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Introduction

JAMES DLANDERSON

i In a wonderfiil book about history and memory. Richard White reminds us
that any good history begi strangeness. “The past should be so
range that you wonder how you and people you know and love could come
such a time.™ As we advance in the
pportunity, we realize that its form and content in 1950 varied considerahly
that of the present. America in 1950 a fundamentally different nation,
singly diflicult to comprehend and appreciate from our con-
porary angle of v oI 1050, though it was alten dangerons—and in
seventeen states illegal—for elhmie minorities Lo atlend so-ealled while publie
ools, the promise of American public cduention held o inl place in the
hearts and minds of eitizens across the nation. From the viewpoints of varous
Iminm-it_v communities, piblie sehooling affected their children’s ehances for
active participation in Anwrican life and se as Lhe main community issue

1. Richard White, Benembeving Ahamagran: Storgptelling i o Family's Past (New York: Hill
& Wang, 1998), 135,
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around which di t people could rally to pi
and the promise of American dream. As the experie the past live
decades has brought with it eo : not imagined in 1930, goals and
st es that onee seemed noble are now faded dreams and points of conten-
tic i ions of sehool in ati or cxample, have been removed fram
the national agenda and find i its and isolated forners af
academics, Since Lhe [o i ivil rights movement. the role of
publie education ir
Ingne hetween the |
Bowrid of Eddveativg
ecms much
"I'o e sure, the gaod education and the rght to at-
il valued inmiost Amerian comsmnei-

a laws
his three el
white auth

consolidated cases that we now know as Brows o Boerd of ton, fived it

from the little schoolbouse where he had taught Tor ten vears, They also fired
his wile, two of his ssters, and a nisee. Then they burned his house Lo the
ground. They stoned the chursh at whi
out of the dark, Ultin
state?

Mol
1957 Lo integrate Little Roe
a statement of gratitude th
confrontations that character
equality, T will alw
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their personal best to protect us from attack: 057, while white t

1s were listening to Buddy Holly's = Peggy Pattillo Beals
aping the hanging rope of a lyneh mob. dodging lighted sticks of dynamite
and washing away burning aci raved into her ¢ To uphold the law and
I students, President 1 t the

I| day of classes. At the center of the controversy were nine African American
young people who wanted a better education, Although most attempts Lo at-
tain a better edueation were not attended by sueh extreme violenee, the ean-
paigns of terrorism that included telephone thre insults and assaults at
school, brigades of attacking white eitizens, rogue poliec, and ceonomic black-

| mail were characteristic of the 18950s and 14,

For example, on September 8, 1963, seven of Mae Bertha and Matthew
Carter’s children lined up to wait for the school bus that would take them to des
segregale Lhe all-white public schools mflower Count ) oon af
ter their snecessiul mpls to desegre e the all-white Tirew High Sehool,
the Carters” home was viddled with bullets in the middle of the night, The owner

}of the plantation on which they liv -2 their eredit at his s d

:.] threw them ol his land, At sehool the Carter cluldren were tormented by winte
students and by some of the teachers, The Carters v hil-

~ dren would endure plysical and psycholog gHi|
~ climate of their new pol. Still, they felt that changing schools was their best
~ chanee to get their children out of the eotion lields, Eight Carter ehildren grad-
- uated from Drew High School, and seven went on to college at the University of

Melba Pattillo Beals closes her memoir with o statement that compels us to
revisit the 1050s with a sense of strangeness o A ity, “As I wateh
now and think back to that fAirst day at Central High on Seplember

4+, 1957, 1 wonder what possessed iy parents and the adults of the NAACP to

3. Melba Pattillo Beuls, Warriors Dot Crye 4 Seaving Memoiv of the Satile to Dotegrate Lit-
Hle Rock’s Cendral Hligh ()
4. Constance Curry, Sil

Separate and Uneqreal
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allow ns to go to that school in the face of sueh violz=nee."* Beals raises questions
that ld remain a part of our ongoing debate about the meaning of pullic
education in American dem ! rere parents and ordinary eiti
willing to fac

able Lask, amd it has
relationships hetwe i - groups rnd the lorger
crican edueation and demoeracy
In the larger society of 1950, publie schoo
culture and was perecived by parents s vital o their ehi
translormation of publie secondary eduscation «
twenticth century s xtent to which sehooling had beeoms a
b TESO Lo 19535, e
Am high school w
publiec one attended by w
were expanding: publicly and privately supportcd sehiomes W loesle the Lal-
ented burgconed, and scholarship and lean programs for those students were
provided with equal cnthusiasm. Minor knew they were being cheated of
to the new educational opportunities. As the public bigh school, only a
inal factor in American Life at the down of the twenti

the “people’s collage™ by mid-century, sweh exi

tem of raci ordination,t
Alriean Americans, Latines, and Native Amier
all luded from this important tran

100




4 Library = flit | School the story of American public education.pdf H. _

any race or gender attended high schools, and formal education was only mar-
ginally a factor in national economie and social life. As ethnie minority groups
and women sensed a growing gap in eduecational opportunities, campaigns to
provide better educational opportunities for their children became a er
eial issue and a central plank in the larger platform for civil and political equal-
ity Lucking access, for the most part, to voting power, political offices, finance,
and the higher reaches of industry, parents, community leaders, and ordinary
ecitizens focused on the right to equal educational opportunity as the center-
piece of the larger crusade for justice and equality. As Melba Pattillo Beals re
ealled, “Back then, T naively believed that if we conld end segregation in the
schools, all barriers of inequality would fall. If vou had asked me in 1957 what 1
expeeted, I would have told you that by this time [ 1994 our struggle for human
rights would have been won.”? Gelling the best education possible for their chil-
deen motivated ordinary eitizens to show extraordinary grit, eourage, and en-
durance, challenging Jim Crow and other legal and eustomary forms of racial,
ethnie, gender, and disability subordination.

The ernsades for cqual edneational opportunity that hegan in Topelka,

Kansas, Farmville, Virginia, and Little Roek, Arkansas, spread aeross the na-

tion, aiding various struggles for learning and sclf-improvement. In 1966, Alri-
can Ameriean students at Northern High in Detroit ealled a general strike to
protest the failure of urban schools and to demand hetter edies

nities, Mexican American high school stug in Crystal City, Texas, went on

strike in 1968, demanding bilingual education, more humane treatment from

white teachers, and curricular reform to inelude the history and culture of Mex-
icans in the Southwest. Similarly. in the fall of 1968, approximately thirty thou-
sand African American and Latino students embarked on a sustained boyeott
to protest the quality of education provided by the schools as well as the treat-
ment accorded students by white teachers, connselors, and admini

Their proposals for sehool refurm ineluded o demand for e

tion in school programs, more African Amcrican and Latino school administra:
tors, African American and Latine history courses, and more homeworlk: for stu-

7. Beals, Warviars Dot Cryy, 8.

Separate and Unegual
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C o
and ad-

ellen

¢ the underlying e \

wionul opportunity, not the pursuit of liberal so-

eial policies for their intrinsie value. Moreover, the demand for academie excel-

lence and better educational opportunit : minority communities

preda Je the “Exccllence in Education™ campaign of the

1980s. How conservali 1 onservalives could become so disconnected

from the cote values of the erusade for equal edueational opportunities nnder-

scores the need for a national conversation about education and democruey in
the twenty-first century.

Some members of ity eonmn s he inerepsingly d chanted

with the results of the crusade for equal educational opportunity. Minority

lcaders brought to the campaign different cultural values and different politica
assumptions. Most, of ecourse, were related to power and control over educati
sinee they had come to view white control as the essence of ra snhan ation
and segregation. Many minorities wanted desegregation to be a |
ing power and eontrol over educat x sted attempts by loc
boards to elose sehools lg eir eon and force minerity stu-
dents Lo be bused
that minority principals
jobs during school
over, and partic
that minom
eess that amounted to racial sc
gated’ ools,

Henee, minority group leaders viewed the school desepregation pro

an opportunity to gain some power and control over local educational

and to end their long-standing subordination within the educational

Over the past flive deeades. ethnie, n ity and [y gns for equal

educational opportunily have challenged and redefined the simple, dominant
beliefs aboul democracy and cducation that characterized America at mid-

Seprarate and Unequal
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xity, and
nmultiple identities. Most Americans in 1930 grew ap with the ideali mode! of
the town meeting, whare people from similar back grounds came together to de-
hate the common good within paramet: a as to virmally exelude
women, Afriean Americans, Latinos, and Asion Americans. The heterogrnecus
the past decades h, gnilicantly ¢ gedl this con-
noeracy. What we now lace are cultural, political. edueatioral.
and legal deb over the extent to which our deme cn or ought Lo ulb-
sorh heterogeneity nnd cultural plurnlisi. Tr the foes of inerensing diversity, a
simple, ho ¥ T 3 bion will Tl Young Amer-
icans need to learn how to accept diversity, negotiate conflicts, and frm eoali-
tions if th be leaders in am incrcasingly heterogencous and complex mo-
. One of the long-term eontributions of the recent struggles for educational
equality may be the shift in our understanding of the role of publie sehooling in
a diverse demoers
In 1954, Edwin 1. Murrow devoled an entme Ealf nour of his CBS television
program See 1t Neze toan effort to understand attitudes toward the Brawon cle-
cision of certain persens in Gastonia, North Carolina. and Nezhitoches, Louisi-
ana. An Afriean American boy in Nachitoches saicl of the devisicn, I think it's

the wonderfullest thing that’s ever happened to America.” The choices that we

now make regarding public eduestion will deternme the wis » his oapin

& Grace Elizabeth Hale, Mabing Whiteness: Tiw Cwiltine of Segicgation i the Soath,
18001940 (New York: Partheon Books. 10(63).

Sikoul: |
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“Why Don’t You Go to
School with Us?”

We [wanted | what democracey had said was ours.
And what our Bill of Rights and our Constitulion
had said belonged Lo us, We wanled equalily, definitely.

SEVERITA LARA

BRev. Miver Brown,
plaintiff i landuark

Suprreit

Feis daugliter
imnil firmily in
Fopeka, Kansax,
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n the 19505, Ame s sehools wene bursting with the promise
of o new generation, the postwar baby boomers, It was up |

arel ta

to propel the an's youth taward a techno future. Taree

out of fve stu s graduated in 1950, and aln 30 pereent of

them went on o eollege, Yet these 11 profound in-
alities ¢ promise of the pob aonls from the tine of

Jefferson. Horaes Mann,

af cormmen schealing was

that all stideints were ¢n-
titled ko o quality cducar

2ion and to be eduested
tigether.” suws Jay I[J.‘u—}
bert, an cxpert on law

and sebaol refarm. “Tr

Ll 1950, T

Fourth- and stmply wasn't the case.” Adds Marcia Greenbermer, hewl of the

Sifth-grade classes

Nakiomal Wanien's er, ] were nio Lesins in athleties
i

for women in nthicties in col-
wol in Tope
Kanss. ¥48 profes<onal sechoals not apen to worsen.
ansas, 1949,

" thie prestigicus colleges were o amen.” Jose

Angel Guticrrez, a Chican er fi stal ‘."it}‘.l

i the bailding,
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within the elassrovms, Tn other words, English One was basieally Fifth- and sixth-

5 3 3 radle clasees af the
I Anglo. and English Five was basically all Mexican” grac -

In 19350, African American students were segregated by law in

seventeen states. Mexican Americans attended school an average
£3.6 years, And 72 percent of disable

not enrolled. It took a great wave of adication reforin, from the

19305 through the 1970s, to open Amer schoals to everyone,

his crusade was led by aetivists, parents, and students them-

selves. Severita Lara, former Crystal City student leader amd
ayor of Crystal City from 1005 to remembers

voking to grab or get things that didn’t helong to ns. just what

democracy had said was s, And what our Bill of Rights and our

“Why Dhan't Von Lo b Sehaol wille

Lan
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Constitution had said belon . A cquality, def
initely
The modern fight for equality in the nat sthooks began in

Toprka, the capital of Kansas, and it linged on the ssue of race.

hadd separate proos,
separate rovernments, and, mntil 1950, cven separate
aperts e and cheerlending :.qlunl\., At the elenentary level,

{Lineda Bvoncn is *hools were strictly s u tere wene eighloen

stanl; the . 5 . -
Aanding f" o hools for white children, and feur for African Americans.
tapr row, foirtl

e lead plaintiiTin the sein-

Schunls 2350 16

14
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~inal Supreme Court ease Brown v, Board of Edveation, remembers
what it was like to attend a segregated school. *T lived in a neigh-
borhood that was integrated and T had playmates of all nation-
alities—Native Aimcricans, Caucasians—that I played with, His-
panic children, And then wher ol started, we would go these
opposite directions. And of course your playmates you played

with every day wanted to know, “Well, why don't you go to school

with us? ™
Shut out of their neighborhood school. Linda Brown and her
sister had te walk through a railread yard te cateh a bus to the
all-black Monroe Sehool, Lwo miles fromn hoe, Alvicean Americin
parents in Topeka had fought this d mination for
went to the sehool board, they talked to the school board, they did
every Lhing that they could in order to get temn Lo understaomd,
hey. our kids are deserving of the same type of edueation that you
are giving to everybody else,” recalls former Topeks student Don
Oden, “We pay taxes here, We are citizens here, OF eourse, the
- sehool board at that time felt they were giving us, you know, that
ald ‘separate but equal’ type of thing—which really turned out to
¢ ‘separate bul unequal,’”
~ Despite inequalities. African Ameriean schools in Topeka and
elsewhere were often an important resouree for the African Amer-

community and a souree of cmployment for African Ameri-

can professionals, Barhara Ross, a former teacher in the Topeka

ools, says, “The teachers were very qualilied, wore so than in

he white schools, Mast of the black teachers had their master’s

Wy Dot You €0t School weith T
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o desegregate, and discount the learn-
g environments that were present in
schools.” Another plaintiff in the
own casc, Topeka parent Vivian Seales,

s, Tt wasn't that we wanted our ehildren W go W sehool wilh
hite children. That was not the gist of it at all. We wanted our e mEiril i
Brown v. Buard ol
dren to have a better and equal edueation, which we knew that ation. She joined
o aller

] Tapeha parents to

In 1896, the U.S. Supreme Court had ruled that segregation  sue for desegregation
of the docul schools,

v were not getting.”

s constitutional as long as separate facilities were equal. Since

racisa NAACP

the 1930s, lawyers for the National Association for the Adva membership drive,

ent of Colored People (NAAUP) had traveled throughout the
suth, gathering evidence to prove that segregated sehuols were

ver equal and that blaek schools were often desperately un-

nded. By ending inequality in sehools, they hoped to hring
all segregation in America.
In 1950, having laid a foundation of protests and legal chal-

enges, the NAACD was ready Lo Lake its ease to the highest eourt

Wiy Don't You Go to Sehool soith Us?”
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in the land. That year, the NAACP enlisted thirteen black pavents
in Topcka to serve as plaintiffs in th » they were building.
They ised the parents to try Lo envoll their ehildren in white

thools near their homes. That fall, the Reverend Oliver Brown
walked his cigh Id danghter Linda to the Sumner School.

Although brief, it would be one of the most fatofnl fonrmeys of the

}
twenticth century. Linda Brovwn Thompson recalls vividly, “1 res
meraher walking np the steps and how hig the building seemed to
me, you know, Uhis exvilement ol we oL, and T remember
hin: gomg inside with the priveipzl, nnd tolking to him. Being
voung, vou know, I really t know what veas groirgy on_ bt 1
knew something wes wrong, becanss walking hame Teanld feel the
tension, you knew, when he tock me by the hand, that something
was going on.” Kach of the Toprka children was turned awny,
The ¢ liled us Brown o the Boavd of Education of Tepoka,
went ta i upres surt, where it was m-gnc-:l l)f- TI-.“nsrmd
Marshall and ather aliu romn the NAACE Legal Delense
Furd. They spoke on hehall of plaintiffs not only in Topelsa,
Kansas, but also in Scith Canclina, Delaware, Vicginia, and the
District of Columbin, Cm May 77, 1054, oFdlustice Rarl Warren
anneuneed the court’s nnennnous de "1t as donbtiul that
any clikl may reasonal; (B51 o sweeeed i life il e is
nied the opportunicy of an eduention. Such an opnortunity .. s

a right which must be made smeailsble to all an opal terms.

Separate edueational facilities ane inherently unequal.” Linda

Brown Thampeon recalls, =1 was abt schoal the day the decision

School:
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HIGH BOURT BANS
SEGREGATION IN

e wmLIE SEHOOLS

rawne el S ey therizie,

(e purrate foel mpual™ in Amescan edimcatios




4 Library = flit | School the story of American public education.pdf H. _

was handed down, Mother was home, T vemember her balking i was a jubilant
dagy, £t really was,”
fan Stales.
was overjoyed. My mother said that she remembers him embrac- plaintiff in
Tirown v. Doard

of Fadiie

about this and being so exeited, then when my father came in, he

ing us and sayving, “Thanks be to God for this and just heing over-
 whelmed.” Plaintiff Vivian Scales also recalls her excitement: =T
was at home and I was preparing supper. And the phone started
ringing, vou know, aml I dor'l know whether T ever fnished
preparing supper or not beeause we were so clated, and one was
~ calling the other one and the other one calling, the line would be

- busy and it was a jubilant day. It really was.”

CWhy D't You Gu fuo School with Us?

141
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In Topeka and other eities in border states, schools tendzd
to comply with the deeision. In 1954, Linda B inga
junior kigh sehool Ehat was already inkegrated, Her littls sisser
would attend the newly integrated Sumner Elementary School.
But integration had its costs to Afriean Amer
two decades, more than thi werican bease hi-

in th Aunderson
suys, “When Afvican Ameriean teaehers zre Ricked ont of the

tem, when Alvican Ameriean principals are lived or de-
1 the name of i you lose that kind of rep-
. Pronn the Al /| nl we are not
oregation. We may e achieving racial bulasce, we
may be undoing the separate part of it, bt we at the same tme
are exacerbating the unequal part of it.”
» Court decision was announced m 1654,
fisal it Prrents snd paolit
white children would never sit next 1o black children in class,
Lindsay Almord, govirn Virginia, emphatically stated,

wre will be ns enlorerd integration in 'V S umed Ory e

Faubus, governor of Arkan Tl ot iy pecple bo
E thesir will, T n the democmatic processes nnd
of governanenl whiersin the people dete thee proh-
lemes on a loeal evel, which is their right.” Desegmogation polwy

cxpert Gary Onheld explairs: “The federal sovernment versus the

states was the ilebate, whether or not we were interfering with

rights, And the most fervent opponents of the lederal goe-
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crnment getting into education were those people in the South
ho were running the apartheid school sy “In 1957, Gover-
or Faubus of Arkansas ealled out the National Guard rather than
allow nine black tecnagers to integrate Little R s Central High
chool. His challenge was met by President Dwight thower,
ho sent federal troops to enforee the law, Yet integration de-
ended on the courage of black children willing to take the first

steps through the schoolhouse door. istorian James Anderson

says, “Their sense was, we are going into an environment where we

not wanted. The teachers are going to be hostile. The students
ink of us as a despised race. We cannot make friend e will be

olated and diseriminated against. And the question for Alrican

“Why Dan't You Go to Sehool with Us?™
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