Elementary School would offer an inferior education. But watching her children suffer slights in the integrated schools had changed her mind. “I’ve gone Black Power,” she affirmed. She was not the only one.27

Community Control in New York City

In June of 1966, Stokely Carmichael captivated the nation with his demand for “Black Power” at a Mississippi rally. The phrase captured the anger and urgency among civil rights activists who were losing faith in nonviolent protest and civil disobedience. “What do you want?” Stokely called to the cheering crowd. “Black Power!” they shouted back. “What do you want?” he repeated. “Black Power!” they roared. Moderate leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. were troubled by the new slogan, which seemed controversial and potentially problematic, but they were unable to stop it.28

Three months later, the tall, handsome philosophy major from Howard University repeated his clarion call at Arthur A. Schomburg Intermediate School (I.S.) 201 in Harlem. Wearing a Black sweatshirt adorned with the bright yellow emblem of a roaring Black panther, Carmichael joined parents and civil rights activists protesting the board of education’s refusal to dismiss I.S. 201’s white principal and replace him with a Black one. “We have a right to run our school,” Carmichael called out to a reporter. “Let’s put a Negro principal [in a suburban school] and see how the white savages react.”29

Carmichael’s presence at the Harlem school protest was symbolic, but nevertheless poignant. The young firebrand drew attention to a relatively new strategy for Black educational activists in the North: community-controlled schools. New York City was the site of the North’s most spectacular and successful confrontations over community-controlled schools, and as such what unfolded here had far reaching implications. Black New Yorkers were exasperated with the board of education’s abysmal track record on school integration. Despite the fact that school officials claimed to have been working on school integration since the Brown ruling in 1954, school segregation had increased as more Black and Latino families moved into the city and whites absconded to the suburbs.30

Meanwhile, school administrators refused to enact policies that would result in more than token integration. In 1960, 15 percent of New York City schools had Black and Puerto Rican enrollments of over 85 percent. By 1968 the proportion had risen to 28 percent, despite open enrollment plans. Efforts to promote racial mixing of students and faculty had been met with obstinate resistance from white parents and teachers, and politicians proved reluctant to challenge these constituents. Although Black educational activists had fought long and hard for school integration in New York City, many were ready to consider alternative strategies to improve educational opportunities for Black youth. As Preston Wilcox explained, “The residents of that community decided once and for all that the educational problems of their children derived not from a failure to integrate but from the success of the New York City Board of Education in failing to educate their children.”31

According to psychologist Kenneth B. Clark, the idea for community-controlled schools in New York City did not come from Black nationalists but rather from integrationists as they faced the blunt fact that racial mixing as a strategy had serious limitations imposed by demographics, geography, white resistance, and lack of political support. In 1965, Clark attended a meeting of educational activists who were trying to figure out how to respond to yet another setback in the city’s school integration plan. One of the parents, Isaiah Robinson, rose to speak. According to an observer:


Isaiah Robinson suggested, almost as a joke, that since white children would not be sent into Harlem schools and Black children were not being invited downtown in any meaningful numbers, maybe the Blacks had better accept segregation and run their own schools. A jolt of recognition stung all of us: Isaiah’s joke was a prophecy. It is hard to get across the sudden sadness we all felt. We had worked together for a long time, Blacks and whites. We were close, loving friends. Now we had to agree to separate because the society would not recognize our marriage and, one way or another, the Black children had to be legitimized.32



As this example suggests, some Black educational activists embraced the idea of majority Black schools with community control not as an expression of Black nationalism, but instead as a pragmatic response to the failures of school integration policy. Clark insisted this phenomenon was widespread, writing, “Most of those individuals in the minority communities who are now fighting for community control have been consistent fighters for integration. Their support for decentralization is not, therefore, to be seen as a desire for separatism or a rejection of integration, but . . . it is a strategy of despair, a strategy determined by the broken promises of the white communities.” NAACP field secretary Sydney Finley agreed. “When school integration appears not to be forthcoming, a man stops thinking about integration and starts thinking about the quality of the schools in the Black ghetto,” he reflected.33

Community-controlled schools garnered admiration from Black nationalists who explicitly valued separation for Black liberation. Activists like Carmichael and Hamilton believed that only by organizing into autonomous political and social units could Black citizens advocate for effective reform. “An awful lot of Black people have become alienated from the dominant educational system,” Hamilton explained. “What we’re trying to do with community control is to create relevant intermediary agencies.” The growing popularity of the Black power movement revitalized northern Black educational activism. As a Black Illinois state senator from Chicago argued, “The Black community must temporarily withdraw, organize, and then enter the mainstream with the power to move society.” Hamilton insisted that Black communities must have the ability to hire and fire teachers and principals and to set the curriculum. He encouraged Black parents to establish their own boards of education and run their own schools.34

For varied reasons, diverse Black educational activists began to contemplate the possibilities of community-controlled education in New York City. The basic idea was that the city would abandon controversial and expensive desegregation initiatives and instead endow parents and community leaders with jurisdiction over each school’s curriculum, staffing, and expenditures. Black parents and teachers could then do what white educators could not—see to the emotional, social, and intellectual needs of Black students and communities.

Supporters insisted that community control offered a fair and reasonable response to decades of systematic educational racism. New York City Black educational activist Rhody A. McCoy maintained that since city, state, and federal taxes paid by parents kept schools open, “Parents have the right to participate in running these schools. This is part of their democratic American heritage.” This logic appealed to parents who believed schools were mismanaged by white administrators and sabotaged by white teachers who did not believe in the potential of Black students to learn.35

Black educational activists wanted to improve dire conditions that had been neglected for too long. “Action now, baby; right now!” urged parents in Boston, where plans for school integration and improvement had stalled for years. Similar demands ricocheted throughout the urban North, but were especially audible in New York City. “We want a Black principal and Black teachers for our Black children,” said a parent picketing a board of education meeting in Harlem. New York’s new African American Teachers Association demanded “self-control, self-determination, and self-defense” in predominantly Black schools. As one leader explained, “All African-American teachers must seek teaching positions in the Black community. Black teachers must protect Black children against educational injustices and systematic genocide.” Native American educational activists endorsed the Black community-control movement, comparing it to the long struggle for cultural self-determination among indigenous peoples. “Thus the integration-segregation controversy is entering a new and more complex stage brought on by the anti-integration stance of some Afro-Americans coupled with the traditional attitude of Indians,” concluded Native American scholar Jack D. Forbes.36

Although potentially appealing to a range of Black educational activists and their allies, community-controlled schools were met with surprise, outrage, and indignation by many whites. Critics were uncomfortable with the idea that curriculum and teaching would be tailored to the needs of Black children and shocked by the fact that Black educational activists were demanding—not asking—for change. “Racist control of the schools—whether by Black Nationalists or White Citizens Councils in Alabama—ought to be condemned,” protested an editorial in the Washington Post. Black power leaders were undeterred. “Everybody needs to be shocked once in a while; it’s often the only way to get attention,” enthused McKissick to an audience of 300 people at New York University. Black educational activist Merrill Martin agreed. “Any board of education that expects Black people to respond without hatred to the daily humiliations inflicted by our racist society should stop pretending to educate and start becoming educated.”37

New York City Teachers Strike of 1968

White administrators and teachers balked at proposals to remove authority from professional educators and place hiring, curriculum, and budget decisions in the hands of parents with little or no administrative experience. Community-controlled schools directly threatened the recently won gains teachers had achieved through robust union activism in the mid- to late 1960s. There were thirty documented teacher union strikes in 1966 and more than 100 in 1967, including major work stoppages in Newark, Detroit, Flint, and East St. Louis. Teachers were fighting for higher salaries, better working conditions, and more professional autonomy. In September 1967, nearly 50,000 New York City teachers walked out of their classrooms for two weeks. Eventually, the striking teachers negotiated a new contract that included a substantial increase in salary and benefits. The burgeoning community-control school movement directly threatened these gains, creating new and volatile tensions between teachers and Black civil rights activists, disrupting a fragile political alliance between majority white teacher unions and Black civil rights activists that had existed for many decades in cities including New York, Newark, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit.38

New York City witnessed a particularly acrimonious clash between teachers and Black educational activists in 1968. A year earlier, the New York City Board of Education had granted experimental community control of the public schools to three majority Black and Latino neighborhoods including the Ocean Hill–Brownsville section of Brooklyn, where 95 percent of the students were nonwhite, and academic achievement was far below average. With funding from the Ford Foundation, activists established a local school board of parents led by former Black principal Rhody McCoy, a graduate of Howard University with a master’s degree in education from New York University. “The community has asked for control of schools here and the Board of Education’s new project offers this,” McCoy said. “We bring in programs that can be supported and interpreted by the parents with total community involvement. In this program parents determine what is needed in their schools.” McCoy believed the key to community control was for parents to have a say in how money was spent in their schools and the ability to hire teachers and principals they admired and fire those they did not.39

On May 9, 1968, McCoy flexed his new authority by firing thirteen teachers and six administrators in Ocean Hill-Brownsville because he believed they were not fully supportive of community control. This abrupt termination, given without warning or due process, violated the terms of the teachers’ employment contract as negotiated by the United Federation of Teachers (UFT). New York City school officials and UFT officials condemned McCoy’s actions as illegal and unjust and ordered the teachers to return to work. But McCoy held his ground, insisting that community control of the schools meant jurisdiction over hiring and firing of personnel.40

Tensions escalated on May 14 when five of the fired teachers ignored their termination notices and showed up to work at Junior High School (J.H.S) 271. About forty protestors blocked the teachers from entering the building. “You’ve been ordered to report to Mr. McCoy’s office. You can’t come in,” called out one protestor, Edith Rook, as she physically blocked the entrance to the school. At that point about 100 teachers at J.H.S. 271, all UFT members, walked across the street to protest what they viewed as the illegal removal of their colleagues. “All you good teachers come on in,” the protestors called loudly as they ushered in the handful of teachers who were not participating in the boycott. Nearly 200 police officers hovered nearby, and at 8:25 a.m. they attempted to escort the five teachers who had been illegally terminated into the school to work, but protestors blocked their way and the teachers decided not to enter.41

Both sides—teachers and community-control activists—viewed their position as not only legal but morally righteous and fundamentally just. United Federation of Teachers (UFT) President Albert Shanker compared the teachers’ experience in Brooklyn to school desegregation in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957, when National Guardsmen had blocked the entry of Black schoolchildren into a formerly “white” high school. McCoy decried the false promises that were made to the Ocean Hill-Brownsville community school board and called for Black and Puerto Rican parents to rally behind his decision to dismiss the unwanted teachers. He pressed, “This board has fought and taken on the whole power structure. But we haven’t been given any power at all. We have been used as a buffer between the power structure and you, our brothers and sisters.” The national media followed these developments with frank fascination, typically siding with the white educational establishment over Black community-control activists. While school officials and teacher unionists bandied about questions of due process, the press contemplated the racial tensions simmering just beneath the surface. To many people, it seemed that the main reason the teachers were fired was not because they did not properly appreciate a new form of school governance but instead because they were white or, in the case of one Black and one Puerto Rican educator, overtly sympathetic to whites. “Color should not be a test for teaching,” editorialized the Washington Post. Acknowledging there were concerns on both sides, the editors concluded, “What has happened here is hardly a happy augury, however, for the future of local autonomy or decentralization in school administration.”42

The conflict over McCoy’s decision to fire teachers without due process had neither a satisfactory nor a quick resolution. McCoy refused to invite the fired educators back to work, so UFT teachers in Ocean Hill-Brownsville boycotted the remainder of the school year. When the issue remained unresolved at the start of the 1968 school year, Shanker called for a series of strikes that shut down public schools throughout New York City. Nearly 54,000 teachers struck for two days in September to demonstrate their sympathy for the fired teachers, but still McCoy would not be moved. The next strike lasted two weeks, and conditions were so tense that when the teachers returned to work, furious citizens pelted them with stones and eggs. Black New Yorkers could not fathom why so many white teachers seemed determined to undermine the community-control school experiment. “The teachers, who already have their educations, are more concerned with protecting tenure and jobs than they are in seeing that the kids in New York City can read and write,” charged the New York Amsterdam News.43

Shanker called for the removal of McCoy and the dismantling of the community-controlled schools experiment. This time he organized a strike that lasted five weeks and was resolved only when state leaders negotiated an armistice in mid-November, coaxing the teachers back to work with the promise that thereafter, they would have a fair hearing before being fired or transferred. Black civil rights activists felt betrayed by this compromise and furious at the teachers’ union and the New York City Board of Education. These sentiments erupted in heated confrontations throughout the city. In one, reporter Joseph Featherstone attended a panel discussion on community-controlled schools at the Ethical Culture Society where critics marched in and presented a bloody pig’s head to a representative of the UFT. When the UFT representative declared this an act of violence, the audience erupted and chaos ensued. “People weren’t arguing, they were screaming and spitting at each other,” reported Featherstone.44

Following the strike, New York legislators negotiated a school decentralization bill that offered enough autonomy to satisfy Black civil rights activists and sufficient protections to placate the teachers’ union. At the last minute, the bill gained the support of white conservatives who realized that decentralized schools placated demands for school integration. The bill quickly passed both houses of legislature and was signed into law less than an hour later by Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller on April 30, 1969.

This law did not represent a victory for Black educational activists who wanted community control of the schools. The New York Times editorial board concluded, “The basic weakness of the bill is not that it fails to provide community control; it is rather that the decentralized districts will be subjected to the supervision and judgement of a thoroughly political central authority, with the union power structure the dominating force.” In the end, very little educational power or resources were redistributed to Black and Latino families in New York. Lawmakers successfully undercut the community-control school movement by offering token concessions that substituted decentralization for community control, elections for protest, and modest distribution of resources for meaningful redistribution.45

New York City’s community-control school movement had seismic repercussions for how politicians, school administrators, and the public viewed the promise and pitfalls of this reform strategy in the North. Historians contend that it destabilized a long-standing liberal coalition of Blacks, Jews, and Catholics that believed in nondiscrimination, civil rights, and religious pluralism. Black New Yorkers came to view striking teachers with suspicion and then loathing. Whites, for their part, grew distrustful of Black activists demanding control of key institutions such as public education.46

Placing this episode into historical context shows that white northerners did not suddenly turn against Black educational activism in the late 1960s—large numbers of northern whites and their elected representatives in politics and on school boards had been committed to preserving white privilege in the public schools for decades. The same whites that stymied, opposed, deflected, and dodged Black demands for school integration after 1954 openly and forcefully objected to Black demands for community control after 1965. Black northerners, meanwhile, were left with the arduous task of discerning how best to improve the quality of education and the level of academic achievement in the urban North, especially as continued white flight and escalating white resistance to school integration complicated this effort.47

School Integration and Community Control after 1970

“What happened to community control of our schools?” asked New York Black educational activist and scholar Preston Wilcox. “Our casual response (though based in reality) would be that nothing happened—community control exists but only in white communities—FOR WHITES ONLY!” New Yorkers’ disappointment with the nation’s most ambitious experiment in Black community control of public schools served as a cautionary tale for educational activists in other northern cities, yet many remained intrigued by the possibilities of decentralization and local control, strategies that dovetailed nicely with Black nationalist ideology. Further, Black opposition to northern school integration plans that privileged white students and placed inordinate burdens on Black families continued to escalate. According to the Congressional Quarterly Researcher in 1972, “Resistance to busing for integration is by no means limited to the white community. Many Black parents are opposed to seeing their children taken into strange, often unfriendly neighborhoods, and many Black leaders are concerned that court decisions requiring a racial balance will weaken the control of Black people over their schools.”48

“We favor community control of all institutions in the Black community such as welfare centers, libraries, schools, hospitals, and police,” explained political candidate Andrew Pulley. As New York City’s experiment revealed, the struggle for self-determination in education generated intense competition with other vested interests such as teachers’ unions. When seizing control of public schools proved too arduous or unappealing, some Black nationalists established their own schools. Historian Russell Rickford has traced the proliferation of independent Black schools that appeared in a few short years, so that by 1970 there were more than sixty Pan African Nationalist institutions nationwide, from preschools to postsecondary schools. Establishing an independent school allowed Black nationalists to have total control, but this tactic failed to reach the vast majority of African Americans, who relied on public schools. Community control of public schools remained a tempting possibility for this reason. In 1971, Carmichael reiterated that integration was inherently flawed and that most Black people remained mired in segregated and inferior housing, schools, and jobs. He concluded, “Such situations will not change until Black people have power—to control their own school boards, in this case.”49

In sharp contrast, integrationists pointed to recent successful litigation and insisted the time was ripe to finally secure integrated and equal public schools nationwide. “Treading the paths of our fathers we as Black people have come to a place and point in time of history that we shall be free,” sermonized Ewell W. Finley, a Black school board trustee in Malverne, New York. He continued, “This is our guarantee under the laws of this nation. Desegregating schools on Long Island is not a mistake, but indeed, is an investment in our democracy.” As civil rights attorneys Michael B. Trister and P. Kent Spriggs explained, “The benefit perceived by the Black community is not that they can be schooled with the white children but that the presence of white children in the schools which they attend will insure that a racist schoolboard will take greater pains to provide a quality education which will of necessity accrue to the benefit of the Black children. It is a realpolitik position born of years of exposure to how the ‘man’s game’ works.” The NAACP continued to press for stronger and more comprehensive school integration plans. In January of 1970, the US attorney general’s office promised the Department of Justice would put pressure on any northern school district whose teaching staff or student body were so “racially imbalanced” that there were identifiably “white schools” or “Negro schools,” including communities with token school desegregation plans in place. Integrationists were delighted by this announcement, especially given President Nixon’s promise to scale back busing for school integration nationwide.50

Many Black families, in contrast, were exasperated that increasing Black enrollment in public schools outpaced northern school desegregation efforts, while the academic achievement of Black students remained low. A terrible imbalance of power meant that in most cases, Black families experienced school desegregation very differently from whites. In 1970, the US Commission on Civil Rights acknowledged, “Racial integration in America has usually taken place on terms dictated by whites. Thus, since integration is nearly always a one-way street that Blacks travel to a white institution, then an implied inferiority of the Black man is inherent in the situation.”51

Severe financial crises in American cities meant that urban public school buildings, many of which dated to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, were literally falling apart. In nearly all-Black urban schools like the O. V. Catto School in Philadelphia, teachers admitted that high school students could barely read at a fourth-grade level and that the school was plagued by truancy, drugs, and violence. In Chicago, another study showed that 90 percent of Black students in the Woodlawn community either dropped out of school or received so little education they were classified as “in-school functional dropouts.” In suburban areas with school desegregation plans under way, Black students were sometimes dissatisfied with the results. In suburban Plainfield, New Jersey, white students painted racial epithets on the school walls when a desegregation plan created more racial diversity. In response, Black students demanded the trappings of community control such as Black teachers and administrators, Black history courses, and less discriminatory disciplinary procedures.52

Northern school segregation continued to increase due to Black migration to northern cities, white and middle-class flight to the suburbs, and unrelenting white resistance to any plan to create more racially diverse classrooms or schools. In Chicago, a census by the Board of Education showed that school segregation had once again increased between 1970 and 1971, and that 94 percent of Black elementary students attended schools where more than 90 percent of the student body was Black. Robert Alpern, an attorney who oversaw an ambitious $2.8 million-dollar school integration pilot project in Detroit, reported that significant improvements in curriculum, teachers, materials, and textbooks in three neighborhoods was not enough to entice white families to attend school alongside Black students. “We should have recognized the extent of white resistance to integration,” he lamented. According to Alpern, Blacks who had advocated for school integration in Detroit became first neutral, then openly hostile to the reform as whites abandoned integrated schools in droves. “In the face of such continued white antipathy, a Negro fighting for integration looks ‘silly,’ ” he conceded. Jeannette Bonen, a mother of eight and a leader in Boston’s “Operation Exodus” that sent Black children to white suburban schools, explained that school integration was only appealing to Black families if it meant better schools. She added, “Most Black parents prefer [their own] neighborhood schools if they are clean, airy, bright, and well-staffed, and if their curriculum reflects the needs of the community.” A Harvard sociologist concurred that social science data supported this interpretation: “It appears that integration increases racial identity and solidarity over the short run and, at least in the case of Black students, leads to increasing desires for separation.” The continued shortcomings of school integration, especially in large cities, compelled many Black families to reconsider their support for integration as a tactic to improve public education.53

Reports of violence further dampened Black support for school integration. In one instance, when a Black high school girl refused to stand for the national anthem in New Haven, Connecticut, a white male classmate punched her. This prompted retaliation by Black students, and the fighting spread to another school. In an unflattering article, the New York Times reported, “Bands of Negro students roamed through a high school here today, overturning tables, breaking several windows, and forcing the cancellation of classes at noon.” Interviewed for the story, a Black student explained he was also protesting “the attitude against us that the white teachers have.” A white English teacher confirmed his sentiments. “You see it all the time, even though it’s subtle. That fact is that subconsciously or not, we just don’t treat the Negroes the same as the whites and they know it.” White students, meanwhile, became alarmed and defensive by the militant rhetoric of young Black nationalists. “It is kind of scary to have all this Black power around and have no idea exactly what they are advocating,” one white student told the US Commission on Civil Rights. Another reported, “Power is a very strong word and if you said, ‘Black power’ right away, if you don’t know what it means, you think that it’s a force that is going to overpower you.” Armed police response to even minor altercations and Black student protests became the norm. The mayor of New Haven, for instance, ordered “saturation patrols” of uniformed officers inside the high schools following fights between white and Black students. He insisted that the officers would be there until “anarchy and lawlessness” had been driven out and promised the “troublemakers” would be expelled. By the spring of 1970, Blacks in New Haven had formed armed security patrols designed to protect Black and Puerto Rican residents from white vigilante justice and police harassment. Racial tensions were approaching a breaking point, youth were at the epicenter of the disturbance, and school integration seemed to be one major source of the problem.54

Charles V. Hamilton maintained that it was hardly surprising that Black families nationwide embraced community control given white antipathy to school integration and the failures of “ghetto schools.” It was impossible to deny mounting interest in Black power and community control in the North, even for integrationists, as support for school integration wavered. Robert C. Weaver, secretary of Housing and Urban Development and the nation’s first Black cabinet member, conceded, “Advocacy of Black separatism is inevitable. It has been and is a reaction to the frustrations of racism and the despair that follows. But it must be recognized also as a withdrawal or retreat; and paradoxically it achieves its greatest support at a time when the goal of integrationists—equal opportunity for competition—seems to be on the horizon.”55

Beginning in 1969, psychologist Kenneth B. Clark hosted an annual retreat for Black intellectuals as part of a broader effort to shore up Black support for integration. He passionately defended the value of integrated schools, explaining, “This epidemic of separatist demands on the part of organized groups of Black students can be interpreted as symptomatic of the psychological stresses caused by the new challenges and threats of a nonsegregated society.” He continued, “That many of these young people sought to explain their separatist ideology and demands under the guise of ‘racial militance’ merely betrayed their poignant and pathetic racial fears.” According to Clark and the scholars working with him, including Ralph Ellison, Adelaide Cromwell Gulliver, William H. Hastie, Hylan Lewis, J. Saunders Redding, Bernard C. Watson, and Robert C. Weaver, the drive for separate schools was inherently dangerous, strategically flawed, and orchestrated by a tiny fraction of outspoken militants against the wishes of the Black majority.56

While Black intellectuals fretted over declining support for school integration, growing numbers of Black teachers and politicians embraced Black self-determination in public education. New Haven teacher Barbara Louis explained that the Connecticut Association of Afro-American Educators was dedicated to “developing the Black community economically, socially, and culturally.” A gathering of more than fifty Black elected officials in Hartford stressed community control of the schools and participants bemoaned the dearth of Black history taught in majority white schools. “All we get is George Washington Carver and Martin Luther King when there are so many other fine Black people to admire and respect,” insisted one teacher. In the Ferndale school district just outside of Detroit, Black educators were dismayed when the Department of Health, Education and Welfare charged the district with running a segregated system because of the existence of all-Black Grant Elementary school, established as a separate school with an all-Black faculty in 1926 and still going strong in 1970. A Grant teacher explained that their goal was to help Black children “think better of themselves” and noted that it would be far more difficult to inculcate Black pride if their students were dispersed throughout the district’s majority white elementary schools.57

Holding fast to the promise of school integration, the NAACP continued to press northern school districts for more effective integration plans. In August of 1970, the Detroit Branch of the NAACP alleged that city leaders intentionally maintained a system of racially separate and unequal schools. The NAACP rejected the district’s tepid student transfer plan and sought a new plan that would eliminate “the racial identity of every school in the [Detroit] system and . . . maintain now and hereafter a unitary, nonracial school system.” The legal challenge worked its way through the courts for the next four years, just as similar lawsuits played out in the courts of Boston and other cities. In Detroit, when it was discovered that the only way to integrate the city’s schools was to partner with nearby suburban districts, the NAACP did not hesitate to support this plan.

The court-ordered school desegregation plan for the 1972–73 school year encompassed Detroit and fifty-three surrounding school districts, amounting to the nation’s most ambitious integration initiative to date. A local judge ordered Detroit school administrators to purchase at least 295 school buses in preparation. Suburban school officials immediately filed an appeal. Meanwhile, as NAACP leaders fought for school integration in Detroit, Black educational activists in Newark, New Jersey, pursued a revitalized vision of community-controlled schools in a city where the concept of “Black Power” had potent new meaning. 58

Majority Control in Newark

From the ashes of urban rebellions rose a mass movement for Black liberation, and as scholars have shown, the Black Power movement after 1970 was rich, multifaceted, and energizing. According to historian Komozi Woodard, “The Black Arts movement, the ghetto uprisings, and an explosive African American sense of identity produced a new generation of Black Power organizations and leadership.” One of the most crucial objectives of Black Power activists after 1970 was political power and the election of Black officials.59

These forces came to a head in Newark, New Jersey, in 1970. An industrial city located just across the Hudson River from New York City showcases what happened to the community-control school movement as it moved into cities with a Black majority. Perhaps the city, with its engaged Black citizenry, vibrant Black arts scene, and outspoken Black nationalists, could offer a new way forward for community control of public education.60

Hopes were raised in the spring of 1970 when Kenneth A. Gibson was elected as the first Black mayor of Newark, a first in a major northeastern city. “It’s ‘Nation Time’ in Newark,” cheered JET magazine, commending Gibson on overcoming “one of the most overt and blatantly racist political campaigns ever waged in big-city politics.” NAACP’s Crisis noted that his election “strengthens the position of those Americans, Black as well as white, who believe that substantial advances are possible through the political processes available within the American constitutional system.”61

Gibson’s historic election reflected rising Black political power in the urban North and hinted at political transformations to come. “Wherever the central cities are going, Newark is going to get there first,” the new mayor was fond of saying as he struggled at the helm of a city recovering from a violent urban rebellion in 1967 and the myriad problems of a post-industrial city including corruption, financial crises, strained race relations, and massive white and middle-class flight to the suburbs. The mainstream press followed the rise of Black political power in Newark with fascination that bordered on dismay. “Newark has become an angry and anguished city as its Black community gradually takes over the city’s politics, schools and cultural life from an ever-decreasing white minority,” claimed the New York Times. “With a Black population that grew by nearly 25 percent during the last decade and is now 60 percent of the city’s 380,000 people, Newark faces the possibility of becoming the first virtually all Black major city in the country.”62
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Figure 4.1. Newark Mayor Ken Gibson posing with football players from Barringer High School, 1975.

Photo by Roberta Pfeifer. Mayor Kenneth A. Gibson Collection & Photos from Mayor Gibson’s Publicity Office. Charles F. Cummings New Jersey Information Center. Newark Public Library, Newark, NJ.



Newark was hardly “all Black,” but the Black majority there nevertheless hoped that Black Power, in the form of elected Black officials, would finally bring meaningful reform to the city’s troubled public schools. On the eve of the urban rebellion in 1967, administrators determined that 74 percent of public school students were either Black or Puerto Rican. A majority of Newark’s teachers were white and commuted in from nearby suburbs. Schools with majority Black populations tended to be overcrowded and under-resourced, with very low levels of student achievement. The Education Committee of the Newark Branch of the NAACP documented high levels of racial segregation and discrimination in the schools, noting, “Teachers, primarily at the high school level, have complained to members of the Education Committee that students are being graduated from the elementary schools who are nearly illiterate. Leaders in the field of personnel and employment indicate a reluctance on the part of some employers to hire graduates of certain Newark schools because those graduates are not capable of performing properly. All the complaints have centered, primarily, about the schools with high-Negro enrollments.” Eager to keep Black families politically engaged, Black Power activists and Mayor Gibson made a calculated decision to target educational reform.63

The most urgent problem was the new contract between the city and the Newark Teachers Union (NTU) crafted by the pervious mayoral administration following a teachers’ strike in 1970. The contract promised salary increases, the right to binding arbitration, and a release from “nonprofessional chores” such as supervising children on the playground. Black parents were hurt and confused that the mostly white teachers’ union had used an illegal strike—refusing to teach their children—to win concessions from the city that seemed to pay teachers more, give them more power, and yet require less work. As Newark scholar and activist Junius Williams recalled, “The Black community saw the strike as an attempt to do less and make more money, adding insult to injury to the perceived poor job teachers and principals were already doing for Black kids.” These reforms did not represent the kinds of changes Black parents wanted to see in the school system, such as more Black teachers and administrators, a revised curriculum, and improved facilities.64

What Blacks and Puerto Ricans wanted was “to have some genuine say about what goes on in their schools, whether at the Board of Education level or the community level.” Black residents were especially frustrated because they felt that white teachers, school administrators, and school board members were more interested in preserving good jobs for whites than in improving the quality of education for Black students.65

Forcefully articulating this vision was Black cultural nationalist and Newark folk hero Amiri Baraka. Born as LeRoi Jones in Newark, Baraka attended local public schools before going to college, enlisting in the Air Force, and finally embarking on a successful career as a poet and playwright. Following the assassination of Malcolm X in 1965, Jones stepped up his criticism of the pacifist and integrationist mainstream civil rights movement. He changed his name to Amiri Baraka and moved home to Newark, where he founded an artists’ residence called Spirit House and a community organization called United Brothers of Newark. Baraka’s blend of militant Black cultural nationalism and artistic passion drew followers. He published a newspaper called Black Newark designed to raise consciousness and mobilize Black voters. An article in the first issue was typical of Baraka’s bombastic rhetoric. Describing how Newark responded to Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, Baraka wrote, “During the recent disturbances by the crackers, the United Brothers Security Unit was one of the main forces keeping our Black Youth from getting slaughtered on the streets by trigger-happy racist policemen.” After helping to secure Gibson’s election, Baraka turned his attention to overhauling the city’s public schools according to the principles of Black self-determination. He recognized that this kind of visionary reform would require majority Black control over school governance and curriculum, which in turn would require seizing power from the board of education and the teachers’ union.66

Baraka’s growing popularity in Newark was matched by the political ascendancy of white nationalist Anthony “Tony” Imperiale from Newark’s predominantly Italian North Ward. Following the rebellion in 1967, Imperiale formed the North Ward Citizens Committee, an organization that deployed vigilante gangs to secure “law and order.” The ACLU of New Jersey condemned the organization as “a secret, uniformed, paramilitary organization composed solely of white persons dedicated to opposing by force and violence attempts on the part of the Negro American to achieve equality.” Imperiale successfully channeled white resentment against Black gains in Newark. He traveled through the city with a retinue of bodyguards making inflammatory, anti-Black speeches wherever he went. “I didn’t see any flags in the city of Newark lowered to half-mast when Gov. Lurleen Wallace died,” he shouted at one rally in the fall of 1968. “Why not, when they could do it for that Martin Luther Coon?” Known affectionately as “The Big T” among Newark’s Italian Americans, he recruited heavily among white youth and had thousands of enthusiastic followers. The North Ward Citizens Committee rejected Black civil rights, despised Black cultural nationalism, and set out to destroy the city’s Black mayor and the man who got him elected, Amiri Baraka.67

Following Imperiale’s rise to prominence, Baraka doubled down on his commitment to armed self-defense and blunt Black power rhetoric. Both Baraka and Imperiale traveled through Newark with retinues of bodyguards, posturing and trying to drum up support among the masses. When Baraka turned his attention to the question of educational reform through community control of the schools, Imperiale was eager for a fight.68

Black educational activists in Newark were well aware of the long and bitter struggle for community control of schools in New York City. Although they were inspired by the Black nationalist rhetoric and confrontational tactics of educational activists there, they believed the political context in Newark required a subtler approach. Clarence Coggins, a Black community organizer, explained that activists in Newark “followed a pattern that had been set in another area, that did not have the same kind of political structure that we had.” Newark had a majority Black population, a Black mayor, and thanks to the new mayor, representation on the board of education. What Newark needed was not decentralized, community control—instead, it needed to crush the last vestiges of white influence and power over the public schools and assert the right to majority rule.69

To do so, Black educational activists needed to wrest authority away from the white-dominated school board and the NTU. Gibson quickly appointed three new representatives to the board of education, shifting the balance of power to a nonwhite majority for the first time. Meanwhile, Baraka and other Black educational activists launched a campaign to vilify Newark public school teachers as white, middle-class, and more interested in their paychecks than the well-being of Black students. This was not entirely fair, especially since one-third of Newark’s teachers were Black and the NTU president was a Black teacher named Carole Graves. Even so, it was an effective strategy that mobilized Black voters and moved the question of educational reform to the forefront of the city’s political agenda in the fall of 1970.70

Jesse Jacob, one of Gibson’s new Black appointees to the school board, was known for his hostility to Newark’s unionized teachers. As the president of the Newark Board of Education, Jacob announced, “The board of education is going to run this school system now and they [the teachers] might as well get used to the idea. This board represents the community and the board is going to run the schools.” Jacob elaborated that Black and Puerto Rican parents in Newark were fed up with the status quo in education. “The schools in this city are horrendous,” he complained. “They’re not teaching these youngsters anything. Most of the teachers don’t know how to teach them, and they don’t wish to teach them.” He insisted that white teachers were unfit to educate children of color. “The teachers would like you to believe that it’s all the fault of the family and community. That’s not true. The teachers have to share their load of the responsibility and it’s heavy.”71

Black civil rights activist David Barrett confirmed Newark teachers were “beastly suburbanites . . . trying to avoid human interaction with our children.” Barrett described teaching for one year at Clinton Plaza Junior High School, where he said white teachers had virtually no respect for Black people. “I remember once we were in the teachers’ room, and one teacher said: ‘So-and-so’s mother came in today. Why, you know, I didn’t know she wasn’t married.’ ” Barrett explained, “In the Negro community, we accept these things; we know they exist—but we don’t stigmatize the child because of it.” Felix G. Arnstein, a substitute teacher, agreed that white teachers in Newark exhibited appalling racism. He recounted the story of a school counselor describing young Black teenagers as “nothing but trash, getting pregnant all the time.” Another teacher repeatedly stated that Black students were racially inferior, “saying that every one of them was good for nothing and inherently lazy—simply hopeless.”72

Stories of racist teachers were amplified by the media and depicted on handmade flyers that circulated in Black neighborhoods, stoking anger and indignation. JET magazine reported that Newark’s teachers lived in the suburbs and had little or no regard for the quality of education that Black youngsters received. It quoted a Black mother who elaborated, “No one is going to strike in those clean, well-equipped schools that their children attend, so they don’t care.” When forced to account for the fact that the NTU president Carole Graves was a Black woman, educational activists determined she had been “slightly misguided” by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), which they pointed out was the same organization that “fought against and ruined the construction of a community-controlled educational structure in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville section of Brooklyn and was responsible for the firing of Rhody McCoy.”73

Newark Teachers’ Strike of 1971

When it was time for the board of education to sign a new contract with the NTU in January of 1971, Black community resentment was running high. Accordingly, the board of education refused to include the modest gains teachers had won in the last contract—including binding arbitration and release from nonprofessional chores—effectively stripping away the gains the teachers had won after going out on strike the year before. Predictably, the teachers were furious and called a new strike, their second in two years. On February 1, 1971, more than 1,880 teachers out of 4,400 walked out. Many believed they were acting in the defense of workers’ rights and teachers’ ability to effect meaningful change in the public schools. Imperiale championed the teachers’ union, encouraging white families to support the strike. Black families were livid that the city’s mostly white teachers were refusing to teach Black and Puerto Rican children in order to win more privileges for themselves, and they were outraged by Imperiale’s support for striking teachers. Within hours, someone torched Carole Graves’s car and threw rocks through the front windows of her house. Graves complained that Gibson was employing strike-breaking strategies “unknown in Newark since the 1930s” and promised she would “kick, scream and do everything I can to resist them.”74
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Figure 4.2. Meeting of the Newark Teachers Union, 1971. United Federation of Teachers Photographs.

Courtesy of the Tamiment Library, New York University, New York, NY.



Battle lines were drawn, and although there was a significant number of Black teachers on strike as well as a Black woman leading the teachers’ union, the conflict was depicted as a race war between Black families and the majority white teachers’ union. Baraka cultivated acrimony among Black families, while Imperiale rallied white families and the police force to support the NTU. The school board was split between whites who wanted to honor the previous administration’s contract and Blacks and Puerto Ricans who wanted to write a new one with fewer provisions for teacher autonomy. With tensions and rhetoric mounting on both sides, a violent confrontation erupted over who would control the city’s schools.75

Early in the morning on the second day of the strike cars screeched to a halt outside NTU headquarters where teachers were walking a picket line. About twenty young Black men throwing Black Power salutes with clenched fists jumped out of the cars and attacked the strikers, beating them to the ground. According to a press release, “The bare facts are that a paramilitary band of young Black men, some 19, some older, some 25 years of age, surrounded and kicked, clubbed and struck 15 school teachers at about 7:30 a.m. on February 2. Sticks, brass knuckles and even a fire extinguisher were used before the slick hit ended and the attackers sped off on foot and in cars.” Six white teachers, including two women, were rushed to the hospital where they were treated for broken bones and severe abrasions. Black teachers had also been walking the picket line and were physically assaulted, although not as badly as the white teachers. The brutal violence stunned the public and rallied support for the teachers. “You’ll have the entire support of organized labor,” promised AFL-CIO official Charles H. Marciante to a roaring crowd of 1,500 striking teachers. “The idea of goon squads roaming the city and attacking teachers is something that belongs in another century.”76

Violence continued unabated throughout the eleven-week strike, one of the longest and most rancorous teacher strikes in American history. Some of the worst confrontations occurred between striking teachers and those crossing the picket lines. In the white neighborhoods where families supported the striking teachers, most schools were closed, but in the Black neighborhoods many Black teachers crossed the picket lines so that children would not go without schooling. Noting there was “no settlement in sight” on March 8, the Christian Science Monitor reported that community meetings designed to mediate the strike had ended in verbal, and sometimes physical, brawls. “It’s been a very rough strike,” conceded one striking teacher. “When we picket, we have to have our own guards around.” Baraka and his supporters patrolled majority Black schools where they harassed picketing teachers, while Imperiale and his crew patrolled majority white schools and heckled teachers who crossed the picket line. Newark’s overwhelmingly white business leaders pressured Gibson to resolve the strike by giving teachers what they wanted. Black school board president Jesse Jacobs publicly vowed never to give in and encouraged white teachers to quit so the board could replace them with caring teachers from the Black community. “If this is to be the year of attrition, then let it be. In the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last, praise God almighty, free at last.’ ”77

Attempting to mediate the escalating public relations disaster, Mayor Gibson called a community meeting in a suburban church to discuss a possible resolution to the strike. Two female reporters for the Inner-City Voice, published by the League of Revolutionary Black Voters, reported on the meeting, which was well attended by striking teachers. According to the reporters, “When Gibson walked into the church, the 75, mostly white teachers, charged inside, shouting insults at Gibson: ‘You’re nothing but a fat LeRoi Jones.’ ” The two women concluded, “It was infuriating for us to see Gibson humiliated by the white strikers before the audience. In this group of white suburbanites were probably people who have abandoned some of Newark’s businesses and real estate, taking a lot of tax money with them.”78

Black citizens felt betrayed not only by white flight that eviscerated Newark’s tax base but also by white teachers and their allies who refused to respect a Black mayor or the wishes of Black school board members and Black parents. Building on the work of Black Power activists like Carmichael and Hamilton, activists in Newark believed that control of local public facilities would enable them to reverse institutional racism and develop an effective base of political power to challenge racism in the city as a whole. It was supposed to be a crucial next step in realizing the dream of Black Power in a city with a Black majority and a Black mayor. But white people—the teachers’ union, organized labor, the media, the business community, Imperiale and his followers—seemed determined to oppose this strategy at every step. Black majority control of Newark’s public schools was being thwarted by a white minority. NTU President Graves, in contrast, rejected the idea that race had anything to do with it and rebuked Black leaders for implying otherwise. As she saw it, “This is just a labor-management fight, Jesse Jacobs and LeRoi Jones interject this racial business because it’s a good way to break the union and get control of the schools.”79

The Newark teachers’ strike dragged on for nearly three months. Gibson attempted to broker a settlement three times, but was undermined the first two times by the board of education, which refused to negotiate on the question of salaries, binding arbitration, or releasing teachers from nonprofessional chores. Finally, Gibson brought local Black community organizer and trade unionist Clarence Coggins in to help. Coggins was concerned about the potential for violence between Blacks and Italian Americans in Newark. Gibson appeared on television and implored residents to find a reasonable solution to the crisis. He published an essay called “A Call to Reason” that presented a compromise both sides could support. Black leaders including Graves and Baraka agreed the time to find a resolution had arrived, and Coggins helped build support from within the Black community for peace. Imperiale, in contrast, continued to stoke the flames of racial animosity. Jesse Jacobs held fast to his ideals but was finally overruled by a majority on the board of education. The new contract maintained a modified form of binding arbitration and removed the language excusing teachers from nonprofessional chores.

The Remnants of Community Control

The 1971 teachers’ strike in Newark demonstrates that even with a Black majority and Black elected officials, it was very difficult for Black Power activists to have the kind of control they wanted over public education. Many of the objectives of the community control movement revived aspects of education that were found historically in separate, Black-controlled schools including an emphasis on Black faculty and tailoring pedagogy and curriculum to the needs of Black youth. These objectives did not appeal to other constituencies, and in fact, they did not appeal to all Black citizens.

Frustrated by the outcome in Newark, Jacobs insisted that striking teachers would be interviewed and assessed by community panels before they were permitted to return to work. In the screening process that followed, Jacobs removed dozens of white teachers from majority Black schools because they had supported the strike. Some Black parents approved—at South Tenth Street school, Black parents met returning striking teachers with baseball bats and would not let them through the front door. When a young Black teacher tried to intervene on behalf of her white colleagues, the parents forced her out as well. Many of these fired teachers were transferred to other schools, while others took this as an opportune time to retire. Hostilities between striking teachers—mostly white—and those who worked through the strike—mostly Black—continued for many years.80

Whites in Newark retained significant political power through the teachers’ union, school administration, the board of education, and city council, not to mention the influence of business interests. Black residents, meanwhile, were not unified behind a single, clear political objective or strategy. A large number of teachers were Black, which undercut the claim that teachers were the enemy of Black families. Even Black civil rights activists were torn over who or what to support. Baraka was not universally loved; some Black parents found his dreams of Black Power unrealistic. One Black official chided, “Those things Imamu [Amiri Baraka] says about throwing out the whites are appealing, but impractical. We can’t just shut Newark off from the rest of the country.” Even some Black nationalists, including a local chapter of the Black Panthers, opposed Baraka.81

Following the defeat of community control in Newark, the board of education agreed to make a few modest concessions to Black educational activists. The most notable was the new Marcus Garvey School, housed in a school formerly known as Robert Treat. Baraka founded the school, which promised to educate Black youth and develop a strong Black community. Staffed by Black teachers and administrators, the Marcus Garvey School taught Black history, Swahili language, and Simba Wachanga—a youth-focused, pan-African nationalism designed to inculcate racial pride. In addition, two other Newark public schools were renamed for Black heroes: the Harriet Tubman School and the Martin Luther King Jr. School. In the fall of 1971, Lawrence Hamm, a seventeen-year-old Black member of the board of education who was recently appointed by Gibson, introduced a resolution requiring all public schools in Newark with a student body that was at least 50 percent Black to fly the Black liberation flag. Eugene Campbell, the Black principal of the Marcus Garvey School, stated that displaying the flag was “an act of inspiration for students, a symbol of what Black people are.” Interviewed by the New York Times, Baraka reflected on these educational reforms. “What the Black people, African people, are trying to achieve here is an old American concept—community control.”82

This modest version of community control, however, did not do enough to address the larger problems that undermined the quality of education in the Newark public schools, especially the lack of adequate funding. This fact was driven home in the fall of 1972 when the ceiling of the Marcus Garvey School collapsed. A local newspaper editorialized, “Marcus Garvey, formerly Robert Treat, is an old school, a fact borne out in clear dimension by a preliminary engineering survey made after the classroom ceiling collapsed. The report disclosed at least 19 other similar structural defects in addition to ceilings in the gymnasium, hallway areas, and several offices.” The article continued, “Nor does it stop with this school, either,” and pointed to critical infrastructure problems districtwide. These problems did not go unnoticed by Black families in Newark, who remained exasperated with the public schools.83

In January of 1972, a group that called itself the “Ad Hoc Committee of 50 Black Clergymen” demonstrated outside of the West Kinney Junior High School in Newark and released an open letter to the public demanding new and better kinds of educational reform. Carrying signs that said, “We Need New Schools, Not Liberation Flags” and “LeRoi Does Not Speak for Us,” the group insisted, “We will no longer allow the fanatic fringe of the Black community to sound as though it was speaking for the entire Black community.” The clergymen pledged to attend future school board meetings to advocate for parents who were disinterested in Baraka’s Black nationalism but hesitant to speak out for fear of retribution. The New Jersey State Department of Education noted that hundreds of Newark high school students appeared before the Newark Board of Education to voice “complaints regarding the conditions of their schools and education and to demand improvements in basic academic areas that are serving to impede their education and hinder their ability to go on to college.” These Black educational activists, including students and clergy, were not asking for community control of the school. Nor were they asking for school integration. They were asking for reforms designed to improve the quality of education in Newark’s highly segregated schools such as more funding, new school buildings, and better curricula and resources to prepare students for college.84

As scholar and activist Junius Williams concluded, after 1971 “the complexion of the board [of education] grew darker as Gibson continued to appoint his people, trying to find the right combination to turn the school district around. But there was a perception we were losing ground with our schools.” Williams’s perception was confirmed by historian Wilbur C. Rich, who analyzed whether Black mayors were able to usher in effective educational reforms in Gary, Newark, and Detroit in the early 1970s. Rich found that Black mayors were no more likely than white ones to improve the quality of education in urban schools. The problem was invariably battles for control of educational funding, hiring, curriculum, and governance between Black mayors and entrenched white power structures. Even in majority Black cities with Black elected officials, northern Black communities were unable to execute the kind of power and control over the public schools that Black Power activists believed would revolutionize education.85

Few citizens, of course, had the kind of power that Black educational activists in Newark and other northern cities wanted, such as the ability to hire and fire teachers and administrators or the power to dictate curriculum and pedagogy. Those kinds of decisions had been in the hands of professional school administrators for nearly a century. Whites in the North strongly resisted the suggestion that they should hand over control of the public schools—with their massive budgets, thousands of jobs, and political importance—to Black people. White parents, teachers, and school administrators in the North remained staunchly opposed to educational reforms proposed by Black citizens, whether these reforms focused on school integration or greater community control, and were largely successful in resisting any meaningful reforms designed to improve the quality of education for Black students.86

Detroit, Boston, and Massive White Resistance

By 1974, northern public schools had higher levels of racial segregation than southern ones. According to a study by the US Senate Select Committee on Equal Educational Opportunity, while school segregation in the South had been reduced, thanks to court-ordered school desegregation plans, school segregation in northern states such as New York, New Jersey, Michigan, and Ohio had increased so that the numbers of Black students who attended schools between 80 percent and 100 percent minority (Black and Latino) had jumped between 1 and 5 percentage points over the previous two years alone. What is more, about half of the nation’s Black schoolchildren—3.4 million students—attended school in the country’s 100 largest urban school districts, where 71.8 percent of them attended schools that were 80 percent to100 percent minority, and 59 percent attended schools with student bodies that were between 95 percent and 100 percent minority. A report by the New York City Board of Education acknowledged the challenges of these demographics, writing, “While continuing to hold city school authorities responsible for creative programs to promote feasible integration in urban schools, state and national officials and law makers cannot ignore the fact that the correction of the growing isolation of our poor minority groups in urban schools is each year becoming less and less a condition which large city Boards of Education can deal with alone.”87

“School Integration Resisted in Cities of the North,” heralded the New York Times in the spring of 1974. Eugene Mornell, head of the US Commission on Civil Rights, acknowledged that political support for school integration in the North was by then nonexistent. He cited a contemporary example from Cincinnati, where the board of education approved a sweeping plan for school desegregation right before a newly elected slate of candidates took office. According to Mornell, “A month later, the new board members, who were elected on pledges to resist integration, decided ‘not to implement’ their predecessors’ plans.” Mornell documented similar problems in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Boston, and San Francisco, where school desegregation plans were thwarted by voters. Additionally, he observed that when white families could not use political power to stop school integration, they simply removed their children from the public schools. The combination of shifting demographics, white flight, political intransigence, and overwhelming white resistance sabotaged school integration in the North. The New York City Board of Education admitted that “exchange of city pupils with suburban school districts might be needed to carry out integration.” It was evident that “metropolitan” school integration plans encompassing the mostly minority urban core and the mostly white suburbs would be required.88

This question came to a head in the northern city of Detroit, after state legislators passed a law in July 1970 that virtually enjoined the Detroit school board from implementing its modest school desegregation plan. The local branch of the NAACP contacted Nathaniel R. Jones, general counsel for the national NAACP in New York City. Working together, Jones and local Black educational activists crafted a legal strategy that proved the racial imbalance in Detroit’s schools was a direct result of official actions by the state of Michigan and the Detroit Board of Education. Jones persuaded Judge Stephen Roth that discriminatory housing policies and school policies combined to create a nexus, and that policies of the real estate industry, the banking industry, and the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) worked together to create and maintain school segregation and inequality in Detroit.

Judge Roth agreed, and since state and city officials had conspired to segregate Detroit’s schools, he required the state of Michigan to participate in the remedy. Specifically, Judge Roth ordered that desegregation should not be limited to the Detroit school district, but that it should and must include outlying suburban districts in a metropolitan desegregation plan. Whites in Detroit and the surrounding suburbs were furious. School officials immediately appealed and the Supreme Court agreed to hear the case.89

The Supreme Court had to decide whether a two-way school desegregation plan that encompassed an urban core and outlying suburban districts was legal, given evidence that city and state officials had deliberately promoted racial segregation. On July 25, 1974, the US Supreme Court ruled in Milliken v. Bradley that Detroit’s metropolitan school desegregation plan was illegal, as it could not be determined that suburban districts were directly responsible for the racial isolation of Black children in Detroit. President Nixon’s conservative, anti-busing appointees including Supreme Court Justice Warren E. Burger tipped the scales of justice in the favor of white suburbanites in the 5 to 4 ruling. The NAACP issued a strongly worded press release, “This is a most unfortunate decision, not only for the thousands of Black school children trapped in inner city schools, but also for the nation as a whole.”90

In a scathing dissent, Justice Thurgood Marshall, appointed to the Supreme Court by President Johnson in 1967, criticized the Court for failing to live up to its democratic ideals. “The Court today takes a giant step backwards,” he declared, “In the short run, it may seem to be the easier course to allow our great metropolitan areas to be divided up each into two cities—one white, the other Black—but it is a course, I predict, our people will ultimately regret.” Mayor Coleman Young, the first Black mayor of Detroit, was more sanguine. “I don’t think there’s any magic in putting little white kids alongside little Black kids on a school bench,” he told a reporter. The bigger problem, Young insisted, was a lack of adequate funding, resources, and political support for majority Black urban public schools.91

Because school district boundaries overlapped with township lines in the North, Milliken v. Bradley curtailed school integration as a strategy to secure equal educational opportunities for Black youth, promote racial tolerance, and symbolize the equality of Black citizens. Blacks were deeply disappointed but hardly surprised by the decision. Many whites were ecstatic. Janice Labon was a proud anti-buser from the Detroit suburb of Roseville, Michigan. As soon as she heard about the ruling, she picked up the phone and called her neighbor, shouting, “We won!” The New York Times editorial board declared the ruling “very reasonable” and “practical,” while at the same time rebuking those Black civil rights leaders who criticized it.92

Any lingering doubts that northern whites were any more supportive of school integration than their southern counterparts were shattered later that fall when federal Judge W. Arthur Garrity Jr. ordered the Boston School Committee to implement a citywide school integration plan. This lawsuit was the culmination of two decades of dedicated Black civil rights activism to equalize Boston’s highly segregated and unequal schools. Court-ordered desegregation in Boston offered the opportunity for northerners to engineer effective integration within a single urban school district, as it did not require partnering with outlying suburban districts.93

When school opened on September 12, 1974, television crews stood ready as buses carrying Black schoolchildren pulled into previously “white” schools in neighborhoods like Boston’s working-class, predominantly Irish-American South End. Television viewers were not disappointed. White students and parents hurled rocks and insults at Black students and engaged in violent confrontations with police. White parents stood alongside their children, waving bananas at Black children in a deliberately vulgar racist gesture.94

By this time, Blacks in Boston were used to the racist antics of their white neighbors. “We laughed at them,” recalled sixteen-year-old Black high school student Sandra Payne, who was on the front lines of the desegregation struggle as a junior assigned to Charlestown High School in Boston. What bothered Sandra and her classmates was not the insults or even the rock throwing—they had learned to hit the floor when they heard a brick coming through a school bus window. What hurt was the harassment by white students and teachers that transformed attending high school, once a pleasurable part of teenage life, into a dreaded chore. Sandra confessed she and her friends still felt like outsiders at Charlestown High School at the end of the year. White teachers treated them poorly and did petty things like refusing to give Black students a hall pass to use the bathroom while permitting white students to leave the classroom anytime without one. When white classmates were not throwing punches, they were dropping chalk and pencils instead of handing them to a Black classmate or spitting on Black students from the top of the stairs. White police officers, stationed inside of schools to keep the peace, made clear where their loyalties lay. “If a cop breaks up a fight between a Black student and a white student, the cop will pat the white kid on the back and say, ‘Now run along, and give my regards to your brother,’ ” said Beverly Merrit, another Black student attending Charlestown High School. Given these experiences, it is hardly surprising that Black students like Sandra and Beverly began to critically reexamine the relationship between school integration and improved educational opportunities.95

Conclusion

Experiences in New York, Newark, Detroit, Boston, and other northern communities forced Black educational activists to reconsider school integration as a civil rights strategy. Former NAACP attorney Derrick A. Bell Jr., the first Black tenured professor at Harvard University Law School, reflected on Black Americans’ growing skepticism. He explained, “The Boston school desegregation experience provides dramatic proof that while the conclusion in Brown that state-mandated racial segregation ‘generates a feeling of inferiority [in Black children] as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone,’ court-ordered desegregation in a racially hostile environment may result in harm that is as bad or worse.” Surveying the effects of Brown after two decades Bell concluded, “Today, opposition to desegregation is, if anything, greater than it was in 1954, and the pace of compliance in the major cities has slowed badly. Opponents have grown bold. Supporters have become weary.”96

The key to understanding school integration in 1974, Bell argued, was not to focus on what had happened since 1954 but instead to view the evolution of Black educational equality stretching back to battles over school integration in Boston in the 1840s. In this context, it was clear that Brown’s greatest contribution was that it established equal educational opportunity as a constitutionally guaranteed right that could not be satisfied by requiring Blacks to attend segregated schools. This did not mean, Bell cautioned, that Brown required school integration to secure educational equality. He elaborated, “Depending on local political, social and economic conditions, either integrated or separate public schools may best serve the educational interests of Black children.” The goal was to create excellent schools for Black children, and such schools would require first-class leadership, responsive administrative structures, parental involvement, and accountability. Because so many Black children attended majority Black schools and the courts had limited school desegregation plans, Bell held out hope that the courts would be willing to enforce “orders requiring effective schools” to equalize educational opportunities for Black students. He concluded, “The truly integrated school is an educational and democratic ideal, but there is no reason to shun other alternatives when the ideal is not available.”97

Both Bell’s pragmatic approach to improving the quality of education for Black children, with or without school integration, and his belief that the courts could do more to ensure a quality education for children in urban schools, would come to be defining features of the next era of Black educational activism.


5

An Armageddon of Righteousness

Integration for Justice, 1975–Present

Although not as well known as the August 28, 1963, March on Washington, the May 17, 1975, March on Boston galvanized the northern school integration movement at a crucial juncture. Fifteen thousand citizens marched through the streets of Boston on the anniversary of Brown in a show of support for school integration. Black and white supporters held signs aloft proclaiming, “21 Years Is Too Long to Wait,” “Quality Integration: Let’s Do It Together,” and “Save the Children.” On the sidelines, Boston’s infamous anti-busers jeered, “Eh, eh, what do you say, buses got to go today,” but they were drowned out by jubilant voices chanting, “One, two, Freedom Now! Three, four, Freedom Now!”
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Figure 5.1. Protestors demanding school integration at the NAACP March on Boston, 1975. Northeastern University Archives and Special Collections, Boston, MA.



As a large and diverse crowd of school integration supporters converged on the Boston Common, the Reverend Charles H. Smith stepped to the podium and announced, “We have come to tell America we will never turn back!” The crowd thundered its approval, waving arms and placards in the air. Thomas L. Atkins, president of the Boston NAACP took the stage and admitted with a wink, “I am glad to tell you that Boston is finally on C.P.T. Let me explain, Constitutional Protection Time!” The days of white supremacy were numbered, Atkins promised, and those on the front lines of school integration in Boston and other cities were the true heroes of the civil rights movement. Atkins reiterated that local and national NAACP leaders would support Black families and school integration struggles in northern cities including Boston, New York, Chicago, Detroit, Omaha, and Dayton.1
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Figure 5.2. Large and diverse crowd at the NAACP March on Boston, 1975. Northeastern University Archives and Special Collections, Boston, MA.



As the heady days of the Black Power movement receded, civil rights leaders like Smith and Atkins insisted that recent events proved that integration, rather than separation, was the best way forward. Roy Wilkins, NAACP executive director, maintained, “Truth to tell, integration is the only philosophy that goes anywhere under the present circumstances where there is a minority of 10 to 90. . . . Blackness is not enough.” Vernon E. Jordan Jr., president of the National Urban League, proclaimed, “Rather than adopt a defensive position on busing, I believe that busing—and any other effective tool—should be used to breach that wall of segregation.” As inspiring as it was, this rhetoric glossed over the fact that many Black northerners continued to have serious reservations about school integration and whether it was the best strategy to improve education for Black youth.2

Black educational activist Ellena Ross lived in a diverse neighborhood in Boston where her six children had thrived for years in the local public school. But now, her children were being reassigned to a distant school as part of the desegregation order—even though their neighborhood school was roughly half Black and half white. “I can’t understand why they want to close down one school which is racially balanced to balance another school. It doesn’t make sense. It’s the children who will suffer,” she said. Across town, Mrs. Russell P. Hale was distraught that her eight-year-old daughter, who had epilepsy, would be bused to a school far from home. It would be more racially diverse, but Hale would rather keep her daughter in a majority Black school close to home.3

Ross and Hale supported the idea of integrated schools, but found Boston’s school integration plan inconvenient and unlikely to improve the quality of education for their children. They were not alone. “I don’t think that school integration for the sake of integration is very important,” stated local Black minister, Reverend Harold G. Ross Jr. “I advocate quality education at the neighborhood level.” Quincy Allen, a Black father of six, made a similar point, “I believe in neighborhood schools—they should be able to get a good education anywhere.” Such statements signaled ambivalence over school integration at the exact moment some activists believed it was finally within reach. Even the staunchest supporters of school integration viewed busing as a means to achieve quality public schools, not an end in itself. As Black mother, civil rights activist, and ardent integrationist Ruth Batson confirmed, “Busing is a tool that can be used for that goal.”4

Black families wanted racially mixed schools, but they also wanted real power to influence their interests within those schools—a consideration that was often overlooked by the mostly white school administrators, attorneys, and judges who engineered school desegregation plans. Black educational activists were exasperated that whites denied Black families equal participation in integrated schools. Fears that school desegregation plans cost Black teachers and school administrators their jobs heightened these concerns.

Sociologist John H. Stanfield of Yale University argued that because so many people believed the purpose of school integration was to improve Black academic achievement, they seemed to think that “something magical occurs when Blacks and whites are placed in the same physical plant.” They were unwilling, however, to consider that integrated schools represented a more ambitious democratic project to promote civic equality and social justice for all. Stanfield found that Black students were often marginalized with few Black teachers, a Euro-centric curriculum, and discriminatory policies in terms of tracking and student discipline, even in racially mixed northern schools. He concluded, “The refusal of society ruling groups to acknowledge that Blacks need decision-making authority in the educational system (and beyond) as well as equal opportunity to achieve, indicates that they are more concerned with making Blacks good workers in capitalistic America than with giving them control over their destiny.”5

By 1975, Black educational activists asserted their right to control their destiny and the myriad factors that affected Black academic achievement and emotional well-being in integrated schools. For example, in Boston, parents and community leaders evaluated the merits and shortcomings of Phase II of the city’s school desegregation plan. They concluded, “Since 1954 Black children have been legally entitled to an education that is free from discriminatory pupil placement. We thus support all actions necessary to deny the Boston School Committee the means by which it has historically abused Black children.” They advocated integration as a way to right past wrongs, but they also questioned whether assigning students to new schools would be enough. They continued, “In and of itself, desegregation will not offer Black citizens that educational equality that must ultimately characterize just and lasting relief from the segregation practices by the Boston Public Schools. In the name of equity, we, therefore, seek dramatic improvement in the quality of education available to our children.” As this chapter argues, Black northerners supported school integration, but only as part of a larger, broader, multifaceted reform initiative that prioritized providing a high-quality education for Black children that would support and enhance Black civil rights in America. School integration in the form of busing to create racially diverse student populations was simply not enough.6

The US Supreme Court shaped the backdrop against which northern Black debates over school integration versus separation played out after 1975. The court limited school integration as a strategy and forced Black educational activists to devise creative alternatives. At the same time, many Black northerners were frustrated by the slow pace and tepid results of northern school integration to date. Legal historian Davison Douglas determined, “By the 1990s many African Americans had rejected the integrationist paradigm that dominated earlier discussions of how best to insure equal educational opportunities for all children, favoring instead a return to neighborhood schools.” Journalist Robert Anthony Watts interviewed hundreds of Black parents involved in school integration battles and concluded that “shattered dreams and nagging doubts” of Black families left most preferring neighborhood schools. He elaborated, “The prevailing view was that busing had been tried in the 1960s and the 1970s and had failed amid turmoil and massive resistance by white parents and white administrators. The view was that mixed-race schools may sound good in theory, but in reality Black children meet with harsh discrimination, suffer disproportionate punishment, are banned from leadership roles in clubs and activities, and in general have to live in an atmosphere that fails to respect their culture and history.”7

The rise and fall of the Black Power movement offered sober lessons for Black educational activists in the North. The struggle for community control of schools in New York City and Newark revealed the stark limitations of attempting to control a major public institution in large, diverse metropolitan areas. Efforts to integrate public schools using boycotts and lawsuits, likewise, had mixed results in the North, where residential segregation and white flight outpaced school redistricting and busing so that racial segregation between districts grew more pronounced every year, even as school administrators claimed to be pursuing school desegregation.8

Despite this intense frustration, elements of both school integration and community control continued to offer enticing prospects for remedying educational inequality. Instead of being forced to pick between the two strategies, as they had in the past, Black educational activists began to weave together promising aspects of both to generate a more critical vision of school integration. What emerged in the mid-1970s was something new—an emphasis on school integration, but a conditional one that emphasized core components of separation that recognized and affirmed the identities of Black youth and insisted on an equitable share of power for Black students and families. At the same time, support for separate, Black controlled schools remained. A revitalized Afrocentric education movement in the early 1990s asserted that only schools with a distinct pedagogy and curriculum would have the power to overcome the “mis-education” of Black children in traditional public schools.9

Looking back on nearly a century and a half of Black campaigns for school integration in the North, former NAACP attorney and legal scholar Derrick A. Bell Jr. noted that while Black Americans have always had a resounding faith in school integration, experience had left them dispirited. He feared that many Black educational activists had become too fanatical in their support of either school integration or separation, and they failed to recognize that the way forward would require elements of both. Bell wrote, “In our time school desegregation has become an Armageddon of righteousness. In this passion play of the public schools the involved beliefs, like religion, touch on much that defies logic and confounds analysis. Yet growing racial tension portends a crisis in our country that justifies, and perhaps mandates, one more in the long line of attempts to understand.”10

For the next thirty years, Bell dedicated his considerable talents to helping Americans understand how to improve public education, strengthen democracy, and advance the cause of racial justice through strategies that included both integration and high-quality, “model” all-Black schools. Bell was at the vanguard of a movement that wove together components of both integration and separation to fortify the nation’s public schools and secure social justice. This effort required Black educational activists to continue the legal battle for school desegregation, especially as popular support for the program declined and an increasingly conservative Supreme Court continued to reduce the breadth and reach of school desegregation plans. This chapter follows the struggle for a more righteous school integration from 1975 to the present by considering declining popular and judicial support for school desegregation, a rising Afrocentric education movement, and examples of the region’s most successful school integration efforts in both suburban and urban settings.

Declining Support for School Integration

Political pundits despaired that the 1974 US Supreme Court ruling in Milliken v. Bradley sounded the death knell for busing for the purpose of school integration. Norman Cousins, the liberal white editor of the Saturday Review, penned a heartfelt eulogy for busing in the winter of 1976. He lamented, “The evidence is substantial that busing is leading away from integration and not toward it; that it has not significantly improved the quality of education accessible to Blacks; that it has lowered the standard of education available to whites; that it has resulted in the exodus of white students to private schools inside the city or to public schools in the comparatively affluent suburbs beyond the economic means of Blacks; and finally, that it has not contributed to racial harmony but has produced deep fissures within American society.” Cousins was a fervent believer in educational equality and the democratic purpose of public education, but he was forced to admit a point that many liberals conceded by this late date, “Busing hasn’t desegregated the schools. It has resegregated them.”11

Even sociologist James S. Coleman, whose 1968 report had boosted government support for school integration, retreated from earlier promises that integration would alleviate educational inequality. In 1975, Coleman made headlines with a new study that concluded school desegregation plans had caused more harm than good by fueling a vicious white backlash. He wrote, “The extremely strong reactions of individual whites in moving their children out of large districts engaged in rapid desegregation suggests that in the long run the policies that have been pursued will defeat the purpose of increasing overall contact among races in schools.” Coleman concluded that white, middle-class families undermined school desegregation plans by either moving to school districts with fewer Black students, usually in the suburbs, or by enrolling their children in private schools. This left behind white working-class families who could not afford to opt out of the public schools, so that in the end, Black students were being mixed together with poor and working-class white students, an approach that was unlikely to boost academic achievement for Black students. He concluded that courts could not always be effective levers of social change. Other prominent social scientists, including Thomas Pettigrew, Robert Green, and Christine H. Rossell, directly refuted Coleman’s findings, but the damage was done. Public faith in school integration was declining, and those scholars whose research supported school integration after 1974 struggled to find a receptive audience.12
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Figure 5.3. Anti-busing demonstration in front of Ford Auditorium, Detroit, 1976.

Detroit News Photograph Collection. Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, MI.



White resistance to school integration in the North became more calculated and better organized as activists tapped into a rising national conservative movement. Opposition to integration took on a nativist tinge as detractors emphasized racially restricted, high-quality schools as a birthright, and one that white mothers were honor-bound to defend, even if this meant breaking the law. As a white mother in Chicago put it, “This is a traditional neighborhood. Our ancestors went to school here. Why should our children be uprooted and sent across the tracks?” In Boston, a 100-car motorcade of anti-busers sang “God Bless America” and waved American flags as they paraded through the city, claiming the mantle of patriotism for white families that resisted school integration. In another event, white protestors carried a flag-draped coffin with a sign that proclaimed “Freedom Is Dead.” In Detroit veterans dressed in uniform and carried American flags along with signs that read “Veterans opposed to forced busing anywhere.” President Gerald R. Ford, followed by Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, adamantly refused to support school integration. “I have consistently opposed forced busing to achieve racial balance as a solution to quality education,” boasted President Gerald Ford, as he denounced court-ordered school integration in Boston.13

Black civil rights leaders fought valiantly to counter this avalanche of anti-busing, anti-school integration rhetoric. “As a citizen, Mr. Ford is entitled to his opinions, but he abdicates his role as the nation’s leader when he articulates personal positions contrary to the ruling of the courts,” wrote editors of the NAACP’s Crisis. Others disputed the logic that busing children to school was inherently problematic. “Busing is not the issue. We’re here to see that our children get a better education by whatever means necessary,” stressed Gloria Joyner of the Community Task Force on Education in Boston. Michael Meyers, director of Research, Policy, and Planning for the NAACP, was more explicit. “Busing as a ‘problem’ for many parents and politicians seems to dissipate if white children on the bus ride end up at lily-white schools. No, it’s not the bus or the courts to which so many object. Stripped bare, the passionate objections to busing are thinly disguised arguments against the sensible mandates of justice.”14

White northerners were not the only ones who objected to busing as a central feature of school integration plans. The Black Power movement mobilized Black educational activists throughout the North to interpret community control of staffing, curriculum, and pedagogy as more important than racial mixing. Support for community-controlled schools waned over time, but the sense that integration did not automatically produce better opportunities for Black students lingered, as did reluctance to send Black children into hostile, white-dominated schools.
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Figure 5.4. Black parents meet children getting off a school bus used for desegregation in Detroit, 1976.

Detroit News Photograph Collection. Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, MI.



In Chicago, school administrators in 1977 were surprised when far fewer Black families signed up for a voluntary school desegregation program than anticipated. Under Chicago’s latest plan, 6,573 Black students were eligible to be bused to 51 underutilized schools in white neighborhoods, but as of the start of the school year, less than 1,000 Black students had signed up. Black parents and community leaders, including the Reverend Jesse L. Jackson, told the school district they feared for the safety of Black children in desegregated schools due to the frightening anti-busing rhetoric of white Chicagoans. In response, city officials promised to assign police officers and squad cars to protect the buses. Black families were given a choice: they could either send their children to a virtually all-Black neighborhood school known for low levels of academic achievement, or they could send their children to a majority white school across town known for higher levels of academic achievement and hope daily police presence was enough to deter violence against their children.15

“I don’t think desegregation accomplished what it was designed to accomplish,” admitted Denise Pruitt-Pope, a Black woman who integrated Boston public schools in the mid-1970s. “For the years I was there, the goal of quality education was just too high.” Other Black students appreciated school integration because it gave them a chance to participate in the civil rights movement, but not necessarily because it provided access to better schools. “I’d probably do it again,” stated Larry Turnbrow, who described his time at Boston’s majority white Hyde Park High School as “pure hell” and had the scars to prove it. “I felt I had really accomplished something. It reminds me of what kids went through down South.” Derrick Bell Jr. found that even in integrated schools, Black students experienced lower levels of academic achievement and higher rates of disciplinary action than whites. In 1976 he wrote, “Civil rights groups refuse to recognize what courts in Boston, Detroit, and Atlanta have now made obvious: where racial balance is not feasible because of population concentrations, political boundaries, or even educational considerations, there is adequate legal precedent for court-ordered remedies that emphasize educational improvement rather than racial balance.”16

The 1977 US Supreme Court ruling in Milliken II determined that compensatory educational programs were an appropriate remedy in a school district guilty of past acts of de jure segregation, such as Detroit. The district was ordered to consider remedies such as in-service teacher training, student reading and communication skills, vocational training, testing, students’ rights and responsibilities, co-curricular activities, school community relations, counseling and career guidance, bilingual and ethnic studies, and citizen group monitoring. Importantly, the court ruled that the state governments found guilty of prior discrimination must help pay for these remedial programs. Bell, along with other Black scholars, viewed this list of compensatory programs as inadequate. He noted, “There was no concession that the educational components, as far as most of Detroit’s Black children were concerned, were being ordered instead of rather than in addition to desegregation. But that, of course, was what was happening.”17

Legal Retrenchment

Transformed by President Richard Nixon’s four conservative appointments, the US Supreme Court began to limit school desegregation in the North as well as in the South beginning in 1974 with Milliken I. Two key cases out of Dayton, Ohio—Dayton Board of Education v. Brinkman I (1977) and II (1979)—demanded higher standards of evidence to prove the existence of deliberate, de jure racial segregation by school administrators and then limited the desegregation order for pupil assignments to seek only the racial mix in schools that would have existed without the constitutional violation. In other words, the Supreme Court created a new remedial standard that was far more rigorous, making it harder for Black citizens to prove intent to segregate while simultaneously reducing the demands for integration on school districts. Legal scholar Margo Evans explained, “The Constitution is now being constructed to require the elimination of deliberate segregation but not to require affirmative steps toward integration.” The National Urban League’s Vernon E. Jordan Jr. argued that these rulings were part of a growing national “counter-revolution” against Black civil rights, writing, “The Court, like the nation, also retreated in the 1970s.”18

The Northeast was the only region in the United States where school segregation increased despite integration efforts, leading social scientists to determine it had the highest level of school segregation in the nation by 1980. Meanwhile, the courts deemphasized racial mixing in favor of providing greater resources to Black students in an effort to enhance educational opportunities in de facto segregated schools. This opened the door to litigation designed to capture greater resources for majority Black and Latino schools, just as it made it harder to achieve court orders for school desegregation. In 1980, Bell famously argued that white Americans would only support school integration when it converged with their interests, as it had, briefly, in 1954 during the height of the Cold War. Those interests then sharply diverged, especially as whites saw their privilege threatened by school integration in the 1960s and 1970s.

In the Milliken and Dayton rulings, Bell emphasized, the Supreme Court blithely handed local control of the public schools back to the same whites who had perpetuated generations of discrimination against Black students. He concluded that there were only two possible ways to improve educational equality at this point: anti-defiance strategy—essentially forced integration—or creating outstanding public schools to draw white families into majority Black settings. He preferred the second strategy, which he believed could be accomplished by improving existing integrated schools, where they existed, and developing model all-Black schools “where Black children, parents, and teachers can utilize the real cultural strengths of the Black community to overcome the many barriers to educational achievement.” Bell’s solution proposed a blended system of both high-quality integrated schools and high-quality all-Black schools designed to cultivate school integration through voluntary participation.19

Writing in 1975, educational scholar James A. Banks reflected, “The basic issue in this serious problem is not whether we should have racially integrated or segregated schools, but whether we are committed to creating schools in which the legitimacy of each ethnic culture is recognized and accepted, and where children, regardless of their ethnic identity, can attain the skills needed to survive in our racist and dehumanized society.” He resolved, “I feel strongly that the learning conditions . . . which are essential for Black students to attain a quality education, can exist within all-Black as well as within integrated school settings. Each school environment must be evaluated in terms of whether it enables all children, including Black pupils, to attain a quality education, not whether it is racially mixed.” Banks insisted that a high-quality education must offer all students—of all racial identities—an honest reckoning with Black history, new ways to recognize human intelligence in all its iterations, and teachers who respect the culture, language, and family traditions of all students.20

Robert L. Carter was part of the NAACP legal team that argued Brown before the US Supreme Court. In 1980, he wrote, “If I had to prepare for Brown today, instead of looking principally to the social scientists to demonstrate the adverse consequences of segregation, I would seek to recruit educators to formulate a concrete definition of the meaning of equality in education, and I would base my argument on that definition and seek to persuade the Court that equal education in its constitutional dimensions must, at the very least, conform to the contours of equal education as defined by the educators.” Carter insisted that school integration was still a democratic ideal and one that had tremendous potential to equalize educational opportunities. But he conceded that it had not been an effective strategy to equalize public education to date, largely because of the fantastic power imbalance between white and Black citizens. He concluded, “Therefore, current civil rights strategy in education, it seems to me, ought to concern itself with many facets of educational policy—school financing, school districting, educational offerings, teaching methodology, and the delivery of services, among others.” Integration was enormously important, according to Carter, but it could no longer be the preferred weapon in the civil rights arsenal. As Carter recognized, the debate over school integration versus separation was developing into something more critical, more malleable, and ultimately more potent as activists recognized the potential of school integration and separation, together, to advance the long Black freedom struggle.21

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Supreme Court erected new barriers to school integration nationwide. A series of decisions determined that once a school district met the minimum legal obligations of a court-ordered desegregation plan, it could return to local control. The Court then made it easier for school districts to fulfill their obligations under desegregation decrees. In 1995, the Court ruled in Missouri v. Jenkins that the state of Missouri could not be required to fund salary increases and remedial educational programs in the Kansas City public schools, as these constituted a kind of interdistrict remedy that exceeded the boundaries of Milliken. As legal scholar Bryant Douglass III concludes, “Twenty-one years after the landmark Milliken decision, the United States Supreme Court decided that it was finished with court-ordered desegregation, and its purpose had changed from ‘eliminat[ing in] the public school all vestiges of state-imposed segregation . . . root and branch,’ to restoring ‘control of a school system’ to ‘state and local authorities.’ ”22

The results of these rulings, predictably, was that school districts everywhere scaled back desegregation efforts. Scholars estimate that the year 1988 represents the height of school integration in the United States, at which point almost 45 percent of Black students attended majority white schools nationwide. Since that time public schools have been resegregating by race and socioeconomic class, with northern states such as New York, New Jersey, and Michigan achieving the highest levels of school segregation in the nation. In 2007 the Supreme Court outlawed school desegregation plans in Louisville and Seattle, making it even harder for school administrators to create racially integrated schools.23

“The real challenge before us is not to enact Brown as a solution to segregated schools but rather to use Brown as a hypothesis for a new future,” wrote educational scholar Gloria Ladson Billings in honor of the fiftieth anniversary of Brown. Indeed, Black educational activists have crafted bold new strategies to redress the long legacy of racial segregation and discrimination against Black students in the North by drawing on the lessons of the past to inspire hope for the future.24

Afrocentric Public Schools

“I am somebody. I look like somebody. I feel like somebody. I act like somebody. Nobody can make me feel like a nobody,” seventh-grade Oumar Cole, wearing African kente cloth, shouted to his classmates at the Paul Robeson School in Detroit in the fall of 1998. An auditorium filled with hundreds of Black students bounced the words back to him, taking pleasure in the African affirmation ceremony, known as Harambee, that started every school day. “You are descendants of kings and queens and you must know that,” bellowed fifth-grade teacher Mr. Murray. “Remember that you are somebody and not just anybody, but kings and queens!”25

Afrocentric public schools like the Paul Robeson School first appeared in the early 1990s and spread quickly to cities where most Black students attended majority Black neighborhood public schools. Taking the idea from the Black Power movement of the late 1960s, Black Power activists helped launch and support hundreds of small, independent Afrocentric schools nationwide in the 1970s and 1980s. These independent schools, however, educated only a tiny fraction of Black students. Hoping to reach a larger audience, some northern Black educational activists turned their attention to public school reform in the early 1990s. In cities including Portland, Denver, and Milwaukee, activists demanded that majority Black schools adopt an Afrocentric curriculum that emphasized Black contributions in history, literature, arts, math, and science. In Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Seattle, and Cincinnati, Black educational activists worked with local school administrators and politicians to create schools with a dedicated Afrocentric identity, while educators in Philadelphia advocated incorporating an Afrocentric curriculum throughout the district.26

Scholar and activist Molefi Kete Asante established a theoretical basis for Afrocentric education with the publication of his seminal work, Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change (1980). Asante built on the work of historian Carter G. Woodson, who argued in 1933 that Black Americans were “mis-educated” by a white-dominated system of public education and that studying “Negro History” was an effective remedy. “Woodson’s alert recognition, more than 50 years ago, that something is severely wrong with the way African Americans are educated provides the principal [sic] impetus for the Afrocentric approach to American education,” Asante wrote in 1991. Academics like educational psychologist Asa Hilliard helped translate these ideas into practice through curriculum guides such as the African American Baseline Essays, which were adopted in the Portland public schools in 1989. The goal was to decolonize public education in America and create institutions dedicated to revolutionary Black liberation and political empowerment.27

Asante’s central premise was that public schools were established by a white supremacist society for the purpose of subjugating minorities, including Black children. In their current form, American public schools could not be trusted to educate and emancipate Black youth. Asante believed that to counteract the racist foundation of public education, teachers needed to center the agency of Black students. He posited, “In education this means that teachers provide students the opportunity to study the world and its people, concepts, and history from an African world view. In most classrooms, whatever the subject, Whites are located in the center perspective position. How alien the African American child must feel, how like an outsider!” He continued. “The little African American child who sits in a classroom and is taught to accept as heroes and heroines individuals who defamed African people is being actively de-centered, dislocated, and made into a nonperson, one whose aim in life might be to one day shed that ‘badge of inferiority’: his or her Blackness.”28

Asante’s claim that white-dominated schools threatened the mental and emotional well-being of Black students not only tapped into a long tradition of separate, Black-controlled schools, but also appealed to families who found public schools to be callous, inhospitable, punitive institutions. Afrocentric education brought together the most compelling traditions of separate schools and refashioned them for the post-Milliken era. It promised to make schools welcoming places for Black children, where their history, identity, and culture would be affirmed and nurtured by a staff of teachers and administrators trained in Afrocentric pedagogy. Most of these educators were Black, unlike traditional public schools where whites dominated the teaching force and administration. Some Black northerners found this approach enormously appealing.

Writing in the Philadelphia Inquirer, Jennifer Franklyn argued that Afrocentric education drew on the same ideals as the nation’s best historically Black colleges and universities. She said, “As a Howard University student in the ’60s, I never took a course in ‘Afro-American History’ or ‘Afro-American Literature’ or anything with a similar title. But in each discipline within which I studied, my teachers made sure we knew about the contributions African Americans made to the discipline and the impact of the discipline on the lives of African Americans. This fit comfortably alongside our teachers’ primary mission—to make sure we mastered the tools of the discipline, thus providing us with a solid foundation for further education and advancement.” For activists like Franklyn, the appeal of Afrocentric education was that it would inspire children and boost chronically low levels of Black academic achievement.29

“The Afro-centric approach is something I could have benefited from,” agreed Zandra Stewart as she enrolled her son in an Afrocentric public school in Chicago. Raushanah El Shabazz, a mother of two, concurred. “If we could get our children surrounded in our experience, to learn to love others and to love themselves, our children would succeed,” she explained. Eugene Williams, another parent, added, “The present public education system gives you the impression that everything was created by white people. It simultaneously negates African American children.” Black educational activists hoped an empowering curriculum would lead to higher self-esteem, which would improve academic achievement. “There is a direct correlation between low self-esteem and destructive behavior,” confirmed educational activist J’Huti TaSeti. “If you give children the advantage of knowing themselves and who they are feeling positive about themselves, then that’s instructing positive behavior. And so, if you grow up not thinking that you have people of purpose and a definite history, then you’re going to have a low self-esteem, and you don’t want to do anything that’s positive. . . . It becomes a vicious cycle and we’re about changing that cycle.” Supporters believed a focused curriculum, as well as special features like African rites of passages, would help Black students thrive.30

While many Black educational activists imagined a connection between Afrocentric education, better self-esteem, and higher levels of academic achievement, some Black scholars proposed that Afrocentric schools could function as a legal remedy to the destructive effects of segregation. In 1954, Brown relied heavily on social science data that claimed segregated schools stigmatized Black students by creating “a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.” In other words, even if schools, funding, teacher quality, and curriculum were the same, school segregation still violated the constitutional rights of Black children by generating a feeling of inferiority, which could impair academic achievement. The court’s logic did not have lasting power, especially as a new body of social science research challenged the original psychological findings. More important, the courts no longer supported robust school integration plans. Northern public schools had the highest levels of school segregation nationwide and were trending toward ever higher levels of segregation and inequality.

Black scholars returned to the Brown ruling, which said that segregated schools caused low self-esteem which led to low academic achievement, and reframed this hypothesis to solve educational inequality by using Afrocentric schools to boost Black self-esteem. Sonia R. Jarvis, executive director of the National Coalition on Black Voter Participation, explained, “The implementation of an Afrocentric curriculum that seeks to enhance the self-esteem and academic performance of Black children is consistent with Brown.” Writing in the Yale Law Journal, Jarvis noted that since legal challenges had failed to create more equitable and racially integrated schools, then a new approach was necessary to solve the crisis in Black education. One of the unanticipated consequences of the Black civil rights movement, noted Jarvis, was that middle-class Black families moved into suburban communities thanks to newly enforced nondiscrimination legislation. This meant that urban Black communities went from being economically diverse—as elite, middle-class, working-class, and poor Black families were all restricted to the same neighborhood—to being economically homogenous, as those with means fled the distressed urban core. Poor and working-class students of color were concentrated in under-funded urban public schools cut off from middle-class peers, families, political power, and social networks. Studies had found corresponding problems in these isolated, high-poverty urban schools including a limited curriculum, less qualified teachers, and far fewer educational support services like guidance counselors, social workers, school nurses, advanced course options, after school enrichment opportunities, and special education teachers.31

The benefits of creating Afrocentric schools in these neighborhoods were obvious, according to Jarvis. First, an Afrocentric approach promised to empower Black children by improving their self-confidence, self-esteem, and educational achievement. Second, higher levels of self-esteem among adolescents correlated with lower levels of drug use and teenage pregnancy, thus improving the quality of life in Black communities. Third, these more confident, more educated, more successful Black students would lead to reduced prejudice and improved race relations with whites. Fourth, and perhaps most notably, the Afrocentric solution cost virtually nothing and could be implemented without the political maelstrom of busing. Noting the appeal of this approach among Black families, legal scholar Eleanor Brown wrote, “The adoption of Afrocentric curricula arguably represents the most public and controversial departure by the Black community from the integrative ideal first delineated in the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Education.”32

Martell Teasley and Edgar Tyson were among the many Black scholars who agreed that an Afrocentric education would inspire students “to claim and regain control of their lives and future.” Jarvis asserted, “Afrocentric curricula can help to meet the needs of Blacks in public schools that remain polarized despite thirty-eight years of desegregation. Such curricula promote Brown’s goal of improving the opportunities of Black schoolchildren. Such curricula need not be racially exclusive; they can provide educational benefits to non-Black students as well.” Black educational activists nationwide found new meaning in the emancipatory promise of Afrocentric education.33

Howard University scholar Kmt G. Shockley agreed that an Afrocentric approach would help resolve the dilemma of Black education for the twenty-first century. He concurred with scholars like Asante who contended that public schools reproduced white supremacy, placing Black students in an impossible position—they could choose to refuse to participate in this mis-education by dropping out of harmful schools, or they could succeed in school, only to betray the needs and interests of Black communities. Shockley wondered, “Could it be that such a conundrum is felt by many of our students, so they exit the system or treat it like it is a joke?” The solution, according to Shockley, is to transform public schools into institutions that value the identity, history, culture, and community of Black students.

Shockley spent over a year observing a young Afrocentric teacher named Brother Ture in Boston. His vivid accounts of Brother Ture’s pedagogy help explain the appeal of this curriculum to students and parents. For instance, Shockley describes talking to Brother Ture one morning before school, when the young teacher suddenly said, “Hold up brother, I gotta go get my warriors.” He then ran outside to greet each student by name and welcome them to a day at school. “Who said, ‘We can accomplish what he will?’ ” asked Brother Ture, as the students filed inside. “Marcus Garvey!” they shouted back. “What did Malcolm X say about chickens?” he pressed. “They come home to roost!” answered the students. “Okay, let’s get our minds Black,” extolled Brother Ture.34

Once the students were assembled, Brother Ture illustrated how an effective teacher established classroom discipline. Shockley observed, “When the bell finally rang, the students looked at Brother Ture. He held one finger up in the air and almost all of them got quiet. He put up a second finger and they straightened up in the line. He then put up a third finger and they turned to the left, then a fourth one and they turned to the right.” Shockley reflected, “I thought about the Malcolm X story where he had such control and organization over members of the Nation of Islam.”

Shockley concluded that Brother Ture’s Afrocentric pedagogy offered a trenchant solution to the problems that plagued Black students in urban schools. These middle schoolers were well behaved, engaged, and inspired by their teacher, who obviously cared a great deal about them. Shockley argued that an Afrocentric approach was necessary in all settings where Black children were present, and he did not hesitate to prescribe a pedagogy that was quite different from the one used in majority white schools. Afrocentric scholars maintained that in order to create equality in educational opportunities for Black children, educators must develop pedagogies and curricula to meet the unique needs of Black children. He concluded, “Simply put, Afrocentric education is a type of education that forces teachers to exist inside the African reality during the time they are teaching Black students—it’s a simple thing that for some reason keeps getting missed.”35

Afrocentric curricula and schools had their impassioned defenders, but they were also a lightning rod for intellectual and political controversy. “They’re based on the assumption that African-Americans are psychologically maimed and can only reconstitute themselves by developing very explicit race consciousness,” critiqued Gerald Early, director of Afro-American Studies at Washington University in St. Louis. “I also get concerned about African-American people wanting to reconstruct segregation,” he added. “We need to move forward, not backwards.” Critic, poet, and activist Stanley Crouch agreed. “As a movement, Afrocentrism is another of the clever but essentially simple-minded hustles that have come about over the last 25 years, descending from what was once called ‘the professional Negro,’ a person whose ‘identity’ and whose ‘struggle’ constituted a commodity,” Crouch wrote. In a biting criticism, Crouch wrote that Afrocentric education had little to offer of any intellectual substance and that it represented the tragic acceptance of defeat.36

Black school board member Leon Todd campaigned against an Afrocentric curriculum in the Milwaukee public schools in 1996. Denouncing the proposed curriculum as a “racist, ultra-conservative, nationalist, pseudo-science,” Todd claimed that “Afrocentric education leads to the mis-education of children of color” by distorting history and distracting Black students from core academic content. Todd argued that poor, minority students would benefit more from a “back to basics” curriculum that emphasized the fundamentals than by teaching what he disparaged as “myths and lies.” Other Black educational activists bristled at the rejection of integrated learning environments and were uneasy with the claim that Black children needed different curriculum and pedagogy. Harvard University sociologist Charles Willie opposed Afrocentric education in Detroit. “No school that is not integrated can provide a quality education,” he insisted. “Diversity is one of the number one concepts of a good education,” he added, pointing out that students at either all-white or all-Black schools suffered the harmful consequences of racial isolation.37

Afrocentric public schools peaked in the late 1990s, after which many were shuttered due to lack of political support, disappointing test scores, low enrollment, or controversies over management and funding. The growth of charter schools, however, kept the dream of Afrocentric schools alive into the twenty-first century. The tremendous surge in the number of charter schools nationwide, especially in urban areas, has proved to be a mixed blessing for Afrocentric public schools. On the one hand, it has allowed many Afrocentric schools to survive within the policy matrix of “school choice” as one charter school option among many. On the other hand, the expansion of charter schools has eviscerated the core appeal of Afrocentric schools as dozens of charter schools today promise to deliver “culturally affirming” and “ethnocentric” curricula and pedagogy. These schools do not reflect the anti-colonial, emancipatory Afrocentric theory and practice that grew out of the Black Power movement, but the distinction can be difficult to spot. “When you haven’t had choices all your life and all of a sudden you have 85 different choices, you walk away from your culture and heritage,” observed Bernida Thompson, principal of Roots Public Charter School, an Afrocentric charter school that was forced to close due to low enrollment in 2014. Asante agreed that large charter schools claiming to be “culturally affirming” were not Afrocentric and that they were guilty of “fooling the public with their rhetoric.” Meira Levinson, a white political philosopher at Harvard University and former middle school teacher, added that there was a crucial difference between designing culturally relevant pedagogy for Black students and acquiescing to immense racial disparities in public education. She concluded, “The dilemma is if we celebrate segregated schools too much then we may forget that there is something better we can be striving for.”38

The Promise of Suburban Integration

A major appeal of Afrocentric education was that it promised to address what Brown identified as a core problem of school segregation—feelings of inferiority and low academic achievement of Black students—without requiring controversial desegregation plans. Given high levels of residential segregation and the lack of political and judicial support for busing, many northern Black educational activists were willing to accept efforts to improve the quality of education for students trapped in “majority minority” schools as an alternative reform strategy, and some found Afrocentric schools alluring. This does not mean, however, that support for school integration was dead, only that it was most visible in those northern communities that had certain demographic and political conditions.

Located just fifteen miles west of New York City, suburban Montclair, New Jersey, had a racially mixed population, a strong local tax base, and the kind of cosmopolitan citizenry that valued both public education and racial progressivism. Lauded as “a modern mecca of racial and social harmony,” Montclair proved that Black educational activists could force a predominantly white northern suburb to desegregate its schools. As the New York Times reported in 1994, “Montclair became integration Eden, a model for other districts and a haven for young families seeking a solid education in a multi-ethnic town.” This integration Eden, however, was not the natural outcome of a progressive northern community but was in fact crafted over the strong objections of white families.39

Decades of struggle by Black parents, students, educators, community leaders, and a strong local NAACP chapter eventually forced the school district to break down entrenched patterns of racial segregation and inequality that were so clearly visible in the public schools. White families—even the supposedly “liberal” ones in Montclair—strongly resisted calls for school integration. Former Montclair Mayor William Farlie described the school integration battles of the 1960s and 1970s as “Armageddon arguments” as parents mobilized pro- and anti-integration organizations. When the dust settled, it was clear that while Montclair had engineered a school integration plan that created both racially diverse schools and happy parents, it had done so by prioritizing white families’ concerns over educational equality for Black students.40

Fear that school integration would trigger white flight was so palpable that white school administrators did not bother to disguise it. As a result, blatant racial disparities were built into the new system from the beginning. Once an effective school integration plan was in place, however, Black educational activists found they could advocate for specific reforms, and so Montclair’s public schools have continued to improve. The history of school integration in Montclair, although far from perfect, illustrates how northern Black educational activists used integration to improve educational opportunities for Black youth and create a school system with tremendous appeal to white and Black families.

Like other northern towns, Montclair had a long history of educational segregation and discrimination stretching back to the nineteenth century. Racist real estate and banking practices restricted Black families to a few clearly identifiable neighborhoods in the South End of town, where Black children attended schools alongside working-class Italian families for elementary and middle school, before moving onto the town’s only high school.41

In the 1940s, Montclair civil rights activists challenged racial segregation and inequality in housing, schools, and recreation. A 1947 civil rights audit uncovered evidence of deliberate school segregation through discriminatory school assignment policies, specifically “optional attendance” zones that allowed white families to opt out of schools with Black majorities in racially mixed neighborhoods. It also noted that the district employed only one full-time Black teacher, Mabel Frazier-Hudson, who had been hired in 1946 following a dedicated campaign by Black families. Stirred by the postwar civil rights movement, Montclair’s Black community boycotted for school integration in the fall of 1949. White school administrators balked, claiming they practiced “proper school administrative policies” in the “best interests of the town.” White citizens were perplexed by this new Black educational activism. “Why not let sleeping dogs lie?” one resident wondered. Real estate brokers concurred, issuing dire warnings about property values and the looming threat of white flight. With limited economic and political power, Black families in Montclair were unable to make substantial changes to educational inequality during this period and school segregation continued unabated.42

The blatantly racist conditions of Montclair public schools remained intact in 1961, when a rising tide of civil rights activism inspired a renewed attack on segregated and unequal schools. Harris Davis spearheaded a new boycott after his daughter Lydia brought home her first report card from Montclair High School. Although Lydia had been an outstanding student with top grades at Glenfield Middle School, she could barely pass her high school classes. Harris discovered the coursework at majority Black Glenfield was well below grade level, leading to vast disparities in academic achievement in the high school for many Black students. He organized a Parents’ Emergency Committee, which determined that school segregation was to blame. Black families in Montclair coordinated with local Black leaders to launch a major campaign for school integration.43

On the first day of school in September 1961, more than 60 percent of Black students boycotted Glenfield Middle School and the elementary school that fed into it, the Cedar Street School. Forty parents, mostly mothers, walked a picket line outside the school holding signs that read, “Discrimination Is Real at Glenfield,” and “Our School Is Inferior, Our Children Are Not Inferior.” Black parents and the local NAACP asked school leaders to close Glenfield Middle School so that its 185 students could be bused to one of the other three middle schools in town, which had larger student enrollments and more robust academic opportunities. Superintendent Clarence E. Hinchey feigned confusion, stating, “I don’t understand at all why they should consider this a desirable thing to do.” He was angered by the NAACP proposal to close Glenfield and reassign Black students to the majority white junior high schools in town. He complained that it would “completely disrupt the educational experience of some 1,700 junior high school students.”44

Local activists amassed data detailing the stark inequalities between majority white and majority Black schools in Montclair and documented discriminatory school assignment policies. Schools in white neighborhoods had newer supplies, more rigorous academic curricula, better facilities, and more qualified teachers than majority Black schools. Yet modest attempts by the school board to address these inequalities were adamantly opposed by white parents and business leaders. A newly formed “Committee for Neighborhood Schools” disparaged Black demands as “hasty, radical departure from the neighborhood school program.” When the Board of Education made plans to reassign Black students from Glenfield to Mt. Hebron, a nearly all white junior high school on the north side of town, white parents filed a lawsuit to block it, claiming the constitutional rights of white students had been violated since they had not been given the same kind of choice about which school to attend as the Black families. The New Jersey Supreme Court eventually ruled in favor of the white parents, but also instructed Montclair to desegregate its schools.45

A new superintendent took this court order to heart and planned a massive school reorganization that included busing fifth- and sixth-grade students from predominantly white Edgemont School to predominantly Black Nishuane School. The plan required local voters to approve a $4.3 million bond, which they did not—a vote that split sharply along racial lines. Frustrated but not defeated, Black parents and the local NAACP filed a complaint of racial discrimination with the New Jersey State Commissioner of Education on April 12, 1966. In August 1968, the state commissioner ruled in favor of the Black families, saying, “It is well established that [Montclair’s school segregation] incontrovertibly constitutes a deprivation of equal educational opportunity for children of the minority race, that persistence of such circumstances in unlawful, and that the respondent has an affirmative duty to eliminate or alleviate such conditions to the extent that it is reasonable, practicable, and educationally sound to do so.”46

The next nine years were tense ones in Montclair, as urban unrest in nearby Newark and throughout the North emphasized the growing militancy of the Black civil rights movement and the resistance of white northerners to open housing, school integration, and other civil rights reforms. Locally, small acts of rebellion including minor destruction of property and student-led boycotts underscored the Black community’s commitment to racial justice. Many white citizens refused to countenance any school integration, especially proposals that included busing children out of neighborhood schools—no matter how disingenuously those “neighborhoods” had been defined by school administrators. Various attempts at modest busing plans were halted by white parents and their elected representatives on the Board of Education through 1975. Finally, the New Jersey Commissioner of Education issued a strongly worded order that Montclair must design a new assignment policy to integrate its racially imbalanced schools.47

This motivated Superintendent Walter Marks to design a desegregation plan that satisfied white parents and their anxiety over “forced busing.” He met with various interest groups and crafted five possible school integration plans for town leaders. Local teacher Daniel Gill acknowledged Superintendent Marks’s clever ploy. According to Gill, “Marks was a master politician. He arranged the plans so that most were really unappealing or unfeasible, and only a few were left that could work.” The two most appealing plans relied on optional magnet schools to draw students out of their neighborhoods to participate in extraordinary educational opportunities. These students would be voluntarily bused to their new school, thus avoiding the specter of “forced busing” that was roiling large cities including Boston and Detroit. The Montclair Board of Education first voted for one of the unfeasible plans, even though it failed to meet the requirements of the commissioner of education and would likely cause the district to lose state and federal aid. Black parents responded with a sit-in at the board of education and demanded a better integration plan. Superintendent Marks supported the Black families, and eventually, facing negative press and the threat of losing more than $2 million in aid, the Montclair Board of Education agreed to integrate the schools.48

The school board approved limited freedom of choice for grades K–8, magnet schools, and some voluntary busing. The plan was to go into effect in the 1977–78 school year and sought low integration targets of only 25 percent minority students in each school. After speaking with Black families, Marks created a “fundamentals” magnet elementary school in the nearly all-white northern part of town at Bradford School, designed to draw Black families who wanted an emphasis on strong reading, writing, and arithmetic skills. In the Black neighborhood, Nishuane School was designated as a magnet school for “gifted and talented” education, where all students were considered gifted and talented and invited to take elective classes in topics like lizards, volcanoes, cooking, math magic, creative writing, art, foreign language, and music. The gifted and talented program was designed to appeal to affluent white families. Some of these elective classes were restricted by entrance tests, even for kindergarteners, in order to assuage white fears that Black children would drag down the quality of academic work. As a final sweetener, both Nishauane and Bradford would offer the district’s only pre-kindergarten classes.49

The plan worked, and hundreds of families signed up for the new magnet schools and the buses that would carry their children across town. Building on this success, the district magnetized its middle schools in 1978. School administrators created a “controlled choice” plan that allowed parents to rank their preferences for school placement but also permitted school administrators to create racially balanced schools. Glenfield, in a Black part of town, was designated a gifted and talented, performing arts magnet to draw white families, and Mt. Hebron, in an overwhelmingly white neighborhood, was designated as an academic fundamentals magnet to attract Black families. An extensive renovation program at Glenfield created state of the art gymnasiums, dance studies, auditorium, and even a planetarium—renovations that had long been denied when the school served mostly Black families. To motivate white families, Superintendent Marks cancelled performing arts programs at Mt. Hebron. If white families wanted their middle schoolers to participate in music, theater, or dance, they would need to get on the bus to Glenfield. To make room for these white students, Black students would need to be bused to the previously “white” school.50

Mary Lee Fitzgerald assumed the role of superintendent in Montclair in 1981, and four years later she convinced the board to magnetize all of the elementary schools with a unique theme for each one, thus expanding the controlled choice program to the entire district. She tweaked each school so it would remain appealing to whites while she took no discernible steps to address the educational needs of Black students. For example, in 1987, Superintendent Fitzgerald designated Edgemont School as a Montessori school because the enrollment there was becoming “too Black,” and she believed a Montessori theme would be especially appealing to white families. In another instance, when Black enrollment at Mt. Hebron inched above target goals, she implemented “ability grouping” to satisfy white parents’ concerns that the presence of Black students lowered the academic rigor of the coursework.51

By the early 1990s, Montclair was celebrated as a national model of successfully integrated K–12 schools. There were no neighborhood schools, and all students could choose from the town’s seven elementary and two middle schools—all of which had outstanding resources, high-quality teachers, and enticing special themes. By tweaking school assignments, administrators could ensure that demographics at each school reflected the demographics in the district—roughly 51 percent white and 49 percent Black, Asian American, or Latino. White and Black parents were generally pleased by the ability to select from a range of high-quality, well-funded schools with strong records of academic success and stimulating themes such as performing arts or Montessori. At the same time, it was evident that while each school was racially balanced, the classrooms within those schools were not. A direct legacy of the ability grouping programs designed to allay white parents’ concerns over sending their children to school alongside Black children, internal tracking programs resulted in segregated classrooms districtwide. This segregation was especially glaring—and significant—at Montclair High School. In 1996, in a school with a Black population of 51 percent, the honors classes were typically 80 percent white, while remedial and non-academic classes were majority Black.52

Montclair had successfully integrated its schools, but test scores and graduation rates revealed that integration alone was not enough to equalize educational opportunities and academic achievement for Black students. Few Black families, however, countenanced a return to any kind of separate schools to address this problem. Instead, Black educational activists organized new support systems and intervention measures designed to help Black students achieve while holding the school district accountable. In 1989, local educational activists founded a non-profit organization called Improving Montclair Achievement Network Initiative (IMANI), designed to fortify the academic success of students of color so that all students graduated from Montclair High School prepared for college. The organization’s name, IMANI, also refers to the seventh principle of the African American celebration of Kwanzaa. In the context of African spirituality, Imani means faith and a deep commitment to Black families, communities, people, and culture. It is notable that IMANI offers enrichment programs such as tutoring, book clubs, summer enrichment, and college counseling in majority Black settings with Black leaders. Supporters argue that these separate spaces designed to support and nurture Black students can boost Black student academic achievement within an integrated school system. In other words, IMANI strongly supports Montclair’s integrated schools and also develops enrichment programs that draw on a long tradition of Black separation and self-determination.53

Twenty-first-century Black educational activism in Montclair has tackled the achievement gap between white and Black students. Between 2002 and 2012, almost half of the Black students in Montclair High School were in the bottom quarter of the GPA distribution, and about three-quarters were in the bottom 50 percent. The numbers for white students were almost exactly the opposite, and additional data revealed glaring inequalities in student suspensions, graduation rates, advanced class placement, and standardized test scores. In January 2014, a group of concerned parents, residents, and educators created the Achievement Gap Advisory Panel (AGAP). This group spent eighteen months collecting and analyzing data, as well as talking to parents, teachers, and school administrators about why there was a racial achievement gap and what could be done about it.

In its final report, the AGAP explained that it expected these racial disparities to be explained by socioeconomic class. Instead, it found that socioeconomic differences “could never account for all or even most of the racial achievement gap between white and Black students—of any background.” The panel concluded, “Montclair students have vastly different experiences in our classrooms based on race, a gap that begins as early as third grade, a gap that has persisted for decades.” The panel made specific recommendations to remediate the “opportunity gap” that led to this achievement gap and asked the district to hire a new assistant superintendent of equity and achievement. Dr. Kendra V. Johnson was hired to implement strategies to reduce the racial achievement gap in Montclair, which included removing distinctions between “high honors” and “honors” high school classes in 2016, instituting anti-racist training for all faculty and staff, and improving communication strategies between the school and traditionally marginalized families. In the spring of 2017, Montclair Board of Education member Joe Kavesh asked Johnson whether closing the achievement gap in the Montclair public schools would still be an issue twenty years from now. Johnson answered, “I would hope not, but the reality is that’s going to depend on how committed you are to doing the work. This is hard work.” It is also unrelenting, and Black families and community members remain committed to making integrated schools work in ways that result in true educational equality for Black youth.54

Controlled choice programs like the one in Montclair expanded in other northern communities, both suburban and urban, which permitted families to choose from among a limited number of local public schools with different themes, while also allowing school administrators to create racially and socioeconomically integrated schools by drawing on wider school catchment zones than traditional neighborhood schools. Notable versions in Cambridge, Massachusetts; Berkeley, California; and Seattle, Washington, helped cultivate racially and socioeconomically mixed schools in districts that would otherwise have high levels of segregation. While many families celebrated the opportunity to break down residential segregation and foster more diverse public schools, others became enraged if they did not receive their first-choice school placement. Some of these white families insisted that school integration plans violated the civil rights of white students. A handful sought redress in the courts that would eventually limit the ability of school administrators to create school assignment policies designed to overcome high levels of residential segregation in the North.55

The Battle for Integration in Seattle

Anthony Ray grew up in the housing projects of Seattle’s predominantly Black Central District. Thanks to a new school desegregation plan, he was bused to predominantly white North Seattle for middle and high school. Ray appreciated the chance to attend schools with better resources, but he recognized that some people objected to the busing program that brought students like him into majority white schools. “I’ve heard things like, ‘Forced integration is not good,’ ‘I want my kid to go to school in our community, that’s why we moved here’—all those things I totally understand,” Ray said. “But from my perspective, I didn’t have the luxury of living in a neighborhood where a good school was. We didn’t make that kind of money. My mom worked as an LPN at the King County Jail making six or seven bucks an hour. So, from my perspective, it was the best thing that could have happened to me.” A teacher at Eckstein Middle School helped Ray discover his passion for music and pointed him toward a career in the arts. A decade later, Americans would know Anthony Ray as Sir Mix-A-Lot after his 1992 hip-hop song “Baby Got Back” skyrocketed him to international fame.56

Civil rights activists with local chapters of the NAACP and CORE forced the Seattle School Board to implement school integration in 1978. The “Seattle Plan” mandated busing for thousands of white and Black students to overcome residential segregation. The goal was racially balanced schools, or schools that did not exceed the percentage of Black students in the district by more than 20 percent. Within a few years, Seattle had virtually eliminated its segregated schools. Before the Seattle Plan, four of the city’s eleven high schools were racially imbalanced. By 1980, only Cleveland High School remained out of balance, but only by a mere two students. Elementary and middle schools, likewise, were integrated by pairing majority Black schools with majority white ones.57

Although many residents believed the Seattle Plan revitalized the city’s schools, others vehemently opposed it. An anti-integration group called Citizens for Voluntary Integration Committee (CIVIC) fought to put school desegregation on the local ballot so that city residents could vote on whether to end it. Sixty percent of Seattleites voted to outlaw busing for the purpose of school integration, but this ban was overturned in court. Black support for school integration in Seattle, initially very strong, began to waver as families realized that Black youth bore a disproportionate burden of integration including long bus rides and sometimes hostile learning environments in majority white schools. In 1985, Seattle’s Black teachers and administrators reported that school integration was not boosting Black academic achievement and that test scores and graduation rates for Black students in Seattle remained far behind that of white students. The NAACP downplayed criticism of busing from both whites and Blacks, promising it would “not stand idly by and watch the Seattle desegregation plan be dismantled.”58

By 1988, Seattle’s public-school enrollment had fallen from about 100,000 to less than 50,000 due to shifting demographics, white and middle-class flight, and vocal white resistance to school integration. Superintendent William M. Kendrick proposed reducing the number of children being bused in an attempt to draw families back to the public schools. District leaders established magnet schools with exciting themes and developed a controlled choice plan to appeal to white and middle-class families. These changes did not address the educational needs of Seattle’s poor and working-class Black students. Superintendent John H. Stanford, the first Black superintendent of Seattle Schools, presented evidence that claimed Black children who were bused out of their neighborhoods performed worse than their peers in majority Black neighborhood schools. Other scholars contested Stanford’s claims, but the damage was done. Under Superintendent Stanford’s leadership the Seattle School Board voted unanimously to end mandatory busing in 1996.

The only significant remaining component of school integration was a controlled high school choice plan that allowed incoming ninth graders to choose from any of the district’s high schools, ranking their choices in order of preference. If too many students selected a particular high school as their first choice, then school administrators applied a series of “tiebreakers” to determine who would get the open seats. The first tiebreaker was whether the applicant currently had a sibling at the same school. The second tiebreaker considered the racial composition of the school and the racial identity of the individual student. If the school was more than 10 percentage points away from the district’s overall white/nonwhite student balance, then administrators could give preference to students that would “bring the school into balance.” This school assignment policy was similar to the one employed in other controlled choice districts, such as Montclair.59

When Seattle’s rising ninth graders ranked their first-choice high school for the 2000–01 school year, 82 percent picked one of the five most popular schools: Ballard, Nathan Hale, Roosevelt, Garfield, and Franklin. Only one of these high schools, Garfield, had a student body population that was “within racial guidelines.” Three of the remaining schools had too many white students, and one had too many “nonwhite” students, which is how the district classified Black, Asian American, Latino, and Native American students. Therefore, a student’s racial identity was a factor in school assignment at these four schools. A relatively small number of students, including Elizabeth Brose, who identified as white, were not assigned to their first-choice high school. Elizabeth’s mother Kathleen insisted she felt “absolutely betrayed” that her daughter did not receive her first-choice school and furious that school administrators considered race when making school assignments.60

Kathleen Brose joined a local anti-integration group called Parents Involved in Community Schools, which sued the Seattle School District in the spring of 2001 for violating the civil rights of white students by considering race as a factor in school assignments. The case wound its way through the judicial system and landed on the docket of the Supreme Court in 2006 along with a companion case from Louisville, Kentucky. In Parents Involved in Community Schools (PICS) v. Seattle School District No. 1 (2007) the majority, five justices, rejected the school assignment policy in Seattle and a similar one in Louisville, saying that both plans relied too heavily on individual students’ racial identities. “The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race,” declared Chief Justice John Roberts Jr. A minority opinion authored by Justice Stephen Breyer and co-signed by Justices John Stevens, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and David Souter vehemently disagreed. “This is a decision that the Court and the Nation will come to regret,” Breyer lamented.61

Importantly, neither the majority nor the minority opinion in PICS had the last word. That honor went to Justice Anthony Kennedy, who agreed with Roberts in certain respects and the dissenters in others. In the places where Kennedy agreed with Breyer, he represented the fifth vote, and it is those arguments that established the legal boundaries for school desegregation after 2007. Kennedy agreed with the majority that Seattle and Louisville’s school assignment policies were problematic because they relied too heavily on students’ racial identities, and they were insufficiently tailored to pass legal muster. However, he asserted the majority opinion went too far when it insisted on a rigid colorblind approach. “Fifty years of experience since Brown v. Board of Education should teach us that the problem before us defies so easy a solution,” he elaborated. “If school authorities are concerned that the student-body compositions of certain schools interfere with the objective of offering an equal educational opportunity to all of their students, they are free to devise race-conscious measures to address the problem in a general way and without treating each student in a different fashion solely on the basis of a systematic, individual typing by race.” Kennedy suggested that school boards could locate new schools in sites likely to attract diverse students, draw boundary lines with an eye to cultivating integration, allocate resources for special programs like magnet schools, and recruit students and faculty in a targeted fashion. Kennedy’s ruling essentially meant that considering a student’s racial identity in school assignment was illegal, but taking deliberate steps to create racially integrated schools in other ways was acceptable.62

Although Seattle essentially abandoned its controlled choice plan in the wake of the PICS ruling, other districts, including Montclair, made adjustments to school assignment policies and continued to create racially diverse schools through controlled choice. Elsewhere, Black educational activists decided to experiment with other integration strategies, including some of the ones Justice Kennedy listed as permissible. Ultimately, the PICS ruling generated new limitations, but it did not stop or impede Black educational activists who believed that integrated schools were an effective way to promote Black educational equality and the civic functions of public education in a diverse democracy.63

School Integration in Hartford

Like many northern cities by the late 1990s, Connecticut’s capital city of Hartford was home to a high-poverty, majority Black and Latino school district surrounded by more affluent, predominantly white suburbs. Black educational activists here created one of the most successful models of school integration in the urban North, and one that reveals both the promise and the challenge of school integration in the twenty-first century.64

Black civil rights activists, like attorney and law professor John C. Brittain, filed Sheff v. O’Neil in 1989 to make educational opportunities available to those who could not afford to move out of the city to reap suburban educational advantages. “We believe the children of the state of Connecticut deserve much better than the education they are getting,” asserted Elizabeth Horton Sheff, whose son, Milo, was the lead plaintiff. The case wound its way through the court system until finally, in 1996, the Connecticut Supreme Court agreed. The ruling held that the state constitution obligated officials to remedy conditions of racial and ethnic isolation of Black students in public schools. Acknowledging that state officials did not deliberately create segregated schools, the court nevertheless found that state government officials bore direct responsibility for highly segregated and unequal school districts. The ruling did not define a specific remedy, but instead ordered state legislators to “put the search for appropriate remedial measures at the top of their respective agendas.”65

In Sheff v. O’Neill attorneys documented tremendous disparities between the Hartford Public Schools, where 91 percent of the students were Black or Latino and 47.6 percent were poor, and the majority white, middle-class, and affluent surrounding districts, ultimately concluding that students in Hartford had less rigorous coursework, lower test scores, less qualified teachers, and fewer educational resources. The lawsuit had the overwhelming support of Black families who were frustrated by years of inertia in the city’s troubled schools. Comparing public education in Connecticut to apartheid schools in South Africa, supporters gathered to sing “We Shall Overcome” outside the courthouse on the opening day of the trial.66

Hartford educators testified that high levels of segregation created harmful learning environments for their students. Veteran teacher Gladys Hernandez explained that her first-grade students, many of whom lived in conditions of dire poverty, surprised her by finding joy in simple things like a walk along the Connecticut River. “It’s like living in a dark valley—Hartford. Surrounded by these beautiful mountains, the suburbs,” she told the court. Referencing the historic Brown ruling, she added, “What kind of self-worth can you derive when that is the way you have to live?” Principal Eddie Davis of Weaver High School, a virtually all-Black high school in the city’s North End, added that race and socioeconomic class interacted in especially destructive ways in Harford’s schools. “The high concentration of poverty has a major impact,” Davis testified. “It requires support services, especially social workers, health care, school psychologists that we don’t have. Poverty hurts. In this state and this country, wherever white children are, there are resources.” Hernandez and Davis, among other witnesses, detailed the devastating consequences of school segregation. Their goal was a quality integrated education for all children, and attorneys insisted that segregated public schools harmed not only children of color in the city but also suburban white students. “Because of the racial, ethnic, and economic isolation of Hartford metropolitan school districts, these plaintiffs are deprived of the opportunity to associate with, and learn from, the minority children attending school with the Hartford school district.”67

Faced with moving testimony and overwhelming evidence of educational segregation and inequality, the Connecticut Supreme Court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs. Governor John Rowland issued an executive order creating the Educational Improvement Panel and tasked it with developing a range of strategies to reduce racial isolation and improve the quality of education in Hartford. Eager to avoid a potential backlash against “forced busing,” politicians investigated controlled choice plans that functioned so well in communities like Montclair and Cambridge, Massachusetts. From the beginning, it was clear that school integration in Hartford would have to include partnerships between Hartford and suburban districts. As the Hartford Courant observed, “The proposed policies encouraging students to cross school district lines are likely to generate the most debate. They would be dramatic steps in a state where school boundaries are considered sacred.” Indeed, suburban school leaders lined up to protest the utter lack of space in their schools for children transferring from Hartford. “Hartford needs to clean up its own act first,” grumbled one suburban school board chairman. Due to white resistance and delay tactics, as well as vague court orders and poor incentives for suburban school districts, very little desegregation took place between 1996 and 2003, until Black plaintiffs and their allies sought redress once again in the courts.68

Slowly, haltingly, and with tireless work by Black and Latino educational activists, Hartford school leaders crafted an interdistrict, controlled-choice plan designed to offer exciting new opportunities to both suburban and urban youth through specially themed magnet schools. For example, state and city leaders invested in new Montessori and environmental science elementary schools, and medical science, engineering, and performing arts middle and high schools in downtown Harford. As in other controlled choice districts, school authorities used school assignments to ensure a diverse student body at these magnet schools. The magnet schools with exceptional academic programs, like University High School, or new, multimillion-dollar facilities like Breakthrough Magnet School, grew to be especially popular. Eventually, magnet schools were built in suburbs including Avon, Bloomfield, East Hartford, Enfield, Glastonbury, Manchester, New Britain, Rocky Hill, South Windsor, West Hartfield, Wethersfield, and Windsor, drawing urban students out to suburban schools. In addition, Hartford’s school integration plan permitted limited enrollment of Hartford students in more than thirty surrounding suburban districts through a program called Open Choice.69

By 2016, more than 45 percent of Hartford’s Black and Latino students attended schools the state designed as “integrated.” Scholars and policy experts commended Hartford’s controlled school choice plan for creating diverse schools that pleased a wide range of constituents. President Barack Obama’s education secretary John King traveled to Hartford and declared the city’s desegregation plan could work as a model for the country. Media outlets acknowledged that, in this case, school integration seemed to be working well for everyone. Century Foundation scholar Kimberly Quick concluded, “This two-way desegregation plan has made Harford a model for effective school integration in a high-poverty, high-minority district.”70

Scholarly appreciation for the model district, however, glossed over the disappointment of some Black and Latino educational activists in Hartford, as well as the frustrations of scholars who felt the voluntary desegregation plan was imperiled by weak policy tools and powerful disincentives for suburban districts. Black critics emphasized that while 45 percent of Hartford students attended integrated schools, 55 percent of students were left behind in racially isolated neighborhood schools that had not seen an influx of new resources. Many Black families wanted to send their children to the more integrated and better-resourced magnet schools, or alternatively, secure an open spot in a neighboring suburban school—but found themselves permanently waitlisted. The state’s requirements that “integrated” schools have no more than 75 percent students of color meant that Hartford’s magnet schools had to save places for white and Asian American students. This legal definition of “integrated” was especially difficult to maintain as more Black and Latino families moved to the suburbs. By 2019, many of the suburban students bused into Hartford’s magnet schools happened to be Black and Latino. As a result, Hartford’s school assignment policy made it easier for suburban white and Asian American families to attend the school of their choice, while Black and Latino families were more likely to be stuck on waiting lists and attending segregated neighborhood schools that lacked adequate resources.71

As frustrations mounted, some Black educational activists began to question the premise that integration was the best way to secure a high-quality education for all students. “I was a student in Hartford Public Schools when a prior lawsuit promised me a brighter future,” LaShawn Robinson announced at a press conference in February of 2018. “But that promise has not been realized for my children.” Robinson had five children enrolled in neighborhood, majority-Black schools in Hartford. Despite years of applying to the integrated magnet schools, none of her children had been accepted due to limited space and enrollment policies that favored white and Asian American applicants. Robinson sued to revise Hartford’s school integration plan so that it could no longer reserve seats—sometimes empty ones—for white students at the expense of Black and Latino children. She appreciated Hartford’s magnet schools, but unlike school administrators, she was not bothered by the idea that these schools could serve an entirely Black and Latino population. “This case is about my children’s future, and my children’s rights, but it’s also important for all students of all races. Their race should not be a disadvantage to their ability to receive a quality education,” she insisted.72

School administrators were sympathetic with parents like LaShawn Robinson, but they were also eager to preserve the controlled choice plan and the opportunities it created for thousands of Black and Latino students. Civil rights groups including the NAACP and the ACLU believed the problem could be solved by increasing the number of racially diverse magnet schools in Hartford, not reducing the number of white and Asian American children that attend these schools. “We believe the system needs to be expanded,” contended NAACP Legal Defense Fund attorney Cara McClellan.73

Meanwhile, another crucial component of Hartford’s integration plan faced new challenges from white suburbanites. Open Choice permitted Hartford students to enroll in available seats in suburban school districts and provided free busing for these students. Scholar Erica Frankenberg highlighted this strategy as Hartford’s “most efficient means of placing students in integrated school placements.” By 2017, more than 2,200 Black and Latino students woke early each morning to catch a bus to suburban schools. Many Open Choice participants credited the program for giving them access to better resourced schools, but some found majority white suburban schools to be unwelcoming to students of color. Anique Thomson, whose mother was a teacher in Hartford, enrolled in Open Choice for middle school. At her new suburban school, she was known as one of the “Hartford kids,” a handful of Black and Latino students who attended Canton Public Schools through Open Choice. The commute was long, it was hard for Anique to make friends, and there were very few students of color. Tired of white students asking her about “the ghetto” and “food stamps,” Anique persuaded her mother to let her return to a majority Black neighborhood school in Hartford for ninth grade. “Mom, I don’t really think this is for me,” she said.74

Mihammad Ansari, president of the Greater Hartford NAACP, confirmed that Open Choice made it challenging to support Black children scattered across multiple suburban school districts. “We get a lot of complaints from parents about how their kids are treated in those schools,” he admitted. “So is that better for that student, that he or she is being bused out to a school to be integrated with whites, but they’re met with hostility and a feeling of ‘you’re not wanted here’? Is that better for that student of color to be in that kind of situation?” This was the perennial dilemma facing Black educational activists—they wanted high-quality, integrated public schools, but not if children faced such intense anti-Black racism that they could not reach their highest potential.75

To further complicate school integration in Hartford, charter schools have been expanding rapidly in the city. Charter schools, which are privately operated with public funds, serve populations that are almost all students of color. While the state put significant resources behind integrating Hartford public schools, it permitted charter schools to operate and expand as highly segregated institutions, which in turn keeps rates of school segregation relatively high citywide. The rapid expansion of minority-serving charter schools nationwide garnered the critical attention of the NAACP, and in 2016 it called for a moratorium on charter school expansion until charter school administrators and policymakers addressed the concerns of Black citizens. Other civil rights groups including the Journey for Justice Alliance and the Black Lives Matter Movement agreed that charter schools needed to have more transparency and accountability, fairer disciplinary policies, fewer expulsions, and greater consideration to the implications of a public institution that exacerbates school segregation.76

“If we were operating in an ideal world, we would want diverse high-quality schools for every child,” acknowledged Dacia Toll, president of Hartford’s Achievement First charter schools. “The problem right now is there aren’t enough great schools. So, in the effort to create more options, do we prioritize diversity? Or do we prioritize serving as many kids as possible who don’t otherwise have good options and who, honestly, are more dependent on great public education to achieve success in life?” Educational scholar Julian Vasquez Heilig acknowledged there was something of a “civil war” among Black families, as those who prioritized integration clashed with those who prioritized charter schools. “You don’t want the message to be that the only way our kids can learn is if they are sitting next to white kids in the classroom,” confirmed Toll. “You want the belief to be in the potential of our kids of color.”77

Educational reform in Hartford demonstrates that an interdistrict school integration plan based on magnet schools and voluntary busing faces challenges including political intransigence, white resistance, shifting student demographics, and the expansion of charter schools that exacerbate school segregation. The school assignment policy designed to create racially diverse magnet schools has been especially controversial. Racial quotas to ensure high-quality integrated schools in Hartford privilege white and Asian American students in the lottery-based admissions process over their Black and Latino neighbors. Yet, without explicit racial targets for student populations, Hartford’s magnet schools would have very few white students. A majority of Black families and civil rights activists in the city are willing to work to expand existing integrated options for Black students, including magnet schools and Open Choice enrollment in suburban schools. A key part of this effort is to improve the way integrated schools work—by adjusting school assignment policies and by working with majority white schools to create more welcoming environments for students of color.

For example, Shabree Brown filed a complaint with the Commission on Human Rights and Opportunities when her son was treated unfairly by white students and administrators in suburban South Windsor High School alleging that the school system discriminated against students of color. But she did not want to remove him from the school, she wanted school leaders to take steps to eradicate racial prejudice among teachers, administrators, and students. “A school climate survey is what we’d like to see,” she explained. “We’d like to see the commitment to make a change. South Windsor is a majority white environment and Hartford is different.” Giovanna Shay of Greater Hartford Legal Aid represented the Brown family and agreed the point of the complaint was to force school authorities to substantially change educational theory and practice in order to educate all children fairly, including the Black and Latino students bused in from Hartford. “The whole purpose was the integrated education system,” Shay affirmed. “We would like to see a commitment from the leadership in South Windsor to make the school climate more welcoming. We know the Browns are not alone.”78

Hartford’s school integration plan is not perfect, nor is it fully formed. Instead, it is a work in progress where students, parents, educators, lawyers, civil rights activists, and state leaders endeavor to make the ideal of a high-quality, integrated education for all a reality. As of 2020, school integration remained a key component of struggle for racial equality in Hartford, even as citizens grappled with complications and setbacks. Elizabeth Horton Sheff affirmed, “If we do not prepare our children, give them equal access to a quality integrated education where people can come together and learn together, be American together, compete in the global economy together, then the nation is at peril.” Sandra Vermont-Hollis, whose daughter thrived at a magnet school in Hartford, agreed. “In our democracy—where different racial groups are not always provided opportunities to interact with one another—an integrated school is a crucial experience that every child should have access to.”79

Conclusion

As support for community-controlled schools receded in the mid-1970s, a consensus emerged among northern Black educational activists that school integration had a vital role to play in equalizing public schools. A new and more critical school integration movement drew on hard lessons learned in the long civil rights battles of the 1960s and early 1970s. A defining feature of this contemporary school integration movement, which continues to the present day, is that effective school integration will take much more than simply mixing Black and white students together and that the power imbalances inherent in school integration must be carefully acknowledged and addressed. Northern Black educational activists worked to revise school integration plans to ensure that Black students, families, and educators participate as equals in integrated schools and that all aspects of the school experience, from transportation to curriculum to discipline to social life, are free of racism and implicit bias. Black educational activists emphasize the importance of Black teachers, support staff, and administrators in all schools, as well as anti-racist curricula and pedagogy.

Since 1974 the Supreme Court has made it harder for school districts to create racially integrated schools and classrooms. Despite this setback, the court has not yet outlawed intentional school desegregation, and there are more than 100 school districts today that prioritize racial integration as a key component of successful, equitable education for all citizens. As the work of Black educational activists in Montclair and Hartford illustrate, these efforts are never easy, and they require persistent monitoring and constant work. However, integration can help equalize public education by equalizing access to facilities, resources, course offerings, support services, and quality teachers. School integration continues to be an integral part of the northern Black civil rights movement supported by organizations including the NAACP and the Urban League.


 Conclusion

Racial segregation in American public schools has been increasing at an alarming rate for more than three decades, despite the fact that schoolchildren are more ethnically and racially diverse than in the past. Given a clear correlation between segregated and unequal schools, and solid evidence linking integrated schools to better opportunities and outcomes, it is little surprise that many Black educational activists continue to advocate school integration.

In the American political imagination, civil rights battles over school integration unfolded through dramatic conflicts in the South for two decades following the historic Brown ruling. This book underscores the struggle for school integration as a defining and consistent feature of Black civil rights activism in the North since the 1840s. Always present in this northern struggle was a dynamic tension between Black educational activists who advocated school integration and those who preferred separate, Black-controlled schools within a legally desegregated system. Courageous activists on both sides possessed a remarkable faith in the potential of public education to secure democracy, support Black civil rights, and advance the larger objectives of the civil rights movement. A history of these debates highlights four key findings that revitalize civil rights and educational history and have the power to inform contemporary educational policy.1

First, this book demonstrates that public schools have been spectacular and important sites of northern civil rights activism since the common school era. By the end of the Civil War in 1865, most northern towns and cities had free, tax-supported schools that were available to all regardless of race. This means that public schools were ubiquitous, making them highly visible and easily accessible targets of political protest. As locally funded and controlled public institutions, schools cultivated strong civic involvement and a powerful sense that educators must treat all children equally. State laws passed in the late nineteenth century specifically outlawed racial discrimination in most northern public schools, providing a formidable legal basis for demands of nondiscrimination. As a result, there have been high levels of educational activism by Black citizens eager to improve opportunities in their local schools.

Drawing on a venerable association between education and freedom, Black northerners have always been fervent supporters and avid consumers of public education. Early common schools bestowed a symbolic recognition of equal citizenship, but over time the relationship between formal education and future life chances became much more explicit. In 1954, Chief Justice Earl Warren concluded, “Today, it is a principal instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in preparing him for later professional training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his environment. In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education.” More than fifty years later, President Barack Obama told Americans, “I believe that if you’re going to be able to do whatever you want to do in your lives—if you want to become a teacher, or a doctor, or start a business, or develop the next great app, or be President—then you’ve got to have a great education.”2

Such claims were not flights of judicial fancy or lofty political rhetoric. Educational attainment is a powerful indicator of employment status and earning potential in the United States. Public schools provide the vast majority of citizens the education they need to pursue vocational or higher education necessary to achieve economic security. This fact catapulted educational reform to the forefront of Black political protest and kept it there over time. Higher levels of education, professional training, and earning potential, in turn, have the potential to uplift and empower northern Black communities.3

Many of the people fighting for school integration or separation featured in this book would never have described themselves as civil rights activists, and yet their struggle to improve conditions in local schools advanced civil rights agendas such as enforcement of nondiscrimination legislation and equal treatment in public facilities. Whether Black educational activists fought for school integration or separation, they participated in acts of protest and civil disobedience, gained a political education, and built networks that connected local families to powerful organizations like the NAACP and the National Urban League. Educational activism knitted together families’ most intimate hopes and dreams for the future with national civil rights agendas, a relationship that provided crucial resources and expertise to local communities while giving civil rights leaders the tangible examples they needed to advance litigation and policy agendas.

Women and young people were especially active in grassroots movements for educational reform. Black women like Marian Smith Williams in Dayton, Ruth Batson in Boston, and Beatrice Brown in Norwalk leveraged their moral authority as mothers to claim leadership positions on school issues. Many others participated in school boycotts, organized freedom schools, and contacted school administrators or civil rights organizations to strengthen their cause. Black teachers and school administrators like Hattie Kendrick in Cairo, Ruth Wright Hayre in Philadelphia, Julia Clark in New York City, Kate Savery in Hillburn, Phyllis Blackburn Greer in Dayton, and Barbara T. Mason in New Rochelle used their professional standing to improve opportunities for Black students. Black youth got their first taste of political organizing when they stood up to speak truth to power in their local schools. As documented by examples throughout this book, Black students challenged racist teachers, contested exclusion from extracurricular activities, insisted on equal access to all coursework, and demanded a curriculum that acknowledged African American history and culture and the fundamental right to educational self-determination. Black women and youth have always been visible on the front lines of battles for educational equality and have worked as effective organizers behind the scenes. It is impossible to understand the history of the long civil rights movement in the North without taking into account the diverse Black youth, parents, teachers, ministers, scholars, and civil rights activists who participated in local struggles to redress racial inequality in public schools.

Second, a history of northern Black debates over school integration establishes clearly that school integration was not the only—or even always the dominant—form of Black educational activism in the North, which reshapes our understanding of the relationship between educational activism and the long civil rights movement. Scholars interpret school integration as a defining feature of northern Black educational activism, with what is presented as the “exception” of the community-control movement in the late 1960s. A broader historical lens reveals that the community-control movement was not an aberration but was instead the rational development of a potent strand of educational activism with deep roots in Black nationalism that was there all along. Black separatists have powerfully shaped the contours of educational activism, including the northern struggle for school integration, since the 1840s.

The dialectical tension between school integrationists and separatists inspired and emboldened the northern Black civil rights movement for more than 150 years. In the South, African Americans had to contend with state-sponsored school segregation, but the North claimed to offer equal public schools for all. It was this expansive promise of freedom and equality that inspired so many Black families to seek better opportunities in the North, and this same promise that mobilized so many Black families, community leaders, teachers, and scholars to fight for better schools when they encountered illegal racial discrimination. The fact that different Black educational activists imagined competing visions for how public education could best serve the larger freedom struggle did not undermine Black educational reform: it made it smarter, more supple, and far more sophisticated.

The interplay between school integrationists and separatists created an especially dynamic and versatile movement for Black educational reform in the North. Even as one group of citizens claimed to have found the best answer to educational inequality, another group was poised to point out the deficiencies, oversights, risks, or untenable costs of this strategy. They offered an alternative that was convincing enough to give the other side pause, and as communities vacillated back and forth between these options, they had the chance to experiment with different tactics and objectives. There was no single reform that worked for all the thousands of diverse schools and communities throughout the North, which is why Black educational activism substantially broadened participation in the freedom struggle as students and parents in communities large and small, urban and rural and suburban, took direct action against the educational racism they personally encountered in their local schools.

Although many of the larger goals of the Black civil rights movement like equality in housing, health care, employment, and criminal justice have remained elusive, real change was possible in educational reform. Northern Black communities won meaningful victories at the local level. Over time these small victories took root and transformed American public education. To take just a few examples in the history of education in the North, the practice of segregating students by race was ended, Black teachers were hired to teach white students, Black students were permitted to take all upper level academic and vocational courses, and thousands of school districts eliminated obvious attempts to racially gerrymander school assignments. Some even experimented with creative school integration plans that resulted in significant racial mixing, even in communities with high levels of residential segregation.

Today, Black students can expect to participate freely in all extracurricular activities, Black history and literature are part of the core curriculum, schools are required to treat all students fairly in terms of counseling, course placement, and disciplinary actions, and many schools have Black Student Unions, Black Lives Matter, Natural Hair Project, or other programs to nurture and affirm Black cultures and identities. All of these gains were the result of Black educational activism by those who fought for school integration and those who fought for separate, Black-controlled schools in a legally desegregated system. A richer and more inclusive history of Black educational activism must acknowledge the contributions made by activists on both sides, as well as the unique benefits that came from the interplay between school integrationists and separatists.

A third insight from this study is that whites have been consistently opposed to Black educational equality and school integration, even in the supposedly liberal North. Just as Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal recognized white racism as the source of the “American Dilemma” in 1944, white racism continues to fuel the African American dilemma over school integration and educational equality. Although Black educational activists have won vital improvements and historic victories, northern whites continue to resist school integration and equalization efforts, resulting in schools that remain racially segregated and unequal today.4

This long history of educational discrimination has naturalized a landscape where northern public schools are either majority white or majority Black and Latinx, and white families understand it as a privilege and a right to be able to choose which of these schools to attend. For most of this history, white families could expect a “transfer” if they accidentally resided in a neighborhood that was zoned for a majority Black school. After civil rights activists convinced courts that this practice was discriminatory, school administrators established more rigid geographic boundaries with less lenient transfer policies. White families, in response, became more adept at policing school boundaries and the unequal school funding and resources that these arbitrary boundaries engendered.

As a result of more permanent school catchment zones and indelible school district boundary lines, middle-class white families can simply pick which school they want their children to attend and then rent or purchase a home there, which, again, is understood and expressed as a “civil right.” White northerners voluntarily impose sky-high real estate taxes and bans on multifamily dwellings to ensure “their” schools are as exclusive as possible. Proclaiming a colorblind ideal, northern whites insist public schools are open to all, even as discriminatory real estate practices result in an enormous swath of the country where majority white and middle-class schools sit clustered on one side of an invisible line, while just down the road, the public schools are virtually all Black and Latinx with much higher rates of student poverty and lower rates of school funding.5

It is no accident that the North has the among highest rates of school segregation in the nation. As a white father in Greenwich, Connecticut, reflected in 2013, “We all bought our homes based on what school our kids were going to go to. If you talk to any Realtor, I’m sure in this town, but probably in any town across America, when they give you the listing for homes you have price, square footage, school district. I mean, it’s not a complicated concept.” Another Greenwich parent agreed it was not fair to tell a parent that their child “no longer has the right, or privilege, to attend a neighborhood school.” White parents continue to insist that school integration plans, like the one in Seattle, Washington, before the 2007 Supreme Court ruling in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle, violate the civil rights of white children by permitting or requiring students to attend school outside of these rigid and artificial neighborhood boundaries. In virtually every instance where northern school administrators announced a school integration plan from the 1840s to today, white northerners organized to undermine this effort. Legal challenges to school desegregation plans have proven very effective, but so too have more subtle strategies that insist on colorblind policies that ignore glaring examples of institutionalized racism.6

Northern whites built segregated and unequal public schools and fortified them over time, and yet most white citizens refuse to acknowledge the long history of discrimination or their own complicity in maintaining this system through defense of neighborhood schools. Scholars refer to this process as hoarding, when people intentionally stockpile public resources for themselves in a way that denies an equal share to others. White northerners have significantly more economic and political power than their nonwhite neighbors. Their preference for high levels of racial and socioeconomic school segregation, which scholars describe as “double segregation,” is backed up by the authority of local, state, and federal governments. Whites vote out of office school board members and elected representatives who advocate school integration or even a more equitable distribution of resources. County and state governments preserve tiny northern school districts even though larger ones would be more efficient and less expensive. Supreme Court rulings since 1974 have permitted an obscene expansion of northern school segregation, as has the near-total abandonment of school integration by mainstream political candidates.7

The North is long overdue for a racial reconciliation in its public schools and a robust history of Black educational activism is essential to this process. This history demonstrates that racial discrimination and segregation in the North was real, that it was enforced by local, state, and federal government agencies, and that it had quantifiable effects on the quality of public education available to Black students. Social scientists have established a clear correlation between integrated schools and improved opportunities and outcomes for Black students. For instance, a recent study by Rucker C. Johnson at the University of California, Berkeley, determined that Black students who attended integrated schools had higher achievement in high school, college success at more selective colleges, higher income, better jobs, less incarceration, and better long-term health than their demographic peers at majority minority schools. In a similar vein, a study published in the Journal of Policy Analysis and Management determined that the longer Black children attended racially segregated schools, the larger the achievement gap between Black and white students. More than sixty years of social science research finds that poor children benefit from attending schools in socioeconomically and racially integrated settings, which tend to have better facilities, funding, and support services. In other words, it is abundantly clear that school integration can be one effective component of educational reform if it is done well.8

But it is not the only one. The fourth insight gleaned from the history of turbulent debates over school integration is that the future of educational reform must draw on both traditions—school integration and separate, Black-controlled schools—to remediate the long history of educational racism and create public schools that fulfill their civic obligation to train all young people for citizenship in a multiracial democracy.

Current events suggest that both forms of activism are alive and well in northern Black educational reform. In New York City, the Alliance for School Integration and Desegregation (ASID) advocates greater racial and socioeconomic diversity in the public schools. According to its recent policy proposal, the purpose of school integration is to uproot white supremacy, preserve and spread the rich cultures of marginalized communities, and uphold the principles of democracy, equality, and human dignity that segregation curtails. The organization mobilizes parents, teachers, scholars, and non-profit foundations to support what it calls “real integration” in the schools. In June 2019, the New York City Board of Education adopted sixty-two of ASID’s sixty-seven policy recommendations. ASID’s vision of real integration was designed by the youth-led organization IntegrateNYC and includes five core principles: equitable resource allocation, enrollment that reflects the diversity of the community, restorative justice and non-discriminatory discipline policies, demographically representative faculty and leaders, and relationships across group identities in the classroom and curriculum. This vision of real integration draws on the long struggle for school integration as well as many of the features advocated by Black separatists, such as restorative justice and a critical mass of Black teachers. Supporters hope that it will transform public education in the nation’s largest school district, improving the quality and content of education in ways that serve as an effective model for other communities.9

In this same northern metropolis, other Black educational activists are vocal supporters of separate, Black-controlled schools as an essential option in a formally desegregated system. Local charter school founder Rafiq R. Kalam Id-Din II insists that “when it comes to reversing the failure of educating Black students, we must stop looking to the beneficiaries of white supremacy for salvation, and instead be led by Black teachers and Black schools to solve this problem.” The New York Times confirmed the rising popularity of Afrocentric schools in New York City in 2019. Parent activist Lurie Daniel Favors adds, “Even if integration worked perfectly—and our society spent the past 60-plus years trying—it’s still not giving Black children the kind of education necessary to create the solutions our communities need.”10
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Figure C.1. High school students in Montclair, New Jersey, at a Black Lives Matter Rally, 2020.

Photo by Chanda Hall.



As these examples from New York City illustrate, contemporary Black educational activists draw on integrationist and separatist traditions in their quest for educational equality. Nationwide, the Black Lives Matter at School coalition promises to challenge structural racism such as school segregation and unequal distribution of resources, while also demanding an anti-racist curriculum that highlights intersectional black identities, black history, and anti-racist social movements. The Abolitionist Teaching Network’s mission is to support educators to fight injustice within their schools and communities and secure educational freedom for all. High school students like those in Montclair, New Jersey, organize rallies and social media campaigns to make their voices heard and force school administrators to acknowledge the ongoing challenges that Black students face in public schools. They demand equal educational opportunities, but also racial justice, Black liberation, and the decolonization of curriculum and pedagogy.11

Gunnar Myrdal identified the American Dilemma as the nation’s toxic, destructive practice of claiming liberty and justice for all while blatantly discriminating against African Americans. This book argues that a similar process unfolded in the public schools, especially in the North where school leaders promised educational equality while consigning Black youth to segregated and unequal facilities. The result was an enduring debate over whether school integration or separate, Black-controlled schools could more effectively mitigate deeply entrenched educational racism and transform public schools into institutions that would advance the larger Black freedom struggle.

A history of Black educational activism in the North reveals the enormous potential of integration to equalize school facilities, funding, and citizenship education. It also emphasizes the inherent risks of desegregating schools that remain mired in institutionalized white supremacy, and the vital importance of Black educational self-determination. The fact that the African American dilemma over school integration endures today is disturbing but not surprising given enormous racial inequalities in wealth, income, housing, employment, health care, and policing.

Perhaps the most essential lesson of this history, then, is that real change is possible when citizens organize, name racist practices, and work collaboratively to develop meaningful reforms. Educational reform must be connected to larger structural reforms designed to remedy racial injustice, uproot white supremacy, and secure Black dignity and freedom. This history serves as a solemn reminder of the unfinished battle for Black educational equality and as an impassioned call to action for all those who believe in the promise of public education to advance equal opportunities, civil rights, and justice for all.
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