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The history and challenges regarding segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation remain tangible and threatening to public schools today.  Public 

support has shifted away from the gains made during the 1960s-80s through civil 

rights action and litigation and public policies now reflect a more laissez faire 

position toward racial and cultural interaction.  

The political movement of “dismantling desegregation” has been well 

documented by researchers (Steinberg, 1995; Orfield, 1996; Eaton & Orfield, 1996; 

Caldas & Bankston, 1998; Orfield & Yun, 1999; Peoples, 2001; Zhou, 2003; 

Eckes, 2004).  But what can be added to the existing body of work is a greater 

understanding of the voices of those most directly effected by the current trends to 

resegregate. 

This study addresses the following questions:  How do members of 

marginalized African American communities understand resegregation and how it 
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will affect their children in public schools?  In particular, how do African American 

parents respond to the educational shifts impacting their children?   

For the purposes of this qualitative case study, African American parents 

with school age children are the primary informants.  Each participant volunteer 

responses to a series of interviews relating to educational issues concerning 

desegregation and resegregation, school quality, student and faculty ethnicity, and 

racism.  Through the use of interviews arranged into four case studies and other 

data sources (school district records, state statistics, and newspaper articles), a 

clearer understanding of a marginalized community in a segregated, desegregated, 

and resegregated African American community is presented.   

The study offers an analysis of statistical data and a brief summary of case 

study themes.  Six comprehensive findings are examined in the last chapter.  Two 

implications conclude the study.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Here is a map of our country: here is the Sea of Indifference, glazed 
with salt. This is the cemetery of the poor who died for democracy.  
These are the suburbs of acquiescence. Silence rising fumelike from 
the streets. This is the capital of money and dolor whose spires flare 
up through air inversions whose bridges are crumbling.  These are 
small distinctions. Where do we see it from is the question. 

 
-----Adrienne Rich From An Atlas of the Difficult World  
       (DiYanni, 1994, pp. 736-737). 

 

Education in the United States has always provided a fertile battlefield for 

important social and political issues.  One ongoing issue is the subject of equal 

educational access by all segments of American society. Throughout history, there 

has been an expressed faith in a public educational system that would empower all 

Americans regardless of race, class, or religion.  Equitable access to education has a 

direct correlation with an opportunity to succeed in life and achieve personal goals 

and aspirations. The idea, that education would provide true opportunity and equal 

access for all citizens, was especially espoused by the African American 

community—a community that has been systematically and deliberately oppressed 

in the United States where a century of slavery (complete ownership) was followed 

by nearly a century of segregation (physical separation), then thirty years of court 

ordered desegregation policies gave way to resegregation.    

Public education for African Americans has undergone several 

metamorphoses.  Once denied to them under the provisions of slavery, education 
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was partially and separately offered to Blacks during the period of reconstruction 

and post-reconstruction.  Civil rights action in the 1950s challenged hundred-year-

old segregationist policies and a new movement of integration or desegregation 

influenced educational policy for several decades.  However, the 1980s and 1990s 

ushered in an era of resegregation, the newest social and political trend in 

education.    

How this struggle evolved in the discussion surrounding segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation has its roots buried deeply in America’s historical 

beginnings. Education had long provided a foundation to uphold the democratic 

ideals of the American republic.  Proponents of education proposed that an 

educated American populace would strengthen the United States by advancing the 

democratic principles of good citizenship and benevolent government (Jefferson, 

1789; Dewey, 1927).  Reaching ‘e pluribus unum’ given the complexity of the 

affect of this nation’s political, social and educational history on all of the ethnic 

groups residing within its expansive boundaries proved difficult.   

The diversity of the American population posed real challenges to the 

notion of one united country.   John Arthur and Amy Shapiro (1995) argued that 

“America’s task has been the exhilarating one of forging community from 

multiplicity” because of the depth of ethnic diversity found within American 

borders (introduction, p. 1).   The term ethnic diversity is a phrase that denotes the 

proportional representation of marginalized communities to dominant or elite 

communities within an educational infrastructure (Banks, 1970, 1993).  Despite the 
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multiethnic diversity within the United States, one group (White) had historically 

dominated all other groups (African Americans, Asians, Latinos, and Native 

Americans).  Such dominance had effectually resulted in one privileged sector 

constructing and fashioning a limited democratic framework for members of 

marginalized communities.  The state of affairs had direct implications when it 

came to the future stability of democracy: 

One distinctive feature of a democracy in decay is the degree to which 

persons feel as if they cannot constitute a public life, and instead create their 

own mini-publics, enclaves, usually ethnically driven, racially driven, or 

regionally driven (Dewey, 1927). 

The dominance of one group over others had, therefore, caused a “crisis of 

democracy” (West, 1994).  Society was forced to respond to the challenges in a 

variety of creative social, political, educational, and cultural ways. 

Meeting the needs of marginalized groups while maintaining the needs of 

the dominant group was a precarious balancing act that had taken on various guises 

in the form of numerous educational “reforms.”   Decades of civil rights legislation 

and school programs changed how public school institutions integrated and 

educated all children (Orfield, 1996; Deiderfield, 2004).  The policy of segregation 

reluctantly gave way to desegregation by ushering in a new era of reform marked 

by higher degrees of racial and class equity.   Many people agreed that the quest to 

reach equilibrium between all groups through educational reform was generally 

thought to be an American success story.  But fifty years of desegregation policy 
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guaranteed a reversal of integration changes in recent years fueled by a backlash in 

public opinion and realignment of social issues priorities (Orfield & Yun, 1999).  

From segregation to desegregation to resegregation—unpredictable and ever-

changing educational policy continues to affect American communities.  

Study Purpose 

Mid twentieth century policies that once made integration a reality in the 

schoolhouse were being systematically rewritten or discarded by the 1980s.  

Desegregation was giving way to resegregation (a return to segregation practices).  

The trend to resegregate would undoubtedly change educational practices and 

impact the way education was delivered to American children.  How children were 

affected by the transition from desegregation to resegregation became the new 

unknown.  How marginalized communities would fare deserved attention.  The 

research conducted within this study investigated the question from one position—

that of marginalized parents.  The two questions that remained the focal point of the 

study asked the following: (1) How do marginalized African American parents 

understand resegregation and how it will affect their children in public schools, and 

(2) how are African American parents responding to the educational shifts 

impacting their children?  

Study Significance 

The study was designed to look at the relationship between parents of one 

marginalized community (African American) and a social phenomenon 

(resegregation in education).   The growth of resegregation (and the elimination or 
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reduction of desegregation plans in the public school system) is documented by 

researchers like Orfield, Yung, Eckes, and Dierenfield (2004).  These studies 

examined desegregation and resegregation by looking at large sections and cross 

sections of data (whole populations and group statistics) and policies.  Very little 

research exists that more “intimately” examined parental understandings of the 

issues concerning desegregation and resegregation.  The perceptions of African 

Americans, in particular, have been rarely considered by research projects. The 

human factor (individual insight attained through interviews and questionnaires, for 

instance) is included and examined alongside other forms of data gathering in order 

to gain a richer understanding of the import and impact of desegregation and 

resegregation on American communities. 

There are important reasons to study resegregation as an influential 

movement that is currently changing educational policy and African American 

parent response:  

• The study will present insights about a marginalized community’s 

understandings in response to the resegregation movement. 

• The study will examine a limited and localized history of the 

segregationist/integrationist/resegregationist movements within one urban 

school district. 

• The study will offer implications for future inquiry and continue the 

dialogue over segregation, desegregation, and resegregation. 
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Such research will reveal the dynamics of desegregation and resegregation in 

education and how Americans are affected, in particular, the African American 

parent community. 

Terms and Definitions 

For the purposes of clarity, certain terms used frequently throughout this 

work needed to be defined and explained.  The most significant terms or meanings 

used in the body of text were embedded within the appropriate sections.  

Educational terms, group names, and abbreviations that are used frequently were 

explained within the body of the study as fitting the usage of such vocabulary 

throughout the text. 

As a final note, some terms were used interchangeably throughout the body 

of the study.  Examples included the use of the terms ‘African American’ and 

‘Black,’ ‘White’ and ‘Caucasian or Anglo,’ and ‘Latino’ and ‘Mexican American.’  

Such terms were representative words denoting same group characteristics 

(communities with a common cultural identity thread).      

Study Design 

The study used extensive data collected from individuals (the interview), 

school district information, newspaper stories, and Texas Education Agency (TEA) 

statistics in order to provide a wider context from which to understand the African 

American educational experience.  In order to accurately describe the experiences 

of study participants, various sources of information had to be included.  Such data 

came from general demographics and descriptive analysis as provided from TEA 
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records and public school demographic tables.  Furthermore, newspaper articles 

presented various viewpoints that offered rare insight from that particular time era.  

Multiple resources presented a more complete historical record. 

The main method of the study involved interviewing African American 

parents during the summer of 2003.  The interview technique common in the 

qualitative case study was used to capture the essence of thought of four African 

American parents with school-aged children regarding the return of segregation to 

their communities and within the public schools.   How these four parents 

responded to the advent of resegregation and the demise of desegregation policy 

and how they defined their experience within such structure has significance.  

Interviews arranged in the case study format connected with the participant 

on an individual and more intimate level in order to appropriately address the 

content of the questions.  Asking individuals to be blunt about issues of race, 

racism, and identity proved challenging.  Many of the questions were of a sensitive 

nature, and it was important to be cognizant of the fact that study participants could 

experience some stress or anxiety when answering questions.   Therefore, the 

settings were carefully chosen to maximize participant comfort. 

Ten sets of interviews were audiotaped using a semi-structured interview 

format.  The resulting data was transcribed into workable scripts.  Four scripts were 

then chosen for in depth case study analysis.  Case studies were consequently 

examined and cross-referenced with existing scholarship to draw out the 
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comparisons and contrasts between each participant perspective.  A more thorough 

explanation of the research methods was included in chapter three. 

The four case studies presented in chapter four of the study were based on 

the recorded experiences of four African American parents who shared some 

commonalities (parentage, race, practice of religious faith, and public school 

experience).  To maintain further continuity, each parent had at least one child who 

attended school in the Austin Independent School District (AISD).  Public school 

association was important because child attendance in the public school system 

would likely increase parent investment and interest in overall public education as a 

whole.   

Parent participants also shared some differences.  There were variations 

within the levels of income, age, gender, education, work experience, schooling 

experiences, and social class.  These disparities were significant because the 

researcher’s intent was to have a cross section of society—a diverse continuum 

upon which to draw a variety of experiences and perspectives. 

Study Outline 

The study was composed of five components.  Chapter one was the 

introduction and provided an overview of the study.  Chapter one provided details 

of the study significance, design, and outline.   

Chapter two comprised the literature review and provided the theoretical 

framework as well as a historical context.  The literature review of the study was 

divided into five interconnective subcomponents: segregation and desegregation 
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history, resegregation restructuring, ethnic identity theory, community activism, 

and parent involvement.  The first section began with the background history of 

segregationist and integrationist movements to provide a sense of historical setting 

or context.  The next section introduced the concept of resegregation and 

chronicled the return to segregation through key changes in educational law.  The 

third part added explanation and theory of the development of racial identity to 

provide information on how individuals made sense of themselves and their 

environment.  A fourth subcomponent involved a discussion of collective 

community and individual political activism against racial barriers in the school 

setting.  Since the study focused on the African American parent with school age 

children, a parental involvement factor was deemed essential.   

Additionally, chapter three described the methodology in detail.  Chapter 

three provided a discussion of current research trends.  The study’s data gathering 

techniques was explained as well. 

Chapter four presented the analysis of four case studies as well as a brief 

history of AISD.  Four African American parents expressed their understandings of 

desegregation and resegregation issues in semi-structured interviews.  Their 

understandings were presented as well as some historical background of the public 

school system attended by their children. 

Finally, chapter five presented an overall summary, findings, and 

implications.  From close analysis of current scholarship, the parent case studies, 

and the abbreviated history of one school district, six findings emerged: the 
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presence of past and hope for the future of African American parents, the 

permanence of racism, the tense relationship between African Americans and 

schools, the influence of African American parent involvement in education, 

minority identity in an era of resegregation, and differing notions of segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation.  The study conclusion discussed these six 

findings and two implications that are components essential to understanding the 

complex relationship between marginalized community members and a public 

school system (i.e., resegregation and parent response). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

There’s a certain amount of traveling in a dream deferred.  A certain 
amount of nothing in a dream deferred.  A certain amount of 
impotence in a dream deferred.  There’s liable to be confusion in a 
dream deferred.  From river to river, uptown and down, there’s 
liable to be confusion when a dream gets kicked around. 
 

-----Langston Hughes from Same in Blues  
               (DiYanni, 1994, pp. 532-533). 

Introduction 

While chapter one provided a general overview of the study, chapter two 

presented the conceptual framework that framed the project.  Understanding the 

long-range impact of segregation on the public school system and students, 

teachers, and parents meant presenting the bodies of major work that had each 

added a dimension of insight.  The inclusion of relevant scholarship is foundational 

in a case study examination of African American parent’s understandings of 

segregation, desegregation, and resegregation as it occurred for them and for their 

children attending AISD. 

Understanding how parents made sense of radical educational shifts could 

be better understood by looking at how five major topics interweave: segregation 

and desegregation, resegregation, ethnic identity, social action, and parental 

involvement.  First, viewing the history of desegregation/integration provided 

relevant contextual information for study.  Secondly, there was a need to look at the 

most current educational trend to resegregate or “dismantle desegregation.”  



12 

Important here were those landmark legal cases that changed the course of 

educational policy in our country.  The third section discussed the African 

American struggle to maintain, build, and reaffirm a sense of ethnic identity.  

Fourth, the theory of social action, community interaction, and the learning 

community must be examined to provide insight into the machinations of human 

activism (action and inaction).  The fifth and final discussion involved taking a 

subjective look at parental involvement through the lens of several research studies.  

Together, all five subjects connected to build a more thorough perspective of what 

influenced and enabled African Americans to make sense of the surrounding world. 

Breaking the Chains That Bind  

 The United States held an unenviable image of racist and exclusive 

historical policies of institutional apartheid.  Yet, the image is at odds with the idea 

of American democracy.  One of the overarching premises in any democracy is 

equality and justice.   When government fails, then society steps in to safeguard 

democratic rights, and when society fails, government would in turn step in to 

affect necessary change.   Therefore, change was a constant throughout the nation’s 

past because the idea of democracy was an ever-evolving notion. 

Reform was expected and encouraged in a democracy that was working to 

reach the tenets of equality and fairness, of every individual’s right to “life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness.”  Concerning education, Thomas Jefferson wrote that, 

Democracy cannot long exist without enlightenment; that is it cannot 

function without wise and honest officials; that talent and virtue needed in a 
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free society, should be educated regardless of wealth, birth or other 

accidental condition; that other children of the poor must be educated at 

common expense (Padover, 1952, p. 43). 

Banks and Banks (1997) supported this fundamental philosophy by declaring that  

it is essential that the nation’s schools help future citizens acquire 

knowledge, values, and skills needed to participate in the forging of a 

democratic and just society that fosters the common good (p. xiii).  

 The democratic principles Americans hold dear continued to carry immense 

significance throughout the nation’s history. 

 African Americans, too, believed in the power of education to uphold and 

advance the basic democratic creed—with a slight twist.  Cohen and Nee (2000) 

contended that, 

It has not been [education’s] role in guaranteeing the functioning of 

American democracy that has underscored the essential quality of education 

but, instead, its usefulness as a resource and shield in the unfulfilled 

democracy that Black Americans inhabit.  And although the exact 

mechanism by which education serves to liberate and advance marginal 

African American communities is often contested, the significance of 

education to that project has been a constant (p.1160). 

From W. E. B. DuBois to Booker T. Washington to Anna Julia Cooper, African 

Americans had historically believed in the ability of education to advance those 

liberties and freedoms not initially granted them by the United States Constitution 
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or American White society.  Each of the following African Americans’ words 

proved them staunch proponents for education: 

 [Regarding the African American intellectual]: 

The Negro race, like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional 

men…Men we shall have only as we make manhood the object of the work 

of schools—intelligence, broad sympathy, knowledge of the world that was 

and is, and the relation of men to it—this is the curriculum of that Higher 

Education which must underlie true life (DuBois, 1903/1985, p. 48). 

 

[Regarding the average African American working man]:  

There is no defense or security for any of us except in the highest 

intelligence and development of all.  If anywhere there are efforts tending to 

curtail the fullest growth of the Negro, let these efforts be turned into 

stimulating, encouraging, and making him the most useful and intelligent 

citizen.  Effort or means so invested will pay a thousand per cent interest 

(Washington, 1901/1985, p. 6). 

 

[Regarding African American women]: 

Let us insist then on special encouragement for the education of our women 

and special care in their training.  Let our girls feel that we expect 

something more of them than they merely look pretty and appear well in 



15 

society.  Teach them that there is a race with special needs that they and 

only they can help (Cooper as cited in Lemert & Bhan, 1998, p. 86-87). 

Simply put, education offered African Americans the opportunity of dignity in the 

absence of equality.  When these principles central to democracy are endangered, 

the American government and justice system have been charged with safeguarding 

these freedoms through fair action and reform.  Bennett (2001) insisted that the 

“overall purpose is working for societal justice along a continuum from developing 

knowledge and awareness of social inequalities at one end to active engagement in 

reform at the other end” (2001, p. 200).  Furthermore, change and reform were vital 

to the healthy maintenance of basic democratic values and the American creed. 

As one took a closer view of American history regarding racial parity and 

reform, there were many social and legislative changes that occurred to give 

definition to racial balance or imbalance.  Understanding how Americans linked 

their formal laws and social traditions together throughout history was central to 

describing racial justice —thus this section begins the discussion by looking at 

American social movements from four different angles: the tradition of Jim Crow 

segregation, the second emancipation, the Brown case as the birth of desegregation 

in education, and the beginnings of the anti-desegregation movement. 

Jim Crow 

Historically, the American justice system, beginning with the local courts to 

state legislatures and including the Supreme Court, often reinforced a policy of 

segregation (where people were limited to discriminative and separate housing, 
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living, and educational settings).  Segregation was formally known as a system of 

government sanctioned racial oppression marked by a deliberate separation of 

ethnic groups or races according to a prescribed set of legal and traditional 

standards designed to maintain uneven and unequal living standards.  After the 

Civil War era, Black Codes were instituted in the South and West that served the 

purpose of defining, structuring, and reorganizing newly emancipated slaves— 

segregation was born.   

The term Jim Crow (named after a popular 19th-century minstrel show that 

stereotyped African Americans) came to personify the system of government-

sanctioned racial oppression and segregation.  Jim Crow constituted more than 400 

state laws, constitutional amendments, and city ordinances between 1865 and 1967 

that restricted newfound African American freedom.  According to Falck (2003), 

283 segregation statutes were put into effect governing adoption, business licenses, 

health care, housing, prisons, public accommodation, public carriers, school and 

race classifications.  Add 127 miscegenation and 29 voting rights statutes and the 

number totals 439.  By 1949, thirty states prohibited mixed marriages and “race 

mixing,” twenty states required separate schooling for Blacks and Whites, and 

fourteen states permitted separate railroad accommodations.  Only fifteen states had 

no segregation laws in effect.   The result of these laws meant that Jim Crow 

effectively governed every aspect of African American daily life across the nation: 

African American children got their first taste of racial discrimination when 

they found themselves barred from attending school with white children, 
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and being sent, instead, to inferior facilities.  Growing up, these children 

learned that their lives were equally restricted outside the classroom.  They 

were forbidden from sharing a bus seat with a White passenger or to ride in 

the same compartment of a train.  They were denied access to public parks 

and restaurants, and, in some states, were forced to enter public amusement 

parks like the circus through a separate entrance.  Black movie theater 

patrons were seated in the balcony, separated from White customers in what 

was commonly referred to as “Nigger heaven.”  When they went to work, 

African Americans were forced to use separate entrances and bathrooms 

and to collect their paychecks at separate windows.  Even in death, 

legislation ensured that the races would remain separate.  Several states 

prohibited hearses from carrying both races, and cemeteries were required 

to maintain separate graveyards (Falck, 2003, p. 2). 

One can argue that African Americans were subjected to a subhuman standard of 

living that was designed to constantly humiliate the spirit.  

Court Sponsored Segregation 

Segregation in education was legitimized by a series of court decisions 

(Curry, 1995; Eckes, 2004; Willie & Willie, 2005).  In 1849, the Massachusetts 

Supreme court declared that Black and White schools were legal in Roberts v. City 

of Boston (59 Mass. 198).  The case legalized the practice of separate schools based 

on racial categories.  Thus began the formality of segregation within the public 

schools.  Social legalities that were played out in the common workplace would 
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also affect and enhance segregationist policy.  Plessy v Ferguson in 1896 was 

influential in cementing segregation by stating that separate but equal was fair and 

legal.  Three years after Plessy v. Ferguson established the Louisiana law of 

separate railcar accommodations as legal, Cumming v. Richmond County Board of 

Education (175 U.S. 528) stated that public school education was a matter for state 

regulation.  According to the court decision, the local school district had the right to 

close the one Black school while keeping two White schools open on fiscal 

grounds.  The broader meaning of the court decision gave greater latitude to state 

legislation and regulation of education.   

Furthermore, in Berea College v. Kentucky (211 U. S. 45), the Supreme 

Court ruled that private schools were bound by state segregation laws (1908).  

According to the court’s majority decision, when states made segregation edicts for 

public schools and public state universities, private institutions would also have to 

abide by the same edicts or risk federal funding.  The right of the state to impose 

segregation policies in institutions of higher education was now established.  What 

this meant was that segregation policy had the power to impact the public schools, 

private schools, and schools of higher education—all American institutions of 

learning were affected.  In 1927, the separate-but-equal logic was successfully used 

in reaffirming the right of states to define racial classifications for schools (Gong 

Lurn v. Rice 275 U. S. 78).  On every front, social, financial, and political, 

segregation was gaining momentum.  By the middle of the Twentieth century, 

segregation seemed firmly entrenched in the psyche of American education. 
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Second Emancipation 

The civil rights of non-White American citizens was contested and debated 

throughout the United States. The nation seesawed between allowing full or partial 

rights, if at all.  In 1875, the Civil Rights Act was passed through Congress only to 

be declared unconstitutional in 1883 by the Supreme Court.  By the mid-Twentieth 

century, the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine established earlier by a plethora of legal 

decisions like Plessy v. Ferguson and a deluge of social policy restrictions was 

accepted and enforced across the United States (Dierenfield, 2004).  The country 

deliberately separated into two societies that were politically, socially, and 

culturally unequal.  

The Civil Rights movement (late 1940’s to early 1970’s) challenged the 

legitimacy of American segregation (Eckes, 2004).  Reversing segregation, known 

as desegregation or integration, meant changing policies and enacting legal acts that 

were instituted to erase or alter segregation policies that maintained physical, 

structural, social, and psychological barriers between races or ethnic groups 

(Orfield, 1996).  From voting rights to accommodations and residential preferences 

to education, separatist policies were challenged in the public arena and the court 

forum.  For instance, Executive Orders 9980 and 9981 under Truman in 1948 

effectively ended discriminatory employment practices by the federal government 

and desegregated the military (Dierenfield Timeline, 2004, p. 156).  Also that same 

year, California’s ban on interracial marriage was overturned.  Just one year earlier, 

the court decision in Westminister School District v. Mendez (161 F.2d 774) held 
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the separation of Mexican American students from White students unconstitutional.  

California subsequently repealed the practice of Native American and Asian 

American student segregation.  Changes were occurring that were not always 

peaceful.   

The Civil Rights movement focused on breaking the bonds of second-class 

citizenship for Blacks.  The movement had many strategies: civil disobedience, 

nonviolent resistance, marches, protests, boycotts, sit-ins, ‘freedom rides’, and 

rallies.  The struggle for full civil rights was publicly chronicled on the sets of live 

television and heralded from the front pages of the newspapers as clashes occurred 

between police authorities and protesters.  Similar struggles publicized the 

movement and shifted public opinion that led to major social reform.  Other 

legislative breakthroughs came with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 that granted political power to Blacks and formally ended legal 

disenfranchisement.  Additionally, in 1968, the Fair Housing Act addressed 

discrimination in housing (Dierenfield, 2004, pgs. 154-159, Timeline).   

Education would also see major reform brought about by the tenacity of 

attorneys, parents, and children. 

Civil Rights attorney Thurgood Marshall often asked Black youngsters in 

the 1940s what they wanted to do when they grew up.  When they answered 

that their ambitions were to become butlers, postmen, or maids, Marshall 

realized that these children were already defeated psychologically.  

Marshall blamed segregation for this crippling sense of insecurity and 
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vowed to strike it down in the seventeen states that operated a biracial 

school system.  To do so, he would have to use the White man’s law to win 

justice in the White man’s court (Dierenfield, 2004, p. 20). 

Marshall’s mission would spread to include others who matched his dedication to 

gaining more than equality of resources or funding.  Their struggle would legally 

challenge the entire foundation of the public school system. 

The Brown Case   

The 1954 ruling of Brown v. the Board of Education changed the face of 

educational segregation.  Brown rested on the principle that intentional public 

action to support segregation was a violation of the United States Constitution 

(Eckes, 2004; Valverde, 2004; Willie & Willie, 2005).  The five cases that were 

consolidated into Brown I struck down segregation in public schools and laid to rest 

the old “separate-but-equal” philosophy that was the cornerstone of segregationist 

policy.  

In a second decision known as Brown II, the Supreme Court decided that 

states needed to enforce Brown “with all deliberate speed” allowing states to make 

a “prompt and reasonable start” in overturning their segregation policies.  The 

second phase allowed states greater latitude when meeting the stipulations of 

desegregation decrees – essentially to go at their own pace.  Such action placed a 

great deal of trust in the state to naturally desegregate – a trust that would prove 

premature.  Moreover, the Supreme Court decision returned cases requiring further 

fine-tuning to the district court level.  It is not surprising that many pro-
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integrationists felt the poignancy of a hollow victory (Dierenfield, 2004, p. 150).  It 

would take another fourteen years for the courts to rethink and change the 

precedent of Brown II.   Nevertheless, Brown in 1954 and 1955 was a 

magnanimous start. 

After Brown, federal and state courts continued to overturn segregationist 

policies.  The passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 was 

crucial in curtailing public school avoidance of desegregation orders (Eckes, 2004, 

p. 221).  A series of further judgments paved the way for greater inclusion of all 

students through such desegregation programs as busing, affirmative action in the 

workplace, public school funding, et cetera (Eckes, 2004).   

Unfortunately, the road to educational legal reform was not without 

resistance.  For example, in 1959, Prince Edward County in Virginia closed all of 

its public schools rather than desegregate them.  Presidential intervention was 

necessary to force local districts to comply with the law.  It was a fight that had to 

be repeated state by state.  Slowly, as each law was overturned, states were 

compelled to change and come into compliance until there was evidence that 

southern states were more desegregated than schools in the north by the early 

1980’s (Orfield & Yun, 1999).   

School districts steadfastly resisted efforts to integrate.  The movement of 

school districts to desegregate often went at a slow pace, and the courts had to 

intervene yet again.  In 1968, the federal courts mandated the elimination of the 

vestiges of segregation “root and branch” in Green v. County School Board of New 
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Kent County, Va. (391 U. S. 430).  In 1969, the Supreme Court revisited their “all 

deliberate speed” decree of 1955 in Alexander v. Holmes County Board of 

Education (396 U. S. 19).  Here, the court stated “the obligation of every school 

district is to terminate dual school systems at once and to operate now and hereafter 

only unitary schools…schools in which no person is to be effectively excluded 

because of race or color.”   

Other important legal decisions included promoting busing to achieve 

desegregation in 1971 (Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education [402 

U. S. 1]), outlawing gerrymandering to avoid desegregation orders in 1972, and 

prohibiting the state from supplying textbooks to racially segregated private 

schools in 1973 (Eckes, 2004).  Educational integration became a norm in many 

communities, and though not all schools were fully integrated by the 1990s, 

evidence suggests that there had never been such high levels of integration at any 

other time in American history (Orfield, 1996).  These integration levels—so hard-

fought case by case in the 1950s throughout the 1970s—began to lose ground in the 

1980s and 1990s as a result of anti-desegregation societal sentiment and reduced 

legislative and court action. 

The Anti-Desegregation Shift   

Fifty years ago, the Supreme Court found that “separate-but-equal schools” 

for White and Black students were unconstitutional.  The decision gave credence to 

the inspirational words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  Yet, his vision of racial 

equality seems to have been lost in current policy decisions.   
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Martin Luther King’s dream is being celebrated in theory and dishonored in 

practice with the decisions and methods that are re-segregating our 

schools…Dr. King spoke of his nightmare, that the country would renege 

on its promises of racial justice before his death, but he could hardly have 

imagined a Supreme Court that would push Southern schools back toward 

segregation (Orfield, 2004, p. 5). 

Desegregation had given way to resegregation—a political, social, and legal 

movement that overturned past desegregation measures.  Orfield argues that the 

goal of resegregation is to minimize judicial involvement in education and restore 

local and state control (Eaton & Orfield, 1996).  Naturally, as the political climate 

becomes more conservative, the Supreme Court and the lower federal courts have 

followed suit by becoming loath to interfere in local and state policy and custom 

(Orfield & Yun, 1999; Eckes, 2004).   

The shift from desegregation to resegregation has been decidedly against 

enforcement of desegregation efforts (Orfield, 1996).  Eaton and Orfield (1996) 

contend that the political swing reflects, “the twin goals of minimizing judicial 

involvement in education and restoring power to local and state governments, 

whatever the consequences” (p. 2).  Many recent legislative decisions uphold the 

belief that desegregation has been successfully achieved and now school districts 

can move toward unitary status that would allow them freedom from federal 

control (Weiler, 1998).  “A unitary district is assumed to be one that has repaired 

the damage caused by generations of segregation and overt discrimination” (Orfield 
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& Eaton, 1996, p. 3); thus, many districts have applied for and been granted unitary 

status designation effectively diminishing the presence of any federal court 

oversight or scrutiny (Orfield & Eaton, 1996).  In addition, freedom from court 

oversight often pleases parents, educators, and politicians who see a return back to 

the neighborhood school as infinitely desirable.   Consequently, the powerful 

triangular alliance of local school boards, state legislatures, and the federal 

government have hindered and, in some cases, stopped desegregation efforts 

altogether.   

Dismantling Desegregation 

Decreasing segregation in the American public school system was the focal 

point of over two decades of federal and state policy (late 1950s through 1970s). 

Given the extent and length of integration efforts (integration was often an arduous, 

slow, and painful process), the rise and impact of the anti-desegregation shift in the 

1990s has occurred with lightning speed.   

On September 25th, 1997, President Clinton and other national leaders 

lauded yet also expressed concern over the nation’s progress in civil rights over 

four decades:   

Let us rejoice in the long way we have come these 40 years…[but] our 

schools in America are resegregating.  Today children of every race walk 

through the same door, but then they often walk down different halls. They 

sit in different classrooms, they eat at different tables, they even sit in 

different parts of the bleachers at the football game.  In so many ways we 
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hold ourselves back.  We retreat into the comfortable enclaves of ethnic 

isolation. We just don’t deal with people who are different from us.  

Segregation is no longer the law, but too often separation is still the rule.  

American schools are becoming increasingly resegregated as the gains of 

the past are being systematically reversed.  The most comprehensive demographic 

information has been compiled by Orfield (1994, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2004), director 

of the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University.  From the work of his 

researchers, we know the following: 

• In 1964, a decade after the U.S. Supreme Court ordered all 

schools desegregated in Brown v. Board of Education, 98 

percent of Blacks in the South still attended totally segregated 

schools. 

• By 1988, 44 percent of Black students in the South attended 

schools that were majority White.   

• In 2000, however, just 31 percent of Black students went to 

schools where Whites made up more than half the enrollment. 

• Furthermore, a growing number of White children across the 

nation are enrolled in schools that are overwhelmingly White.  

The average White student in America attends a school where 80 

percent of their classmates are also White (1996). 

The occurrence of resegregation has been systematic and deliberate reaching its 

zenith in the 1990s.  For example, affluent and middle class Whites engaged in 
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‘White flight’—moving out from urban centers to the suburbs whenever possible 

and establishing majority-minority residential enclaves throughout American cities.  

Evidence clearly shows that Whites who lived in the city fled as the growth of the 

minority population rose and more students of color filled the schools (Fairlie & 

Resch, 2005).  The clearest White flight patterns showed movement away from 

poor Black children.   

Although the number of segregated schools dropped from 72 percent to 49 

percent for the 104 school districts studied, Farley, Richards, and Wurdock 

(1980) found that central city schools lost an average of one third of their 

White student enrollments between the 1967-1968 and 1975-1976 school 

years.  Moreover this legacy continues to influence the composition of both 

urban and suburban schools.  In a recent study, Frankenberg, Lee, and 

Orfield (2003) found that although minority students make up close to 40 

percent of school enrollment nationwide, only 14 percent of White students 

attend multiracial schools compared to 75 percent of Asian students (Hunter 

& Donahoo, 2003, p.5-6). 

According to the Council on Great City Schools (CGCS, 2000), although the nation 

was experiencing a drop in minority student enrollment, their enrollment in large 

urban centers was steadily increasing.   

Between 1990-1991 and 1997-1998, the nation’s public schools 

experienced a 9.1 percent decrease in the number of White students whereas 

White enrollment in the Great City Schools declined by 15 percent (CGCS, 
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2000).  During that same period, school districts in Houston and Los 

Angeles went from 85.7 percent and 86.5 percent minority student 

populations to 89.3 percent and 89.1 percent, respectively.  Likewise, 

Detroit’s urban schools experienced a minority student population 

increase…Most urban school districts continue to lose White students 

(Hunter & Donahoo, 2003, p.6). 

When authorities tried to force Whites to go to Black schools, they inevitably found 

a way to avoid attending certain schools.  Half or more than half of White students 

did not show up to the school to which they were assigned (Lord, 1975; Raffel, 

1980; Pride & Woodward, 1985; Rossell, 1988, 1990, 2003; Armor, 1980, 1988, 

1995; Bankston and Caldas, 2001).  By mass migration, urban schools have turned 

into “apartheid schools” characterized by high minority student populations, high 

poverty, lack of resources, high crime, and other social problems (Frankenberg, 

Lee, & Orfield, 2003).   These “apartheid schools” are examples of the worst 

failures of desegregation.  The trend of White flight continues to derail 

desegregation efforts in the new century.   

Middle class African Americans also followed the examples of those 

Whites who fled inner city schools (Bell, 1992).  Several scholars have observed 

that Black America seemed increasingly polarized into an educated, affluent middle 

class and an economically marginalized underclass (Wilson, 1978; Bell, 1992; 

Hook, 1997; Cole & Omari, 2003).  As the differences widened, middle-class 

African Americans left the inner city to decay.  The abandonment of the inner cities 
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made them “cesspools” of crime, unemployment, poverty, and created a persistent 

aura of hopelessness (Dierderfield, 2004).  Students enrolled in urban schools were 

much more likely to be poor and/or minority than those attending schools in 

suburban or rural areas (Hunter & Donahoo, 2003, p.4).   

When not practicing flight from the inner cities, African Americans who 

could afford housing were still being manipulated by residential patterns set and 

controlled by White-owned real estate agencies.  African American homebuyers 

and other ‘undesirables’ were regularly steered towards predetermined housing 

options limiting their choice of location (Orfield & Yun, 1999).  Parents were also 

encouraged to think of ‘neighborhood schools’ as better for their children while 

busing efforts were passé.  All of these efforts to resegregate were further supported 

by the legal system. 

Turning Back Time 

A growing number of school districts, both rural and urban, have been 

trying to “wiggle out” from under court-ordered desegregation plans with 

impressive success.  In 1974, the Milliken v. Bradley decision effectively blocked 

city-suburban desegregation efforts in metropolitan Detroit.  In 1994, twenty years 

after the decision, Detroit had the highest levels of segregated schools in the nation.  

Other school districts like Boston, Chicago, and Oklahoma saw the older 

desegregation orders as overall failures and were reconsidering ending school 

busing entirely and returning to the neighborhood school concept.    
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Some states like California, Illinois, and New Jersey had already abandoned 

the outlets and policies they established to produce and support interracial 

education (Oliver, 1990; Hill, 1995).  Many communities around the country have 

changed their process of assigning students to schools through a myriad of 

innovative methods such as redrawing boundaries, ending busing, considering new 

criteria for school admissions, et cetera (Peoples, 2001).   

In an interesting permutation, Arkansas’ Little Rock School district was working 

on a “race-neutral system” of assigning students based on factors other than race 

such as standardized testing and free and reduced lunches as an economic indicator 

(Caldas & Bankston, 1998).  Such a system would be more in line with the favored 

federal policy of the “No Child Left Behind Act.”  These policies paid cursory 

attention to the notion of integration but seldom established or reinforced 

desegregation.  The conservative political machine steadily moved towards an 

unofficial strategy of educational ‘color-blindness’.  The color-blind perspective 

was a widely endorsed viewpoint that held that racial and ethnic group membership 

was irrelevant to the way individuals were treated (Gillborn, 1992; Sleeter, 1993; 

Jervis, 1996; Pollack, 2000; Schofield, 2001, 2004).  Believing to the contrary was 

perceived as illegitimate and likely to lead to reverse discrimination (Rist, 1974). 

Perspectives had both positive and negative effects including the reluctance of 

educators to discuss race which reinforced a ‘colormutedness’ that could impede 

conflict resolution efforts in the school environment (Miller & Harrington, 1992; 

Pollack, 2001; Schofield, 2001; Bonilla-Silva, 2003).  Indeed, the evident 
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popularity of this viewpoint promises important implications for the future of 

educational policy.   

The Politics of Poverty  

A legacy of racism, a history of Jim Crow, the upheaval of major 

movements, and the fickleness of legislative and educational policy all combined to 

marginalize minority communities.  For ethnic groups of color, ethnicity implied 

less power and status and often the experience of prejudice and discrimination.  

There was ample documentation of the disproportionately low representation of 

ethnic group members in positions of authority and leadership, their unequal social 

and economic position even when education was controlled, and the continuing 

experience of prejudice (Jones, 1988, 1991; Keefe, 1992; Lee & Hall, 1994; 

Phinney, 1996).  The reality of racism and discrimination had always had a 

particular language that described the experiences of minority communities while 

condemning their oppressors (White dominant elite).  These expressions (phrases, 

words, oratories, et cetera) served as part of the American conscience—a grim 

reminder of the past and the promise of the future.   

Besides the demographic evidence (where the numbers clearly illustrate the 

shift towards resegregation), the rhetoric too had changed.  Certain terms seemed to 

have fallen out of favor.  Words like ‘racial equality, racial justice, and 

desegregation’ were considered outmoded or irrelevant and were replaced by other, 

more benevolent words like ‘achievement, choice, and neighborhood schools.’  

Apparently, such language appeases the American conscience.  
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For some individuals, the central debate was not about race or color at all 

any more.  Joel Garreau (2004) explained that class may be more important to the 

public now than race.  The public sensed that equality along racial lines had peaked 

and “race was no longer the issue.”   In the words of Boston Mayor Thomas M. 

Menino, “We can’t continue to talk about Black and White…let’s talk about 

achievement.  The answer is quality schools, and when you have quality schools, 

there’s no color” (Cook, 2003).  The new code words sounded similar to the 

argument Wilson advanced in his book, The Declining Significance of Race (1978), 

written over twenty-five years ago.  The vocabulary had changed but the maligned 

intent or meaning had not changed.  

Ladson-Billings (1996) refuted the countermovement to de-emphasize or 

reinterpret the concept of race as anything other than “a social construct with 

powerful social and political implications.”  Race did and does matter.  Assuming 

that the concept of race was second to class as the determining factor in the poverty 

of marginalized groups meant agreeing in principle to two postulations: (1) that 

social, political, and educational problems could be overcome by “individual 

strivings and hard work,” and (2) consequently, individuals were considered at fault 

for their own material circumstances (Ladson-Billings, 1996). Believing in the 

culpability of the individual ignored the real permanence and import of institutional 

racism and the barriers of physical and psychological separation.   It was premature 

to deny the continual historical, political, and social implications of race and its 

functional role within the context of resegregation. 
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The resegregation movement affected ethnic communities and African 

Americans in particular.  With the evident popularity of returning to the 

neighborhood concept, most urban students returned to schools that were 

segregated, poor, and inferior (Weiler, Orfield & Yun, 1999).  Orfield (1996) 

argued that high-poverty schools end up with less-experienced teachers, fewer 

resources, and lower expectations.  It was clear that segregation had a strong 

correlation to poverty, and the disparities were obvious between ethnic groups 

within the school environment: 

High poverty schools increase educational inequality because of problems 

such as a lack of resources, a dearth of experienced and credentialed 

teachers, lower parental involvement, and high teacher turnover.  By 

contrast, less than one in five students in schools attended by the average 

White student are classified as poor.  In 2000, the percent poor of the 

average White student decreased while the percent poor of the typical Black 

student increased.  In 2000, almost half of all schools had less than 10 

percent Black and Latino.  One tenth of all schools were 90-100 percent 

Black and Latino. Fifteen percent of intensely segregated White schools had 

more than half of the student body receiving free or reduced lunch while 86 

percent of Black and Latino schools had more than half of the student body 

on free or reduced lunch.  Students in a minority school were almost six 

times as likely to be in a predominantly poor school as those attending 90-

100 percent White schools (Frankenberg, Lee, and Orfield, 2003).   
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Orfield’s findings are supported by Valencia’s (2000) work with the impact of 

school segregation on minorities in Texas.  Valencia (2000) asserted that  

Many African American and Mexican American students continue to attend 

highly segregated schools in which they experience—compared to their 

White peers—the presence of a teaching staff with a disproportionate 

number of uncertified teachers, poor academic achievement, less 

challenging classes, greater rates of grade retention, higher dropout rates, 

and lower rates of college matriculation (p. 445). 

National trends indicated that schools in the 90’s were more segregated than 

they were in the 70’s and 80’s.  All ethnic groups were affected.  For instance, one 

study (Peoples, 2004) reported that 70 percent of African American students 

attended predominantly minority schools in 1999.  Latino segregation rates rose 

from 23 percent in 1969 to 37 percent in 1999.  Of all groups, Whites were still the 

most segregated in 1999.  It seemed a normal situation  

that the average White person continues to live in a neighborhood [and 

attend homogenous White schools] that look very different from those 

communities where the average Black, Hispanic, or Asian lives [and attends 

school]; that is, Whites tend to live among other Whites (Zhou, 2003, p. 

209). 

The most recent 2004 report “Schools More Separate” generated by the 

Harvard Desegregation Project concluded that with graduation standards rising and 

affirmative action programs on the decline, minority students isolated in poor 
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schools can suffer life-long penalties.  Higher concentrations of poverty as a result 

of income, unequal education, and housing discrimination plagued minority 

communities.  Orfield (2004) added that  

Given the very real effects of poverty along the colorline, the level of 

inequality is tremendously intense [and] this kind of trend is a direct threat 

to the historic accomplishments of desegregation (p. 15).   

Desegregation within the educational institution as a solution to the injustices of the 

past was seriously in question. 

Influential Court Decisions of the 1990s 

Steinberg (1995) described the era of the 1990s as typified by wholesale 

“backlash and a turning back on the gains wrung from White society over the past 

three decades” (p. 174).  Three major Supreme Court decisions in the 90’s were 

credited for the steady erosion of the gains previously made in school 

desegregation (Eckes, 2004, p. 222-223).   

The first decision was the Board of Education of Oklahoma v. Dowell 

(1991).  The sum of the case dealt with whether or not a previously closed 

desegregation decree from 1977 could be reopened to address the shift towards 

‘resegregation’ in the school district (as perceived by the Black community).  The 

Supreme Court sided with the District Court against the Court of Appeals in its 

decision to refuse to reopen the decree.  The decision effectively closed off any 

potential or future challenges that would endeavor to reopen desegregation cases. 
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The second influential decision was Freeman v. Pitts decided in 1992.  The 

issue in the case concerned the battle of local versus federal control.  The central 

question was whether or not a district could attain unitary status without meeting all 

of the individual components of the desegregation decree.  The Supreme Court 

reversed the District Court’s findings that held that unitary status was contingent on 

meeting all components of a desegregation plan and, by so doing, reaffirmed the 

legitimacy of unitary status and local district control. 

The third case was Missouri v. Jenkins decided in 1995.  In order to meet 

the costs of addressing the educational ‘vestiges of discrimination’ the District 

Court decided to raise property taxes.  The Supreme Court ruled that the district 

could not set or raise property taxes in order to meet the economic challenges posed 

by any desegregation plan.  

These three cases highlight the dramatic reversal of federal court support for 

desegregation causes at the close of the 1990’s (Eckes, 2004).  These resegregation 

cases proved that the Supreme Court had abandoned school integration.  The Court 

summarily made it much easier for school districts to declare unitary status (Eckes, 

2004, p. 223).  What will segregation look like as we move into the Twenty-first 

century?  Educational resegregation is becoming a widespread reality that shows no 

signs of alleviating soon and the ramifications are hereto unknown. 

Education As the Enemy  

The concept of education has undergone several meanings throughout the 

African American historical experience.  Anderson (1988) and Woodson (1991) 
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recognized the American tradition between schooling for democratic purposes and 

schooling for second-class citizenship—a diametrically inverse relationship.  There 

was evidence that the African American community understood the intricate 

implications of this relationship since the pre-Civil War era (Woodson, 1969).  

After the Civil War, during Reconstruction, newly freed slaves sought out 

educational opportunity by considering the acquisition of knowledge imperative to 

their survival and advancement (Anderson, 1988).  During Jim Crow segregation, 

African Americans built their own schools at phenomenal rates and took control of 

the educational experience of Black children in various ways (i.e., by providing 

Black educator role models).  Siddle-Walker (1998) identified seven forms of 

African American involvement in education between 1866 and 1930:  

(1) founding new schools, 

(2) providing financial support to existing schools, 

(3) organizing institutions to support education, 

(4) petitioning governmental agencies, 

(5) convening conventions, 

(6) participating in demonstrations and school boycotts, and 

(7) using law suits to achieve educational equity. 

Schools were considered to be a “central pillar of the community” second only to 

the church as a cornerstone of African American life (Irvine & Irvine, 1983; Lee & 

Slaughter-Defoe, 2004).  Education was an African American communal effort.   
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Desegregation changed the face of education for all segments of American 

society and especially affected the educational practices and philosophy of African 

Americans.  Desegregation was an ambitious movement that was designed to erase 

or balance the effects of past segregation.  The intention of desegregation was to 

provide African American opportunity through ‘intervention processes’ that would 

include 

(1) access to effective social networks of job information, contact, and 

sponsorship; 

(2) exposure and socialization that broaden students aspirations for entry into 

nontraditional major-fields and higher income returns; 

(3) development of interpersonal skills and comfort levels in interracial 

settings; 

(4) reduced social inertia; 

(5) opportunities to earn credentials valued by White employers or admissions 

officers; and 

(6) avoidance of negative attributions that are often associated with “African 

American” institutions (Braddock, 1980; Banks, 1984; Wells & Crain, 

1994). 

Desegregation in practice had not reached its noble goals. 

The attempt to integrate Black students into White schools meant closing 

all-Black institutions, reassigning or dismissing Black educators, and replacing the 

communal, interdependent values of education with a different paradigm that 
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emphasized competition and individual accomplishment (Picott, 1976; Irving & 

Irvine, 1983; Foster, 1993; Gadsen, 1993).   A negative effect was the change from 

an emphasis on “the collective whole, the collective struggle, and the collective 

will” to a focus on individual achievement through individual effort for individual 

development (Irvine & Irvine, 1983, p. 420).  Another negative affect involved the 

transference of power from the Black educator to the White educator over the 

educational setting of African American children when Whites (who saw 

desegregation as inescapable) “employed a series of deliberate strategies to 

preserve their superiority in the planned new desegregated system” (Walker & 

Byas, 2003, p. 55).  Whites sought to maintain control of education within the 

desegregated model: 

Blacks would become a part of the schools, but power necessarily was 

expected to remain in the hands of Whites.  In other words, Blacks would 

be accepted into a White system, but Blacks would not have control, or 

even equal voice, in the system.  Although Black periodicals attempted to 

assure Black teachers that massive job loss would not occur as a result of 

efforts to desegregate, desegregation plans and realities nonetheless 

confirmed the extent of Whites’ intent to retain control…31,504 Black 

educators would be displaced by 1970 while White educators were hired 

and Black high school principals became almost nonexistent (Walker & 

Byas, 2003, p. 55-56). 
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Obviously, desegregation practices adversely affected African American educators.  

On the other hand, evidence existed that African American students benefited from 

the same desegregation procedures that displaced their teachers.  The facts 

supported the positive attributes of desegregation by pointing out that African 

American children benefited from integrated school settings with educational 

program reform, higher standardized test scores, and increased educational 

opportunities particularly for elementary Black schoolchildren (Crain & Mahard, 

1981; Orfield & Ashkinzae, 1991).  Desegregation had conflictive effects on the 

African American community.  

For the White community, some scholarship maintained that desegregation 

had little to no negative effect in the long term (Crain & Mahard, 2001; Hanushek, 

Kain, & Rivkin, 2001; Schofield, 2001).  In contrast, a number of scholars have 

argued that Whites did in fact benefit from the desegregation movement (Braddock 

& Eitle, 2004; Deirderfield, 2004).  For instance, some scholarship suggested that 

Whites, not Blacks, were the primary benefactors of public school desegregation 

policies.  Evidence pointed towards the correlation between the near extinction of 

African American educators and the rise in numbers of White educators (Siddle-

Walker, 2004).  Evidence also suggested that White liberals experienced high 

satisfaction levels with the politicization of integration (Dierderfield, 2004).  

Concerning White students, there was evidence that desegregation in the classroom 

resulted in the lessening of racial prejudice and reduced adherence to stereotypes 

through more frequent intergroup contact with ethnic minorities (Schofield & 
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Sagar, 1983; Hallinan & Teixeria, 1987; Sonleitner & Wood, 1996; Pettigrew & 

Troop, 2000; Schofield, 2001).  Overall, the effect of desegregation for White and 

Black Americans seemed mixed and the effects of the new segregation movement 

were still unknown. 

With the reemergence of school segregation, the meaning of education 

changed yet again for African Americans.  Education, once seen as important to the 

social, educational, and economical advancement and well being of African 

Americans, was now seen as an institution that was at odds with the ‘social reality’ 

of the Black community (Boggs, 1974; Fordham, 2004).   Boggs (1998) observed 

that, “the overwhelming majority of Black youth see no relationship [of education 

to] their daily lives in the community or the problems of today’s world which affect 

them so intimately” (p. 69).   

Indeed, schools were perceived as antagonistic, hostile, and inflexible 

entities.  Schools threatened the vibrancy of African American identity by asking  

Black students to relinquish their identity and sense of belonging to the 

Black community in exchange for academic progress [when] out of school, 

these same students feel pressured to give priority to their [blackness]” 

(Fordham, 2004, p. 88). 

The resulting tension between African American students and the school 

system was evident when understood within this context.  The future 

manifestations of deep tension or conflict in the resegregated school system remain 

to be seen. 
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Who Am I?  The Problem of Self-Identity 

With the advent of resegregation came the question of how African 

Americans understood this context.  How these personal, internal changes would 

impact the way they define themselves as African Americans and then define each 

other as a community became an important question.  In order to fully examine any 

answer, one must consider how the history of American racial injustice impacted 

the identity of the American Black individual. 

The issue of self-identity and self-classification was key to defining an 

individual’s humanness.  The issue as it related to dealing with others in society 

depended upon how a person saw him/herself and his/her role within the larger 

sphere of human interaction.  The task of knowing oneself and feeling comfortable 

within one’s own skin was complicated enough when one was cocooned by a 

strong sense of familiarity, custom, status, and support.  Imagine the depth of 

complexity in the absence of strong support systems and in the absence of a healthy 

self-concept.  

The sections that follow discussed the African American struggle with the 

idea of ‘blackness’ as separate from the dominant, powerful White culture.  

Discussion began with the acknowledgement of the theory of ‘The Negro Problem’ 

as displacement, and included the development of racial identity, the tendency to 

self-segregate, the awareness of race and racism, the impact of ethnic threat versus 

self-esteem, and coping strategies. 

The Negro Problem  
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 W. E. B. DuBois in his classic publication, The Souls of Black Folk, 

examined the issue of Black identity in 1903.   His writing at the turn of the 

Twentieth century centered on a unique period of American history.  It had not 

quite reached the fortieth anniversary of the end of the Civil War, and Jim Crow 

was already entrenched in American life.  The landmark case of Plessy v. Ferguson 

had been decided by the Supreme Court in 1896, a mere eight years before his 

publication.  Obviously, the nation was still grappling with the problem of what to 

do with African Americans.  DuBois described the individual attempt to grasp at a 

new sense of racial hierarchy when he wrote about the polite inadequacy of 

communication between Whites and Blacks: 

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked 

by some through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of 

rightly framing it.  All, nevertheless, flutter round it.  They approach me in 

a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, 

instead of saying directly, How does it feel to be a problem? They say, I 

know an excellent colored man in my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; 

or Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil?  At these I smile, 

or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may 

require.  To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer 

seldom a word (Souls, p.1). 

DuBois understood that Americans were uncertain about the role of race 

relations.  He called such a state a national problem for Whites and Blacks alike.  



44 

The powerlessness of the Black plight invariably colored the way the Black man 

saw himself, because not only was he dealing with an internal struggle for self-

discovery, he was dealing with the exterior surrounding and struggling with how 

others viewed him.  According to DuBois (1903), it was an ever-present question 

that caused anxiety in the innermost spirit of the nation and internal turmoil for 

African Americans, in particular: 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, – this longing 

to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and 

truer self.  In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost.  

He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the 

world and Africa.  He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of White 

Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world.  

He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an 

American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without 

having the doors of opportunity closed roughly in his face (Souls, p. 2-3). 

DuBois spoke of the double plight that faced African Americans in a racist society 

that prided itself on upholding the democratic principles that included freedom, 

equality, and justice.  He pointed out the irony of American reality for African 

Americans.  DuBois argued for change and opportunity; he wanted uncompromised 

dignity and equal recognition for African Americans. 

  The Theory of Displacement 
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 W.E.B. DuBois (1903) recognized the crisis of self-awareness and lack of 

social place for Blacks over 100 years ago.  He spoke of the African American 

struggle for definition and respect, and he wrote about the impact of displacement 

(Walker, 2004).  DuBois constructed a theory of displacement: a relative position 

of powerlessness for the Black individual that irrepressibly stained his heart and 

mind.   

How does a displaced individual overcome the discriminatory challenges 

inherent in the national psyche since its inception?   For DuBois, the answer was 

found by giving up the concept of individuality while embracing the collective 

cause—a decidedly anti-White and anti-Eurocentric stance.  Black folk should be 

constantly striving towards unity of purpose, and in so doing, actively struggle to 

build a stronger sense of individual, group and national identity.  Perhaps the only 

way members of marginalized communities could redeem and revive their “soul” 

was to endeavor to breathe new life.  Before individuals could begin to think of 

themselves as a powerful connective community, they must first seek to understand 

and become comfortable within their own racial identity. 

Racial Identity Development 

America’s understanding of itself as a nation based upon freedom, justice, 

and equality was predicated on its establishment of the antithetical 

conditions of enslavement, injustice, and inequality.  Its standards of beauty 

were reflective of an idealized ‘whiteness’ and its meaning—‘the land of 
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the free and the home of the brave’—was embodied in a specific sense of 

‘all-Americaness’ (Ladson-Billings, 1996, p. 4).   

What it meant to be ‘American’ was open to subjective interpretation.  American 

Whites have not dealt with the matter of their ‘Americaness’ because it was never 

deemed necessary to consider the meaning of whiteness nor question the nuances 

of being White.  Ladson-Billings (1996) illustrated an important point when she 

described the attempts of one of her White students to ponder her own White 

cultural background.  The student wrote the following: 

I found my mind racing in a kind of blind panic, looking for clues to find 

definitive characteristics of my culture that were as obvious and identifiable 

as Hmong needlework, or pita bread, or jazz.  One of my earliest thoughts 

was that my culture is an American culture.  Why write about the American 

culture when we all know what it is?  ‘We’ Americans (in the United 

States) are inundated and bombarded with White culture, and its presence is 

so familiar to White people that we never have to define what that culture is 

or means to us as White, how that culture makes us what we are, or why we 

never have to consciously talk about it in order to find our personal identity 

within it.  Our identity comes with being part of it from the day we are born.  

No one ever questions us about anything on the basis of our color (p. 5). 

Black Americans do not have the ability to operate within the same conceptual 

construction of ‘White privilege.’  Unlike the White community, African 

Americans have had to deal with the reality of different identity meanings that were 
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constantly in flux.  African Americans learned to understand themselves by tuning 

into the perceptions of others; they learned to respond to an image dictated by 

others.  The issue of Black identity remains complex.   

Racial identity development refers to an internalized, lifelong process 

whereby individuals become cognizant of their membership in a particular ethnic 

group or race.  Various models all offer different interpretations or paradigms to 

describe levels or stages within this process.  Psychologist William Cross (1979, 

1991, 1999) offered a five-stage model to explain his theory of African American 

racial identity development: pre-encounter, encounter, immersion-emersion, 

internalization, and internalization-commitment.  In the first stage of pre-encounter, 

Black children absorbed White cultural beliefs and values (including the idea that 

White was better).  For example, they were bombarded by positive, dominant 

White images that sent overt and subliminal messages of racial superiority, and 

television was the greatest cultural communicator for many Americans.  Thus, 

Black students learned early to see their own ethnic identity group as flawed.  

African American children would transfer that imperfect image to self.   

In stage two, the Black child learned to acknowledge the personal impact of 

racism through encounter.  Such an experience altered the person’s previous ethnic 

self-image and changed his/her racial interpretation.  In other words, a Black child 

learned that not only was she or he not a privileged member of the White 

community, but that this unbalanced relationship was a permanent position of 

relative powerlessness.  The realization was oftentimes reinforced through a 
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personal, hostile encounter with a White individual or group.  Experiences such as 

these were frequently accompanied by feelings of confusion, alarm, and depression 

followed by guilt, anger, and anxiety.   

The third stage was called immersion-emersion.  Individuals in this stage 

wanted to live entirely in the Black world and wanted to immerse the self into 

Black culture.  They viewed the White world as hostile and antilogous to Black 

identity, and often exhibited intense feelings of anger.  The solution was to become 

totally in tune with the Afrocentric culture.  Stage three had been termed as self-

preservation.  Blacks sought acceptance and comfort with other Blacks; Whites had 

no place in a Black constructed world.   

Stage four, internalization, occurred when the Black child internalized 

his/her ethnic identity and achieved greater inner security and self-satisfaction.  The 

vision of Black identity was reformulated and strengthened.  Their identity no 

longer depended on the negative image created and sustained by White culture.  

Their identity had also advanced from merely a position of seeking security and 

acceptance within the African American circle of community.   

The fifth stage represented vocally, verbally, and visibly expressing Black 

inner pride throughout society—a cross-cultural transmission of African American 

voice.  The internalization-commitment phase (the last stage of Cross’s model) 

represented a positive self-actualization whereby Blacks proudly saw themselves as 

agents for social change.  Blacks internalized positive images and made a 

commitment to social change by spreading their reinvented image of self and what 
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it meant to be Black to others inside and outside of their communities.  They felt a 

need to address social injustices that perpetuated negative images and reinforced 

uneven social mores.  The fifth and final stage completed the cycle of identity for 

African Americans.   

Self-Segregation   

Tatum (1997) spoke about the saliency of race and ethnic identity and found 

the Cross model useful in explaining the self-segregation of African American 

children in social settings (i.e., separation of races or ethnic groups during 

lunchtime in the school cafeteria).  Self-segregation, or segregation by choice, also 

called “racial grouping,” was a developmental process in response to the 

environmental stressor of racism (Tatum, 1997; Schofield, 2004).  Tatum stated 

that the problem was that young people operated within a limited definition of what 

it meant to be Black.  She felt that “blackness” was defined by cultural stereotypes 

that stubbornly persisted.  Stereotypes provided secondhand information conveyed 

through the media or by parental prejudices.  Combating stereotypes was difficult.  

Changing stereotypes was virtually impossible.  Therefore, identity affirmation was 

an important concept to fight the negative effects of secondhand knowledge.   

Blacks separated along racial or ethnic lines as an effective way to shield 

themselves from the negative stereotypes that surrounded them (Chmelynski, 

1998).  They were unwilling to be defined by White culture.  Speaking to the state 

of education, Tatum (2004) asserted that  
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students need to see themselves reflected in the environment around them – 

in the curriculum, faculty, staff, and the faces of their classmates – to avoid 

feelings of invisibility or marginality that can undermine student success. 

Banding together, against “them,” reinforced their own self-image that in turn 

increased a healthy sense of Black self-esteem.  Feeling “not invisible” was 

important.  A sense of acceptance directly led to a sense of belonging. 

The Awareness of Race Conflict 

How Black children and young adults saw themselves in relation to others 

was a valid question as the study commenced.  Understanding how they saw 

themselves fitting or belonging into American society as an African American is 

central to understanding how they constructed meaning from their surroundings.  

The life stage of adolescence was already a precocious time fraught with 

uncertainty.  It was the time when minority youths begin to examine the meaning of 

their ethnicity and of minority status (Aboud, 1987, Bernal, Knight, Ocampo, 

Garza, & Cota, 1993). 

African American youth were always under subtle stressors.  They learned 

to function in a White world that had stereotyped and labeled them based on a 

racial classification.  Racism was a non-negotiable variable in the lives of African 

Americans.  The definition of racism involved a belief of racial superiority or 

difference that often manifested itself in social, judicial, and political behaviors or 

policies designed to ensure the status of the dominant group over another ethnic 

group, culture, or race.  Individual prejudice and institutional racism were methods 
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to express and maintain racist policies and interests.  Other scholars defined racism 

as “culturally sanctioned beliefs which, regardless of the intentions involved, 

defend the advantages Whites have because of the subordinated positions of racial 

minorities” (Wellman, 1977, p. xviii; Ladson-Billings, 1996).   

Blacks learned early to identify the messages implicit in the culture of 

blackness as opposed to whiteness. 

Our conceptions of race are more embedded and fixed than in a previous 

age.  This embeddedness or “fixed-ness” has required new language and 

construction of race so that denotations are submerged and hidden in ways 

that are offensive though without identification.  Thus we develop notions 

of “conceptual whiteness” and “conceptual blackness” (King, 1995).  

Conceptual categories like “school achievement,’ “middle classness,” 

“maleness,” “beauty,” “intelligence,” and “science” become normative 

categories of whiteness, while categories like “gangs,” “welfare recipient,” 

“basketball player,” and the “underclass” become the marginalized and de-

legitimated categories of blackness (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9). 

Racism was considered a norm in American society.  However, Ladson-

Billings has been critical of any concept of African American powerlessness.  

African Americans had their own particular and rich culture whose validation 

existed in its own right.   

Rather than seeing African Americans as possessing a distinctive culture, 

African American learners are often treated as if they are corruptions of 
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White culture, participating in an oppositional, counter-productive culture 

(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 206). 

Ladson-Billings’ comment explained why White educators often acted to erase the 

vestiges of Black culture by treating such culture as aberrant to White culture, and 

thus, American culture as a whole.  In so doing, ‘whiteness’ had undertaken a 

greater importance and meaning than ‘blackness’—a meaning entirely devised and 

defined by Whites (Ladson-Billings, 2000).  In response, African Americans often 

resisted threats to their language, traditions, and beliefs. 

When minority youths were confronted by racism, they often elected to 

react using one of four strategies: defiance, deviance, avoidance, or acceptance 

(Parrillo, 1985).   Defiance involved actively challenging a discriminative practice 

or tradition.  The second strategy of deviance involved engaging in behavior that is 

the opposite of what was expected by the dominant society.   Such behavior was 

acceptable to the minority group but considered intolerable by the dominant group.  

The third strategy, avoidance, involved a refusal to deal with a discriminatory act.  

Strategy three was closely related to the fourth coping strategy of acceptance.  

Acceptance was a practice where the minority group or individual accepted and 

conformed to discriminatory norms.   

Phinney and Chavira (1995) would later restructure Parillo’s terms into five 

distinct strategies: discussion, self-affirmation, disprove, verbal retort, and ignore.   

Using discussion was the first strategy.  Discussion involved a respectful dialogue 

between the person experiencing the racism or discrimination and the person 
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committing an act of racism or discrimination.  Such an approach was perceived as 

a civilized yet assertive method.  Secondly, the practice of self-affirmation involved 

a ‘self-talking to’ moment where an individual assured themselves or each other of 

their own intrinsic worth.  He or she would build a protective word wall that served 

to reinforce and validate a positive image of blackness. A third strategy was the 

practice of trying to prove oneself through accomplishment and hard work.  By 

working hard, ‘they’ would see how worthy the individual was and dispel the 

negative stain of race.  At this level, erasing harmful stereotypes was the goal. 

The fourth strategy involved utilizing a more direct, verbal retort in response to 

racist comments.  When negative phrases or images were heard, immediate 

confrontation focused on the problematic or demeaning slur and demanded instant, 

verbal responses.  Direct strategies were generally seen as the least ineffective 

because of the defensiveness such confrontations usually engendered.  Finally, 

ignoring the racist remark or discriminatory act was the fifth coping mechanism.  

The fifth strategy was the least aggressive of the five methods.   Phinney (1995) 

reported that most young people of color used a variation or variety of coping 

strategies in order to deal with hostile or uncomfortable encounters with Whites. 

Understanding how adolescents coped and what strategies they chose to use 

can be seen clearly in Tatum’s 2004 study.  Tatum (2004) conducted a qualitative 

study on eighteen middle-class college students that focused on family life and 

school experience as factors that construct racial identity development for Black 

youth.  The significance of her study was tied into the thought-processes and 
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experiences of Black college students who would turn into parents, professionals, 

and voters in adulthood with their own distinct opinions about race relations, their 

own identity, and their own place in the surrounding world.   Four student 

participants are of particular interest: Jonathan, Derrick, Janice and Karen.   

  Every student underwent a personal struggle in the quest for self-

determination and self-identity—all of them practiced specific coping strategies 

that differed in approach according to each student’s preference.  To be sure, all 

four individuals who were interviewed spoke about the importance and impact of 

being racially conscious, self-accepting, and proactive.  For Jonathan, he tried to 

disprove the myth of underachieving Blacks by becoming the excellent student.  In 

one sense, he felt in control of his situation and could “show them” that not all 

Blacks were stereotypical underachievers or criminals.  His choice of attending a 

White Ivy League school was a rude awakening.  The challenge forced him to re-

evaluate his internal and external status.   

For Derrick, he coped by hanging with Black males who engaged in “anti-

White violence” particularly when it came to interracial relationships.  His deviant 

response was the strategy he chose to respond to the pressures of both White and 

Black community expectations.  Eventually, he learned that cultural and racial 

pride could be expressed in other, more positive ways.   

Janice, on the other hand, made sense of her situation through a form of 

denial.  In her choice to deny the obvious, she ignored blatant and subtle 

discrimination.  For example, it took her a while to become aware of how her race 



55 

was impacting her relationships in a predominant White educational setting.  It 

came home for her when she became interested in White men, and none would date 

her.  She was forced to deal with the reality of her race and the reactions of others 

who were not members of her own race.  She still dealt with a sense of isolation 

and alienation due to a background that separated her from the larger Black 

community – a decision she admittedly regretted.   

For Karen, having to make sense of insensitive comments about her not 

really being Black was the beginning of her race-awareness.  She was confused 

about the meaning and intent of such comments.  The question became one of 

learning to deal with the rejection of her ethnic group.  Karen coped by learning to 

operate biculturally between the two societies and seems to have weathered the 

effects of growing up in White-majority schools much better than Janice.  Karen 

opted to accept the norms of both White and Black communities and coexist.   

The experiences of these four Black youths were important because they 

showcase the difficulties of struggling with images of blackness within the rigid 

confines of White society.  These young people were forced to come to grips with 

the reality of race identity.  Every experience was unique yet complementary.  The 

growing pains they experienced ultimately worked to fashion and solidify their own 

sense of self-worth and self-esteem.   

As Tatum interviewed them, she noticed a familiar pattern: those Black 

students who received early and strong guidance and intervention from adult 

African American role models (usually parents) had less trouble with their sense of 
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identity.  Tatum came to the conclusion that race-conscious families provided solid 

foundations for children and could help to increase feelings of self-awareness and 

acceptance (Tatum, 2004).  Foundations were especially important when 

predominantly White institutions regularly undermined them (i.e., lowered 

expectations of White faculty and other different educational and social 

expectations for White and Black students).   

Tatum’s work complemented the Cross racial identity model.  Each of her 

participants underwent various stages of awareness and identity development.  

Given the restrictions of age and the relative inexperience of Tatum’s study 

participants, evidence of completion of Cross’s last two stages of the racial 

development model did not exist and, therefore, cannot be discussed.  

What can be noted was that each of the informants consciously and 

unconsciously expressed some awareness of undergoing a process of changing 

identity.   For example, they become aware of their differences from other Whites 

early in their school experiences.  Secondly, they all learned early that White was 

better or that White cultural traditions were more acceptable in American society 

and, as such, were deemed to have more value.  More importantly, all of the 

participants learned to exist within this prescribed model, even rising above to 

become accepting and more comfortable within their own sense of identity.  

Tatum’s research with African American identity proved that evidence existed that 

clearly showed the importance of self-esteem in the quest for a solvent identity.   

Coping Strategies  
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Research suggested that the quest for internal and external identity was in 

constant fluctuation (West, 1994; Hong et al., 2000; Tatum, 2004).  Learning to 

maneuver through the maze of self-identity was a skill non-Whites had to master in 

order to become successful in American society.  African Americans had to 

develop a variety of coping strategies vital to their survival in a hostile American 

environment. 

Tatum’s interviews with African American college students emphasized the 

importance of creating a ‘bicultural’ structure.  Biculturalism is a process whereby 

an individual learns to relate to two different cultures and develops an integrated 

identity.  The bicultural individual practices acceptable behaviors that allow the 

person to culturally cross or transfer between two distinct ethnic groups (Phinney, 

2001; Tatum, 2004a).  Bicultural individuals are typically described as people who 

have internalized two cultures to the extent that both cultures are alive inside of 

them.  Hong, Morris, Chiu, and Benet-Martinez (2000) have suggested that (1) 

internalized cultures are not necessarily blended, and (2) absorbing a second culture 

does not always involve replacing the original culture with the new one (p. 712).  

Certainly, those individuals who had learned to easily maneuver between the Black 

and White worlds were more successful and possessed an overall healthier self-

concept (Tatum, 2004).    

The sense of being ‘bicultural’ (i.e., an integrated identity) referred to how 

well one retained a strong ethnic identity while also identifying with a new society.  

Bicultural ability was especially easy to spot with newcomer immigrants (Phinney, 



58 

Horenczyk, Liebkind, Vedder, 2001).  Immigrants who came to the United States 

must grapple with questions of acculturation and assimilation.  They must learn to 

co-exist with their new society and learn the nuances of the American lifestyle.  For 

those immigrants who worked hard to fit in and learned the language, they could 

achieve a level of biculturalism that enabled them to transverse between cultures 

and nations (Phinney et al., 2001).   

African Americans experienced trials both similar and different from 

newcomer immigrants when establishing a self-identity that lead into some 

semblance of a national identity.  DuBois (1903, 1989) wrote about the 

biculturalism or double consciousness of African Americans as “two souls, two 

thoughts, two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals” (p. 5).  It was an ever-

present dilemma for Blacks in American society.  

Another coping strategy involved practicing ‘cultural inversion.’  Ogbu 

(1994) defines cultural inversion as “a process whereby subordinate group 

members come to define certain forms of behaviors, events, symbols, and meanings 

as inappropriate for them because these are characteristic of their oppressors” (p. 

42).  Accordingly, new definitions are created that legitimize opposite or new 

modes of behavior, events, symbols, and meanings as appropriate and desirable 

(i.e., now “bad” means “good”).  Anything comparable to the cultural conception of 

whiteness was to be rejected and resisted.   Fordham (2004) chronicled the impact 

of cultural inversion on Black youth in educational settings.  She found that Black 

youth faced the dilemma of being caught between two worlds and having to deal 
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with the conflicting demands of their ethnic community and with the demands of 

the dominant, powerful oppressor group.  Her work with study participants 

revealed the levels Black students at one high school went to build and reaffirm 

their sense of what being a Black student was all about.  From dress to language to 

the level of academic achievement, Black students worked hard to express their 

blackness and mold a unique image separate from the White world.  In so doing, 

African American youth reinforced their own communities—they built validation 

and self-worth into their communities. 

African American students understood how to handle learning in a ‘hostile,’ 

unfamiliar, or alternate educational environment in an era of school change.  One 

way of dealing with the confines of an alternate reality was through a common 

kinship.  The fictive kinship system bound Blacks to unwritten or unacknowledged 

rules that “rewarded members who foreground their connectedness to the imagined 

Black community” (Fordham, 2004, p. 81).  The European ideals of individualism 

and autonomy were not the ideals of the Black community who valued 

centeredness, unity, and the good of the collective group above independence.  The  

key to survival for Black communities during societal and political changes 

(segregation, desegregation, and resegregation) depended upon the connectedness 

of the common Black experience.  

The dichotomy of meeting two opposing systems was aptly caught in 

Fordham’s interviews with and observations of high school students.  Their desire 

to gain prestige or approval of other African Americans superseded any need to 
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conform to the expectation of core curriculum, school officials, or the larger 

society.   

A Black student who was academically successful ran the risk of ‘acting 

White.’  In so doing, he or she was seen as making the conscious decision to opt 

out of the circle of Black kinship.  Opting out or breaking bonds of racial and 

ethnic custom subjected the outed member to the larger reality and limitation of 

what it means to be non-White in the nation.  To be outed meant to be without the 

protection and affirmation of a collective group consciousness.   In other words, the 

goals of the fictive kinship system were inherently intertwined with identity and to 

deny the collective group ultimately means denying one’s own sense of blackness 

(Fordham, 2004).  Such a pressure many were not willing to shoulder.  Good 

standing within the African American community represented acceptance, safety, 

and affirmation of Black identity.   Alienation from the group was seen as 

untenable and therefore highly discouraged by group members.  Yet, many African 

Americans faced contradictions between two desirable goals: the goal of group 

acceptance and the goal of fitting into the dominant White group. 

Resistance is another strategy to combat racial and social oppression.  

Resistance is a defensive, defiant action or reaction to a perceived threat (Ogbu, 

1994).  Blacks responded to racial oppression in ways that resisted or opposed 

White treatment.  Instrumentally, Blacks developed their own folk theory to explain 

their historical struggle.  Another response provided a symbolic resistance – the 

development of a distinct Black cultural/language oppositional frame of reference 
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involving patterns of behavior and communication that differed from White society 

(i.e., the uniqueness of the Black church and the pervasiveness of Black English 

vernacular).  African Americans resisted the effects of racism and segregation using 

methods that were both internal (intra-communal) and external (civil rights 

activism).  For example, the Black church was highly effective as an establishment 

designed to resist “the dehumanizing oppression, degradation, and suffering of 

slavery” (Ogbu, 1994).  Holt (1972) suggested that Black churches provided 

cultural forums where unique language and communicate styles were developed to 

encourage Black identity; he suggested that the most important function of the 

church constituted maintaining a sense of collective identity and self-worth among 

its congregation.    

It has frequently been said that African Americans are not aliens, just 

alienated in American society (Phinney et al., 2001).  The position of 

powerlessness and denigration made the challenges that faced African Americans 

and other similar groups extremely complex.  The development of a strong ethnic 

identity was a life-long process. 

Social Class Identity 

There was delineation between the concept of Black self-awareness and 

group identity recognition.  Unlike ethnic Whites, Blacks rarely had the option to 

blend in or move up in the larger American society without feeling outcast.  

African Americans were made aware of this sense of  ‘otherness’ in a multitude of 

ways that effectively placed them on the fringe of society.  Blacks could rarely hide 
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their racial appearance; they could not physically blend in with White society.  

Thus, the distinct racial features of African Americans resulted in less identity 

freedom overall (Chung, 1991).   Historically, African Americans were forced to 

confine themselves within the parameters of a tailored design crafted by others.  In 

effect, Blacks had to find meaning within a narrow social construct they never fully 

controlled based on racial classifications and social class restrictions.   

In order to understand the complexities of the African American experience 

during educational policy shifts, one must consider the powerful effect of social 

class on education in American society.   The purpose of education had been 

previously discussed as a universal tool to instill democratic values that were, over 

time, extended to the mass American populace.  Considering social class was 

important because of the parallels between social class-consciousness and 

educational accomplishment.  There was a strong correlation of high-class status to 

high educational achievement and low class status to lowered academic progress 

(Coleman et al., 1966; Goldstein, 1967; Mayeske et al., 1972; Persell, 1977).  

African American and Latino students disproportionately fell within the lower 

classes.  Thus, social class values as defined within educational settings and 

resource allocation often limited and restricted the educational opportunity of 

minority children. 

    Social class separation shaped community morals and aspirations 

concerning education, stratified the educational achievement levels of different 

school populations, and influenced the expectations of the teaching force (Knapp & 
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Woolverton, 2004, p. 662).  Segregation by social class was a recurring theme.  For 

example, residential segregation was instrumental in dividing communities by 

providing a physical barrier that widened class consciousness (Kantor & Brenzel, 

1992; Farley, 1996).  While ability group tracking, unequal allocation of resources, 

culturally biased standardized testing techniques, and class homogeneity limited the 

educational opportunities of minority and poverty-stricken students (low socio 

economical populations) in spite of desegregation (Epstein, 1985; Kozol, 1991; 

Persell, 1993; Hughes, 1998).  Furthermore, the social class of educators mattered 

when educators held “dual class identities” concerning individual class of origin 

and current occupation (Lortie, 1975; Weiler, 1988; Zeichner & Gere, 1990).   

Social class proved influential in channeling academic opportunity by 

controlling content and knowledge (what is taught in the classroom), the level of 

instructional strategies (how content was taught also called pedagogy), and the 

degree of teacher preparation (who delivered that knowledge).  For instance, as an 

instructional resource, teachers relied on textbooks that often presented one-

dimensional perspectives reflecting the attitudes, norms, and history of one 

dominant culture over all others (Boggs, 1974).  By the same token, teachers who 

taught in classrooms with high concentrations of African American or Mexican 

American students were often the most inexperienced, least credentialed, and ill-

prepared educators.  They approached pedagogy from an antagonistic perspective 

by believing that they needed to  
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teach students that little was expected from them (except perhaps minimal 

compliance), they were not highly valued, they could not be trusted to guide 

their own learning or conduct themselves responsibly in the classroom, and 

they must accept low-level positions in a rigidly controlled hierarchy 

(Knapp & Woolverton, 2004, p. 674). 

Differences in curricular content, instructional strategies, and delivery were 

reinforced by ‘the hidden curriculum.’   

Social class (elitism) had indelibly left a stain on the progress and academic 

achievement of lower class children.  The phenomenon of the cultural deficit model 

described educational opportunity as “an assumption of deficit in the lives and 

academic readiness” of these children.  

This deficit model has worked to the disadvantage of lower class children in 

that they often have been viewed as culturally deprived or culturally 

disadvantaged, and the learning environment from which they originate 

(their families and communities) has been considered culturally 

impoverished (Knapp & Woolverton, 2004, p. 670). 

Furthermore, the deficit model worked to the disadvantage of lower class children 

by unfairly and unequally affecting teacher actions and expectations against 

African American and Latino students.  Teachers who believed in the ‘inability’ of 

the African American or Latino child to be educationally successful prematurely 

consigned them to educational failure (Valencia, 1997).  Certainly, the effects of 
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social class on minority students who were largely deemed lower class seemed to 

predict educational failure with uncommon regularity.   

Race Relations in the Schoolhouse 

 Resegregation necessitated a change in how educators viewed fostering 

positive intergroup relationships between different student populations separated by 

race, ethnic, and social class.  Though there was a proven tendency for self-

segregation to occur in desegregated settings, there existed strategies that resisted 

the urge to voluntarily separate in classrooms, lunchrooms, and on playgrounds 

(Byrne, 1961; Wellisch, Marcus, MacQueen, & Duck, 1976; Schofield, 1989).  

Such ploys as assigned seating, group activities, proximity, and other techniques 

that increase opportunities for race crossing were all effective at fostering more 

intergroup interaction.   

For sustained positive change to occur though, the mere absence of 

resegregation was not enough to create a set of experiences that fostered 

constructive outcomes among children of different backgrounds (Schofield, 2004, 

p. 802).  Social identity theory research suggested that segregation and 

resegregation divided groups into an ingroup and an outgroup, with members of the 

ingroup preferring their own members and discriminating against outgroup 

members (Bourhis & Gagnon, 2001).  Continuing the trend to resegregate 

threatened to magnify stereotyping and discrimination in social settings, including 

school systems (Schofield, 2004).  Allport (1954) understood the dynamics of these 

relationships and proposed three aspects of his “contact hypothesis”: 
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(1) equal status within the situation for members of all groups; 

(2) an emphasis on cooperative activities focused on common goals rather than 

on competitive activities; and 

(3) the explicit support of relevant authority figures, laws, and customs for 

positive relations. 

Allport suggested that support from authority figures, legal avenues, and 

traditions needed to be present to ensure positive interaction.  On the legal side, a 

court ruling for desegregation would be an example of support.  On the side of 

community, religious leaders and politicians provided leadership and guidance.  At 

the student level, authority figures like principals and teachers acted as the most 

influential role models.  They possessed the ability to create situations that fostered 

positive intergroup activities by showing respect for ingroup (group members who 

shared common traits) and outgroup members (members outside of a particular 

group who possessed membership in an alternate or different group with a different 

set of traits or mores).  The educator’s responsibility to positively affect group 

interaction had the power to affect long-term change through clear articulation and 

explicitly communicated expectations.  For instance, 

Epstein (1985) demonstrated that teachers with positive attitudes toward 

desegregation tended to use equal-status instructional programs more often 

than others and that students in such classrooms have more positive 

attitudes toward desegregation than peers in classrooms not using such 

approaches (Schofield, 2004, p. 806).  
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In this section, discussion focuses on Black student and educator relationships.  In 

the ensuing section, the focus will be on the parent and school relationship. 

White Teachers and Black Students 

 The Black child’s entry into formal education can be described as 

perplexing.  Not only must he or she struggle with a sense of identity, the Black 

child must also develop communal, kinship ties and learn how to adapt as a student 

in the White-conceptualized version of the schoolroom.  Which begged the 

question of what support systems were in place for the African American student 

upon entry in the American public school system. 

 A lack of Black educators to serve as positive role models for Black 

children was and is a perpetual problem (Ladson-Billings, 2000).  Of all teachers in 

the nation, more than 90 percent were White and only 7.3 percent were Black 

(National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2001).  Such statistics were 

significant because the probability that most minority children would be taught by 

White teachers was extremely high.   

The overwhelming potential for Black children to be taught by White 

teachers has exceptional significance for Black children for whom, 

traditionally, Black teachers have figured extensively in their development 

both in and out of the classroom often serving as role models, community 

leaders, activists [and ‘other mothers’] (Brooks, 1987; Irvine, 1990; King, 

1993; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Foster, 1997; Lipman, 1998). 
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Also, many scholars have noted that White teachers would rather not teach 

African American children (Gottlieb, 1964; Bruno & Doscher, 1981; Dusek & 

Joseph, 1985; Grant, 1989; Haberman, 1989; Irving, 1990; Freeman, Brookhart, & 

Loadman, 1999).  The lack of White enthusiasm to teach children of color was 

based on a variety of factors:   

• The higher the percentage of African American students attending a 

school, the less attractively the school was described by teachers 

and the higher the number of requests for transfers (Bruno & 

Doscher, 1981). 

• Teachers in majority-minority schools reported lower job 

satisfaction than those in predominantly White schools (Freeman, 

Brookhart, & Loadman, 1999). 

• Teachers prefer White middle-class students who are physically 

attractive and have familiar names (Dusek & Joseph, 1985). 

• On average, children of color come to school less prepared than 

their White peers with lower levels of school readiness: lower oral 

language, prereading, and premathematic skills, lower general 

knowledge, and behavior less suited to the school’s learning 

environment (Farkas, 2003, p. 1121). 

• A congruence existing between the White teacher’s indirect use of 

authority and the Black student’s expectation and respect for overt 
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and direct use of authority leads to conflict (Delpit, 1995; 

Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002). 

• Most teachers report that their pre-service preparation did little or 

nothing to prepare them for diverse classrooms (Ladson-Billings, 

1994). 

Furthermore, Tatum’s 2004 work with African American students 

underscores the invisible tension between Black students and White educators.  In 

all of the cases presented, the perception that teachers did not expect excellence 

from their Black students (in fact, where often surprised by it) did not help to 

facilitate academic success or foster positive self-identity.  The student/teacher 

conflict coupled with the invisibility of African Americans in their curricula in their 

high schools and the stereotypical expectations of both Black and White peers 

hindered the development of a positive Black identity (Tatum, 2004).   

The attitude of White educators largely did not relate, understand, or respect 

African American culture (Irving, 1990; Baldwin, 1997; Meacham, 2000; Ladson-

Billings, 2000; Cooper, 2003; Bakari, 2003).  For instance, Irvine (1990) felt that 

most White teachers were not sensitive to the cultural needs of Black students in 

the classroom.  One of the reactions of a White educator (who may be 

uncomfortable or uninformed about African American culture) may be to tear down 

African American knowledge or the Black ‘way of being’ in favor of a White-

version of what the Black child should be and know.  There was a dissonance in 

what was established as an educator’s “familiar knowledge” base and what was 
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actually the reality (and unfamiliar behavior) of the minority child.  Gottlieb (1964) 

found that White teachers often described African American students in terms that 

used negative adjectives like ‘talkative, lazy, and rebellious.’  Their attitudes were 

in direct contrast to Black educators who used positive adjectives in describing the 

same students.   

There was a clear correlation in teacher expectation and student 

achievement.  A teacher with low expectations would expect and more likely would 

receive poor results.   

Anyon (1981) reported that the working class school, typical of where most 

African American students attended, had the least number of activities 

involving critical thinking and the most rote-learning tasks.  Teachers 

routinely gave assignments with no explanation of their relevance.  

Teachers were not polite, and the primary objective was control.  Students 

attending schools in wealthy neighborhoods, on the other hand, were 

instructed in a manner intended to enhance their critical-thinking skills.  

Students were taught the value of research, and they discussed current 

issues. In the wealthy schools, there were no bells to signify time and no 

lining up because behavior control was not a focus of the day (Bakari, 2003, 

p. 643-644).  

There were telltale signs of low teacher expectations.  Hilliard (1995) believed that 

teachers who utilized labels such as ‘at-risk,’ ‘culturally deprived,’ and ‘culturally 

disadvantaged’ were in fact predisposing or consigning African American students 
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to the marginalization affected by certain groups (mental retardation, emotional 

disturbances, learning disabilities, et cetera).  Therefore, the change of such rhetoric 

from words and phrases with negative connotations to positive, empowering words 

indicated a shift in teacher attitude regarding the lifting of expectations. 

Why was the attitude and action of White educators so significant to 

African American achievement?  Interestingly, Black students seemed more 

sensitive to their teacher’s perceptions than their White classmates (Casteel, 1997).  

In Casteel’s (1997) survey of eighth and ninth graders, 70 percent of the Black 

students sought to please their teachers primarily through class work compared to 

30 percent of White students (who sought parental approval more often).   Such 

attitudes and beliefs gave the teacher marked power because the assumption was 

that the teacher’s opinions and expressions of these opinions contained enormous 

meaning to the Black child and could greatly alter or influence the child’s 

schooling experiences in a positive or negative manner.  It also made sense that 

teacher racism and bias (unintentional or not) would be especially harsh for the 

African American child who sought approval primarily from the teacher and did 

not receive the desired attention or appropriate response.   

It is not the Black child’s language that is in question, it is not his language 

that is despised: It is his experience.  A child cannot be taught by anyone 

who despises him, and a child cannot afford to be fooled.  A child cannot be 

taught by anyone whose demand, essentially, is that the child repudiate his 
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experience, and all that gives him sustenance [to] enter a limbo (Baldwin, 

1997). 

A teacher must be careful not to deny the culture of the African American child, de-

legitimize the African American experience, or allow conditions that encourage the 

Black child to exist in a state of ‘cultural limbo.’ 

The best teachers of Black children shared the community’s belief in “the 

power of education over oppression and discrimination and values such as 

discipline, resilience, achievement, and hard work” (Irvine & Foster, 1995, p. 92).  

Accordingly, effective educators of African American students exhibited the same 

qualities: “an unwavering refusal to accept scholastic underachievement, 

commitment to equal educational opportunity, and a deep respect for Black parents 

and the Black community” (Cooper, 2003, p. 415).  

What changes might affect positive adjustment in teacher attitude and 

increase success while teaching children of color?  Uhlenberg & Brown (2002) 

listed some ways to bring about authentic transformation: 

• give teachers more training in diversity and cultural sensitivity; 

• recruit more Black educators; 

• provide incentives for experienced teachers to work in urban school 

settings; 

• encourage better instruction through higher expectations; and 

• require rigorous teacher preparation and higher standards for teacher 

selection and hiring (Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002, p. 499). 
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White, middle-class teachers faced challenges in reaching their Black 

children that were not insurmountable.  Black students thrived under conditions 

where the teacher was appreciative of African American culture, ‘mothering,’ 

nurturing, open to discussion of race matters, and ‘warm-demanders’ (Irvine, 1990; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994; Foster, 1997; Irvine & Fraser, 1998).  There was no doubt 

that White teachers could be as effective as Black teachers when teaching children 

of color (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Gay, 2000).  The key was the implementation of 

culturally responsive teaching.  

 Because White, middle-class educators often lacked knowledge about or 

appreciation for the cultural values of children of color, interventions must be 

applied as remedy.  These interventions needed to reflect a solid understanding of 

the cultural differences of students of color.  Gay (2002) believed in using 

“instructional programs and practices that reflect cultural heritages, experiences, 

and perspectives” (p. 613).  Such effective programs included  

• critical cultural consciousness of educators; 

• culturally pluralistic classroom climates; 

• diverse communities of learners; and 

• multicultural curriculum and instruction (p. 613). 

Too many teachers were not prepared to teach ethnically diverse students.  To 

facilitate culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy, teachers must be exposed to 

five ‘essential elements’: 

(1) developing a knowledge base about cultural diversity; 
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(2) including ethnic and cultural diversity content within the curriculum; 

(3) demonstrating caring and building learning communities; 

(4) communicating with ethnically diverse students; and 

(5) responding to ethnic diversity in the delivery of instruction (Gay, 2002, p. 

106). 

The tenet of the culturally responsive teaching model rests upon the assumption 

that when academic knowledge is coupled within  

the lived experiences and frame of reference of students, they are more 

personally meaningful, have higher interest appeal, and are learned more 

easily and thoroughly” (Gay, 2000; Gay, 2002, p. 106).   

Through the implementation of the culturally responsive teaching paradigm, 

teachers can be highly effective in reaching diverse student populations.  A teacher 

who showed real appreciation and detailed knowledge of Black cultural traditions 

while acknowledging the validity of a student’s culture through consistent and 

positive verbal and nonverbal affirmation would be able to establish a successful 

relationship with the African American student. 

What About Parent Involvement? The Parent Connection 

Reconciling the need to remain part of the ethnic group (kinship) and still 

succeed within the restrictions of the larger society (as defined by Whites) in a time 

of radical education shifts (desegregation to resegregation) presented a unique 

challenge for the African American parent.  Many factors acted as causal agents on 

the typical Black youth: the way he/she felt about him/herself, the perceptions of 
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the Black and White peer group, the expectations educators held, the demands and 

restrictions of American society (race and class), and the involvement of the Black 

parent.   

The African American parent is the most visible and powerful role model in 

the life of the Black child, and, therefore, played a pivotal role in their education.  

The relationships between African American parents, their children, and the school 

system were intertwined.  Often, because of racial and class stratification, the 

African American parent had to maneuver through an unequal or separated 

relationship with the school system (Lareau, 2000).  Thus, any conversation about 

this research topic would not be complete without a serious discussion about 

parental involvement in general and African American parental involvement in 

particular.  The section included some discussion regarding the impact of parental 

involvement followed by three studies involving parent involvement beliefs.   By 

examining how parents viewed their own involvement in the educational lives of 

their children, some insight could be gleaned that was central to unlocking the 

dynamics of parental involvement. 

The Impact of Parental Involvement   

Numerous research studies have shown that parent involvement in 

education is directly related to increases in student achievement (Hoover-Dempsey, 

1997; Epstein, 1996; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Nieto, 1992; Dombusch & Ritter, 

1988; Tangri & Moles, 1987).  Parents could make a huge impact when selectively 

utilizing the “alterable curriculum of the home” (Walberg, 1984).  When parents 
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were involved in activities such as “informed parent-child conversations about 

school, encouragement and discussion of leisure reading, expressions of affection 

and interest, and monitoring and joint analysis of television viewing,” academic 

learning was stimulated which led directly to academic success, in some cases the 

predictive effects were reported to be ten times as large.   

Notable in Walberg’s synthesis of 29 studies was the finding that the “home 

curriculum” was more powerful in making a greater educational impact than a 

family’s socioeconomic status.  Theoretically, poverty or income should have no 

bearing on student achievement as long as parents remained “supportive but 

demanding” and expected a high level of achievement (Nieto, 1992).   Parents who 

were knowledgeably informed about the importance of utilizing such activities 

possess the tools needed to actively encourage their children’s academic 

achievement at school.  Conversely, parents who were uninformed or misinformed 

about their abilities to intercede, encourage, and promote education in the lives of 

their children translated into limited and sub par opportunities for their children.  

Parents could ensure academic success by supplying their children with necessary 

technological resources, opportunities for learning during the summer, and a 

comfortable living environment that was conducive for optimal learning to take 

place.  A parent had the ability to greatly impact their child’s educational success.   

Given the importance of parent involvement in the education of their 

children, certain questions arose concerning the overall reasons why some parents 

‘parent’ so differently from other parents.  For instance, what specific differences 
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existed between the general parent pool and the African American parent group, if 

any?   What particular challenges faced the African American parent that did not 

face other parents?  The following section divided existing research into a brief 

discussion of three studies that focused on African American parent involvement 

attitudes and beliefs versus other parent groups. 

Studying Parental Attitude and Interest 

One comprehensive study that took place in six southwestern states 

including Texas looked at four particular factors: parental attitudes about school 

involvement, parental roles, interest in school decisions, and actual participation 

(Chavkin, Feyl & Garza-Lubeck, 1990).  The synopsis that follows was the result 

of six years of research that involved surveying over 3,000 parents and 4,000 

educators.  Two of the research findings on attitudes and interest were relevant to 

the 1990 study and so were examined in greater detail. 

Attitudes 

The section on attitudes involved asking parents to indicate whether they 

agreed with or disagreed with 20 written statements.  95 percent of Latino and 

Black parents strongly agreed with six statements:  

1) I should make sure that my children do their homework,  

2) I want to spend time helping my children get the best education,  

3) I cooperate with my children’s teachers,  

4) Teachers should give me ideas about helping my children with 

homework,  
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5) I should be responsible for getting more involved, and 

6) I want teachers to send more information home about classroom 

learning activities.  

Minority parents indicated that they as parents had to stress a greater responsibility.  

Being working parents did not excuse any lack of involvement in their children’s 

education.  The attitudes of minority parents were remarkably similar to Anglo 

parents, but there were also clear differences.  Contrasts were easily noticeable in 

three of the twenty statements.  

“For the statement that teachers should be in charge of getting parents 

involved in school, more than 62 percent of minority parents agreed 

compared to less than 38 percent of the Anglo parents. Secondly, 79 percent 

of black parents and 75 percent of the Hispanic parents agreed that school 

districts should make rules for involving parents; only 49 percent of Anglo 

parents concurred. Third, 38 percent Hispanic and 32 percent of black 

parents agreed that working parents do not have time to be involved in 

school, while only 14 percent of Anglo parents agreed” (Chavkin et al., 

1990, p. 2).   

These differences were key to understanding how parents of different ethnicities 

view schooling.  One possible interpretation was that minorities viewed educating 

their children holistically, whereby educational efforts became a community 

endeavor and responsibility belonged to the group.  Anglo, or White, parents 
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focused more often on education as a fundamentally individual effort or small 

group undertaking. 

    Interest 

In one section of the 1990 Chavkin study, parents were asked about their 

interest in being involved in 14 school decisions.  The three decisions of most 

interest to minority parents included evaluating their children’s progress, choosing 

classroom discipline methods, and influencing the amount of homework (Chavkin 

et al., 1990, p. 3).   Out of 14 decisions, most parents (regardless of race) showed 

interest in at least 11 of the 14.  Parents did differ however when looking at areas 

where they were least interested.  African American parents were less interested in 

faculty and staff hiring decisions by 57 percent.  Latino parents were less interested 

in making desegregation plans (47 percent).  And Anglo parents were least 

interested in having more multicultural and bilingual education in schools (46 

percent).   

Discussion 

The researchers came to the conclusion that the explanation of such 

differences was contingent upon ethnicity.  Though there were marked contrasts, 

minority parents’ overall interest in their children’s education was clearly 

observable.  They cared about the academic progress of their children and were 

interested in becoming involved within that progress.  Moreover, minority parents 

indicated a high concern for more parental involvement in schools.  The survey 

results stated that while parents were interested in increasing their involvement in 
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their children’s education the real issue concerned the need for schools to increase 

the involvement of parents.  They laid the bulk of the work squarely on the 

shoulders of the schools (Chavkin et al., 1990, p. 4). 

Studying Parent Involvement Beliefs 

A second, more recent study focused on low income parent’s beliefs about 

their roles in their children’s education.  The study involved telephone interviews, 

questionnaires, and interviews of 234 low-income African American, Latino, and 

Anglo parents (Drummond & Stipek, 2004).  Several areas of concern were 

highlighted: 

• A perception existed of a mismatch or clash between educator 

and parent values where educators did not believe parents really 

wanted to be involved nor made any real efforts to be involved 

(Casanova, 1996; Linek, Rasinski & Harkins, 1997; Baker, 

1997)  

• Low-income parents were less involved and resisted direct 

involvement (Lareau, 1987) 

• Cultural norms played a role in parent beliefs (Goldenberg & 

Gallimore, 1995) 

• Student achievement had a direct correlation to parent 

involvement, i.e., if the child was being less academically 

successful, the parents used this as a cue to get more involved 

(Meidel & Reynolds, 2000; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992) 
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• Parents and teachers reciprocal exchange increased parental 

involvement when teachers and other educators “suggested” 

parents get more involved (Eccles & Harold, 1996) 

Drummond and Stipek (2004) indicated that economically disadvantaged parents 

did care about and did value education for their children.  These parents believed 

that parent involvement was very important.  Parent beliefs about their own 

involvement provided the impetus for their actual involvement.  Yet, the 

researchers conceded that parent involvement was a more complex, multi-sided 

issue that warranted further exploration. 

Studying African American Socialization  

 Did African Americans parent differently from other groups?   Phinney and 

Chavkin (1995) agreed that there was evidence that socialization patterns differed 

among ethnic groups with regard to issues such as child rearing, gender roles, and 

school performance (Davenport & Yurich, 1991; Dornbusch, Ritter, & Steinberg, 

1991; Lin & Fu, 1990; Ellis & Peterson, 1992; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 

1992).   Because members of ethnic minorities experienced lower power and status 

in society and faced a great deal more stereotyping and discrimination, preparing 

children to understand and deal with these issues was an important component of 

the parenting process (Harrison, 1990; Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  African 

American parents felt that they must socialize their children to understand both 

African American and White culture, get along in mainstream society, and deal 



82 

with racism (Boykin & Toms, 1985).   The suggestion was that much of African 

American culture was transmitted via tacit and explicit socialization.   

Phinney’s examination of several studies led towards the conclusion that 25 

percent of African American parents teach ethnic culture and/or racial pride to their 

children (Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  In order to facilitate ‘getting along’ with the 

dominant culture, parents taught their children bicultural skills (Cross, 1987).  

Therefore, parents exonerated their children to work hard (a constant bicultural 

theme).  Black parents were cognizant of their responsibility to prepare their 

children for the reality of racism and discrimination in the United States.  Demo 

and Hughes (1990) described Black parent preparation techniques as being 

‘cautious-defensive.’  Such a strategy had three components: stressing deference, 

social distance, and recognition of White prejudice.  By emphasizing a three-tiered 

or cautious-defensive strategy, African American parents hoped to provide an 

elastic cultural guide that would protect and strengthen their children to meet the 

demands of the greater American society.  

Studies supported the efforts of African American parents who proactively 

prepared their children for the challenges they would face.  Bowman and Howard 

(1985) found that racial socialization (where students were made aware of racial 

barriers and cautioned about appropriate interracial behavior) contributed to the 

maintenance of higher school grades and a sense of personal efficacy.  Results of 

the Phinney and Chavira study (1995) found that while most of the ethnic parents 

studied (African American, Latino, and Asian American) taught their children 
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about their culture, emphasized achievement, and expressed concern about the 

problems of prejudice and discrimination, African American parents reported 

providing the most extensive ethnic socialization.   

African American parents respond to the reality of the kinds of experiences 

their children will face and attempt to prepare them to deal with that reality.  

African American parents, far more than the others, emphasized the positive 

goals of personal achievement and fitting into mainstream society, but were 

also keenly aware of the social problems their child would face and 

discussed with them ways of dealing with prejudice and discrimination 

(Phinney & Chavira, 1995, p. 47-48). 

Early identification of those factors that might maim the Black soul (prejudice, 

racism, discrimination) combined with specific coping strategies acted to insure the 

Black child against the reality of living within a racist and separatist American 

system.  Such intervention ultimately instilled self-esteem and bolstered a strong 

awareness of self-identity. 

African American Resiliency     

 African Americans must struggle to find and maintain a self-affirming 

identity in a society that has consistently and historically marginalized them.  

Resistance and resiliency are protective responses to adversarial conditions that 

threaten to harm the sense of self, blackness, or Black culture (Chavkin & 

Gonzalez, 2000; Clauss-Ehlers, 2004).  Resiliency is a theory that described an 
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ability to cope with adversity (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000, p. 21).  Bernard (1991, 

1997) listed four common attributes of resiliency:  

(1) social competence,  

(2) problem-solving skills,  

(3) autonomy, and  

(4) a sense of purpose and future.   

Resiliency theory developed in the study of Latino or Mexican immigrants active 

struggle to overcome the “vulnerability of position and biological and psychosocial 

risk factors” (Werner & Smith, 1992).  The definition of resiliency can be expanded 

to other minority groups given that culture, ethnicity, and environment all play key 

roles in its manifestation (Clauss-Ehlers, 2004).  Resiliency, therefore, is useful in 

describing the African American experience.   

African Americans are not allowed as many choices under an oppressive or 

dominant society unlike others (i.e., Whites).  They may act to resist their condition 

in a variety of manners: defiance, deviance, avoidance, acceptance, confrontation, 

ignore, and dialogue (Parrillo, 1985; Ogbu, 1994; Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  

Certainly there exists a paradigm of hopelessness and powerlessness central to the 

concept of oppressed, marginal communities.  Yet, despite the dehumanizing 

situation African Americans face in the United States, and the unrealized promises 

that never materialized with desegregation, the resiliency and adaptation of the 

Black individual in a racist, elitist, separatist society is all the more remarkable. 
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The Tense Relationship Between Parents and Schools 

 Clear differences existed between patterns of home behavior that were 

maintained by parents and those behaviors outside of the home in the school setting 

as maintained by teachers and administrators.  The “overlapping spheres of 

influence, including both external and internal structures,” affected the parent and 

school relationship (Hidalgo, Epstein, Sui, 2004, p. 633).  The expectations of 

minority parents and the expectations of mostly White educators may vastly differ, 

and these contrasts undoubtedly influenced children of color.  For example, one 

study (Marttila & Kiley, 1995) found that less affluent Latino and African 

American parents tended to spend more time on home activities and less time on 

in-school activities (like attending a play).  Parents perceived at-home work as 

opposed to activities at school to have a direct link to student achievement in 

schools.  The minority parent either did not value, understand, or stress any 

involvement with inner school activities as essential to the academic achievement 

of their children.  

Another instance of differing expectations concerned the cultural practices 

that minority parents instilled in their children.  Teachers who remained 

uninformed about cultural patterns and values held assumptions about children of 

color and remained confused by the children’s actions and reactions in class that 

seemed to defy teacher expectations.  One study examined the differences between 

Puerto Rican family cultural expectations and the expectations of American 

teachers.  There were measurable differences between parental and teacher 
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expectations.  Vazquez-Nutall and Romero-Garcia (1989) wrote about the 

cooperation and interdependence nature of Puerto Rican family values which were 

in direct opposition to American education values of individual achievement.  

Another study by Bright, Hidalgo, Siu, and Swap (1995) found  

(1) a lack of agreement among teachers in the same school and 

between teachers and parents about what constitutes success, 

(2) a lack of opportunity for teachers and parents from diverse 

cultures to share their expectations and definitions of school 

success, and 

(3) differences in parents’ and teachers’ definitions of parental 

involvement. 

These contrasts inevitably caused a tension between parents and educators that 

resulted in heightened teacher misconceptions about parent investment in their 

children’s educational success and lowered parent involvement.   

 The parent and school tension could be alleviated or improved with 

sustained encouragement and support through school outreach (Moe, 1994).  In 

other words, schools needed to get more involved by initiating communication with 

parents.  Communication included “personal, face to face conversations with 

parents; meetings that have social components, not just formal events; and 

meetings that respond to parents’ needs and concerns” (Inger, 1992, p. 3).  Parent 

participation with schools increased once schools stopped expecting parents to be 

self-motivated and initiate engagement with the schools.  Educators who acted as 
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the primary initiators to increase parent contact and involvement helped to 

effectively disseminate information and dispel the reputation of the unfriendly and 

unapproachable school.    

Conclusion 

 Most studies that focused on parent involvement discuss primarily non-

racial categories, e.g., economically disadvantaged, uninformed, low income, et 

cetera.  Studies on racial factors were limited.  The role of parents was universally 

understood as the responsibility “to socialize children, enhance self-worth, and to 

help children develop a personal frame of reference for behaviors” (Thomas & 

Speight, 1999, p. 152).  An assumption existed that all parents who belonged to the 

same social class or shared a common level of education wanted the same results 

and, therefore, responded in the same manner concerning educational issues.   

Yet, the African American parent faced a different dilemma than her/his 

White counterpart.   Whites did not need to contend with the historical 

ramifications of segregation, desegregation, and resegregation.  Nor did Whites 

struggle with the reality of identity ambiguity in quite the same manner as Blacks 

(Ladson-Billings, 2000).  Furthermore, there is no doubt that a real tension existed 

between the school (White educators) and the African American community (Black 

parents and Black students).  The relationship was constantly shifting in intensity 

and its parameters redefined. 

The emotional and social health of the Black child depended upon how well 

the child learned to navigate through a society that both obviously and 
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inadvertently continued to send negative messages about Black people.  It was 

incumbent on the Black parent to prepare their child for the challenges of the 

Twenty First century.  How well African American parents comprehend the state of 

education and their role within that forum was the central question of this inquiry. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

I have seen it over and over, the same sea, the same, slightly, 
indifferently swinging above the stones, icily free above the stones, 
above the stones, and then the world. If you should dip your hand in, 
your hand would burn. If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter, then 
briny, then surely burn your tongue. It is like what we imagine 
knowledge to be: dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free, drawn from 
the cold hard mouth of the world, derived from the rocky breasts 
forever, flowing and drawn, and since our knowledge is historical, 
flowing, and flown. 
 

-----Elizabeth Bishop from At the Fishhouses  
               (DiYanni, 1994, p. 557). 

Introduction 

 Currently, desegregation efforts appear to be disintegrating.  Numerous 

examples of resegregation exist: White flight, elimination of forced busing, unequal 

redistribution of school monies, the movement back to neighborhood schools, 

glaring gaps in achievement testing, increased drop out rates, residential housing 

patterns, et cetera.   The changing climate clearly shows the decreased effect of a 

desegregation policy that was originally instituted to bring educational equity to all 

American children.   

Orfield and Eaton (1996) believe that American society is turning away 

from desegregation laws.  The American populace is ‘dismantling desegregation’ 

and merely honoring the spirit of Brown through token efforts.   

Today, Brown’s vision is being abandoned…Meanwhile, slowly, quietly, 

and without the nation’s comprehension, political and legal forces have 
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converged to dismantle one of our greatest constitutional victories…We 

fear that the nation is poised to do damage that could threaten our 

multiracial society for generations. (Orfield 1996, p. xix) 

With minimal intervention by the legal courts and reduced federal supervision, old 

desegregation programs like busing are now replaced by strategies that are heralded 

to be ‘new and improved’ and are in reality resegregation, e.g., magnet schools, 

schools within schools, vouchers, neighborhood schools, diversity choice, and other 

transfer and attendance options.  Yet, one can argue that such modern strategies are 

inherently weak and act as ineffectual replacements for the stronger desegregation 

plans of a bygone era.  These programs raise serious questions about whether or not 

all children are receiving quality education and enhanced opportunities.  In its 

wake, questions arise which challenge us to reconsider social policy and how it 

affects individuals.  The study looked into the perspectives of four African 

American parents and revealed a host of information regarding questions of 

desegregation, resegregation, racism in schools, and equal educational access (see 

chapter 4 for detailed discussions of the participants and their interviews). 

Research Question  

There is little research on African American parental understanding of 

resegregation except for generic opinion polls and cursory surveys of a 

representative sampling of the general public (Orfield & Yun, 1996).  After an era 

of Civil Rights revolution that was punctuated by vocal and active minority 
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involvement, the protest of resegregation in the 1990s into the Twenty-first century 

appears unknown.   

The research study questions how African American parents of 

marginalized communities understand educational changes regarding segregation.  

Through examination, African American responses reveal some insight into the 

dynamics of race relations, their sense of racial identity, and their involvement in 

social policies that concern resegregation within systems such as education. 

Researcher Background and Interest 

Being both an educator and a member of marginalized communities in these 

transitional times places me in a unique position.  I am presently an instructional 

consultant with an education service center, and I enjoy training teachers.  

Previously, I was an assistant principal with five years of administrative experience 

(two years at a majority-minority east Austin secondary school and three years at a 

majority-minority high school located in north central Austin).  Before I became an 

administrator, I taught for seven years at the secondary level (grades seven through 

ten).  I have extensive experience with poor children of color often labeled at-risk; I 

also have experience teaching within an academic magnet program where students 

were more often White and affluent.  I had the privilege of actively participating in 

two very different ways of “schooling.”  Consequently, I taught two different sets 

of curricula, maintained two different sets of expectations, and created two distinct 

teaching personas (one set of underprivileged students and another set composed of 

middle to upper class students). 
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I often feel divided loyalties.  I believe that public education does not meet 

the needs of the marginalized child.  Yet, I trust the public education system 

because it worked for me – as troubled and imperfect as the system may prove.  

Education grows ever more complex, and, to the average parent and student, 

schools must seem like unfriendly monoliths at times.  I, on the other hand, have 

always felt comfortable within the school setting.  By age ten, I already knew that 

teaching was my destiny.  I have a healthy outlook about the possibilities and 

opportunities found within the educational system.  

What puzzles me is why schools fail to meet the needs of so many others 

who are just like me.  Many children fall into the cracks of such a large, sometimes 

impersonal machine.  What results is a veritable human wasteland (to use the words 

of a fellow colleague and friend) littered with the remnants of educational failures.  

It struck me that there are deeper, more complex issues than I ever imagined.  And I 

am appalled that education is mediocre in the lives of so many.  I am further 

disturbed by the lack of understanding, protest, action, or presence of minorities 

within the educational forum.  In an era where I was privy to see the backlash of 

desegregation, where is the massive protest I expected from Americans?  I would 

expect some upraising from Black and Latino communities. 

My scholastic love for history and my poignant experiences both personally 

and as a professional employee in the public school system awakened my curiosity 

about the state of education in minority communities.  A growing sense of concern 

with the failure of public schools to provide true equal access served as motivation.  
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If schools were moving back to segregation, why were we allowing this educational 

climate to form?  What were African American parents saying or thinking during 

historical shift that affected the education of their children?  The study is the result 

of my search to understand by listening closely to these voices.    

I sought to capture those voices that make barely a sound when confronted 

with issues that will impact them and especially their children.  Is it complacency?  

A sense of inevitability?  Perhaps, there is an absence of hope?  My own aspiration 

is that my research will be able to tap into the life stream of the African American 

community and elicit the truth according to their viewpoint.  What wisdom hides 

behind the wall of silence?  Hopefully, what I discovered may help others 

understand the inescapable educational issues like resegregation that confront us as 

a community. 

The Qualitative Case Study 

Making sense of the voices of a marginalized group proved a complex 

endeavor.  One has to grapple with the question of how to conduct research that 

would answer the questions and expose the inner feelings and ideas of real people.  

Utilizing case studies is a respected technique of qualitative research.  

“Qualitative research in the educational sciences [is] widely accepted and well 

regarded in the United States of America and in Europe [by] the end of the 1990’s” 

(Ten Dam & Volman, 2001, p. 42).  Qualitative research differs from quantitative 

research in several important ways.  Bogdan and Biklen (1992) hold that qualitative 

research “emphasizes description, induction, grounded theory, and the study of 
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people’s understanding” (p. ix).  Padula and Miller (1999) further present the 

important characteristics and benefits of the qualitative design beyond the 

quantitative by noting that qualitative research (p. 328-329): 

(a) occurs in natural settings (Eisner, 1991; Lincoln & Guba,1985; Merriam, 

1988); 

(b) is inductive and creative (Cresswell, 1994; Fraenkel & Wallen, 1990; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 1987; Merriam, 

1988); 

(c) considers process greater than product (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1990; Merriam, 
 
1988); 
 

(d) uses researchers as primary data-collection instruments (Eisner, 1991; 

Lincoln &Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1988); 

(e) provides descriptive data presented in words and pictures (Fraenkel & 

Wallen, 1990; Locke et al., 1987; Marshall & Rossman, 1989; Merriam, 

1988); 

(f) and focuses on participant perceptions, experiences, and the way individuals 

make sense of their lives (Fraenkel & Waller, 1990; Locke et al., 1987; 

Merriam, 1988). 

These six characteristics influence and define the core of a qualitative case study.   

The research begins with a bigger phenomenon, resegregationist policy and 

African American parent response, requiring that research be conducted by going 

directly onsite (to the natural settings of African American churches, homes and 
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workplaces).  The process of defining a question, designing a study, identifying 

participants, and gathering data is the source of research.  Real people provided 

recollections, thoughts, ideas, and comments as tangible data, and, therefore, it is 

the researcher who is the primary data-collection instrument.  The words of the 

study participants are then collected to paint a living portrait that allows the 

researcher to fashion meaning.   

The value of the case study is well documented and supported by wide use 

in educational research.  Walker (2002) writes that the case study is one of two 

principal qualitative methods (the other being field research) that centers on an 

interactive and engaged conceptual base.  “Case study research is essentially 

concerned with providing credible representations of reality” (p. 109) where a clear 

or rigid separation between the researcher and the research is not required.  The 

objective is to seek clearer understanding of the case by focusing on one specific 

phenomenon of interest and studying that phenomenon in depth (Merriam, 1988; 

Schmacher & McMillan, 1993; Stake, 1995).  Case studies are effective because 

they give the reader a sense of ‘being there’, a front-seat view into the mind of the 

participant.   

The study utilized case study designs described by Yin (1989) as 

exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory.   An exploratory approach seeks to 

uncover opinions.  Descriptive refers to the amount of detail such discoveries may 

hold.  While the explanatory portion focuses on providing answers or analysis to 

explain a set of phenomena.  The study is exploratory because it seeks to discover 
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or uncover the perceptions and thoughts of human beings.  The study material is 

descriptive because of the richness of detail found in the interview conversations.  

Thirdly, there exists the possibility that perception analysis might provide 

reasonable evidence that could fully or partially explain the studied phenomena.  

Through investigation, detail, and analysis, a meaningful understanding can be 

better perceived.   

Cresswell (1994) writes that the qualitative case study has the capacity to 

create a new language marked by terms like ‘understanding, discovery, and 

meaning’ that focus on the personal and informal evolution of a study (p. 6-7).  The 

basic tool in the case study format is the use of the interview.  Bogdan and Biklen 

(1992) describe interviews as purposeful conversations that provide insight into the 

participants’ perception of the world (Padula & Miller, 1999, p. 331).  As study 

participants speak their own particular language, it is possible to understand how 

shifts in educational policy both affect and reflect human thoughts and choices.  It 

is necessary to illuminate personal reflections and highlight individual and group 

experiences in order to properly listen and make sense of the words they offer (see 

Appendix B). 

Study Overview 

 The study focused on four African American parents with school age 

children to get a sense of their viewpoint over educational issues like desegregation 

and resegregation.  In order to gain insight, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to accurately recount their experiences and build trustworthy 
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constructions of participant reality.  Erlandson (1993) describes the importance of 

researchers 

to share the constructions of those whose human setting they are 

investigating. The naturalistic researcher must take care to develop 

compatible constructions with the study’s intended audience...this is the 

same reason why the researcher uses thick description.  Low-level 

abstractions that provide descriptions of specific experiences are used in 

abundance to keep descriptions as close as possible to the actual setting.  It 

is thick description that will bring the reader vicariously into the setting the 

researcher is describing and thereby pave the way for shared constructions. 

(p. 24) 

These interviews were conducted during the summer and fall of 2003, tape 

recorded, and transcribed.  A consent form according to The University of Texas at 

Austin and the Austin Independent School District (IRB) requirements was signed 

by each participant (see Appendix C).  Field notes were also taken during the 

interviews to check for accuracy.  

 As a naturalistic study, credibility had to be established through 

triangulation, referential adequacy materials, and member checks (Erlandson, et al, 

1993).  Triangulation served to collect information by using multiple sources of 

data, methods, investigators, or theory (Denzin, 1970).  The study used between-

method (survey, interviews, documents) and within-method (Interview A, 

Interview B, Interview C, and Interview D) triangulation.   Referential adequacy 
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materials included tape recording of interviews and the extensive use of archival 

sources (local newspaper articles, school district data, and state statistical reports).   

These materials provided background meaning for the study by recording a detailed 

historical legacy of segregation, desegregation, and resegregation.  According to 

Erlandson, (1993), referential adequacy materials provided “a slice of life that may 

be invaluable to the researcher in understanding the context of an organization” (p. 

139).   Furthermore, member checks completed the study’s evidence of 

trustworthiness.  Member checking occurred in two distinct ways: (1) through 

summary of the data at the end of the interview thus allowing respondents to clarify 

interpretations and (2) through informal conversations with participants and 

organizational members.   These three pieces, triangulation, referential adequacy 

materials, and member checking, ensure that the information in the study is 

credible, valid, and trustworthy. 

As the interviews took place, participants were asked to elaborate when 

more descriptive data was necessary.  These extended responses provided the thick 

description necessary to personalize participant experiences and engage the reader 

(Erlandson, 1993).  Extended participant responses were important for clarifying 

questions whenever elaboration was a consideration.  Likewise, participants were 

encouraged to ask questions when they did not understand a term or particular 

question.  After the interviews were transcribed, coded, and sorted (four interviews 

were selected from among ten) during the Spring of 2004, the data was organized 

into five themes that comprise the majority of chapter four.  These five themes 
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included educational background, educational expectations, school racism, parental 

involvement, and awareness of educational patterns of desegregation and 

resegregation. 

 Chapter four begins with a history of segregation and desegregation within 

an urban school district.  The section is significant because it provided historical 

context of the public school system where the participants sent their children for an 

education.  The synopsis provided a historical frame of reference to understand 

African American parent response.  While chapter four presented the data results, 

chapter five analyzed the findings and connected the themes with existing 

scholarship (see Chapter Two).   A final discussion of the implications concluded 

the study. 

Procedure 

 Data was gathered from multiple sources and divided into two sets.  In the 

first data set, collection of information occurred by compiling school district 

demographics, state agency statistics, and newspaper articles.  Throughout a four-

year period (2000-2004), the researcher shifted through various newspaper, 

magazine, and journal articles searching for information that covered historical 

interpretations of desegregation and resegregation eras.  Further data regarding 

demographics was collected in 2004 and 2005 from the public school system by 

way of the Open Information Act.  The third piece involved gathering dated AEIS 

data from TEA (internet sources) that provided a comprehensive map of individual 

school campuses and districts.  Consequently, a thorough compilation of ethnic and 
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racial percentages and testing indicators and statistics were available for further 

analysis.  These documents and materials provided a sense of time and place. 

In the second set, data was gathered through a series of face-to-face 

interviews during the summer and fall of 2003 and can be divided into three phases.  

In the first phase, ten voluntary participants where chosen as interview informants 

from a pool of 40 willing participants who indicated their willingness to participate 

in an interview by providing the researcher with written contact information (names 

and phone numbers). The objective was to locate ten respondents from the larger 

group who would afford the greatest degree of different experiences.  The 

voluntary participants were asked to respond to a short set of demographic 

questions such as age, income level, educational level, et cetera.  From the 

demographic data gathered that summer, ten African American parents were 

chosen as the study participants.   

Each of the ten informants agreed to semi-structured interviews in a 

location of their choosing.  Twelve open-ended questions were asked of each 

participant during ten separate interviews that were conducted during the late 

summer and fall of 2003 (see Appendix B).  Questions were rephrased and 

participants were encouraged to elaborate when more clarification or richness of 

detail was deemed necessary by the researcher.  Each interview was audio taped at 

an agreed upon locale that was most comfortable for the participant.  Each semi-

structured interview lasted from one and a half to four hours depending on the 
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length of responses.  After the interview, the researcher transcribed the data into a 

script that was then ready for the next phase. 

Data Analysis 

Interview phase two (throughout Spring and Summer of 2004) comprised of 

coding the ten interviews and selecting four final participants.  The researcher had 

to consider the quantity and quality of information that was gathered in each of the 

interview transcripts in making the final selections.  Each transcript was closely 

examined for recurring themes, concerns, opinions, and ideas.  As certain code 

words began to emerge, words and phrases were highlighted.   

The next step involved sorting and grouping each transcript.  Then 

interviews were sorted by a chosen set of characteristics in order to narrow the field 

for case study. The researcher looked at similarities and differences between 

interview participants in order to appropriately sort the data.  For example, there 

were several characteristics: 1. gender, 2. experience in segregated or integrated 

schools, 3. what schools their children attended and if they were presently attending 

school, 4. similarity and differences of opinions over various issues like race, ethnic 

diversity, teacher expectations, and school quality, 5. levels of parent involvement, 

6. and quantity and quality of interview responses.   

Once the determination of four participants was made, the researcher 

returned to their interviews and began fine-tuning the coding process.   Finally, the 

data was condensed into four case studies.  All research material was transcribed, 

typed, and stored in a locked file cabinet. 
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Participants 

 The participant candidate pool was restricted to African American parents 

of school age children.  Their children attended or were currently attending AISD 

schools.  In one case, the parent was herself a graduate from an AISD high school. 

The race or ethnic group of the pool was the first constant, non-negotiable criterion.  

The race of the participant was inflexible because the objective of the research was 

to localize a participant group that was considered to be a marginalized sector of 

American society within the time period of desegregation to resegregation and to 

understand their experience during this period.   Within the context of the study, 

members of marginal sectors are confined to substandard quality of education and 

limited access to educational opportunity.  Each of the participants met the 

definition of membership in the marginalized community (see Terms and 

Definitions section of chapter one).   African American parents comprised 

volunteers from four Black church congregations (see Setting). 

The second requirement was parentage.  The parent prerequisite was of 

paramount importance in establishing a sense of educational investment.  The 

assumption being that parents of AISD school age children would be more likely to 

be better informed, more interested, and involved in educational settings and issues 

than individuals who did not have children or children who attended schools during 

a particular time period.  Specific identifying questions were posed at the beginning 

of each interview as demographic information or background questions as well to 

ascertain ethnic identity and parental membership.   
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A short description of each of the four participants follows below.  Note 

that the real identity and name of each parent has been changed to a pseudonym to 

ensure the confidentiality of each parent participant. 

Kim King: Kim King was a 34-year-old African American female.  She was 

a divorced parent with two sons both under the age of thirteen.  A 

transplanted Austinite, Ms. King worked for the computer industry.   She 

had an associate’s degree and earned an estimated salary of 35,000 dollars a 

year.  The King children began their education in AISD public schools but 

were pulled out of the public schools to attend a religious, charter school.  

The interview with Ms. King lasted three hours and took place at a 

restaurant close to Ms. King’s residence.  

Cynthia Carr: Cynthia Carr was a 42-year-old single mother.  She was a 

native Austinite who is a product of an Austin Independent School District 

(AISD) high school.  The high school she attended was a desegregated, east 

Austin school.  Both of her children attended the same AISD high school.  

She worked as a church secretary in an African American church for several 

years and earned a yearly salary under 25,000 dollars.  The interview lasted 

1.5 hours and took place at Ms. Carr’s church/workplace. 

John Johnson: At the age of 45, Mr. Johnson was a married, middle-aged 

African American father of four.  He had children who attended AISD 

public schools.  When he moved his family to the outskirts of the city of 

Austin, the Johnson children moved to public schools located within the 
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suburbs.  Mr. Johnson was a military sailor.  With a few credits shy of a 

bachelor’s degree, Mr. Johnson worked for the military recruiting office.  

He was close to retirement and had an income of above 40,000 dollars. Mr. 

Johnson had attended military and civilian public schools.  A two-hour 

interview took place in his military office. 

Maggie Mays:  At 77 years of age, Maggie Mays was an African American 

mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother.  She had lived in Austin over 

30 years and had grandchildren who currently attended public schools.  Ms. 

Mays enjoyed a long-term marriage that included two daughters.  Her 

income was approximately 60,000 dollars.  Ms. Mays received a segregated 

public school education.  She was the most highly educated of the 

participants having earned a master’s degree in education.  Maggie had 

retired from teaching and administration.  A four-hour interview was 

undertaken at her place of residence.  

 These four study participants were chosen for their different, intragroup 

experiences.  They herald from diverse educational, income, family status and age 

situations.  These parents offer a wide expanse of information based on their unique 

experiences.  The experiences of these respondents are reflected in a variety of rich 

responses along a diverse continuum—participants ranged from the basic to the 

highly educated (high school to masters), from the lower to higher income (25,000 

to 60,000 dollars), from the military to civilian experience, from the female and 

male gender perspective, and the segregated versus desegregated schooling 
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experiences as well.  Such data will provide case study enrichment by allowing for 

cross-analysis through four singular perspectives.  

Setting 

 Study participants came from four churches that were predominantly 

African American congregations.  The church played a vital and integral part in the 

lives of most of the African American community.  Holt (1972) suggested that one 

of the most important functions of the church constituted maintaining a sense of 

collective identity and self-worth among its congregation.  The church was about 

community unity and often tackled social and political issues.  The influence of the 

church was felt in every facet of Black life.   

Four church sites were chosen from a cross section of the city.  The four 

churches with Southern Baptist, Methodist, and non-denominational affiliations 

were located in various corners of the city of Austin: downtown (east of Interstate 

35), north central, northeast, and central (west of Interstate 35).  Each of the church 

leaders (pastors and reverends) indicated a willingness to support the research and 

encouraged their congregations to support the goals of the study and meet with the 

researcher.  

 Though the participants were located in African American church 

congregations, the specific site that would be discussed involved their experiences 

with the local public school system (Austin Independent School District also 

referred to as AISD).  The school district in Austin provided an educational 

microcosm of the city’s larger social, political, and racial issues.  AISD mirrored 



106 

the city’s racial divisions by setting up segregated public schools along the natural 

divide of Interstate Highway 35 (African Americans on the east side and Anglos 

west of the Interstate).  Desegregation came slowly to Austin, but a period of active 

desegregation did occur, and AISD was forced to desegregate by court order in the 

1970s.  The current national trend to resegregate also affected education in Austin.  

AISD followed the movement to return to resegregation along with most of 

American society.  Study participants have some experience with AISD schools 

(through the experiences of their own children or through their own experiences 

with AISD) and, therefore, can express some level of understanding of segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation issues.  A richer discussion of AISD history and 

segregation, desegregation, and resegregation follows in chapter four. 

Interview Protocol 

Ten interviews were conducted from approximately 40 volunteers who 

indicated their willingness to participate in an interview by including a contact 

phone number.  Interviews were summarily set up, audio taped, and transcribed.  

Six interviews were conducted in the participant’s home, three were conducted at 

the participant workplace, and one was conducted at a restaurant.  All participants 

signed consent forms and retained a copy for their records (see Appendix C). 

Each voluntary participant was asked to respond to twelve semi-structured 

questions that range from past school experiences to questions concerning current 

educational policy trends (see Appendix B).  The objectives of the interview 

questions were designed to: 
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• compare and contrast past schooling experiences (adult, post-high school) 

to current, modern experience (school-aged child/children) as perceived 

from the perspective of the adult parent (questions 2, 3, 4, & 6); 

• examine the expectations of selected African American parents regarding 

education by looking at both the expectations parents had for their 

children’s success and the expectations they had of the schools and 

educators (questions 6 & 7); 

• ascertain the prevalence of patterns of racism and its effect on the 

participants (question 9); 

• ask general questions about educational policy or trends regarding 

segregation, desegregation, and resegregation to ascertain the level of 

parental knowledge and involvement in school affairs (questions 1, 8, & 

11); and 

• focus on the level of informed responses to terms concerning access to 

educational opportunity (questions 5 & 12).  

The importance of the answers lay in illuminating what the selected group of 

African Americans thought about their schools and the opportunities of academic 

achievement and equal access for their children.  The answers would reveal a 

wealth of information concerning race, equal educational opportunity, and parent 

and school interaction (e.g., if parents are in favor of resegregation, whether 

attendance in a segregated or desegregated educational environment makes any real 
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difference, how racism in schools affected themselves and their children, and 

perhaps even indicate their level of satisfaction and value with public schools). 

Limitations 

The qualitative study probes for the personal reflections and opinions of a 

small group of African American parents concerning a set of educational issues.  

The study relies upon the subjective nature of the human experience—both a 

strength and weakness of the interview technique.   The personal reflections and 

experiences of individuals can reveal a unique perspective, a different angle, and 

make visible connections not seen before.  

On the other hand, the subjectivity of human recollection leaves a greater 

margin for error.  The concern becomes one of factual integrity.  How does one 

accurately measure an idea or emotion?  What about impartiality?  There are 

strengths and weaknesses in every research method.  The subjective experience as 

captured by the interview has the capability for greater interpersonal 

communication. 

Interviewer and interviewee bias had to be considered as well.  As a 

member of the African American community, the researcher is aware of the 

advantages and disadvantages of such membership.  Possessing a commonality of 

ethnic and racial experience with other African Americans can be considered 

positively and negatively in any research setting.  For instance, familiarity reduces 

suspicion and encourages respondents to speak frankly, without fear of reprisal.  

Yet, at the same time, sharing similarities of the study group allows for a greater 
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risk of interjecting a biased set of perspectives and experiences that may taint 

information and unduly influence the findings.  For various reasons, the researcher 

was forced to purposefully and consciously consider carefully the personal 

involvement within every phase of the study. 

In order to diminish bias and control for subjectivity, two separate 

categories of information were included and combined within the study: 1) 

numerical and descriptive school data during periods spanning segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation eras, and 2) personal interviews that formed the 

foundation of the case study.  These categories complement the objectives of the 

research study.  By furthering an appreciation of historical context and recording 

the voices of a selected group of parents, a better understanding of the African 

American experience in a time of educational change is possible. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DATA FINDINGS 

I looked at their Black faces and this is what I saw: The wind 
imprisoned in the flesh, the sun bound down by law. I watched them 
moving, moving, like water down the street, and this is what moved 
in my heart: Their far-too-humble feet. 

 
-----Langston Hughes from Negro Ghetto  

               (DiYanni, 1994, p. 541). 

Introduction 

 The study probes for the understandings of African American parents 

regarding desegregation and resegregation: how did parents make sense and adapt 

to the changes from desegregation to resegregation within the public school 

system?  The data as collected would be incomplete without some attention to the 

educational setting or school background as experienced by the participants and 

their children.  Consequently, the chapter opens with a brief history that spans two 

decades of an urban public school system (AISD) and is designed to provide a 

description of the past and present conditions that influenced African American 

perspectives and action in matters concerning education.  The history is followed 

by the data results from the interviews.  The information gathered from these four 

informants is then arranged and presented in case study format.  Five themes are 

examined.  The first theme concerns each participant’s background.  Information 

was gathered over parent schooling recollections as well as general information 

over income, age, and other personal data.  The second theme asks participants to 

reflect on their educational expectations for their children.  What do parents expect 
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from the school system, educators, and their own children?  The third concept 

considers the sensitive area of racism.  The idea is to gather an understanding of the 

effect of racism in parent lives and any ensuing attitudes.  The fourth idea speaks to 

parent involvement in their children’s schools.  By examining their level of 

involvement with schools, a better grasp of parent and teacher relationships 

emerge.  Lastly, the fifth element probes parents’ opinions on educational issues.  

What are parent concerns regarding public schooling and how do they understand 

educational policy changes are important questions to examine.  The chapter closes 

with a historical and case study summary. 

Background History: A Brief Look Into Five Decades of An Urban School 

District and Community Support (1955-2003)  

Overview 

Austin is a dynamic Texas city with a highly mobile populace that has seen 

major demographic, economic, political, and cultural shifts in the last 48 years 

(1955 through 2003).   The growth of the city has established the public school 

system as a major urban school district within Texas behind Houston, Dallas, and 

Fort Worth (see Texas Education Agency report on enrollment trends in Texas 

Public Schools, 2000).  For example, in 1990, the Austin Independent School 

District (AISD) had a total student population of 65,797.  With a current student 

population of 79,788, a staff of almost 11,000 employees, 12 high schools, 15 

middle schools, and 83 elementary campuses, AISD has experienced phenomenal 

growth (Close-Up Facts and Figures; AISD website, February, 2005).   
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In many ways, AISD shared the challenges faced by most large urban 

school districts, i.e., high levels of low-income students and limited-English 

proficient students.  In 1990, 44.8 percent of AISD students were considered 

economically disadvantaged.  In 2002, that number had risen to 55.6 percent.  The 

percentage of limited English proficient students in AISD rose from 8.7 percent in 

1990 to an astounding 21.8 percent in 2003 (see Academic Excellence Indicator 

System reports on the Texas Education Agency website).  Other urban schools have 

seen student population rise as well.  Yet, in other ways, AISD faced unique 

concerns.  A look into the last five decades (1955 thru 2003) describes the struggle  

from segregation and desegregation to resegregation. 

Segregation in Austin and the Desegregation Debate (1955-1970) 

 Court desegregation activity at the highest level (Supreme Court decisions) 

trickled down to affect local school districts across the state of Texas.  AISD was 

no exception.  Black, White and Latino demographics and inequity was marked by 

the physical structure of Interstate 35 that ran North and South effectively 

separating Austin into two camps: East and West.  Austinites who lived on the 

eastside were predominantly African American, Latino and low socioeconomic 

status (poor to working class).  Austinites who lived on the westside tended to be 

Anglo and/or affluent (middle to upper class).  Therefore, eastside schools were 

majority-minority while westside schools were majority White.  Segregation was a 

natural and visible divide.   



113 

The Brown v. Board of Topeka case of 1954 forced school districts across 

the country like AISD to implement desegregation policy and practices.  One 

measure used by AISD to come into compliance with court desegregation measures 

was busing across the interstate that began in 1971.  Another desegregation tool 

was to close the all-Black high school of Anderson on the eastside to make way for 

a newly renovated school that would attract White students and make integration a 

reality. 

AISD litigated for over three decades over the desegregation issue.  In 

1955, following the Brown decision and requests from local Black leaders, AISD 

began to integrate one grade per year beginning with the 12th grade.  By June 1963, 

the process of integrating each grade was completed through grade one.  According 

to AISD internal documents dated 1970, the decision to begin with grade 12 was 

due to the following considerations: 

1. First, the goal was to integrate with least concern or fear to any 

parent or student; 

2. It was acknowledged that younger children were more dependent 

on parental attitudes and reflected these attitudes more easily; 

3. Furthermore, the parents of first graders were more uneasy and 

concerned about them at that age; 

4. Also, high school students were more independent and 

individualistic in their thinking and could care less about parental 

concerns. 
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Therefore, AISD felt that it made the best sense to begin integration at the high 

school level given these arguments.  In 1967, AISD offered “freedom of choice” 

options for African American and Latino students to attend high school outside of 

their attendance zones. 

Regardless of meeting the goal of grade integration AISD found itself back 

into court “for failure to eliminate all remaining vestiges of the dual school system” 

(AISD document on desegregation activity, 1988).  In July 1970, an administrative 

hearing was held in Dallas, and AISD was held to be in non-compliance with the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964.  The school district had to reconsider their desegregation 

plans.   Also during the same period, AISD began working towards faculty 

integration.  According to AISD’s own documents (1971), “a few minority teachers 

were assigned to predominantly White schools and vice versa.  Minority persons 

were also hired for middle level administrative positions in the central office.”  

Progress was a slow process. 

AISD Efforts To Meet Desegregation Goals During the 1970s 

The 1971-72 school year was fraught with a series of conflicts associated 

with closing Black secondary schools and the reassignment of Black students to 

schools throughout the district.  For example, previous district plans had to be 

consolidated, a centralized planning system had to be put in place to support 

meeting desegregation goals, and a response to open Black and White student 

hostility in schools had to be instituted (the result was that AISD developed a series 
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of structures and activities designed to promote positive cross-racial interaction 

implemented by campus administrations and utilized on campuses).   

In the mid 1970s, AISD Board of Trustees adopted a Consolidated Plan that 

they hoped would be a satisfactory desegregation plan.  Meeting the needs of 

Mexican American students were included in the plan (district courts in 1973 had 

decided that the school district had to provide remedy for Mexican American 

students who had experienced sustained discrimination).  The Consolidated Plan’s 

solution hinged on establishing sixth grade (fully integrated) schools throughout the 

district (Orfield, 1996). 

Interestingly enough, there was a continuing resentment in the African 

American community because the implementation of desegregation meant one way 

busing of Black students up to a point.  The district had closed all Black secondary 

schools and forced Black students to transfer to other previously all-White schools.  

Most African American students had to use the free transportation provided by the 

district in order to get to school.  Regardless of the problems that arose over plan 

implementation, by 1979, over 90% of schools were considered integrated (AISD 

public records, 1980).  

Despite the alleged successes of desegregation plans according to AISD’s 

documentation (in one document, AISD described their voluntary plan to 

desegregate as a “forward approach”), AISD found itself back into court for three 

more years over the “Problem of Segregative Intent” (AISD document, 1986).  A 
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resolution was finally reached when a Consent Decree was signed by the end of 

1979.  In the Consent Decree, AISD agreed to the following provisions: 

1. continued affirmative action and minority recruitment efforts; 

2. careful consideration of alternatives to improve integration in boundary 

line changes and new construction; 

3. continuation of majority to minority transfers with free transportation; 

4. a commitment to seek and implement programs designed to meet the 

special needs of children who must overcome educational deficits; and 

5. a commitment to preserve and enhance the opportunity of limited 

English proficiency students to receive bilingual education consistent 

with the state bilingual education program. 

Certainly, the future of desegregation efforts within AISD looked better. 

Desegregation in Austin: Post-Brown and Pre-Unitary Status (1980-1986) 

 The early 1980s was an era of reckoning for AISD. African Americans 

through the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) brought suit against AISD for violation of civil rights under the 

precedent established in the Brown case.   AISD was forced to reconsider 

desegregation reform once again, and AISD fought back.    

Though the desegregation plans designed by the district seemed lacking, 

AISD protested that the federal government mandates were faulty and extreme.  

Instead of defending their desegregation plans as meeting the objectives of 

integration, the district attacked the government’s position as continual interference 
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with inadequate and unfair oversight of the district’s good-faith efforts to comply 

with the law.   

The arguments offered by AISD hit a chord with the courts who ultimately 

decided in their favor.  Thus it was that a mere three years after a revised 

desegregation plan went into effect, AISD successfully applied for unitary status in 

1986 by claiming that the federal government hindered desegregation efforts.  

Freedom from government oversight and restrictions in the area of integration was 

an undeniable victory for AISD.   

Unitary Status in the Austin Independent School District (1986) 

 Unitary status was a coveted status.  “Unitary” is a term courts use to 

describe a school system that has made the transition from a segregated or “racially 

dual” system to a desegregated or “unitary” system.   School districts who were 

given unitary status were restored to full local control.  The concept of unitary 

status was established by the United States Supreme Court in the earlier 

desegregation case of Green v. New Kent County School Board, 391 U.S. 430 

(1968).   The Supreme Court has held that a declaration of unitary status is only 

appropriate after a hearing at which the defendant school district bears the burden 

of proving that it has: (1) complied with the desegregation order for a reasonable 

period of time; (2) eliminated all vestiges of past discrimination to the extent 

practicable; and (3) demonstrated its good faith commitment to the constitutional 

rights that were the predicate for judicial intervention [Dowell, 498 U.S. at 249-50]. 

The legacy of segregation and desegregation had greatly impacted those districts 
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whose student population included large majority-minority numbers or percentages.  

With the questions of equity and equality placed in front of the Supreme Court, the 

judicial branch endeavored to desegregate or integrate public schools.   

The federal courts provided a series of policies overseeing the progression of 

desegregation efforts in public schools.  If a school district or school system was 

deemed to be in violation of federal mandates or guidelines, the district was 

subjected to further strictures and sanctions such as withholding of federal funds 

and programs.  When a district had met integration requirements, it could apply for 

‘home rule’.  Once a district was freed from such control, they were said to have 

achieved ‘unitary’ status and released from federal oversight.   Thus, freedom from 

federal control was a highly desirable goal for school districts (Hunter & Donahoo, 

2004). 

AISD Desegregation Plans: Post-Unitary Status (1987-1995) 

 Unfortunately, after receiving the designation of being a unitary district, 

AISD shifted its efforts from integration to segregation with conditions.  AISD put 

in place the ‘Plan for Educational Excellence.’  On its own initiative, AISD had 

“created compensatory programs as part of an independent district-designed plan to 

try to ensure that segregated schools were offered equal opportunity” (Orfield, 

1996, p. 166).   The five-year plan consisted of redrawing attendance zones that 

tripled the number of segregated elementary schools from six to twenty, and of 

these schools, sixteen ‘Priority Schools’ would receive extra money and programs 

(Orfield, 1996).  The stated objective of the school district was to fulfill 
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desegregation mandates stipulated by the federal government and to address the 

inequities of school segregation by implementing plans that would provide for 

financial compensation in a concerted effort to equalize resources.    

AISD formed an internal agency to evaluate the progress of its ‘Plan for 

Educational Excellence’ program.  The Office of Research and Evaluation was 

charged with supervising the success of the five-year plan from 1987 to 1991.  The 

group’s final report showed “that only the implementation of a lower student-

teacher ratio appeared to have had a direct, measurable effect on students and even 

then only in the kindergarten and first grades” (Orfield 1996, p. 169).  Other 

“Priority School Standards” did not demonstrate improvement in test scores, 

student and teacher attendance, or parent involvement and satisfaction.   Priority 

school Principals (10 out of the 16) reported that student achievement had not 

improved.  Overall, when compared to all other AISD elementary schools, priority 

schools showed inconsistent results and lagged behind the achievement of all other 

integrated AISD elementary schools (Orfield & Eaton, 1996).   

AISD formed an internal agency whose purpose was to self-regulate and 

evaluate the progress of the district’s Excellence Plan in 1990.  The internal agency 

compiled an evaluation that was incomplete because of lack of funds and 

motivation on the part of the school district.  For example, in 1993, AISD interim 

superintendent Terry Bishop notified the internal agency to scale back its 

evaluations in lieu of budget cuts.  Another criticism of AISD implementation 

includes the fact that though only sixteen schools were designated priority in 1987, 
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some twenty-six schools (at least 80 percent minority) qualified for that status in 

1993-94 but no special accommodations were recognized or instituted.  The lack of 

any supervision of the AISD’s plan by a court or outside external agency was a 

further problem.  As Orfield (1996) states concerning the non-existence of federal 

court oversight, “the lack of a court presence in Austin means no independent body 

will ensure that these schools are examined, evaluated, racially integrated, or 

provided extra money” (p. 173).  In other words, Orfield contended that there was 

no further commitment to the ‘Plan for Excellence’ other than a cursory one 

involving federal monies was guaranteed for any school within AISD.  

Furthermore, AISD disbanded the internal agency after the five years elapsed.  The 

unfinished evaluation of AISD’s plan left many questions unanswered concerning 

the outcomes of the ‘Plan for Educational Excellence.’ What was clear was that the 

initiative as designed by AISD was ultimately poorly funded, prematurely created, 

and short-lived.   

When the charge of discrimination against African American and Latino 

students sent civil rights lawyers back into the courts in 1995, the issue of 

desegregation and resegregation was revisited.  Only now the burden of proof fell 

to the plaintiffs since unitary status declared AISD free from federal supervision.  

Of course, proving intentional discrimination (deliberate discriminatory practices 

that could be independently measured) was virtually impossible.  AISD won the 

district court’s decision and received approval to return to neighborhood schools.   

End of the Busing Era (1998-2000) 
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 AISD unitary status merely provided the impetus for the changes that were 

to follow.  In December of 1998, Austin school district trustees decided to stop 27 

years of forced busing as a means to integrate schools (Alford, 1998).  The decision 

to end busing for desegregation purposes seemed to be a move that was welcomed 

by many -- Blacks, Latinos, and Whites.  It did not matter whether an individual 

lived in North and West Austin (predominantly White and affluent) or East and 

South Austin (predominantly Black and Latino).   The local newspaper, the Austin 

American-Statesman, reported that the decision to end busing came at the same 

time the Austin School Board had to make important boundary decisions to open 

nine new schools (Kurtz, 1999).  The decision was significant because the district 

and school board wanted to be able to create new boundaries without the worry of 

any possible problems that may have arisen concerning busing or desegregation 

issues. 

Neighborhood schools seemed a much better alternative to forced busing as 

a desegregation/integration tool.  Usually within walking distance, neighborhood 

schools provided easy access to parents and children.  Besides, according to one 

Latino board member (an east Austin representative), “busing had not delivered on 

promises of academic success for minority students” (Alford, 1998, p. A1).  Busing 

in Austin had never been utilized extensively.  The barrier of Interstate 35 served as 

a physical barrier between two societies or groups (the marginalized Latino and 

Black communities on the east side of 35 and the White, more affluent community 

located west of the interstate).  Unlike other parts of the country, busing was not 



122 

considered a divisive political issue in Austin in 1998 because of the fact that of the 

78,000-student district, about 4,000 students were bused across Interstate 35; and, 

of this number, only 1,300 were bused strictly for integration purposes.  Thus, 

busing for purposes of integration was almost a nonexistent concern when the large 

number of the student population was taken into account.  At best, busing had been 

seen as a symbolic gesture of desegregation reform. 

Most parents and students were not impacted by the issue of busing in 

Austin.  Even so, small protests did occur.  For example, 830 mostly-minority 

parents signed petitions encouraging the board to continue busing efforts.  

Furthermore, in February of 1999, the Austin American-Statesman reported that 

approximately 100 protesters marched to the Capitol and protested proposed 

boundary changes (Haurwitz, 1999).  Boundary changes were important to the 

segregation and desegregation debate because new boundaries would require that 

students physically change schools that could include busing.  Regardless of these 

small but symbolic acts of community resistance, the cessation of busing for 

desegregative purposes and the boundary changes went into effect. 

Diversity Choice vs. Grandfathering 

 The advent of new school boundaries seemed to cause confusion and 

apprehension between African American and Latino parents and students.  

According to informal surveys and interviews by the media, parents were uncertain 

which school their children would attend considering the new boundary changes 

and the cessation of busing.  The district offered a curious compromise: some 
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students (less than 2,000) would be offered ‘diversity choice’ while others could 

choose the ‘grandfather clause.’   

The two options of ‘diversity choice’ and ‘grandfather clause’ were similar 

and supported each other.  Diversity choice was an option whereby those students 

who were already bused across town could continue to attend the same school 

indefinitely despite any boundary change.  Students who used the diversity choice 

plan would not have to return to a neighborhood school situation.  Whereas the 

‘grandfathering’ policy would allow students entering fifth, eighth and twelfth 

grades during their year of reassignment to continue at their current school (Kurtz, 

1999).   Those students who were in their transition or graduation year (into middle 

school or high school or about to graduate) would therefore not have to return to 

neighborhood schools.  School district officials felt that their efforts would prove 

successful on several fronts.  First, they could appease apprehensive parents and 

students.  Secondly, the AISD policy would maintain some semblance of 

desegregation.  Thirdly, most students would return to neighborhood schools.  

Lastly, the AISD plan would effectively end enforced busing.  

Diversity choice options were very familiar to the ‘Freedom of Choice 

Plans’ instituted back in the 1960’s (Curry, 1995).  The ‘Freedom of Choice’ 

blueprint offered parents the choice of sending their children to any school within a 

district and was intended to be a viable desegregation tool.  In reality, White 

parents did not want their children to attend perceived ‘inferior’ Black schools 
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while African American parents would not send their children to the White schools 

for fear of White retaliation.   

Diversity choice in AISD was limited to a select group of students and 

certain designated schools according to AISD written policy.  AISD, like the 

proponents of the ‘Freedom of Choice Plan,’ saw their measure as a valid 

desegregation strategy.  Though the practice of diversity choice continued to be 

used within AISD, there was some question as to how well informed minority 

parents were about diversity choice plans and if they understood what it was 

designed to accomplish.  Diversity choice options continued to be offered through 

2004. 

AISD School Data: Segregation, Desegregation, and Resegregation Patterns 

(1971-2003) 

 AISD documents provide clear evidence of the effect of segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation on the migratory patterns of the district’s student 

population by ethnicity.  The rich data is divided into three subsections: high 

school, middle school/junior high schools, and elementary schools.  A cross section 

or sampling of schools is presented first in table form and followed by individual 

campus information presented in line graphs.  The schools that are included in the 

study were chosen based on their ability to establish unmistakable patterns of 

segregation, desegregation, and resegregation over a period of 32 school years 

(1971-2003).  A map of AISD school locations is included in the appendix. 

 



125 

 AISD High School Data 

 By 2003, AISD boasted eleven major high schools along with four 

alternative/special high schools.  Table one lists the data of nine schools.  Each 

high school campus population is divided by three ethnic/racial percentages 

(African American or Black, Latino, and White) along a 32 year time span: 1971, 

1971-80, 1980-81, 1981-82, 1984-85, 1988-89, 1994-95, 1996-97, 1999-2000, 

2001-02, and 2002-03.  

 Table 1 shows that AISD schools were entirely segregated in 1970-71.  The 

1970s was a litigious era for AISD when they were frequently in court for failing to 

desegregate.  Consequently, the ethnic percentages began to change in the 1980s 

with the greatest period of racial parity occurring during the years 1988-1995—the 

highest point of desegregation.  A return to resegregation is seen by the 2003 

percentage figures.  These figures coincide with boundary changes that were 

approved by the school board and Austin voters in 2001 that had the effect of 

returning students to their neighborhood campus. See Table 1 below. 
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TABLE 1: AISD HIGH SCHOOL ETHNIC PERCENTAGE DATA 
 

 
Table 1: High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2003). AISD public documents. 

High  
Schools 

1970-
1971 

1971-
1980 1980-81 

1981-
1982 

1984-
1985 

1988-
1989 

1994-
1995 

1996-
1997 

1999-
2000 

2001-
2002 

2002-
2003 

Ander B 98 9 16 17 13 11 11 10 7 6 7 
Ander L 5 2 20 23 27 13 19 19 20 18 18 
Ander W 1.5 89 64 60 60 76 70 71 72 76 69 
Austin B 15 8 7 8 9 12 8 8 7 6 6 
Austin L 19 28 29 30 25 35 37 38 34 32 36 
Austin W 66 64 64 62 66 53 55 55 59 62 57 
Crock B 1 6 8 10 8 8 10 11 11 9 9 
Crock L 6 13 28 28 28 34 45 45 49 52 53 
Crock W 93 81 64 62 64 58 45 44 40 39 37 
Johns B 32 31 19 18 13 24 24 22 20 16 18 
Johns L 62 67 39 38 31 55 52 57 64 68 80 
Johns W 6 2 42 44 56 21 24 21 17 16 3 
Lanier B 1 15 20 21 23 27 25 27 25 22 18 
Lanier L 3 9 12 14 14 19 34 38 47 58 67 
Lanier W 96 76 68 65 63 54 41 34 28 20 11 
LBJ B  37 48 52 63 56 50 51 45 39 33 
LBJ L  10 9 8 9 8 15 17 21 27 31 
LBJ W  53 43 40 28 36 35 32 34 33 31 
McCal B 0 6 7 6 9 20 21 20 19 16 20 
McCal L 4 17 18 18 16 17 20 20 22 24 25 
McCal W 96 77 75 76 75 63 59 60 59 60 54 
Regan B 11 29 31 32 30 43 47 50 44 43 37 
Regan L 2 13 14 15 15 18 32 39 48 53 59 
Regan W 87 58 55 53 55 39 21 11 7 4 3 
Travis B 3 9 10 10 11 10 10 10 10 10 10 
Travis L 30 44 35 37 32 52 63 68 73 78 81 
Travis W 67 47 55 53 57 38 27 22 17 12 8 
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Line Graph 1.1: Reagan High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2003). 
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Line Graph 1.2: Johnston High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2003). 
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Travis High School
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Line Graph 1.3: Travis High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2003). 

Lanier High School

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

19
70

-1
97

1

19
71

-1
98

0

19
80

-8
1

19
81

-1
98

2

19
84

-1
98

5

19
88

-1
98

9

19
94

-1
99

5

19
96

-1
99

7

19
99

-2
00

0

20
01

-2
00

2

20
02

-2
00

3

School Years

E
th

n
ic

 P
er

ce
n

ta
g

es

Lanier B

Lanier L

Lanier W

 

Line Graph 1.4: Lanier High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2003). 
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Each line graph showcases a particular campus and reveals a pattern that began 

with segregation.  Every high school saw high desegregation activity in the mid 

1980s, but with the advent of resegregation, shifts took place to change the ethnic 

percentages.  For example, Reagan, Travis, and Lanier High Schools showed a 

complete reversal.  In the early 1970s, each of these schools had high percentages 

of White students (87%, 67%, and 96% respectively).  Desegregation policies 

forced the schools to see more of a racial mix in the mid 1980s.  Yet, by 2003, all 

three of these schools had high minority populations and very low rates of White 

attendance (from 87% to 3% for Reagan, 67% to 8% for Travis, and 96% to 11% 

for Lanier).   

Johnston High School is an exception.  Though this high school has also 

been successfully resegregated, the school began with a low percentage of White 

students and returned to the same state by 2003 (from 6% in 1971 to 56% in 1985 

back to 3% in 2003).  For Johnston as well as the other three high schools, the 

highest point of desegregation occurred in the mid to late 1980s (see Table 1 for 

individual figures). 

AISD Middle School/Junior High School Data 

Middle and junior high schools also show the same patterns of segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation as the high schools.  In 2002, AISD had 17 

middle/junior high schools.  Seven schools clearly show evidence of resegregation 

trends.  Table two gives the figures of the ethnic percentages followed by the data 

of individual campuses. 
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TABLE 2: AISD MIDDLE/JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL  
ETHNIC PERCENTAGE DATA 

 
Middle 
Schools 

1970-
71 

1971-
72 

1972-
73 

1978-
79 

1985-
86 

1989-
90 

2000-
01 

2001-
02 

Burnet 
B 

0 7 7 15 22 40 20 20 

L 4 4 4 10 23 22 58 58 
W 96 89 89 75 55 38 22 18 
Dobie 
B 

   22 36 34 38 36 

L    17 17 21 53 55 
W    61 47 45 10 6 
Fulmor 
B 

3 6 9 22 16 9 13 12 

L 32 34 42 17 42 46 67 68 
W 65 60 49 61 42 45 21 18 
Lamar 
B 

0 14 13 7 19 26 10 9 

L 6 9 10 22 25 27 35 37 
W 94 77 77 71 56 47 55 54 
Martin 
B 

11 20 19 11 5 4 10 10 

L 86 78 79 88 42 55 86 86 
W 3 2 2 1 53 41 4 4 
Pearce 
B 

13 19 21 47 60 49 49 50 

L 7 5 6 11 13 27 49 47 
W 80 76 73 42 27 24 3 3 
Porter 
B 

2 5 7 10 8 7 7 8 

L 8 12 12 18 29 45 68 67 
W 90 83 81 72 63 48 25 23 

 

Table 2: Middle/Junior High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002).  
AISD public documents. 
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Burnett Middle School
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Line Graph 2.1: Burnett Middle School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 
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Line Graph 2.2: Dobie Middle School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 
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Fulmore Middle School
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Line Graph 2.3: Fulmore Middle School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 

Lamar Middle School
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Line Graph 2.4: Lamar Middle School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 
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Martin Junior High
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Line Graph 2.5: Martin Junior High School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 

Pearce Middle School
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Line Graph 2.6: Pearce Middle School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 
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Porter Middle School
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Line Graph 2.7: Porter Middle School Ethnic Percentages (1971-2002). 

The data from six of the middle schools show high White student populations in the 

1970s (see the figures in Table 2).  By 2002, all of these schools showed a marked 

decrease in the White student population and a marked increase in the minority 

student population.   

The only school that was the exception among all of the middle schools was 

Martin Junior High.  In the midst of segregation, the 1970s, Martin had a large 

Latino student body (86%).  White students comprised only 3%.  During the time 

of desegregation and busing, the mid to late 1980s, the White percentage grew from 

3% to 53 and 41% while the Latino percentage lowered from 86% to 42 and 55% 

to reach a more balanced racial composition.  With the advent of resegregation 

however, levels reverted back to segregation rates when the White student 

population reached only 4% in the Twenty-first century. 
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AISD Elementary School Data 

 In 2002, AISD listed 74 elementary schools.  Out of the 74 schools, 44 

schools had complete data that spanned the range from 1971-2002 according to 

AISD figures.  These 44 schools fell into four distinct categories.   

 In the first category (labeled Group A in Table 3), 16 schools are listed.  

These schools were strictly segregated in the 1970s.  Desegregation, busing, and 

the AISD school board policy of integrating the 4th through 6th grades encouraged a 

racially equal mix by the late 1980s.  Unfortunately, these gains were nullified by 

2002 with the popular return of neighborhood schools.  These 16 schools were 

resegregated by the end of the 2002 school year. 

In the second category (labeled Group B in Table 3), 15 schools are listed.  

These schools steadily lost their White student populations over time until the 

schools became majority minority schools (school populations were almost entirely 

African American and/or Latino).  Desegregation policies would have little to no 

effect within the group. 

In the third category (labeled Group C in Table 3), seven schools are listed.  

These seven schools remained segregated throughout eras of segregation, 

desegregation, and resegregation.  Schools in this category stayed either heavily 

White or largely Black/Latino.  Desegregation mandates had absolutely no effect. 

Finally, the last category lists six schools (labeled Group D in Table 3).  

These schools maintained a racially integrated mix in spite of resegregation and the 

return to neighborhood schools.  Though three of the schools opened with a 
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segregated school population (Mathews, Pillow, and Travis Heights had a majority 

White student population in the 1970s), desegregation policies were effective.  See 

the following table for specific information. 

TABLE 3: AISD ELEMENTARY ETHNIC DATA (4 GROUPS) 

GROUP A: 
Resegregated 

GROUP B: Steady 
Loss of White 
Student Population 

GROUP C: 
Segregated (Never 
Desegregated) 

GROUP D: 
Racially Integrated 

Bartin Hills Andrews Allison Barrington 
Blackshear Becker Maplewood Cunningham 
Blanton Dawson Menchaca Mathews 
Brooke Houston Metz Pillow 
Brown Joslin Norman Travis Heights 
Bryker Woods Linder Oak Hill Zilker 
Campbell Pecan Springs Summit  
Casis Pleasant Hill   
Govalle Reilly   
Harris Ridgetop   
Highland Park St. Elmo   
Oak Springs Walnut Creek   
Odom Winn   
Ortega Wooldridge   
Sims Wooten   
Zavala    

 

Table 3: Elementary Ethnic Percentages Data (1971-2002).  
AISD public documents. 

 

The following pie graph shows the percentages of AISD elementary schools in 

each group.  Note that most elementaries included in the table were resegregated 

(36%) or fell into categories where desegregation had minimal to no effect (Group 

B and C = 50%).   Only 14% of the 44 schools surveyed were racially integrated 
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through 2002.  Not all AISD schools were included in the study due to insufficient 

data. 

AISD Elementaries During Eras 
of Segregation, Desegregation, 
and Resegregation (1971-2002)

36%

34%

16%

14%
A

B

C

D

 

Group A: 16 Resegregated Schools 

Group B: 15 Minimal Desegregation (All Minority Schools) 

Group C: 7 Segregated Schools (Never Desegegrated) 

Group D: 6 Desegregated Schools (Racially Integrated) 

When examining the combined AISD data (secondary and elementary schools), it 

is clear that the district has reversed most of the gains achieved through decades of 

federal and state court desegregation mandates.  Schools that were once integrated 

in the 1980s and 1990s have now returned to pre-desegregation ratios.  Sadly, the 

citizens of Austin have sanctioned the reversal by voting to return to neighborhood 

schools and, in effect, irrevocably altered the schooling experiences of the city’s 

children. 
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AISD Responsibility 

Despite the years of policy focus, a 2002 study conducted by Just For the 

Kids, an Austin-based nonprofit education research group, “concluded that the 

academic success of the district’s poorest students ranks at the bottom of Texas’ 40 

largest school districts” (Martinez, 2002, p. B7).  According to findings, “a poor 

student in Houston, Fort Worth and every other big-city school district in Texas is 

more likely to master grade-level material than a poor student in Austin” (Reston, 

2001, p. A1).  Such information was not good news for a beleaguered school 

district that had suffered several setbacks in the most recent years: general 

disorganization, high administrative turnover, low expectations, school board 

ineffectiveness, budget cuts, heavy criticism from the state comptroller, and the 

difficulties of teaching a diverse population (Reston, 2001).   

To AISD’s credit, in recent years, there were successes that should be 

lauded.  Gains in nearly every area of the statewide assessment tool, the Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), were evident across grade level and only 

increased though the years.  In 2001, the district had reduced the number of low-

performing campuses from fifteen a few years ago to five (note that these five 

campuses were all located east of Interstate 35 which was the boundary that 

separated east Austin from west).  And 38 of Austin’s schools made the TEA’s list 

of distinguished schools (Reston, 2001).  Even heavily segregated schools were 

making progress and improving their test results.  
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While it was good news that AISD has substantially improved in many 

areas, evidence exists that supports the premise that a dual or two-tiered 

educational system continues to exist.  When examining the 2001 AISD aggregate 

TAAS results, certain unequal patterns emerge (see Table 4).  

TABLE 4: 2001 TAAS DATA  

Grade Level African American 
% passing rate 

(all tests) 

Latino % passing 
rate (all tests) 

White % passing 
rate (all tests) 

3 53.5 67.5 89.2 
4 65.1 72.3 90.3 
5 73.2 79.2 95.6 
6 59.1 65.1 90.2 
7 54.4 64.8 88.2 
8 43.2 41.9 80.8 
10 55.4 59.9 89.0 

 
Table 4: Academic Excellence Indicator System report, 2001-2002, Texas 

Education Agency. 
 

By 2001, AISD had a student population of 76,507.  The ethnic breakdown 

was 15 percent African American, 49.5 percent Latino, and 32.6 percent White 

student population.  The TAAS data revealed that in some cases there existed a 30 

to 40 point differential between White students in AISD and African American and 

Latino groups (see Grades 3, 7, 8, and 10).  When disaggregating the data for 

African American and White scores only, the pattern of inequality was made more 

evident.  The smallest gap was found in the 5th grade where the discrepancy was a 

mere 22.4 percent. 

A few years previously, Valencia (1998) had used AISD TAAS data to 

argue that African American and Mexican American children were consistently 
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marginalized and discriminated against by a historical school system characterized 

by negligence and denial.  He argued that 

(1) many African American and Mexican American students face various forms 

of schooling inequalities (e.g., segregation) in Texas public schools; 

(2) these contemporary inequalities are not vestiges of past discrimination.  

Rather, they are part of a historical pattern that is continually being 

reproduced; 

(3) existing schooling inequalities lead to diminished opportunities to learn the 

test content; and 

(4) the lower test performance of African American and Mexican American 

students is primarily due to differences in opportunity to learn (p. 446). 

Valencia (2000) summed up his finding that segregated schools in Texas had been 

“a long-standing condition that breeds inferior schooling and diminished academic 

performance” (p. 450).  There was something awry with the manner that Texas 

educates its minority children.  When it came to minority education versus White 

education, the facts clearly showed that African American and Mexican American 

children experienced higher rates of: 

• being taught by noncertified teachers; 

• being retained (Valencia, 2000); 

• failing TAAS (Fassold, 2000; Haney, 2000); 

• being enrolled in campuses with less favorable accountability 

ratings (Fassold, 2000); 
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• being enrolled in lower level classes (Fassold, 2000); and 

• dropping out of school (Haney, 2000; Valencia, 2000). 

For Valencia (1997), there was too much heavy reliance on a deficit-

thinking framework that blames a child’s ‘inability’ to succeed academically as the 

definitive explanation for school failure among children of color.  Consideration of 

the school climate (e.g., degree of segregation, curricular offerings, teacher 

certification status) needed to be examined as factors that helped shape minority 

school failure (Valencia, 2000, p. 455).  These findings illuminated a history of 

unequal and low African American and Latino student achievement in Texas 

schools as a whole and in Austin schools in particular.  Austin community response 

to this inequality is well documented by the local media and news agencies.  

Racial Tension in the Austin Community 

 The African American community in Austin was physically separated by 

the Interstate 35 divide that also symbolized economic, cultural, educational, social, 

and psychological alienation from the rest of Austin society.  Similar to other 

American communities, Black Austinites had to live within the boundaries of a 

stringent racial hierarchy.  How Blacks in Austin chose to respond to the nuances 

of segregation, desegregation, and segregation was chronicled in the Austin 

American-Statesman newspaper. 

In May of 1998, Thomas Henderson, a community activist, wrote a 

poignant article in the Austin American-Statesman entitled “Austin Blacks need to 

stand up and be heard” (p. A15).  The premise of his plea was that Austin’s Black 
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community had been passive and unorganized since the mid-1800s.  He maintained 

that “because of our [African Americans] passive history, most black homesteaders 

in this city won’t support or participate in social activism.  They’ll judge and 

second-guess it, but won’t participate” (p. A15).  Henderson further added that  

only in East Austin, Texas could you close down the only black high school 

and move it to Northwest Austin [high SES area] without strong 

protest…Our central East Austin community began dying the year they 

closed down [the Black] Anderson High School” (p. A15).   

Henderson’s article pointed to the history of low activism within Austin’s African 

American community—a history that does not have a strong connection to the high 

level of activism of other cities during the Civil Rights movement.   

In Austin, African American activism looked different than activism in 

other areas around the country even though the school district’s desegregation plans 

mirrored others around the nation.  Across the nation data showed evidence that 

African American students often bore the brunt of fulfilling school desegregation 

plans (Orfield, 2001).  If reaching racial parity was a necessary component of the 

desegregation plan, it would be African American students who would have to be 

bused across town in most circumstances.  In Austin, the results were similar.  

Black students were bused to White-majority schools beginning in 1971.  There 

was no major protest, no, not one Black-organized demonstration, during the Civil 

Rights era.  Henderson dared to ask: “if White parents refused to send their children 

to schools in East Austin, why didn’t Black parents do the same?” (p. A15).   He 
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insisted that it is passivity in the face of institutional racism that allows for 

injustices to occur and inequities to persist.  According to Henderson, attitudes 

permeated the educational system that inadvertently consigned marginalized 

communities to academic failure. 

Though Henderson complained about the lack of any sustained African 

American involvement in affairs affecting the Black community, there was one 

important exception.  In October of 2000, an East Austin group called the Eastside 

Social Action Coalition (ESAC) and led by the Reverend Sterling Lands delivered 

a letter to the school board listing 20 pressing demands including the following:  

1) reduce the share of African American students in special 

education classes;  

2) increase the number of minority students in gifted-and-talented 

and magnet programs;  

3) reduce the number of African American students at the two 

alternative learning schools (for students with disciplinary 

problems);  

4) increase the number of African American students who are taking 

college preparatory tests and are graduating from Austin high 

schools;  

5) hire more minority teachers for East Austin schools to more 

closely represent the racial makeup of schools; and  
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6) increase the number of African American students in the district’s 

internship programs (Reston, 2000, p. B1).  

The coalition formed after reports of alleged police brutality in 1999; their 

interests and concerns turned to other social and educational issues as well.  The 

group wanted immediate action and threatened to pull out students and find 

alternative schooling by creating two school districts – one district would be west 

of Interstate 35 while another newly formed school district would lie to the East of 

Interstate 35 and serve primarily minority students.  Reverend Lands even went so 

far as to invite outside organizations like the Edison Schools, Inc. and Knowledge Is 

Power Program Academies (KIPP) to present alternative plans.  

 What grounds and support did the ESAC have to threaten a large inner-city 

school district with the removal of a hefty percentage of Austin’s African American 

children?  According to 2000 TEA figures, only 50 percent of third grade Black 

students passed the state’s reading and math achievement tests.  Scores were below 

the level of 62 percent of all Texas Black students and well below the 87 percent of 

Austin’s White students who passed.  Furthermore, only 14 percent of Black 

students were passing the state’s Algebra I exam.  Add the statistical fact that only 

one in eight Black students were enrolled in honor courses (Reston, 2001).   

According to AISD and TEA 2000 figures, African American students 

made up 16.9 percent of the student body compared to 43.7 percent Latino and 36.6 

percent Caucasian.  Despite the smaller percentage of African American students as 

a whole, 24 percent of special education students were Black, 53 percent of 
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elementary alternative school students were Black, and 25 percent of students at the 

secondary alternative center were Black (Reston, 2000).  These figures were an 

issue of grave concern to Austin’s African American community, fueling a sense of 

disquiet among many parents who felt that AISD is not committed to serving their 

children.  Reverend Lands stated that his “real intention has always been to get a 

covenant from the district where they agree to educate our kids” (Reston, March 

14, 2001).  When the ESAC initially made its demands in the fall of 1999/spring 

2000, the new superintendent Pat Forgione was quick to assemble a committee to 

study their concerns.  A 32-page district report was released (albeit 5 months later) 

to begin to address the concerns of East Austin African American and Latino 

communities.  The document served as a promising commencement. 

 In 1998, Austin mayor, Kirk Watson, and several community and religious 

leaders released a document entitled the “Commitment to Racial Reconciliation” 

(Perkes and Copelin, 1998, p. A1).  It was a statement urging Whites “to 

acknowledge, even repent, of the plague of racism in its many forms”.  Sadly, some 

White ministers admitted to fearing repercussions from their congregations for 

drafting and validating such a forceful document (Perkes and Copelin,1998).  

Further efforts were made to address racial and class inequities in education 

that resulted in more friction between the community and AISD.  In January of 

2002, the City Council approved Mayor Gus Garcia’s seven-person education 

excellence committee to look into issues like “minority education” (Martinez, 

2002, p. B7).  AISD took a defensive posture culminating with the 
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Superintendent’s written protest bemoaning what he termed as “the lack of mutual 

respect.”  

There is no question that racial tension thrives in Austin.  Interstate 35 is the 

physical and symbolic structure that separates and divides Austinites according to 

race and class.  Furthermore, 42 percent of parent survey respondents felt racial 

tension was a problem in Austin schools in a 2001 University of Texas study.   

Chuck Merrill, a social activist, identified Austin racism as a pattern of political 

and social actions:  

1) the city’s history of discrimination against East Austin;  

2) a public school system in which children of color are passed by; and 

3) support for building the world’s most formidable prison system while 

spending little on other pressing social needs (Oppel, 1998, p. H4). 

Merrill reported that racism in Austin was not overt or raw hatred; instead it was 

subtle and pervasive, seeping into the core of educational policy.  African 

American parents perceived and responded to the racial dynamics of desegregation 

and resegregation in Austin schools in different yet important ways.  

The Case Study 

  Austin’s African American parents were not satisfied with the Austin 

Independent School District’s efforts to educate their children as suggested by local 

newspaper editorials and articles.  African American (as well as Latino) parents had 

experienced decades of segregation policies and failed desegregation plans.  The 

community had not seen their children’s educational opportunities increase and had 
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seen the courts finally surrender their efforts.  Nearly forty years of litigation had 

yielded a frustrated community.  The four case studies highlighted in the chapter 

provided insight into the stories of four African American parents, three females 

and one male, all individuals who experienced various degrees of frustration and 

hope with the realities of public school education.   

Case Study Overview 

 Three African American females and one African American male were 

selected from among ten participants to explore African American parent responses 

to the educational change from desegregation to resegregation in AISD.  These four 

parents were chosen based on three factors.  Once parents were determined to have 

met the criteria of race and parentage, each transcript was studied for the  

1. extent or wealth of educational experience,  

2. type and quantity of information the participant provided,  

3. contrast and uniqueness of each participant’s perspective or understanding, 

and 

4. educational history of their children (AISD attendance). 

 The study objective was to capture the broadest base of experience from 

the participants.  Thus, Kim King was a young, divorced mother with two young 

children who became disenchanted with the AISD public school system and 

removed her children to a charter school.  Cynthia Carr was the middle-aged, single 

mother whose children attended the same public school she graduated from as well 

as her children.  John Johnson represented the middle-aged family man (father and 
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husband) whose children attended AISD and suburban schools, while Maggie Mays 

was the grandmother of grandchildren and great-grandchildren (who lived with her 

instead of their parents) who attended AISD.  These four parents came from 

differing home situations and educational backgrounds, yet they exhibited many 

commonalities. 

 The data gathered was sorted into five subsets or themes that provided 

interconnective meanings related to parent knowledge and application of 

educational policy: educational background, educational expectations, racism in 

schools, parent involvement in education, and awareness of educational reform 

movement (desegregation and resegregation).  In the next section, each case study 

is prefaced by a brief background synopsis then followed by interview responses 

that focus on the five themes.   

Case Study One: Kim King 

 Introduction 

 Kim King was an African American female of thirty-four.  She was the 

mother of two school age children aged seven and nine.  Her children used to 

attend AISD public schools but now attend a religious charter school.  Ms. King 

had an associate’s degree in general studies and was currently divorced although 

she was working on reuniting with her ex-husband.  She worked for the computer 

industry and earned a yearly income between 35,000 to 44,000 dollars.   

Ms. King was brought up a ‘military brat’ and had an unorthodox childhood 

with both an international and national educational experience.  Ms. King vividly 
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remembered her children’s educational experiences in AISD and her own 

experiences in AISD schools as well as college and university experiences.  Her 

understandings (experiences and memories of those experiences) influenced how 

she felt about public school education and affected her decision to send her children 

to a Black charter school. 

Educational Background 

 Kim King described her earliest educational experiences as positive, but 

these experiences changed over time.  Her father was a member of the United 

States Air Force and stationed in England.  Her first school experience was 

attending an English school where she was often the only Black child.  Although 

she was a minority within her school overseas, she had good memories of that time.  

She enjoyed learning and recalled “feeling very comfortable” in educational 

settings in England.  She even remembered planting seedlings during one of her 

enjoyable field trips.  While Ms. King was in second grade, her father was 

reassigned to South Carolina and the family returned to the United States. 

Moving back to the United States in third grade was harder.  The year she 

and her family returned was 1976 and desegregation was already a widespread 

practice in the United States.  In South Carolina, Ms. King met her first ‘mean’ 

teacher in the public school she attended.  There were only a handful of Blacks in 

her school, and all of the teachers were either White males or White females.  She 

remembered frequently being alone during recess because she didn’t “fit in” with 
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the White children.  Ms. King recalled not feeling welcome by the White children.  

She endured the rest of her schooling on the east coast with stoicism. 

In seventh grade at the tender age of 13, Kim King moved along with her 

family to Austin, Texas where her father was stationed at Bergstrom Air Force 

base.  She described her experience in AISD schools as the first time she felt the 

pull of what she termed “social class and ethnic difference”: 

There’s the west side, east side, lowriders, you had to find where you fit at.  

This is the first time I felt the [ethnic] difference…The real world—I saw it.  

Because in the military you were sheltered.  I came out of a bubble where 

race didn’t matter.  It matters what side of town you live on here.  

Her reaction was to become a good athlete.  She was active in basketball, 

volleyball, and track during her middle school years.  She depended on her coaches 

for guidance and validation and her teammates for acceptance and comradeship.   

It was while in junior high that she found a strong advocate and role model 

in an African American female coach.  Her Black coach, Althea Granger, provided 

extra attention after games or practice.  She took Ms. King under her wing and 

“mothered” her.  Kim King grew close to her coach until the coach became part of 

her family.  It was Ms. Granger who mentored and encouraged her to improve her 

physical and spiritual being by learning to excel in sports.  Ms. Granger also 

encouraged her to strengthen her spiritual relationship by attending church.  Ms. 

King felt a sense of belonging she had not found before.  She certainly attributed 

her success at the middle school level directly to the important relationship she 
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cultivated with her coach.  Similar to Fordham’s work (2004), the experiences of 

Ms. King via an African American teacher and spiritual coach were an affirmation 

of her kinship to her community.  Unfortunately, high school was a different story. 

In 1982, Ms. King moved on to Crockett high school with high hopes.   She 

continued to pursue athletics, and she expected to use her skills to earn a college 

scholarship.  Unfortunately, she did not have a role model to push or steer her in 

the right direction during high school.  She remembered that even though she was 

Athlete of the Year at Crockett High School, her White high school coaches did not 

provide any personal mentorship or attention outside of the gym.   Ms. King 

definitely missed having a strong Black role model or advocate who would 

champion her interests at the high school level.  She felt a distinct and critical lack 

of kinship and community at the high school level, and therefore, felt less 

successful and confident (Fordham, 2004).  She explained that instead, she had to 

learn to function within (what she considered) a racist system without the benefit of 

any guidance.   

For example, Kim King was the only African American member on the 

volleyball team and volleyball athletes could compete for a scholarship if they 

amassed enough points on a prescribed point system.  The volleyball coaches 

would assign and tally the points.  She later found out that the White coaches were 

“giving points to the White girls to help them get scholarships” (Interview, July 22, 

2003).  Understandably, Ms. King felt discouraged.  Eventually, Ms. King would 

get a scholarship to a two-year college with the help and recommendation of a 
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coach—but, ironically, the coach who provided a recommendation was an African 

American golf coach.  Overall, Ms. King expressed disappointment with her high 

school experience in AISD. 

Ms. King was able to reflect upon her past educational experience in the 

district and understand what happened to her more clearly.  She saw prejudice as a 

real and unavoidable factor in her life.  She felt that discrimination was a factor in 

her relationship with her White coaches who could not get past the color of her 

skin.  Current literature suggested that there was strong evidence of Black student-

White educator tension (Gottlieb, 1964; Delpit, 1995; Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002).  

White educators did not feel as comfortable teaching and mentoring Black students.  

Ms. King keenly missed a closer relationship with her teachers.  Ms. King’s 

experiences with racism did not stop at high school.   

Ms. King experienced racism at the collegiate level as well.  She explained 

that, in 1986, she played on an almost all-Black women’s basketball team led by a 

White coach.  She talked about her relationship with the coach with a palpable 

cynicism.  Ms. King summed up her relationship with her White coach: 

 I have to say that I met a lot of wonderful people who coached me.  They 

do things that they do not realize is racist.  If you have talent it doesn’t 

matter but it will only take you so far.  I do think race makes a lot of 

difference.  My experience with this particular coach is he would take us to 

cotton fields and say ‘remember when y’all were slaves?’ And [he would 
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say] ‘don’t mess with Black men.  They will just leave you pregnant.’  It 

was incredible. (Interview, July 22, 2003) 

The coach’s statements angered Ms. King.  She and a Latina teammate eventually 

went to an African American university counselor with their complaints.  The 

ladies were encouraged by the counselor to meet with the college president and 

discuss their concerns about the racist comments made by their basketball coach, 

but they were summarily discouraged when they found out how “chummy” the 

basketball coach was with the president.  Apparently, the college president and 

basketball coach would regularly visit one another’s homes and had a close 

friendship.  The tensions remained unresolved for Ms. King and her teammate.    

When asked how she dealt with the reality of racial discrimination 

throughout her education, Ms. King responded that, “you just learn to assimilate 

and try to fit in.”  In her estimation, she chose to be “happy because she would 

rather live her life happy than miserable.”  She added that didn’t want to “cause 

waves” (Interview, July 22, 2003).   For example, when she found out she had 

received a scholarship to Texas A&M, she was afraid that speaking out against her 

coach would hurt her opportunities.  She didn’t want anything to ruin her chance to 

play basketball as an Aggie, so she determined to “be quiet and move on.”  It 

seemed a worthwhile price to pay at the time.  Her survival through trying times 

was due directly to her coping skills.  Such skills were not uncommon for many 

African American students who must deal with the reality of American race 

relations (Cross, 1972; Tatum, 1997). 
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Though Ms. King would gain entrance and attend Texas A&M for a 

semester in 1988, her dreams of a university scholarship and four-year degree never 

fully materialized.  When her father had a heart attack, she had to return home to 

work and take care of the family.  Ms. King regretted the circumstances that forced 

her to give up higher education.  Yet, she seemed resigned to the reality of her 

situation and understood that her family’s well being was the main priority.  Later, 

she would marry and give birth to two boys. 

 Educational Expectations 

Kim King was asked to reflect on her understandings of schools and apply 

her knowledge to what she expected from the AISD schools when it came to the 

education of her children.  She chose to discuss school instruction and teacher 

quality.   

The instruction of the King children was very important to their mother.  

She made it a point to sit down with her sons and ‘stress their understanding’ by 

going over what her sons learned in school that day.  It was a daily ritual that Ms. 

King felt would enrich the learning experience of her children.  Besides curriculum 

content, Ms. King was interested in the psychological and spiritual development of 

her sons in the school setting.  She regularly made them attend an African 

American church and felt a need to enhance their spirituality.  Ms. King felt that by 

expecting the best from her children, she set high standards for her children, and, 

consequently, she expected the same intensity from schoolteachers.  
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When questioned about the qualities she wanted teachers to possess who 

teach her children, she was able to clearly describe two important factors:  teachers 

needed to be passionate about teaching and care about their students.  She described 

her two favorite teachers as being extremely caring and fun during her schooling 

experience.  When it came to the education of her two sons: 

I expect [teachers] to truly care for the education of my child.  To get to 

know him…to get to know his great points, his assets, and his challenges 

and weaknesses.  To understand and accept his culture. To work with me to 

achieve giving him greater education.  I had one teacher who scratched out 

my son’s grades.  I wanted to know why she had changed his grades, and 

she told me he needed room to grow.  And I told her she doesn’t do that…it 

just floored me.  My son had met every standard, and this was just wrong. 

(Interview, July 22, 2003)  

Ms. King felt that the teacher did not have the same sense of equity or respect for 

her son’s level of achievement that she herself possessed.   A difference of 

expectation led to extreme feelings of parental dissatisfaction with the public 

school system (Boggs, 1998).  The feeling that AISD teachers were not maximizing 

the academic potential of her children would later influence Ms. King to remove 

her children from AISD schools. 

Though Ms. King had originally enrolled her sons in AISD schools, she 

changed her mind after a few years.  She decided to move her two children to a 

charter school (with a religious emphasis) away from the public school system.  
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When questioned about the move, she explained her reasoning by telling of two 

incidents: 

I felt that one of my reasons that I sent my children to charter schools is 

because I sat in the (AISD) classroom and there was this child that had an 

expired lunch ticket and the teacher said your ticket is out, your daddy 

didn’t pay the bill, so you are getting a peanut butter sandwich today.  Just 

like that, in front of everyone the teacher spoke like that.   

[Then] we went to a meeting with the principal.  I asked a teacher how [my 

son] was doing, and [the teacher] said ‘fine, I don’t notice him.’  I want a 

teacher who is more caring. (Interview, July 22, 2003) 

For Ms. King, a teacher’s interest in and genuine caring for every child was of 

paramount importance.  In the first instance, the teacher had committed an error in 

humiliating the child whose family might not be able to afford a lunch ticket.  Ms. 

King equated the public announcement made by the teacher as insensitive and 

offensive– an example of the teacher showing little regard for the social class or the 

stigma of poverty.   Second, Ms. King was very concerned that her child was 

invisible to the White teacher, and she felt that the teacher’s relative negligence of 

her son had cultural and racial roots.  Her story revealed the White educator’s lack 

of understanding of the effect of racism and poverty on her students.  The teacher’s 

response highlighted the need for more culturally responsive teaching (Ladson-

Billings, 2000; Gay, 2002). 
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Ms. King’s decision to remove her sons out of the AISD public schools 

involved more than the level of instruction or the level of educational success on a 

test.  The education of her sons was her responsibility.  As a parent, it was her duty 

to “fend for [her] children, watch out for them, and look out for them because 

sometimes the teachers don’t seem to be on the same stage” (Interview, July 22, 

2003).  Ms. King wanted her sons to be exposed to the real world and more cultural 

diversity.  She wanted her children to interact extensively with others who are 

different “but also have a strong sense of themselves.”  Ms. King wanted the 

educational experience of her sons to foster a healthy sense of identity, and she was 

ever conscious of the fact.  Studies have revealed that upwards of 25 percent of 

African American parents consciously tried to prepare their children for the 

challenges of racism and discrimination in American society by teaching racial and 

cultural pride (Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  Kim King was no exception. 

Ms. King felt that the religious charter school would offer her children 

important experiences that she herself lacked when in school.  On the one hand, the 

charter school would give her children a solid religious and spiritual foundation.  

On the other, Ms. King also wanted to introduce her children to African American 

professionals who she felt would take a greater responsibility and interest in her 

boys.  She mentioned that the principal of the charter school was a well-educated 

Black educator with a doctorate.  It was good for her kids to see positive African 

American role models—a principal, vice-principal, and teachers who were Black.  

There is historical evidence that African Americans were actively involved in every 
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phase of education (from building the schoolhouse to running it) during the period 

of segregation (Siddle-Walker, 1998).  Furthermore, a strong sense of self and of 

being ok with one’s blackness would be reinforced by interaction with other Black 

peers (Fordham, 2004).  Ms. King desired her boys to grow to respect themselves 

and others on an intellectual, spiritual, and physical level. 

Perceptions of Racism 

 Ms. King found that racial discrimination in AISD schools touched the lives 

of her children in ways similar to the way her own educational experience was 

impacted.  Yet, she dealt differently with the issue than her own parents.  For 

instance, she remembered driving through Mississippi and Alabama with her 

parents, but they would never stop at night.  She did not understand why, and her 

parents never explained.  As a child, Ms. King never fully understood the dynamics 

of race relations. “You know what, my parents never sat down and explained the 

differences or tension between different races…Well now I can sit down with my 

children and tell them about it” (Interview, July 22, 2003).  She was determined to 

fill in any gaps in her children’s knowledge about prejudice.   

Ms. King related two racist incidents that affected her sons while attending 

AISD schools prior to moving to the charter school.  Ms. King’s comments 

revealed that she felt racism was inescapable.  In the first incident, Ms. King met 

with a White teacher and the principal over an accusation that her son had drawn 

some gang symbols.  
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My child has been accused of drawing gang signs.  In the car, they draw all 

the time.  He drew an ‘S’ (in old English lettering style).  It was just so 

frustrating.  Why did the teacher assume this about my son?  Maybe that’s 

what they need; my children need the cold hard facts so they aren’t shocked 

later.  Racism is definitely there.  I feel a Black teacher would relate more.  

She is more likely not going to buy into those stereotypes.  (Interview, July 

22, 2003) 

Ms. King felt that the White teacher and White administration had inescapable 

stereotypes regarding African American students.  She felt the experience of her 

youngest son made her rationale involving Black students and White teachers 

stronger.   

Her son had negative experiences with his White teachers.   

My youngest has gone through two or three teachers.  For some reason, 

maybe it’s trying to show me something.  Teachers complain and have 

complained about Derrick’s achievement and behavior, and these teachers 

have all been White.  Then here comes a substitute teacher who is young 

and Black.  She says Derrick is her favorite—that he speaks his mind and 

answers all the questions.  He reads all the time.  Is a good artist.  I was like 

wow! (Interview, July 22, 2003) 

Ms. King felt that there were unavoidable racist barriers that made it hard for her 

children to receive a fair and equal education in the public school system.  Ms. 

King believed from her own experience and that of her sons that there was a 
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difference between the expectations White and Black teachers hold of their students 

(Anyon, 1981; Bakari, 2003).  It was her contention that these differences impacted 

the daily interactions educators had with children.  And it was these interactions 

that indelibly shaped a child’s schooling experience. 

 Ms. King also related another racist experience outside of the school that 

involved one of her sons.  They were at a company picnic when the following 

unpleasant episode occurred:  

I work for IBM, and they had a family get together, and they had a clown 

that painted faces.  My son asked for a yellow jacket on his cheek because 

of his school symbol and the [White lady] asked him if he was in a gang.  

My son said, “No ma’am.”  She said, “Are you sure?”  And he said, 

“Yes.”  So she drew him a bumblebee.  He told me [about the incident and 

the conversation], and my heart just sank.  So I go over and tell her not to 

use that stereotype.  She said it was policy.  She was lying.  I looked at her 

like come on!  I reported that to a supervisor who was Black, and he knew 

immediately what it was all about.  He understood. (Interview, July 22, 

2003) 

Ms. King’s memory of that experience and the other racist incidents was not 

pleasant for her.  She recounted these stories with an indignant and incredulous 

tone.  In her viewpoint, an African American could not avoid the realities and 

humiliation of racism in American society.  Racism occurred everywhere (from 

the schoolhouse to the workplace).  Racism was inescapable.  Furthermore, in Ms. 
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King’s viewpoint, discrimination and racism was reserved as a plight of African 

Americans.  Therefore, African Americans were bonded by the knowledge that 

they truly understood how racism influenced other African Americans, and there 

was some security in the sharing of such a burden (Fordham, 2004; Tatum, 2004). 

 Parental Involvement Beliefs 

 Throughout the interview, Ms. King’s sense of responsibility for her sons 

was clearly evident.  She was very cognizant of her sons’ educational progress and 

met regularly with her children’s teachers and administrators.  She regularly asked 

her sons to relate descriptions of their daily learning.  Ms. King expected her 

children to complete their homework even though she did not complete the 

homework for them.  Even so, Ms. King admitted that she was not as involved as 

she felt she should be. 

They have talent shows.  I help them out.  They participated in the science 

fair.  They didn’t do it last year, but I said this year they’d participate.  My 

oldest son got first place.  My youngest son had honorable mention.  I don’t 

do their work for them, but I show interest and they show interest in turn.  I 

like my sons to go to summer school.  The last report card my son’s grades 

were slipping, and I didn’t like that.  I like to see honor roll. (Interview, July 

22, 2003) 

Ms. King expressed the belief that one of the reasons for a lack of 

involvement is the impact stressful family situations can bring.  She was honest 

about her level of participation in the schooling of her children. 
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At this point, I’m probably not very involved.  I have joined the PTO 

[parent teacher organization], and I have not gone to any of the meetings 

this year.  There have been some administrative changes, but I haven’t 

gone.  This is no excuse, but I’ve been working a lot.  Their father works 

full-time.  Working on a lot of business…I want to work with the 

teachers…I’d like to know what is available for working parents who don’t 

have time to bake cookies. (Interview, July 22, 2003) 

Despite the fact that she seemed dissatisfied with her current level of involvement, 

Ms. King prided herself on being a vigilant and responsible parent overall.  She 

expressed a real desire to help teachers educate her sons.  Yet, she admitted she can 

do more though she was not exactly sure what ‘doing more’ looked like.  Ms. 

King’s desire to be involved in her children’s education was characteristic of the 

desires and educational goals of other parents regardless of socio-economical status 

or race and ethnicity (Chavkin et al., 1990; Drummond & Stipek, 2004). 

 Parent Awareness of Educational Policy 

 Ms. King admitted that she remained uninformed about certain aspects of 

education when it came to general school issues.  She had questions about AISD 

procedures.  She would have liked to know more about school funding, teacher 

compensation, different educational programs, and instructional strategies that 

parents can use with their kids.  Ms. King explained that schools should be focused 

“on educating parents on how to educate their own children.”  She also felt that 

there was too much attention on standardized testing.  She would have liked to see 
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a ‘wider range’ of educational opportunities that focused on the individuality and 

spirituality of the child.   

Ms. King further admitted that she does not think that she kept well 

informed on current trends in educational policy.  For example, she stated that she 

understood the overall concept of segregation and desegregation.  She believed that 

segregation occurred naturally, and it was inevitable in her opinion.  Tatum’s 

(2004) work supported Ms. King’s perspective.  Such a notion of self-segregation 

occurring naturally was well documented.  For instance, people with money had the 

luxury of moving where they chose and living as they chose.  It followed that 

people who could afford their place of residence chose their educational 

opportunities as well (Hunter & Donahoo, 2003).  When further questioned about 

her thoughts on resegregation, Ms. King had more to add.   

I think [resegregation] is happening on paper.  Happening with boundary 

lines.  Wealthy people moving.  If it’s happening, it should be stopped.  A 

lot of people think [that the Civil Rights Movement is] over now.  Is 

everything equal?  People at work don’t invite me home.  [Segregation] is 

happening.  But everyone returns to their little [segregated] world and go to 

their own churches, et cetera.  I could see how it has a domino effect. 

(Interview, July 22, 2003) 

Apparently, Ms. King felt resegregation was a real force that limited or restricted 

people’s interactions with each other.  According to Ms. King, resegregation 
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practices set obstacles between individuals, groups, and communities (Orfield, 

1995).   

Case Study Two:  Cynthia Carr 

 Introduction 

 Cynthia Carr was an African American single mother of 42.  She had two 

children, one currently attending public secondary school.  Her daughter attended 

the same AISD high school she attended while in high school.  She worked as a 

church secretary with an income level fewer than 25,000 dollars.  She was an active 

member of a majority African American non-denominational church.  Her 

educational level never went higher than a high school diploma. 

 Educational Background 

 Ms. Carr was a 1979 graduate of the AISD school system.  A native 

Austinite, she had lived in Austin all of her life.  She attended a high school located 

Northeast of Interstate 35, a high school that currently had a dubious reputation due 

to what she saw as excessive negative publicity.   Times had changed.  She 

remembered that, “back then, students were [kept] under control…therefore, our 

learning experience was more rewarding and the teachers cared because they 

weren’t distracted by all the disciplinary problems”  (Interview, August 15, 2003). 

Discipline was a big issue to Cynthia Carr.  She felt that the negative 

publicity that spotlights her old high school by the media sources continuously 

reported negative, even unsubstantiated, information on the teachers and students 

who attended that high school.  Ms. Carr insisted that her school was a good school 
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when she attended as a student.  It was a mixed, desegregated school with an equal 

representation of White, Black, and Latino communities when she attended in the 

late 1970’s.  The school was no longer racially diverse in 2003 according to TEA 

AEIS reports.  Instead, the school was portrayed by the media (local television and 

newspaper articles) as full of gangbangers and unruly, undisciplined non-White 

students. [Researcher note: Citations were deliberately excluded to maintain the 

anonymity of the school name and location]. 

Despite recent problems concerning school safety, Cynthia Carr was quick 

to defend the beleaguered reputation of her high school by insisting that it was “a 

great school…I think there are teachers there who really care.  I think it gets a bad 

reputation because of a few students who really don’t want to do well in school”  

(Interview, August 15, 2003).   She felt that her own school experience was 

positive.   

Ms. Carr remembered three AISD teachers among her favorites, a White 

female, a White male, and a Black male.  They were excellent teachers because  

they seemed like they really cared.  The way they taught was on a level that 

related to life and life experiences.  They would consider and include your 

own experience in their lessons. So you were able to gain a lot and be able 

to use it in your life.  (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

Ms. Carr desired that her children have the same positive experience with their 

teachers that she had.   
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The relationship between the educator and the Black student was significant 

for two reasons, in her viewpoint.  She mentioned that teachers needed to care 

about their students.  There needed to be a reciprocal relationship where students, 

in particular the Black student, can feel accepted and loved.  Secondly, teachers 

needed to provide relevant knowledge that can be applied to real-world situations.  

Her sentiments were echoed by other researchers who advocate cultural respect and 

cultural relevance in the classroom (Irving, 1990; Foster, 1997; Gay, 2000; Ladson-

Billings, 2000; Cooper, 2003).   If educators met the two criteria, the reality of 

education for African American students would be different.  Students would 

respect education that would be applicable and useful.  And students would not feel 

disaffected by a negligent school system. 

When Ms. Carr reflected on her own school experiences, she remained 

enthusiastic.  She enjoyed being a high school student in a desegregated school 

environment.  Ms. Carr had good teachers and was surrounded by largely respectful 

students.  She didn’t recall noticing the numerous problems that now plagued the 

modern day public school.  Even though the problems found on today’s school 

campus gave some schools a negative image, African American children could and 

did have encouraging educational experiences during her enrollment in the AISD.  

Ms. Carr pointed out that her daughter was also having a positive 

experience at the same high school despite unfavorable media coverage.  When 

asked about the difference between her high school experience and the experience 
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of her daughter who presently attended the same school in 2003 that Ms. Carr 

graduated from, she had a lot to say: 

In my day there was an accountability system where teachers taught, the 

community leaders taught with the school district, the church, everybody 

was involved in the education system.  And I think that now, there’s really 

not that much communication.  And I think it’s because society has taken 

the power away from parents to discipline their children…children are not 

going to receive the type of education they deserve and teachers are not 

eager to go into the classroom everyday and deal with all those behavior 

problems.  So I think it has a lot to do with the system has broken down, 

and it’s basically failing the students. (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

It was obvious that the current perception of the high school bothers Ms. 

Carr.  But now, the reputation of the school had changed “within the last ten years.  

[The high school] has declined tremendously” now that her school has 

resegregated.  Her old high school (once full of such pride) now had the reputation 

as a school full of “troubled and troublesome” minorities who were taught by 

largely uninterested, insensitive faculty.   Resegregation had changed the culture of 

her school (Orfield, 1995). 

When she voiced her dismay at the negative image her alma mater now held, tears 

came to her eyes, and she was visibly moved.  She spoke fondly of the old 

desegregated high school; she even mentioned how it was a good school for her 

and her siblings.  She went to school when the school had an outstanding athletic 
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reputation (football state champions).  Students had pride.  She was a proud 

alumnus.  Therefore, the advent of resegregation was not positive for the school’s 

image.  In Ms. Carr’s estimation, it was necessary for students from diverse 

backgrounds to interact and learn to appreciate backgrounds and cultures different 

from their own.  Ms Carr had positive experiences in the desegregated high school 

climate that shaped her future life experiences. 

 Educational Expectations 

 Though she expressed doubts throughout the interview about AISD’s 

educational quality and commitment to minority students, Ms. Carr still believed in 

the public school system and trusted the ability of AISD to educate her children.  

The key to successfully teach children was to “really want to teach. [Possess] a 

drive to really want to educate children. [Be] compassionate [and] understanding. 

Be fair.  Be respectful” (Interview, August 15, 2003).   Ms. Carr expected teachers 

to exhibit these qualities when teaching all children.  Yet, she admitted that not all 

educators were fair or responsive to students, especially children of color.  

Research by Gay (2002) and Ladson-Billings (1995, 2004) provided evidence that 

teachers of African American and Latino students could be highly effective by 

practicing a culturally relevant pedagogy. 

“It really comes down to being able to relate to a child.  A White teacher 

being able to relate to the Black child and a Black teacher being able to relate to a 

White student” (Interview, August 15, 2003).  When pressed during the interview, 
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Ms. Carr admitted that she believed that the quality of White teachers was different 

from their Black counterparts.   

Most people who rate teachers or any profession are White.  They have their 

different scales of rating things as compared to what African Americans 

would consider quality.  [Culturally-speaking] each culture educates their 

children differently.  What is successful in one culture may not be 

successful in another.  It can play an important part 

in how well children were educated, especially when it came to the expectations 

that guided, rewarded, or punished their actions (Hilliard, 1995). 

The quality of educators depended not only on training but also on relating 

and empathizing with others who are racially or culturally different from oneself.  

According to Cynthia Carr, Black and Latino educators were better able to educate 

children of color because they were able to relate to minority children:   

[Black and Latino] teachers really care about what happens to the 

children…[White teachers] can’t relate.  They don’t care.  A lot of them 

don’t care.  They don’t care to educate us.  Because of racism and 

everything that goes with it, they don’t care.  And I just believe that Black 

teachers and [Latino] teachers really care about the students.  Our students, 

you know.  White teachers care about their students.  It’s sad to say that, but 

it’s usually true. (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

White teachers could not relate to minority children in Ms. Carr’s opinion, an 

opinion shared by other educators and researchers (Delpit, 1995; Boggs, 1998; 
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Freeman, Brookhart, & Loadman, 1999).   White educators did not possess the 

native knowledge of an oppressed or marginalized people.  Therefore, White 

teachers would be more interested and vested in the success of White children, not 

children of color (Dusek & Joseph, 1985).  Apparently, the racial makeup of a 

teacher mattered to Cynthia Carr.  

Perceptions of Racism 

 Racism was a very real force in the lives in African Americans and 

impacted their school experiences as well.  Cynthia Carr was very staunch in her 

belief that racism existed in schools.  From the perspective of African Americans, 

racism was well established within American society (DuBois, 1903; Ogbu, 1972; 

Tatum, 1997; Falck, 2003; Dierenfield, 2004; Eckes, 2004; Orfield, 2004).  The 

only question concerned the nature of the African American response. When 

directly questioned about her experiences with incidents of racism, Ms. Carr was 

not able or unwilling to recall any conscious experiences or attacks on her person 

or her children.   

Though she insisted that she and her children never experienced direct acts 

of prejudice, she mentioned that her brother, who teaches and coaches at another 

AISD high school, had experienced some racism.  When he and his team went to a 

suburban high school, students from the rival school sprayed the words “nigger” 

and the like on the AISD buses.  It was an unpleasant experience for the student 

athletes and the coaching staff.  The experience served as a reminder that racism 
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was deeply embedded in the American psyche and had the indirect but powerful 

ability to touch and affect Ms. Carr and her family. 

The incident seemed to cement in Ms. Carr’s mind that racism was very real 

and pervasive.  In her opinion, racism was a fact of life in the Black experience.  

Ms. Carr felt that only other African Americans could really understand and relate 

to this reality (Fordham, 2004; Tatum, 2004).  The specific situation led Ms. Carr 

to express strong doubts regarding the school district’s commitment to African 

American children.  

They (AISD) really just don’t care…There is a high drop out rate, a high 

pregnancy rate, but then there are a lot of good students, and I think they’re 

being overlooked.  [School officials seemed more concerned about focusing 

on minority students] who are not doing anything and really don’t care to do 

anything.  (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

Ms. Carr did not believe that AISD put enough effort into educating children of 

color especially when preparing them for future economic success.  Her analyzation 

paralleled Hilliard’s (1995) and Valencia’s (1997) work contending that educators 

with lower expectations of African American and Latino student progress 

prematurely consigned them to educational failure. 

 Parent Involvement Beliefs 

Schools, educators, and parents have the responsibility of effectively 

preparing students for future careers.  Ms. Carr believed that AISD needed to 

educate children well and focusing not only on racism but on “making sure they are 
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prepared to compete in society once they leave high school.”   Ms. Carr expected 

AISD to work harder at educating her children and to adequately prepare them for 

the economic and social challenges of the future.   

The role of the parent in the school arena is not as defined, but Ms. Carr felt 

that parents needed to be more involved than they were.  Of her own level of 

participation, she felt that she was not very involved in the education of her 

children or in overall school issues.  “I’m not as involved as I should be,” she 

quickly admitted.  “I’m not going to sit here and lie.”  Ms. Carr seemed slightly 

embarrassed and defensive by her admission that she was not as involved in her 

children’s education as much as she felt she should be involved. 

Ms. Carr was more involved in her children’s schools when they were in 

elementary.  She said that her level of involvement was directly related to the age 

of her children.  As her children aged, Ms. Carr believed that they needed less of 

her involvement or ‘interference’.  She indicated that if there were a perceived need 

for her involvement, the schoolteachers or administrators would contact her, and 

she would respond.  Ultimately, Ms. Carr saw her children as learning to grow 

more independent and saw her parental role in the schooling of her children as 

more removed and uninvolved as her children aged and moved on to the secondary 

school level.   

 Parent Awareness of Educational Policy 

 Throughout the interview, Ms. Carr expressed a real concern over the 

perception of AISD schools and of her high school campus in particular.  She was 
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upset by the negative media coverage over student misbehavior and discipline at 

her old high school campus.  When questioned about her opinions regarding 

AISD’s quality, she said,  

My basic feeling is that they don’t care about minority students—that’s just 

it.  I mean my daughter went to an AISD middle school, and they had a 

Black principal there for one year and got rid of him.  And he really did a 

lot for that school.  It’s their [education officials] perception of not being 

able to understand minorities. (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

Ms. Carr alluded to the history of high administrator and teacher turnover within 

AISD.  Ms. Carr also implied that AISD was quick to replace Black principals, and 

there was some historical evidence to support her assertion.  The Austin American-

Statesman reported that evidence existed to prove that AISD was highly critical of 

minority administration and quick to replace them (Spencer, p. B1).  Ms. Carr was 

aware of the district’s previous history.  She agreed that hiring and retaining 

African American educators or administrators was not a top district priority.  Her 

knowledge of a historical, institutional racism at the district level obviously 

influenced her critical viewpoint of the school system.  Ms. Carr’s distrust of AISD 

was similar to the experience of other African Americans who responded in 

protective ways in an effort to resist, “fit in,” or simply survive public schooling 

(Parillo, 1985; Phinney & Chavira, 1995; Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000; Clauss-

Ehlers, 2004) 
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When considering the question of desegregation and resegregation, Ms. 

Carr confessed a preference for segregation, though she was careful to discuss both 

positive and negative points of each.  Ms. Carr was aware of the movement back to 

neighborhood schools but attributed this movement to the natural patterns of 

residential movements and the preference of parents to send their children to local 

schools.  When further questioned about how she felt about resegregation, Ms. Carr 

commented that,  

I see positive and negative from my personal point of view.  Me being a 

minority and my child being a minority, I’m for it.  I think they are going to 

get a better education from people who are like them.  You know, who can 

relate to them. (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

Without consciously acknowledging the meaning behind her words, Ms. Carr was 

in fact promoting an older, pro-segregationist viewpoint.  Segregation could result 

in positive results for Black children: strong relationships, feelings of kinship, and 

caring teachers (Siddle-Walker, 1998; Fordham, 2004). 

When the terms were explained and couched in different words like 

‘busing’ and ‘ethnic diversity,’ Ms. Carr responded readily.   

I think the intended purpose of busing is to make sure schools had a fair 

representation of all racial groups.  It’s not like that anymore though is it?  

But I think that was the intended purpose. (Interview, August 15, 2003) 

Ms. Carr stated that one result of busing was to increase the student body diversity, 

which increased overall equity in the schools.  Though this was a positive result, 
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Ms. Carr doubted the effect on the emotional health and academic achievement of 

Black students who were bused merely to achieve racial parity.  “A lot of times we 

bus our children to schools [that are] predominantly White schools and they’re 

there and nobody cares about them” (Interview, August 15, 2003).  

Ms. Carr confessed a concern about the commitment of White teachers to 

the education of Black students.  In her eyes, White educators who do not 

understand or relate to Black children and Black culture seemed to be the norm in 

AISD.  Respecting African American “way of knowing” and validating their 

experiences had importance in Ms. Carr’s opinion (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Gay, 

2002).  Ms. Carr consistently questioned the commitment of AISD to marginalized 

students. 

Ms. Carr insisted that she remained supportive of achieving diversity in the 

public schools.  She readily expressed her opinion about the need for diversity in 

schools: 

I do believe that schools should have different ethnic groups.  The way I see 

things, when they get out of the school structure, they are not going to be 

able to relate to other people from different backgrounds.  So it is important 

that they are integrated. I think it is very important. There comes a time in 

your life where you have to know how to socialize outside of your racial 

circle.  And I think the only way you are gonna learn is to be around other 

people different from you.  And the education system is probably the best 

place to learn. (Interview, August 15, 2003) 
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Throughout the interview, Ms. Carr’s sense of disappointment became 

apparent.  She seemed divided over the effects of educational resegregation.  On 

the one hand, Ms. Carr felt that resegregation was positive because African 

Americans would be ultimately responsible for the education of African American 

children.  On the other hand, cultural diversity was a noble goal that should not be 

abandoned.  Her opinions about the current trend to resegregate the school 

environment were in opposition, as was her dual assertion that diversity was 

positive for schools but segregation was also positive. Her comments seemed 

contradictory at times throughout the interview.  Interestingly, Ms. Carr’s 

experience did not seem unique.    

Case Study Three: John Johnson 

 Introduction 

 John Johnson was a middle-aged, married African American male of 45 

with four children.  His children attended AISD schools for a time until he moved 

his family out to the suburbs.  Mr. Johnson had a successful, long-term marriage to 

an African American woman.  He worked for the United States Navy as a Chief 

Petty Officer.  He was a few credits shy of a Bachelor of Arts degree and had 

attended a predominantly African American university in Texas.  Mr. Johnson’s 

childhood was spent on military bases in different countries.  The military way of 

life and ethical code was very important to Mr. Johnson and influenced every 

aspect of his life.   

 Educational Background 
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 Mr. Johnson was also a ‘military brat’ growing up.  He spent most of his 

education in schools run by the Department of Defense (DOD) from 1965 through 

1972.  It was a unique experience for him.  “What I enjoyed most about it was that 

not only did you learn traditional subjects, but you got to be steeped in the culture.  

For example, in Germany it was German all the way” (Interview, July 23, 2003).  

His time in schools overseas instilled him with a respect for other cultures.    

Education in the DOD meant exposure to different kinds of people and 

variety of cultural settings.  Mr. Johnson found that there were differences between 

schools run or supported by the military and public schools in the United States—

especially in the area of discipline.  

Anytime you are dealing with DOD schools, not only do you have to deal 

with teachers and principals, but if the school is located on a military base, 

you also have to deal with the base commander.  So there are different 

levels of discipline that you would find yourself facing that, if severe, it 

would get back to your parents through the base commander.  So there was 

added pressure that you act accordingly. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Discipline was an important tenet of military protocol.  Therefore, Mr. Johnson 

believed in firm discipline.  During the interview, he bemoaned the lack of 

discipline in the homes of the high school students he attempted to recruit into the 

Navy.  He mentioned several times that discipline began at home and was a 

necessary staple that was missing from the lives of so many minorities.  The lack of 

control, according to Mr. Johnson, was unfortunately mirrored in the schools.   
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Mr. Johnson felt that the discipline he learned in the military was 

responsible for his success, and that the same tenets he had learned in the Navy 

were transferable to others.  Of course, Mr. Johnson was speaking from a limited 

sphere of experience (he was a lifelong career Navy man).  Even though his 

perspective may be somewhat clouded, his point of view was arguably more 

common than not since all people react and think within a specific sphere of 

experiences.  Viewpoints depended upon contextual boundaries.   Individuals felt 

more comfortable with others who were like-minded, a phenomena identified by 

the social identity theory which held that members of the same group (or ingroup) 

preferred their own members (Allport, 1954; Bourhis & Gagnon, 2001).  Mr. 

Johnson understood that the military provided him with a sense of belonging and 

equal opportunity to be successful; he did not understand how the military could 

not provide the same for other African Americans.  

Mr. Johnson explained how his plans did not work out after graduating from 

high school.  He was accepted at Texas Southern University, a predominantly 

Black school in order to study music.  While in school, Mr. Johnson “screwed up” 

when he was a couple of credits shy from graduation and decided to make the best 

of his situation by enlisting in the Navy.  Once in the military, Mr. Johnson quickly 

advanced.  He learned a strict code of discipline and applied it to his goals in life.  

Mr. Johnson explained that the military gave him a sense of purpose and instilled a 

sense of pride.  He attributed his military education as a tremendous help to his 

career.   The military had provided direction and meaning for Mr. Johnson.  He 
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benefited from the totally integrated (though still problematic and imperfect) 

experience the military provided him. 

 Educational Expectations 

 Mr. Johnson’s expectations for his children’s education are directly 

influenced by his own experiences in school.  Mr. Johnson remembered Ms. 

Whittle and Ms. Jenkins as his favorite teachers (both African American female 

educators).  

[Ms. Whittle] was a hugger.  She would reward you with a cheek-to-cheek 

hug when you did a good job.  I thought it was awesome.  Fridays she 

would always read stories…[Ms. Whittle] had a pretty heavy foot so to 

speak.  She did not tolerate disrespect.  She demanded order in her 

classroom.  I think that’s really good.  And yet, she would give you that 

cheek-to-cheek hug…[Ms. Jenkins] used to grab that ear a couple of times.  

Teachers would pull your ear to get you to where you want to go.  Or grab 

your arm.  Hey, now! I don’t want to mess with that woman.  [Ms. Jenkins] 

is crazy!  So it was always, Yes ma’am!  Yes ma’am!  I’ll be quiet.  But that 

was the way I was raised. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

 Ms. Whittle and Ms. Johnson had two different ways of teaching.  Ms. Whittle 

showed her caring through a combination of tough discipline and frequent physical 

contact with the students.  While Ms. Jenkins used physical contact as correction 

that served the purpose of getting attention and forcing obedience.  Mr. Johnson 
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commented that he followed teacher instructions and behaved accordingly because 

it was what he was used to in his own family, it was the way he “was raised.” 

Mr. Johnson based his expectations of quality teachers on his actual 

experiences with these two influential teachers.   

A good quality of a teacher is someone who can really maintain order in her 

classroom.  A good educator should be well-rounded, and someone who is 

exposed to diversity, who has the ability to truly understand what it’s like 

for little Johnny to come to school and wear the same pair of pants and not 

judge him.  (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Effective teachers understood the lives of their students and were nonjudgmental 

and unapologetic in their high expectations for student success.  Mr. Johnson 

believed that teachers needed to cultivate a caring and interested persona with 

children.  They needed to establish a rapport with their students.   

There are some teachers out there that you just want to put on a pedestal and 

say man, you are awesome!  Because they don’t care about their pay.  They 

don’t care about their summer vacation.  They are still doing their work to 

better themselves and their kids.  And then you have those teachers that as 

soon as the last school bell rings, they’re gone.  That’s unfortunate.  It 

comes down to…the commitment.  You have to love kids.  You have to 

have that patience.  Not every child is gonna be that straight A student.  

You’ll have that kid who is gonna struggle. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 
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Children who struggle should not be ignored, belittled, or humiliated.  After all, 

Mr. Johnson identified with those children who did not always make the best 

choices.  He pointed out his own experiences and the mistakes he made while in 

college.  Mr. Johnson was positive and optimistic when he spoke about educational 

opportunity.  He strongly felt that every individual could better his situation, no 

matter the hardship.   

 Perceptions of Racism 

 Mr. Johnson saw prejudice and discrimination as a social reality that could 

affect other spheres and settings of experience.  Mr. Johnson described his 

experience in DOD schools as being essentially “color-blind.”  Other scholars have 

discussed the “color-blind” perspective as being a non-threatening concept, a way 

of coping with the unpleasant realities of social negatives like discrimination and 

racism (Gillborn, 1992; Sleeter, 1993; Schofield, 2001/2004).  His family’s 

movement around Europe to places like Munich, Paris, and London was a way of 

life, and he believed that they were accepted wherever they moved.  He did not 

consciously see or experience racism until he and his family returned to the United 

States in 1973. 

When we came back to the [United States], we lived in Washington, D.C. 

and for the first time in my life, I went to an inner city school…I was 

petrified.  I’ve never seen so many Blacks in one place.  I felt 

uncomfortable.  All of my life I’ve been in DOD schools where it was very 

diverse and majority White.  Was that a hindrance?  At first it was.  Until I 
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just adjusted to it.  It was my first experience with racial tension. (Interview, 

July 23, 2003) 

Yet, Mr. Johnson had to contend with more than isolated racial issues.  He 

described having to deal with a geographic tension.  Mr. Johnson explained that 

“geographic tension” referred to the differences between the military lifestyle and 

the civilian lifestyle.  Within the military, different bases at different locations was 

one consideration military families had to face.  They had to contend with different 

social and cultural mores depending upon location.  A real tension existed between 

the military and civilians.  Mr. Johnson remembered questioning his sense of self 

and, at first, could not see where he “fit in” when he attended civilian schools.  He 

always knew where he fit in with the military.  He said it was tough for him to 

come to terms with the reality and different expectations of civilian life and public 

school education.  Consequently, Mr. Johnson decided to return to the military 

because he wanted to expose his children to the military life where racial issues 

were virtually nonexistent and simply “not tolerated.”  According to his viewpoint, 

all children would benefit from travel experiences (for exposure to cultural 

diversity) and military schooling (for acceptance and toleration). 

 When considering the quality of AISD schools, Mr. Johnson felt that 

average students get “lost in the shuffle and get overlooked” by teachers and the 

educational system.  He openly questioned the motives of some teachers.   

I hate to question their motives for teaching, but some of them don’t 

deserve to teach…You have to love to teach in order to do it well…It 
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doesn’t seem like they are truly interested in a child’s education; they don’t 

devote the time. 

Mr. Johnson did not question or mention the race or ethnicity of the teacher as 

being an important factor, even though his two most influential teachers were both 

African American females.  He spoke instead in generic terms—what was most 

important according to his opinion was the degree of teacher dedication and 

commitment to teaching all children in general.  His perspective matched others 

who felt that all teachers, regardless of race or ethnicity, could reach every child 

(Ladson-Billings, 1994/1995; Gay, 2002; Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002; Cooper, 

2003). 

 Mr. Johnson believed that racism existed in certain areas of American 

society and were more pervasive in certain institutions (military versus civilian).  

Mr. Johnson did not want to dwell on the subject of racism, and seemed to politely 

reroute any discussion that referred specifically to racism or discrimination.   He 

admitted that he was not entirely comfortable with his son attending an AISD high 

school because of the unequal student ethnic representation (the high school his son 

attended was mostly composed of a Black and Latino student body) and because of 

the lack of discipline he felt existed.  Mr. Johnson recounted his horror at reading 

about a gun discovered in a student’s locker.  He felt inner city schools were 

inherently dangerous, and his safety concerns eventually prompted him to move his 

family out of the Austin city limits.  Mr. Johnson felt that he made the best move 

for the sake of his family. 
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 Parent Involvement Beliefs 

 In Mr. Johnson’s opinion, dedicated educators are not exclusively 

responsible for the educational success of their students—parents must also 

shoulder the same if not more of the responsibility.  Parents, like the schools, have 

a vested interest.  Parents need to hold their children accountable for their own 

progress in school.  That includes completing homework and passing all classes 

before playing sports or engaging in extracurricular activities.  Mr. Johnson bluntly 

felt that ineffectual parents needed to be either included or excluded from the 

system entirely.   

I know it sounds crazy.  In some cases, it is almost as if the parent is being 

able to dictate too much of the school, and they are taking a lot of the 

control from the teachers, the educators.  And that’s flat wrong. (Interview, 

July 23, 2003) 

Mr. Johnson believed that there needed to be a refocus back on the child.   

My parents did teach us that it was a privilege to go to school.  I didn’t dare 

raise my voice to a teacher cause I heard about it when I got home.  It was 

different.  Schools were an extension of the home.  (Interview, July 23, 

2003) 

 When pressed about his own involvement in the education of his four 

children, Mr. Johnson ruefully admitted that his involvement was limited because 

of his career.  Military deployment was always a reality.  When he was ‘on shore’ 

or on land and, therefore, not deployed, Mr. Johnson was more active in his 
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children’s schools.  He attended parent and teacher conferences, for instance.  But 

when he was deployed, he had to rely on his wife who he proudly described as a 

“strong, Black woman who does it all.”    

 Mr. Johnson agreed that more parents needed to get actively involved.  He 

had a theory that explained the general perceived absence of some African 

American and Latino parents in issues involving education.   

It’s almost as if we feel our vote doesn’t count.  It doesn’t do any good to 

complain because no one will listen.  My whole thing now is you complain 

all the time because one day you might complain to the right person.  If we 

can incorporate the family members, the parents, and make it less of a threat 

to them to sit down and talk to someone who can help them.  Because it’s 

like going to church.  Sometimes you don’t feel comfortable.  Sometimes 

they don’t have the proper attire, you know the nice suits.  So they won’t 

go.  But if you can find a church that will accept your casual attire, you are 

more apt to be more of a participant.  And it’s the same thing with schools.  

If you have an educator that is too busy using the million-dollar words 

what-not, and it can really cause a parent to say well you know what?  It 

really doesn’t do any good to talk to this person because they won’t 

understand me, and I won’t understand them. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Mr. Johnson’s observation that parents do not always understand because they are 

not heard or understood by school officials had a direct implication when it came to 

an understanding of educational policy.  Mr. Johnson admitted that there could be 
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tension between parents and schools, and the tension could result in negative 

relationships and poor interactions between parents and educators (Bright, Hidalgo, 

Siu, & Swap, 1995; Hidalgo, Epstein, Sui, 2004).  Though Mr. Johnson expressed 

regret at what he saw as a lack of his involvement in the educational lives of his 

children because of the strenuous time commitments to a military career, his belief 

in the benefits of a good education never wavered, and he expressed clear faith in 

the opportunities education could provide for all children. 

 Parent Awareness of Educational Policy 

Resegregation as a generic educational term did not seem to influence Mr. 

Johnson’s opinion over matters of desegregation.  Mr. Johnson admitted that he did 

not consider the word ‘resegregation’ often, yet he understood the concept of the 

neighborhood school and the impact of boundary changes for school children in 

AISD.  His interest in his children’s education concerned the degrees teacher 

effectiveness and parent support.  Basically, Mr. Johnson was interested in the 

academic achievement of his children in the school environment.  “Can you teach 

my child?  Can you make him a smart kid?  I’m gonna help you.  That’s all I 

know”  (Interview, July 23, 2003). 

Though diversity was a worthwhile goal that every school should strive 

towards, Mr. Johnson found a positive in returning to neighborhood schools.  He 

thought it important that students be allowed “to go to school with their school 

chums.”  Resegregation had never been a factor in his own educational experiences 

with DOD schools, therefore he did not think resegregation should be an important 



187 

or divisive issue in the school systems.  According to Mr. Johnson, resegregation 

was not necessarily a “bad thing”.   

Mr. Johnson noted differences among many campuses within AISD.  He 

mentioned a predominantly White and affluent school on the west side of Austin 

that was “high-tech and ultra-modern” as compared to an old east Austin, majority-

minority school that was “run down with exposed wiring.”  He was disturbed by 

the inherent inequality of two high schools on separate sides of town serving 

separated student populations.  The differences in two campuses that were part of 

the same school district (AISD) proved how pervasive and permanent the impact of 

social racism and segregation were on America’s public school systems  (Orfield, 

2004).  Though disheartened by the reality of a flawed desegregation system, Mr. 

Johnson did not mention what he was prepared to do to change the status quo, and 

there was no indication that he felt a pressing need to affect any change at all.  

Certainly, Mr. Johnson felt that all schools should have the same resources and that 

allowing inequitable resources was problematic.  

Case Study Four: Maggie Mays 

 Introduction 

 Maggie Mays was seventy-seven years old.  She had lived in Austin for 33 

years.  She was well educated and well informed with a Masters degree; she had 

served the public school system as a teacher and administrator for 23 years 

including in AISD.  Ms. Mays married at 20 years of age and bore two children 

who attended public schools as well.  She had four grandchildren and ten male 
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great-grandchildren, a couple of who lived with her and who attended AISD 

schools.  Ms. Mays was impressively informed about educational policy and 

current issues. 

 Educational Background 

 The education of Ms. Mays spans several decades through major American 

historical movements including segregation, desegregation, and resegregation.  

Maggie Mays was born in 1926 in a rural community where she remembered how 

her grandmother taught her to speak “correct” English as opposed to rural Black 

English.  Ms. Mays was taught by the elders in her family how to be polite and 

courteous.  She went to an all-Black, entirely segregated school in Milam county 

during her youth and graduated from high school at the end of World War II 

(1946).  There was a tri-school system in place where Blacks, Latinos, and Whites 

each had their own schools, and no one was allowed or expected to mix.   

Attending school was a very disciplined activity and misbehavior was never 

an issue in her time.   

When I went to school, parents were in control of their home and children 

understood that they were going to school for a purpose.  It was almost like 

a blessing to be able to go.  Because so many parents kept their kids out of 

school to harvest crops…Kids knew that id they didn’t do their work and 

were smart-alecky and mouthed off at the teacher, regardless of what the 

teacher did to them, they would get more of it when they got home.  



189 

Because that was like support for the teacher.  And kids were amenable, and 

they behaved in school.  And if they didn’t, they spanked kids in school.             

(Interview, July 25th, 2003) 

Ms. Mays attended an all-Black Texas college in 1947 and started her career as an 

elementary teacher in segregated African American schools.  She married at age 20 

and gave birth to two girls.  She earned a masters degree in 1955 and became an 

administrator at a special school for a few years.  She was promoted to a job with 

the TEA where she served as the director for teacher certification with the state of 

Texas for 23 years.  She was retired when the interview was conducted. 

 Educational Expectations 

An effective teacher has to be caring and loving with a passion for teaching and 

learning.  Teaching is generally a tough profession.  

It’s a hard job that is so rewarding to be a good teacher and for the kids to 

want to be in your class.  If you love kids and you want to teach them and 

you study hard, you’ll be a good teacher…You’ll be respected [by the kids].  

See the kids know when you don’t like them.  You can’t fool kids. 

(Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Ms. Mays contended that effective teachers “wanted to make a difference” in the 

lives of children.  They needed to nurture their relationships with fellow educators 

and parents as well as with the children they teach.   

 A teacher’s attitude, not race, made the difference for the students.   
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It all depends on the attitude of the teacher.  Some White teachers have this 

Christian crusade attitude that I’m gonna save all these little Black kids and 

get them educated.  (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Such a perspective was a mistake.  Educators who believed this way were working 

on a premise of racial and cultural superiority.  Students picked up on the unspoken 

nuances and noticed the non-verbal cues of the adults around them.  According to 

Ms. Mays, children may not have understood the cues, but they did recognize 

teachers’ responses towards them.  It was Ms. May’s opinion that the race or 

ethnicity of the teacher did not matter in the long run.   

I’ve known some White teachers who taught Black kids, and they were 

excellent.  And I know some Black teachers who taught Black kids who 

weren’t worth a damn. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Ms. Mays was more concerned about the poor quality of the home life of 

many students.  In her perspective, the quality of a child’s life at home was the 

most pressing issue—not racial issues of prejudice or discrimination.   As an 

educator, Ms. Mays remembered the poor condition many children would arrive to 

school in.  Children often came to school hungry, unkept, weary, and sick.  “Some 

of them been up all night…and their mental and physical condition worries me 

when I see how they react to instruction” (Interview, July 23, 2003).  They came 

physically and mentally unprepared for school.  There was no way that a child 

could learn successfully if the basic needs of enough sustenance, sleep, and good 

health were not met.   It was not a question about a child’s racial identity but rather 
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the socioeconomic status and expectations in the home that were better indicators 

of student preparedness to learn.  In Ms. Mays’ point of view, it was more 

important that teachers were well prepared and well trained to deal with these 

social concerns. 

 Perceptions of Racism 

 Maggie May’s educational experience began in segregated schools and 

affected her opinions over the current movement to resegregate schools across the 

United States.  Growing up in segregated schools had the advantage of security.  

Ms. Mays’ sense of sameness worked to give her a secure identity.  She was the 

member of an all Black club, and there was no racial competition or separateness.  

Therefore, Ms. Mays did not experience direct racism during her years of 

schooling.  Unfortunately, her children were exposed to racism and issues of race 

that she never had to face in the school setting.  Ms. Mays feels that the fact that 

her daughters experienced racism in the public schools was directly related to the 

inherent problems of race mixing brought on by desegregation. 

Her daughters started off in the military school, and they did not attend 

segregated schools until their father was deployed to France in 1963.  When he left, 

Ms. Mays and the children moved to Abilene, Texas.  The Mays girls attended an 

all Black school there, and they did not fare well.   

That was a shock for them...the first year was very hard on them.  And the 

social mores were very different.  The next year I transferred them out of 

the Black school into a desegregated school…because I didn’t want them to 
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be ridiculed, and I wanted them to have a better education.  And I wanted 

them to be where they could be more comfortable, and they were not 

comfortable in the all Black situation.  Because it’s different from what they 

had been accustomed to. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

When questioned further about the experiences of her daughters, Ms. Mays 

revealed that the girls had strained relationships with other Blacks.   

They got lots of negative feedback. You think you’re White (my daughters 

are very light skinned.)  You think you’re better than everyone else.  You 

are nothing but a nigger, you know, and all kinds of things.  Yeah, they had 

a hard time.  (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Ms. Mays’ daughters were faced with a difficult situation.  They were not accepted 

into the group and felt no Black kinship because of the accusations of their peers 

that they were “acting White” and, therefore, could not be Black (Fordham, 2004).  

Rather than expose her girls to hostile and critical African American youth, she felt 

it safer to send her daughters to a desegregated school and face the possible 

hostility of Whites.  Ms. Mays wanted her children to remain in  

more integrated situations.  That one year in Abilene was a horrible year.  

When they went to the other [desegregated] school in Abilene, they did real 

good, and they had Black friends, they had White friends. (Interview, July 

23, 2003) 

 Ms. Mays saw racism as a mainstay in American communities.  Racism was 

part of the American consciousness in her view.  Ultimately, in Ms. Mays’ opinion, 
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parents were responsible for either reinforcing or rooting out racist beliefs and 

mores.   

Racism is everywhere.  You can’t eliminate racism.  Because it is part of 

our social being.  Now my kids didn’t know about some of the stuff other 

kids knew.  One of the things I know that really helps is that if the parents 

do not talk that trash in front of their kids and always putting down a race.  

If the parents don’t do it, the kids would most likely be able to buffer this 

stuff that goes on in schools.  If the parents are broad-minded and 

supportive of the school, kids will do well.  But if the parents are narrow-

minded, and they don’t like White folks, and they talk bad about White 

folks or bad about Mexicans, the kids are going to do it.  Kids are what they 

live with.  Sermon number one. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Parents were the primary influence in the lives of their children, according to Ms. 

Mays.  Parents acted as role models in the lives of their children.  Thus, parents 

needed to consciously watch what they said, whom they talked about, and how they 

talked about themselves.  “You can’t do anything about the attitude of the children 

till you think about the attitude of the parents” (Interview, July 23, 2003).  Children 

picked up the social beliefs of their parents and peers.  Children took the cues from 

their parents and learned their sense of self-esteem and identity from their parents.  

Of course, it follows that such attitudes would affect perceptions about education.  

Ms. Mays stressed that when a parent was supportive of schools and education as a 

whole, they also supported their children. 
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 Parent Involvement Beliefs 

 Ms. Mays had a strong stance on the lack of parental involvement in the 

educational lives of their children based on past and present experiences.  From the 

perspective of a parent, Ms. Mays revealed that she was very involved in the 

educational efforts of her children.   

I was very involved…perhaps too involved.  I was room mother.  We did 

field trips; I generally tried to go.  I was a member of the PTA.  We worked 

on getting equipment for the school.  We had different tasks.  I was 

chairman of some [unidentified parent booster group].  They knew they 

could depend on me.  I found myself doing more than I should have.  

Because I was trying to offset the fact that other parents weren’t trying to do 

anything. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

In her time, parents seemed more involved in the education of their children.  She 

felt that parents today made too many excuses not to visit schools or meet with 

teachers.  “They don’t take the time to go to school.  There’s always an excuse.  I 

think that [parent involvement] is critical” to the academic achievement of children. 

From the perspective of the educator, Ms. Mays had the following 

comment: 

We teach what the parents send us.  You send us a flawed product, we have 

to teach him, and you can only do so much to enrich a child’s background 

when they haven’t had any enrichment at home. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 
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Schools are charged with the well being of all children—an impossible task.  

Nevertheless, many schools tried to meet the challenges and were successful in 

doing so.  Ms. Mays felt that effective schools do exist in AISD  

where kids are well mannered, and they’re being taught well because their 

parents are education-oriented.  But many of our Black parents, when they 

go to school to see about their child, they are angry [and] frustrated.  They 

haven’t spent ample time with their child.  So the child is not progressing in 

school.  It’s the lack of parental involvement that is hurting our children. 

(Interview, July 23, 2003) 

 How to offset the problem of ensuring children get the proper ‘enrichment?’  

A Black parent’s “anger and frustration” may be a symptom of a much larger and 

complicated issue.  Certainly, not all Black parents were angry and frustrated.  

Those parents who were more defensive or uninvolved may have valid reasons for 

their attitudes towards the public school system.  The uneasy tension that existed 

between minority parents and mostly-White educators was one likely culprit that 

ultimately eroded trust. 

On the homefront, parents needed to exercise the power to guide and correct 

or discipline their children.  She mentioned that in her generation, discipline was 

expected and accepted.   

The way it is now you can hardly chastise a child…parents are scared and 

afraid to discipline kids nowadays.  Because of the threat of being arrested 

and complaints being filed on parents.  (Interview, July 23, 2003) 
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According to Ms. Mays, a lack of control transfers directly to the school 

environment.  Children become prematurely powerful and become abusive both to 

parents and their teachers.  The key to regaining some power and control lies with 

the adults.   She suggested that children get the best education in schools where 

parents and teachers work together.  There needed to be parent and teacher 

commitment to build a “joint venture” where parents and teachers could plan, 

discuss, and hold honest communication.  Meaningful dialogue needed to occur 

between all of the stakeholders in the educational arena.   

 Parent Awareness of Educational Policy 

 A product of segregated schools, Ms. Mays had definite opinions about 

segregation and desegregation and how such policies have affected neighborhoods 

and communities.  Ms. Mays seemed better informed about educational issues than 

the other three parent informants.   

Desegregation has been good in many ways for the Black community.  [For 

example] Black children were exposed to qualified teachers.  Because in 

Black schools you didn’t always have it…From my perspective, and having 

gone to a segregated school where we had used textbooks and broken chalk 

and almost no laboratory equipment, that was not fair…If you give me the 

same equipment and materials that you give to the White kids, I’m gonna 

do just as well.  One of the things was to create an equal environment.  If 

you have a laboratory in a White school you should have that same 
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equivalent lab in a Black school.  [Desegregation] was worth the fight.  It 

really was. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

According to Ms. Mays, integration was a desirable goal.  So when busing was 

offered, Black parents often utilized the option to send their children to 

desegregated schools.  They believed that busing their children to the White 

schools would provide easier access to richer educational opportunities.  Ms. Mays 

understood that equal access to quality resources and state-of-the-art materials was 

very important to the African American community. 

Integrating schools, however, was not an easy endeavor.  Ms. Mays recalled 

when her granddaughter was one of the few Black children in a majority-White 

AISD school.  Her granddaughter was very smart and was eager to succeed at 

school.  Yet, other African American children would ridicule her granddaughter for 

striving to study hard.  She was frequently accused of “acting White.”  Similar 

attitudes forced Black children to prove allegiance to their ethnic group by 

shunning “book learning” (Tatum, 1997; Fordham, 2004).  Indeed, the grandchild’s 

experience paralleled that of her mother (Ms. Mays’ daughter).  Despite the passage 

of time, racial tension still existed to affect American communities and was passed 

from mother to daughter. 

Integrating schools was not all positive.  Ms. Mays believed the African 

American community had “lost a lot in integration.”  According to Siddle-Walker 

(1998), she argued that African American families were stronger during the era of 
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segregation than desegregation.  The strength of the family structure had suffered.  

There was too much fragmentation with integration.   

There was a time in the 70’s when sociologists were talking very badly 

about extended families.  And when we integrated, a lot of the Blacks who 

had kids who came home early, there was no one home.  Latchkey kids 

don’t do as well because there is no structure there. (Interview, July 23, 

2003) 

Ms. Mays felt that “homes were in disarray.”  Extended families have been 

destroyed—too many Black kids are termed “latchkey kids,” too many kids had 

kids, too many single mothers, too many uninvolved parents, et cetera.  While 

desegregation had proven beneficial in the area of educational setting, integration 

had also proven a bane to the social structure of the Black family unit.   

Ms. Mays believed that resegregation was happening in public schools all 

over the United States (local, state, and national levels).     

And some people are comfortable with it.  For example, [Black] people who 

move into upper middle class neighborhoods, they don’t make friends with 

the neighbors.  That is a fact.  I know people who live in 300,000-dollar 

houses and their neighbors are Anglos but they aren’t friends because they 

have no social interaction with them. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Ms. Mays was not surprised by the various responses of the Black community.   

About the Civil Rights movement, she commented that,  
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it was never prominent here in Austin because Austin people just have this 

attitude that if it ain’t broke don’t fix it.  The Blacks believe this way, and 

Blacks are not actively involved [as a general rule]. (Interview, July 23, 

2003) 

Austin never had an active or responsive coalition to protest the inequalities 

between Black and White schooling experiences.  African American community 

activism was virtually nonexistent in Ms. Mays’ time. 

Ms. Mays explained that the Black community viewed the advent of 

resegregation in the 80s and 90s with conflicting emotions.  Various Black groups 

had responded by blaming integration as the culprit for the lower achievement of 

African American students as compared to White students.  The solution was to 

return to segregation as a way to build up Black families and Black schools.  

Siddle-Walker (1998) provided statistics that supported the pro-segregation 

argument.  Ms. Mays’ ideas were not unusual given her past experiences as a Black 

student in an all-Black school.   

I’m stuck in the middle of all this—resegregation.  The solution that some 

people [like the Reverend Sterling Lands’ Coalition group] think is that you 

need an all-Black school with great Black teachers...and that’s never going 

to happen. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

According to Ms. Mays, some African American parents saw the return of the 

neighborhood school as beneficial to the family structure, yet other parents were 

torn.   
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I heard some parents say [neighborhood schools] was a good thing because 

the kids would stay in the neighborhood and then somebody else said but all 

the kids in an all Black neighborhood wouldn’t get all the same equipment. 

(Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Ms. Mays felt that some parents wished to return to some semblance or version of 

the segregation of the past, with a few changes like an ironclad commitment by the 

government and school districts to share funds and equipment equally.  Other 

parents had not given up on the noble idea and spirit of integration.     

Ms. Mays believed in the power of the neighborhood school to involve 

parents more in the education of their children.   

I really believe that neighborhood schools are better for kids particularly 

when their parents cannot afford to get them to school on time.  Cause 

anytime you have your classroom organized and some kids will be there on 

time, and they are working but here comes Johnny straggling in with a book 

bag and a bad attitude, and he makes noise, and he thumps, and he bumps 

and that causes confusion in the class and upsets some other kids.  So he is 

not learning and neither are the kids.  So I think we need neighborhood 

schools, and we really need to really require parents cooperate. (Interview, 

July 23, 2003) 

Ms. Mays saw hope in the emergence of the neighborhood school even though she 

agreed that neighborhood schools were natural effects of resegregation.   
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It is ok to return to neighborhood schools even if we are turning back the 

clock.  I simply don’t think that my child by sitting next to a White girl is 

gonna make her any more brighter.  I think it would give her an idea of 

some social mores or something like that. (Interview, July 23, 2003) 

Instead, sitting next to the “White girl” might in fact prove detrimental to her 

child’s development by instilling a culture of inferiority.  Segregated schools 

(synonymous with neighborhood schools) would provide cultural pride (Tatum, 

1997; Siddle-Walker, 1998; Fordham, 2004).  Ms. Mays’ comments suggested that 

diversity was a worthwhile quest and made a good argument for desegregation; yet, 

cultural preservation through some sort of self-segregation was just as worthy a 

goal. 

Conclusion 

 The perspectives of the four parent participants as revealed through their 

own words were very illuminating about segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation in Austin schools.  All four voiced definite opinions about the quality 

of an AISD education, and their roles within the educational learning community in 

a time of radical educational reform. The five themes that shaped parent 

perspective over segregation issues involved parental educational background, 

parental educational expectations, perspectives of racism, parental involvement, 

and parental awareness of educational policy.   

Educational Expectations  
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Each of the parents expressed interest in the education of their children.  

They were all concerned about how well the public schools fared in regards to their 

children.  The expectations parents held regarding the educational system were 

similar and shared a common thread.  All of the African American parents were 

interested in the academic progress and achievement of their children and 

grandchildren.  There were two major topics that interested the parent participants 

when it came to expectations for the success of their children:  

(1) classroom discipline and school safety; and 

(2) effective, empathetic teaching (teacher quality). 

The African American parents spoke extensively on these two subjects during their 

interviews and provided rich elaboration. 

Perceptions of Racism 

Degrees of racism and segregation within AISD school settings and other 

settings impacted African American parent experiences and attitudes toward 

desegregated and resegregated education.  Mr. Johnson’s personal response was to 

return to the integrated military lifestyle where he felt accepted and treated as 

equal.  Ms. Mays’ personal response to racism was to embrace Black unity. 

Ms. King’s perspective on the impact of racism in her life was different 

than the other two parents.  Racism had a direct relationship to the ethnicity of the 

educator.   Ms. King did not feel that White teachers could be “color-blind.”  She 

saw racism in the schools as detrimental to the spiritual and psychological well 

being of her children.  Therefore, Ms. King firmly believed that the success of her 
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own children depended upon how well they resisted racism, how strong their self-

esteem and sense of Black identity was, and how well they adjusted to the 

dominant society.  

 Like Kim King, Cynthia Carr also felt race did matter.  She felt that White 

teachers didn’t really care about Black education—that they and AISD were not 

truly committed to the success of the African American student.  The impact of 

race upon the Black parent, the Black child, and the educator was therefore evenly 

divided into two camps.   

Parental Involvement Beliefs 

The importance of parental involvement in the education of their children 

was heavily stressed by all of the African American study informants.   Each parent 

participant in the study had the same educational goal.  They were interested in 

maximizing educational opportunities for their children.  They strove to reach the 

same outcome but chose very different responses.  Every parent felt that they were 

doing the best job possible for the benefit of their children who had to live in a 

segregated and racist world.   In the long run, no matter the level of actual parent 

participation, every parent emphasized the positive correlation of parental 

involvement to the educational success of the African American child.  

Parental Awareness of Educational Policy 

All four African American parents who participated in the study seemed to 

hold various opinions regarding AISD’s return to segregation.  The relative high 

degree of popularity of the ‘neighborhood school’ concept was found to be true 
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among all of the study participants.  The informants admitted that they felt 

education was not equal nor did public school education meet the mission of 

empowering every American child, regardless of race or perhaps precisely due to 

race.   

Overall, the relationship between AISD (representing the public school 

system) and these African American parents seemed like an uneasy truce during the 

era of resegregation.  Extensive examination of the responses of the parent 

participants in each of five themes revealed a variety of thought, a richness of 

perspective, and some division of opinion among the parents.  Ultimately, each 

parent’s story represented their own personal chronicle of experiences, 

expectations, and dreams—a journey that recorded their hopes for their children. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION  
 

Let America be America again. Let it be the dream it used to be. Let 
it be the pioneer on the plain seeking the home where he himself is 
free. (America never was America to me.)  
Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed—let it be that great 
strong land of love where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme 
that any man be crushed by one above.  
(It never was America to me.) 

 
-----Langston Hughes from Let America Be America Again  
       (DiYanni, 1994, p. 539). 

Summary 

DuBois (1903) chronicles the instability of the racial issues that the nation 

was grappling with over a century ago.  He challenges society to consider the 

problem of Negro education.  DuBois (1903) reminds White America of the 

importance of ‘Negro education’: 

Men of America, the problem is plain before you. Here is a race transplanted 
through the criminal foolishness of your fathers. Whether you like it or not the 
millions are here, and here they will remain. If you do not lift them up, they will 
pull you down. Education and work are the levers to uplift a people. Work alone 
will not do it unless inspired by the right ideals and guided by intelligence. 
Education must not simply teach work — it must teach Life (p. 5). 
 

During these times of historical transition (segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation) the understanding of the African American experience of education 

remains complex.   

The historical legacy of racism, segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation significantly impacted the lives and hopes of African Americans 
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participating in this case study.  Education has always been seen as the ‘great 

equalizer or liberator’ for the African American community (Douglass, 1865; 

Banks, 1971; Siddle-Walker, 1999) and can be considered essential to the 

betterment of the Black person (DuBois, 1903).   

Ironically, in 2005, the United States was still struggling with the 

complicated ramifications of racial inequity in every sphere of American society.  

The inability of AISD to foster racial and social equity provided lively debate since 

the inception of the 1980s desegregation rulings.  Meanwhile the interpretations of 

the African American experience during periods of segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation remains multifaceted and ever complex.   

Given the historical context of segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation, the educational findings for the African American students in AISD 

are far reaching in effect and range.  The general purpose of the study is to examine 

the effect of these implications on the lives of educational stakeholders: 

communities, educators, parents, and students.  The specific research objective is to 

examine the understandings of four African American parents as they responded to 

the three major educational shifts of segregation, desegregation, and resegregation.  

The study is designed to explore the perspectives and experiences of African 

Americans parents whose children attended a segregated, desegregated, and 

resegregated public school.  Through audio taped interviews, parents responded to 

a semi-structured protocol designed to reveal their opinions about the evolving 

nature of segregation in education.  The data provided by the participants provided 
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comparisons and contrasts within six areas which in turn became the emergent 

themes of the study.  These themes include African American parent 

understandings of their role and involvement in schools, the pervasiveness of 

racism, the complexity of the Black parent/student and White educator relationship, 

identity meaning and other notions of segregation, desegregation, and 

resegregation.  Each theme is discussed and supported by literature and scholarship, 

and these resulting strands form the connections that provide a basis of 

understanding how members of the minority community of Austin respond to 

resegregation.  These connections provide powerful meaning to the voices of those 

citizens who were and are consistently marginalized and oppressed throughout the 

history of the United States. 

Findings 

The voices of the African American parent informants reveal six general 

findings.  Considering the perceptions of African American parents towards 

educational opportunity leads to the first finding.  By examining their sense of 

historical legacy and the resulting limitations, a better picture of parents’ own 

perceptions as to future aspirations emerges as the first finding.  Black parents 

fashion meaning from a shared history.  The common experience of being an 

African American in a racist society leads directly to the second finding.  The 

pervasiveness and powerful impact of racism cannot be denied.  Additionally, 

racism is seen by the informants as an inescapable part of the African American 

experience, and therefore, profoundly influences parent understandings.  The 
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consistent influence of racism is a recurrent theme according to the parent 

informants.  Thirdly, parents are also concerned about the White teacher, Black 

student, and Black parent relationship.  Certain assumptions exist that profoundly 

affect intercultural relationships.  Fourth, there is some discussion that looks at the 

level of parent participation and involvement.  How these parents see their roles in 

education has important meaning to the overall educational success of their 

children.  Parent self-reflections reveal their thoughts and ideas regarding education 

achievement and community kinship.  Furthermore, the fifth finding concerns how 

African American parents defined and transmitted Black identity to their children 

and shows how these definitions have changed over the times.  Finally, the study 

concludes with a sixth finding that reveals participants’ contrary notions of 

segregation, desegregation, and resegregation when considering the evolving nature 

of education.  

Finding 1: African American Parent Perception: Presence of Past and Hope 

for the Future  

The educational memories of African Americans participating in the study 

tends to shape future responses to the educational issues of resegregation.  The 

major difference between the experiences of the African American parent 

participants lay between whether or not they experienced segregated or 

desegregated schools.  Whether or not African American parents attended schools 

with a high concentration of White students or whether they attended a more 

integrative school model, these experiences make an impact on African American 
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acceptance of the resegregated education.  The personal schooling experiences of 

African American parents prove pivotal in the choices they would later make for 

their children during resegregation.   

The experiences the parent informants in the case study had in schools 

when they were students have a direct and significant influence on parent attitude 

and choices for their children.  If parents experienced educational equality, and it 

was a positive experience, then they would encourage their children to view 

educational opportunity in the same manner.  African American parents who had 

positive experiences encouraged their children to conform to traditional educational 

expectations and not resist the educational system (Ogbu, 1994).  If parents 

experienced an education that was tainted by racism and inequality, parents would 

significantly heighten their level of intervention (Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  As 

described in the case studies, the informants mistrusted the educational system 

more often.  Consequently, these African American parents are more likely to 

employ a ‘cautious-defensive’ strategy and consider alternate educational pathways 

(Demo & Hughes, 1990).  These parents are not satisfied with being dictated to by 

institutions (school districts, for example).  Instead, they actively planned a 

defensive campaign with the singular objective of educational success for their 

children. 

The educational experiences of the African American parents included in 

the study are very different from their own children and certainly influence the 

educational decisions they make as parents on behalf of their children.  African 
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American parents who participated in the study share one of two school settings: 

membership in a segregated public school versus membership in a desegregated 

school.  Only one informant attended a truly segregated school.  As a result, her 

experiences are different from other informants and influenced her understandings 

when her children attended desegregated schools.  By contrast, two of the study 

parents who experienced desegregated schooling receive a more global experience.  

According to these two parents, these initial experiences with racism occurred in 

the United States—never abroad.  Diversity is respected, as is ethnic identity, and 

these parents see education from a broader global and international perspective than 

the others.  The last informant experienced a more cloistered schooling in a 

desegregated school.  Her experience seems isolated.  Regardless of the differences 

between parent informants, their past educational environments give each parent a 

differing, unique perspective that influence their beliefs regarding schooling for 

their children.   

No matter their own past positive or negative experiences within school 

systems, the African American parents of the study still believe in the noble goals 

of educational achievement.  They believe in the power of education in their own 

lives, and feel that a quality education was key to a successful life.  Though their 

own past educational experiences were often less than perfect (parents had to deal 

with issues of racism, separation, teacher bias, and isolation), they continue to have 

faith in education to provide great opportunities for their own children.  African 
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American parents believe that educational accomplishment is essential to improve 

the lives of their children.   

Regardless of past experiences, the African American parents participating 

in the study believe that prejudice and discrimination is pervasive in the school 

system.  They consider and discuss the issue of racism with their children. They 

actively encourage a strong sense of Black pride and self-esteem. A sense of being 

labeled Black (and therefore separate and inferior) by a historically racist society 

forced many African American parents to deliberately teach racial awareness and 

heritage.  The cultural focus is important to parents because it helps to develop 

kinship (Tatum, 2000; Fordham, 2004).  Ultimately, the idea of kinship and unity is 

central to the idea of survival.    

There is no doubt that Black parents care about and value the education of 

Black children (Drummond & Stipek, 2004).  There exists a long American history 

of legal battles for equal educational opportunity that are embedded in the 

informants’ memories and are manifested in their actions (Orfield, 1995, 1996, 

2000).  These parents realize the impact of the past but resolutely look toward the 

future with optimism. 

Finding 2: Perpetual Racism and the Essential Element of African American 

Discourse and Reflection 

The persistence of institutional and/or individual racism is poignantly real 

to each of the study participants and heavily effect their decisions and actions 

regarding the education of their own children.  For the informants, racism is a fact 
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of everyday life.  The case study informants’ interaction with Whites often began 

with their own schooling experiences thus influencing their ideas about race issues 

and racism in education in future settings.  Each informant could relate personal 

stories of their experiences with direct and indirect racism and discrimination inside 

and outside of the school environment.  The permanence of the institutionalism of 

race in the country is noted by informants as an American ‘tradition.’ African 

American scholars like Ogbu (1994) and Ladson-Billings (2000) write about the 

enduring affect of racial stratification within the United States.  In the research 

project, we can examine how the parents of the study actively took steps to 

counteract the effects of racism.  

The degree of African American responsiveness to racism differs according 

to individual informant.  Each of the African American parents who participated in 

the study chose to answer the challenge in unique ways.  None of the parents 

express a great deal of confidence in public education as the sole solution to the 

problems of the Black community.  Despite parent concerns over education 

shortcomings, parents overwhelmingly expressed the hope of a better educational 

future.  The parents responded to the inequalities they found in AISD schools 

through various ways in order to combat any negative effects that threatened their 

children’s sense of identity or threatened to harm their educational opportunities 

(Parilla, 1989; Phinney, 1998).  For example, two informants in the case study 

eventually withdrew their children from AISD schools.  Regardless of individual 

motives, personal agendas, or individual response, all of the study parents agree 
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that racism is a tangible, unavoidable factor that plays a major part in the way they 

define their school experiences and influences the way they respond to school 

segregation issues.   

There is no question for the informants that racism and inequality are 

solidly embedded in the American psyche.  All four parents reveal ways in which 

racism is an unavoidable fact of life that results in acts committed against the 

African American citizen. The perpetual presence of racism to exist and exert 

influence over American institutions is strongly documented and extended in the 

project  and in the existing scholarship (Ogbu, 1991, 1999; Orfield, 1996; 

Deirderfield, 2004).  

The African American informants recognize that being ‘Black’ is a valuable 

part of their identity, and they have to consider how race influenced their family 

given the historical legacy of racism and segregation. The parent informants 

explain how they actively discuss issues of race and racism with their children.  

There is a concerted effort to prepare their children for the reality.  According to the 

parent informants, such conversations are necessary to solidify racial acceptance 

and pride.  Current scholarship maintains that conversations about race must take 

place between Blacks and Whites if the goal is awareness and eventual elimination 

of institutional racism (West, 1994; Tatum, 2004).  The social construct of ‘race’ is 

central to the debate of what constitutes ‘blackness’ and ‘whiteness’ and 

‘Americanness’ (Tatum, 2004).  West (1994) describes the significance of engaging 

in discussions of race: 
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How we redefine and re-conceive of the whole: of modernity, of new world 

experiences, of what it means to be an American, of what it means to be 

human…To talk about race is to talk about “degraded otherness” about 

those who have been cast as different and denigrated because of their racial 

difference. And, of course, to talk about race in America is to talk about 

poverty and paranoia, is to talk about despair and distrust (p. 34). 

Though race dialogue can be uncomfortable because conversations about 

ethnic discrimination and prejudice challenges individuals to consider perspectives 

foreign to themselves, such communication as explained by the parents in the 

study, could be liberating and empowering, too.   

The African American parents who participated in the case study all realize 

that racism is a reality of the American experience and that they as well as 

succeeding generations have no choice but to operate within this construct.  Racial 

discourse is one way of confronting the established existence of racism in 

American society, and it is this discourse that parent informants consider necessary 

to share with their own children in order to reinforce a strong sense of Black 

identity that will ultimately enable them to meet the challenges they face in 

educational settings.   

Finding 3: White Teachers and The Black Community: A Tense Relationship   

The relationship between White teachers and the African American student 

population has proved historically fragile and resulted in a tense relationship.  

Segregation, desegregation, and resegregation constantly changed educational 
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reality for African Americans in this study in ways not experienced by other 

American ethnic groups (Gay, 2002).  The Black child’s educational reality is 

based upon an inherently unequal relationship with schools and educators that are 

generally unfamiliar with the pedagogical and curricular needs of the Black 

student—as revealed by the study’s data, an unbalanced relationship could cause 

tension between the Black student and White teacher and between the Black parent 

and White teacher. 

The importance of the teacher and student relationship in the education of 

the marginalized student cannot be understated.  All of the African American study 

participants make a point of stating that White teachers need to be caring, 

nurturing, unbiased, and understanding.  Unfortunately, parent informants express 

some doubt regarding the commitment and understanding of White educators—a 

perspective supported by research (Grant, 1989; Haberman, 1989; Irving, 1990).  

Parents list their concerns regarding their perceptions of negative White teacher 

actions in their children’s schools.  For instance, one parent notes one White 

teacher’s quick rush to judgment regarding an erroneous perception of Black gang 

membership.  Another parent mentions the pervasiveness of White teachers’ 

general lack of cultural understanding.  Yet another parent speaks about the 

lowered expectations White educators have regarding minority children.  Their 

beliefs mirror the results of several studies that find that racist perspectives are 

widespread among White educators and affect their responses to Black students—

to the detriment of the African American child (Gottlieb, 1964; Bruno & Doscher, 
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1981; Dusek & Joseph, 1985; Freeman, Brookhart, & Loadman, 1999).  Case study 

informants show a real awareness of a tense relationship that does not benefit their 

children.  Parent awareness often leads to defensive or reactive strategies designed 

to protect Black children from a racist school system. 

Educators traditionally use labels to categorize children for a variety of 

reasons, and the race of a child serves as yet a further classification that could 

stigmatize the child throughout life.  Studies show that the racial and cultural 

ethnicity of students have meaning to White educators (Gottlieb, 1964; Bruno & 

Doscher, 1981; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Tatum, 2004).  For instance, Irvine (1990) 

finds that White teachers are not sensitive to the cultural needs of African 

American children.  Furthermore, Gottlieb (1964) reports that White teachers use 

negative descriptors when describing Black children much more often than their 

Black co-workers.  The most current research by Ladson-Billings (2000) indicates 

that White educators often act to erase vestiges of Black culture by treating such 

culture as aberrant to White culture, and thus, American culture as a whole.  

Conversely, in this case study, the racial and cultural composition of teachers has 

significant meaning for the African American parents who participated in the study.  

The case study data suggests that some Black parents have an uneasy relationship 

with White educators.  

Given the staunch belief of all of the informants that cultural and racial 

prejudice and discrimination exist as real barriers in schools, it is no wonder that 

the African American study parents consistently express concern over the role of 
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the White teacher in the educational environment.  The expectations of African 

American parents and White educators could be diametrically opposing and could 

affect the relationship between the school and the African American community.  

For example, Delpit (1995) and Uhlenberg and Brown (2002) describe the tension 

by noting that there is a dissonant relationship between the White teacher’s indirect 

use of authority and the Black student’s expectation and respect for overt and direct 

use of authority.  In such a situation, the Black parent who expected a teacher to 

provide direct discipline would therefore be in conflict with the educator who 

expected students to be self-disciplined at all times and could guarantee decreased 

or missed opportunities for African American students in the classroom. 

Current scholarship suggests that the tense relationship between African 

American parents and their children and White teachers can be transformed.  

Research finds that extensive and diversified teacher preparation and training 

defines teacher effectiveness and sensitivity. Unfortunately, most teachers have 

insufficient training in diversity (Ladson-Billings, 2000).  In order for an educator 

(Black, White, or Latino) to be an effective instructor of African American and 

Latino students, they have to develop culturally relevant and responsive teaching 

techniques and actively practice antiracist teaching in the classroom (Gay, 2002; 

Bakari, 2003; Cooper, 2003).  The study informants clearly ask that African 

American students feel accepted, encouraged, and understood by their teachers, 

regardless of teacher race or ethnic identification.   
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Finding 4: The Impact of African American Parent Participation in Education  

  The African American parent study participants are active in the 

educational lives of their children and attempt to be proactive in order to improve 

educational access and opportunity.  The participants are very cognizant of the 

obstacles that exist to limit the educational opportunities of Black children and the 

challenges of desegregation and resegregation.  The study participants discuss their 

conception of their strained association with schools in both critical and 

constructive terms.  They point out multiple factors that continue to cause a strain 

between African Americans and schools within AISD.  According to the 

informants, these stressors cover a wide range: from a preponderance of negative 

media publicity to the systematic district cover-up of low African American student 

achievement and neglect of racial issues inside and outside the classroom to glaring 

disparity of building conditions for Black and White children (Orfield, 1996).    

The success of children in school is often a direct reflection of their parent’s 

deliberate efforts (Wahlberg, 1984; Neito, 1992; Epstein, 1996).  Two parent 

informants dealt with the stressors of racism by changing the educational 

environment for their children.  Their children were sent to different schools 

outside AISD.  The impact of their conscious actions regarding the growth of 

resegregation was not a factor in parents’ decisions to send their children to charter 

or religious schools.  Whether their children would achieve academic success in a 

comfortable and tolerant environment is the paramount concern.   
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Unfortunately, many educators believe that minority parents (Black and 

Latino parents) really do not want to be involved in their children’s education 

(Casanova, 1996; Linek, Rasinski & Harkins, 1997; Baker, 1997).  The evidence 

from the study affirms that the African American parents consider education a top 

priority and their beliefs influence their attitudes about discrimination, discipline, 

and teachers in education.   Researchers (Nieto, 1992; Epstein, 1996; Hoover-

Dempsey, 1997) maintain that parent involvement is directly related to increases in 

student’s academic accomplishment regardless of racial or social class.  Such 

scholarship supports the theory that class rating or income level has little bearing 

on student achievement as long as parents remain “supportive but demanding” and 

expect a high level of academic success (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Nieto, 1992; 

Meidel & Reynolds, 2000).  Parents could control the quality of student 

achievement by high levels of involvement in their children’s progress throughout 

school (Meidel & Reynolds, 2000).  Parents realize the powerful impact they 

possess in the educational arena. 

Research on minority parental involvement seems to suggest that they 

parent differently from White parents in three areas: 

(1) parents of color expected the school and teachers to do more and 

work harder to involve parents,  

(2) they felt the school district needed to provide specific guidelines 

and rules for parents, and,  
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(3) as working parents, minority parents had little time to be 

involved in school affairs (Chavkin, Feyl & Garza-Lubeck, 

1990).   

The results of the research project also point towards the differences of minority 

parent expectations and White parent expectations in their relationships with the 

schools.  For example, White parents expect to provide high levels of voluntary 

involvement without being asked.  Minority parents, on the other hand, expect 

more school-initiated communication and goal-driven guidance from public 

schools (Eccles & Harold, 1996).  All of the parent informants express a heavy 

reliance on communication with schools.  They want to be immediately and 

consistently informed concerning the progress of their children by school 

authorities.  Parent informants in the study express their readiness to respond to 

school issues, meet with educators, and provide effective intervention in order to 

support their children’s educational achievement.  The significance of the studies is 

in the insight they offer into the differing degrees of parenting by ethnicity and 

culture.  Clearly, differing cultural expectations impact the level of parent 

involvement in school environments.   

Finding 5: African American Identity in Eras of Segregation, Desegregation 

and Resegregation  

There exists evidence among the study participants that they understood the 

intricacies of intergroup and intragroup relationships and understood that these 

dynamics have a direct bearing on the African American sense of identity during 
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eras of segregation, desegregation, and resegregation.  The informants indicate that 

African American emotional and spiritual health is tied to the connectedness within 

the greater African American community.  In particular, Ms. King, one of the 

parent participants (who made the conscious decision to withdraw her sons from 

the desegregated public school in AISD and enroll them in a segregated, majority-

Black school) speaks about the nature of the racial relationship between teachers 

and their students because she feels the educational system has failed African 

Americans in some measure.  Therefore, she believes there exists a high probability 

that public schools will fail her children as well.  Based on Ms. King’s experiences, 

two main concerns are expressed:  

(1) how to build self-affirmation and maintain African American identity for 

her children, and  

(2) how to respond and teach her children to respond to community and 

institutional acts of racism and discrimination.   

The research data points toward racist incidents, unsupportive White teachers, and 

a lack of African American role models as the main reasons she chooses to 

withdraw her students from the public school system.  Ms. King wants them to 

have better academic opportunities surrounded by strong Black mentors and role 

models.  The parent expresses a steadfast belief in the importance of visible Black 

role models.  By immersing them in the Black educational institution, protection 

through separation could be successfully achieved (Chmelynski, 1998).  Ms. King 

also exposes her children to positive Black role models by seeing that they attended 
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Black schools surrounded by Black students and led by Black educators (Tatum, 

2004).  She believes that access to positive African American role models is a big 

part of building character (Boykin & Toms, 1985).  Ms. King wants to increase the 

likelihood that her children would grow into adult African American males who are 

confident and competent in their own sense of ‘blackness’ by advocating for an all-

Black school environment (Cross, 1991, 1999; Tatum, 2004).  Ultimately, she is 

concerned with her children’s self-image and self-esteem and the effect of 

resegregation on that image.   

Understanding that these parents are merely responding to the harmful 

effects of persistent racism on the opportunities of their children is essential.  

During the data gathering, two parents acknowledge making the conscious and 

deliberate decision to remove their children from AISD schools. They are 

concerned that their children will not be victims of societal racism and historical 

discrimination and segregation.  Instead, they expect their children to confidently 

mature into proud and productive African American adults (Cross, 1991; Tatum, 

2001).   

Parents expect their children to be able to effectively navigate in the 

dominant White society.  The study participants are concerned about the 

psychological health of their children in a ‘hostile’ environment.  By enrolling their 

children to all-Black school settings, they hope to strengthen their children’s sense 

of race-identity and self-esteem.  The ideal of Black identity closely aligns itself 

with the last three stages of the Cross (1999) model of racial identity 
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development—immersion-emersion, self-actualization or internalization, and self-

actualization.  Once a Black child experiences self-actualization, he or she is able to 

operate biculturally within American society and become a successful American 

citizen (Cross, 1997; Tatum 2004).  How Black children attain and maintain a 

strong African American sense of self is a central theme of concern for all African 

American parents with school age children.  Parents who instill a strong sense of 

Black pride equip their children with the fundamental tools necessary to resist the 

effects of resegregation. 

The formation of a strong sense of identity within the established racism of 

educational institutions is a struggle for many African American children.  Their 

parents are cognizant of the challenges that face their children and actively sought 

to provide a variety of interventions designed to encourage, support, and shield 

them.   Parents seem to accept the reality of White racism within schools as a 

norm—a side effect of historical American racism and segregation (Orfield, 1995).  

Such acceptance provides a very capable coping strategy for some of the parent 

informants (Parillo, 1985; Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  By accepting the reality of 

racism, parents also accept the challenge of helping their children successfully 

navigate through racial and discriminatory barriers.  To this end, Phinny and 

Chavira (1995) find that a quarter of African American parents consciously teach 

ethnic culture and racial pride to their children.  The Black child’s education will be 

incomplete otherwise.  



224 

Confronting ‘whiteness’ means confronting ‘blackness’ (Ladson-Billings, 

1998).  Being able to make sense of the differences is deemed a necessary survival 

skill to understand one’s socially constructed ‘blackness’ in relation to the social 

construction of ‘whiteness’ (Phinney, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998).  The concept 

of ‘White privilege’ in relation to the ‘de-legitimized experience’ of Blacks is 

always problematic (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1985).  In order to combat the stressors 

of racism, African American children need to possess a strong sense of self-

identity.  The parent informants of the study understand that they need to be 

proactive and vigilant in the emotional and educational lives of their children.  

They are concerned about how their children view their own ‘blackness’ and work 

at building dignity and self worth by surrounding them with African American role 

models.  Parent informants are also concerned about educational access during a 

period of resegregation (which included acknowledging differences in black and 

white schooling).  Parent informants are concerned about preparing their children 

for the challenges they face in a racist American society and by using their own 

experiences, they prove to be the most effective advocates for their children at a 

crucial time of educational change from the desegregated classroom to 

neighborhood schools. 

Educational change (segregation, desegregation, and resegregation) has 

forced African Americans to define and redefine a sense of black identity.  To feel 

comfortable in one’s own ‘blackness,’ African Americans need to feel connected to 

other African Americans.  Fordham and Tatum’s (2004) studies confirm the 
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importance of African American kinship.  Their findings verify that ethnic group 

connection and membership has significant meaning among African American 

children.  Membership in a close-knit African American community provides the 

benefits of acceptance, socialization skills, historical background, and protection 

from discrimination and racism.    Identity is affected by self-esteem issues; a 

positive perspective of one’s ‘blackness’ led to self-efficacy and self-actualization 

(Cross, 1991; Phinney, 1996; Fordham, 2004; Tatum, 2004).  Oddly during the 

enforced division between Blacks and Whites, the era of segregation tended to 

affirm a strong sense of African American identity and desegregation, and later 

resegregation, would force a reconsideration of black identity by redrawing the 

delicate balance between ‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’ (Siddle-Walker, 2002, 2005).  

The experiences of the informants in the study amplifies the need for African 

American kinship.  The stronger the notion of kinship; the stronger the sense of 

Black pride and identity. 

Participants in the case study reveal that they all had to confront the meaning of 

their ‘blackness’ and their own sense of identity to some degree within the context 

of resegregation.  Depending upon their specific experiences, making meaning of 

race and racism and of social and educational policy could be somewhat non-

confrontative or highly confrontative and uncomfortable.  Despite the strains of 

educational reform and change (from segregation to desegregation to resegregation) 

one commonality shared by all parent participants is their belief in the power of the 

kinship network to develop self-esteem and sustain Black pride.   
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Finding 6: Contrary Notions of Segregation, Desegregation, and Resegregation 

Parent participants’ personal experiences and understandings of educational 

segregation policy dictates how they felt about the resegregation movement in the 

schooling of their own children.  For a generation, Jim Crow education 

(segregation) in the public school was about separation, inequality, and lack of 

resources (Falck, 2003).   Yet, other scholarship points towards the racial 

separation of the segregated school as being beneficial for the African American 

child in some instances.  For example, segregation within schools seems positively 

correlated with high African American self-esteem, strong kinship or community 

bonding, and protection and security (Tatum, 2001; Fordham, 2004; Siddle-Walker, 

2005).  The complexity of the dynamics does not result in either or conclusions by 

scholars (Crain & Mahard, 1981; Orfield & Ashkinzae, 1991). The same 

contradictory stances can be found within the informants participating in the study. 

The movement back to neighborhood schools is understood by all of the 

parents as a form of segregation or separation, and they understood that 

neighborhood schools would not likely be equally racially mixed.  Though all of 

the informants agree in principle that segregation is inherently flawed, they also all 

feel that the district’s decision could be beneficial for their children.  Indeed, the 

benefits seem to outweigh the negatives (Siddle-Walker, 2005).  Historically, 

intergroup segregation or self-segregation was not always seen in a negative light 

(Tatum, 2004).  Certainly, it could be argued that resegregation was and is seen as a 

viable educational model that strengthens African American identity, increases 
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African American student educational achievement, and increases African 

American life opportunities. 

The emergence of an African American pro-resegregationist perspective 

challenged past notions that any type of segregation was a humiliating, racist, and 

limiting stigma (Siddle-Walker, 2005).  None of the parents who participated in the 

study make any apologies for their belief that segregation is, in some cases, 

beneficial.   They differ as to their reasons, of course.  One parent, Ms. King, 

admits that she is a pro-resegregationist because she lacks faith in the ability or 

motive of White teachers to effectively teach non-White students.  Another sees 

resegregation in an equally positive light.  Mr. Johnson thinks students should go to 

school with their friends (regardless of race); so the movement back to 

neighborhood schools is a good trend in his estimation.  Still another parent, Ms. 

Mays, sees embracing segregation as essential to Black affirmation, esteem, and 

actualization.  The fourth parent sees a return to the neighborhood school as 

positive because she believes that parent involvement would increase with the 

return of children to their neighborhood schools.   

The source of Black academic achievement is found in the strength of bond 

between parent and teacher (Eccles & Harold, 1996).  The informants believe that 

returning to neighborhood schools might increase the positive bonds between 

parents and teachers.  The so-called “joint venture” is the most powerful piece 

missing in schools according to Ms. Mays.  A return to the neighborhood school, or 

segregation, might increase parent and teacher collaboration and end with the 
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ultimate success of the Black child (Casanova, 1996; Linek, Rasinski & Harkins, 

1997; Baker, 1997).  Resegregation promises a better tomorrow for these African 

American parent informants.   

The parents from the study all realize that educational change and reform is 

necessary to positively impact the achievement of African American children.  The 

realization that resegregation is becoming one of the most common educational 

movements in most school systems does not seem to alarm the parent participants 

(see AISD data in Chapter Four for specifics).  Though all of the African American 

parent informants differ in their individual practice of how best to educate their 

children (i.e., debating the impact of the kinship, segregated system versus the 

diverse, integrated model), no parent is without some understanding on the issue of 

resegregation.  The positives and negatives of each side are debatable.  Yet, all of 

the parent participants seem to find resegregation acceptable and tolerable.  

According to the informants, the past stigma of segregation no longer holds the 

power it once wielded to constrain and define the races.  Therefore, the rise of 

resegregation has new meaning for the future of education.  

Implications 

Addressing historical challenges of discrimination, prejudice, and low 

minority student achievement means considering a new reformation of education.  

The fact that current national policy has shifted away from desegregation efforts 

towards resegregation efforts in the educational arena offers new challenges for 

various stakeholders: students, educators, parents, and other officials.  The 
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importance of educational reform as a continual process of renewal is necessary for 

educational progress and improvement to occur (Boggs, 1974; Banks, 1981; Boggs, 

1998).  How resegregation will improve and change education as experienced by 

African Americans and other marginalized group members remains unknown.    

The informants prove diverse in their perspectives. Their understandings are 

summarized into two implications.  The first implication attends to the African 

American participants’ perceptions of the reemergence of segregation and 

considers how their understanding has changed past notions of resegregation.  The 

second implication examines the continued impact and significance of prejudice 

and discrimination on the African American community and how this may 

influence educational decisions in the future.  These concepts impact African 

American individual, communal, and societal relationships and influence the 

choices they make as parents within the educational environment. 

Benign Resegregation 

Despite unfamiliarity with the lexicon of some educational terms, the study 

participants understand that important educational shift is occurring, and they all 

express some awareness of the resulting tension.   For instance, three of the four 

parents lament “not keeping up with or being well informed on current educational 

trends.”   One dissenting parent participant feels she is well versed in educational 

policy and trends.   Regardless, all informants profess to hold opinions as to the 

issues educators should confront regardless of any formal knowledge.   Each of the 
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study participants have definite perspectives regarding ideas of segregation and 

desegregation.   

Parent participants show a concern with current educational trends.  Their 

initial concern remains the same—that their children have equal access to 

educational opportunity.  However, such access no longer has to be delivered in an 

integrated or desegregated educational environment.  As long as African American 

children have the exact same resources in their schools, segregation in the form of 

neighborhood schools or racially segregated private, charter or religious schools is 

acceptable to the participants.   The definition of educational equity has changed in 

favor of an apparently beneficial segregation movement.  The African American 

parents of the study seem convinced that resegregation could, in practice, heighten 

the identity formation of their children and possibly widen their educational 

opportunities.  The advent of resegregation appears to be benign to the informants 

in the study.  

The informants express varying degrees of acceptance of the reemergence 

of segregation.  Johnson’s case study provides the best explanation of this new way 

of thinking.  Mr. Johnson is not initially hostile towards the notion of resegregation 

when it is packaged in terms of the ‘neighborhood school,’ ‘diversity choice,’ or 

the ‘White-majority campus.’  Returning to the neighborhood school is seen as a 

positive step forward with tangible benefits (closeness to home, busing 

unnecessary, attending school with one’s friends, et cetera).  However, when the 

rhetoric changed, resegregation as a social movement takes on a more ominous 
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meaning.  Words like ‘segregation,’ ‘separation,’ and ‘majority-minority’ hold 

negative connotations and elicit an uncomfortable, wavering response from the 

informants.  Other parent participants also address the issue of segregation and 

resegregation.  One parent informant considers the concept of resegregation as a 

step backward, yet, she feels that there are parts of segregation that are actually 

beneficial to Black society (Black kinship, identity-affirmation, African American 

role models, et cetera).  Certainly, she believes in the positive benefits of self-

segregation as well and her perspective seems to be shared among others in the 

African American learning community (Tatum, 2004).   

Parent informant reactions to this type of segregation reveals that they are 

uncomfortable with the idea or theory of resegregation (that somehow it sounds 

detrimental to the African American community) but not necessarily to the practice 

or implementation of residential or educational resegregation.  The question arises 

of why this difference exists?  One interpretation may be that when Black parents 

felt in control of making their own decisions about where to live or where to go to 

school, resegregation looses its power to narrowly define and limit the Black 

experience (Siddle-Walker, 2005). Another interpretation ties into the historical 

legacy of segregation.  Intergroup segregation or self-segregation is not always seen 

in a negative light and might indeed even be considered as beneficial and desirable 

(Tatum, 2004).  Certainly, it could be argued that resegregation is seen as a viable 

educational model that has the ability to strengthen African American identity, 
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increase African American student educational achievement, and increase African 

American life opportunities. 

The Pervasiveness of Racism and the Resiliency of African American Parents 

Segregation and resegregation support racial discrimination and prejudice—

it is a historical reality.  How Blacks respond to adversity of racism and other 

adverse conditions is an important implication throughout the study.  Though the 

permanence of racism is very real in their lives, African American parents feel 

confident that they could adequately prepare their children for future challenges, 

though each parent seem to attack racism in different ways: 

(1) teaching biculturalism through desegregated educational settings 

(Tatum, 2004); 

(2) providing enrichment through more global educational encounters 

(Boggs, 1998); 

(3) advocating for equal resource allocation through legal avenues (Orfield, 

1995; Epstein, 1995); and 

(4) voluntarily choosing to self-segregate (Tatum, 2000; Walker, 2004).   

No one can ignore the persistent affect of individual prejudice, societal 

stereotyping, and institutional racism on marginalized communities (Valencia, 

1997; Knapp & Woolverton, 2004).  Historically, Black people have had to adjust 

to shifting paradigms of what it means to be American.  In relation to the dominant 

world of White society, African Americans have to develop flexible models of 

adaptation—they have to be resilient.   
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Resilience refers to the coping mechanisms of marginalized communities 

and their ability to adapt to and overcome adverse conditions (Chavkin & 

Gonzalez, 2000; Clauss-Ehlers, 2004).  African American communities are 

particularly vulnerable to the reality of racism in American society and face a series 

of risk factors like high unemployment, low educational attainment, and low socio 

economical status (Werner & Smith, 1992).  These factors consign African 

Americans to the lowest rungs of status and power in American society (Boggs, 

1974, 1998).  Yet, the African American community in the United States responds 

to these challenges in innovative ways.  They maintain a high level of social 

activism, gather in cooperative groups to address concerns, emphasize and accept 

responsibility, challenge biased laws and policies, and persist in their sense of 

purpose—all traits that Bernard (1991, 1997) lists as common attributes of 

resiliency.   These coping strategies will no doubt continue to be used to meet 

future societal challenges.  These are issues that affect and will continue to affect 

how African Americans interact with educational entities.  Undoubtedly, the 

perseverance of the African American community is tied to an enduring optimism 

in better opportunities for future generations. 

 The study participants also extensively use past experiences (including 

their knowledge of the African American past) to recognize the lasting influence of 

racism, and they cope accordingly.  Their taped voices reveal that they overtly 

and/or covertly resist the demoralizing effects of racism on themselves, their 

children, and their communities.  The African American parent informants within 
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the study believe that equity in educational access and opportunity is a reachable 

goal—one that will eventually be attained through resilience (hard work, vigilance, 

and unity)—with or without resegregation. 

Conclusion 

 Conducting the study uncovers some revealing answers and also raises 

more equally important questions.  The question of ensuring equal educational 

access and opportunity is an ever-present concern of the parent informants in the 

study.  Fostering positive intergroup relationships is a key aspect of true 

acceptance, understanding, and reconciliation.  Simply teaching mere toleration or 

employing a benevolent negligence of polarized racial and social differences is not 

enough to combat discrimination and prejudice.  For real educational opportunity to 

occur in the lives of poverty-stricken and marginalized communities, traditional 

wisdom holds that educators must work diligently alongside parents to maintain 

high levels of interdependence in desegregated classrooms and, by the same token, 

proactively seek to provide homogenous classrooms opportunities to desegregate.  

Only through sustained, deliberate effort could Black and White children reach 

some meaningful equity in educational status and future access.  There is no doubt 

that the present day reality of the separatist dynamics of ingroup and outgroup 

behavior need to be confronted inside the schoolhouse.    

Parents participating in the study raise some questions of their own.  For 

example, parents indicate a need for closer collaboration with schools in the study.  

What would a successful collaboration actually look like?  Another question 
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encompasses the ability of parents to transmit a solid cultural identity to their 

children—how will cultural transmission affect student achievement in the 

educational arena in the long term? 

Other questions are raised about the social effects of resegregation.  How does 

the opinions of these participant parents compare to the opinions of other African 

American parents within their community?  Furthermore, how has the revised 

philosophy of resegregation changed or impacted social action?  In other words, 

how will African Americans and members of other marginalized peoples respond 

to racial barriers in the future?  Also, how will educational policy adapt or 

conform?   

The traditional attempt of ‘fixing’ race relations in the American school 

(usually by supporting desegregation while vilifying segregation in all of its forms) 

has changed.  Resegregation has arrived on the scene of a very different political, 

social, and educational climate.  In the wake of the resegregated schoolhouse, many 

questions arise that deserve attention.  Thus, this case study is designed to initiate a 

discussion.  Let the voices revealed within the study serve as an auspicious 

beginning. 
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APPENDIX A: AISD MAP 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
Background Questions  
 
 Race, Gender, Age, Income, Educational level, School-age children? 
 
Open-ended Research Questions 
 

1. What are the most pressing or current issues facing schools today?  Why? 
 
2. Tell me about your education in elementary and secondary school. 

 
3. Describe your child’s or children’s school(s). 

 
4. How is your child/ren’s school different from yours?  Why? 

 
5. What do the following terms mean to you? 

a. Busing 
b. Desegregation 
c. Ethnic diversity 
d. Neighborhood schools 
e. Resegregation 

 
6. Describe your favorite teacher?  Why?  What qualities did she/he possess? 
 
7. What kinds of qualities do you expect your children’s teachers to have?  

Why? 
 

8. How involved are you with your child/ren’s school? 
 
9. How do you feel about the following? 

a. AISD educational quality 
b. Diversity choice 
c. Racism in schools 
 

10. What improvements would you like to see in schools?  Why? 
 
11. Tell me what you know about current educational policy or trends. 

 
12. How will these changes affect you and/or your children: 

a. Presently? 
b. In the future? 
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM 
Reshuffling Resegregation: Pinpointing the Voices of Marginalized Communities 
 
You are invited to participate in a study that seeks your opinions about current 
educational trends.  My name is Michele Soria, and I am a graduate student at The 
University of Texas at Austin, College of Education, Department of Curriculum 
and Instruction.  You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
of your membership and activity within the African American community of 
Austin.  You will be one of many subjects chosen to participate in a brief written 
questionnaire or interview. 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to answer some background 
questions and twelve research questions.  I will compile the information you give 
me along with everyone else’s responses.  Your information will help me better 
understand the perspectives and needs of our community, especially when it comes 
to education for our children.  All of the information you give me will be kept 
confidential. 
 
If you decide to participate in an interview, our conversation will be tape-recorded 
and transcribed.  All recorded material will remain confidential, stored under lock 
and key, and will not be released.  Interviews should last approximately 1-3 hours. 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be 
identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your 
permission.  You are under no obligation to participate in any part of this study.  
Your participation will not influence any relationship you may have with The 
University of Texas at Austin or with any other school. 
 
You may discontinue your participation at any time by telling me that you wish to 
do so. 
 
If you have any questions, please ask me.  If you have any additional questions 
later, please contact me at 512/414-7403 or my sponsoring professor, Mary S. 
Black, Ed. D., in the Curriculum and Instruction Department at The University of 
Texas at Austin (471-4611).  We will be happy to answer any questions you may 
have. 
 
Please keep a copy of this consent form for your own records. 
___________________________________  ________________________ 
Signature of Participant [Interviewee only]     Date 
 
___________________________________  ________________________ 
Signature of Investigator [Interviewer]     Date 
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