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The Enduring Legacy

The book outlines the historical, political, and pedagogical reality of grow-
ing segregation and racial isolation in America’s twenty-first-century pub-
lic schools. It explores the dialectic between the philosophies of inclusion 
and exclusion, examining an underlying contradiction: public education that 
continually postures to be ever more inclusive while simultaneously perpet-
uating an exclusive system through systematized discrimination to maintain 
inequality. The book concludes that undoing resegregation is imperative to 
achieve social justice and a better education for all children.
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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

—William Faulkner
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Foreword

The Enduring Legacy is a wake-up call for American education to never stop 
fighting to fulfill the promise that all of our children are entitled to an equal 
education.

For too long, America’s public education has historically provided dual and 
disparate opportunities and outcomes for its children. From the eighteenth-
century common school to the twenty-first-century public school, there has 
been a struggle between the enlightened forces of inclusion and a tradition of 
exclusion within American society.

The historical and political record compels a policy imperative: in order 
to provide a free public education of the highest quality for every child, the 
growing reality of renewed school segregation must be rejected. A true 
democracy recommends it, the art of teaching requires it, and the Consti-
tution demands it. Simply put, public schools have been resegregating for 
decades. We know what the problem is. But why this problem persists needs 
examination.

One reason for an increasingly separate and unequal public school sys-
tem is the negligence of scholars in general and schools and colleges of educa-
tion in particular to tackle this problem effectively. Those who do not directly 
oppose segregated schools, and tinker with the racial achievement gap by 
asking more of students, parents, and teachers stuck in segregated schools, 
misunderstand the legacy of Brown v. Board of Education, uphold the false 
separate-but-equal remnants of Plessy v. Ferguson, and are oblivious to the 
work and goals of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.

Too much blood has been sacrificed in the fight for equal education to 
simply accept the consequences of resegregation. I know because I was part 
of that fight as director of the U.S. Office for Civil Rights in the late 1960s.

Although there were a number of brave education officials and leaders 
who tried to do the right thing and break up the dual school system, the pol-
itics of resistance kept raising its ugly head. Thanks to the federal courts and 
the many dedicated civil rights attorneys and public servants, the struggle 
to break down racial barriers in education and enforce the requirement of 
Brown v. Board of Education made significant progress. Many, like myself, lost 
our jobs in that fight. But the country moved in the right direction because it 
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was right—morally, legally, and educationally. And as Mark Ryan makes clear 
in this book, it is our job to continue that progress and never retreat from the 
promise of equal education.

Although no single educational policy can change the legacy of structured 
inequality in the American public school, a balanced mix of clear policies, 
programs, and practices based on what has worked in the past, coupled with 
new technologies of what may be effective in the future, is needed. Teacher 
education programs are in dire need of curricular change to prepare today’s 
teacher candidates for the continuing reality of the segregated public school 
classroom. In particular, these programs must provide new teachers with the 
awareness, knowledge, and cultural competence to begin to transform public 
schools from islands of racial isolation to welcoming places of inclusion.

The key to success rests in strong political and educational leadership. 
There must be a commitment to equal education in the political, judicial, and 
educational arenas.

A free public education that provides an equal opportunity for all chil-
dren is more than an American ideal. It is the very foundation of our democ-
racy. Historic cracks in that foundation grow wider each day. That is because 
our educational system, which routinely hails inclusion, mostly is accepting 
of exclusion. New approaches and a willingness to pursue fairness for every 
child by combating segregation is not just a noble cause. It is the professional 
responsibility of every teacher, principal, superintendent, college professor, 
and dean. It is the duty of every citizen and elected leader who pledges loyalty 
to the Constitution. Where inequality exists, it makes all of us less equal. The 
education of our children and indeed the future of our democracy are at stake.

Leon E. Panetta

Former director of the U.S. Office for Civil Rights
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Preface

Enduring Legacy describes a multifaceted historical, political, and pedagog-
ical paradox—a constant struggle between those who consistently espouse 
a message of hope and inclusion and others who systematically plan for the 
layered hierarchies of exclusion. At the core of this book is the description 
of structured inequality in the nation’s schools that is deeply connected to 
social stratification within American society. This paradox is viewed through 
a chronological lens that began in the eighteenth century and has provided 
an enduring legacy into the twenty-first century. The practical aspect of this 
book is to provide a historical, political, and pedagogical context for teacher 
candidates not only to comprehend the nature of racial segregation but as 
future educators understand their professional responsibility both in the 
community and in the school to strive for an integrated classroom where 
all children are given a chance to succeed. The goal of providing every child 
a world-class education is not only an ethical imperative, it is an inherent 
necessity for a functioning pluralistic democracy. The challenge is both great 
and growing, for teachers today will face an American classroom ever more 
segregated in the 2020s.

Since the very foundation of the Republic, Americans rich and poor, black 
and white, male and female have received qualitatively different educational 
opportunities.1 The historic quest for a more egalitarian model embodies 
the warp and woof of positive social change in public schools, for it goes 
to the heart of whether public education provides a fundamentally inclu-
sionary or exclusionary function within the nation. There is much evidence 
via a historical examination of these two deeply held polarizing beliefs. The 
dueling philosophies of inclusion and exclusion both emanate from a web 
of intensely held yet contradictory views of the American experience.2 The 
inclusionary vision embraces a vibrant democracy, an educated citizenry, 
and concomitant personal and societal improvement.3 On the contrary, the 
exclusionary view imagines a type of intellectual meritocracy—a traditional 
bio-societal totem pole justified via the use of statistical data to effectively 
categorize society into a layered hierarchy. Typical public school mission 
statements articulate a dynamic faith in an inclusive learning process, seen 
as vital to a participatory democracy, which can be traced to the beginnings 
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of the American Republic.4 Nevertheless, there is an opposite and also gen-
uinely American view—that of exclusion. It grew out of the eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century ideas of racial superiority, and was then adapted 
into philosophical notions such as Social Darwinism and later promoted 
and institutionally implemented by means of human intelligence test-based 
findings in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The traditional belief 
in the inevitability of social stratification is one of the historical antecedents 
perpetuating the prevalence of structured inequality that continues to this 
day to promote defined academic tracks (e.g., perceived ability grouping) in 
the American classroom.5 Accordingly, from de jure and so-called de facto 
segregation to I.Q. rankings and standardized evaluations, to long-standing 
linkages between schooling and property values, the notion of exclusion 
to limit or effectively bar access to public education appears to have been 
implemented methodically over the last century.6

To better understand the phenomena of social stratification and its 
philosophic underpinnings, this book has three parts. Part 1 presents a 
historical analysis that examines the enduring legacy of past structured 
inequality. Part 2 is a consideration of the relationship between politi-
cal power an educational policy with a special emphasis on the Southern 
Strategy, an explicit plan used since the mid-1960s by conservatives  to 
gain political support in the former Confederate states  in the South  by 
appealing to traditional racist animus against African Americans. Part 3 is 
a pedagogic exploration of the fundamental flaw of structured inequality 
in the American educational system. In addition, there is a consideration 
of solutions that embrace constructive change in the classroom by imple-
menting models of genuine inclusion, based on equality and equity for 
America’s twenty-first-century schools. It is this author’s intent, within 
the historic dialectic between the philosophies of inclusion and exclusion, 
to examine an underlying contradiction: public education that continually 
postures to be ever more inclusive while simultaneously perpetuating an 
exclusive system through systematic discrimination that maintains and 
even exacerbates inequality.

The public school is the last great meeting place of American democ-
racy. Teacher candidates and the professors in teacher education programs 
in colleges and universities across the nation cannot afford to be ignorant or 
apathetic about the growing resegregation in America’s classrooms. What is 
called for is a knowledge of the historical, political, and pedagogical reality 
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that functions as an environment of structured inequality. To those who ask, 
“Where does American education go from here?,” we must first understand 
where we are. The segregated school is a decaying building on a dead-end 
street. For a growing number of teachers and students that run-down edifice 
is precisely where we are. There is no Global Positioning System in the world 
that can tell us where we are going if we do not know where we are.



2RPP



2RPP

Acknowledgments

Toni Morrison once wrote that “if there’s a book that you want to read, but 
it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.” So, let me acknowledge so 
many of my graduate students who encouraged me to write a book to match 
our online discussions of the future schools we want to see in the United 
States. This multifaceted text that approaches the archetypal notions of inclu-
sion and exclusion via an analysis of historical, political, and pedagogical real-
ties could not have been written alone. Such a daunting task required the 
assistance and inspiration of some very special professionals. First, I would 
like to thank my editor, Elizabeth Demers, senior acquisitions editor, at the 
University of Michigan Press, who guided my manuscript though a rigor-
ous peer-review process. I would also like to express my gratitude to Peter 
Serdyukov and Nilsa Thoros whose valuable counsel helped guide the text 
through its formative stages. In addition, many thanks to Matthew Laubacher 
for his counsel about both the style and substance of the final manuscript. 
Finally, I am indebted to Secretary Leon Panetta, who penned the foreword 
of Enduring Legacy, and whose distinguished career of service to our nation 
as secretary of defense, director of the CIA, White House chief of staff, and 
Congressman from California is among the most heralded of any person in 
American history. More germane for this book, however, was the secretary’s 
principled action when confronted with the directives of President Nixon 
who, as part of his Southern Strategy, desired a lack of enforcement of equal 
education laws in order to protect his political standing among Southern 
white voters. Secretary Panetta, as the then director of the Office of Civil 
Rights, resigned at age thirty-one in 1970, rather than accede to such policies. 
Such noble and selfless action then as now is more than laudable; it is neces-
sary to challenge the half century of growing racial isolation from the 1970s 
to the 2020s in America’s classrooms.



2RPP



2RPP

Part 1
A Historical Analysis

Figure 1. Students saying the Pledge of Allegiance at the Weill Public School in San 
Francisco in 1942. Those of Japanese descent later were sent to relocation centers 
for the duration of the war.
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A Struggle between Forces

The traditional belief in the inevitability of social stratification via class, gen-
der, and race is one of the historical antecedents perpetuating the prevalence 
of structured inequality in today’s American classroom. The history of public 
education in the United States may be viewed as a constant struggle between 
the forces of those who consistently espouse a message of hope and inclusion 
and others who systematically plan for the layered hierarchies of exclusion. 
Promoting the common good via public schools by strengthening participa-
tory democracy via an educated citizenry has become, over time and trials, a 
deeply held American conviction that reflects the nation’s core values.1 Adlai 
Stevenson once observed in the middle of the twentieth century that “the 
most American thing about America is the free common school system.”2 The 
remark was surely meant to applaud the idea of a free public school—a shared 
expectation of an academy where every citizen is accepted and American 
democracy is celebrated. Yet today, just as in the Pledge of Allegiance with 
the oft-recited egalitarian promise of “liberty and justice for all,” the assurance 
of an equal educational opportunity for every citizen remains not only an 
unfulfilled goal, but one that is in danger of becoming little more than sanc-
timonious rhetoric. Viewed from the reality of public education at present, a 
more conflicted (if unintended) yet more historically accurate meaning may 
be gleaned from Stevenson’s remark.

America’s public schools are presently undergoing a process of resegre-
gation to the point that they are more segregated today than they were at any 
point in the last 40 years.3 Even in integrated schools, structured inequality 
routinely occurs via perceived ability grouping. Today, tracking (i.e., separat-
ing students into rigid homogenous groups based on a student’s perceived 
ability) is widespread in American public schools.

Tracking or ability grouping is a practice of grouping children together 
according to their “talents” in the classroom. The practice is ubiquitous across 
the United States. Based on perceived ability and other factors, schools (e.g., 
teachers, counselors, and administrators) group students into so-called reme-
dial, regular, and advanced groups.4 The remedial and regular groups uni-
formly received a less demanding academic curriculum than the advanced 
students. The rationale is based on the following assumptions. First, students’ 
intellectual differences are so great that a common curriculum would either 
slow down the higher-tracked students or hopelessly confuse the lower-
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tracked students. Second, students learn more grouped with those of similar 
ability. Third, lower-track students develop better attitudes when they are 
not grouped with higher-track students. Fourth, students are divided into 
relatively high academic and low academic groups via a fair method. Fifth, 
teachers find it easier to individualize instruction in homogeneous groups. 
The problem is that none of these assumptions are research based—and in 
fact there has long been much scholarly evidence to prove that tracking is 
harmful to many students.5

Remedial classes historically do not remediate, nor do compensatory 
classes compensate.6 What is called for instead of tracking is to teach the 
most enriched curricula to all students via the widest variety of methodologi-
cal approaches. In her article “Detracking in Social Studies: A Path to a More 
Democratic Education?,” Nora Hyland stated that “content goals and the ped-
agogical orientations of social studies classes lend themselves to detracking.” 
She also noted that pedagogical practices recommended for teaching social 
studies are likewise implemented in successful detracked classrooms.7 There 
can be little question that the differences in the course-specific tracks stu-
dents take (e.g., advanced, regular, or remedial offerings) across the curricula, 
especially in math, science, and foreign language, have a profound impact on 
student scores in the current high-stakes-testing environment. It has long 
been known and hardly surprising that the more rigorous the curriculum a 
learner is exposed to, the greater the opportunity for student achievement 
and consequently the higher the standardized test score. Those qualifying 
test results, the product of student work based to a great extent on exposure 
to enriched curricular content and concepts, can virtually open or close the 
door to higher education. Who succeeds and who is left behind in today’s 
competitive rankings-based society is subject all too often to a quantitative 
measure taken on an unbalanced playing field. To understand the practice of 
structured inequality within the American educational experience demands 
an examination of traditional perspectives, which continue to guide the pub-
lic school at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The history of structured inequality in the nation’s schools has been 
deeply connected to social stratification within American society at large.8 
There are various basic themes that can be viewed through a chronological 
lens that begin in the eighteenth century and provide an enduring legacy into 
the twenty-first century. First to be studied within the origin of America’s 
ambiguous philosophical roots are democratic values.9 Those ideals form a 
foundation of the nation’s evolution from the common school to the pub-
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lic school paradigm.10 Next, the dual nature of inclusionary language and 
exclusionary tradition will be examined in the segregationist polices reflected 
through Social Darwinism, white superiority via pseudo empiricism, and the 
promotion of assimilation by means of Americanism in the classroom. Finally, 
the personification of this duality—the paradox of promoting inclusion while 
practicing exclusion—will be viewed through Ellwood Patterson Cubberley 
(1868–1941). His life and legacy embodied the consequential movement to 
conceptualize perceived ability grouping, racial superiority, and the endur-
ing legacy of structured inequality. History is not a simple linear narrative. It 
must be understood that educational inequality is not always the intentional 
and deliberate work of those who would deny justice to those most marginal-
ized. An accurate history also includes an array of unintended consequences, 
ignorance, and apathy that also leads down the pathway of racist ideas, poli-
cies, and practices.

An Ambiguous Philosophical Root

Although the contemporary public school, a direct descendent of the com-
mon school, is supported via property taxes, tuition free, open to all children, 
and state regulated with day-to-day local control of local school boards, the 
philosophical root of the public school goes back to the eighteenth century. 
Benjamin Franklin wrote in 1749, “The good Education of Youth has been 
esteemed by wise Men in all Ages, as the surest Foundation of the Happiness 
both of private Families and of Common-wealths.”11 It was Thomas Jefferson 
who in 1778 proposed to the Virginia Assembly “A Bill for the More General 
Diffusion of Knowledge” (subsequently voted down three times between 1779 
and 1817). The bill promoted the concept of education that aimed to provide 
a natural aristocracy for the American experiment in democracy. Jefferson 
(1814) promoted a two-tiered educational system, with different tracks for 
“the laboring and the learned.”12 Moreover, the Jeffersonian vision of the com-
mon school, universal free education of every (white) boy for three years, and 
then a university education for the elite of this group, was revolutionary for 
the times: “By this means twenty of the best geniuses will be raked from the 
rubbish annually and be instructed at the public expense.”13 Significantly, Jef-
ferson’s ideas are a product of a conflicted American sociopolitical reality. Jef-
ferson was a slave owner (said to own over 200 slaves) who at the same time 
believed in individual freedom and a type of national intellectual meritocracy. 



Figure 2. Benjamin 
Franklin as depicted 
in a 1780 engraving. 

Figure 3. An 1805 
engraving of Thomas 
Jefferson. 
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During Jefferson’s lifetime slavery was sustained by brutal force. Unlike many 
other Virginia landowners, Jefferson never freed his slaves. He seemed quite 
willing to profit off the bondage of others. Ibram X. Kendi posited that racism 
does not emanate alone from mere ignorance or blind hatred. Instead, it is 
also used as a justification to segregate and provide a rationale for inequi-
ties.14 Of course, it is obvious that the benefactors of those inequities were 
and are those in positions of power. One of Jefferson’s slaves was Sally Hem-
mings. DNA studies by the Jefferson Foundation, along with documentary 
and statistical evidence, showed a high probability that Thomas Jefferson was 
most likely the father of Sally Hemings’s six children.15

Jefferson’s dual nature is an American enigma. Here was a man who wrote 
passionately about liberty and independence—who nevertheless had a per-
sonal socioeconomic acceptance of slavery, a practice that excluded an entire 
race of people (estimated at 20 percent of the American population at that 
time) from the benefits of liberty—and the educational opportunities needed 
to represent and sustain a participatory democracy for all people. Jefferson 
was conflicted over the matter of race and presents a pedagogical argument 
on its corrupting influence:

There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of our peo-
ple produced by the existence of slavery among us. The whole commerce 
between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boisterous pas-
sions, the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading sub-
missions on the other. Our children see this and learn to imitate it; for man is 
an imitative animal. This quality is the germ of all education in him.16

Revolutionary for the time, yet divisive in nature, Jefferson’s twin school-
house ideals—a more inclusive brand of universal education and the inher-
ently exclusive aforementioned notion that “geniuses will be raked from the 
rubbish”—are an expression of classic American pedagogical contradictory 
dualism. While spreading the first glimmer of hope and inclusion for some 
who had been traditionally shut out of a formal education (able white men), 
it is notable that his utopian vision did not include the same opportunities 
for women (there was a three-year limit to school for girls). Correspond-
ingly, consistent with Jefferson’s practice of holding slaves (which he con-
sidered a form of moral depravity), people of color were not considered for 
formal schooling of any kind; indeed, it was among the gravest offenses to 
teach African Americans to read and write. For example, antiliteracy laws in 
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antebellum Georgia gave official approval to illiteracy, as those decrees were 
meant to calm the worst fears concerning the power of educated African 
Americans.17 Thus, the concept of individual freedom in the reality of the late 
eighteenth century excluded the majority of the American population and 
was restricted to freedom for certain white male individuals.

In many ways, Jefferson’s plea for more schooling embodies a reoccurring 
schizophrenia in the American view of education. This kind of duality in the 
American experience has also been noted by Ibram X. Kendi. He posited 
there is no singular movement on the issue of racism, but two distinct histori-
cal forces proclaiming equality and decreeing inequality. So it is now and so it 
was then with Jefferson. Although a slave owner, there is the clear impulse for 
the hopeful notion of inclusion—the egalitarian side of the Jeffersonian dual-
ity of mind promoting education for all “without regards to wealth, birth, or 
accidental condition.”18 It is an argument that rhetorically soars in the lauda-
tory quest for an informed democracy. Correspondingly, Jefferson’s writings 
are replete with the stated conviction that democracy can best function with 
an educated citizenry. In an 1816 letter to Colonel Charles Yancy, Jefferson 
intoned, “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, 
it expects what never was and never will be.”19 Notwithstanding Jefferson’s 
eloquent analysis of the imperative nature of public education in the secur-
ing and maintaining of liberty, one is also presented with the dehumaniz-
ing exclusionary image of clearing away the “rubbish” and, after disposing of 
trash, presumably producing a new strain of American students to become 
a merit-based elite.20 While Jefferson’s words and practices may seem incon-
sistent, the unambiguous historical record of exclusion toward all but certain 
white males begs for a fundamental rationale for those eighteenth-century 
leaders (e.g., attendees at the Constitutional Convention of 1789) who freely 
chose to make a distinction between races. Of course, questioning the mind 
and soul of eighteenth-century leaders—particularly Jefferson—is fraught 
with issues of time, place, and intention. One must be mindful of the notion 
of presentism, a bias to interpret of past events using today’s twenty-first-
century perspectives.

To be historically accurate as to the rationale of America’s founding fathers 
demands a holistic view of that time and place and the genuine intention of 
founding a republic. No doubt Jefferson’s view and stated aim for republican 
schools was to provide new leaders via formal education that would be both 
inclusive (to able white men) and hierarchical. Nevertheless, his republican-
ism can be conceptually viewed in terms of an eighteenth-century sociopolit-
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ical reality as a merger of the “pursuit of happiness” within the Declaration of 
Independence with legalized slavery nascent in the Constitution. In Jefferson’s 
case, it could be argued that his opinions were not (solely) based on blind big-
otry or the avarice of slave owners, but a far more seductive theory that stems 
from eighteenth-century study of natural history. Jefferson expresses among 
his many doubts about race relations a “suspicion” of racial superiority. Thus, 
among the intelligentsia of that time there was a kind of “naturally” designed 
discrimination. This type of racism based on empirical observation and naive 
extrapolation took root early on American soil.

From its very beginning and from its best and brightest intellectuals, 
there is a tradition in American civic institutions in general and American 
public education in particular of accepting forms of structured inequality—
nurtured in racist, sexist, and classist law and custom that existed and con-
tinues to shape and skew society via public schools into the twenty-first 
century. Such a racial achievement gap has been socially and institution-
ally constructed. Derrick Darby and John Rury have discussed the societal 
acceptance of “racial differences” in intellectual ability, moral character, and 
subsequent behavior promoted by eighteenth-century philosophers, such as 
David Hume and Immanuel Kant.21 As we have seen—in that same formative 
century for the American Republic—Jefferson’s similar beliefs on racial supe-
riority influenced his mind-set on the nature of the teaching and learning 
enterprise. Not surprisingly, strong opposition to so-called racial differences 
was evidenced in the authentic voices from those who endured lifelong racial 
bias and animus during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, including 
Frederick Douglass, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, W. E. B. Du Bois, and 
Thurgood Marshall.

Growing Democratic Values

To both Jefferson and Franklin, the concept of social mobility via self-
education was a fundamental value on which to premise the new republic. 
The Jeffersonian pursuit of happiness envisioned the diffusion of knowledge 
in an agrarian world. On the other hand, Franklin’s public life as an author, 
inventor, printer, publisher, scientist, and diplomat with a penchant for inven-
tion promoted a flow of learning channeled via the world of mechanical tech-
nology that “let light into the nature of things, tend[ed] to increase the power 
of man over matter, and multiply the conveniences and pleasures of life.”22 
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Thus, whether it was Jefferson’s farmer or Franklin’s mechanic, the common 
man’s improvement by means of education was not only seen as laudatory 
but critical to the health of a democratic nation. The continuous battle to 
democratize education was later led by immigrants like Timothy Claxton 
and William Maclure. As they struggled to bring education to the common 
working man in the early part of the nineteenth century via publications (e.g., 
Memoir of a Mechanic, The Young Mechanic) the idea of lifelong education 
was essential, because “for want of mental cultivation, men do become dupes 
of those better informed.”23 Correspondingly, the then radical egalitarianism 
of Maclure led to his notions of social reform via education by way of tax-
supported schools. By writing that “knowledge is both power and wealth,” 
Maclure had adopted a tenet of what is now termed critical pedagogy.24 The 
growing friction in the early nineteenth century between the schooled and 
unschooled classes was occurring at a time when knowledge and new tech-
nologies were becoming increasingly specialized. For instance, professional 
societies set stricter admission policies and professional journals of the time 
gravitated toward a greater lexical density not easily understood by those 
possessing little if any formal education. In short, exclusion of the common 
man in the first half of the nineteenth century by the social and intellectual 
elite was becoming a fait accompli. Even the lyceum movement, which was 
supposed to promote education for the working class, moved away from 
practical scientific knowledge to what some have termed “innocuous popular 
entertainment.” Working men of the 1830s rejected the traditional idea of 
self-improvement for themselves via the concept of useful knowledge, but 
embraced the inclusive idea of universal common schooling for their chil-
dren. The notion of free public education—a common school—was ascend-
ing. As Sarah Mondale and Sarah Patton noted, during the 1830s through the 
1870s, great changes were made in public schooling across the country. The 
common school movement had three basic goals. First, to afford a free edu-
cation for white children. Second, to train teachers. Third, using the power 
under the Tenth Amendment, to establish state control over public schools. 
Horace Mann championed the second goal of teacher training. Mann stated 
that education should be provided by well-trained, professional teachers. 
What began in the nineteenth century was a defining moment in the history 
of American education. The commencement of education of the masses for-
warded by reformers such at Horace Mann and William Holmes McGuffey 
(his McGuffey Readers sold over 120 million copies) paved the way for state-
funded public schools.25
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Hilary Moss has showed the complexity of the common school move-
ment where opposite trends were in conflict. On the one hand, there was the 
bold persistence of African Americans who wanted education, while at the 
same time there was strong white opposition to those efforts. Further adding 
to the complexity of the times, there existed a fractured national map on race. 
This was not a stereotypical North-South cultural conflict. White residents of 
antebellum Boston and New Haven rejected the education of African Amer-
icans in their schools, while city dwellers in slaveholding Baltimore voiced no 
strong opposition to the establishment of African American schools. Even 
as white enmity to African American education grew, African Americans 
reacted to demand public schooling. It was a time when public school expan-
sion and growing white opposition to African American attendance in public 
schools were occurring simultaneously.26

To maintain segregated schools, new laws were contrived to shut the 
schoolhouse door to African Americans. Consider the case of young Sarah 
Harris Fayerweather, who aspired to become a teacher. Fayerweather was 
allowed to matriculate at  Prudence Crandall’s all-girls school in Canter-
bury, Connecticut. This marked the first racially integrated schoolhouse in 
the nation. Yet her admission directly caused the school’s forcible closure 
under the Connecticut Black Law of 1833. Legislation was passed through 
the Connecticut Assembly outlawing the establishment of schools “for the 
instruction of colored persons belonging to other states and countries.” Afri-
can Americans at that time were considered to be noncitizens. Accordingly, 
the rationale for public schooling was premised on the notion of citizenship, 
not equality.27

The Evolution from Common School to Public School

As the American nation developed so did the common school. Of course, this 
evolution was not inevitable as America was struggling with its uniqueness 
as a nation-state. Carolyn Eastman shows how American society of the late 
eighteenth century and early nineteenth century began to evolve a national 
identity. This gradual development of the idea enshrined in the Constitu-
tion as “we the people” was a muddled process in 1789. Yet slowly through 
engaged oratory, education, print media, and schools a definable American 
identity slowly melded into more standard views of politics, mores, and man-
ners across diverse sections of the country.28 Likewise, notions of gender and 



Figure 4. An 1870 view of a layered school system eschewing sectarian bitterness 
and unfair distribution of funds while favoring the idea of a common school.
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race relations began to form and take hold, the residue of which we can still 
identify in modern America.

Given the myriad of influences on culture, schools provided that part of 
education not replicated by family experience or other institutions such as 
the church. Schools were then and are now the entry level institution to our 
values, dreams, and aspirations. Furthermore, schools connected two dem-
ocratic imperatives: preparing citizens and enabling each individual to enjoy 
the pursuit of happiness. In a broader sense, public education acculturated 
the values and norms of a national identity (e.g., the McGuffey Readers). In 
the decades flanked by the American Revolution and the Civil War, as Johann 
Neem explains, Americans in cities and towns mapped school districts and 
constructed schoolhouses with the idea of expanding tax support and hiring 
teachers (many of them women) to offer many children a liberal education. It 
is not that there was consensus on every educational issue. Debates on fund-
ing sources and governance, as they are today, were part of that nineteenth-
century reality. Yet, by the 1860s, most of the states in the North had made 
common schools free, and states in the South were seen as following suit. 
Education in general and the institution of the school were viewed as a public 
good. Eventually, and certainly by the end of the Civil War, the American 
people changed their view on nationhood. Americans went from a mind-set 
of the United States are to the United States is. This notion of a collective 
identity to prepare citizens and foster the idea of one nation was part of the 
common school legacy. The complex relationship between school and society 
was also noted by Nancy Beadie, who showed how schools were among the 
forces that drove the establishment of capital (social, political, and financial) 
during what she termed as the market revolution and capitalist transition of 
the early republican era.29

American Exceptionalism

John Demos also mentioned the idea of an enduring legacy in our national 
tradition—the formation of a multifaceted notion—American exceptional-
ism. On the one hand, it is the idea of the need to reach out to the needy or 
the stranger with a missionary zeal. On the other hand, this munificence often 
converted into presumption, arrogance, and even imperialism—in which a 
feeling of superiority is inevitably embedded. In his book Heathen Nation, 
Demos related a unique missionary project devised by various eminent Prot-
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estant ministers to gather children from around the globe and place them in a 
redemptive setting where, ultimately, they could learn about “civilization” and 
convert to Christianity. The “heathen youth” would be drawn from all parts 
of the earth, and would include Native Americans. This experiment eventu-
ally failed in part when the issue of racial intermarriage tested the founders’ 
ideals. The familiar voice of racial intolerance silenced the earnest hope of 
reconciliation.

The boundaries of acceptance and Christian charity in the early nine-
teenth century had their limits—limits that had lasting power. Accordingly, 
the plight of Native Americans in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
was revisited. This time they were removed, not by church leaders but by 
federal authorities, from their homes and shunted into government boarding 
schools.30 Like the Protestant ministers of the early part of the nineteenth 
century, government policy makers assumed that white ideals that defined 
“civilization” more than counterbalanced what they deemed to be the Native 
Americans’ inherent “savagism.” Retired brigadier general Richard H. Pratt, 
founder of the Carlisle Indian Industrial at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, noted in in 
an 1892 speech:

A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead one, and that 
high sanction of his destruction has been an enormous factor in promoting 
Indian massacres. In a sense, I agree with the sentiment, but only in this: that 
all the Indian there is in the race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, and 
save the man.31

The reconstruction was to be both psychological and cultural. In Pratt’s full 
speech, he draws analogies to the “civilizing” of African Americans. While 
race relations careened toward nationally codified segregation in 1896 in the 
aftermath of Plessy v. Ferguson, women’s educational opportunities faced 
similar bigotry with a distinct history.

What Is the Profession of a Woman?

Catharine Beecher queried in 1829, “What is the profession of a woman?” Her 
response was that well-educated woman were uniquely suited to the profes-
sion of teaching. She noted in that year, “If all females were not only well edu-
cated themselves but were prepared to communicate in an easy manner their 
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stores of knowledge to others; if they not only knew how to regulate their own 
minds, tempers, and habits but how to effect improvements in those around 
them, the face of society would be speedily changed.” The women’s move-
ment to promote female teachers was afoot in the mid-nineteenth century as 
part of a broad social and cultural shift. This change, which Beecher cham-
pioned, was centered on a new vocation for a gender mostly excluded from 
other professions.32 In short, the addition of women teachers transformed the 
American school. This did not happen all at once. Women’s economic oppor-
tunities actually contracted after the American Revolution.33 Yet even during 
the postrevolutionary backlash, which relegated a women’s role in society to 
being an ideal wife and mother, women were slowly gaining autonomy. The 
life of Susan Nye Hutchison (1790–1867), of the same generation as Catharine 
Beecher, Emma Willard, and Mary Lyon, presented a microhistory through 
Hutchinson’s journals. These were firsthand accounts, between 1815 to 1841, 
of Hutchinson’s trek south of the Mason-Dixon Line as a teacher experienc-
ing women’s work, social reform, and evangelism. Her experiences also nota-
bly included raising a family and making a living. Hutchinson’s narratives 
included recounting incidents such as praying in the streets of Raleigh with 
slaves and free African Americans and defying North Carolina law by teach-
ing slaves to read.34

Yet even as support for the notion of gender equity in terms of similar 
intellectual ability between men and women was growing, it paradoxically 
did not include the idea of equal political, social, or economic rights. What 
socioeconomic gains were made for women and what rights where withheld 
were due in part to a complex mesh of macro political and economic deci-
sions (e.g., a cash economy necessitated that many people be able to read, 
write, and do math) that demanded in general a better educated populace 
that was inclusive of gender but exclusive of race. As attempts were made to 
respond to societal concerns, the formerly male-dominated status of teach-
ing fell in public regard. In large part this was due to the blatant gender bias 
of the day as women entered the profession.35 Matthew Fegan describes a 
plethora of sociocultural issues, such as the evolving formalization of schools 
and the culture of benevolence along with traditional gender stereotypes, 
that formed the teaching profession of the nineteenth century. These det-
rimental effects have lasted to the present day. The notion of the image of a 
low social status, low pay, nonintellectual, tightly controlled profession has to 
a large extent persisted into the twenty-first century, continually threatening 
the recruitment of new teachers.36
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A Plan for Inclusion

Even as a layered hierarchy of exclusion was generally (although often cha-
otically), implemented, the forces of inclusion made headway. Slowly and 
inexorably public schools became more inclusive even given significant race, 
gender, and class restrictions. The broadening of educational opportunities 
was observable if uneven. During the first half of the nineteenth century, 
although public elementary schools existed in both New England and the 
Mid-Atlantic states, the South did not have significant free public education 
and the West was still waiting for formal statehood to launch their free public 
education plans. Still, the West—subject to a multiplicity of social forces from 
the expropriation of land and labor to boomtowns and ghost towns—had a 
blueprint to further the cause of public education. The Northwest Ordinance 
of 1787 earmarked a plot of land (1 of 36) in every potential township for 
the support of education. The measure became a precedent for educational 
planning across the nation. The Ordinance proclaimed in Article 3, “Religion, 
morality, and knowledge being necessary to good government and the happi-
ness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be encour-
aged.”37 Jeannie Oakes has written that in 1890 less than one in 10 of the coun-
try’s teens (between the ages of 14 to 17) attended secondary schools. Yet it 
was precisely at this time when seminal events began to take root to increase 
the number of students in the classroom. There was tremendous growth of 
cities fueled by massive immigration of peoples with different languages and 
cultures, the mitigation of child labor, and a strict adherence to compulsory 
school attendance. By 1900, 31 states had compulsory school attendance for 
students from ages 8 to 14. By 1918, all states required students to complete 
elementary school.38 This new and particular group of pedagogical and social 
challenges at the beginning of the twentieth century called out for new ideas 
to reform a new entry gate for immigrants—the public school. How America 
met these challenges in public schools confirms the aforesaid dual nature of 
inclusion and exclusion. That dual paradigm fostered “access and advantage, 
promoting equality and inequality” to produce in the United States a partic-
ularly robust educational system, unendingly expanding and yet continually 
unequal.”39
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The Committee of Ten and the Cardinal Principles

In 1892, with the immense growth of secondary education on the horizon, 
Charles Eliot, then president of Harvard University, chaired the National 
Education Association’s Committee of Ten on Secondary Studies. Secondary 
schools were mostly an urban institution with few high schools that served the 
75 percent of a country that resided in rural areas. Those secondary schools 
did not at that time serve as a significant bridge to the world of work or to 
college. In 1893, when the committee submitted their report, only 3.5 percent 
of students graduated from high school. Notwithstanding the minute grad-
uation rate, the preparation of students for the future via rigorous academic 
training in classical or modern curricular options was seen at that time as 
best for all whether students chose to go to college or not. As for higher edu-
cation, there was a concern. The unsystematic transition between secondary 
education and college was subjective, with shifting entrance requirements. 
Significantly, the committee opposed different programs for college-bound 

Figure 5. Washington, D.C., schoolchildren (1899?) in a horse-drawn bus. 
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and non-college-bound students. Their inclusion-minded recommendations 
indicated a fundamental faith that students from various regions and back-
grounds had the intellectual capacity to succeed in secondary and postsec-
ondary studies.

However, Eliot’s committee, which forwarded the notion of education 
for its own sake, appeared to some oblivious to the rapidly changing demo-
graphics of massive immigration. While some noted educators of the time, 
for example G. Stanley Hall, viewed the committee as out of touch with the 
multifaceted demands that the public schools faced at the dawn of the twen-
tieth century, others strongly disagreed with that notion.40 As Diane Ravitch 
noted, the Committee of Ten stood firmly for a liberal education as they were 
confronted with a hodgepodge due to the idiosyncratic actions by thousands 
of school boards and colleges. The philosophic center of the 1893 report from 
the committee was that students should only be limited in school by how far 
their talents and interests would take them. Moreover, the Committee of Ten 
stated that all students would benefit by receiving the most enriched liberal 
education. Indeed, the published report forwarded the egalitarian idea that 
“every subject which is taught at all in a secondary school should be taught in 

Figure 6. Immigrants in night school (1909) in Boston, Massachusetts. 
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the same way and to the same extent to every pupil so long as he pursues it, 
no matter what the probable destination of the pupil may be, or at what point 
his education is to cease.”41

Another solution set for the American school was proposed in 1918. A 
different kind of a high school was about to burgeon. Based on The Cardinal 
Principles of Secondary Education, a report by a special committee of the 
National Education Association, both academic and nonacademic programs 
and differentiated curricula were to be established in a single high school. The 
rationale for the split was to institute the idea of an inclusive high school with 
a democratic base made up of a cross-section of the community along with 
the notion of exclusive academic and vocational hierarchies. This in turn was 
based on the concept of specialization to best serve the needs of a socially 
efficient industrial America. Here was another example of American dual-
ism in action where separation (between academic and vocational tracks) 
and subsequent exclusion was to be executed as a “progressive” idea to make 
the schools more “efficient.” Each student—especially the newcomer to U.S. 
shores whose culture and language was different—was to find and know his 
or her place in among the new populations in industrial America. Change 
was manifestly evident in the new kind of student appearing at the classroom 
door. Over half the students in the 37 largest cities had parents who were 
born abroad. Lawrence Cremin noted:

Schools that really wanted to educate these youngsters could not get by with 
surface changes. The mere fact that children in a single schoolroom spoke 
[a] half-dozen different languages, none of them English, inevitably altered 
the life of that schoolroom. And the problem went far beyond language, for 
each language implied a unique heritage and unique attitudes toward teacher, 
parents, schoolmates—indeed, toward the school itself.42

Apart from the mere crush of numbers of students with new and par-
ticular needs, the belief in social stratification as the natural order of things 
was sustained in the public consciousness. Of course, the ideas of an inher-
ently unequal societal hierarchy had never gone away. In fact, at the end 
of the nineteenth century the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision 
reconfirmed apartheid as a “natural” condition. Throughout the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries separate schools for Native Americans and 
African Americans were easily observed but under the conventional wis-
dom and settled law of the day—was seldom questioned. The Plessy prec-
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edent reestablished and strengthened the traditional notion of exclusion 
that held that “separate” facilities for African Americans and whites were 
constitutional if they were “equal.” Race inferiority was simply the accepted 
societal view of the time. Correspondingly, as has been noted, women’s 
education was relegated to a few professions (most importantly teaching) 
that were said to be “fitted by dispositions and habits” to the latter part of 
the nineteenth century. As for African American future educators—if ever 
that was to become a possibility—ample caution was advised. The nota-
ble essayist, novelist, and editor Charles Dudley Warner suggested, with 
unwitting condescension, that only a slow, tightly controlled process (“by 
the white race”) was recommended:

The process of educating teachers of this race, fit to promote its elevation, 
must be a slow one. Teachers of various industries, such as agriculture and 
the mechanic arts, will be more readily trained than teachers of the rudi-

Figure 7. African American schoolgirls in a cooking class surround a woodstove (c. 
1899). 
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ments of learning in the common schools. It is a very grave question whether, 
with some exceptions, the school and moral training of the race should not be 
for a considerable time to come in the control of the white race. But it must be 
kept in mind that instructors cheap in character, attainments, and breeding 
will do more harm than good. If we give ourselves to this work, we must give 
of our best.43

Still, even given the reentrenchment of white supremacy in law and cus-
tom, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were witness to a classic battle 
for the soul of American education. Some encounters linked to the move-
ment west by the pioneers were clearly won in the name of a more inclu-
sive and educated society. The ideology of hope and inclusion, opening the 
way decade by decade to ever greater universal access (by women, people 
of color, and the new immigrants), can be mapped in America’s relentless 
westward expansion via road, wagon trail, and rail. Students were equipped 
with McGuffy Readers, which sold in excess of 122 million copies, contain-
ing stories that pictured children in their relationship with family, teachers, 
friends, and animals along with moral lessons (e.g., honesty and hard work). 
The United States now had more children (nearly 13 million in 1890) in public 
schools than any other country at that time.44

A Particular Solution for a Specific Problem

There was a counterpoint to the success of greater inclusion of new immi-
grants into public education. The massive immigration at the beginning of the 
twentieth century that numbered Russians, Jews, Italians, and Poles, among 
others, provided the fuel for anti-immigrant fear and loathing of these new 
mostly eastern and southern Europeans by the earlier established British and 
Germanic immigrants who traced their American roots to the eighteenth 
century. Oakes wrote of this time that “most of the population increasingly 
feared the potential dangers that could result from what was seen as unre-
strained hordes of urban immigrants, and a perception of a need for the exer-
cise of greater social control was widespread.”45 How to meet such a societal 
challenge? What institution could serve the newcomers? The most widely 
attended institution was the obvious choice, the last great assembly place of 
American democracy—the public school. Thus, the public school became 
systematically geared to meet and manage the particular challenges of the 
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newcomers. The rationale for a systematic approach (e.g., a plan to maintain 
social stratification by means of a layered hierarchy) to accommodate the 
new immigrants in the public school classroom had three basic components: 
justification via Social Darwinism, application of racial superiority via empir-
icism, and assimilation by means of Americanization.

Social Darwinism as Justification

One of the ideological beliefs that took hold at this time produced a pow-
erful synergy, suggesting a form of cultural and race-based superiority as 
scientific theory. Much in the tradition of Jefferson’s aforementioned “suspi-
cions” based on his notions of natural history in the late eighteenth century, 
a belief in a form of natural selection was abuzz in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Ideas of a new society based on science (notably the 

Figure 8. Columbia, the allegorical female figure of the United States, leading 
pioneers westward as they journey on foot, in a stagecoach, in a Conestoga wagon, 
and by rail. 
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appreciation of the concept of survival of the fittest embedded in the theory 
of evolution), industry, efficiency, and reform were considered in those days 
“progressive” and elemental to the pseudoscientific concept of Social Dar-
winism. This particular belief system, a product of the nineteenth-century 
English philosopher Herbert Spencer, encompassed and for some was sem-
inal in understanding the realms of philosophy, religion, sociology, and ped-
agogy. Assumptions from the late nineteenth century made about race and 
fitness regarding the world of work and education were accepted and even 
applauded by members of the American intelligentsia at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. Consider the characterization of the African American in 
the late nineteenth century. Even slavery could be rationalized in this pseudo-
evolutionary transformation as Warner concluded:

But slavery brought about one result, and that the most difficult in the devel-
opment of a race from savagery, and especially a tropical race, a race that has 
always been idle in the luxuriance of a nature that supplied its physical needs 

Figure 9. Elementary public school students in Washington, D.C. (c. 1899).
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with little labor. It taught the negro to work, it transformed him, by compul-
sion it is true, into an industrial being, and held him in the habit of industry 
for several generations. Perhaps only force could do this, for it was a radical 
transformation. I am glad to see that this result of slavery is recognized by Mr. 
Booker Washington, the ablest and most clear-sighted leader the negro race 
has ever had.46

White Superiority via Pseudo Empiricism

Accordingly, the notion of survival of the fittest was conveniently transferred 
from species to races. The “who are we?” question became one of taxonomy 
and classification interpreted by a race’s perceived level of societal develop-
ment. A rationale for cultural imperialism was thus embedded in the minds of 
many of the decision-makers who via “scientific testing” (e.g., Louis Terman 
and Carl Brigham) quantified the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race. Stated 
simply, within this “empirical” context the differences among humans could 
be found in their biology. The dynamic was profound, and in moral terms 
guilt free—superiority was now considered genetic not social. Implications 
for prohibiting intermarriage were obvious, lest the race become diluted. The 
reality of societal evolutionary superiority vs. inferiority (i.e., Anglo Saxons 
vs. non–Anglo Saxons) in the early twentieth century seemed like a simple 
case of cause and effect, if one simply looked at the statistical data as it related 
to poverty, schooling, literacy, and crime when compared to ethnic heritage. 
The level of expectations for academic development and social growth were 
charted for each ethnic group by the federal government.

With this “empirical” view in place, an inherently discriminatory brand 
of pedagogy based on high expectations for some, and the transparent bias 
of low expectations for others, logically led to a tiered curricular format. 
Oakes describes how the new secondary schools of the twentieth century 
differentiated students and implemented curricular levels that had wide 
social implications:

The comprehensive high school  .  .  . [was] a new secondary school that 
promised something for everyone, but, and this was important, that did 
not promise the same thing for everyone. Gone was the nineteenth-century 
notion of the need for common learnings to build a cohesive nation. In 
its place was curriculum differentiation—tracking and ability grouping—
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with markedly different learnings for what were seen as markedly different 
groups of students.47

Tracking was proposed by those who believed in social efficiency. This 
coincided nicely with the idea of biological race superiority. Such a philo-
sophical belief system promoted a political ideology (Americanism) fostering 
essentially race-based and gender-based curricular opportunities devised to 
carry out the mission of generating “productive” citizens for the industrial 
needs of the nation.

Assimilation via Americanism in the Classroom

To be sustained over a period of time, any new view of such a fundamen-
tal notion as who we are requires a contemporary supporting political ide-
ology. The practice of grouping students into different tracks had elements 
of race, gender, and class prejudice stirred into a mixture of empiricism and 
nationalism. In other words, a political ideology was born from the combina-
tion of Social Darwinism (which assumed the natural selection of the fittest) 
and a new nationalism that was to be sustained via a compliant pedagogy 
to teach and enforce cultural conformity in the country’s public schools.48 
The state-approved vehicle bred from a nationalistic pedagogy was called 
Americanism. Blended with a mix of patriotic regimentation and a fear of 
being excluded due to language or culture, a new icon was born—the melting 
pot. The notion seemed seductively egalitarian—“all for one, one for all,” “we 
are all in the same boat.” Notwithstanding, the melting pot became in reality 
more like a wash tub. Languages (other than English), culture, folkways, and 
mores other than Anglo-Saxon were to be scrubbed clean from staining the 
American experience. In essence, assimilation—a form of linguistic and cul-
tural orthodoxy—became an American value. Those who fought against this 
ideal where somehow considered less American. The progressive mantra of 
“one nation–one language” during this era was expressed by Theodore Roo-
sevelt: “We have room but for one language here and that is the English lan-
guage.” As for the true meaning of the melting pot, Roosevelt posited, “For we 
intend to see that the crucible turns out our people as Americans, of Ameri-
can nationality, and not as dwellers of a polyglot boardinghouse.”49 The mes-
sage was taken to heart by American public schools. Following World War I, 
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due in part to anti-German sentiment, teaching English as the expression of 
the official American language was systematically implemented. By 1918, 35 
states required that classroom instruction be in English only. During the first 
decades of the twentieth century, assimilation was more than a politically 
driven policy—in many jurisdictions, it had the strength of law.

Personification of Duality: Cubberley’s Life and Legacy

It was during this era that perhaps the quintessential personification of the 
uniquely American paradox—a man who moralized over the principles of 
inclusion while implementing strategies of exclusion—appeared. Such a man 
was Ellwood Patterson Cubberley (1868–1941). The effects of his legacy (the 
promotion of empirical research in education and improved efficiency in 
public schools) endure to this day. Cubberley, whose professional life bridged 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, led a most distinguished career as a 

Figure 10. President 
Theodore Roosevelt, 
1904. 
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teacher, highly influential administrator, and groundbreaking writer in the 
history of American education. Although after his oral defense of his disser-
tation at Columbia University, Edward Thorndike commented that Cubber-
ley was “a good man but not a good scholar,”50 Cubberley’s half century of 
work in the field of education was prodigious. He authored or coauthored 
nearly 30 books and reports using an evolutionary tone in writing the his-
tory of education. He taught a generation of administrators in his “science” of 
education management, editing nearly a hundred volumes of the then highly 
regarded Houghton-Mifflin Riverside Textbooks in education (including 
methodology, sociology, psychology, and administration) that sold over three 
million copies.

It is difficult to overestimate Cubberly’s impact on American education. 
Cubberley’s personal connections helped so many graduates find administra-
tive positions across the nation that his influence was likened to a Tammany 
Hall boss. Cubberley’s professional experience included teaching in a one-
room schoolhouse in Indiana, serving as president (1891–96) of Vincennes 
University, and superintendent of schools (1896–98) in San Diego City 
Schools. He joined the faculty of Stanford, as an assistant professor of educa-
tion, and in 1906 rose to the rank of full professor. Significantly, in 1917, he was 
named dean of the School of Education, a post that he held for over a quarter 
century until his retirement in 1933. He promoted the field of education as a 
university study, urging the professionalization of teaching and administra-
tion. Cubberley’s most important writings include Changing Conceptions in 
Education (1909), Public Education in the United States (1919), The History 
of Education (1920), and Public School Administration (1929). Noted educa-
tional historian David Tyack, writing a biographical sketch in the Dictionary 
of American Biography in 1974, presents Cubberley as the embodiment of the 
conflict between the hopeful notions of a kind of utopian inclusion for the 
public school juxtaposed to an American society that openly embraced the 
inherently excluding dynamic of race and ethnic supremacy.

He praised democracy but sought to remove the control of the schools as 
far as possible from the people. Although he desired to give teachers profes-
sional status, he opposed granting them tenure and a strong voice in educa-
tional policies. Urging that education should become “scientific,” he none-
theless wrote and spoke with an evangelical rhetoric. Certain ethnic groups 
he regarded as inherently inferior, yet he believed that education might 
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somehow improve them and save the republic. Skeptical of social reformers 
and panaceas in other domains, he still maintained a utopian faith in reform 
through education.51

To better comprehend Cubberley’s later policies (e.g., grouping by ability 
or tracking) one must understand his point of reference. His writings reveal 
his view of world history, pedagogy, and the potential (or lack of it) of stu-
dents who came to the classroom door. In his 1922 book, A Brief History 
of Education, he viewed American education as standing atop a foundation 
composed of Greek, Roman, and Christian bedrock, which then was shaped 
by the Germanic tribes and later sculpted by the Reformation. American his-
tory and specifically America’s educational heritage in Cubberley’s view had 
specific antecedents that produced a special formula, a superior blend that 
put the American Republic on an advanced evolutionary track. Therefore, 
the American experience was destined, if not preordained, to flourish as a 
democratic culture because it could authentically claim historical and cul-
tural ties with Greece (which was popularly known then as the birthplace of 
democracy), the Roman Empire, and then via the Germanic tribes to Britain. 
Cubberley wrote with characteristic certainty that “the first Western nation 
created from the wreck of the Roman Empire to achieve a measurement of 
self-government was England.”52

Thus, from the high culture of Greece represented by Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle, the torch of Western enlightenment is passed to the Romans. The 
glory of the Roman Empire is celebrated and possessed an intellectual pan-
theon of scholars and philosophers (e.g., Virgil, Ovid, Cicero, Epictetus, Sen-
eca, Marcus Aurelius, and Boethius). If one needed to preserve an unbroken 
lineage, a chain of ancestry might be represented by Boethius, a philosopher 
and Christian martyr who has been called the last of the Romans. After all, 
the continued existence of Christianity is at least partly attributable to its pro-
motion by the Romans. The final and fourth quarter of influence and the most 
influential of all were the Germanic tribes, which were viewed as strongly 
affecting all future “progress and development.” Cubberley explained how 
the German experience during the Reformation (i.e., Martin Luther’s con-
tribution) fostered the idea of universal education. Education then became a 
universal calling. Protestants made a point, according to Cubberley, of indi-
vidual judgment and individual responsibility. These concepts led Protestants 
to ideas about the importance of every soul needing an education to bet-
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ter serve their Heavenly Father. Cubberley then goes on to state that from 
this notion of universal education it was “not a long step” to participation 
in and responsibility by government. Continuing in that vein, the Protestant 
Reformation had a significant impact on American education, in Cubber-
ley’s opinion, especially given the Calvinistic influence due to its program 
for “political, economic and social progress. . . . This program demanded the 
education of all. ” Cubberley presented what he believed was a historical lin-
eage that extended back to the ancients. Specifically, it was the Reformation 
that bred the new settlers, transported via ships to the New World, who car-
ried a certain strain of advanced cultural enlightenment that would so greatly 
influence the American Republic and its educational system.53 In short, Cub-
berley presented a type of royal blood line, a Greek, Roman, Christian and 
Germanic heritage melded in the crucible of the Reformation, transported 
from England to take root in pristine American soil.

Cubberley also found it important to state that the American Republic 
was founded by Protestant Englishmen bringing with them the concepts of 
constitutional law and participatory democracy:

Though the early settlement of America  .  .  . was made from among those 
people and from those lands which had embraced some form of the Prot-
estant faith and represented a number of nationalities and several religious 
sects, the thirteen colonies, nevertheless, were essentially English in origin, 
speech, habits, observances, and political and religious conceptions. This is 
well shown for the white population by the results of the first Federal census, 
taken in 1790, as given in the adjoining figure. This shows that of all the peo-
ple in the thirteen original States, 83.5 per cent possessed names indicating 
pure English origin, and that 91.8 per cent had names which pointed to their 
having come from the British Isles.

We thus see that it was from England, the nation which had done most in the 
development of individual and religious liberty, that the great bulk of the early 
settlers of America came, and in the New World the English traditions as to 
constitutional government and liberty under law were early and firmly estab-
lished. The centuries of struggle for representative government in England at 
once bore fruit here. Colony charters, charters of rights and liberties, public 
discussion, legislative assemblies, and liberty under law were from the first 
made the foundation stones upon which self-government in America was 
built up.54
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Note how Cubberley’s particular historical perspective joins with the “sci-
entific” view of Social Darwinism. Cubberley is channeling Rudyard Kipling 
here—an enlightened race (northern European and Protestant) must lead 
and pick up the “white man’s burden” of helping other races that have not 
reached what then was embodied as the Anglo-Saxon level of development.

TAKE up the White Man’s burden—
Send forth the best ye breed—

Go bind your sons to exile
To serve your captives’ need;

To wait in heavy harness
On fluttered folk and wild –

Your new-caught sullen peoples,
Half devil and half child.55

As these Kipling-like ideas merged in Cubberley’s writings a conceptual 
framework grew. It was a mind-set that also descended from the eighteenth-
century ideas expressed by Jefferson in his Notes on the State of Virginia. The 
best of humanity, observably the most evolved race, needed to be sent forth 
to serve the lesser races among us as a parent would help a mischievous child. 
Such a belief system nurtured organizing principles that became systemic as 
evidenced in the practices within Cubberley’s idea of the “science” of school 
management. Cubberley’s idea of school management was premised on the 
notion of an educated elite with exclusive decision-making power. He argued 
strongly against local control as “democracy gone to seed.” Rather than actu-
ally practice democracy, Cubberley viewed the school as an implement or 
“instrument of democracy” that needed elite experts in control. An efficient 
system meant among other things differentiation of the curriculum into 
separate academic tracks for the students with different ability, which often 
resulted in differentiated curricula according to race, gender, or class, or a 
combination of all of these.

Cubberley’s Hierarchy

Cubberley viewed Western civilization as preeminent in the world of thought. 
Consequently, his views of the biological and social inferiority of people of 
color now under the American flag as a result of the Spanish-American War 
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were predictable. In a chapter entitled “New Tendencies and Expansions” he 
described a fusion in which the end result was to culturally elevate certain 
indigenous peoples to the American standard, “where divergent racial types 
are being fused into a new national unity; in Cuba, Porto Rico, and the Philip-
pines (R. 343) where the United States has used education to bring backward 
peoples up to a new level of culture, and to develop in them firm foundations 
of national solidarity.”56 These ideas were not unique to Cubberley. At the very 
beginning of the twentieth century President William McKinley wrote to the 
Philippine people that “the mission of the United States is one of benevolent 
assimilation.”57 The perceived need to counsel America’s new colonies gave 
rise to a more expansive notion of raising cultures around the globe. Once 
again invoking Kipling’s notion of the white man’s burden, Cubberley asserts 
the following in concluding The History of Education, which was originally 
published in 1920:

In this work of advancing world civilization, the nations which have long 
been in the forefront of progress must expect to assume important roles. It 
is their peculiar mission—for long clearly recognized by Great Britain and 
France in their political relations with inferior and backward peoples; by the 
United States in its excellent work in Cuba, Porto Rico, and the Philippines; 
and clearly formulated in the system of “mandatories” under the League of 
Nations—to help backward peoples to advance, and to assist them in lifting 
themselves to a higher plane of world civilization. In doing this a very practi-
cal type of education must naturally play the leading part, and time, probably 
much time, will be required to achieve any large results. Disregarding the 
large need for such service among the leading world nations, the map repro-
duced on the opposite page reveals how much of such work still remains to 
be done in the world as a whole. “The White Man’s Burden” truly is large, and 
the larger world tasks of the twentieth century for the more advanced nations 
will be to help other peoples, in distant and more backward lands, slowly to 
educate themselves in the difficult art of self-government, gradually establish 
stable and democratic governments of their own, and in time to take their 
places among the enlightened and responsible peoples of the earth.58

Although Cubberley’s words have the distinct ring of the condescension, 
naiveté, and white supremacy common to the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, what is important to note is that he had prestige and power not only as 
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a respected historian but also as a creator of a new school management style. 
Significantly, he acted on his beliefs, training a generation of school admin-
istrators in what was then known as the “science” of school management.59 
For the first third of the twentieth century Cubberley and his informal net-
work (many of whom, like Cubberley, attended graduate school at Columbia’s 
Teachers College) of superintendents, foundation heads, and other academ-
ics forwarded the idea of tracking students. Cubberley’s “science” had its gen-
esis in his beliefs about students and their societal status. Cubberley was con-
vinced that having high expectations for students of a lower-class upbringing 
was unrealistic. His faith in democracy had clear limits that stopped at the 
border of classism:

We should give up the exceedingly democratic idea that all are equal and 
that our society is devoid of classes. The employee tends to remain an 
employee; the wage earner tends to remain a wage earner. .  .  . One bright 
child may be worth more to the National Life than thousands of those of 
low mentality.60

Figure 11. Uncle Sam as teacher to racially stereotypical new students named 
“Cuba, Porto Rico, Hawaii, and Philippines.” 
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As for ethnicity, Cubberley’s prejudice toward race purity, assimilation, 
and the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon culture was clear when he wrote as 
early as 1909 in Changing Conceptions of Education in America:

Southern and eastern Europeans have served to dilute tremendously our 
national stock, and to corrupt our civil life. . . . Everywhere these people tend 
to settle in groups or settlements, and to set up here their national manners, 
customs, and observances. Our task is to break up these groups or settle-
ments, to assimilate and amalgamate these people as a part of our American 
race and to implant in their children . . . the Anglo-Saxon conception of righ-
teousness, law and order, and popular government.61

The notion of amalgamation is revealing for it presents the idea of singu-
larity. In other words, the rationale of the melting pot is not to create a mix 
but to melt all elements into a single body to take form within the Anglo-
Saxon mold. The idea of efficiency, born in the experience of the American 
factory and assembly line, was not lost on Cubberley. In 1916 he wrote of the 
schools as factories in which

factories in which the raw materials (students) are to be shaped and fash-
ioned into products to meet the various demands of life. The specifications 
for manufacturing come from the demands of twentieth century civiliza-
tion, and it is the business of schools to build its pupils to the specifications 
laid down.62

The “factory” would be controlled by experts with a state-run centralized 
hierarchy seen as the ideal option. From the platform of a noted Stanford 
University scholar, Cubberley promoted the notion of professional supervi-
sion and control of schools by an administrative elite. The idea of the signif-
icance of a classroom teacher or parent as stakeholders was not a consider-
ation. His best-case scenario to “guard the rights and advance the welfare of 
our children” included a tiered hierarchy of select decision-makers with a 
type of federal structure led by the national government, a subservient state-
level administration, and finally, well down the chain of command, the local 
school districts.63

The factory motif, complete with a top-down organization, answered the 
problem of the growing number of students from diverse backgrounds via 
what Cubberley termed the “science of school management.” To Cubberley 
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the process of education was a great experiment in social engineering and the 
public schools were the proving ground to test and confirm this conscious 
form of social evolution. With efficiency and organization as key values, what 
was called for was the sorting of students by means of testing and placing 
those learners into programs by measuring and sorting them per their intel-
ligence quotient—a total score stemming from standardized tests originally 
believed to evaluate human  intelligence. Accordingly, understanding a stu-
dent’s capacity (via an I.Q. test) meant that pupil could be slotted into the 
proper academic or vocational program. Assembly-line sorting of students 
could be brought to the schools, yielding social efficiency for the nation. 
While the school used a management derivation of the factory model, the 
needs of the nation’s economic structure would be met by an efficient educa-
tional delivery system. The fundamental plan was considered best suited to 
meet the needs of students of various intelligence, teaching American civic 
principles along with moral and economic values, thus yielding both a man-
agement and a worker class.

In line with Cubberley’s faith in science and idealism was the appoint-
ment of Louis Terman to the Stanford faculty. Terman, a psychologist, 
believed that the I.Q. tests would be transformative in understanding a stu-
dent’s intellectual capacity. Terman had field tested his ideas on nearly two 
million recruits during World War I. While the average “mental age” of 
American adults was determined at 13.7 years, significantly, the mental ages 
of racial and ethnic groups based on these tests were also calculated. The 
racial and ethnic pecking order, listed from the highest mental age to the 
lowest mental age, was as follows:

	 1.	 England
	 2.	 Holland
	 3.	 Germany
	 4.	 U.S. (White)
	 5.	 Canada
	 6.	 Norway
	 7.	 Ireland
	 8.	 Greece
	 9.	 Russia
	 10.	 Italy
	 11.	 Poland
	 12.	 U.S. (colored)
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The ranking was deemed scientific, and added what was considered at the 
time to be empirical evidence.64 Accordingly, the hierarchical layers obviated 
the need for a process to continually affirm and reaffirm the ethnic rankings, 
producing a form of societal replication. In 1920, over a million children took 
I.Q. tests. As for the schools, since intellectual growth after childhood was 
not considered significant, I.Q. tests acted as pathfinders as to one’s appro-
priate placement in school and ultimately in society. Significantly, after World 
War I concluded, Carl Brigham, who had worked with Terman and other 
psychologists on the army mental tests, joined the Princeton faculty. In his 
influential 1923 book A Study of American Intelligence, Brigham concluded 
that the data from the World War I army mental tests demonstrated the intel-
lectual superiority of what he termed the “Nordic Race.” The flip side of his 
pronouncement pointed directly to the inferiority of what he termed “East-
ern Europeans,” “Mediterranean peoples,” and “Negro races.” His findings 
mirrored the rationale of exclusionary immigration politics in the 1920s. He 
viewed excluding certain groups of people by a strict immigration policy as 

Figure 12. Mental aptitude testing, 1943. 
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a way to control and safeguard what he termed the “American Intelligence.” 
Brigham wrote with great certainty:

According to all evidence available, then, American intelligence is declining, 
and will proceed at an accelerating rate as racial admixture becomes more and 
more extensive. The decline of American intelligence will be more rapid . . . 
owing to the presence here of the Negro.65

Brigham’s prominence and influence in American education for the bet-
ter part of a century cannot be understated. In 1926 he developed the Scho-
lastic Aptitude Test (SAT) for the College Board, affecting the acceptance or 
rejection of multiple generations of college-bound students to this very day.

The results of these tests would profoundly affect the lives of children. 
For example, in 1930 over two-thirds of the Mexican American students were 
rated and grouped apart as slow learners and even mentally retarded by tests 
administered to kindergartners in Los Angeles. The policy recommendations 
that emanated from I.Q. rankings seemed to justify categorizing students—
just as Cubberley had suggested. Terman believed that test findings and sup-
plementary data (e.g., school accomplishment and personal characteristics) 
would allow the school to organize students into ability groups. An empirical 
rationale for a tracking system was confirmed by the educational authorities 
of that time. The tracks (for higher and lower ability students) based on differ-
ent I.Q. rankings led to the notion of distinct curricula for different students. 
Grouping by perceived ability, or what has been termed as “tracking,” seemed 
clearly in line with Cubberley’s notion of social efficiency for what he termed 
the “National Life.”

Structured Inequality via Perceived Ability Grouping

Cubberley’s mind-set provides insight into the rationale for the practice of 
perceived ability grouping. His philosophical and professional perspectives 
were premised on some of the most influential ideas (e.g., Social Darwinism) 
promoted by intellectuals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. Social Darwinism is rooted in the writings of Herbert Spencer, Lester 
Frank Ward, and G. Stanley Hall. Biology, it seemed, was even more import-
ant than sociology to the root belief of many Social Darwinists. It has been 
noted that via the work of Terman and others, educators could now logically 
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postulate that by studying the needs and, with the advent of I.Q testing, the 
“capabilities” of children, schools could devise different curricula to produce 
the most socially efficient result. From this neatly flowed a “scientific” plan: 
the school socialized newcomers via Americanization and steered students 
into the appropriate educational track to fit the needs of the nation. With its 
dual or multitrack system (different education for different children), educa-
tion became a form of empirically based social engineering.

At the turn of the twentieth century Cubberley and Terman saw them-
selves as within a progressive movement. They believed education was a 
fundamental means to achieve social progress and reform. In concert with 
the Jeffersonian eighteenth-century dictum of raking a few geniuses from the 
rubbish, Cubberley and Terman, both believers in eugenics, defined the rub-
bish. Through twentieth-century “scientific” testing the students to be dis-
carded in the name of efficiency were effectively children of color and chil-
dren who did not speak English.

Not all in the progressive movement in education (1880 to 1940) sided 
with the idea of racial segregation or perceived ability grouping in the name 
of efficiency. For instance, John Dewey believed in the role of equity, shared 
experiences, and participation in a democratic society:

In order to have a large number of values in common, all members of the 
group must have an equable opportunity to receive and to take from others. 
There must be a large variety of shared undertakings and experiences. Other-
wise, the influences which educate some into masters, [also] educate others 
into slaves. And the experience of each party loses in meaning, when the free 
interchange of varying modes of life experience is arrested. A separation into 
a privileged and subject-class prevents social endosmosis. The evils thereby 
affecting the superior class are less material and less perceptible, but equally 
real. Their culture tends to be sterile, to be turned back upon itself; their art 
becomes a showy display and artificial; their wealth luxurious; their knowl-
edge overspecialized; their manners fastidious rather than humane.66

Nevertheless, the rationale and (nearly universal) practice of tracking—a 
form of structured inequality within a school—remain intact. “The practice 
of perceived ability grouping, or tracking, is based upon the wide-spread 
notion that students’ intellectual differences are so great that a common cur-
riculum would either slow down the higher-tracked students or hopelessly 
confuse the lower-tracked students.”67 Notwithstanding the common prac-
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tice of tracking in twenty-first-century public schools, it has been known for 
decades that the policy of dividing students into higher and lower curricular 
tracks does not equalize educational opportunity, increase school efficiency, 
or meet individual needs. Lower-track compensatory classes do not seem to 
compensate, and remedial programs have not proven a remedy.68

One solution set by those who uphold the idea of inclusion, as opposed 
to homogeneous tracks, is to simply “detrack” the school and present every 
student with the most enriched curriculum taught via the widest variety of 
methodological approaches. The viability of the practice of tracking—its fun-
damental rationale, tests, and policies—at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury may be viewed today as archaic, insensitive, or biased to those who are 
now working in the twenty-first-century classroom, yet it still remains a stan-
dard way of organizing a student body. In fact, tracking students into groups 
called the robins or the blue jays, academic or vocational classes, or regular or 
advanced curriculum continues in most public schools to this very day.

Tracking and Segregation Endure

So, the question must be asked: How then could tracking—a part of the leg-
acy of structured inequality—have lasted into the twenty-first century? David 
Tyack and Larry Cuban, in a discussion of policy cycles and trends, state that 
“once established as part of the structure of schooling, innovations might be 
criticized . . . but rarely abolished.” They point to the reality, as Oakes does, 
that solutions to particular problems are adopted and then become part of the 
way schools are run long after the perceived problem that triggered the initial 
“reform” has disappeared.69 One also needs to consider the tenor of the times 
at the beginning of the twentieth century. Recall that the perceived prob-
lem was the fear and loathing of new immigrants from eastern and southern 
Europe. To meet the public’s anxiety and prejudice, early twentieth-century 
progressive educators—who Cubberley to a degree represented—met the 
challenge with a pseudoscientific confidence that bordered on hubris. It was 
an era of steadfast convictions: science was unbiased and pure, education was 
a potent antidote to society’s ills, and professionalization was the new path-
way to have educators make the rules in their field as doctors did with their 
medical boards and lawyers accomplished through their bar associations. 
Expertise based on empirical judgment, social concerns, and autonomy was 
to carry not only the day, but the new century. These forward-looking if naive 
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progressive convictions of that time were all but silent on the issues of civil 
rights, gender, or disability. This brings us to the school of today in the early 
twenty-first century, which still proclaims inclusion as it plans for exclusion.

Andrew Highsmith and Ansley Erickson, among others, have constructed 
from the historical record convincing demographic evidence that racism 
continues to influence and plainly organizes society via the school to sus-
tain and perpetuate tangible social injustice. Tracking and racism have long 
been known as two sides of the same coin.70 Other findings are also instruc-
tive. Studies in 2006 indicate that tracking school children into homogenous 
groups was not based on an accurate assessing of ability, nor did it possess 
any benefit to learning. Research by Jo Boaler, Marie Curie professor of edu-
cation at the University of Sussex, which followed 700 teenagers in the United 
States over four years, demonstrated that children in mixed-ability mathe-
matics classes outperformed those grouped by ability. Confirming research 
notwithstanding, in the initial decades of the twenty-first century there is no 
popular political will to integrate or untrack the schools.71

Whether by tracking or racial segregation, a system of structured inequal-
ity inherently follows a known configuration. It is buttressed by a constancy 
of traditional exclusion supported by ideas that legitimize and rationalize it 
(e.g., Social Darwinism, survival of the fittest, which has morphed into so-
called free market competition, efficiency, and test scores that rank human 
beings). The blueprint evident in structured inequality demands the classifi-
cation, categorization, and ultimately the separating of students. The assumed 
validity of I.Q. and other standardized tests leads to tacit beliefs about the 
need to group students by perceived ability into different academic tracks. 
It has been argued by those who uphold the notion of inclusion that other 
factors such as inherited wealth, power, and prestige are the actual elements 
determining an unbroken and enduring legacy of who qualifies for a quality 
formal education.72 Racial diversity in the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury continues to grow.

Thus, in terms of the body politic at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, the new reality of separate and unequal goes virtually unquestioned. 
Yet the problem of perceived ability grouping (i.e., tracking) is even more 
ingrained, yet less visible, in the public school system than typical school-
to-school segregation. In fact, the easily identified segregation—intraschool 
tracking (i.e., schools in the same or neighboring school districts that have 
strikingly different racial populations)—could end tomorrow, and interschool 
tracking (i.e., grouping students within the same school) would still happen. 
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Interschool tracking into clearly superior and inferior academic groups with 
its historic socioeconomic and racial divides would still preserve the endur-
ing legacy of exclusion. The school within a school model can be a recipe for 
segregation. Geographical proximity (of diverse students attending the same 
school) is no guarantor of an equal educational opportunity. True integration 
does not take place if diverse students are not taking courses in which all 
members of that diverse population can learn together. It is from the shared 
experience of striving to learn together that the common bonds of respect 
and friendship are earned.

Those who view inclusion as being an unfulfilled promise hold that public 
schools practice a form of social stratification that in essence determines who 
gets what, how they get it, and why they get it. Certain individuals and groups 
are seen to traditionally implement and enforce a homogeneous-elite model 
(i.e., commonly white as opposed to nonwhite, wealthy as opposed to poor, 
English speaking as opposed to non-English-speaking students), and there-
fore the children of the privileged are awarded the best curricular options 
(e.g., honors and advanced classes). The model is thus regenerated. Signifi-
cantly, inequality may or may not be accepted by all or even most in the soci-
ety. Yet it may establish the norm when supported by those with economic 
interests (e.g., home prices), codified into zoning laws and school district 
boundaries, and thus becomes an accepted custom that becomes multigener-
ational. Educational consumers seek markers of distinction for their children, 
or equal access to those markers.73

An underlying argument for exclusion appears to be that excellence in 
education is more important than racial equality or gender equity. Those 
who believe in inclusion as imperative perceive that idea as a false dichotomy. 
They would posit, in general, that in a participatory democracy there can be 
no excellence in the classroom without equality and equity. Specifically, they 
would articulate that until tracking and racial segregation is abolished the 
cavalcade of well-intentioned ideas and programs, from Jefferson’s A Bill for 
the More General Diffusion of Knowledge to President Donald Trump’s Fur-
thering Options for Children to Unlock Success, will be continued evidence 
in terms of racial equality of mighty efforts that produced mighty little. The 
conflicted American psyche struggles each generation with the key issue that 
has always been central to the fundamental rationale of the very existence of 
the American Republic, one of genuine social justice for all people residing in 
the nation. As long as tracking and racial isolation are the preferred pedagog-
ical options in the public schools, American public education is destined to 
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continue the traditional paradox—matching the impulse of inclusion to the 
reality of exclusion, yielding an enduring legacy of structured inequality. Part 
1 has reflected on the growing phenomena of resegregation in the American 
education. It has been a saga of conflicted philosophy and practice. We have 
seen a nation that promoted a public philosophy of inclusion while clearly 
practicing and in recent years accelerating racial exclusion.

Finally, it is not that Americans do not know how to end segregation or 
growing resegregation. It is a historic fact that the American public school 
system went through a period of rapid successful desegregation in the 1960s, 
even in the Deep South—without a shot being fired. The real question is not 
whether genuine integration can be accomplished, but how it can happen. For 
teacher candidates and the public at large, understanding the historical para-
dox of the American public school, with its archetypal battle between inclu-
sion and exclusion, is the first important step in conceptualizing the injustice 
done to children who have been historically marginalized. The knowledge 
of and subsequent rejection of this historic injustice may someday lead to 
a consensus among the American people that there is no quality education 
without equality in education. Moving from the paradoxical history of hailing 
inclusion while practicing exclusion calls for an investigation in part 2 of the 
political machinations from two political parties that fought over a cycle of 
segregation, desegregation, and resegregation.
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Part 2
The Politics of Structured Inequality  
from Johnson to Trump
For unless our children begin to learn together, there is little hope that  
our people will ever learn to live together.

—Thurgood Marshall

Figure 13. School integration in Washington, D.C. (1955).
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The Cycle of Segregation, Desegregation, and Resegregation

The first part of this book outlined the continuing historical paradox found 
in American schools. Within public education, this last great meeting place 
of democracy, exists an archetypal battle between inclusion and exclusion 
played out in the lives of the nation’s historically marginalized children. In 
this struggle the issue of race is primal. Part 1 of the text spanned from the 
late eighteenth to the early twenty-first century. In those nearly two and a half 
centuries, America experienced the emergent notion of inclusion via Thomas 
Jefferson’s 1778 proposal to the Virginia Assembly, A Bill for the More Gen-
eral Diffusion of Knowledge. Yet in the twenty-first century America para-
doxically considered an argument for extending exclusion in 2016—when the 
Supreme Court heard arguments that could have effectively ended affirma-
tive action in the American classroom in Fisher v. Texas. While the first part 
of this book focused on a historical overview, this second section will inves-
tigate the political roots of resegregation in American public schools and 
attempt to demonstrate that there has been a preconceived explicit political 
wedge issue used to wage electoral victories that has produced outcomes that 
have generated greater racial isolation in America’s classrooms. This divisive 
strategy, made up of white resentment and unadorned racism based in part 
on eugenics, can be seen in the nineteenth-century pseudoscience labeled 
Social Darwinism.1 Significantly, race-based political campaigns, founded in 
white anger and resentment, were adopted by the segregationist wing of the 
Democratic Party, then in an ideological flipflop later implemented across 
the United States beginning in the 1960s by the Republican Party. National 
elections from the 1954 ruling in Brown v Board of Education to the 2016 
election of Donald J. Trump indicate the popular appeal of racism and nativ-
ism. These tendencies have generally resulted in the body politic’s rejection 
of racially integrated schools and over time predictably accelerated resegre-
gation, providing an ever more separate and unequal American classroom for 
the nation’s youth.

In the era of the Trump administration, over two dozen judicial nominees 
flatly refused to answer a question at the very center of legal school segre-
gation: Was Brown v. Board of Education correctly decided?2 The politically 
charged notion of excluding or even deporting historically marginalized peo-
ple, as in the eighteenth century, was once again being viewed as acceptable 



2RPP

The Politics of Structured Inequality from Johnson to Trump	 43

and even desirable. In 2019, President Trump, via a tweet, engaged in a trope 
oft heard in American racist parlance from colonial times to the present day. 
Trump essentially told four Democratic congresswomen of color to go back 
where they came from. He wrote that they should “go back and help fix the 
totally broken and crime infested places from which they came.”3 It was a 
public display of racist behavior from an American president arguably not 
seen in over a century. In 1915 Woodrow Wilson stoked public outrage by 
screening The Birth of a Nation at the White House. This D. W. Griffith silent 
film, originally titled The Clansman, told of the heroic actions of the Ku Klux 
Klan.4 Such public derogatory remarks or insensitive actions directed at a 
certain group of people can provide a window into any president’s core values 
on the aforementioned dueling philosophies of inclusion and exclusion. The 
feelings and thoughts of these two presidents were in all probability based on 
their authentic beliefs. Concerning these acts and behaviors, neither Wilson 
nor Trump ever apologized.

Structured Inequality: From Political Strategy  
to Pedagogical Practice

Following an array of public policies to make education more accessible to 
racial minorities, the poor, and women (e.g., Head Start, low-cost college 
loans, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
of 1965, and Title IX), a social and political backlash rooted in white resent-
ment was spurred on in the 1960s and early 1970s.

Prominent Republican Party leaders, foremost among them Richard 
Nixon, had witnessed in 1964 that Republican presidential nominee Barry 
Goldwater had broken through the traditionally Democratic “Solid South” by 
carrying five states of the old Confederacy. Those states were Alabama, Geor-
gia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina. Understanding what explicit 
issues mobilized southern whites in 1964 led to explicit planning of a South-
ern Strategy, which just four years later propelled Nixon to the presidency. 
In 1968, even given the third-party candidacy of George Wallace, Nixon won 
Florida, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. This voter 
realignment shift of southern white voters from the Democrats to the Repub-
licans had generational repercussions. There have been no major national 
civil rights initiatives on matters of racial equality since the early 1970s.5 Sub-
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sequent to that breakthrough in the 1960s, nationwide electoral victories by 
Republicans have directly led to the appointment of conservative judges at all 
levels of the judiciary and most significantly to the Supreme Court.

Courts and the Persistence of Structured Inequality

The legal history of desegregation, as outlined by Jennifer Ayscue and Erica 
Frankenberg, covers four basic phases. First, the Plessy v. Ferguson decision 
in 1896 set forth the doctrine of “separate but equal,” which gave segregation 
the strength of law for nearly six decades. Second, in 1947 Mendez v. West-
minster School District of Orange County found that segregation of Mexican 
American students in California was unconstitutional. That case encouraged 
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. Yet only slight progress to desegre-
gate was made in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) and Brown 
v. Board of Education of Topeka (1955), which respectively held that separate 
schools were “inherently unequal” and directed lower courts to order that 
desegregation proceed “with all deliberate speed.” Third, following strong 

Figure 14. Civil rights leaders including Martin Luther King meet with President 
John F. Kennedy in the Oval Office in 1963 after the March on Washington.



2RPP

The Politics of Structured Inequality from Johnson to Trump	 45

civil rights legislation and a decision by President Lyndon Johnson to fund 
only integrated schools in the South, steady desegregation occurred from 
1968 to 1973. Furthermore, other favorable Supreme Court rulings encour-
aged desegregation efforts.  For instance, Green v. County School Board of 
New Kent County provided guidance on desegregation plans and forbade the 
use of “choice” plans that provided only limited desegregation. Correspond-
ingly, Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education approved busing 
as a tool for desegregation. Moreover, Keyes v. Denver School District No. 1, 
the first case outside the South, held that so-called de facto segregation had 
affected a substantial part of the school system and therefore was a violation 
of the equal protection clause, thereby extending desegregation efforts for 
Latinx students. Nevertheless, during the Nixon administration, starting in 
the early 1970s, the forces of exclusion reemerged. For example, Milliken v. 
Bradley in 1974 limited interdistrict (from inner city to suburban) remedies 
to mitigate segregation.

Fourth, there was a clear retrenchment beginning in Ronald Reagan’s 
administration, resulting in the loss of desegregation tools to the present day. 
In Board of Education of Oklahoma v. Dowell in 1991 the Supreme Court held 
that if the board stopped enforcing its desegregation plan once a district was 
declared “unitary” it no longer had to maintain desegregation. Likewise in 
Freeman v. Pitts in 1992 school districts were permitted to be released from a 
court order to desegregate if ongoing racial segregation in a public school dis-
trict was caused by private rather than state action. Thus, the Supreme Court 
ruled the federal judiciary has no constitutional authority to order the district 
to solve the imbalance. Finally, in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. 
Seattle School District No. 1 in 2007 the Supreme Court ruled against using 
the race of an individual student when assigning students to schools.

Even though James Madison’s construct of checks and balances relies on 
an independent judiciary, political winds can be so strong as to tilt the highest 
court in the land. Whether via election or appointment the men and women 
who sit as judges emanate from a political process. Although constitution-
ally the judiciary is a coequal partner along with the executive and legislative 
branches, nomination and confirmation to the highest rungs of the judiciary 
are part of an explicit political procedure. Since the landmark decision to 
integrate public schools in Brown in 1954, a movement toward resegregation 
has been fueled in part by other Supreme Court decisions from conserva-
tive justices who were self-described “strict constructionists” or “originalists.” 
That judicial philosophy has had the effect of permitting schools to be more 
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and more racially isolated. It has been noted that resegregation has continued 
to occur—stealth like—due to the false belief that only private actions rather 
than governmental policies were driving racially isolated schools.6 It was in 
the mid-1970s that the Supreme Court emphasized the importance of local 
control over the operation of schools in Milliken v. Bradley (1974). Signifi-
cantly, the Court posited that desegregation, “in the sense of dismantling a 
dual school system,” did not necessitate “any particular racial balance in each 
‘school, grade or classroom’.” In a 5–4 decision, the Supreme Court held that 
the district court’s remedy (busing students to achieve racial balance) was 
“wholly impermissible” and not justified by Brown.7

A human link between Brown and Milliken is embodied in Thurgood Mar-
shall. In 1954 Marshall, who was an attorney for the NAACP Legal Defense 
Fund, argued and prevailed in a case for the inclusion of African American 
students into a formerly segregated school district. Ironically, a generation 
later he was in the minority as a Supreme Court judge. The 1974 Milliken 
decision (dealing with transporting students between the less affluent inner 
city of Detroit and the more prosperous suburbs to achieve racial balance) 
effectively ended busing as a desegregation tool. That result restricted the 
public schools’ use of busing as a tool to bring about integration. In 1974, 
Marshall stated:

In the short run, it may seem easier for the court to allow our great metropol-
itan areas to be divided up into two cities—one white, the other black. But it 
is a course, I predict, our people will ultimately regret. For unless our children 
begin to learn together, there is little hope that our people will ever learn to 
live together.8

Scholars such as Ansley Erickson, Andrew Highsmith, and Jonathan 
Kozol have entered into a research-based discussion on the reality of the 
resegregation of America’s public schools. It is important to conceptual-
ize that segregated communities that lead to segregated schools are not a 
“natural” phenomenon. The creation and maintenance of racially isolated 
neighborhoods, and therefore schools, are due to deliberate practices such 
as racial steering and preferential mortgage underwriting. Public-sector 
decisions regarding housing, zoning, land use, and transportation have had 
the effect of subsidizing white suburbanization, affecting who goes to what 
school. There is a complex mix of individual racism, resistance to desegre-
gation, and historical linkages (among schools, property markets, and labor 
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markets) that reinforce inequality. There is an economic shared calculus that 
affects school boundary lines and the price of homes. Multiple modes of Jim 
Crow (i.e., state and local laws to impose racial segregation in the South after 
Reconstruction that legally lasted until 1965) today do not occur in isolation 
but are a historical complex web of interactions that include schools, housing 
patterns, and urban development programs. This mix of private prejudicial 
practice and public discriminatory policy has become normalized in society 
and in the classroom.9

The Court and “Race Neutral” Diversity

In the summer of 2007, the Supreme Court in 5–4 decisions in Parents 
Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1 and Meredith 
v. Jefferson County Board of Education, rejected diversity plans in these two 
major school districts. Louisville, Kentucky had spent 25 years under a court 
order to eliminate the effects of state-sponsored segregation. Both districts 
took race into account in assigning students. Although the Court left the 
door open for using race in limited circumstances, the decision effectively 
restricted districts across the nation that strove to attain racial diversity by 
sending students to selected schools to achieve racial balance. According 
to Chief Justice John Roberts the districts “failed to show that they consid-
ered methods other than explicit racial classifications to achieve their stated 
goals.”10 Previous to the Supreme Court’s rulings, federal appeals courts had 
upheld both the Louisville and Seattle plans. Some parents affected by the 
districts’ plans disagreed and sued. The Bush administration filed on behalf 
of those parents. While admitting that racial diversity was a noble goal, it 
nevertheless insisted that such diversity could be achieved only through what 
has been termed as “race-neutral means.”

In 2015 the Supreme Court heard arguments that would have ended affir-
mative action in the American classroom and further accelerated growing 
resegregation. In Fisher v. Texas, Chief Justice John Roberts seemed to doubt 
the concept of race-based affirmative action. Roberts asked when schools 
could stop considering race and when affirmative action would end. He ques-
tioned the value of a diverse classroom as he queried, “What unique per-
spective does a minority student bring to a physics class?”11 Cutting to the 
essence of the exclusionist point of view, made a century earlier by Cubber-
ley, Justice Scalia questioned the academic competence of minority students 
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at the University of Texas when he posited, “There are those who contend 
that it does not benefit African-Americans to get them into the University 
of Texas, where they do not do well, as opposed to having them go to a less 
advanced school . . . a slower-track school, where they do well.”12 The Fisher 
case was decided in 2016 after the sudden death of Justice Scalia. Scalia’s 
death in all probability changed the vote in the Fisher case. The then eight-
member Supreme Court ruled 4–3 in the university’s favor of an affirmative 
action plan that used race as a factor. Justices Anthony Kennedy, Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg, Stephen Breyer, and Sonia Sotomayor delivered the opinion of the 
Court, with Justices Clarence Thomas, Samuel Alito, and John Roberts dis-
senting. Justice Elena Kagan recused herself from the case. In 2017, President 
Donald Trump nominated Neil Gorsuch to the Supreme Court and in 2018 
he nominated Brett Kavanaugh. Both were confirmed. Trump had promised 
the electorate that he would appoint judges who held Justice Scalia’s strict 
constructionist (originalist) philosophy. Justices Gorsuch and Kavanaugh, 
like Scalia, are considered originalists—those who interpret the Constitution 
consistently with the understanding of the intentions of the founding fathers 
who drafted and adopted it. This philosophy has proven over time to be a 
bedrock of the conservative decision-making process.13

Whether a judge sees himself as a strict constructionist or an originalist, 
these philosophies are arguably part and parcel of a political ideology that 
plays itself out in court decisions. While conservative courts suggest the 
notion of race-neutrality (i.e., not to use race as a factor in the determina-
tion of discrimination) to achieve racial diversity, contemporary census data 
plainly demonstrates that the schools of the early twenty-first century are 
more racially and economically isolated than they have been since the 1960s. 
As a consequence, schools are becoming increasingly unequal. Kozol’s writ-
ings reveal a nation that has simply, unwittingly or not, effectively reaccepted 
Plessy’s reality of separate but unequal schools. The result is a tangible injus-
tice to the twenty-first century’s most vulnerable demographic—poor chil-
dren. This stands in contrast to those educators who desire a more inclusive 
school and society by dispatching racism, sexism, and classism and ending 
transparent societal regression. As noted, the election or appointment the 
men and women who sit as judges initiates from a political process. Politi-
cal success rests on effective political strategy. Strategies evolve over time to 
enlist the support of voters. One of the most enduring strategies since the 
beginning of the Republic is the Southern Strategy.
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The Southern Strategy

One categorical political approach that historically continues to divide 
Americans along the lines of race is known as the Southern Strategy.14 This 
politically calculated wedge approach remains a voter appeal plan that has 
proven efficacious for multiple decades at the national level. For the Repub-
lican Party, beginning in the elections of 1972, it has continued to be—with 
rare exception—an enduring solid block of electoral votes that has lasted to 
present-day elections. Historically, it was the Democratic Party that during 
the nineteenth century favored slavery and fought against civil rights reforms 
to protect its southern voter flank. However, by the middle of the twentieth 
century Democrats slowly realigned their ideology to embrace civil rights 
along with the traditional support of organized labor. Accordingly, the South-
ern Strategy, a one-time staple of the Democratic Party’s states’ rights (i.e., 
segregationist) ideology, was adopted, in a historical irony, by the “Party of 
Lincoln” with the presidential nomination of Barry Goldwater by the Repub-
licans in 1964. Not coincidentally 1964 was the same year as the passage of 
the Civil Rights Act. Goldwater, the senator from Arizona, had broken with 
the moderate wing of his Republican Party and voted against that legislation. 
Although Goldwater did not openly court the racist vote, racists found in 
Goldwater their vehicle to express white resentment and bigotry. Goldwater 
had solid support from White Citizens’ Councils and the Ku Klux Klan.15

Thus began the metamorphosis of the old Confederacy from the Dem-
ocratic Solid South to the Republican Solid South. This transition played 
a large role in Republican electoral victories in the presidential elections 
of 1972, 1980, 1984, 1988, 2000, 2004, and 2016. Correspondingly, by 1994 
the same basic strategy was employed by Republicans to consistently win 
down-ballot races for Congress and statehouses through the early part of the 
twenty-first century.

In terms of American education, the governing results of the Southern 
Strategy may be summed up as the use of executive, legislative, and judicial 
power to halt integration, school district by school district. This occurred via 
executive policy, legislative acts, and judicial decisions to nullify and lift court 
orders to integrate schools not only in the South but also across the nation. 
These actions have produced, since the Brown decision in 1954, a record of 
over six decades of gradual, and now surging, resegregation of the Ameri-
can classroom. Recall that the Democratic Party’s original white supremacy–
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based strategy lasted from the nineteenth century to 1964. After Reconstruc-
tion in the 1870s the Democrats controlled the Solid South, winning virtually 
all of the electoral votes until the first major cracks in party unity over the 
question of civil rights in 1948. The immediate result was the rise of the seg-
regationist “Dixiecrats” followed by prominent Southern Democrats later 
changing their allegiance (e.g., Strom Thurmond, Jesse Helms, and Mills E. 
Godwin Jr.) to the Republican Party. The long-range effect was that since the 
mid-1960s the Republican Party’s adoption and implementation of a South-
ern Strategy (i.e., to augment support of white voters by appealing to direct or 
indirect animus toward African Americans) has played a large part in effec-
tively resegregating public school education.

To be historically accurate, of course, there has always been a segrega-
tionist strategy based on the notion of white supremacy since colonial days. 
Racism has always had a profound and pernicious effect on American insti-
tutions from voting to housing to the very opportunity to be educated. The 
antecedents of the Southern Strategy can be discovered among the many 
laws that directly affected the lives of those held in bondage before the Revo-
lutionary War. One needs only to read a 1740 South Carolina law, a template 

Figure 15. Ku Klux Klan members support Barry Goldwater’s 1964 campaign for the 
presidential nomination at the Republican National Convention in San Francisco, 
California. 



2RPP

The Politics of Structured Inequality from Johnson to Trump	 51

for similar eighteenth-century decrees across the South. In “An Act for the 
Better Ordering and Governing Negroes and Other Slaves in This Province,” 
Section XLV states:

And whereas, the having of slaves taught to write, or suffering them to be 
employed in writing, may be attended with great inconveniences; Be it there-
fore enacted by the authority aforesaid, That all and every person and persons 
whatsoever, who shall hereinafter teach or cause any slave or slaves to be 
taught, to write, or shall use or employ any slave as a scribe in any manner of 
writing whatsoever, hereafter taught to write, every such person and persons, 
shall, for every such offense, forfeit the sum of one hundred pounds current 
money.16

Slave owners at that time were clearly concerned that a literate slave 
might be able to forge passes and organize revolts (like the uprising at Stono). 
The mere act of educating a slave (i.e., then defined in the language of those 
days as owned Negroes, Indians, mulattoes, and mestizos) in the middle 
of the eighteenth century was clearly unlawful and carried a stiff monetary 
penalty (about $13,000 in today’s money per offense). Although the prohibi-
tion of literacy is an anathema to the notion of an educated democracy, it is 
important to recall that slaves were considered not just chattel but a poten-
tially dangerous element that needed to be repressed by law and practice. 
This eighteenth-century mind-set of subjugation of slaves evolved into the 
nineteenth-century oppression of emancipated former slaves. A repressive 
and exploitive mentality continued through the twentieth- and twenty-first-
century civil rights battles from voting suppression to the denial of fair hous-
ing and equal public education. In terms of the public school, the twentieth 
century records a brief but transient integration of classrooms in the 1960s 
and 1970s, but then by the 1980s and into the twenty-first century a system-
atic resegregation of public schools reemerged. The formulation for contem-
porary school resegregation has provided an enduring legacy of structured 
inequality. The relationship between the educational practice of separate and 
unequal schools and political power was then and is now rooted to a great 
extent in the Southern Strategy.

The Southern Strategy denotes a fundamental appeal that is both rac-
ist and regional to garner electoral victories. The term was popularized by 
Richard Nixon’s political strategist Kevin Phillips in 1970. Phillips reasoned 
that the emerging reality of African Americans voters had value for Repub-
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licans, not as potential Republican voters, but instead to frighten “Negro-
phobe” southern white voters away from the Democratic Party to a new 
home in the transformed states’ rights Grand Old Party (GOP).17 Against a 
background where Jim Crow laws were being overturned by the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the South was ripe for political 
realignment. This theory of the Solid South’s changing political affiliation was 
evidenced initially by the presidential election of 1964. Although Democrat 
Lyndon Johnson defeated Barry Goldwater in a landslide vote (61.1 percent 
to 38.5 percent), Goldwater was the first Republican since Reconstruction to 
win the states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Car-
olina. This was a significant and historic political breakthrough. President 
Johnson, from his days in the Senate, was a keen political power analyst. In 
promoting and signing civil rights legislation he predicted the southern base 
of the Democratic Party would suffer. President Barack Obama critiqued 
Johnson’s sociopolitical calculus:

And he knew that he had a unique capacity as the most powerful white politi-
cian from the South, to not merely challenge the convention that had crushed 
the dreams of so many, but to ultimately dismantle for good the structures 
of legal segregation. He’s the only guy who could do it—and he knew there 
would be a cost, famously saying the Democratic Party may “have lost the 
South for a generation.18

Although the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was a profound step forward for Amer-
ican society, it contained amendments and antibusing provisions that were 
tailored to keep northern schools free from desegregation. As the bill made 
its way through Congress, Amendment (401b) to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
actually distinguished between segregation in the South and North. More-
over, deleted references to “racial imbalance” in the education section of the 
bill made the law applicable only to de jure school segregation in the South.

On the political front, after 1964, there now was empirical evidence that 
white resentment was a factor in Republican electoral preference and could 
be channeled through the ballot box. Goldwater’s breakthrough in the here-
tofore Democratic Solid South was based on multiple factors.19 While it is 
true that Goldwater took such unorthodox stances as giving NATO com-
manders authority to use nuclear weapons, privatizing the Tennessee Valley 
Authority, and making Social Security voluntary, his allure to voters in the 
South was that he just one of just six Senate Republicans who voted against 
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the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This 1964 federal mandate explicitly made public 
racial segregation and discrimination, then legally sanctioned in the states 
that had made up the old Confederacy, illegal throughout the nation. In the 
South, the political effect of Goldwater’s states’ rights stance was stunning. 
Goldwater won 87 percent of the vote in Mississippi and carried Louisiana, 
South Carolina, Alabama, and Georgia (he also carried his home state of Ari-
zona). Thus, even though Goldwater polled under 40 percent of the national 
vote, he began the transformation of the party from its civil rights traditions 
stemming from Abraham Lincoln to a states’ rights party that embraced the 
southern political traditions that excluded nonwhites from enjoying the same 
legal rights afforded to whites from public water fountains to public school 
classrooms. Goldwater’s breakthrough in the South did not go unnoticed by 
Republicans who were otherwise trounced in the 1964 elections. The Johnson 
landslide, while yielding better than 2–1 Democratic majorities in the House 
and the Senate, in retrospect was essentially a pyrrhic victory. The potential 
to build on white resentment, if not white racism, was proven to have elec-
toral potency in the South and eventually north of the Mason-Dixon line for 
the rest of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.

LBJ: Integrate and Get Funding or Stay Segregated  
and Get Nothing

Given that in 1964 Goldwater’s brand of conservatism was repudiated at the 
polls, it followed that the most politically liberal educational policy of the 
twentieth century was proposed, passed, and implemented. The most expan-
sive national education bill in the history of the United States was passed in 
April 1965. President Johnson remarked that the law was designed to “bridge 
the gap between helplessness and hope for more than five million educa-
tionally deprived children.”20 Congress passed the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act of 1965, which was an integral component of Johnson’s 
“War on Poverty.” By means of a dedicated source of funding (Title I), federal 
resources were aimed to meet the needs of the poorest, most educationally 
disadvantaged students. Title I provided a billion dollars to schools with high 
numbers of children who came from low-income families. Johnson noted that 
the Congress finally accomplished what it had been trying to do since 1870: 
to pass a bill to help all American schoolchildren. LBJ clearly saw the money 
to aid millions of poor children as an investment. He noted that for every one 



54	 the enduring legacy

2RPP

of the billion dollars spent on that program, that outlay would come back 
tenfold as school dropouts transformed to school graduates. The Elementary 
and Secondary School Act was itself a political strategy to provide a response 
to the civil rights demands of the 1950s and 1960s and promote educational 
legislation as part of an overall plan to fight poverty.

That strategy was a product of three options (two were rejected) that 
Commissioner of Education Francis Keppel outlined. First, the federal gov-
ernment could provide general aid to public schools. Keppel felt this might 
elicit a negative reaction from Catholic schools. Second, the federal gov-
ernment could deliver aid to both public and private schools; here, Keppel 
noted constitutional obstacles and the possibility of negative reaction from 
the National Education Association on public funds going to private schools. 
Third, Keppel’s memo forwarded the notion that was eventually adopted—to 
garner the support of most by making the focus of the law educational aid to 
poor children.21 Significantly, the Elementary and Secondary School Act set a 
paradigm for later public educational policy—categorical aid tied to national 
educational law. Questions regarding aid to religious schools were not con-
fronted directly because state departments of education administered the 
federal funds to benefit the child, not the private, parochial, or public schools. 
Amended in both 1965 and 1968 (to add Title VII, the Bilingual Education 
Act) the Elementary and Secondary Education Act paved the way for Title IX 
in 1972 (prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sex in any federally funded 
education program), thus converting a liberal political agenda into a national 
education policy.

Johnson believed, perhaps to some extent based on his experience as a 
public school teacher of Latinx school children in 1928, that society would 
pay a higher price for poverty and prejudice if it did not invest in the futures 
of the young.22 Johnson’s initiatives from Head Start (federal support to pro-
vide early childhood education, nutrition health, and parent involvement ser-
vices for low-income children) to low-cost college loans to the spending of 
$4 billion to help students previously marginalized by grinding poverty, were 
extraordinary for their time. Significantly, Johnson did not simply articulate a 
politicians’ platitudes about equal opportunity for all; he clearly intended to 
end segregation. His political plan was created within the reality that most 
school systems had simply ignored: the genuine integration of schools “with 
all deliberate speed” as ordered by the 1954 Brown decision.23 The potency of 
Johnson’s policy and practice emanated from the decision to attach strings to 
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federal funds. School districts were given a choice: integrate and get funding, 
or stay segregated and get nothing.

The change was sweeping and virtually occurred without violence. 
Accordingly, an apartheid South was transformed with amazing speed—91 
percent of southern black children attended integrated schools by 1972. 
During the middle 1960s and 1970s American public school classrooms in 
the South (the 11 states that made up the old Confederacy) became the most 
integrated schools in the United States.24 While the Johnson presidency may 
have stirred white resentment founded on racial animus for some, if demon-
strations and congressional hearings are a measure of discontent, a greater 
and more divisive issue at that time was the war in Vietnam. As much as any 
other factor it was the conflict in Southeast Asia that ended rapid school inte-
gration—as Johnson refused to run for reelection in 1968. With his retreat 
from the political battlefield, the integrated classroom had lost its champion.

Political Ambiguity on Integration

The year 1968 witnessed not only the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. 
and Robert Kennedy and numerous race riots, but it also experienced a tumu-
lus national party convention where a divided Democratic Party nominated 
Hubert Humphrey. Humphrey was historically supportive of civil rights. 
Twenty years earlier, at the Democratic Convention in 1948, Humphrey gave 
strong vocal support to the party’s civil rights plank to urge his party to “get 
out of the shadow of states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the bright sun-
shine of human rights.”25 Nevertheless, Humphrey’s record on school integra-
tion was, like that of nearly every politician at the time, complicated. Even as 
a leading sponsor of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 he wrote two amendments 
to outlaw busing. Humphrey said at the time that “if the bill were to compel it 
[forced busing], it would be a violation [of the Constitution], because it would 
be handling the matter on the basis of race and we would be transporting 
children because of race.”26 One of the few Democrats at the time to stand 
for busing as a tool to integrate public schools was South Dakota senator and 
future Democratic presidential nominee George McGovern. Vice President 
Humphrey’s Republican opponent in the general election was former vice 
president Richard Nixon. Nixon had lost to Kennedy in 1960 and then to 
Pat Brown in the California gubernatorial race in 1962, which seemed at the 
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time to write his political epitaph. However, unlike his earlier races, Nixon in 
1968 more fully understood the potential of using the Southern Strategy as an 
approach. He became adept at using a race-based appeal to white voters so 
as to intentionally convert white resentment to recent federal civil rights laws 
into a powerful voting constituency. Nixon, although publicly not labeled as 
a bigot in the 1960s, harbored—as did some of his white supporters—racist 

Figure 16. President Nixon, in Washington (1969), throwing out the opening game 
ball in what was then America’s pastime. 
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attitudes toward African Americans, referring to them repeatedly in private 
(evidenced via taped conversations) as “jigs,” “jigaboos,” and “niggers.”27

Of course, the notion of a Southern Strategy was always based on the foun-
dation of white supremacy, which found its home in conservative thought in 
the 1950s. For example, in 1957 the conservative magazine National Review, 
founded by the most revered and authoritative conservative of the twentieth 
century, William F. Buckley,  intoned in an unsigned editorial that the South 
“must prevail.” Buckley asked whether the white community was “entitled to 
take such measures as are necessary to prevail, politically and culturally, in areas 
in which it does not predominate numerically?” He answered, “The sobering 
answer is Yes—the White community is so entitled because for the time being, 
it is the advanced race.” In a 1960 editorial, the National Review concluded, “In 
the Deep South the Negroes are, by comparison with the whites, retarded.”28 
Although in later years Buckley recanted his position and supported fed-
eral intervention to protect civil rights, his publication helped unleash racist 
thought as an electoral element to the political landscape in the late fifties and 
early sixties. As a precursor to success at the ballot box, in the February 12, 
1963, issue of National Review, the magazine’s publisher, William Rusher, gave 
a geopolitical prescription for the 1964 election. In short, he recommended that 
Goldwater appeal to disaffected whites in the South as a pathway to victory.29 
Four years later, as has been noted, it was Nixon who would adopt and refine 
the Southern Strategy during the presidential campaign of 1968.

Nixon’s Rise Bolstered by the Southern Strategy

In terms of the Southern Strategy history records the electoral efficacy of this 
approach explicitly aimed to appeal to white resentment under the banner 
of states’ rights. States’ rights, local control, or an anti-Washington message 
was a consistent theme on which Nixon in part won the presidential elec-
tion in 1968. Correspondingly, Nixon ran on a campaign that promised to 
restore “law and order.” Of course, the restoration of law and order would 
not be done federally as Eisenhower had done with the National Guard in 
Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957 to integrate Central High School. In the Jim 
Crow South, the notion of “support your local police”—in the context of the 
times—was meant in part to counteract any federal intervention to protect 
civil rights, which included efforts to desegregate the schools. The Southern 
Strategy worked on two state-by-state fronts—for Nixon’s Republican Party 



58	 the enduring legacy

2RPP

and George Wallace’s American Independent Party. Former Democrat and 
Alabama governor Wallace, who authored the phrase “segregation now, seg-
regation  tomorrow,  segregation forever,” received 13.5 percent of the vote 
nationally, but much more significantly won five states and their 46 electoral 
votes (Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, and Mississippi).

However, Nixon won Florida, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennes-
see, and Virginia, while Democratic nominee Hubert Humphrey won a sin-
gle southern state—Texas. By being an unabashed supporter of segregation, 
Wallace (like Goldwater did four years earlier) broke through nearly a century 
of Democratic Party control in the Solid South, which ultimately worked in 
Nixon’s favor against Humphrey in the electoral college. Even with a split 
vote in the South, this was a watershed moment. The political beneficiaries 
of racially charged electoral politics, inherent in the Southern Strategy and 
based fundamentally in white resentment, had shifted from the Democratic 
Party to the Republican Party. To this day that swing continues to have an 
effect on national voting results.

Figure 17. Alabama governor George Wallace in a doorway at the University of 
Alabama in 1963 attempting to stop integration. 
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Nixon’s Ambiguity on Integration and the Courts

In 1968, even as schools were becoming more integrated in the South, for 
which President Johnson had risked political capital, northern cities were 
engaged contemporaneously in school and neighborhood discriminatory 
practices. One remedy to integrate schools in the north was busing students 
within the city limits. In 1971, the Supreme Court in Swann v. Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Board of Education found that federal courts had the discretion 
to include busing as a desegregation tool to achieve racial balance.

By 1972, after a federal judge ordered that students be bused from the city 
to the suburbs and vice versa, 800,000 students were affected. That decision, 
as has been noted earlier in part 2, was appealed in Milliken v Bradley. The 1972 
prointegration judgment was overturned in the 1974 Milliken decision. That 
1974 ruling pointed out the distinction between de jure (by law) and so-called 
de facto (by fact) segregation. In Milliken the Supreme Court stated that segre-
gation was allowed if such segregation was not the explicit policy of each school 
district. Correspondingly, as long as it could not be demonstrated that school 
systems had each deliberately engaged in a policy of segregation, the school 
systems were not responsible for desegregation across district lines. President 
Nixon held a nuanced public position similar to that of the Supreme Court.

Nixon’s policies had political roots. Nixon felt in the 1968 presidential 
campaign that “school desegregation emerged as the administration’s most 
important and enduring (anti) civil rights crusade.”30 In 1970, Nixon eventu-
ally supported busing for de jure desegregation in the South but opposed it 
everywhere else when it was termed de facto segregation.31 Nixon’s calculated 
stance was based on the notion that the nation’s chief executive had to uphold 
settled law. Once the Supreme Court had decided Brown, Nixon as chief 
executive had to execute the law, stating, “Where it has spoken, its decrees 
are the law.”32 On the other hand, with the rise of white flight and private 
academies then taking the place of public schools, Nixon’s (and most politi-
cians of whatever stripe) failure to take a stand against racism, regardless of 
whether it was termed de jure or called de facto, kept his adopted Southern 
Strategy in play—not only in the South, but with all who feared integration. 
To many historians, Nixon was a polarizing force who despite court rulings 
attempted to delay or end school desegregation. “Nixon had to be hauled 
kicking and screaming into desegregation on a meaningful scale, and he did 
what he did not because it was right but because he had no choice.”33

The effect on public schools took the country from a brief epoch of prog-
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ress in classroom integration to decades of increasing racial isolation via an 
explicit political calculation. In short, Nixon acted to “withdraw the federal 
government from its efforts at desegregation.”34 The carefully crafted Nix-
onian polices to permit racial isolation in schools by opposing busing ran 
counter to the attempts to integrate white neighborhoods (a major cause of 
racially isolated schools) by his own secretary of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment, George Romney. This conflict in social and political policy due to 
Nixon’s lack of support of neighborhood integration caused Romney’s resig-
nation.35 Even before the Romney resignation in 1973, another member of the 
administration left Nixon’s team for taking a principled stand about school 
desegregation. Leon Panetta, Nixon’s 30-year-old director of the Office of 
Civil Rights, wanted to commence desegregation in many southern school 
districts but found himself caught between the law and the Southern Strat-
egy. Panetta recalled, “I had just been fired from a $30,000-a-year Govern-
ment job for taking that job too seriously.”36 Unlike the resignation of George 
Romney, who returned to private life, Panetta forged a political career that 
has lasted a half century. Elected to the House of Representatives from Cal-

Figure 18. Children on a school bus riding from the suburbs to an inner-city school, 
Charlotte, North Carolina in 1973. 
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ifornia in 1976, Panetta served in Congress until 1993, when he was named 
as the director of the Office of Management and Budget (1993–94), and later 
in that year as chief of staff (1994–97) for President Clinton. He then served 
President Obama as director of the Central Intelligence Agency (2009–11) 
and as secretary of defense (2011–13).

Principled resignations can have the effect of bringing moral clarity to 
an issue. Panetta’s stated reason for leaving the Nixon administration in 1970 
was to point to the injustice of segregation in America’s schools and his dis-
approval of Nixon’s “deliberate gradualism” façade. Other politicians, from 
every political stripe in the 1970s, were opposed to or vacillated on the ques-
tion of school integration (e.g., many well-known Democrats did not sup-
port busing as a tool to desegregate schools, including Hubert Humphrey, 
Joe Biden, and Jimmy Carter). Panetta, however, brought lucidity to the issue 
when he stated, “The issue is a fair break in education for the kids who have 
lost out time and again because of rank discrimination. The issue is the future 
of this nation’s race relations, and no amount of escape from the reality will 
change those issues for us.”37 The relationship between segregated neighbor-
hoods and segregated schools demonstrated an obvious link to the racial iso-
lation that Nixon decided not to address via neighborhood integration or the 
tool of school busing to achieve racial balance.

Of course, this was part of Nixon’s Southern Strategy as evidenced by 
White House chief of staff H. R. Haldeman’s notes of a promise that Nixon 
made to Southern Republicans. Specifically, Nixon would back off on civil 
rights and “lay off pro-Negro crap” once he was president.38 Nixon’s anti-
busing rhetoric affected the entire political landscape. As has been noted 
earlier, even historic pioneers of racial integration like former vice president 
and Democratic senator Hubert H. Humphrey of Minnesota were apt to side 
with Nixon. Humphrey stated that Nixon’s policy represented some of “the 
things that some of the rest of us have been trying to do” Later Humphrey 
said—arguably disingenuously—that he had not read the fine print of Nixon’s 
policy. However, the liberal senator remained in the camp of those who stated 
throughout the 1968 presidential primaries that if elected he would limit bus-
ing.39 As a result of Nixon’s political maneuver, his popularity among those 
who opposed either neighborhood or school integration rose. The political 
scheme paid off in the 1968 presidential race and even more in the 1972 pres-
idential election where Nixon garnered more than 70 percent of the popular 
vote in most of the Deep South (Alabama, Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, and 
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South Carolina). To put it in stark terms, of those states that legally mandated 
apartheid public schools until 1954, Nixon won more than 65 percent of the 
votes in the states of the former Confederacy. The electoral realignment of 
the Solid South via the Southern Strategy was now complete. Significantly, 
Nixon carried 61 percent of the popular vote nationally, which appeared to 
be clear evidence that white resentment was not confined to the South. In an 
electoral sense the Southern Strategy was gaining a national appeal. Nixonian 
policies, which effectively rolled back school integration, were so well estab-
lished that they continued even after his 1974 resignation to avoid what was 
considered certain impeachment due to the Watergate scandal.

Ford Continues Nixonian States’ Rights Policies

Upon taking the oath of office in 1974, President Gerald Ford continued the 
same anti-integration policies in neighborhoods and public schools as Nixon. 
Ford’s signature to an antibusing bill was typical of his intention to roll back 
the efforts to integrate the American classroom. In March 1974, the House of 
Representatives, by a vote of 293 to 117, passed an antibusing addition to H.R. 
69, the Education Amendments of 1974. The amendment “prohibited federal 
courts or agencies from ordering busing of students to any but the school 
closest or next closest to the student’s home.” Later a conference report on the 
bill adopted the Senate amendment prohibiting busing “beyond the school 
next closest” to a student’s home but allowing courts to mandate additional 
busing “if it were required to guarantee the student’s civil rights.”40 In accor-
dance with Nixon’s political rationale, Ford wanted to restrict court-ordered 
busing aimed to desegregate many large and midsized urban areas: “Busing 
is simply a remedy to achieve a correction of an alleged act by a school board 
to violate somebody else’s constitutional rights. Busing itself is not a constitu-
tional right, nor is it a lack of a constitutional right. It is only a remedy.” Sim-
ilar to many politicians in the 1970s Ford’s views on race seemed conflicted. 
While supporting the Brown decision, Ford was firmly against busing, as it 
was unpopular and against his conservative values. As president, he phil-
osophically opposed federal intervention to promote integrated schools.41 
After a tough primary battle with Ronald Reagan, Ford left the Republican 
convention behind 34 points in the polls to Democratic nominee Jimmy Car-
ter. Ford was never able to diversify his political base.42
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Jimmy Carter, a Son of the South,  
Disrupts the Southern Strategy

Pitted against a popular governor from the South, James Earl (Jimmy) Carter, 
the Ford campaign in 1976 failed to execute a completely successful Southern 
Strategy. In a sense, white regionalism trumped white resentment. Nonethe-
less, the 1976 presidential election was the last time that Alabama, Missis-
sippi, South Carolina, and Texas would vote for the Democratic candidate for 
the next 10 presidential elections including the election of 2016. Significantly, 
Carter was for a time seen as a leader from the “New South” emerging after 
a turbulent era that included the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, and 
the Nixon pardon. Like Ford, Carter was conflicted when it came to school 
integration policy, especially previously racially homogenous communities.43 
As governor of Georgia Carter was a proponent of civil rights. For instance, 
he increased the number of African America state employees, state board 
members, and judges, and ordered that portraits of Martin Luther King Jr. be 

Figure 19. President Gerald Ford with George Wallace at a campaign stop in the 
South in 1976. 
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hung in the Capitol Building. Yet as enlightened as these actions appeared, 
when it came to integration of public schools, Carter cosponsored an anti-
busing resolution with segregationist George Wallace at the 1971 National 
Governors’ Conference. Five years later, as a presidential candidate in 1976, 
Carter stated: “I am not going to use the federal government’s authority delib-
erately to circumvent the natural inclination of people to live in ethnically 
homogeneous neighborhoods. I think it is good to maintain the homogeneity 
of neighborhoods if they’ve been established that way.”44

In addition, during the Carter presidency, congressional roadblocks to deseg-
regation were also put in the way of his administration. In 1977 the Depart-
ment of Health, Education and Welfare was no longer able to require school 
systems to bus students to achieve school desegregation. The reason was the 
passage of the Eagleton-Biden amendment, which prohibited the use of fed-
eral funds to require busing, which foreclosed a fundamental tool for deseg-
regating schools. On the other hand, Carter understood that the surging 
growth of Christian private academies was an attempt to circumvent court-
ordered school integration in the South. In 1978, the Internal Revenue Ser-
vice announced it planned to revoke the tax exemption of schools known as 
Christian “academies.”45 The conflicted policies of both Ford and Carter were 
soon to give way to those who openly opposed policies to further integrate 
the American classroom as resegregation in the 1980s was about to accelerate.

Reagan Nullifies LBJ’s Integration Legacy via the  
Southern Strategy

Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980. In many ways, Reagan’s rejec-
tion of using the federal government to promote school integration upended 
Johnson’s hopes, over time, of integrating classrooms across the nation. 
Reagan’s federal policies of pushing back on desegregation can be viewed 
through the prism of how he campaigned for the presidency. Reagan made a 
conscious effort from his initial campaign itinerary to emphasize the South-
ern Strategy pathway to the presidency that Goldwater pioneered and Nixon 
had followed. Reagan chose a place at a time where the symbolism of what 
he stood for could not be mistaken by southern white voters. The very first 
stop of his campaign for the presidency was at the Neshoba County Fair, 
only seven miles from Philadelphia, Mississippi—best known in history as 
the place where three civil rights workers, James Earl Chaney of Meridian, 
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Mississippi, and Andrew Goodman and Michael “Mickey” Schwerner of 
New York City, were murdered. These three slain civil rights workers had 
been in Mississippi to register African American voters in 1964. Reagan took 
the stage at the fair and proclaimed his belief in states’ rights. States’ rights to 
many was code. Its meaning ranged from a sharp disagreement, especially in 
the area of civil rights with federal law, to the notion of nullification of federal 
law. Many who supported states’ rights did so in the mid to latter part of the 
twentieth century to oppose the idea of equal treatment under the law for 
nonwhites, especially in terms of voting rights and school integration. Race-
baiting in order to capture the white vote had become a tradition in the South 
among conservative politicians.

Later, as president, when it came to the integration of public schools, 
Reagan governed as a states’ rights advocate across a range of social issues. 
Earlier as a supporter and surrogate for Barry Goldwater, Reagan opposed 
the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964. As president, he was open in his oppo-
sition to a national holiday for Martin Luther King Jr. and vetoed sanctions on 
the apartheid government of South Africa (his veto was subsequently over-
ridden by Congress). Although never making openly racist remarks in public, 
Reagan’s description of African delegates to the United Nations in a private 
(taped) conversation with president Nixon was revealing. In 1971 the UN 

Figure 20. Jimmy Carter and Senator Hubert Humphrey at the Democratic 
National Convention, New York City in 1976.
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voted to seat delegates from the People’s Republic of China rather than from 
Taiwan. This prompted the pro-Beijing Tanzanian delegates to break out in a 
victory dance. The day following the vote, an exasperated Reagan complained 
to Nixon, “To see those, those monkeys from those African countries—damn 
them, they’re still uncomfortable wearing shoes!”46

Reagan Reverses Policies against Race Discrimination

In terms of specific education policy Reagan tried and succeeded in eliminat-
ing the federal ban on tax exemptions to private schools that practiced racial 
discrimination. In the 1983 case of Bob Jones University v. United States, the 
Supreme Court noted the compelling government public policy of eradicating 
racial discrimination and therefore held that the religion clauses of the First 
Amendment did not prohibit the Internal Revenue Service from revoking the 
tax-exempt status of a religious university. At that time Bob Jones Univer-

Figure 21. President Ronald Reagan in the Oval Office, photo taken between 1981 to 
1986. 
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sity prohibited “admission to applicants engaged in an interracial marriage or 
known to advocate interracial marriage or dating.” Furthermore, Bob Jones 
University imposed a disciplinary rule that banned interracial dating. Even 
though the Supreme Court voted 8–1 to allow the IRS to reject the univer-
sity’s tax-exempt status, the decision was controversial. Significantly, Justice 
William H. Rehnquist was the lone dissenter, arguing that Bob Jones Univer-
sity’s charitable status made it tax exempt.47 Over time, this single minority 
opinion became—with the support of Ronald Reagan in school discrimina-
tion cases—a dispositive factor to halt desegregation and spur resegregation. 
Just three years later, in 1986, Rehnquist, a 1971 Nixon appointee to the high-
est court, was appointed by Ronald Reagan to be the sixteenth chief justice of 
the Supreme Court. Rehnquist had long been the Court’s most conservative 
member.48 He served from 1986 until his death in 2005. Pointedly, in January 
1982—before the Supreme Court decision to revoke tax-exempt status for 
Bob Jones University—the Reagan administration’s Department of the Trea-
sury, with the advice of the Department of Justice, reversed its interpretation 
of the law. The Treasury Department stated that it would no longer revoke 
or deny tax-exempt status for religious, charitable, educational, or scientific 
organizations on the grounds of their nonconformity with fundamental poli-
cies. This included the national policy against racial discrimination. Reagan’s 
hands-off policy in terms of federal action extended from private schools to 
public schools. In a speech in 1983, Reagan stated his opposition to federal 
intervention into public schools, even to end injustices:

About 20 years ago, Congress passed the first large-scale aid to public 
schools.  .  .  . As some of us had warned, with federal aid came federal con-
trol. . . . Over the same period, the schools were charged by the federal courts 
with leading in the correction of long-standing injustices in our society: racial 
segregation, sex discrimination, lack of opportunities for the handicapped. 
Perhaps there was simply too much to do in too little time, even for the most 
dedicated teachers and administrators. But there is no question that some-
where along the line many schools lost sight of their main purpose. Giving 
our students the quality teaching they need and deserve took a back seat to 
other objectives.49

Reagan framed the debate about public education in terms that made fighting 
injustice an opponent of quality education. In the 1980s public schools were 
educating the greatest proportion of the population in schools in the nation’s 
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history. Almost the total school age population was enrolled. The American 
public schools were at that time the most integrated in the history of the 
nation. Reagan’s conservative argument was that quality standards were slip-
ping. The conservative solution, in line with the Southern Strategy, was in 
part to dismantle piece by piece government actions to integrate the public 
schools.

Reagan: Busing to Desegregate—Waste of Time  
and Public Money

Accordingly, when President Reagan took office in 1981 federal financial sup-
port for desegregation was eliminated. William Bradford Reynolds, the head 
of the Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division, stated that his department 
would not “compel children who do not want to choose to have an integrated 
education to have one.”50 Within the social and political context of Reagan’s 
lifetime, his stances were quite orthodox from a conservative point of view. 
As previously mentioned, he opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Likewise, 
he opposed the Voting Right Act of 1965, noting that the law was “humil-
iating to the South.”51 Ronald Reagan opposed busing, calling it a waste of 
time and public money that could undermine the quality of public schools. 
Indeed, Reagan had consistently opposed school busing to integrate schools 
long before becoming the nation’s chief executive.52

After the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, if schools did not deseg-
regate, federal aid would be curtailed. Moreover, swift action by the Justice 
Department would follow—and Justice never lost a case. As has been noted, 
it was under Reagan’s Justice Department that court orders promoting school 
integration were aggressively reversed. This 1980s trend and the practice of 
ignoring the enforcement of integration efforts has lasted well into the sec-
ond decade of the twenty-first century.

Historically, Reagan’s opposition to Johnson’s integration policies were a 
stunning about-face. In the 1960s quantifiable progress in the racial integra-
tion of the American public school was a political and pedagogical reality. 
Recall that in 1963, only 1 percent of black children in the South attended 
school with white children. But only at decade later the South had been trans-
formed. In fact, 90 percent of black children attended desegregated schools 
in the early 1970s.53 Many times, this happened via court orders in the South. 
Johnson’s achievements in civil rights via the legislative and judicial branches 
were also used to end what was termed de facto segregation in schools in 
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other parts of the nation. However, under Reagan during the 1980s there was 
virtually a complete turnaround of policy that extended from the Depart-
ment of Justice to the Department of Education. Reagan’s actions proved to 
be the antithesis of Johnson’s plan to integrate the American classroom. More 
than any other president, Reagan’s policies are most responsible for the reseg-
regation of the American public school.

George Herbert Walker Bush and an  
Evolving Southern Strategy

In the election of 1988, Reagan’s vice president became the forty-first presi-
dent of the United States. George Herbert Walker Bush served one term from 
1989 to 1993. One of the chief political strategists of that era was Lee Atwater. 
He had been adviser to President Ronald Reagan, campaign manager for Pres-
ident George Herbert Walker Bush, and became chairman of the Republican 
National Committee. Atwater, from South Carolina, understood and prac-
ticed the Southern Strategy based in part on the work of Harry Dent Sr., who 
in the 1950s joined Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina. Thurmond 
ran for president as a  segregationist Dixiecrat in 1948. It was fellow South 
Carolinian Dent who early on helped articulate the Southern Strategy using 
a “law and order” theme. Atwater understood that the Southern Strategy was 
based on white resentment and historic notions of white supremacy. Over 
time such a Southern Strategy via various code words could morph into a 
more respectable political discourse while bringing out the same racist voters 
to the polls. Atwater explained that the Southern Strategy, with a foundation 
of blatant racism, was key to winning the Solid South.54 Although Atwater 
stated that Reagan did not need a Southern Strategy, Atwater attested to the 
implicit racism of Republican campaigns. Such divisive strategies have been 
noted by many scholars. Daryl Michael Scott pointed to racial conservatives 
who, promoting white contempt for blacks, used various tropes of stereotypi-
cal innate inferiority to justify exclusionary policies.55 Atwater noted that vot-
ers did not need to hear explicit race divisive speeches, because the notions of 
fiscal conservatism, balancing the budget, lowering taxes, law and order, and 
cutting services like food stamps acted as a code:

You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you can’t say 
“nigger”—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like forced busing, states’ 
rights and all that stuff. You’re getting so abstract now you’re talking about 
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cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic 
things and a byproduct of them is blacks get hurt worse than whites. And 
subconsciously maybe that is part of it. I’m not saying that. But I’m saying 
that if it is getting that abstract, and that coded, that we are doing away with 
the racial problem one way or the other. You follow me—because obviously 
sitting around saying, “We want to cut this,” is much more abstract than even 
the busing thing, and a hell of a lot more abstract than “Nigger, nigger.”56

The policies under George Herbert Walker Bush in terms of the sudden 
and then sustained halt to federal support of integration in the public schools 
mirrored the Reagan plan—and pleased those who fought integrated schools. 
Even given various reforms, as with learning standards initiatives or school 
finance redistribution claims via state courts, schools were becoming more 
unequal. Such reforms could be viewed as ultimately counterproductive since 
they seemed to tacitly accept the return of school segregation. During the 
Bush administration, the federal courts all but lifted school desegregation 
orders. Many urban districts were permitted to return to “neighborhood 
schools” or “freedom-of-choice” plans, which tended to result in ever more 
racially imbalanced enrollments. Recall that the aforementioned 1974 deci-

Figure 22. Senators Bob Dole and Chris Dodd bookend “Speech Report Card” with 
an A+ for President George H. W. Bush. 
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sion in Milliken reduced desegregation to the boundaries of a municipality. 
During the Bush years (1989–93), as a consequence, resegregation began 
to grow as urban schools filled with greater and greater concentrations of 
minorities, thus increasing racial isolation. Significantly, it was under Presi-
dent George H. W. Bush, in the 1990 case Oklahoma City v. Dowell, that for 
the first time Bush’s Department of Justice argued against mandatory school 
desegregation before the Supreme Court. The Court agreed with the Bush 
administration.57 One by one during the 1990s federal courts released schools 
from busing plans. Efforts to improve the academic development of students 
were aimed within schools that were becoming more and more segregated. 
The Bush agenda implicitly and silently accepted that African American and 
Latinx students would become more and more racially isolated. Given the 
Supreme Court rulings, the legacy of the Reagan years, and the dropping of 

Figure 23. Senator 
Strom Thurmond in 
1961. 
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court orders to integrate, the outcome was not only the acceptance of what 
was called de facto segregation but a signal that a new variety of de jure seg-
regation was a tolerable way to resegregate the American classroom.

Southern Ticket of Clinton and Gore Win as  
Resegregation Persists

The first Democrat to inhabit the office of the presidency since Jimmy Carter 
was another son of the South, William Jefferson Clinton. Bill Clinton had 
beaten the Southern Strategy by winning a plurality in the popular vote, 
which in a three-candidate election (George W. Bush, Clinton, and Ross 
Perrot) allowed Clinton a large electoral college margin. The former gover-
nor of Arkansas doubled down on appealing to a southern constituency by 
selecting another southerner, Al Gore, a senator from Tennessee, to be his 
running mate in the 1992 race. In both the 1992 and 1996 elections Clinton 
and Gore were able to create significant electoral openings in the hereto-
fore Republican Solid South. However, electoral victory to win the White 
House is one thing—the Southern Strategy had been played since 1964 and 
left more than a residue of conservatism. There was a cadre of Republican 
officeholders and judges—and their elections and appointments for nearly 
three decades had consequences. Even as Clinton in 1992 personally carried 
a hope for a new era of progressive civil rights policies, the political reality 
created by the Southern Strategy based on white privilege and white resent-
ment stopped any effort in that direction by the Clinton administration. The 
political environment that allowed both societal and school segregation was 
enabled via a variety of factors. There were conservative appointments to the 
federal bench, conservative legislators at the state and national level, and a 
growing climate of tacit acceptance of racial isolation in American society 
in general and the public school classroom in particular. Clinton’s pledge to 
choose a cabinet that “looked like America” gave hope to civil rights advo-
cates. However, the Clinton administration’s policy in regard to public school 
integration reflected the ambiguity of Jimmy Carter’s policies 20 years ear-
lier. On the fortieth anniversary of Brown, President Clinton praised school 
desegregation without a single mention of court-ordered busing. In fact, the 
word “busing” and the term “school desegregation” were nonexistent in all 
accounts of the president’s speeches.58 Clinton’s avoidance of this issue was a 
political acceptance that the reversal of school integration, as first begun in 
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the Nixon administration and accelerated by the Reagan administration, was 
a fait accompli. The notion of school integration was effectively left without a 
champion in the courts or at the ballot box.

There can be no doubt that the Clinton administration’s attempt to pro-
mote and enforce civil rights was made narrower and in terms of school inte-
gration was ultimately inadequate. This in large part was due to the decisions 
of Republican presidencies since 1968 that were shaped by the realpolitik of 
the Southern Strategy. Viewed historically, Clinton’s political capitulation sig-
naled a retreat of the entire civil rights effort. Strict constructionist jurists, 
appointed in more than a dozen years of Republican control, reflected the 
views of the right and far right. In addition, after 1994 the GOP controlled 
both houses of Congress. Quite simply, the Clinton administration did not 
have the political will or strength to oppose the conservative array of insti-
tutional forces. During this era, Republican partisan maneuvers were explic-
itly in concert with the Southern Strategy. Clinton’s response was to become 
a centrist and “triangulate” policies, which gained him political popularity 
while eroding any genuine movement to integrate the American classroom. 
As for affirmative action, rather than a full-throated endorsement, Clinton 
argued to “mend it, don’t end it.”59 The Clinton record on civil rights was one 

Figure 24. President William Jefferson Clinton in 1993. 
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of rhetorical advocacy coupled with the absence of a policy to integrate the 
public schools. At the end of his term Clinton announced a “conversation 
about race” and in 1998 held a roundtable to discuss “bipartisan solutions.”60 
As noble as the idea was then, the partisan divide had become reinforced due 
in part to an increasing racial isolation in neighborhoods and classrooms. 
The last great meeting place of American democracy (the public school) 
was becoming increasingly more separate and unequal as children attended 
racially isolated schools in an environment that tacitly accepted or even 
endorsed segregation.

Bill Clinton’s Recognition of Resegregation in the 1990s

The presidencies of Johnson and Reagan both dealt decisively with the para-
dox of racial segregation in America with the political will, legislative policies, 
and judicial appointments to affect the practice of public education. Johnson 
did so to promote school integration and inclusion, Reagan to forward the 
termination of court-ordered integration and set the inevitable path to exclu-
sion, racial isolation, and resegregation. As for Clinton, by the late 1990s he 
enunciated the clear pattern of increased racial isolation in the classroom. As 
Clinton ruefully remarked:

For the first time since the 1950s, our schools in America are resegregating. 
The rollback of Affirmative Action is slamming shut the doors of higher edu-
cation on a new generation, while those who oppose it have not yet put for-
ward any other alternative.

Clinton noted, “Segregation is no longer the law, but too often separation is 
still the rule.”61 Bill Clinton had diagnosed a problem for which he politically 
could not articulate a solution. As previously noted, the tool of busing to 
promote greater diversity in the classroom was not part of Clinton’s lexicon 
to achieve racial integration in America’s public schools. Incidentally, in her 
run for the presidency in 2016, Hillary Clinton, like her husband, also rec-
ognized the problem of growing resegregation. In a speech in May of that 
election year to the NAACP she stated, “Our schools are more segregated 
than they were in 1968. We’ve got to reverse that. It’s dangerous.”62 As with 
the presidency of Bill Clinton (1992–2000), no effective policies or programs 
to integrate the public schools were articulated by the next occupant of the 
White House—George W. Bush.63
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George W. Bush Follows Reagan’s Policies as  
Racial Isolation Builds

George W. Bush became president in 2001. Educational policies that ignored 
public school integration paralleled those of Ronald Reagan and George Her-
bert Walker Bush. Those policies in part were based on the Supreme Court 
decisions of the 1990s.64 Reagan and Bush appointees consistently ordered 
the effective termination of programs that promoted racial integration in 
case after case. Later, the appointments of Chief Justice John Roberts and 
Justice Samuel Alito maintained the conservative majorities on the Supreme 
Court to effectively continue the work begun in the early 1980s that had 
the effect of resegregating the American classroom. George W. Bush never 
mentioned resegregation during his eight-year tenure in office.65 The major 
themes of his polices were embedded in the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2002. The Bush administration stated that the law was designed to maintain 
local control while expanding opportunities for American children to gain 
a quality education. There was to be no effort to integrate America’s pub-
lic schools; instead, the focus was to hopefully raise achievement. Among 
the metrics to be used were standardized test scores. Accordingly, the Bush 
administration was focused on annual testing, reporting disaggregated data, 
and disseminating school information. While the argument to test or not to 
test may have been controversial, there was now no real debate about inte-
gration or desegregation. The issue in political terms had become invisible. 
Although never declared formally, segregated public schools at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century had become the expected—and, in some cases, 
the desired—norm.

Obama Defeats Southern Strategy Even as School 
Resegregation Increases

Barrack Obama, the first African American president of the United States, 
was elected in 2008 amid a financial crisis blamed in part on banking deregu-
lation. Obama won nearly 53 percent of the popular vote, and his 365 electoral 
votes were the highest since fellow Democrat Bill Clinton won 379 electoral 
votes in 1996. Obama’s popular vote percentage was the greatest of any can-
didate since 1988. The conservative Southern Strategy had failed Republicans 
amid the grave financial crisis in 2008. In 2012, Obama was reelected amid 
a small but well-timed increase in the income growth rate. Even though the 
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Southern Strategy proved ineffective nationally in presidential politics in two 
straight elections, the Republicans were still winning the majority of congres-
sional races state by state. During President Obama’s eight years in office the 
Democrats lost over 900 state legislature seats, 12 governors, 69 House seats, 
and 13 Senate seats. With depleted ranks of Democratic legislators at the 
national level, the dual presidential victories by Obama in 2008 and 2012 did 
not reverse education policies that continued to allow school resegregation. 
In that sense, Obama’s victories in 2008 and 2012 were predictably pyrrhic. 
Certainly, Republican state legislatures that continued to grow in electoral 
strength were not going to push for desegregated classrooms. Nor would 
greater majorities of a Republican Congress allow approval of major presi-
dential initiatives (in education or otherwise)—not even ones the Republi-
cans previously authored. In many ways, the same policies that came into 
being in the 1980s under the Justice Department’s Civil Right Division, then 
headed by William Bradford Reynolds, continued to dismantle the manda-

Figure 25. President 
George W. Bush in 
2003. 
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tory and voluntary school desegregation initiatives. Funding for programs to 
integrate public schools remained nonexistent.

Obama’s specific policies identified teacher quality as a large factor work-
ing toward educational improvement. For example, a 2009 appropriations 
bill included an increase in funding for the Teacher Incentive Fund. This 
was a program available to state and local education agencies that provided 
funds for increased “performance-based” salaries for teachers and principals 
in high-need schools. The Obama administration also called for a reautho-
rization process for the No Child Left Behind Act and the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA). There was talk about “transformative edu-
cation law.” Nevertheless, separate and unequal schools that promoted racial 
isolation continued to be a stark reality that none of Obama’s reforms dealt 
with directly. During Obama’s eight years in office (2009–17), there was no 
political consensus, indeed there was no political will, to reverse the grow-
ing inequalities within American public schools. In fact, the Government 
Accountability Office reported on the lack of desegregation from 2000–2001 
to the 2013–14 school year. It noted that, in the 2000–2001 school year, 9 
percent of public schools had 75 percent or more black or Latinx students. 
In comparison, in the 2013–14 school year, the number increased to 16 per-
cent of all public schools. During that time span (2000–2014) the number 
of racially isolated schools more than doubled, from 7,009 schools to 15,089 
schools.66

Trump Triumphant and the Spread of the Southern Strategy

In 2017 Donald Trump was sworn in as the forty-fifth president of the United 
States. Trump’s signature theme heralded a political restoration to “Make 
America Great Again”—a motto directly lifted from a Ronald Reagan speech 
on Labor Day 1980 and the theme of the 1980 Republican Convention (“Let’s 
Make America Great Again”). Trump’s stated admiration for Reagan and 
his distrust of government in general and the public schools in particular 
were reflected in his appointment to the office of secretary of education of 
Betsy De Vos, a billionaire philanthropist. Her biography revealed that she 
had never worked on state educational policy nor ran a public university or 
school district. In addition, she had never taught in a public school or college. 
Trump’s secretary of education was a strong advocate of school vouchers. 
She was in favor of letting students attend private schools via public funding. 
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Indeed, a federal voucher program, with the stated expectation of giving low-
income families more high-quality school options, with an estimated cost of 
$20 billion, was a Trumpian campaign promise.67

This promise was not based on a new concept. In 1955, Milton Fried-
man wrote in The Role of Government in Education concerning the paying 
of private school tuition via taxpayer monies. Friedman’s stated aim was to 
increase competition among schools. This marketplace notion had the dual 
hope of not only increased student achievement but decreased education 
costs. Over six decades after Friedman’s writings on this idea, there was con-
siderable research on the efficacy of state voucher programs. A quarter cen-
tury of data on the Milwaukee voucher program found that 41 percent of 
all private voucher schools operating in Milwaukee between 1991 and 2015 
had failed. Failure was determined by the closure of those schools. Further-

Figure 26. President 
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more, the failure rate for entrepreneurial start-up schools was 67.8 percent. 
Other studies of school voucher programs have demonstrated mixed results 
on scores.68 For example, while there have been negative effects in states like 
Louisiana and Indiana, there is evidence that showed higher reading and 
math scores for black students in New York City, and higher reading scores 
for students in the District of Columbia program.

Given this research on school voucher initiatives, under Trump’s plan $20 
billion of a present Department of Education budget of $70 billion would 
go to private schools, including religious schools. On the other hand, public 
schools would almost certainly lose some of their funding from state and fed-
eral coffers. Public schools would continue to serve millions of disadvantaged 
students, along with a student demographic characterized in part by family 
poverty and classrooms ever more segregated by race. In 2017, 170,000 stu-
dents were on voucher programs. If extended to every student of low-income 
parents—which is Trump’s ultimate plan—the program would encompass 

Figure 27. President 
Donald Trump in 
2017. 



80	 the enduring legacy

2RPP

about 11 million students. If and when this came to pass it would mean 
approximately $110 billion toward vouchers—enough for every child living 
in poverty to have a scholarship of $12,000 toward the school presumably of 
his or her choice. There is, of course, the question, when a student chooses a 
private school with a federal voucher, of whether that school must accept that 
pupil. Historically, private schools are more likely than public schools to be 
much more discriminatory. If we define a school as all white when 90 percent 
or more of its students are white, enrollment patterns become evident. Forty-
three percent of private school students in the United States attend virtually 
all white schools as compared to 27 percent of public school students in the 
nation.69

Early in the Trump administration, states’ rights seemed to triumph 
over civil rights—two philosophies of governance that have been histori-
cally opposed. President Obama’s Every Student Succeeds Act, one of the 
last pieces of legislation passed under Obama, was predictably overridden by 
a Republican Congress. Obama’s education legislation had quite a historical 
pedigree that dated back to 1965. Recall that the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act became law as a part of President Lyndon B. Johnson‘s War 
on Poverty. That law, born out of the civil rights movement, prioritized equal 
access to education while emphasizing high standards and accountability. 
Since then the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act was renewed 
via a congressional reauthorization every five years. For example, the reau-
thorization of ESEA under President George W. Bush occurred under the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. ESEA was most recently reauthorized on 
2015 as the Every Student Succeeds Act under President Obama. Under that 
2015 legislation students had to take standardized tests in math, reading, and 
science, and schools needed to report the progress of at-risk groups (e.g., dis-
abled students, nonwhite students, and those learning English). The House of 
Representatives and the Senate in 2017 overturned the rules and federal reg-
ulations from the Obama era and President Trump signed off on them. This 
left ESEA as the law, but Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos gained the ulti-
mate power on how to apply it. The sense of the Congress was clearly to rees-
tablish state and local control over education across the nation. The Trump 
administration encouraged schools and colleges to pursue race-blind admis-
sions standards, ending an Obama-era guideline meant to bolster diversity.70

One measurement of the importance of an educational policy initiative 
for a presidential administration can be found in the ongoing emphasis on 
educational issues from year to year in the president’s State of the Union 
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addresses. These annual reports to the country stem from Article II, Section 3 
of the U.S. Constitution, which declares that the president “shall from time to 
time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and recom-
mend to their Consideration such measures as he shall judge necessary and 
expedient.” In his first Joint Address to Congress , President Trump, per the 
official White House transcript (2017), mentioned education only twice. He 
noted, “Education is the civil rights issue of our time. (Applause.) I am calling 
upon members of both parties to pass an education bill that funds school 
choice for disadvantaged youth, including millions of African American and 
Latino children. (Applause.)”71 To single out education as the civil rights issue 
of our time was extraordinary. However, promoting school choice (e.g., pri-
vate charter schools) was problematic because charter schools have been 
and continue to be an institutional model known to be far more segregated 
than public schools.72 Although Trump again mentioned education twice in 
his 2018 State of the Union, neither reference (using personal tax cut money 
for a child’s education and education as a requirement for citizenship) dealt 
directly with federal education policy. In the 2019 State of the Union, Trump 
failed to mention education a single time in his 5,600 word, one hour and 
20-minute speech. The emphasis on national educational policy between the 
years 2017 to 2019 in the State of the Union addresses were limited or nonex-
istent. Nevertheless, in 2019, one of the most conspicuous elements of Presi-
dent Trump’s proposed federal education budget included a plan to create $5 
billion in annual tax credits to provide a funding base for proposed Education 
Freedom Scholarships. These dollar-for-dollar tax credits would pay for pri-
vate school scholarships as well as transportation, special education services, 
and more. Private schools, notably more segregated than the public schools, 
would continue to set their own admissions policies. In his 2020 State of the 
Union, Trump promoted his plans for school choice, high school vocational 
and technical education, and funding for historically black colleges and uni-
versities. He never mentioned public schools by name, instead referred to 
them as failing government schools. 

From LBJ to Trump: Segregation to Desegregation  
to Resegregation

Kevin Phillips’s brilliant and controversial analysis of the political landscape 
of 1969 in his landmark book, The Emerging Republican Majority, is seminal 
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to understanding not just the last half of the twentieth century in American 
politics, but pivotal to comprehending trends that reach well into the twenty-
first century. The Southern Strategy transformed both the Democratic Party 
and the Republican Party in the 1960s. A century after the election of Abra-
ham Lincoln, the party of Lincoln became a states’ rights political force. 
Republicans, like the Democrats and Dixiecrats before them, garnered south-
ern votes based on notions of white supremacy and white resentment. This 
was done in part by using at times a thinly veiled code that substituted ideas 
on states’ rights and a limited federal government for what was clearly a seg-
regationist platform. That helped Richard Nixon become president in 1969.

Moreover, the Southern Strategy had over time become a national strategy 
as evidenced by electoral maps indicating the overwhelming support among 
white voters across large swaths of the nation for Republican candidates for 
both federal and state offices. Of course, at the heart of white supremacy and 
white resentment is the primal issue of race. Nixon’s strategy as chronicled 
early on by Phillips had its genesis as the Democrats fought a split in their 
southern ranks in 1948. Although the Dixiecrat movement was short lived, 
over the long haul its ideology morphed into a southern faction—arguably 
now the heart and soul of the Republican Party. The Brown decision in 1954, 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and Voting Rights Act of 1965 kindled a backlash 
that continued to grow among the largest electoral group—the white voter—
even into the twenty-first century. The Southern Strategy began as a regional 
political wedge in the South for Republicans in 1964, and this states’ rights 
philosophy fostered school resegregation as it became the new normal in 
the latter part of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. That same Southern Strategy, as Phillips had predicted a half cen-
tury ago, has become a successful national political strategy. As public school 
classrooms across the nation become ever more segregated, a fertile ground 
for racial stereotypes and bigotry produces a greater and greater social divide. 
Apartheid both fosters and depends on a racially divided populace. The unde-
niable statistical reality of public school and community resegregation only 
exacerbates growing political and social polarization.

Taking into consideration the understandably emotional issue of desegre-
gation and without understanding the political history of national school leg-
islation, one might expect that there would be an ongoing pitched battle over 
school resegregation. Yet the idea of public school integration had become 
all but invisible. Since the Reagan administration’s A Nation at Risk report 
painted a picture of failing schools, each succeeding president promoted 
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new plans to close the racial academic achievement gap that were essentially 
devoid of direct attempts to integrate the public schools. Thus, each presi-
dent was attacking a symptom—a racial gap in achievement. None of them 
felt it politically wise to go to the heart of the actual problem, namely that 
separate and unequal schools are inherently a pernicious choice in a plural-
istic democracy. No matter how well intentioned, Bill Clinton’s Goals 2000, 
George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act, and Barack Obama’s Every Stu-
dent Succeeds Act were bound to be inherently inadequate.

For the last half century, school integration has been essentially a phan-
tom issue, which cannot seem to find its way into the public consciousness or 
teacher education curricula. Politically speaking, since the 1970s the desegre-
gation issue has had no voice, no powerful constituency, no national cham-
pion. The out of sight and out of mind phenomena appeared out of place—an 
anachronism, the issue of a bygone age. Yet the destructive effect of a separate 
and unequal school system does not only affect African American and Lat-
inx students. It touches every child in two ways. First, separate and unequal 
schooling fundamentally fails to develop the social skills based on student-
to-student interactions among children of different backgrounds to live and 
succeed in a diverse society. Second, separate and unequal schooling implic-
itly teaches that segregation is normal. An environment based on ignorance 
of others can be easily manipulated into misunderstanding, bias, fear, and 
even hate for those outside of one’s personal social sphere. This traditional 
injustice based on racism has been and continues to be visited on generation 
to generation. Because the public school is the last great gathering place of 
democracy, the opportunity to build a united yet diverse community contin-
ues to be forsaken. From police shootings to social and economic restrictions 
on where a person can live and worship, there is a devolution into becoming 
a nation of strangers separated by race.

There are reasons the United States, more segregated today than it has 
been in 60 years, has botched the kind of school integration that the Brown 
decision envisioned in the mid-1950s. One dominant root cause is the politi-
cal influence of the power of the presidency. Through the president nominat-
ing judges to be approved by the Senate, the future decisions of any federal 
court in the land can be affected. Knowing that the judiciary was playing a 
central role in the integration of schools in the 1960s, Richard Nixon’s deal 
with archconservative Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina was a 
case study in how the promise of a “strict constructionist” judiciary could 
eventually change the trajectory of court decisions from pro-desegregation to 
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anti-desegregation. Specifically, a political deal was struck for the 1968 pres-
idential campaign where Nixon promised the South that he would appoint 
only “strict constructionists” to the federal judiciary (Warren E. Burger). In 
addition, Nixon would nominate a southerner to the Supreme Court (Clem-
ent Haynsworth and G. Harrold Carswell—although both were rejected 
by the Senate), come out against court-ordered busing, and pick someone 
acceptable to the South for the vice presidency (Maryland’s governor Spiro 
Agnew). Nixon’s political Southern Strategy calculus proved to be quite valu-
able as he received critical southern conservative support for his 1968 elec-
tion to the presidency.

Moreover, Nixon’s campaign promises to change the political balance on 
the Supreme Court and in district courts proved effective. The latter courts 
have proved to be important because in Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka II (1955) the Supreme Court assigned the obligation of desegregation 
to district courts, ordering the lower courts to integrate the schools “with all 
deliberate speed.” The ambiguity of the notion of “with all deliberate speed” 
proved historically fatal to the desegregation orders throughout the country. 
It allowed, via a mixture of evasion, continual postponement, and outright 
resistance, a blocking of the momentum of the national effort to desegregate 
the public schools.73 More to the point of the Nixonian appointments to the 
federal bench, the historical record indicates that the judiciary did gradu-
ally pull back from school desegregation (Millikin) and restrict the ability of 
school districts to devise integration plans.

Nixon’s political deals via the Southern Strategy pointed the way for oth-
ers, Republicans from Reagan to Trump, to gain political support in exchange 
for future promises for strict constructionist judicial appointments. The very 
notion that a court could order a school to desegregate eventually became 
invalidated. In Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School Dis-
trict No. 1 (2007) the Court opined that racial balancing does not consti-
tute a compelling state interest. The judicial transformation from the Warren 
Court to the Roberts Court emanated in part from a half century string of 
presidential campaign promises from Nixon through Trump to appoint strict 
constructionists to the federal bench. Racial discrimination now appeared 
to be an individual choice devoid of the need for court orders. Chief Justice 
Roberts declared in a circular argument in the 40 final words of the Parents 
Involved decision, “the way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to 
stop discriminating on the basis of race.”74

Historical realities over time—if known—can dissolve popular myths 
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commonly found in what has become accepted terminology. One such mis-
nomer since the New Deal is the notion of de facto segregation. The idea 
that twentieth-century segregation extending from the neighborhood to 
the schoolroom is simply an unintended happenstance defies the historical 
record.75 In fact, effective de jure segregation beginning in the Franklin Roo-
sevelt administration, which took hold especially during the great housing 
shortage after the Second World War, was an explicit federal government 
policy that via legislation funded racial segregation for housing in cities 
across the nation. It was at its root a plan of racial isolation developed in the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, which was dutifully carried out to a massive 
extent in the 1940s by state and local governments across the country.76

The politics behind the federal government’s public housing policy in 
this critical part of the postwar period involved three political factions. First 
were the conservative Republicans led by Robert Taft, who was known as 
“Mr. Conservative.” He believed that federal involvement with public hous-
ing was a form of socialism and therefore unacceptable. The second faction 
were Southern Democrats or “Dixiecrats” who were openly and profoundly 
segregationists. The third political players were the liberal Democrats led by 
Illinois senator Paul Douglas and Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota 
who favored public housing to alleviate the great postwar housing shortage. 
To understand the political potency of the segregationist position, one need 
only revisit the 1949 congressional debate over President Harry Truman’s 
proposed legislation for a federally funded public housing program. In order 
to put a halt to any government housing program and protect the private 
sector housing industry, Taft, knowing the Southern Democrats would never 
accept racial integration, developed a “poison pill” amendment. That amend-
ment simply stated that the 1949 housing bill would not segregate due to race. 
The liberal Democrats knew the housing bill would fail without the votes of 
the segregationist wing of their party. The liberal Democrats caved. They rea-
soned that a bill with segregated housing was better than no bill at all. Thus, 
they ended up voting against Taft’s prointegration amendment and then tried 
to explain their position. Senator Douglas said, “I should like to point out to 
my Negro friends what a large amount of housing they will get under this 
act. . . . I am ready to appeal to history and to time that it is in the best inter-
ests of the Negro race that we carry through the housing program as planned, 
rather than put in the bill an amendment which will inevitably defeat it.”77

In terms of the racial resegregation in twenty-first-century American 
schools, twentieth-century decisions by the executive and legislative branches 
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of the federal government have been buttressed by the Supreme Court. Note 
the plurality opinion of Chief Justice John Roberts in Parents Involved in 
Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1.78 The chief justice wrote 
that racial categorization of students (for purposes of administering a choice 
program) except to reverse explicit rules to segregate students by race was 
unconstitutional. Thus, a racially isolated school, according to the concurring 
opinion of Justice Clarence Thomas, that was the result of “any number of 
innocent private decisions, including voluntary housing choices,”79 could not 
constitutionally seek a remedy. Accordingly, even a voluntary desegregation 
plan under those conditions was not permissible.

The problem with the court’s opinion in 2007 was its ahistorical premise. 
Since the New Deal, de jure (as a matter of law) discrimination has been 
the operative mode to explicitly segregate neighborhoods, which in turn 
led directly to segregated schools.80 From the 1940s on, de facto segregation 
might well be termed so-called “de facto” segregation. Since the 1930s, when 
Harold Ickes, President Roosevelt’s first public housing director, determined 
that public housing should not disturb the preexisting racial composition 
of neighborhoods, de jure segregation has been in effect. What was then 
termed the “neighborhood composition rule”81 established a precedent with 
profound consequences to maintain segregation where it existed and extend 
segregation where it had not.82 The rule basically required that tenants of a 
housing development would be of the same race as the population of the 
area where the housing was located. The downstream effect of Ickes’s policy, 
created in the early Roosevelt administration, led to the federally subsidized 
relocation of whites to suburbs, while at the same time did not now allow 
similar arrangements for African Americans. The residue of the policies and 
practices of the federal government decades ago remain, as evidenced by the 
racially isolated neighborhoods and schools in the 2020s.

Given the political and pedagogical stakes, one might hope that schools 
and colleges of education would produce curricula that examines the issue 
of historical segregation and recognizes growing resegregation. A curricular 
framework of principles, policies, and practices to encourage integrated class-
rooms would be conceptualized as a professional responsibility. The marginal-
ization of the reality of resegregation in the press, political discourse, and our 
college and university teacher education programs has muted or even silenced 
local, regional, and national awareness of resegregation. A more focused and 
robust method of understanding solution sets within the teaching profession 
seems imperative both for new teacher programs as well as teacher in-service 
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training. A dialogue among educators to identify and promote ideas that 
forward the ideal of school integration appears to be a good place to start. 
Although new curricula for teacher education cannot battle resegregation 
alone, it is a good first step to enlighten educators. Part 3 of this book outlines 
the pedagogical options to desegregate the American classroom.
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Part 3
Pedagogical Plans to Desegregate 
America’s Classrooms

Figure 28. “I have a dream that one day down in Alabama . . . little black boys and 
little black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and little white girls 
as sisters and brothers.”—Martin Luther King Jr. 
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Desegregation of Public Schools in the Twenty-First Century

The first and second sections of this book outlined the continuing historical 
and political record of an ongoing battle between the forces of inclusion via 
integration as opposed to exclusion via segregation in the American public 
school. An excellent question as to why the various separate state govern-
ments did not devise effective policies to desegregate public education on a 
statewide basis begs for an answer. To supply a rejoinder, two amendments 
to the United States Constitution must be understood. To begin, there can be 
little question that the Tenth Amendment to the Constitution provides the 
basis in legal theory for making education a primary function of the various 
states. The salient constitutional passage states, “The powers not delegated 
to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, 
are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” Of course, the Con-
stitution can be and has been revised since 1789. Thus, while education has 
not been historically regarded as a “fundamental right” under the Constitu-
tion, the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) affects 
the Tenth Amendment in that it mandates when a state establishes a public 
school system, no child living in that state may be denied equal access to 
schooling. Thus, the merging of the Tenth and the Fourteenth Amendments 
yields the notion of state control of equal access to schooling, which under 
Plessy (1896) allowed for separate but equal public schools. The Supreme 
Court overturned the practice of separate but equal in the Brown, (1954) rul-
ing, declaring that state laws establishing separate public schools for black 
and white students are unconstitutional.

Given the previous historical and constitutional background one might 
assume that it was a state’s right—indeed, a duty—at least since 1954 to pro-
vide integrated equal access to public schools for all. Yet the historical record 
shows that none of the states made significant strides to provide what these 
states had the right and obligation to extend to an ever-expanding school 
populace. In a sense, a demonstration of the inadequacy of state action was 
embodied in the very need for Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which 
protected people from discrimination based on race, color, or national origin 
in programs or activities (e.g., public schools) that received federal financial 
assistance. As has been preciously outlined, the “carrot and stick” approach 
from President Johnson pointed out that integrated schools would receive 
federal funds, while segregated schools would not. This strategy worked well 
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to help desegregate schools: from a completely segregated school starting 
point in the South of the early 1960s, about 90 percent of black children 
attended desegregated schools by the early 1970s.1 Of course, with the elec-
tion of Ronald Reagan in 1980, the federal government reversed course on 
desegregation. Still, the question remains, why did not the states as political 
entities ever take the initiative to desegregate their schools? Why was the 
major reaction to Brown the rise of states’ rights political organizations from 
the Klan and the Dixiecrats in the South to hypocritical politicians of his-
torically segregated schools in the North—who were only too eager to point 
the finger of blame at the de jure segregation of southern states, while ignor-
ing what had been termed de facto segregation in their own communities? 
Why the rejection of meaningful civil rights progress not only in the states’ 
schools but in society in general—from public accommodations to fair hous-
ing? In short, why did the states (North and South) uniformly use their Tenth 
Amendment authority and disregard their Fourteenth Amendment respon-
sibility when it came to basic civil rights? The answer may be found in the 
politically decentralized structure that begins with local electorates in cities 
and towns across America, whose private inclinations and deliberate public 
policies fashioned state and eventually national inaction, which in turn pro-
duced a society ever more segregated.2

As has been noted in the United States there is an intentional stratifi-
cation of good schools, pristine public parks, clean water, and professional 
police forces to protect the citizenry. Some neighborhoods and cities have 
these advantages, others clearly do not.3 The quality of life residents expe-
rience is dependent, to a great extent, on the segregated communities in 
which they reside. There are two sides to the segregation coin. One side rep-
resents the poor and people of color in housing locations isolated from the 
reverse side of the coin, namely relatively wealthy white residents who live 
in neighborhoods replete with resources needed to maintain a high quality 
of community life. Demographic trends and historical expenditures indicate 
strongly that cities have inequitably and intentionally, since the early part of 
the twentieth century, provided for services in ways that both promoted and 
maintained segregation.4 Districts’ and neighborhoods’ land use (e.g., sew-
age systems, garbage collection, paved and regularly serviced streets) were 
provided with purposely unequal allocations of resources as communities 
were planned and zoned. Politically potent white homeowner neighborhoods 
and business properties were purposely designed to be exclusive in order to 
provide a heavily concentrated delivery of public goods to these politically 
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powerful constituents.5 Quite literally, residential zones were drawn and 
restrictive covenants were issued to assure that the distribution of munici-
pal services and well-funded schools occurred unevenly to the benefit of the 
wealthy white class. This process created segregated enclaves and segregated 
schools to maintain a system of social replication that exists to the present 
day. In addition, too often the phenomena of white flight from the cities to 
the suburbs renewed and reinforced the isolation of races and further sepa-
rated the poor from the wealthy, which is to say nonwhites from whites. The 
myth, still accepted in many corners, that segregation was the residue of indi-
vidual preferences is belied by a history of public record from city and town 
councils to zoning and redevelopment boards.6

Correspondingly, the notion that individual bad actors (e.g., predatory 
bankers and landlords) were the only culprits that caused the racial isolation 
of African Americans in major cities belies the historical record.7 Actually, 
there exists a litany of consistent federal, state, and local policies that pro-
moted American residential segregation from the 1930s to the twenty-first 
century. For example, segregated public housing projects emanating from 
President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal endorsed state-sanctioned racial 
discrimination. These federal actions were followed by racial zoning ordi-
nances enacted by city governments. To attempt to justify this unconstitu-
tional racial segregation, there arose a widespread assumption that property 
values would decline if African Americans purchased homes in white neigh-
borhoods. Here it must be noted that the Federal Housing Administration 
had no evidence of this claim, and in fact had findings to the contrary. Such 
discriminatory practices over the decades opened the door to banks and 
mortgage lenders to concoct a plan known as reverse-redlining (i.e., target-
ing minority communities for clearly exploitative subprime loans). When the 
housing bubble burst in 2008, middle-class and lower-middle-class African 
American and Latinx communities unable to pay their home loans were 
devastated.8 A decade later, white home ownership stood at 71 percent com-
pared to 41 percent black home ownership. This race-based ownership gap 
was greater than in 1900.9 For white and black families of modest means, 
owning a home is the major source of wealth. In contemporary America, the 
downstream effect of generational discriminatory practices created, in part, 
an economic class structure based on race. In 2018, the median black family 
had a net worth of $3,400 compared to the median white family net worth 
of $140,000.10

Clearly, urban segregation happens on an unequal playing field. Local 
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governments have historically selected preordained neighborhood winners 
and losers by augmenting selected property values through transferring 
municipal and county resources toward selected neighborhoods prioritized 
by wealth. It has been said that all politics is local. The inability of states to 
create and maintain fair and equitable school systems throughout the nation 
has been due to a linked political reality. State governments generate politi-
cal power from a decentralized system that begins with the local electorate. 
Local political activity is largely about the politics of land use.11 Land use 
has been the central concern of white property owners who seek to enhance 
their economic position and control the allocation of services by means of 
the use of local property taxes intended to fund public education. Wealthy 
neighborhoods simply draw on a more robust property tax base to produce 
better funded public schools. The use of zoning and redevelopment plan-
ning has greatly aided in a deliberate system of segregated communities. The 
United States is the only country in the world where the value of its schools is 
calculated by the real estate value of the homes that it serves. Finally, it is not 
as though the Tenth Amendment is not a factor in state education. History 
demonstrates that it has been used to stall or simply ignore civil rights rem-
edies and judicial rulings by the federal court system. It is a simple political 
reality that actions that emanate from local school boards, zoning districts, 
and city councils have and continue to benefit white property owners and 
their allies, resulting in a dearth of significant state activity to provide equal 
access to a quality education for all its citizenry. The overarching reality is 
that residential segregation leads to school segregation. Although school 
choice programs have gained notoriety, most children attend school in their 
residential neighborhood. If a neighborhood is not integrated, in all proba-
bility the school will not be. It is estimated that neighborhood segregation is 
the root cause of about three-quarters of school segregation across cities.12

From the 1970s to the present day, pedagogic research has continued to 
point to “bumpy” yet slowly shrinking achievement gaps between children of 
color and other students.13 Researchers have noted the strongest correlates 
of achievement gaps to be racial/ethnic differences in parents’ income, par-
ents’ education, and racial/ethnic segregation.14 As has been pointed out, 
any number of presidential initiatives such as Goals 2000, the No Child 
Left Behind Act, and the Every Student Succeeds Act have prescribed ways 
to improve achievement for all students and yet all have been complicit in 
accepting a public school system that is each day for the last two generations 
more separate and unequal. As well intentioned as these various national pol-
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icies and programs may have been, given that they did not identify resegre-
gation as a core problem to quality education, they have merely attacked the 
symptoms (e.g., low standardized test scores of children of color) and not 
the causes of what has been called a de facto apartheid public school system 
in a society increasingly segregated by race and class. This failure to view 
school racial integration as a solution, among federal and state policy mak-
ers, and to search for political/pedagogic solution sets that do not take it into 
account appears to ignore the fact that during the 1960s and 1970s the racial 
differences in achievement gaps at the height of school integration were at 
their most narrow.15 Clearly there is a need to solve the pedagogical-political 
paradox that proves that a diverse school population benefits all children and 
the long-standing political consensus that nothing can—or even should be 
done—to integrate the public schools. Derrick Darby and John Rury point 
out that school leaders, first, have an obligation each day to bring justice and 
dignity to each student by first—inside the classroom—acknowledging sys-
temic manifestations of the historically mistaken idea of innate “racial differ-
ences” in the areas of cognitive ability and social behavior.16 Second, beyond 
the classroom, it is part of the ethical responsibility of every teacher to mit-
igate the known negative effects of generational grinding poverty, growing 
school segregation, and an enduring societal inequality that can harm aca-
demic achievement and social growth. Understanding that public schools 
are vital to the strength of American democracy and that quality schools are 
dependent on excellent teachers, it is appropriate to ask how teacher educa-
tion programs can help to reverse school resegregation and make a break-
through to establish a national consensus to promote racially diverse schools.

After understanding the premise that, in a pluralistic democracy, children 
grow academically and develop socially best in a diverse learning environ-
ment, it seems appropriate that teacher education programs at the college 
and university level should retool their curricula. The focus of new core cur-
ricula should be, in part, to have teacher candidates understand the historical 
and political realities of resegregation, then comprehend how to provide pro-
fessional leadership in moving their communities and schools in a direction 
that best provides a quality education for all students. Realizing that in a dem-
ocratic society there can be no quality education for students in a separate 
and unequal system, it is past time to revise the traditional myopic course 
work in K–12 teacher education. Teacher education too often has focused on 
narrow student achievement measures, various and changing state standards 
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in the 50 states, while fundamentally ignoring the social context of growing 
resegregation in the public schools. Such new teacher education curricula 
should not be embedded in a single course but should provide a centerpiece 
for an entire program leading to a teacher education certificate or a mas-
ter’s degree in education, or both. In short, the path to becoming a quality 
teacher in twenty-first-century America begins with the basic understanding 
that public school integration by race and socioeconomic status can benefit 
every child. To transform growing racial segregation into an integrated envi-
ronment, enlightened teachers and administrators need not only to explain 
to school board members, parents, and students the pedagogic reasons for 
and the benefits of integrated schools, but how to achieve the goal of a diverse 
quality learning environment for every student.

Let us understand that for the first time in our nation’s history that the 
majority of K-12 students in public schools are children of color. That clearly 
indicates that demographically the United States is becoming a very differ-
ent country than the nation of past generations. Between 1968 and 2011, the 

Figure 29. An inclusive educational institution holds the promise of a new type of 
twenty-first-century school—a place of expanding knowledge that views diversity 
of language, thought, and culture as a learning opportunity. 
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United States experienced a 28 percent decline in white public school enroll-
ment, at the same time there was a 495 percent increase in the number of  
Latinx students.17 The great misfortune of the last four decades is that as the 
school population has become more diverse it has become more racially iso-
lated. African American students in the South and West are now more segre-
gated than they were in the late 1980s and 1990s. In California racial isolation 
is such that  Latinx students have less contact with white students than with 
other students diverse ethnic or racial backgrounds.18

It is historically important to realize that at one time the American public 
school was being successfully desegregated. Desegregation during the 1970s 
proved effective, using tools such as busing, integrating schools, and quite 
meritoriously narrowing the achievement gap among white students and 
students of color. The progress of those years remain archived quietly in the 
annals of history in spite of the sheer enormity of the change.19 They failed 
to sufficiently point out not only the social advantages but also the academic 
benefits of public schools that reflected the American demographic reality. 
Now in the second decade of the twenty-first century it is imperative that 
the rationale for integration be understood and appreciated by all the stake-
holders (parents, teachers, students, administrators, school board members, 
community residents, and state as well as national leaders). The urgency to 
become fully aware of the breadth and depth of the challenge of desegregation 
and the inherent cognitive and social value of an integrated school falls to all 
informed leaders, but in a very special way to those in higher education who 
would innovate and modernize enlightened teacher education programs.

The Pedagogic Case for Racial Integration

There is a plethora of research that indicates that integration by race and 
socioeconomic status benefits all children. Over a half century ago, in 1966, 
the congressionally authorized Coleman Report made it clear that integration 
benefits student achievement. Since then, despite local, state, and national 
intransigence against ending school segregation, there has been a large body 
of consistent research from social science to support the notion that school 
integration is good for all children. Let us be clear, it is important for scholars 
in the field of pedagogy and especially teacher education programs to point 
out that ignoring the social science research on the negative effects of segre-
gated schools makes it not only improbable to close large achievement gaps 
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among students of different races and promote social development for every 
student, but makes segregation a multigenerational reality.

Every K-12 teacher should be aware of the research regarding students 
who are in a working relationship with other learners from diverse back-
grounds. Studies indicate students attain improved cognitive abilities, includ-
ing those skills that never become obsolete: critical thinking and problem-
solving skills.20 Students who enter into productive classroom relationships 
within an integrated school simply learn better to communicate, negotiate, 
and problem solve with people from different backgrounds.21 Such abilities 
in the second decade of the twenty-first century are critical as we continue to 
note both historical and recent events (e.g., hate crimes, use of deadly force, 
racial profiling, rioting) where racial injustice for many Americans seems to 
have been normalized. It would appear necessary that there should be a reali-
zation of the pernicious effects of resegregation, especially among local, state, 
and national K–12 educational policy makers, as well as teacher education 
programs. All engaged in the teaching and learning enterprise should under-
stand that resegregated schools from which prejudice and stereotypes ema-
nate and fester not only reflect societal indifference and even the promotion 

Figure 30. The effects of such racially integrated classrooms are multigenerational. 
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of discrimination, but act to regenerate forms of apartheid that grow from 
generation to generation.

The Cognitive Benefits of a Diverse Learning Environment

Edified leaders must comprehend the benefits of ending racial isolation and 
beginning anew to integrate the American classroom. Let us start with the 
notion that integrated schools generate a powerful synergy where an inher-
ent respect for the talent and worth of every student can produce optimal 
academic achievement and social growth essential for a vibrant multicultural 
democracy. In short, students have found it invaluable.22 As has been noted, 
there is an array of recent findings indicating the efficacy of integrated school-
ing for various groups of students. For African Americans, school desegrega-
tion “significantly increased both educational and occupational attainments, 
college quality and adult earnings, reduced the probability of incarceration, and 
improved adult health status; desegregation had no effects on whites across 
each of these outcomes.”23 This falls in line with much of the social science 
research on school desegregation, which shows mixed test score results with 
a positive trend toward higher African American student achievement that 
happened during the aforementioned peak years of desegregation. In addition, 
there have been documented long-term academic and professional gains for 
African American adults who attended racially mixed schools. A 2004 study, 
How Desegregation Changed Us: The Effects of Racially Mixed Schools on Stu-
dents and Society, attempted to connect personal perspectives about deseg-
regation from different schools and towns systematically. This investigation 
attempted to answer whether the struggles to desegregate the public schools 
were worth the trouble. In that research foray, more than 500 graduates, edu-
cators, advocates, and local policy makers were interviewed, representing the 
voices of those directly involved in integrated public schools. This five-year 
study revealed that desegregation created an environment that made the vast 
majority of the students who attended integrated schools less racially prej-
udiced. These students said they were more comfortable around people of 
different backgrounds. Significantly and unfortunately after high school, these 
former students have lived far more segregated lives in a society that continues 
to become ever more racially isolated. To sum up, the overwhelming opin-
ion of nearly every interview among African Americans, whites,  Latinxs, and 
Asians was that desegregation formed their views about race and helped them 
overcome fear and distrust of people who were different.24
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Research indicated that when students attended integrated classrooms, 
the outcomes were beneficial to all students.25 Correspondingly, there was evi-
dence of reduced testing gaps among students of different backgrounds, not 
because white student achievement went down, but because African Ameri-
can and  Latinx student achievement increased. Historically, it is a significant 
yet simple fact that the K-12 gap in racial achievement closed more swiftly 
during the peak years of desegregation in the 1970s and early 1980s than at 
any time after that when desegregation policies fell out of political favor from 
the 1980s to the present day.26 What in large measure has replaced mean-
ingful school desegregation policies is the notion of school accountability—
promoting the idea that providing instruction to every student via state stan-
dards will reduce achievement gaps as demonstrated through standardized 
test scores. On the whole that has not happened.27

Neglecting a call for desegregation over the last two generations has led 
to public education policies that have unwittingly or intentionally introduced 
an era of neo-Plessyism, where separate and unequal schools have not only 
endured but have grown. Further research indicates that, on average, better 
academic outcomes occur, regardless of child poverty, when students attend 
socioeconomically and racially diverse schools as compared with students 
in schools with concentrated poverty.28 Moreover, other studies reveal that 
higher test scores are earned by students in integrated schools than in high-
poverty schools. Segregation is tied to poverty. High-poverty schools are, 
on average, much less academically effective than lower‐poverty schools.29 
In addition, students attending integrated schools are less likely to drop out 
and, not surprisingly, more likely to enroll in college. In terms of cognitive 
development, integrated classrooms are beneficial to all students due to the 
promotion of critical thought where students share their analysis, synthesis, 
and evaluation within a problem-solving environment.30

Affective Benefits of a Diverse Learning Environment

The affective domain refers to one’s feelings, emotions, and values. How one 
feels about his or her environment (e.g., school) can virtually open or close 
the door to learning.31 The affective benefits of social interaction seem inher-
ent in an untracked, integrated school. However, a school must promote a 
level of cultural competency to present an optimum environment for stu-
dents to develop academically and grow socially. Creating a friendly envi-
ronment in an integrated school by involving all students not only in the 
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most enriched curricular experience but also in extracurricular activities is 
a pathway to genuinely reaching a peak level of academic growth and social 
development.32 The lack of racial isolation allows for students to have peers 
of diverse backgrounds. Correspondingly, there is opportunity with the guid-
ance of informed teachers and staff to experience a learning environment of 
cross-cultural social interactions including meaningful conversations about 
race and identity. More than just increase tolerance, an integrated school can 
demonstrate daily evidence of the inaccuracy of racial and ethnic stereotypes.

Again, it is important for today’s American educators to know that 
desegregated schools fundamentally change those who have experienced 
them. Given a diverse school population, students can learn to be more 
secure and confident and therefore more likely to appreciate and be open to 
integrated environments in neighborhoods, at work, and in social settings 
as they become adults. In addition, desegregation has been shown to make 
the vast majority of students less racially prejudiced and more comfortable 
with people of different backgrounds.33 Working and collaborating with a 
diverse group of students can lead to greater self-efficacy among all students. 
In other words, a “can do” attitude based on intellectual self-confidence is a 

Figure 31. Integrated schools are an obvious remedy to discriminatory attitudes and 
prejudices born of isolation and ignorance. 
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by-product of success in an integrated learning environment. To reiterate, 
the vast majority of graduates from desegregated schools, regardless of racial 
and ethnic background, greatly valued the daily cross-racial interaction in 
their high schools.34 Accordingly, an integrated school provides a gateway 
to preparing students for the world of work in a diverse global economy.35 
Working within a diverse study body can promote collaboration and partner-
ships among people from very different backgrounds, which is a skill that has 
long-term societal advantages.

Given the intransigence of the political process toward promoting school 
integration as the best way to educate children in a democracy, we must ask 
more of our schools and colleges of education and ultimately our teachers 
than what educators have delivered in the past. The knowledge of America’s 
policies and practices seen through the prism of a historical, political, and 
pedagogical lens is crucial for today’s three million public school educators. 
These teachers who serve in 100,000 public schools have a paramount role 
to play to integrate the American classroom. The contradiction of segrega-
tion within a democracy can only be solved via the recognition that surging 
resegregation is a reality and that for educators at any level to be unaware or 
simply ignore it is professional negligence. Once this is understood, twenty-
first-century action plans designed by America’s best and brightest educators 
to truly integrate the nation’s schools can become the inevitable future.

Paradox of Segregation and the Negligence of Scholars

In a multiracial democratic society, it seems inherently obvious that a segre-
gated school system is an anathema. The classic battle between states’ rights 
(promoting segregation) and civil rights (supporting integration) has been 
fought in state legislatures and the halls of Congress through the twentieth 
and now into the twenty-first centuries. The theory of racial separation in the 
United States is as old as the federal constitution and has been historically 
maintained via laws (de jure segregation) and court decisions (e.g., Plessy v. 
Ferguson in 1896). After 1954, unfortunately, so-called de facto segregation 
continued and grew within the nation that proclaimed the goal of integration 
without the national consensus to achieve it. Acceptance of racial separa-
tion for many has become the norm, and integration remains “a distant and 
unreachable goal.”36

We have seen that except for a brief period in the 1960s and 1970s racial 
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separation in schools and neighborhoods has appeared to be intractable 
throughout the nation. A separate and unequal school system endures for a 
myriad of reasons that do not directly involve politicians or members of the 
judiciary. One of the reasons for a separate and unequal public school system 
is the negligence of scholars in general and schools and colleges of education 
in particular to take the initiative to teach and promote school integration as 
a professional responsibility. This is not to say that valuable scholarship has 
not been done as it relates to social justice extending to the American class-
room. This book has been constructed in part on the outstanding work and 
insight of many scholars. The problem is that theory has not affected practice. 
Those who have the responsibility to set academic curricula in teacher edu-
cation programs in the colleges and universities across the nation, and the 
bodies or agencies that accredit them, have not done enough. It is imperative 
that teacher education programs ensure that the new vanguard of teacher 
candidates are aware of growing resegregation and, moreover, focus curricula 
to develop school and community plans to remedy the situation via new and 
creative ways to integrate America’s schools. This must be conceptualized  as 
a fundamental professional duty.

Achieving the reality of genuine societal racial emancipation and anti-
subordination begins with the realization that the nation is not now nor has 
it ever been a color-blind society and is certainly not presently in a postracial 
era.37 It has been noted repeatedly that the public school is more racially iso-
lated now than in generations—with all signs pointing to greater segregation. 
Until there is a focus on the unfairness and immorality of racial inequality, the 
reproduction of a segregated society can only accelerate. Within an oppres-
sive system, certain racist assumptions become widespread. For example, the 
assumption that minority and low-income children will do poorly on stan-
dardized tests seems commonplace. It has been called the soft bigotry of low 
expectations. Actually, there is nothing soft about such bigotry. The simple 
statistical fact is that more and more minority and low-income students go 
to separate and unequal schools.38 The acceptance of a predetermined out-
come based on race has become normalized. It has found acceptance among 
too many from the elementary school yard to the graduate school semi-
nar. For many decades, we have known that the differences in achievement 
demonstrated among students of culturally and racially distinct backgrounds 
as compared to white students are not the result of differences in ability to 
learn. Rather, they are in large part the result of inherently unfair separate and 
unequal schooling that exists across the nation. This is not to say that other 
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factors do not exist. High crime rates, the illegal sale and use of mind-altering 
drugs, and grinding generational poverty are also a reality that extends into 
the classroom. However, these pernicious elements are inevitably linked to 
segregated communities. It is a myth to think that communities and school 
boards that draw the boundaries are not complicit in effectuating racial isola-
tion.39 As bleak as the current situation appears, there is evidence on which to 
base a renewed call for school integration in terms of the benefits to both the 
students of today and the society of tomorrow. Jonathan Kozol maintains that 
those who do not openly affirm the need for integrated schools, but instead 
devise compensatory programs to lessen the racial opportunity gap by asking 
more of the resegregated public schools, misinterpret of the legacy of Brown 
by unwittingly upholding the remnants of Plessy. In short, and they are fun-
damentally unaware of the core mission of the civil rights movement of the 
mid-twentieth century and the transformational vision of Dr. King.40

Solution Sets to Desegregation in the 2020s

Bringing about integrated public schools is about creating open-minded part-
nerships across multiple sectors from states, big cities, small towns, and their 
local school boards. To be clear, those partnerships and collaborations to 
devise solution sets to curtail current racial isolation in our communities, and 
subsequently our schools, are in dire need of national, state, and local policies 
as in the 1960s and 1970s that viewed integration as a social good. However, 
such a revival needs a fertile ground from which to grow. Therefore, the sem-
inal work for desegregated schools falls heavily on universities and colleges 
in general—and schools and colleges of teacher education programs in par-
ticular. Such efforts will require a dedicated mission to prioritize school inte-
gration. Schools and colleges of education in the twenty-first century must 
comprehend the need for innovation, understand that instruction can occur 
onsite or online, plus grasp the value of cultural competency to assure pub-
lic input from all members of a society ever more socially and linguistically 
diverse. Moreover, different approaches to desegregation need community 
consensus, action plans, and implementation. The solution sets can come 
from the merging of school districts, from creating open-enrollment mag-
net schools, or even mandating busing to achieve racial balance. In addition, 
twenty-first-century technologies can form part of the mix of creative solu-
tion sets. The central idea is that professional educators need to focus on new 
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ways to promote both intraschool and interschool desegregation. Segregated 
schools within districts must end along with tracking within the walls of a 
school. This is no easy task. David Labaree reminds us that there is a long his-
tory of individual families using schools to preserve social advantage.41 This 
in turn provides a host environment for social replication. Private interests 
can trump public policy when national and state goals are poorly conceived 
and executed or simply nonexistent.

Jonathan Kozol maintains that the federal government can accomplish 
significant headway in integrating the schools in a single year. The national 
government could provide an “irresistibly enticing package of incentives” 
that would allow wealthy schools located in the suburbs to admit inner-city 
children. Incentives might include additional per-pupil funding to support 
the inner-city transfers, construction funds to expand facilities, monies to 
recruit and employ advocates and mentors onsite to ensure the transition in 
both social and pedagogic realms, plus funds to underwrite student trans-
portation by point-to-point travel from one specific urban neighborhood to 
one specific school.42 The students of greatest need, as determined by low 
achievement scores and overcrowded schools, would receive priority. Kozol 
went on to note what has not worked in the past. Charter schools, which 
are publicly funded tuition-free schools of choice that are run independently, 
turn out to be even more segregated than most public schools.43 Likewise, 
magnet schools, a public school offering a focus on distinctive programs not 
available elsewhere (e.g., social science, performing arts, humanities, math-
ematics, natural sciences), were designed to attract a more diverse student 
body within a school district, yet over the last half century they have not been 
effective in lessening the national trend toward greater school racial isolation.

Kozol’s suggestions were akin to former secretary of education John King’s 
2016 plan. King, who was appointed to finish the last year of the Obama pres-
idency as secretary of education, promoted the Stronger Together initiative. 
This plan, which would have needed congressional approval, would have more 
than doubled federal funding for school-integration efforts by targeting $120 
million in competitive grants to districts that encouraged voluntary integra-
tion programs. This particular belated effort in 2016 never had a chance due 
to the political realities of the conservative majorities in Congress.

There are other concomitant long-range strategies that Erica Franken-
berg and Gary Orfield have also noted including revisions to zoning laws that 
perpetuate racial isolation. To that end, Jessica Trounstine recommends that 
policy makers might reverse unjust systems of segregation in three specific 
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ways. First, states could incorporate school districts and municipalities to 
assist in promoting integration and mitigating isolation. Second, states could 
subsidize lower income residents to allow them access to more neighbor-
hoods and carefully construct multifamily housing away from economically 
marginal communities. Third, states could redistribute public goods in the 
manner that some states have already done for school funding.44

In short, there is a great need for housing integration in cities and at the 
same time a racial diversification of suburbs. This long-range policy can lead 
to less and less racial isolation in the public schools. This battle is outside the 
school, but progressive educators who see the promotion of civil rights as 
part of their professional responsibility should take an active role in inform-
ing their local governments of the advantages of school integration that 
would greatly aid in raising the quality of their public schools. City leaders 
and educators also need to have ongoing dialogues and action plans to locate 
attractive new schools in gentrified inner cities. This would be beneficial not 
only to cities and businesses, but to the social fabric of the nation. In addition, 
an upsurge in subsidized housing would give children enhanced access to 
schools. Such a reassignment of students to schools with the aforementioned 
incentives as outlined by Kozol could be integrated racially, socioeconomi-
cally, and linguistically with support staff to provide the most enriched cur-
riculum taught via the widest variety of methodological approaches. These 
solution sets and other initiatives are imperative because, pedagogically, it is 
known that schools separated by race cannot consistently provide a quality 
education. Fundamentally, segregated schools are harmful to all children.45

Vital Role of Schools and Colleges of Education

Schools and colleges of education have an obligation to provide a twenty-
first-century curricula that focuses on inclusion in today’s ever more segre-
gated society that presents the academically and socially harmful reality of 
exclusion. Understanding how American apartheid in the classroom is ratio-
nalized and a clinical comprehension of both the detrimental psychological 
and sociological effects of racial segregation are needed to best prepare new 
teachers for the kinds of schools in which most of them will practice. What 
are the kinds of courses that would populate such curricula? Duke Univer-
sity listed an offering named Segregation in Education: A Case of Back to 
the Future? This course presented a “timeline of United States segregation, 



106	 the enduring legacy

2RPP

desegregation, integration and resegregation.” Furthermore, it examined 
both historical and current policies and practices that pertain to opportu-
nity, equality, and equity. Significantly, students engaged in a minimum of 
20 hours of planned service activities.46 Bates College listed a course titled 
Race, Cultural Pluralism, and Equality in American Education. It presented a 
“thematic investigation of school segregation, desegregation, and resegrega-
tion.”47 One course query asked, what would equal educational opportunity 
look like in a multicultural society? Likewise, Cornell College listed Educa-
tion Policy and Practice. That offering reviewed “education policies and their 
relationship to sociological patterns of school resegregation, the rise of cre-
dentialism, the end of educational expansion, and inequality of educational 
opportunity.” Also examined were demographic data on educational attain-
ment, and an analysis of policies that either alleviated or reinforced educa-
tional inequality.48

While these individual courses are laudatory, what is called for perhaps 
is an entire program or concentration on the inclusion/exclusion paradox. 

Figure 32. Integrated schools inherently afford every student access to the cultural 
competency and world-class education necessary to live, work, and succeed in 
America’s multicultural tomorrow. 
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It is critical that new teachers examine the historical, legal, psychological, 
political, sociological, and pedagogical components of the reality of racial iso-
lation via the resurgence of resegregation in the nation’s public schools. As 
has been noted, knowledge of past structured inequality permits one to more 
fully understand an archetypal flaw (e.g., proclaiming inclusion while practic-
ing exclusion) in American education. This comprehension can also provide 
a context to seek solutions in the teaching and learning enterprise. While no 
single pedagogical policy can change centuries-old structured inequality in 
the American public school, a judicious mix of well-articulated policies, pro-
grams, and practices is needed that emanate from a historical, political, and 
pedagogical context of what has worked in the past and via new technologies 
what can be effective in the future. Many teacher education programs are 
in dire need of curricular adjustments to best prepare today’s teacher can-
didates for the unfortunate reality of segregated public school classrooms. 
Schools and colleges of education should be in the forefront of providing 
these soon to be new teachers with the awareness, knowledge, and cultural 
competence to begin to transform their community public school from an 
island of racial isolation to a citadel of inclusion.

Gender as a Marker of Difference

Part 1 of this book dealt with the blatant gender bias of the nineteenth century 
as women began to become school teachers. There were a plethora of socio-
cultural issues that shaped the teaching profession. From the formalization 
of schools, to the culture of benevolence, along with traditional gender ste-
reotypes, evolving norms were fashioned and crystallized. Sadly, the residue 
of gender bias has endured for the vast majority of educators—women now 
make up over three-quarters of all elementary and secondary teachers in the 
nation’s schools. Teaching in America has historically been and continues to 
be a relatively low paying and low social status profession that is inextricably 
linked to gender bias. Combined with a myriad of state-by-state credentialing 
regulations, the recruitment of new teachers is seen as problematic.49

Gender is a complex notion that deals in part with personal identity. The 
traditional issue of gender equality in the twenty-first century is no longer sim-
ply a binary struggle of a female quest for equity in a male-dominated world. 
Currently the issues of gender identity play out every day inside America’s 
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classrooms, which contain 50 million school children. In the contemporary 
school, traditional policies and practices concerning gender are in flux. What 
should remain constant is a philosophical commitment to provide a safe, car-
ing, and yet challenging academic environment for all students regardless of 
gender distinctions. Supporting every student includes transgender (persons 
whose gender identity is viewed as distinct from their sex assigned at birth) 
and gender-expansive children (people with a broader gender identity than 
a culture’s traditional definition of gender). Whether through intention or 
ignorance of the complex notion of gender, real harm can be done to students 
and the entire learning environment when a student becomes marginalized 
in a school.50

All stakeholders (superintendents, principals, parents, teachers, and the 
students themselves) need to possess not only the awareness of a new gender 
palate, but be committed to work in unison to provide a secure, supportive, 
and at the same time an academically challenging setting for every learner. 
For the twenty-first-century educator, just as with issues of race and class, 
there is a need to recognize that one’s own traditional values may contain 
implicit or explicit biases, or both. The traditions of male dominance and 
white privilege negatively affect teaching and learning. The first step in the 
eradication of these fundamentally pernicious ideas depends on awareness 
of such prejudice. Understanding that gender-based discrimination in edu-
cation is both a cause and a consequence of antiquated and harmful beliefs, 
customs, and mores is essential for their elimination from schools. These 
biases have no place in the classroom because of their divisive nature. Schools 
have a dual responsibility for academic growth and social development. Gen-
der, racial, and class prejudice all stunt social development and negatively 
affect the learning of every student regardless of socioeconomic status, race, 
or gender identity. It is imperative for teachers to cultivate a classroom that 
actively promotes not only the acceptance but the celebration of the unique 
talents, abilities, and personal characteristics of every student.

Culturally Relevant Teaching and Learning

Tyrone Howard has pointed out that many times the notion of culture is 
misunderstood by professional educators as a factor relating to how students 
experience schools. Developing cultural competency—the ability to compre-
hend, communicate, and interrelate with people across cultures—is vital to 
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successful outcomes for all students, native-born and newcomer. It is import-
ant to note that cultural competence is not simply a black or white issue. 
The American classroom is home to multiple cultures and language groups.51 
Merely understanding the idea of cultural competency is necessary but not 
sufficient for today’s professional educator. Three ways to demonstrate cul-
tural competency in the classroom are to (1) drop the traditional notion of the 
classroom as a place for cultural amalgamation; (2) view culturally and lin-
guistically different students as a resource and not a liability while developing 
a culturally sustaining pedagogy; and (3) optimize success for every student 
through engagement via cutting-edge neuroscience research.

A culturally relevant curriculum speaks to a more inclusive egalitarian 
order rather than an exclusive paradigm based on a traditional layered hierar-
chy—a pecking order that unfairly marginalizes students with linguistic and 
cultural differences. There are a number of concrete steps a culturally compe-
tent educator can follow to promote educational equity and set an environ-
ment for both student scholastic excellence and enhanced social development:

•	First, be respectful. Not only students, but also their parents should 
feel understood and appreciated by school personnel.

•	Second, ensure the most enriched curricula for all students. Eschew 
tracking (perceived ability grouping), which has historically marginal-
ized children of color and students who do not speak English.

•	Third, demonstrate empathy. As part of cultural competency, it is vital 
to understand someone else’s point a view, even though it might not 
be yours.

•	Fourth, do not judge in haste. Have the forbearance to wait. Under-
stand that school decisions need to be based on solid information and 
cultural knowledge. Moreover, due to identifiable cultural differences, 
academic and social tasks cannot always meet deadlines. Recall, if a 
student learns is more important than when a student learns.52

Correspondingly, the traditional trope of the “melting pot” to portray cul-
tural amalgamation is more than a bit passé for twenty-first-century schools. 
Traditionally, the melting pot theory suggested that immigrants from all over 
the world could meld into one particular kind of American steel. As we have 
seen in part 1 of this book, specific groups viewed as outsiders (e.g., Afri-
can Americans, Latinxs, and Native Americans) have never fully been fully 
integrated into this process. For too often and for too many, the American 
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classroom has been a place where distinct languages and cultural practices, 
folkways, and mores were either not welcomed or unambiguously forbidden. 
It is important to reassert that the twenty-first-century school must adopt 
what Geneva Gay has termed culturally responsive teaching.53 The basis for 
culturally responsive teaching may be found in the emergent principles, pol-
icies, and practices based on long-standing research from a wide variety of 
fields including pedagogy, social history, anthropology, sociology, psychol-
ogy, applied linguistics, and neurobiology. A culturally competent teacher 
plays a pivotal role in setting a classroom atmosphere that celebrates diversity 
as an enhanced learning opportunity. Accordingly, this environment provides 
that the entire school community actively endorses the self-worth of every 
student—especially those youngsters who have been traditionally marginal-
ized. The enormity of the task of providing a world-class education for every 
student cannot be underestimated. Over half of all children in the United 
States under the age of five are ethnic or linguistic minorities. According to 
the U.S. Census Bureau, the 2020 Census is projected to find that more than 
half of the nation’s children (those under 18) are part of a minority race or 
ethnic group. Moreover, this proportion is expected to increase over time. 
The Bureau projects that, by 2060, only 36 percent of all children will be 
single-race non-Hispanic white.54

To meet the needs of every student, culturally competent educators must 
remake their standards-based curricula to “look like” the students they are 
teaching. There are practical steps teachers can take immediately, from fill-
ing the classroom walls with posters and thought-provoking quotations from 
famous figures from all cultural segments reflecting the student population, 
to planning and implementing a cooperative atmosphere with different cul-
tural perspectives. Django Paris and H. Samy Alim have written about the 
concept of culturally sustaining pedagogy, a form of teaching in the school 
that extends and nurtures linguistic and cultural pluralism as part of a posi-
tive social transformation. Such a pedagogy can produce curricula made up 
from “many voices” so that it reflects the students being taught. For example, 
providing all students with an opportunity to speak and write about their 
personal feelings, values, and experiences is a building block to a culturally 
relevant learning model. Likewise, teachers should view a student’s linguistic 
and cultural heritage as an asset, not as a problem. For instance, schools that 
set up multilingual curricula (where every student learns a second language) 
can result in learners who attain superior cross-cultural and language skills, a 
distinct advantage in the multicultural society of today and tomorrow.55
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Zaretta Hammond has pointed out that diverse classrooms need a 
proven framework for optimizing student engagement. Culturally respon-
sive instruction has shown promise especially when it draws on cutting-edge 
neuroscience research. By combining culturally responsive instruction and 
implementing brain-compatible pedagogy, a powerful force appears to be 
unleashed in terms of a synergy among the affective, cognitive, and psycho-
motor domains. The use of brain research to enhance student learning may 
lead to greater classroom success.56 Consider the phenomenon of a positive 
disposition toward learning. Culturally responsive learning environments 
can be effective if they are properly designed so that students “feel” the need 
to be engaged. Emotions are known to cause a strong motivating influence 
on how the environment is perceived.57 Culturally competent teachers can 
make a positive difference in the academic development and social growth 
of a diverse student population if they know how to design an inclusive envi-
ronment where student motivation (affective domain) triggers both thinking 
(cognitive domain) and physical activity (psychomotor domain) to achieve 
desired goals.

Learning, as in any other human activity, is based on choice, a process 
in which one decides what or what not to do. In other words, a student’s 
emotions affect his or her decisions. Emotions and feelings are a major factor 
in the interaction between environmental conditions and human decision 
processes. Once an environment is experienced one’s brain then sorts out 
which neural connections to strengthen and which to prune. The idea is that 
we are not thinking beings, but feeling beings that think. In other words, 
there is empirical evidence that emotions, which produce feelings, overlay 
our thought process. Antonio Damasio notes in neurobiological terms that 
decisions emanate from what you or I might call the “gut” or the “heart.” They 
are actually an electrochemical process in numerous regions of the brain. A 
decision can be initially based in our emotions. That choice is then trans-
ferred to memory. That memory recalls our feelings with (sometimes too 
briefly) or without the seat of cognition that we associate with the frontal 
lobes.58 Conceptualizing this, teachers should do two things. First, establish 
a culturally relevant classroom learning environment using students’ prior 
cultural knowledge to build solid analogies and past experiences that link the 
curricula. Second, teachers need to model by word and action an atmosphere 
conducive to positive and reassuring sentiments where a student’s culture 
and language is honored and the student feels both at ease and yet challenged.

Neuroscience research indicates that the brain literally grows as we 
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learn.59 That is, learning increases dendrite quantity. So, culturally competent 
educators should teach the most enriched curriculum for all and vary their 
methodological approaches to different students at different points of brain 
development. Meaning trumps information. Hence, simply teaching “facts” 
via a traditional textbook is not enough. When teachers value diverse children 
with distinct cultural knowledge and languages, they make their students’ 
culture and language an integral part of the curricula. As neurobiology has 
shown, disposition (how one feels) drives cognition (how one thinks). Today’s 
uninterested “at-risk” students can, with the guidance of a culturally compe-
tent teacher, open up new neural corridors based on a genuine desire to learn. 
Again, one’s feelings spark our thoughts and actions, demonstrating that the 
affective domain is fundamental to the learning process. Although traditional 
approaches to learning stress cognitive aspects, there is little chance that sus-
tained learning will occur without the student’s intrinsic motivation.60

The central idea is to enhance an environment of educational equity for 
every student by an ongoing process of building a culturally relevant curric-
ulum where students feel accepted. If teachers are to be successful in setting 
an atmosphere where students choose to learn, then that environment must 
in some direct way relate to the cultural and linguistic realities that students 
experience each day outside the classroom walls. A culturally relevant cur-
riculum speaks to a more accepting egalitarian order as opposed to a frag-
mented society that is too often separated by race, sexual orientation, class, 
language, gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic ranking. The point is not that 
attention should only be paid to a student’s feelings. There is no doubt that 
the ability to think critically (cognition) and to act (psychomotor) form the 
basis of the learning process.61 What an enlightened educator must incorpo-
rate into her or his  approach is to see that emotions that lead to feelings are 
primal to the learning process. The spark to learn is triggered by emotions, 
which lead to student choice. Inspiration is a feeling from within the student. 
It is imperative that culturally competent teachers set an environment where 
all students feel the impulse to choose to be inspired, motivated, and ulti-
mately empowered.

Dual Paradigm of Onsite and Online

One aspect of a new dual paradigm to genuinely integrate the American pub-
lic school combines innovative twenty-first-century online education and 
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related social media to promote a sharing of knowledge via the merging of 
text and imagery. A second facet of the proposed dual paradigm that focuses 
on academics in action is service learning. Service learning is community 
engagement pedagogy. It combines learning goals instruction and reflection 
with community service to mutually benefit both student growth and the 
common good.62 Together, the elements of service learning and online edu-
cation can provide part of the solution to growing resegregation by bringing 
students of diverse backgrounds together in a working atmosphere to provide 
a more inclusive learning environment. By embracing positive social change 
in education, new models based on quality education via equality in educa-
tion can help integrate the contemporary American elementary and second-
ary public school.

By harnessing the forces of twenty-first-century technology and service 
learning, meaningful community service can be linked to a school’s curric-
ulum and a new learning ecology is born. There can be little doubt from an 
educational and societal basis that the online experience in education in this 
century has provided new dimensions in terms of time and place for educa-
tors and students alike.63 A familiar narrative in today’s educational research 
is that there has been a perceived shift from a traditional transmission model 
in onsite education to the possibility of a more learner-centered format found 
in the online experience. Just as the notions of inclusion and exclusion form 
dueling philosophical viewpoints in a battle for the soul of American educa-
tion, the relatively new model of inclusive online education can be seen as an 
instructional choice offering an abundant array of opportunities. In contrast, 
the traditional onsite classroom has a history of both exclusivity and scar-
city.64 The traditional model, which enrolls all but a small fraction of over fifty 
million public school students, for too many and for too long has continued a 
well-known formula based on finite schedules (e.g., time and place), resulting 
in a paucity of opportunity. For example, one can easily observe that many 
traditional public schools have one catalog defining the curricula for all stu-
dents; one starting time (a specific hour of a specific day and from semester 
to semester); one place to attend class; and one predetermined faculty mem-
ber who teaches an assigned class or section of a class in a “brick and mortar” 
classroom. In addition, the public schools are more segregated today than 
they were 40 years ago, which inherently limits academic achievement and 
social growth.65

In contrast, although in an emergent stage, online education is quickly 
evolving. Virtual schools are in practically every corner of the nation. In 
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terms of higher education, the growth of online enrollments in the United 
States has increased since the turn of the century, “irrespective of an expand-
ing or shrinking economy and rising or declining overall college enroll-
ment.”66 In contrast to the traditional paradigm, the online model features an 
abundance of opportunity where the defining characteristics have to do with 
user-friendly variances of time, place, and selection of courses. For instance, 
typically in the online format one can plainly observe a growing trend that 
has resulted in tens of thousands of online courses; classes that start every 
month if not every week; virtual global access to resources; and an abundance 
of qualified faculty that both teach and mentor diverse groups of students.

Prospects for future development in the American public school can for-
ward a new pedagogic ecology where an inclusive philosophy and practice 
can take root. Accordingly, this virtual environment can provide an atmo-
sphere where a wide variety of participants from distinct geographical loca-
tions feel at liberty to share diverse ideas in order to create community-based 
knowledge without tight time constraints. The result can be an authentic 
democratic setting where students are challenged to learn while retaining a 
sense of well-being and acceptance. In understanding the advantages and dis-
advantages of distinct methodological approaches, well-informed educators 
can devise creative platforms and develop networks of online-onsite (hybrid) 
courses. It has long been known that technology affects the delivery of learn-
ing in a profound way.67 These courses would allow for face-to-face meetings 
with other students from diverse backgrounds, countering the ever-growing 
problem of traditional segregated onsite classrooms. In can be argued that 
the contemporary learner needs nurturing in this new ever-changing educa-
tional paradigm that can incorporate the best of both models. Such a hybrid 
online and onsite format can be based on a philosophical commitment to 
inclusion and a methodological approach to promote diversity.

Hybrid Model Plus Service Learning

Consider a dual paradigm that incorporates online education and integrated 
field experiences based on a service learning paradigm.68 Perhaps this may 
provide part of the answer to resisting the ever more segregated twenty-
first-century classroom. What is called for is a plan where diverse students 
work together toward a common goal. The opportunity for people of many 
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backgrounds to appreciate the efforts of others outside their social network 
is imperative for quality education in a pluralistic nation. For example, one 
might convey this idea to the school community in Los Angeles, California—
one of the most segregated school districts in one of the most segregated 
states in the nation.69 Consider a formal multischool project via service learn-
ing and online education to bring students of different races, languages, and 
ethnicities together in a citywide poetry festival, perhaps cosponsored by the 
district’s board of education and local radio and TV stations. To activate this 
plan, the use of online education would be pivotal, because online education 
can provide curricular access to all students at school or in the home. A high 
school hybrid onsite-online English genre course would deliver an enriched 
curriculum for all, via a wide variety of methodological approaches in this 
dual paradigm. Students would learn about different forms of poetry from 
sonnets to haiku, to letrilla, to ballads, to free verse to rap. They would com-
municate both through online streaming video and threaded discussions to 
begin to analyze and then write original poetry. The curriculum would fol-
low the appropriate state-mandated English language and bilingual education 
standards. Poems would be read by all in class and online as a part of authen-
tic assessment. A citywide festival would be planned on a school day where 
students and community members could meet for artistic recitals. While the 
poetry festival is a service to the community and standards-based education 
is taking place, there is the additional benefit of having diverse students work 
together on poetry projects.

Integration is more than geographical proximity. Simply attending the 
same school or learning location is not sufficient. Proximity does not equal 
social interaction. When students actually study together, social bonds 
and cross-cultural understanding can grow.70 When diverse students work 
together on a mutual interest, it provides the opportunity to listen, learn, 
and then express different points of view in a number of multicultural, multi-
lingual, and multiracial settings. In another example, merging service learn-
ing with a hybrid online-onsite education can become a reality with inspired 
innovative lesson planning and school-to-school coordination. For instance, 
after students have taken an ecology unit in an online diverse classroom and 
made social media contacts with other learners from many different back-
grounds, students from all over the community are physically transported to 
a local mangrove forests to study the biocomplexity of that location’s ecosys-
tem. Observations are made, notes are taken, and reports are written. There 
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is one other thing that happens: students of diverse backgrounds find com-
mon ground for discussions and an exchange of ideas and values on a range 
of issues. This provides opportunities for diverse populations to interact and 
develop academically while growing socially.

As was noted earlier, service learning proposes to reach out and build 
bridges to the community by mixing the school’s academic curricula with 
projects that are designed to provide a service that benefits the learner as 
well as the community. In essence, service learning is both a philosophy of 
education and an instructional methodology with direct ties to a school’s 
curricula. Philosophically, service learning promotes the idea that education 
should put a high value on social responsibility in preparing students to live 
in a democratic society. As a methodological approach, service learning is 
a blend of service activities stemming from the academic curricula, which 
allows students to become actively involved in problem solving and organiza-
tional and team skills to help them in their future work and learning. In other 
words, service learning is geared to connect students to diverse communities 
by actively engaging them in the learning process as they meet human needs. 

Figure 33. Enlightened schools need to devise strategies to accommodate every 
student from different parts of the community by providing the kind of enriched 
educational experience that brings diverse groups of learners together in a working 
relationship. 
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Correspondingly, service learning can expose learners to diverse groups of 
people from different backgrounds, ages, and cultures, while making the stu-
dents aware of community issues rooted in the standards-based curriculum. 
True service learning requires that both the service providers and the service 
recipients derive a benefit. Seen from the vantage point of school curricula, 
service learning contextualizes student academic achievement and social 
growth.71 In actuality, human ecology is also being observed and studied. As 
has been noted, people learn and appreciate each other when they have the 
opportunity to work together. Again, simple geographical proximity in a class 
setting does not equal social integration. The very real skills communication 
and cooperation with others are competencies critical in a pluralistic society.

Today’s schools have a choice. Unless a school sets high expectations for 
all students and provides the critical resources that permit diverse children to 
perform at a high level, the same old lesson that white children and children 
of color learn is simply and unfortunately a reinforcement of the traditional 
racial hierarchies that assume racial inferiority and (white) superiority.72 Cor-

Figure 34. The mesh of new innovative ways of learning among diverse students 
may well contribute to learning by building on a wider range of prior knowledge. 
By gaining and using new information through their online reading and testing, 
these diverse students then join in a planned field experience that includes in-
person observations, experimentations, and reflections. 
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respondingly, pseudo-scientific notions such as “deficit thinking” theorize 
that low income minority students’ lack of success in school is due to defi-
ciencies (e.g., poor home socialization, absence of motivation, or simply low 
intelligence) that blunt the leaning process.73 In short, it is blaming the victim. 
America’s public school teachers and students need a better understanding of 
the ever more culturally and linguistically diverse communities in which they 
live. Service learning with a boost via new technologies continues to have 
untapped potential to actively help students to not only grow academically 
but develop socially. Thus, as students learn an enriched curriculum they also 
benefit in the understanding and appreciation of a wide variety of diverse 
students who make up their community.

Final Thoughts

America’s public education has historically provided dual and disparate oppor-
tunities and outcomes for its children. From the nineteenth century common 
school to the twenty-first-century public school there has been a struggle 
between an inclusionary versus an exclusionary paradigm within American 
culture. After reviewing the historical and political record there arises a peda-
gogic imperative for America’s school of tomorrow: in order to provide a free 
public education of the highest quality for every child there must be an unam-
biguous rejection of today’s resegregation. A functioning democracy recom-
mends it, pedagogy requires it, the Constitution demands it.

Where does one start? The answer might well be the biblical proclama-
tion: In principio erat Verbum—in the beginning was the word. If discus-
sions about the reality of resegregation—among the public in general, but 
especially in teacher education programs in particular—do not happen, then 
life proceeds as if this pernicious truth did not exist. Many times, when an 
important national problem is neither debated nor even discussed it may be 
due to ignorance or disinterest. However, in our nation’s teacher education 
programs, housed in the prestigious schools and colleges across the nation, 
the absence of the discussion of and remedies to counteract growing reseg-
regation is more than unacceptable, it is malpractice. In a segregated system, 
children are cheated of their birthright in a nation that claims to strive for 
freedom and justice for all. A free public education that provides an equal 
opportunity for all children is more than an American ideal, it is the very 
democratic underpinning upon which all else rests. Historic cracks in that 
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foundation that grow wider each day are due to a system of education that 
proclaims inclusion, but all too often practices exclusion. There can be no 
quality education in a democracy without equality in education. New solu-
tions and a willingness to pursue fairness for every child by combating seg-
regation is not just a noble cause, it is the professional responsibility of every 
educator. The education of fifty million children is at stake.
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