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Introduction

It is the province of the historian to find out, not what was, but what is. Where a battle has been fought, you will find nothing but the bones of men and beastes; where a battle is being fought, there are hearts beating.
                        - Henry David Thoreau, A Week On The Concord and Merrimack Rivers


I started elementary school in Winston-Salem, North Carolina in 1997. Two years before, the local school system had scrapped a rigorous desegregation pupil assignment plan that a former school board implemented under federal pressure in 1971, when the Supreme Court case Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education allowed federal judges to order the use of busing to achieve racially balanced schools. Thus, my schooling had few visible signs of the struggle for racially mixed schools during the desegregation era. In fact, I attended largely segregated schools, and although there were yearly units in the curriculum about the civil rights movement, I do not remember anyone discussing school desegregation.
	Nor do I remember discussing racial inequality in schooling. However, as I came of age, the national news media began grappling with the “achievement gap” between white and black students on standardized tests, which were used increasingly following the No Child Left Behind Act, a piece of school accountability legislation passed by the George W. Bush administration in 2000. In 2004, the courts reconsidered the legality of affirmative action, specifically in university admissions. By confirming its necessity, the courts signaled that primary and secondary schools were still unequally preparing students for college and careers. As I entered the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 2010, media commenters frequently began to note that education had become “sexy.”[footnoteRef:1] The documentary Waiting for Superman highlighted the plight of students in low-performing schools and grossed millions. Non-profits like Teach For America expanded and proliferated. The utter failure of thousands of American schools and classrooms was widely acknowledged, if not its causes. [1:  Staples, Brent. "Waiting for Superman’ and the Education Debate." The New York Times, October 1, 2010, sec. The Opinion Page. http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/02/opinion/02sat4.html?_r=1& (accessed March 5, 2014); .Hing, “Hollywood Takes Up School Reform’s Latest Agenda.”] 

Concomitantly, the wave of civil rights movement scholarship (and commercial endeavors) launched in the 1990s was cresting. From 1987 to 1990, millions of Americans watched the PBS documentary series Eyes on the Prize, about civil rights activism. Schoolchildren watched Remember the Titans, a 2000 film about a newly biracial high school football team in Alexandria, Virginia, in 1971. Book clubs across the country discussed the bestselling novel The Help, about black domestic workers in the twilight of Jim Crow, upon its publication in 2009, and the release of a blockbuster film based on it in 2011. Other books and films made the civil rights movement a veritable historical discipline. 
And yet, the connection between today’s failing schools and the incompleteness of the civil rights movement has rarely been made in popular media. By ignoring the confluence of events of the 1950s and 1960s and today, we lose the opportunity to understand and address the challenges of our time.  In Jacquelyn Dowd Hall’s essay, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” she argues, “Remembrance is always a form of forgetting… the dominant narrative of the civil rights movement—distilled from history and memory, twisted by ideology and political contestation, and embedded in heritage tours, museums, public rituals, textbooks, and various artifacts of mass culture—distorts and suppresses as much as it reveals.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Hall, "The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past." ] 

Accordingly, this essay attempts to link the events of the desegregation era in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools with the system’s contemporary challenges. 
This essay is not a linear history of race and education in Chapel Hill from 1954 to the present. Instead, I examine two historical “snapshots,” each demonstrating the tenacity of racism in our public schools. The first chapter explores the limited fulfillment of the promise of Brown v. Board of Education, which declared segregated schools to be “inherently unequal.” During the time between the snapshots, a new language of race, centered on colorblindness and shaped by American core values of individualism and meritocracy, emerged. The second snapshot, divided into two chapters, explores the 1990s and the first decade of the century, as leaders of the school system struggled to reintroduce race and acknowledgement of racism into the community conversation. They recognized that merely allowing black students into schools had never been enough, and that they ought to strive for true integration: the creation of “a shared community of mutual respect, common goals, and joint ownership of education within a multiracial student body.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Minow, In Brown’s Wake, 6] 

I chose to focus on the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools for several reasons. Firstly, the story of Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools illuminates broader, national themes, while displaying the intricacies of human interaction and emotion. As William Chafe writes in Civilities and Civil Rights, a celebrated study of the struggle for black freedom in Greensboro, North Carolina, it is important to examine “the story of social change from the point of view of people in local communities, where the struggle for civil rights [is] a continuing reality, year in and year out.”[footnoteRef:4] Secondly, Chapel Hill provides a particularly good vantage point for examining race in schooling. Because of its progressive image, the community highlights the extensive reach of institutionalized racism in all communities. Finally, in later years, the school system has found innovative ways to combat racism in its schools, offering valuable instruction for other communities who wish to overcome the bitterness of the past without erasing it. [4:  Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights, 3.] 

My research is based on oral histories and personal interviews. Most interviews cited in the first chapter were conducted in 2001, while the interviews in the latter chapters are from 2013 and 2014. The reader should be mindful that the interviews often tell as much about the time in which the interviewee is speaking as the time he or she is describing. I also rely on newspaper articles, school board minutes and records from the central offices of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools.
I focus more on the recent decades to illustrate the potency of the civil rights era in contemporary politics and lives. Scholarship on desegregation in North Carolina ranges from Chafe’s Civilities to David Cecelski’s study of black educators in Hyde County following desegregation, Along Freedom Road. We are now entering the moment when we can utilize this scholarship to examine how the heritage of the mid-20th civil rights movement shapes our lives as North Carolinians and Americans in the 21st century.
Again and again, the Chapel Hill-Carrboro community questioned the necessity of removing barriers to equal education opportunity for black students. Only when institutionalized barriers, ranging from racially biased academic tracking to a culture of low expectations, were removed, did true progress occur. For decades, educators had assumed the Brown decision should mean that they should help black students identify with the white children, writes F. Michael Higginbotham in Ghosts of Jim Crow: “The Court held the view that the harm from segregation could be undone by simply providing blacks with an opportunity to associate with ‘the right’ whites, regardless of the prejudices those whites exhibited against blacks.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Higginbotham, Ghosts of Jim Crow ending racism in post-racial America, 28. 

] 

 The first chapter of this essay illustrates the failure of the Court’s logic: merely putting people in the same school building does not translate to equal quality schooling for all. The next two chapters show the district shifting to a new logical framework, in which the inherent value and needs of the black community were respected. The community’s resistance to the paradigm shift showed how deep-seated white supremacy is in American life. 
However, rather than presenting a cautionary tale about the hollowness of white progressivism, or of racism, or of the hopelessness of American society, I hope to provide reason for optimism regarding education in Chapel Hill. The school district’s story shows how attention to history and collaboration can pave the way to the true fulfillment of Brown. 



Chapter 1: Symbols Destroyed

 “ I hear people complain about things, but I don't think you could get any black definitely to ever go back to those good old days, because those good old days weren't quite as good as they might seem.” John Mason[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Mason, interview, April 30, 2001.] 


Of all the days in 1969 to stage a protest, black students at the new Chapel Hill High School chose the day the state accreditation committee was evaluating the school — much to the amusement of Sam Holton, a school board member at the time. Accounts of the violence of the protest vary, but it is certain the protest began over the school’s failure to appoint black junior marshals, and ended with one hundred black students self-barricaded in the lobby, as teachers and white students stayed behind locked classroom doors for safety.[footnoteRef:7] Through bouts of wheezing laughter, Holton recalled in a 2001 interview how committee members from Charlotte and Wilmington turned up their noses at the disruption in Chapel Hill, declaring that such a scene would never happen in their schools. Years later, Holton pointed out, both of those communities would face much more high drama over school desegregation than Chapel Hill ever did.[footnoteRef:8] [7: McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 480.]  [8:  Holton, interview, March 28, 2001.] 

In Chapel Hill, North Carolina’s self-styled liberal oasis, full desegregation predated the federal mandates of the 1970s, and was a project of collaboration between the white and black communities. Holton recalls tension and disagreement — especially over the dismantling of the black schools, Northside Elementary and Lincoln High — but also triumph, and even comedy. He acknowledged that school desegregation in Chapel Hill was not always a smooth process, but, in his view, it was one with a happy ending.
Fran Jackson graduated from Chapel High School a year before the 1969 protest. She and many others refer to it as a riot. There is no laughter in her voice when she discusses desegregation in Chapel Hill, just frustration. As a child, she was one of the first black students at Phillips Middle School. Her parents paid for a taxi to take her and her sisters to school each day, since there was no transportation from Northside, the black neighborhood of Chapel Hill.[footnoteRef:9] Jackson was bright. She would go on to become a college professor, focusing on diversity in education. But she hated school, and so did her sisters. One, Charlene, now a professor at UNC, did not even bother to attend high school graduation.[footnoteRef:10] Fran vowed never to attend a white institution again. She graduated from North Carolina Agriculture and Technical University and teaches at North Carolina Central University, both historically black institutions.  [9: Jackson, interview, March 23, 2001. ]  [10: Regester, interview, Feb. 23, 2001.] 

Chapel Hill was considered a paragon of progressivism in the South, and in many ways offered the ideal conditions for positive integration: the white community was overwhelmingly educated and liberal, and the school system was so small that busing was relatively painless. The black community was small enough that white parents were not threatened by black students’ incorporation into white schools. And yet, the time period between Brown v. Board of Education and the 1970s laid the groundwork for more insidious forms of institutionalized racism. In history books, school desegregation is considered the triumphant ending of the struggle for civil rights. In fact, it just made barriers to civil rights for racial minorities more difficult to identify.
The story of desegregation in Chapel Hill is far less contentious and violent than the stories of many other communities in North Carolina and the South. And yet school desegregation is the root of the persistent racial issues in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools. During the desegregation era, black parents pushed for better schools for their children. In doing so, they concluded that, due to the white supremacy underlying American institutions, better schools could only be achieved if their students went to school with white students. The white community merely acquiesced, caring little about desegregation or black student achievement. Truly integrated schools were impossible because of the dissonance in expectations of what the terms of inclusion for black students should be. 
For white residents, Chapel Hill in the late 1950s seemed idyllic, boasting the benefits of small town charm and a cosmopolitan air. The town had 12,573 residents, most of whom were white university students, with youthful vigor and money to spend on the town’s main thoroughfare, Franklin Street. Of the small permanent population, 1,290 were black and 2,300 were white.[footnoteRef:11] Terry Sanford, who was governor of North Carolina from 1961 to 1965, reflected, “of all places in the most progressive [Southern] state, that was the most progressive community.”[footnoteRef:12] In the early 1950s, the community attempted to uphold its commitment to “separate but equal” facilities by spending more than $200,000 on a new black high school. Blacks were quietly permitted to utilize the University’s facilities, including libraries, and tennis and basketball courts.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Chapman, Second Generation, 3.]  [12:  Chapman, Second Generation, 16.]  [13:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 212] 

Despite its surface niceties, Chapel Hill was “just like anywhere else in Dixie,” wrote Robert Seymour, a white Southern Baptist minister who arrived to the town in 1959. Although blacks made up more than 35 percent of the permanent population, there was not a single black  “manager, official,” or “proprietor” in the Chapel Hill area, and only 44 of 1,721 “professional, technical, and kindred workers” were black. Black families typically earned less than half of what white families did annually, and their neighborhoods lacked paved roads and running water.[footnoteRef:14] The black high school might have been new, but it was so inadequate, Seymour wrote, “Graduates legitimately could be denied admittance to the university because they were not qualified.”  [14:  Chapman, Second Generation, 5.] 

            Eighty percent of black adults lacked high school diplomas, and many of them were on the payroll of the all-white university.[footnoteRef:15] “I actually think Chapel Hill… was just a farm system for the University, for the janitors,” John Mason, a black man who grew up in Northside, recalled. “We didn't have any factories. We didn't have any tobacco fields or farms or any things like that. …I remember just about the biggest thing you could be was just like a head janitor at one of these dorms.”[footnoteRef:16] Howard Lee, a black graduate of UNC’s social work program, and the eventual mayor of the town, recalled trying to buy a house in Colony Woods, a white neighborhood, in the mid-1960s. Other than Jewish realtor Mel Rashkis, no one would show him and his wife houses. It was six months before they were able to purchase a home.[footnoteRef:17] Regardless of the town’s notions of its progressive ideals, racism was unapologetically evident.  [15:  Pointsett, “The Mayor Who Kept His Promises,” 1973.]  [16:  Mason, interview, 2001. ]  [17:  Lee, interview, 2013.] 

Still, many black residents considered conditions in Chapel Hill to be relatively favorable.[footnoteRef:18] ““[We were] taught to be courteous and kind and get along,” recalled Rebecca Clark, a black community leader and activist who grew up in Chapel Hill in the 1930s, and was a young mother in the 1950s. “And that was part of Chapel Hill, when it was the Southern part of Heaven. There was no fighting and fussing and being ugly to black folks in this neighborhood.”[footnoteRef:19] There were no other black families in Stanley Vickers’s Carrboro neighborhood when he grew up there in the 1950s and 1960s. But although working-class Carrboro was considered to be more conservative than Chapel Hill, Vickers never sensed any tension during his childhood in the 1950s and ‘60s. “Nobody seemed very stressed by us in our neighborhood,” he said.[footnoteRef:20] So long as you didn’t try to make trouble, said John Davis, who graduated from the black high school in 1958, “you’d never know if you were white or black.”[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Chapman, Second Generation.]  [19:  Clarke, interview, June 21, 2000.]  [20:  Vickers, interview, May 16, 2013.]  [21:  Davis, interview, March 7, 2001. ] 

Lincoln High School, the only black high school in the southern part of Orange County, was a point of pride in Chapel Hill, boasting the best high school marching band and football team in North Carolina.[footnoteRef:22] John Davis remembers that even white families came out to Lion Club’s Park in Carrboro to watch the Lincoln team play on Friday nights, because they “had the best games to watch.”[footnoteRef:23]  The school not only formed a large part of the identity of its students and alumni, but the black community as a whole.  “At the time Lincoln was … kind of like a Mecca,” Stanley Vickers, who went there for sixth grade, recalled. “Everything that I could aspire to at that point in my little world was there.”[footnoteRef:24] The school was also the core of the civil rights movement in Chapel Hill. Pat Cusick, a white UNC student profiled in John Ehle’s The Free Men, recalled that the “core of the movement” was basically “Lincoln High School.”[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  Lee, interview, 2013.]  [23:  Davis, interview, 2001.]  [24:  Vickers, interview, Nov. 20, 2000.]  [25:  Chapman, Second Generation, 19.] 

Black students were also proud of Northside, their elementary school. Teachers and students were close, and extracurricular activities abounded. For many students, school was not a chore, but a pleasure. Vickers fondly remembered how his teachers made him feel special, like he could do anything.[footnoteRef:26] Fran Jackson recalled how much she enjoyed participating in theater at Northside, and John Davis said he never would have considered transferring to the white school, even given the opportunity. “I loved my school,” he said.[footnoteRef:27]  But the fact that Chapel Hill-area blacks valued their community institutions did not diminish the fact that Chapel Hill was still gravely unequal. The white community’s failure to recognize their own racial privilege would plague progress for decades to come. [26:  Vickers, interview, May 16, 2013.]  [27:  Davis, interview, 2001.] 

Latent conservatism was a characteristic of the state as a whole. After the Brown decision was handed down in 1954, Governor Luther Hodges declared that North Carolina would obey the federal order to desegregate schools, albeit reluctantly.  The state’s reluctance was manifested in a feeble freedom-of-choice plan codified in the Pupil Assignment Act, which allowed black and white families to choose between white and black schools, in effect negating the opportunity for desegregation.[footnoteRef:28] On it surface, the Pupil Assignment Act complied with Brown, but in fact, it was infused with a “subtle and insidious racism.”[footnoteRef:29] Disguised as an effort at progressivism, the plan moved control of schools from the state level to local level, so the state could not be sued for avoiding Brown. The law detailed several factors that were not explicitly about race — residence, previous schools attended, and “local conditions” —  that boards could use to assign students to schools. “There were enough reasons for school assignment that were not explicitly racial to guarantee that no black would ever go to an integrated school,” writes historian William Chafe.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights, 51]  [29:  Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights, 54]  [30:  Ibid.] 

 Chapel Hill was the only locality in the state to vote against the Pearsall Plan, a 1956 North Carolina policy that made desegregation even more difficult to achieve. The community seemed relatively eager to desegregate its schools in earnest.[footnoteRef:31] In January 1955, less than a year after Brown, members of the biracial Chapel Hill Ministerial Association, led by Charlie Jones, the minister of the Presbyterian Church on Franklin Street, created a pro-desegregation group called The Interracial Fellowship for the Schools.[footnoteRef:32] The group established an interracial vacation Bible school that summer, so black and white students would feel comfortable attending school together.[footnoteRef:33] Chapel Hill appeared ready to desegregate. And yet, meaningful desegregation would not occur for another decade, and when it did, it would be remembered as a painful experience for the black students forced to be pioneers. The community would fall back on many of the tactics of the Pupil Assignment Act, pretending to move beyond race in order to hold on to the current racial status quo.   [31:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity.]  [32:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 161.]  [33:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 162.] 

***
In 1956, white civic leaders Guy Phillips, J.S. Cole, and black civic leader Reverend John Manley met with the newly merged Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Board of Education, and suggested forming a local advisory committee on desegregation.[footnoteRef:34] The committee was meant to be as inclusive as possible. Phillips, Cole, and Manley suggested it be composed of about thirty people of both races. In April of 1957, the Citizens School Council’s Committee on Integration met for the first time.  Their first action was a call for the Board of Education to more clearly articulate their plan for desegregation. The committee demanded the Board begin to formulate practical plans for desegregation, rather than continue to focus energies on creating new “evasive tactics.”[footnoteRef:35] However, the Committee was not immediately effective. That summer, two black families applied to be transferred to white schools. Both were denied. No black families applied for transfer in 1958, despite a biracial grassroots group called the Fellowship for School Integration’s active recruitment of black students to apply to white schools.[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 251.]  [35:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 164.]  [36:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 250.] 

Daniel Pollitt, a UNC law professor and civil rights activist, recalled that the Dean of the Law School, Henry Brandis, ran for the school board to ensure the imperfect Pupil Assignment Act would be applied as fairly as possible. But Brandis was unable to ensure fair practice. Pollitt, who helped solicit black clients to bring suits against school boards for perpetuating segregation, and was the first non-minister leader of the Fellowship for School Integration, summarized the board’s racist rationales for denying black students’ transfers to white schools as irrational: “We had siblings, black siblings, applied to transfer from Northside to the primary school,” he recalled. “And one of them was denied because he was doing so well at the black school, it would be a shame to move him out. The other one was denied because he wasn't doing so well at the black school, and obviously couldn't make it in the white school.” [footnoteRef:37] Though the community appeared to enjoy the idea of racial desegregation in schools, some members were quick to find flimsy excuses to impede its actual progress.  [37:  Pollitt, interview, Feb. 22, 2001.] 

Lattice Vickers, the mother of three school-aged black children, was particularly skeptical of the mechanics of desegregation in Chapel Hill, and unimpressed with the slow-moving, talk-heavy committees devoted to desegregation. She exemplified the role black parents played in pushing white “progressives” to action.  Vickers had originally been unable to complete high school because she had to support her family after her father died. She married Lee Vickers, who worked at the Sigma Nu fraternity house while she labored as a domestic in the homes of doctors.[footnoteRef:38]According to their daughter, Gloria Vickers Warren, this frequent contact with University students and faculty made the Vickers even more committed to education. Vickers returned to high school in 1948, and graduated from Lincoln in 1952, while pregnant with her third child. [footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Warren, Vickers vs. the Chapel Hill School Board, 11.]  [39:  Warren, Vickers vs. The Chapel Hill School Board, 37.] 

Because of her lifelong commitment to education, Vickers was especially excited when the Brown decision was handed down. She devoured an eight-part series in the Durham Morning Herald about desegregation and closely followed desegregation efforts in neighboring cities, hoping that victories in Greensboro and Winston-Salem would push Chapel Hill-Carrboro to provide better resources to black students via desegregation.[footnoteRef:40] As an active member of the Parent-Teachers Association at Northside Elementary, Lattice was all too aware of the school board’s current indifference to black students. Lattice soon became convinced that the only way to end the neglect of black students was for them to attend the white schools that the local government funded adequately. In order for black students to be granted access to the resource-laden schools, black parents would have to ramp up their demands. Encouraged by newspaper accounts of black students enrolling in white schools through legal action of the NAACP, Vickers petitioned for her son Stanley, a kindergartener at a private school, to be allowed to enroll in Carrboro Elementary. When their petition was rejected, Lattice sought court action. By 1959, her daughter later wrote, the Vickers family was “sufficiently familiar with the psyche of Southern whites to be wary of their good intentions” to wait around for meaningful change.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Warren, Vickers vs. The Chapel Hill School Board, 23.]  [41:  Warren, Vickers vs. The Chapel Hill School Board, 39.] 

The first black students to be approved for transfer to white Chapel Hill schools were three rising first graders, in May 1960.[footnoteRef:42] The other nine black applicants were all junior high students, and all were denied. Five appealed, and were denied again, with only Reverend Manley, the sole black board member, supporting their transfer. The three first graders entered Estes Hills with little controversy, according to The Chapel Hill Weekly. “In sharp contrast to some other towns in the state where integration began in recent years, the three Negro pupils entered Estes Hills school without incident and hardly noticed,” the paper reported.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 259.]  [43:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 263.] 

As promising a beginning to desegregation as the peaceful fall of 1960 might have seemed, the Chapel Hill school board still referred to one of two planned elementary schools as “the new Negro elementary school,” despite opposition from board member Manley, the Fellowship for School Integration, the local Quaker meeting, and other civic organizations.[footnoteRef:44] Not until three pro-desegregation candidates were elected to the school board in spring of 1961 were the plans for segregated schools scrapped. At the same time, the board decided all three elementary schools in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school system would welcome black first graders in the fall. In August of 1961, the courts ruled that Stanley Vickers, Lattice’s son, be assigned to the white Chapel Hill Junior High School. Thus, a small number of black students entered other grades as well, bringing the total number of black students enrolled in formerly white schools to 40.  [44:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 265.] 

For the next few years, all transfers applications were accepted. By the fall of 1963, about fifteen percent of the community’s 1,180 black students attended formerly white schools.[footnoteRef:45] The demographic change of the schools was only part of a freedom of choice plan, which allowed the continuation of all-black, and poorly funded, schools. Under the freedom of choice plan, there were still substantial barriers to blacks enrolling in white schools. For one, the school system was not required to by the Pupil Assignment Act of 1955 to provide transportation from Northside. Fran Jackson recalled how each day, the taxi her parents paid for emptied the girls out into an unwelcoming environment. “It was really culture shock,” said Jackson, who was a student at newly opened Phillips Middle School. “I knew that white people existed, but I had never had much contact with whites. And it was the first time that I really, really understood what racism was about.”[footnoteRef:46] Despite barriers of cost and discomfort, Chapel Hill still saw a higher proportion of its black students transferring to white schools than other communities throughout the South.[footnoteRef:47] Black students’ who chose to attend the newly accessible white schools were met with little open hostility. Stanley Vickers recalled being frightened to start at Chapel Hill Junior High School because of footage he had seen of the Little Rock Five. But his first day was unremarkable. “I remember standing on the street looking up the steps and then just kind of walking in,” he said. “Nothing brave, no drum roll or anything like that. Just, ‘this is where I’m going to school, so here we go.’”[footnoteRef:48] [45:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 269.]  [46:  Jackson, interview, 2001.]  [47:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 270.]  [48:  Vickers, interview, 2013.] 

 	Once at their new, previously all-white schools, black students were made painfully aware of the socioeconomic divide between the black and white communities. Clearly, legal terms of inclusion did not translate into social terms of inclusion. “In my community, we were considered reasonably as middle class as anybody,” Jackson said. “And I guess it is all relative, because we had two parents . . . . .And they provided for us reasonably well. But going to the white school we realized, that, ‘Gee,’ their parents were generally . . .from more affluent backgrounds.”[footnoteRef:49] Both Jackson and her younger sister Charlene recalled that while there was no outward hostility toward them, no one reached out, either.  Charlene, who went to Estes Hills Elementary, said she felt “lonesome, alienated, and isolated.”  “I'm not sure if they weren't friendly because of the racial politics or if they just weren't friendly because they just hadn't been used to going to school with black kids,” Regester reflected.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  Jackson, interview, 2001.]  [50:  Regester, interview, 2001.] 

	Vickers recalled that when he walked into the cafeteria, the tenor in the room would change. Vickers preferred to sneak away to eat lunch with his dad, whose fraternity house was across the fence from the school. Other days he would just eat at a rock wall behind the school, “just to get away.” Although no one ever physically harmed him, he was often pointed at, or called ‘boy’ or ‘nigger.’” “Somebody was always in my face,” he said. Eventually a girl who had just moved to town and was also avoiding the cafeteria began to talk to him “at arms length” while eating outside. Vickers began to study with classmates outside of class, joined the junior varsity football team, and went to school sock hops and dances. But even his recollections of social events are tinged with loneliness.  “It was easy because the lights were low and you would kind of be around the edges,” he explained, “and people know you are there, but they don’t see you, so maybe you are not really there. Do you know what I mean?”[footnoteRef:51] [footnoteRef:52] Black students could rarely find solace even from teachers. “Sometimes I even got the impression they didn’t want me there,” Vickers remembered. Fran Jackson said the transition was made especially hard because all of the teachers were white. “For the most part I felt that the white teachers were rather insensitive. . . .They simply ignored and did very little to cultivate any type of relationship with us,” she said.[footnoteRef:53]  [51:  Vickers, interview, 2000.]  [52:  Vickers did maintain an active social life with friends he had left behind at Lincoln, and attends the Lincoln High School reunions to this day, in addition to Chapel Hill High School reunions.]  [53:  Jackson, interview, 2001.] 

Not all of the black student pioneers had such negative experiences. Joanne McClelland transferred from Northside to Glenwood Elementary. The only other black student in her class was Noel Lee, whose father Howard would shortly be elected mayor. McClelland remembered being proud to be one of the first black students to transfer, even though it was frightening. She credited her teachers at Northside for preparing her for academic rigor. “I guess a part of me really did not want to stay at the all-black elementary school and I knew that I had to prove that I could do the work, so it was not as difficult as I thought it was going to be,” she later reflected.  But although McClelland said her elementary school years were happy, she attributed that happiness to the foundation laid at Northside. “There, the teachers helped build your self-esteem, and they made me feel like there was nothing you couldn't do,” she said.[footnoteRef:54]  [54:  McClelland, interview, March 12, 2001.] 

Although white interviewees do not recall the arrival of black students being much of an issue, their recollections show that even efforts at kindness were racially charged. Robert Humphreys was in junior high school when black students started to trickle in. At the beginning, he said, there were not enough black students to form distinct social groups. “They were just buddies of ours,” he said. The new black students were singled out because of their race, but it was all in good fun, Humphreys said. He recalled jokes directed at one particularly outgoing black student, Clayton Weaver.  Although the jokes were racially charged, Humphreys said they were funny at the time. “He used to call us ‘honky’ and ‘cracker,’ and we'd call him ‘spear chucker’—you know, just in fun. . . .Much the same way that someone might call me ‘fatty’ or you know, any little pet name like that,” he said.
In fact, when not the butt of jokes, black students were actually a point of pride to white students. Humphreys said Eugene Hines, one of the first black students on the football team, was a rallying point for the other boys. None of their rivals had a black player.  “When you're down there on the line, facing that guy, and you're . . . inches away from his face, and he looks across at you and he says, ‘We're going to get your nigger,’ well, that just fired our team up. 'Cause he wasn't our nigger. He was Eugene Hines,” Humphreys said.[footnoteRef:55] Humphreys showed how the beginning of desegregation was often positive for the white community, allowed them to affirm their “progressive values.” [55:  Humphreys, interview, 2001.] 

***
In 1964, the U.S. Congress passed the Civil Rights Act, forcing North Carolina to correct its previously evasive approach to school desegregation. The Act allowed the Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW) to pursue class action lawsuits against intransigent school systems, and withhold funds from school systems that continued to exclude students from schools on the basis of race.[footnoteRef:56] The legislation recognized that for the past decade, the burden of desegregation had been on black parents, their lawyers, and the federal courts, and sought to redistribute some of the burden to local school districts.[footnoteRef:57] In late 1964 and early 1965, HEW began to regulate school desegregation more rigorously and required school systems to pledge they were complying with the Civil Rights Act, or else lose funding.[footnoteRef:58] Most districts in North Carolina scrambled to change their assignment plans accordingly, adopting plans like the freedom of choice plan that did not explicitly forbid students entrance to white schools based on race, but made the perpetuation of racially isolated schools possible. In 1966, HEW took a stance that the limited effects of such plans were unsatisfactory, poking holes in North Carolina’s progressive image. North Carolina State Superintendent Charles Carroll retorted the state was “positively, eternally, and irrevocably committed to freedom of choice.”  [56:  Clotfelter, After Brown , 26.]  [57:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 332.]  [58:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 338.] 

Chapel Hill, however, was not. The Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools was the only district in the Triangle to claim it did not require federal intervention. In 1962, administrators had begun making student assignments based on geography, rather than race. The following year, all students were permitted to transfer to the school of their choice, meaning that black students still zoned to Northside or Lincoln because of their residence could choose to attend a previously white school (of course, it worked the other way as well – “no more than a handful” of white students ever attended the community’s black schools.) In 1965, HEW approved the Chapel Hill-Carrboro student assignment plan as sufficient to ensure racially desegregated schools.[footnoteRef:59] In keeping with their commitment to HEW, the board built a new high school off of Airport Road that was intended to be a fresh start for white and black students, to open in 1966. However, some black families were reluctant to leave Lincoln behind when the new school opened in 1966, and agreed to do so only after a campaign by white liberals and black civic leaders, like Rebecca Clarke. The campaign emphasized the importance of the white and black communities inaugurating the new building together.[footnoteRef:60] [59:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 332]  [60:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 444] 

 When the new high school opened, all students between the grades of 10 and 12 attended a desegregated school. The board combined Lincoln Junior-Senior High School’s junior high population with the predominately white junior high schools, and all of the town’s sixth graders, regardless of race, attended Lincoln. The change dismantled Lincoln, the community’s pride, but resulted in more than 70 percent of the district’s African-American students attending predominately white schools. In 1967, HEW declared Chapel Hill-Carrboro to be one of the first districts in the South to eliminate dual school systems.[footnoteRef:61] The struggle was theoretically won: Chapel Hill had desegregated its schools.  [61:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 338] 

But desegregation is different than integration, which would be the final hurdle to the Chapel Hill community — a hurdle some believe has yet to be fully overcome. While desegregation is the legal remedy to segregation, integration is the actual practice, not dictated by law, and would be much harder to achieve. 
***
The first two years of full-scale desegregation passed without any notable racial incident within the schools. Howard Lee was elected mayor of Chapel Hill, the first black mayor of a majority-white town in the South, signifying a commitment to racial progressivism in the wider community. But those who were public school students at the time do not recall their experience as being especially epochal, or the status quo being radically altered. Although the high school had opened in the spirit of inclusion, it retained the previous school’s colors, team mascot, and head coaches, leaving black students and staff members feeling like outsiders. Black and white students also saw white privilege perpetuated in the classroom. “My parents were not professors so I always felt, well I couldn't go to Europe in the summer to study, so I always felt I was behind, and as I told many people, playing catch up and trying to keep up,” Charlene Regester recalled. Every day after leaving Phillips Middle School she would ride the bus downtown, so she could study at the public library and be tutored by UNC students. She said she had the impression that white students received such support at home. Regester’s sister Fran also remembered feeling behind. “I did [feel behind] because there were a lot of little cultural nuances that I just wasn't very familiar with. And I guess you could call them rules of the game that just weren't made explicit to me,” she said. 
A white student, Lucy Lewis remembered that class, in some ways more than race, set the black students apart from the children of professors. She said she did not remember any wealthy black students, just a handful from middle-income families. Lewis said she could not recall any black or poor white students who were in her advanced classes, and she did not remember the schools trying to address a difference in resources. Unless black (or poor white) students were particularly proactive, like Regester, they were on their own.[footnoteRef:62]  [62:  Lewis, interview, Feb 19, 2001.] 

             One program intended to correct that imbalance was Upward Bound, a federally funded residential summer program at the University that provided at-risk students with the resources to prepare them for college. The program initially recruited 80 black students and 20 white students from five nearby school systems, including Chapel Hill-Carrboro. When the white students’ parents realized the demographics, they all backed out. However, David Kiel, who worked first as a resident advisor for the program in 1968, and later as a guidance counselor, thinks the homogeneity was ultimately an asset, allowing coordinators to tailor discussions and needs to black students and their unique struggles during desegregation. “I think they had a little of the feeling of being back in an all-black environment; a respite from the more charged desegregated situation,” he said.[footnoteRef:63] The sentiment Kiel describes is reflected in the poetry of Upward Bound students, published in a booklet in 1970.  Theresa Alston, who had just graduated from Orange High School, rhapsodized “ “What is Upward Bound? . . . To me it is survival from/ a cruel racist society . . . Upward Bound is me as I really am. /Black and Proud to/be a part of the group, /Of talented students with a future.”[footnoteRef:64] A common theme in the poetry is how liberating it was to be back in an environment of high expectations. The black students able to attend Upward Bound almost always went to college, showing that, unlike the local schools, the program promoted achievement and recognition of different circumstances and expectations.
             Another point of contention in the school system was the rehiring of black teachers. When the schools consolidated, fewer teachers were needed, and many black teachers lost their jobs. But the Board of Education strove to maintain a black teaching force. School board member Mary Scroggs said the district tried hard to recruit black teachers but “they couldn’t pass the NTE (National Teaching Exam),” making it impossible to hire them by state regulations.[footnoteRef:65] The board tried not to fire black teachers, Scroggs said. “If you had a teacher that was not performing, you hoped to goodness he was white, because there weren’t any racial overtones.”[footnoteRef:66] The lack of black teachers was important to black students entering new schools. As noted above, students like Jackson felt that white teachers did little to reach out to them. Black students and their parents bristled at the fact that most of the teachers and administrators who followed them to desegregated schools were largely demoted. For example, the principal of Lincoln became assistant principal of Chapel Hill High School, and the head football coach of Lincoln’s championship-winning team became assistant to the coach of old Chapel Hill’s weak team. If the opening of a new high school signified black students would be included fully in the school community, the actual classroom practices did not. Ultimately it was symbolic inequalities like demotions, that blatantly showed how black students and faculty were valued less, rather than academic or achievement inequalities, that incited protest from black students. [63:  Kiel, interview, May 23, 2013.]  [64:  Soucek et al,. If in the beginning and I had ???. ]  [65:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 465.]  [66:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 467.] 

***
On Monday, May 19, 1969, around 100 black students “barricaded” themselves in the lobby of the new Chapel Hill High School, which was finishing its second year.  The impetus for their action was junior marshal elections the Friday before: every year, the senior class elected juniors to serve as ushers for their graduation exercises. Five white students and two blacks were elected. Although the racial breakdown of marshals approximated the breakdown of the student body, some black students demanded equality in representation, rather than proportionality. Their minority status, they said, meant they would always be outnumbered in the consideration for some benefits. Principal May Marshbanks and Superintendent Wilmer Cody met with the students in the lobby for about an hour and reached a compromise: runners-up in Friday’s election would also be marshals, meaning that there would be six black students and five white students representing the junior class.[footnoteRef:67] But as the day wore on, white students organized to discuss their displeasure with the compromise, expressing that they thought it undermined the democratic process, and asked the chair of the school board if they could speak at the regular school board meeting taking place that night. The school board ultimately decided to table the marshals altogether  — raising the ire of both black and white parents and students. The following day, hundreds of black students marched to the Roberson Community Center to hear black activists from the University and community leaders speak.[footnoteRef:68] The demonstration caused unrest among the white community. Jim Shumaker, the editor of The Chapel Hill Weekly, wrote, “Such demonstrations have no place in our public schools and they ought not to be tolerated for an instant. If protestors have to be jailed to halt them, then they ought to be jailed.” Hundreds of white parents signed a petition asking the board to uphold the results of the original election and stating that school grounds were an inappropriate place for social confrontation.[footnoteRef:69]  [67: McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 481.]  [68:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 483.]  [69:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 484.] 

But for many, the protests alerted them to the continued prevalence of racism, and the unraveling of the myth that Chapel Hill had successfully tackled desegregation.  “No one had ever thought that that level of anger was seething underneath about what had happened to the school system,” said Howard Lee, who had just been elected mayor.[footnoteRef:70] Steve Scroggs, who was a senior at the high school and son of school board member Mary Scroggs, said that even many white students had been unaware their school was at a boiling point. “Oh, we talked a good story,” Scroggs said. [70:  Lee, interview, 2013.] 

 We ‘enlightened Chapel Hill children.’ We put ourselves above [racism], but we didn't know any better. … You look back on it, you realize that that two years of quiet—if somebody had spoken about it and spoken about the issue of pride and white privilege and the issues of what we give up in this world to accomplish other means, I think we could have avoided what happened in '69. But we danced around it, and we danced around it as kids.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Scroggs, interview, April 9, 2001. ] 

Not everyone recalls being blindsided like Scroggs and Lee.  “I was very aware of the racial tension,” Lucy Lewis said. “I was very concerned about what I saw as racism among white teachers and white administrators and white students. But I think I didn't have a very deep understanding what was creating so much anger, and how white students were in a very privileged position, and that we were not — I was certainly not — very thoughtful in terms of trying to think about how things could be done differently.” That awareness cannot entirely be attributed to hindsight. At a hearing a few days after the school board eliminated junior marshals, student body president Don Fuller implied that students had been aware of unrest, and it was the adults who were blind. “Why were the parents and School Board oblivious to so much tension?” Fuller asked in disbelief.
Tension between black students and administrators continued the following year, even as the administrators and school board scrambled to address grievances submitted by a black student committee. At Phillips, tension manifested itself in sit-ins and walkouts regarding the diversity of the cheerleading squad. The school added two black cheerleaders to the squad to address protesting students’ concerns.[footnoteRef:72] Later in the school year, the Phillips Black Student Association Grievance Committee released a statement: [72:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 486.] 

What we feel essentially is that 99 percent of the teaching staff and administration housed at Phillips has benefited very little, if at all, from the Federally supported programs aimed at heightening the tolerance level of whites blacks, blacks for poor blacks, etc. Finally, we must speak specifically against the white teacher who is prejudiced. . . .The white teacher who feels no compassion, makes no honest overtures to black students, no attempt to understand how the past is still very real and meaningful for us and most importantly that we, not you, must be free to work through this past.[footnoteRef:73] [73:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 488] 

Teachers responded to the statement by citing overcrowding and increased workloads — not ill intentions — as the reason for any neglect. The problems at Phillips, they said, were structural, not discriminatory.[footnoteRef:74] But some teachers also felt the increased discipline problems at Phillips arose not only from overcrowding, but also from parental neglect and a reluctance to punish black students, “fearing that they [the teachers] will be branded as racists.”[footnoteRef:75] Kathy Cheek, who was a white student at Phillips, does not recall the sit-ins or the activism, but she does recall perceiving black students as being especially violent, a stereotype that continues to plague black students today. “[I was scared to go to the bathroom] because the black girls would be waiting for you in the bathrooms and they would rip your post earrings out of your ears and that kind of stuff,” she said.[footnoteRef:76] Her memory of race at Phillips sounds similar to the sentiments expressed in a letter to the editor of the Chapel Hill Weekly, in which black students come across as violent and irrational. A parent wrote, “At the danger of being called racist myself, I feel that the problem at Phillips and Culbreth is largely racial. Black students seem to have so thoroughly confused their feelings about what is just that they view any attempt to order them as a racist measure.” She continued by belittling administrators for being intimidated by black students’ “potential for disruption and violence.”[footnoteRef:77] Such attitudes and negative stereotypes made it unlikely black students would be welcomed and able to thrive in their new school environments.  [74:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 488]  [75:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 487]  [76:  Cheek, interview, March 27,2001. ]  [77:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 487.] 

Black students sensed the wariness many of their classmates and teachers felt toward them, and how that wariness limited their access to extracurricular activities and rigorous classroom experiences.  “You were constantly on the offensive,” Charlene Regester said.  “Having to fight for this, having to fight for that.” McClelland, who had thrived at Glenwood Elementary School with Noel Lee, recalled purpose and organization in black student interactions with administrators and peers in the junior and senior high schools. She was at the forefront of black student activism at Phillips, and described a tight-knit black student community. “Even though we had an assistant principal who was African-American, and we had a Dean of Students who was African-American, we still felt the need to really stick together, and not just talk about what we didn't like, but to make a difference and make it change,” she said. She cited the sit-ins over the cheerleaders as an example of that activist spirit. McClelland says that students had approached the administration about the lack of black cheerleaders before, to no avail. So the students decided to protest more overtly. “We got together and said, ‘Hey, let's just have a sit-in,’” she recalled. “Because I think we tried to talk to the administration, and they didn't really want to hear it, and so we basically said . . .we've got to do something drastic.” McClelland remembered sitting in the hallways for three or four days rather than going to class with all of her fellow black students, and a few white students, too. “It worked,” she said. However, McClelland’s brand of protest did not impress assistant principal R.D. Smith, a prominent black educator whom she refers to as an ‘Uncle Tom.’ “He would talk to me [and] was like, ‘You need to just sometimes overlook certain things.’ And I'm like, ‘No, I can't do that.’ I was not cooperative at all when it came to being passive about what I saw. It was just downright racism. And I think . . . he was from the ‘old school,’” she said.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  McClelland, interview, April 10, 2001.] 

Sensing that the passivity of the adults in the black community was not igniting positive change, students began to take matters into their own hands.  Students, more than anyone else, recognized that the only way conditions were going to improve was if the school system was engaged in an ongoing conversation abut race and racism. After a group of about two hundred black students congregated in the lobby in order to arrange a meeting with Principal Marshbanks, she agreed to meet with a handful to discuss their demands, and instructed the remaining students to return to class. On their way back to class, about fifteen of those students punched out ceiling tiles, overturned desks and chairs, and broke windows, ultimately causing $1,500 in damage and slightly injuring one teacher and one student. Following that violence, most black students did not return to the high school for more than a week.  Still, they saw results. The administration and school board did try to address some of their demands, like the quicker establishment of a grievance committee promised after the May disturbance. But administrators protested that they were powerless to fulfill demands like separate homerooms, due to the fact that they would violate the Civil Rights Act of 1964.[footnoteRef:79] Administrators also claimed to be unable to increase the number of Lincoln High School trophies displayed in the high school, since someone had accidentally thrown them out. The disruption did nothing to improve black students’ reputations among the white community, but it did start a necessary conversation that in turn yielded results. [79:  McElreath, The Cost of Opportunity, 489.] 

 Even though students’ demands were addressed, if not met, black students rarely felt the cultural shift toward acceptance they craved. “One thing that you learn is that you can create activities, you can force them to offer certain kinds of thing, but if the encouragement is not there and if the attitudes of teachers perhaps cannot be altered, then it's really hard to . . . make these things effective even after you push to have them implemented or instituted,” Regester said.[footnoteRef:80] Overall, the reactions of the students showed they, unlike many of the adults in charge of their fates, understood that schools must be more accommodating of their needs in order for them to succeed. At least one change took place: the mascot of Chapel Hill High School was eventually changed to a tiger, the former mascot of Lincoln High School. [80:  Regester, interview, 2001.] 

***
The different experiences of black and white students of desegregation are probably due to the different expectations of the black and white communities about what desegregation would mean. The black community expected schools to be a continued source of community and belonging; when this did not materialize, their disappointment shaped a negative story. The dismantling of Lincoln High School represents the larger insensitivities of the white community at the time. Fran Jackson, who never attended Lincoln, speaks of its dismantling with vitriol. “Essentially everything about Lincoln High School was erased,” she said. “And now that I think it's almost comparable to the whole slave trade during the middle passage, particularly in North America. The purpose was to erase people's connections to Africa. They mixed the slaves up from different groups so that they couldn't communicate with one another. Now it didn't happen like that, but the fact is that when you merge these two schools and all of the symbols from one school were just completely taken away, and everybody was reduced to a subservient position.”[footnoteRef:81] Anger that seemed to be about visual representations of the school in mascots and colors was probably actually about the schools’ failure to support black students in a way that allowed them to prosper as much as their wealthier, white peers.  [81:  Jackson, interview, 2001.] 

 Conversely, the white community expected their culture and ideas to continue to be supported and to predominate, which is precisely what happened. Desegregation did not result in black students being elevated to the same status as their white peers; for the most part, they were relegated to lower level classes with weaker teachers. The status quo only changed in the most superficial ways, with white students taking none of the fall.  Black students were expected to assimilate into the white model, and although programs that acknowledged and celebrated their racial minority status, like Upward Bound, were often successful, the overwhelming practice was that black students’ “blackness” should be submerged while they were at school. 
Civil rights attorney and now Professor Derrick Bell said desegregation only occurred when it was in the interest of white elites, and that the remedies for segregation never sought to undermine those interests. Discussions of racial equality in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools played out along the lines Bell suggested. The narrative of desegregation would play out again and again, but against a new background of a growing city, with different characters and the familiar specters of racism and white privilege disguised by the rhetoric of color-blindness and individualism. 


Ch.  2: “Sacrificing Academics for Social Justice”?

On one hand, [Chapel Hill parents] will say the value diversity. On the other hand, they don’t value it to the extent that they're willing to feel like they're sacrificing the quality of education their child is getting for the sake of diversity.
	-Neil Pedersen, superintendent of Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools from 1992-2011[footnoteRef:82] [82:  Pedersen, interview, April 3, 2013.] 


We are talking about using public resources to make a certain class of kids less equal.
                        -Rick Courtright, coordinator of programs for academically gifted and learning disabled students in Chapel Hill-Carrboro School System, Dec. 8, 1988[footnoteRef:83] [83:  Manuel, John. "Developing Chapel Hill’s upper-intelligence class." The Leader. December 8, 1988.
] 



The first school board meeting of the 1990-1991 school year opened with Lincoln High School alumnus Ed Caldwell harkening back to days that probably seemed, in an age of growth and progress, longer ago than they actually were. Chapel Hill had welcomed families from across the country since the early 20th century attracted by careers and opportunities at the University. But the town’s population had nearly doubled since the days of the segregated school system, and many newcomers had arrived in the past decade, attracted by the growing Research Triangle and newly-built I-40. These transplants were far less aware of the pre-Civil Rights era institutions in Chapel Hill than their native counterparts, and might not have grasped the significance of Caldwell’s request to display pictures of the segregation-era black schools in the school system’s administrative building. The pictures would serve as a celebration of the black community, and also a reminder that Jim Crow once reigned in Chapel Hill.
The school board responded favorably to Caldwell’s recommendations to commemorate the black high school, and then turned to other concerns: the town’s kindergarteners did not seem to possess adequate multicultural awareness. The board attributed the knowledge gap not to the youth of the kindergarteners, but to curricular deficiencies. Such was Chapel Hill at the closing of the 20th century: wanting to overcome its legacy of systemic racism, and ever-focused on academic excellence. Occasionally, as the decade progressed, these points of identity would seem to contradict each other. 
The 1990s showed Chapel Hill educators that, although the nationwide educational trends of the 1970s and ‘80s brought the black-white achievement gap into sharper focus, the gap was also exacerbated it by programs that paid special attention to “excellent” students. Fueled by the United States’ rhetorical, cultural, and economic transformation following the classical civil rights movement, the state and local school system shifted resources to gifted students, reminiscent of the gap in spending on white and black students from the Jim Crow era. When educators in Chapel Hill sought to re-balance the distribution of resources by scaling back programs that typically benefited their already best-served students, parents and teachers who wanted to maintain the status quo opposed them.
The discussion around gifted education in Chapel Hill echoed the discussion around desegregation forty years before. Parents used the same rhetoric in defense of gifted programs that they once deployed in favor of segregated schools. Black parents and white parents had different conceptions of what equality should look like in schools, and many white parents, wanted their students to be isolated with peers of the same background, which usually was correlated with race, especially in Chapel Hill, which historically lacked a black middle class.
The twist is that the parents defending the status quo in the contemporary rendition were not Southerners raised in the tradition of de jure segregation, but college professors from California. The dialogue about racial equality in Chapel Hill’s schools throughout the 1990s and the struggles of the reformers seeking racial equity show the pervasiveness of the rhetoric of colorblindness and individualism – hallmarks of the conservative revolution of the late-20th century — in even the most “liberal” Americans’ ideology. Ironically, educators and citizens of Chapel Hill were aware of racial inequality and eager to eliminate it. The district was one of the few of North Carolina’s one hundred plus school systems to recognize that tracking — the separation of students by perceived academic ability — perpetuated racial segregation and inequity, and although it was perfectly legal, it was not right.  Potent post-civil rights movement cultural forces locked the community into the same achievement gap as their less extensively educated and “enlightened” North Carolina neighbors.
 I have chosen to look at gifted education and access to advanced classes in the 1990s in Chapel Hill to illustrate how the rhetoric of colorblindness and increased devotion to meritocracy — perhaps especially acute in a university town — became roadblocks to school board officials, educators, and parents striving for a more equitable distribution of resources.  This chapter will trace how controversy over self-contained gifted classrooms and their relation to racial inequality arose in 1990 and culminated into the formation of a task force devoted to closing the achievement gap and elimination of self-contained middle school classes in 1995. From there, I will follow the rollout of the task force’s recommendations and the resistance of the community on racial issues in the second half of the 1990s. Gifted education is certainly not the only lens through which to examine race and equality in the schools in the 1990s. However, it provides a stark view of how problems discussed in the first chapter, especially the divergence in expectations between the black and white communities on what qualifies as equal educational opportunity, continued to impede progress toward educational equality.
Despite the blunders of the school system and community regarding educational equality, the district finally fulfilled promises made during the desegregation era. The school system employed strategies for racial equality that took into account diverse community viewpoints, and worked for students. The 1990s were not a social justice utopia, but equality seemed attainable by their end.
***
In the 1960s, federal Civil Rights legislation combined with the efforts of black parents to awaken the conscience of the white community, and resulted in the desegregation of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools. Even as desegregation was unfolding, there was a strong desire among some Chapel Hill residents to move beyond Jim Crow by ignoring segregation’s history — much to the chagrin of the town’s African-American residents. Many Americans across the nation, led by conservative politicians, also wanted to move beyond segregation by forgetting. In the 1970s and 1980s, the country saw the birth of “colorblind universalism,” a belief that in order to be truly equitable, policy and government should not take race into account at all. This shaped Chapel Hill school board policy during the final decade of the 20th century.
               By the dawn of the 1970s, much of the the American public was tired of discussing race, wanting nothing more than to put the race riots and challenges to the status quo behind them. When, in 1970, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an advisor to Presidents Johnson and Nixon, called for a period of “benign neglect” in racial matters, policy makers and the press eagerly agreed. There was a belief that in order for the country to move forward, it was necessary to shift focus from racial injustice to expanding opportunity for all.[footnoteRef:84] [84:  Wise, Colorblind, 27.] 

              Five years earlier, Moynihan, a Democratic senator from Connecticut and sociologist by training, had released a report popularly known as “The Moynihan Report on the Black Family,” which publicized the “culture of poverty” analysis that purportedly generated the nation’s racial disparities. The analysis claimed that the chronic poverty, lack of education, and higher rates of violent crime for racial minorities were problems created by structurally deficient American institutions; however, these problems were so ingrained in the black culture — pathological, even — that policy focused on eradicating racism would do little to alleviate them. 
             At a 1965 public forum sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Moynihan stressed the need for “colorblind universalism,” or an eschewal of the vexing problem of racism in exchange for a focus on uplifting all in need. [footnoteRef:85] Throughout the 1970s, Moynihan was joined by a chorus of scholars, many of whom were not right-wing supporters of Reagan, but liberal Democrats. In Race in Schools: Perpetuating White Dominance?, Judith Blau identifies three social science contributions that exemplify how liberal ideas evolved with social science and influenced policy on race in the ‘80s and ‘90s: those of James S. Coleman, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and William Julius Wilson.[footnoteRef:86] Like Moynihan, Coleman asserted that African-American cultural values impaired African-Americans’ assimilation into the more prosperous white community, therefore “[problematizing] black culture and [assuming] that it would disappear as blacks drew more on white models.”[footnoteRef:87] Such ideas undermined black culture and assumed black inferiority. [85:  Wise, “Colorblind,” 28]  [86:  Blau, Race in the schools,27.]  [87:  Blau, “Race in Schools,” 28.] 

       The shift in rhetoric about racial inequality was abetted by the nation’s obsession with the concept of “excellence.” In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education, appointed by President Ronald Reagan’s secretary of education, released a report called A Nation at Risk.[footnoteRef:88] The report condemned American schools for limiting the talent of America’s finest by being insufficiently rigorous. Gifted programs were already on the rise, especially in the South, at least in part as a means to make desegregation more palatable to nervous white parents. A Nation at Risk propelled the movement to focus on the “gifted” even more. Compensatory programs were de-emphasized, and programs focusing on “excellence” came into vogue.[footnoteRef:89]  [88:  Ravitch. The death and life of the great American school system.]  [89:  Noblit, interview, September 24. 2013.] 

Vigorous cultivation of America’s finest was buttressed by a movement for market reforms in public institutions of all sorts, which started during the Reagan years and mushroomed during the Bush and Clinton administrations.[footnoteRef:90] Naturally, that extended to one of the most expensive and influential institutions in the public sector: schools. Policy moved more than ever in the direction of parents’ wants. Court decisions reflected the shift in emphasis to parents’ wishes. Busing laws that promoted racial integration, but caused parental inconvenience, were reversed.[footnoteRef:91] As the 1990s progressed, the Rehnquist Supreme Court released decisions that bolstered “local control” of schooling, which was established in the late 1970s by cases like Dayton Board of Education v. Brinkman. Brinkman declared local autonomy of schools an untouchable American tradition.[footnoteRef:92] The somewhat oxymoronic push against federal and state government in public schools and the pull for parental control weakened the Supreme Court’s commitment to ending racism and educational inequality.  [90:  Boger,  “Education’s ‘perfect storm?’ ]  [91: Clotfelter, After Brown, 98.]  [92:  Bell, "Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence Dilemma," 526.] 

       Policymakers in North Carolina reflected national trends regarding accountability and testing while professing to doggedly pursue excellence in education for all the state’s students, regardless of race. Since the mid-1970s, North Carolina’s governors had prioritized education. Governor James Holshouser mandated all North Carolina students go to kindergarten. His successor, James Hunt Jr., built on that foundation by advocating for early childhood education and attracting strong teachers with good salaries. In the state’s largest school systems, people were relatively enthusiastic about busing and the student achievement results.[footnoteRef:93] When President Ronald Reagan spoke in Charlotte on the 1984 campaign trail and criticized busing as a “failed” social experiment, he was received with a “strange silence,” and chastised on the front of the next day’s newspaper with a headline, “You Were Wrong Mr. President.” In communities like Charlotte, busing was a source of a local pride.[footnoteRef:94] The state was a leader in the accountability movement, and began implementing statewide tests tied to rigorous standards for all students in 1986, bringing the racial achievement gap into sharper focus. In 1989, the state became a trailblazer in accountability measures when its Board of Education developed a set of student performance goals and began to issue annual report cards to school districts based on those goals.[footnoteRef:95]      [93:  Charlotte Observer. "Norfolk: A Warning, not a Model," May 17, 1986, sec. Editorial.
]  [94:  Douglas, Reading, writing & race, 16.]  [95:  Boger,  “Education’s ‘perfect storm?’ ] 

       The year after A Nation at Risk was published, the Chapel Hill-Carrboro Board of Education began focusing on gifted education.[footnoteRef:96] By 1990, administrators in Chapel Hill had commissioned three committees and reports on the topic. Considering almost a third of Chapel Hill’s student population scored highly enough on the California Achievement Test to be considered “academically gifted” by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction — by far the highest proportion of students in the state[footnoteRef:97] — considerable attention to gifted education was warranted. However, because of the post-1960s move to “colorblindness,” educators in the 1980s were wary to discuss race, and rarely mentioned the under-representation of minority students in gifted programs, which received far more funding than regular classrooms.[footnoteRef:98]  [96:  Gifted Program Study Committee Final Report, 1990.]  [97:  Ibid.]  [98:  Ibid. North Carolina allocated $250 million to gifted programs a year statewide, and Chapel Hill-Carrboro Schools supplemented their allotment from the state with more local funds to gifted programing.] 

      The assumption that the root of inequality was in the home or neighborhood, and not in the school, took the onus of inequality off of schools. In 1990, superintendent Gerry House appointed a group of teachers and parents to a committee on gifted education. In the final report, the committee attributed lack of minority inclusion in gifted classrooms to “middle class values” rather than selection policies, like IQ testing and teacher recommendations, that tended to favor white students. “Large numbers of children of outstanding talent have been discovered in every ethnic and racial group — but not in similar proportions!” the report stated. “There is disturbing evidence to suggest that outstanding talent can be, and is being destroyed by lack of early stimulation, or lack of family and adult encouragement, or sometimes even by peer group intimidation. The traditional view of middle class values is that they support concepts of hard work to achieve personal goals, the delay of instant gratification to achieve longer-range goals, the belief that we can control our own destiny if we try hard enough.”[footnoteRef:99] [99:  Ibid.] 

The accountability movement made it clearer than ever that Chapel Hill was the state’s premier public school system, at least in regards to average student achievement.  “Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools looked like they were the best in the state, and people were relatively satisfied with that,” said Neil Pedersen, who was the assistant superintendent at the time.[footnoteRef:100] But then, Pedersen recalls, superintendent Gerry House began to disaggregate the scores by race. At the dawn of 1990s, the school system had numbers to back up what many had felt for years: the school system was serving its white students far better than its African-American students.  [100:  Pedersen, interview, April 3, 2013.] 

***
In 1990, Gerry House convened a committee to examine gifted education in the school system. The committee’s report mentioned race only twice in 18 pages; once to acknowledge that African-Americans were proportionally underrepresented, and the other to imply this underrepresentation was value-based. Almost simultaneously, House called for a survey of black parents, presented to the board of education October 1, 1990. The survey results were not damning. Although black parents said that the education black students received was of lesser quality overall than that afforded other students in the system, most said they had visited their child’s school in the past year and had a pleasant experience. When asked what the biggest problems for black students were, parents answered drugs and alcohol, placing minimal blame on the schools.[footnoteRef:101]  [101: Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, 1 Oct. 1990.] 

Some school board members, including Ted Parrish were skeptical that the survey accurately represented the attitudes of black parents in Chapel Hill. According to Joanne McClelland and Valerie Foushee, the skepticism was well founded. Both were mothers of black middle school students at the time, and regularly met with other black parents at the central offices to talk about discrimination in the school system. Their experiences with the school were often frustrating, although they retained an activist spirit from their student days in Chapel Hill. In 1989, McClelland’s daughter Nicki was in the sixth grade at Culbreth Middle School. McClelland demanded the school switch Nicki into the most challenging class. The principal, Charley Stewart, replied that the math classes were assigned based on results of standardized achievement tests, to which McClelland retorted that the tests were racially biased. Nicki was allowed into the more challenging class. She received an A, and went on to take advanced math classes in high school and became a biological engineer. [footnoteRef:102]  McClelland’s experience reinforced her beliefs that low expectations for black students and their parents affected their treatment within the school system. [102:  Joanne McClelland, interview, November 5, 2013.] 

Comments by members of the Board of Education show they recognized the specter of racism in schools, and felt a degree of culpability. They began to rethink gifted education and how they could extend the inherent opportunities that came with an academically gifted label to more students. On November 1, 1990, superintendent Gerry House announced that she was forming a task force on gifted minority education that would convene in January. The task force would be made up of staff, parents and community members charged “ to study the issues and to develop a demonstration program to support the intellectual enrichment of underachieving high potential young African-American children.” That program would be focused on the family, since “providing interventions for the child and his/her family in the early years should increase the pool of students qualifying for accelerated and honors and advanced placement courses in later years.”[footnoteRef:103] The focus on family intervention suggested House subscribed to the “culture of poverty” analysis, that weaker family values, and not the schools, were responsible for the inequitable outcomes between races. [103:  House, “Program for Gifted Students,” 14.] 

          Exclusive gifted programs were falling out of vogue in the Northeast, at least in part due to their role in perpetuating racial inequality.  In 1985, the sociologist Jeannie Oakes published Keeping Track: How Schools Structure Inequality, which detailed how a racially diverse Long Island, New York school system removed gifted education — or rather, how they eliminated the “regular” track and allowed gifted education to assume the role of the regular curriculum — and saw great gains in student achievement. In the research community, Nora Evers, the chair of Kalamazoo College’s education department, pointed out that gifted classes tended to be overwhelmingly white and male[footnoteRef:104] – as was true in Chapel Hill.[footnoteRef:105] In 1988, Massachusetts spent one million dollars on gifted education; the next year, the state decided to spend nothing at all. Of 160 gifted programs in Connecticut in the early 1980s, thirty had disappeared by 1990. Nationally, there was a sense that gifted education was elitist.[footnoteRef:106]  [104:  Kelly, Dennis. "Programs for gifted students: Equitable or elitist?" USA Today. November 26, 1991.]  [105:  Barbara Goldman, interview, Nov. 22, 2013. ]  [106:  Kelly, “Programs for gifted students.”] 

However, in North Carolina, programs that followed the end of busing further entrenched special gifted programs. In the early 1980s, the largest districts in the state, Charlotte-Mecklenburg and Wake County, began to install magnet programs, often with a gifted and talented focus, in undesirable, high-poverty schools. School officials intended to make wealthier parents more willing to send their children to schools outside of their neighborhoods, and have the desegregation effect of busing without the “forced” connotation. However, the gifted magnet programs also resulted in higher levels of within-school segregation and racial inequity.[footnoteRef:107] Soon, magnet schools evolved beyond their integrative goals, and were seen by most parents as “merely an avenue to serve their children’s best interest” rather than an effort to promote racially balanced schools.[footnoteRef:108] Against this backdrop, Chapel Hill’s effort to make gifted programming more inclusive was regionally anomalous.  [107:   Clotfelter. After Brown.]  [108:  Boger, “Brown and the American South: Fateful Choices,” 307.] 

Many Chapel Hill parents were wary of any change to gifted programming, and queued up at the November 5, 1990 meeting to express concern about making the gifted program more inclusive. Paul Farel said parents would flee to private schools if the school board sacrificed the gifted program for the sake of social justice.[footnoteRef:109] In a 2013 interview, Farel, a neuroscientist from California, explained that he understood at the time that the “subtext in all of this discussion was that [self-contained gifted] classrooms were pandering to well-off white families at the expense of black kids who were not as well prepared for school.” But he did not see why the children “at the top” should be penalized because of others’ low performance.  [109:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, Meeting of 5 Nov. 1990.] 

Farel not only expressed some of the tenants of colorblind universalism, but also the potency of individualism. “People on the school board had broader concerns than those of us who were there as parents. We as parents were trying to help our kids. And the school board was trying to help all our kids; some of us thought their solution was irrational,” he said.[footnoteRef:110] Following the meeting, self-contained classrooms, in which gifted students were cordoned from the rest of the school, were in fact expanded to the 4th grade, and little was done to address the small percentage of black students in those classes.  [110:  Farel, interview, Oct. 14, 2013. ] 

              The urgency to improve instruction for the district’s black students was increased when 1990-91 test scores were returned in August 1991.  The data revealed that the longer black students remained in the district, the lower their scores. On average, the scores for black students in North Carolina were improving, but not in Chapel Hill. School board member Ted Parrish was irate. “It is very hard to understand, with all of the resources available to the local district, how could this be true,” he exclaimed at a school board meeting. [footnoteRef:111]  Two weeks later, the Gifted Minority Achievement Committee met for the first time at Lincoln Center, charged by superintendent House to “review special problems which exist in nurturing the gifts and talents of gifted minority students in our school system.” [111: Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, Meeting of 12 Aug 1990, 6.] 

             According to a report from that meeting, the committee generated a list of problems minority students faced in achieving their potential, almost all of which implicated the schools. Problems included the failure to recognize strengths and talents of children, a lack of information for parents about gifted programs, and biased selection criteria. Rather than assuming the superiority of a class of students, the report stated their goal was “not only to enable more minority students to meet the criteria for placement as academically gifted in order to more closely match our district’s demographics, but additionally and more importantly, to tap the potential for giftedness and nurture the academic ability of all minority students — giftedness which under current conditions is not being tapped.” [footnoteRef:112] The committee did not make specific recommendations, but was adamant that the school board prioritize the racial integration of gifted programming.[footnoteRef:113] However, burdened by overcrowded schools and redistricting concerns, neither superintendent House nor the school board made moves beyond identifying the problem to address the racial imbalance in the community’s best classes. [112:  Pedersen, “Blue Ribbon Task Force.”]  [113:  “Gifted Minority Achievement Committee Report.” ] 

***
In 1992, Gerry House was called to lead the troubled Memphis, Tennessee school system, and Neil Pedersen, who was previously her assistant superintendent, was appointed superintendent of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools. One of his first decisions was to form a specific task force about closing the achievement gap, marking a tidal change in the primacy of race in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools.  For the first time since desegregation, racial equality became the top priority for the school board. At the dawn of Pedersen’s first school year, he sent a memo to the school board announcing the creation of a 70-person task force. “The task force would provide a vehicle to involve a broad spectrum of the community, as well as the school district’s staff, in conducting a comprehensive study of the situation and recommending steps that could be taken to address concerns,” he wrote. Although Pedersen was from Ohio, he was sensitive to Chapel Hill’s past, where white community members had been in charge of desegregation and efforts toward equality, which was problematic since equality meant less privilege for whites, and was not in their obvious self-interest. He specified that a black person would lead the task force, and black community members would be the majority.[footnoteRef:114] And it would be called the Blue Ribbon Task Force. “I thought by calling it the Blue Ribbon Task Force. . .was to connote that it was the most important thing we would be working on,” Pedersen said in a 2013 interview. The board of education appropriated $134,000 for the task force and six years of its initiatives.[footnoteRef:115][footnoteRef:116] [114:  Pedersen, “Blue Ribbon Task Force.”]  [115:  Simpson, Vic. "Blacks' test scores still trail the district." The Chapel Hill News, October 17, 1993.]  [116:  According to Dr. Pedersen in a personal e-mail on Feb. 24, 2014, the $134,000 was spent on programs the task force eventually recommended, like AVID. ] 

In the fall of 1993, Pedersen convened a second task force on gifted education, meant to work in conjunction with the goals of the Blue Ribbon Task Force. Terrence Young, a middle school math teacher and PhD candidate at the UNC-Chapel Hill School of Education was one of the heads of the gifted task force. A black man from New York City, he was surprised to find racially identifiable classrooms at Culbreth Middle School, and he believed many of his black students could perform well in the gifted classes if given a chance. To confirm this, Young taught the same lessons to his gifted and non-gifted students every day for a two-week unit. At the end of that unit, he gave the same test to each group. The average score for gifted students was 89, and the average score for non-gifted students was 87 — not a significant enough difference to warrant separate classrooms, he thought.[footnoteRef:117] Like Pedersen, he believed the segregation wrought by rigid gifted programs was inextricable from the achievement gap, and he thought Pedersen was brave to recognize that. “How do you find recommendations that are going to work for African-American students, while working for a gifted context that basically excludes them?” he asked.[footnoteRef:118]  [117:  Young, interview, October 7, 2013.]  [118:  Ibid.] 

To protect against pushback and ensure a thorough review of policies, Pedersen was careful to include devil’s advocates among the ranks of the task force, including parents and teachers in favor of the current system.  “This was a large committee,” Young said. “A very critical-of-our-school-system committee.” The recommendations of the Blue Ribbon task force, like increased parental contact, were largely uncontested by community members. But just as the board of education saw in 1990 when changes to the gifted program were first proposed, parents were adamant that the boundaries to gifted classrooms not be made more permeable. “We were encountering a lot of pushback on the gifted side, because you hear the feedback on the gifted side, ‘Oh, you just want to water down the programs,’” Young said. Barbara Goldman, the head of Chapel Hill’s chapter of Parents Advocating for Gifted Education and an involved member on the gifted task force remembers the frustration of receiving a letter in December 1995 from the Chapel Hill Alliance for Academic Excellence, a parent group Goldman formed around the issue of gifted education.[footnoteRef:119] The letter began with, “Please read this letter, it involves the academic rights of your child,” adopting the language of the 1960s civil rights struggle to defend their first-class status.[footnoteRef:120] But Goldman was quick to emphasize that the parents were not ill-willed. “I think it was just a group of parents who had enough information to scare themselves,” Goldman said.  “I’m one-hundred percent sure they meant well; I don’t think they were being mean to be mean.”[footnoteRef:121]  [119:  In an interview with Barbara Goldman, she said she recalls that the group formed due to the gifted education issue; however, the author could find no more records or articles about the group, other than the letter.]  [120:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro Alliance for Academic Excellence.]  [121:  Goldman, interview, November 22, 2013.] 

To address the concerns of parents whose children were identified as gifted under the current system, the task force did a lot of public outreach about their actual goals — not to make the curriculum easier for anyone, but to challenge everyone. They invited nationally-acclaimed experts to come address the board of education and community members on the harmful effects of a rigid tracking system predicated on IQ scores or teacher recommendation, which tended to be racially biased and left large pools of community talent untapped.[footnoteRef:122]  [122:  Task Force on Gifted Education, “Task Force Report,” 37.] 

Racial equality was one of the reasons the task force stressed changes that would ramp up rigor for all students. But parents who hoped to keep gifted children receiving the most school system funds rarely, if ever, mention race in their arguments for separate gifted classrooms. Parents only alluded to racial equality when they noted that the school system seemed to be willing to sacrifice their children for the cause. The task force alerted the community to the unequal allocation of funds that favored students who were almost exclusively white, but in the 1990s, who was not a priority of most parents.
Despite the consternation of many parents and the press,[footnoteRef:123] the board of education moved forward with the task force’s recommendations, and in 1995, eliminated self-contained gifted classrooms in middle school. Ann Hart, the assistant superintendent for instruction, announced the changes in response to a recently released UNC-Chapel Hill study by school of education professor George Noblit, which urged educators to stop grouping students by ability. In addition to removing self-contained classrooms in middle schools, gifted students would no longer be pulled out of elementary school classrooms for separate classes with resource teachers. Instead, the resource teachers would advise regular instructors on the skillsets of different students and the most effective ways to differentiate within the classroom. “There are some kids’ needs that we haven’t been meeting… because they have not been identified by the old method [as gifted’],” Hart told reporters.[footnoteRef:124] But on its editorial page, The Chapel Hill News charged “gifted students need and are legally entitled to the appropriate education to serve their needs. In its concern for inclusiveness and mainstreaming, the task force should not remove special classes or other direct instructional services that now meet those needs.”[footnoteRef:125] [123:  Simpson, Vic. “Parents of AG students wary of program changes. The Chapel Hill News, Sept. 13, 1995.]  [124:  Lange, “System to cut Gifted Programming.” ]  [125:  Chapel Hill Herald. “Don’t sacrifice gifted students to heterogeneity.” Jan. 11, 1995.] 

	“I know parents may feel like we’re taking away the one thing they have, which was the label,” said Barbara Goldman, a task force member, parent of children identified as gifted, and the leader of Chapel Hill’s chapter of PAGE, Parents Advocating for Gifted Education, and a local organization. “[Most] parents wanted the label because they thought it was the only ticket to something good,” she continued. “But what we’re saying is, ‘you can come in for free. If you need, you’ll get it.”[footnoteRef:126] Another task force member and parent of gifted children also spoke in defense of expanded inclusivity. “I came into this wanting to protect the status quo,” Kathryn Britton said. “Over a period of two years, I’ve learned a lot about what’s not good about what we have now.”[footnoteRef:127] The school system was on track for a more equitable distribution of resources among all of its students, regardless of race or socioeconomic status. [126:  Lange, “Proposal phases out classes for gifted.”]  [127:  Ibid.] 

***
By 1996, the school system had started to highlight the severity of racial inequity on the district level, and many community members had begun to acknowledge the inequitable conditions between races. Leaders of individual schools began to think about equity on the school-wide level, as well. To some Chapel Hill High School teachers, it seemed the district had opened Pandora’s box, unleashing a torrent of harsh criticism that few wanted to hear. The principal of the high school, Charles “Butch” Patteson, remarked at an October meeting of the school governance committee that faculty remained too unwilling to help black students and make black parents feel welcome, and needed to increase their efforts. R.D. Smith, an alumnus of Lincoln High School, and principal of Chapel Hill High School in 1970s, beginning shortly after the riots, was gratified when he read reports in the newspaper “I asked the principal what took him so long,” Smith told The Chapel Hill News. “This is something that’s been happening a long time.”[footnoteRef:128] As principal, Smith noticed that black students felt like “nobody cared, nobody was listening to them.” He recalled seeing black students routinely sent out into the halls instead of into the classroom, where they should be learning, and a chorus teacher who somehow only ever selected white students for her star chorus ensemble. [footnoteRef:129]  Twenty-five years later, he was not sure how much had changed for black students.  [128:  Boyer, Joshua. " Governing board at CHHS takes up black achievement." The Chapel Hill News, December 8, 1996.
 ]  [129:  R.D. Smith, interview, 13-14 November 2000.  ] 

Others were less receptive to Patteson’s call for reform. Teachers were furious at his accusation that they did not care, and vocally called for his removal. But Patteson refused to back down. “I’m sorry if what I said was a bombshell,” he told reporters. “If in the end it creates a new outcome, it was worth it — worth it for the kids. The tone and culture of Chapel Hill High is inhospitable to black students and their parents, who represent 19 percent of the school community.” The previous year, he convinced the board of education to spend $15,000 on hiring Research and Evaluation Associates, a Chapel Hill consulting company, to prepare a study about ways to help raise the test scores of African-American students. According to the report, nearly two-thirds of black students at the high school during the previous year had at least two Ds and Fs, and white students on average scored 300 points higher on the SAT than their black peers.[footnoteRef:130] [130:  Robiglio, Deborah. "New vigor abounds at Chapel Hill High School." The News & Observer, November 6, 1997.
] 

The problems Patteson highlighted were not unique to high school. Black parents felt unwelcome at schools throughout the entire community. Valerie Foushee explained that many African-American parents she knew relied on her to go up to the schools and school board meetings to serve as an advocate for their children. “I served as an advocate for other parents who did not feel comfortable. I had gone to a couple of school board meetings closed sessions where parents had gotten an audience with the board and they were afraid to go alone. They didn't know if they would say they right things; they didn't know how they’d be received, and so I went with those parents,” she said. Both Foushee and McClelland said that because their children were black, they required even louder advocacy due to teaches’ lower expectations. “[My daughter] needed me to advocate for her to be validated and to be seen as a smart African-American female who should have the same opportunities as every single kid in this building,” McClelland said. “So I was constantly at – in the schools, fighting for her, fighting for her to be in the honors classes, fighting for her to be in the classes where she was going to be challenged, and given the grades that she earned. Not that I wanted them to give her anything, but that she earned.”[footnoteRef:131] [131:  McClelland, interview, Nov. 5, 2013.] 

Foushee and McClelland felt white parents viewed them differently. Foushee remembers being excluded from a list of mothers to donate snacks to the classroom, because the other mothers assumed her family was too poor to contribute — an experience embarrassing enough to make anyone wary of becoming involved in the school community. McClelland and Foushee said one factor of intimidation was that black parents tended to be significantly less educated than their white peers, and they were all too aware of that fact. But, McClelland said, she and her former classmate had an advantage many black parents did not — they were graduates of Chapel Hill schools, and had been raising hell there since they were children.  “You know, you have people who didn’t have experiences out here at Chapel Hill High and therefore that’s why they don’t want to come out here,” McClelland said. “They’re intimidated. I used to tell my daughter – I don’t need you to do anything, I got this. I got this. And I wasn’t intimidated.”[footnoteRef:132] Patteson took note of McClelland’s devotion to advocacy for black students, and hired her as an English teacher as soon as her daughter graduated in 1995.  [132:  McClelland, interview, November 5, 2013.] 

Because communication between the home and school is crucial to student success, the Blue Ribbon Task Force recommended that schools require parent-teacher conferences early in the school year. To ensure the conferences were easily accessible, the task force recommended they be held in locations convenient to the parent, so that all parents, not just those who felt comfortable or had time to go to their child’s school, would be informed about their child’s education. However, despite the task force’s emphasis on the need for school system action to increase parental contact, principals’, teachers’, and white parents’ level of satisfaction with existing parental contact activities led to a weak implementation of the recommendation.[footnoteRef:133] Thus, despite the extensive efforts of Pedersen and many community members that began in 1992, Patteson was correct when he said African-American parents and students did not feel valued by the school system. However, the blame he placed on teachers — many of whom were aware of the problems and trying to please everyone — was probably overdone. [133:  Young, Blue Ribbon Task Force recommendations,  8.] 

Still, teachers were key opponents of Patteson’s most controversial proposal, a holdover from the gifted education task force that concluded the year before. Patteson was dissatisfied that only 3.5 percent of students in advanced courses at Chapel Hill High School were black, and cited the example from the recent feature film Stand and Deliver, based on the true story of Jaime Escalante, a teacher who coached a group of poor, Hispanic students into East Los Angeles to receive fives, the highest grade possible, on the Advanced Placement Calculus exam. “If he can do that, we can do that,” Patteson insisted.  “We’re the best high school in North Carolina. We’ve got a great faculty. It’s time to say, ‘yes we’re going to do this.’” He echoed the defense of the gifted task force when they phased out middle school self-contained classes the year before: “I’m not trying to change our [advanced classes],” he said “I just want more kids to get into those classes.”[footnoteRef:134]  [134:  Boyer, "The Most Important Problem." The Chapel Hill News, November 24, 1996.
] 

But for all its niceties, Chapel Hill was not a Hollywood movie set, teachers countered. More than two-dozen teachers signed a document demanding Patteson’s resignation.[footnoteRef:135] English teacher Linda Barnard said that all students who wanted to take advanced classes were allowed to take them. Anne Love, another English teacher, agreed, and said that changing the way students get into advanced courses would mean lowering standards. McClelland told reporters it was “a slap in the face to African-American people” to say letting more black students into advanced classes would result in lowered standards. And she said that people who did not want to address the problem because they were tired of talking about race were missing the point. “There’s a lot of truth in what Patteson said. Now (black parents) know that someone cares about their children — because they feel like no one does,” she said. “If the black community feels like someone is on their side, maybe they would become more involved and that would be a plus for us. If we had the cooperation with parents, these kids would be start to do better.” McClelland also emphasized that white “average” students were ignored as well when resources were funneled toward highest achievers.[footnoteRef:136]  [135:   Joshua Boyer ]  [136:  Ibid.] 

As the inaugural AVID teacher at the high school level, McClelland felt the weight of teachers’ low expectations acutely. AVID  (Advancement Via Individual Determination), was introduced into the Chapel Hill schools because of the task force. In many ways, the program, which was started in the San Diego public schools, was similar to the Upward Bound program that helped propel McClelland and other black high school students to college in the 1960s and 1970s. But instead of just offering enrichment and college preparatory help during the summer, AVID involved an elective course students attended throughout the year. Students could self-nominate for the program (although teachers also recruited), and the board of education was willing to budget $117,000 for it annually, which paid for SAT and Advanced Placement examination fees, college application fees, and curricular materials.[footnoteRef:137]  [137:  Deborah Robiglio. "Course outcome puzzles officials." The News & Observer, September 24, 1998. ] 

AVID never purported to be for “at-risk” or minority students, but from its inception on the West Coast, it attracted students from poor families who might not get the study skills or college preparatory guidance at home, and wanted a learning space where high expectations were the norm. Terry Greenlund, a middle school AG teacher, was the man who spearheaded AVID’s beginnings in Chapel Hill. He had long been disappointed in the lack of educational rigor available to black students in Chapel Hill, and was known for helping connect African-American students with preparatory boarding schools in the Northeast. The result was that the students gained opportunity, but also lost their community— and their community lost them.[footnoteRef:138] AVID provided an escape for minority students from a lackluster education that did not require scholarships, residency away from home, and airfare. It signified the district’s willingness to spend precious resources on programming that was tailored to help students whose parents were not University faculty members or wealthy. AVID also demonstrated a shift in administrators’ expectations. Rather than expecting students of color to achieve within a framework that had continually failed them, the program offered a new framework in which wealthier, often-white, children were not the only ones expected to succeed. [138:  See Goldman, Foushee, McClelland, and Young, interviews.] 

Students could enter AVID in middle school and continue the elective in high school. At Chapel Hill High School, the first AVID class in 1996 was entirely black.[footnoteRef:139] “In the nineties, there was this stigma attached to AVID,” McClelland said. Most students in AVID at Chapel Hill High School were enrolled in Advanced Placement and Honors classes, at McClelland’s behest. The second year of the program, the advanced placement biology teacher approached her and said the AVID students simply lacked the skills to excel in the class.  McClelland returned to her classroom and reported to her students what the biology teacher had said. “That was a day that I will never ever, ever forget because the kids were really upset,” she remembered. She framed the teacher’s hurtful words as a challenge. “Let’s not get so hurt and disappointed to the point that we don’t do what we need to do,” she told the class. “Regardless of what it takes…we will be here at night, and we will bring in sleeping bags to do study groups, do all of the things that you are going to be successful, to make you successful in that class. We’re going to do this.”  She felt most of her colleagues who taught advanced placement and honors classes were doubtful that the AVID students belonged in them, in part because they were not designated as gifted in lower grades.  [139:  McClelland, interview, November 5, 2013.] 

As AVID became more established, it became more respected, and eventually spread to other cities in North Carolina, where its success was replicated. It also became more racially integrated, with a higher number of white students seeking out the support offered by the elective. Patteson was never able to mend relations with his staff, and he made his place in the community even more precarious when he called separate assemblies for black and white students to address the racial divide in the school.[footnoteRef:140] He departed for another school in 1997. His conscious effort to address race was remembered as a “crisis” by some, courageous by others. But AVID stayed at the high school and expanded as he had hoped, demonstrating that a program that targets the needs of those not already prospering, and fosters high expectations for everyone, could help bridge the supposedly intractable racial achievement gap. SAT scores of the first AVID cohort went up by nearly 65 points from the beginning of the year to June. In the 1997-1998 school year, 36 out of 102 students in the program district wide (at the middle schools, and now two high schools — East Chapel Hill and Chapel Hill) — were enrolled in advanced classes. [footnoteRef:141] All of the students in the first AVID class to graduate from Chapel Hill High School, in 1999, were accepted to four-year colleges.[footnoteRef:142] [140:  Boyer, “New vigor abounds at Chapel Hill High School.”]  [141:  Robiglio, “Course outcome puzzles officials.”]  [142:  Nash, Julie. “Board reviews black student achievement goals –Members note improvements, but say more work is needed.” The News &Observer, November 14, 1999.
— "Tougher goals for superintendent OK'd - Pederson sought challenging target for student achievement." The Chapel Hill Herald, October 1, 1999.
] 

***
In 1954, the Supreme Court decided schools must be racially desegregated in part due to a psychological study involving dolls. Black students almost always preferred white dolls to dolls with their own skin color, signaling to the courts that going to schools with fewer resources had a harmful psychological effect on black students. The same psychological effect must have occurred—maybe even been amplified – by making black students attend the same schools as white students and still be given fewer resources. Fortunately, Chapel Hill educators and community members did not need a federal court decision to force them to act on this realization in the 1990s, even if it took a few decades for educators to collectively come to it. The Blue Ribbon Task Force and initiatives resulted in the happy ending that history often mistakenly assigns to the initial desegregation efforts in the 1960s: classrooms became more racially diverse. More importantly, the educational opportunities of black and white students became more aligned. In 1999, the differences between the percentages of black and white students who passed North Carolina state examinations in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools improved from its pre-task force number of 50 percent to only 37 percent.[footnoteRef:143] [143:  Ibid.] 

AVID and other successful initiatives like the Blue Ribbon Mentorship Program, which paired youth who often did not have parents who were plugged into the school system with mentors who were, addressed the reality that black families in Chapel Hill tended to have fewer resources than white families. Addressing these differences, rather than pretending that everyone in Chapel Hill had the same barriers and avenues to success, helped close the achievement gap. 
Attempts to be colorblind impeded progress in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City schools, and  they did not see progress until the district addressed race head on. Sometimes officials did not address race with optimal delicacy, like principal Patteson, but the community needed to discuss the systemic incorporation of white privilege in order to lessen its influence.  Programs that looked at the specific needs of minority students, and the barriers they faced because of their race and corresponding systematic oppression, tended to have more success than hoping they would conform to the status quo. 
Colorblind rhetoric did not so much camouflage the racist origins of educational practices in Chapel Hill as validate them. As Paul Farel noted, white parents were cognizant of the racial implications of their struggle against a more equitable distribution of resources, but a national emphasis on meritocracy and excellence legitimized their position against a perceived sacrifice of said excellence for equality. Good policy largely prevailed in Chapel Hill in the 1990s (although many recommendations of policies to help raise minority student achievement were never implemented), but the societal forces of colorblindness and individualism would erode at least some of those policies in the subsequent decade. 
In the 1991 Gifted Minority Student Achievement report, the committee wrote, “there is no quick fix to this problem — situations which have evolved over years will need years to be undone. A commitment to correct this problem is a commitment to devote the time and resources necessary to address the problem. Secondly, change will occur to the degree that we affect change. We cannot expect that a little change will yield great results.”[footnoteRef:144] What would remain to be seen at the end of the 1990s was if the school system would be permitted to continue making great changes. [144:  “Gifted Minority Achievement Committee Report.”] 



Chapter 3: Symbols Rebuilt

 I have a whole backlash file.  And the reason I have a backlash file is that I know every time we make a major push to deinstitutionalize racism, we’re going to see backlash somehow. And it’s always going to look different, but if I can understand the way it’s looked before, I can do a better job of predicting what it might look like next.
	Graig Meyer, Director of student equity and volunteer services at Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools[footnoteRef:145]  [145:  Meyer, interview, January 7, 2014.] 


The 1990s ended on a note of progress in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools. The local news media credited programs like AVID and the Blue Ribbon Mentorship Program for a reduced racial achievement gap. African-American test scores were on the rise. But by 2002, the façade of racial equality was demolished when a group of community members called Concerned African-American Parents and Citizens protested against persistent racial inequality in the schools. "I thought [when the Blue Ribbon Task Force was formed] that we had taken a quantum leap forward in trying to eliminate the problem," said Reverend Mark Royster, who chaired the task force. "But all we've heard [since then] is talk, talk, talk. Not only have we not gone forward, we have taken a quantum leap backward."[footnoteRef:146] In fact, the achievement of the system’s black students on standardized state exams had steadily risen since the Blue Ribbon Task Force was formed, and school system administrators had revamped their approach to addressing racial equality, spending more than $83,000 on racial equality efforts since 2000.[footnoteRef:147]  But the dissatisfaction of the black community demonstrated how their lived experiences often reflected discrimination that quantitative data failed to capture. [146:  Neil Offen. "Black parents to board: Close gap – Student achievement neglect ‘unacceptable,’" Chapel Hill Herald, August 16, 2014.
]  [147:  Winn. “The price of racial sensitivity.” The Chapel Hill News, May 7, 2006: A1. Print.] 

In the early 2000s, the school system focused more resources and effort than ever into addressing racism — a word many in the country were uncomfortable with — while almost every other school system in North Carolina shied away from the topic, or only acknowledged it when insisting it was irrelevant.[footnoteRef:148] In the mid-2000s, the political climate in Chapel Hill shifted, restricting the school system’s social justice efforts. A school board member, Mike Kelley, was elected on a platform of reinstating the rigid gifted program that had caused racial segregation and lowered achievement in minority populations in the 1980s and 1990s. He fulfilled his promise. [148: Offen. "City schools ' test scores top 2000's No. 1 rank,” Chapel Hill Herald, June 20, 2001.] 

Between 2000 and 2011, when Neil Pedersen retired, the trends identified in the preceding chapters — namely, insistence from white parents and school system administrators that minority students should assimilate into a white cultural institution —continued in the face of innovative policy from administrators and school board members.  What has been termed the accountability movement and focus on the achievement gap camouflaged the more serious problems of racism in the schools, but also provided Chapel Hill educators with the rhetoric to incite a call to action. Although negative historical trends and cultural forces hindered progress in Chapel Hill, two factors kept the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools from regressing in terms of equality:  increased attention to the community’s past missteps in education and administrators’ decisions to start hard conversations about racism. 
***
The early 2000s were a period of unprecedented innovation in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, as administrators became more frank than ever in discussing racial inequality. Despite the progress in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools throughout the 1990s, superintendent Neil Pedersen wanted to start the 21st century with a fresh look at the barriers to racial equality. In 1999, he presented the last report from the Blue Ribbon Task Force to the school board. The results of the Task Force were  “substantial, but not sufficient," Pedersen said; the community needed to redouble their efforts.[footnoteRef:149] From now on, the district would be a part of a national consortium of 15 school systems similar to Chapel Hill-Carrboro, started by the superintendent of the district in Evanston, Illinois.[footnoteRef:150] The consortium included districts from Berkeley, California, to Cambridge, Massachusetts. Interestingly, Chapel Hill was the only district from the Southeast. All were affluent communities that could afford to spend more on each student than their state’s average, with a high-performing white population that led them to believe their students of color should be performing much better than they were. [149:  Neil Offen. "Minority programs for schools proposed - The Chapel Hill - Carrboro system committee targets higher student achievement." Chapel Hill Herald, August 16, 2014.]  [150:  Nash, Julie. "Tougher goals for superintendent OK'd - Pederson sought challenging target for student achievement." Chapel Hill Herald, October 1, 1999.] 

Like Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, each district had already developed programs to help minority students achieve at the rates of their white peers. Many of the districts had even been led by African-American superintendents, and all, like Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, had had black community members in important roles in the administration and school board. All had failed to close their achievement gaps and sufficiently improve their minority students’ and parents’ experiences in the schools. And, perhaps most importantly, all had bases of affluent parents who regularly hindered efforts for equality by raising concerns about educational excellence.[footnoteRef:151]  [151:  Noguera, The trouble with Black boys.] 

Because of its small size and demographics, Chapel Hill’s post-desegregation narrative was different in many ways from the neighboring districts in North Carolina. As districts were declared “unitary” — that is, the courts no longer saw evidence of the pre-Swann[footnoteRef:152] de jure segregation patterns — districts in North Carolina shifted to “controlled choice plans,”[footnoteRef:153] and schools quickly returned to almost Jim-Crow levels of segregation. But Chapel Hill-Carrboro had not been under court supervision for decades, and was so small that it never employed busing. The district’s racial inequalities were also different from the ones increasingly publicized in the national news media. The 21st century began with the No Child Left Behind Act, which mandated high-stakes standardized tests in all 50 states, and punished schools for low-performance. Thus, the racial achievement gap became a matter of national import, as the public was increasingly aware that many, if not most, “failing” schools, had predominantly non-white students. Although the association of higher minority populations with failing schools certainly affected Chapel Hill, the schools did not suffer from the same barriers to equality most often-discussed in the news — racially homogenous “dropout factories” that parents were desperate to get their children out of.  Instead, Chapel Hill and the other districts in the Minority Student Achievement Network were dealing with inequalities within high-performing schools, and trying to keep those schools performing at a high level.[footnoteRef:154] Their barriers were subtler, but the supposedly progressive values and emphasis on education in their communities made the disparity between the treatment and success of white and the relative failure of minority students increasingly unconscionable.  [152:  Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education allowed federal judges to order the use of busing to achieve racially balanced schools.]  [153:  In controlled choice plans, geographic attendance zones are eliminated or widened, and parents ranked their top choices of schools within the larger district or zone. According to Chapel Hill-Carrboro City schools policy, “the racial/ethnic composition of students at individual schools will mirror, as closely as possible, the racial/ethnic composition of the population as a whole within the school district.”]  [154:  Pedersen, interview, April 3, 2013.] 

Like Chapel Hill, Berkeley had voluntarily desegregated its schools. Because Berkeley’s collective identity was so centered on liberalism and progressive causes, desegregation seemed morally obvious, and received little open opposition, just like in Chapel Hill. But the post-desegregation period confused the community’s moral compass on the right way to deal with racial disparities. In 1969, the same year as the “riots” at Chapel Hill High School, and only a year after Berkeley desegregated its schools, black students at Berkeley High School demanded the first African American studies department at a high school. The board acquiesced to their demand because the “notion that separate and distinct approaches to educating Black and white students were necessary and desired” was still deep-rooted. Eventually, Berkeley High School had smaller high schools within the larger structure, called houses, often explicitly designed by race. The Department of Education brought an end to this outright in-school segregation, but not to the in-school disparity in educational outcomes.[footnoteRef:155] Like Chapel Hill, Berkeley had yet to overcome its unfortunate legacy from the days of segregation. They struggled to evolve from the expectation that if minority students could not achieve within a white cultural institution, they were somewhat of a lost cause. [155:  Ibid.] 

In the beginning of 2000, Pedersen assembled a Minority Student Achievement Local Team, which he asked to "revise, rewrite and create strategies and goals" of the Blue Ribbon Task Force. [footnoteRef:156] The shift from Blue Ribbon to the Minority Student Achievement Network was important in two ways, school board member Elizabeth Carter, a black woman who grew up in Chapel Hill, told The Chapel Hill News. "We used [the Blue Ribbon] report as a springboard, but it just spoke of African-Americans . . . this is much more inclusive, taking into account the changing nature of this community and the influx of different minorities." She added that the Minority Student Achievement report put even more emphasis on community input and involvement. [footnoteRef:157] [156:  Neil Offen. "Minority programs for schools proposed - The Chapel Hill - Carrboro system committee targets higher student achievement." Chapel Hill Herald, August 16, 2000.]  [157:  Ibid.] 

The limited role of the black community in previous policy had been a point of contention throughout the Blue Ribbon Task Force, and as the school system transitioned to the new program, that was in the forefront of everyone’s mind. Graig Meyer arrived in Chapel Hill in 1998 from Chicago to coordinate the Blue Ribbon Task Force. A social worker by training, Meyer did not have any previous ties to Chapel Hill, but he and his wife wanted an accepting community in which to raise their newly adopted daughter, a black five-year-old (Meyer and his wife are white). At one of the first meetings about the Minority Student Achievement Network, Reverend Mark Royster, who chaired the Blue Ribbon Task Force and had been head of the school board, chastised Pedersen for the missteps of the Blue Ribbon Task Force. Meyer thought that Royster was being overly pessimistic, and said so.  “He looked at me like, how dare I speak? And then he looked at the superintendent, [and] he pointed his finger at me,” Meyer remembered. “And he said, ‘There’s your problem right there. Hiring young white guys like this, telling us what should be done. They know nothing about our community.’” 
The confrontation made Meyer realize that in order to avoid the pitfalls of previous attempts at equality, white administrators had to be especially sensitive of racial dynamics in reform, no matter how good their intentions.[footnoteRef:158] Part of the reason integration was never realized was because white administrators had controlled the fates of black community institutions like Lincoln, and the black community never forgot their transgressions. [158:  Meyer, interview, January 7, 2014.] 

	The new Minority Achievement plan was adopted November 16, 2000. The plan addressed black and Latino students (Blue Ribbon had only pertained to black students), and had bolder, more concrete goals than the objectives of the Blue Ribbon Task Force.[footnoteRef:159] For example, the new report recommended the percentage of minority teachers and administrators should meet or exceed the percentage of minority students in the student body, while the previous objective just asked that the percentage be the same.[footnoteRef:160] To assuage continuing concerns that schools did not welcome black parents, the plan directed counselors to specifically invite parents of minority children to discuss class selection processes and standards. And each objective was followed by “indicators of achievement,” so the school system could more accurately tell when its objectives were being reached, and be more accountable. Although the report focused primarily on quantitative data as a means to measure progress, it recognized more nuanced manifestations of inequality, and had large sections devoted to increased satisfaction with school experience by minority populations and increased community involvement. It furthered the district’s movement toward more racially inclusive institutional norms. Still, the document only used the word “race” once (other than in the bibliography), and shied away from disclosing what administrators and the team probably knew would be more controversial — spending big money on transforming racist attitudes and practices. The board was still reluctant to publicly acknowledge the centrality of race and anti-racism to their educative mission. [159:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, Meeting of November 21, 2002.]  [160:   Neil Offen. "Minority programs for schools proposed - The Chapel Hill - Carrboro system committee targets higher student achievement." Chapel Hill Herald, August 16, 2000.] 

Starting in 2000, the school system began spending thousands of dollars on contracts with a California consulting agency called the Pacific Educational Group for workshops and trainings to combat institutionalized racism. According to Meyer, the district’s collaboration with Pacific Educational Group began after he and Desheara Mack, principal at Seawell Elementary and leader in equality efforts, became involved in community efforts to de-institutionalize racism outside of the schools. They approached Dr. Nettie Collins-Hart and Pedersen and said that the strategies of the Minority Student Achievement plan were insufficient, because they didn’t attack the root of inequality: racial discrimination.  Meyers said that Collins-Hart, the assistant superintendent for instructional services, was hesitant to be a whistleblower on race because she was a new black women in the community, and was wary to appear over-sensitive. Pedersen was just unsure how to go about a topic that, despite its evident relevancy, was taboo.  “Both Dr. Pedersen and Dr. Collins-Hart were like, what, you can’t do that, you can’t bring up racism. People’s heads will blow up,” Meyer recalled. 
Shortly after Mack and Meyer approached Pedersen, Terry Greenlund, the teacher who brought AVID to Chapel Hill, met an education consultant called Glenn Singleton at a conference.[footnoteRef:161] A graduate of University of Pennsylvania and Stanford, Singleton began his professional career as an Ivy League admissions officer. Although he was what many would consider a prime example of the post-racial society — a black man who and had successfully traveled from public school in Baltimore to the country’s premier universities — Singleton became frustrated at the racial discrimination still prevalent in education. He formed the Pacific Educational Group in 1992 to consult with schools on how to eliminate discriminatory practices.[footnoteRef:162]  [161:  Meyer, interview, January 7, 2014.]  [162:  Winn. “The price of racial sensitivity.” The Chapel Hill News, May 7, 2006: A1. Print.] 

When Greenlund met Singleton, he knew he had met the man who could introduce a conversation about racism in Chapel Hill. Singleton traveled to Chapel Hill for the first time during Martin Luther King, Jr.  Weekend in 2001 and conducted a training session for a handful of teachers and most of the school board.  Meyer remembers the second day workshop as an epoch-defining moment. The three black women school board members, Liz Carter, Valerie Foushee and Teresa Williams, all said that their children faced racism in the school system, and struggled to succeed.  “When all three of them said it back-to-back, the whole tenor of the room shifted,” Meyer recalled. Williams’s story had special weight because, unlike Carter and Foushee, her experience was not colored by longstanding frustration with the community’s schools. Williams had recently moved to the community with her husband, a senior vice president at Duke Energy. Williams’s testimony made it clear that low achievement could not simply be blamed on poverty or local bitterness. Racism also had a hand. The articulation of the potency of racism infused board members and teachers present with an urgency to address it, providing a foundation for the initiatives that followed.
Despite those steps, many black parents and students did not feel a change in the schools. Michelle Cotton-Laws spoke as a representative for the NAACP in a Chapel Hill News editorial, and said the Blue Ribbon Task Force and Minority Student Achievement Plan signified to the black community that the district was aware of inequality — which made it all the more frustrating that the community “received nothing more than proposals and recommendations followed by very little action.”[footnoteRef:163] On March 6, 2002, the Concerned African American Parents and Citizen Group convened at a school board meeting with a list of demands: within 45 days, they wanted the board to develop “a realistic and measurable action plan,” stating the 75-page 2000 Minority Student Achievement document was inaccessible and too vague to ensure accountability. It was one of the most vocal protests of schools from the black community since 1969, when students made demands at the high school for more equitable conditions. [163:   Cotton. "Superintendent's analogy: Insult or inspiration?"  ] 

On March 14, 2002 the board held a special meeting to respond to the group’s concerns. The board said the current plan was sound but should be better publicized and adapted to be more “user friendly.” Additionally, the Minority Student Achievement committee, currently made up of teachers and administrators, should include parents. The board also declared that the Minority Student Achievement committee would invite “Concerned African American and Parents” to all of its meetings, as well as any Latino community groups. Committee members said that community members should not have to come to the board with minority student achievement issues — the board should be reaching out to them.[footnoteRef:164]  [164:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Special Meeting of the Board of Education, Meeting of 14 March 2002. ] 

The response showed a sincere commitment to equity. Karen Reid, an African-American elementary school teacher, was on the first Minority Student Achievement local team. She was impressed by the board’s eagerness to make good on their commitments once the black community aired their concerns. “I do think Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools has always been different from any school system I’ve ever been to, in that you can present the issues and concerns,” said Reid, who had previously taught in Durham and Orange County. “That was just a part of why this place is special. That [the board members] do listen.”[footnoteRef:165] [165:  Reid, interview, January 12, 2014.] 

Administrators also showed their commitment to addressing racism by increasing the amount paid to the Pacific Educational Group. In 2002-2003, they spent $39,372 on workshops and trainings; the following year, they spent $62,206. In the first year, only administrators and interested teachers went to the trainings; now all of the teachers were trained on institutional racism.[footnoteRef:166] For teachers like Reid, the trainings were transformative. Reid was born in 1957, and started school at the dusk of segregation. “I had put a lot of things that had gone on and bothered me and things that I had to go through when I was younger, the way things were in the South . . . behind me, so I could succeed in today,” she said. The trainings made her realize that the racism she had grown up with was still relevant. “I shouldn’t have put that behind me,” she said. “It could have made me stronger.” [166:  Winn. “The price of racial sensitivity.” The Chapel Hill News, May 7, 2006: A1. Print.] 

 Reid had long been bothered by less-than-tactful co-workers, and was excited Pedersen was addressing some of the attitude problems she witnessed in her workplace. In the 1990s, she heard of a white teacher who complained of getting too many students from a neighborhood that was predominately black. Reid’s own children were school aged, and, at home, she cried about the teacher’s attitude toward teaching black children. “It hurts me to my heart to know that somebody’s trusting her to teach their children and she’s feeling the way she feels about them,” Reid told her husband. “She’s smiling in their face, and then she’s talking about them like this.” Reid told the principal and assistant principal that she was going to confront the teacher, and then told the teacher that if she felt that way about students from poorer neighborhoods, she should teach at private school. Reid told the teacher that she had grown up in a similar neighborhood to the one the teacher had complained of. “If I had a teacher like you, I never could have accomplished anything,” she said. The teacher left Chapel Hill before Singleton’s trainings began, but Reid later reflected they would have been helpful to her.[footnoteRef:167]  [167:  Reid, interview, January 12, 2014.] 

To teachers like Reid, the first three years of the decade were a sign of hope. The first class of students involved in the Blue Ribbon Mentorship Program, one of the only holdovers from the Blue Ribbon Task Force, graduated from high school, and most went straight to college. The Minority Student Achievement Network assured the continuation of research and discussion regarding equity issues. Teachers who felt marginalized because of their race were inspired by workshops, trainings, and the receptivity of the school board to conversations about race. The school board was visibly doing more than just outlining goals for equity. But to others, Chapel Hill-Carrboro City schools seemed to be on the decline. Just as they did in the 1970s and ‘80s after a modicum of racial progress was achieved through desegregation, people in the 2000s began looking for ways to regain their privilege without invoking race. The cycle of institutionalized racism in schools continued, albeit with more efforts to break it.
 ***
The middle of the decade was marked by backlash against initiatives for a more equitable status quo. Again, the backlash against racially diverse classrooms and more equitable conditions came through a push for gifted education. In the fall 2003 school board election, two candidates ran on a platform to reinstate separated gifted education classrooms, Michael Kelley and Jamezetta Bedford. Of the two, Michael Kelley was the most vocally opposed to using a differentiated curriculum to increase diversity. A Duke University scientist, Kelley was the founder of Advocates for Responsible Education, a group that organized parents to address concerns with the school board,[footnoteRef:168] and was an active member of PAGE, Parents Advocating for Gifted Education.[footnoteRef:169] Throughout his campaign, Kelley repeated that the district paid excessive attention to “the needs of [its] diverse student population,” and was at risk of “sacrificing” the needs of the other part of the student population “to heterogeneity.”[footnoteRef:170] The use of the word “sacrifice” again framed the gifted students — still mostly white — as the victims of district policy, rather than beneficiaries of privilege associated with class, and most controversially, race. [168:   Norton, Carolyn. "School board OKs gifted students' plan - Parents' concerns included in changes to academic program." The Durham Morning Herald-Sun, June 18, 2004.]  [169:   Hannah, "Issues Abound In School Race."  ]  [170:  Kelley, Michael. “Growth, reform big issue.”  Chapel Hill Herald, September 19, 2003.
] 

Both Kelley and Bedford won, unseating longtime school board member Gloria Faley. The incumbents all supported the school system’s efforts to increase rigor for all students through a differentiated curriculum, and many saw Kelley and Bedford’s election as a signal that voters were tired of a school system overly concerned with equality.[footnoteRef:171] But Liz Carter, who was reelected, remained undeterred. “If that was the intent of the community to send a message that they were not pleased with what the board is doing, to me . . . that message was not truly conveyed,” she told The Chapel Hill News.[footnoteRef:172]  [171:  Chapel Hill Herald, "Election vote traceable to many factors." ]  [172:  Kearns, Kathleen. “Recount will settle school board election race,” The Chapel Hill News, Nov. 9, 2003.] 

The new board members quickly stood out among their new peers. In January of 2004, Kelley and Bedford were the sole members vote to against the elimination of seventh-grade advanced language arts classes starting in the 2005-06 school year. Parents at the January 15 meeting almost unanimously sided with Kelley and Bedford. The two people who spoke in favor of it, Jaol Broun and Michelle Cotton Laws, the head of the local chapter of the NAACP, were African-American, illustrating the racial implications of the controversy. The following month, Kelley caught the attention of the press outside of Chapel Hill when he described current school system policy as irresponsible. "It is extremely frustrating to see new philosophies coming and going and being implemented before we have evaluated what has just come and gone," he told the board at its annual planning retreat. "The philosophy cannot override informed decision-making. It has to be based on scientific evidence."
 Kelley did not specify what philosophy was at fault, but most assumed it was the racial equity philosophy that had driven the board’s policy since the 1990s. He said the school board and administrators were foolish to assume they could fix the inequality that drove their policies, echoing the “culture of poverty” theory of the 1980s.  When Carter said that the board did have evidence for their policies — tests results showed the black-white achievement gap on North Carolina End of Grade had been cut in half since 1993, and black students’ SAT scores had steadily risen[footnoteRef:173] — Kelley was unimpressed.[footnoteRef:174] “I think the schools have to realize there is a point where the schools can't do this on their own,” he said. “There has to be some decision how much you are going to intervene for a child whose parents are not on board."[footnoteRef:175] Board member Ed Sechrest retorted that the No Child Left Behind Act did not take schools’ parent involvement into account. "It says, 'You will educate these children,'" Sechrest said. "I don't think we have the option of saying, 'If we don't have the partnership, we're not going to play.'” Unintentionally, Kelley’s remarks supported a message from a Hispanic East Chapel Hill High School senior, and a black Chapel Hill high school senior, who closed the meeting by sharing how they felt teachers expected less from them than their white peers.  [173:  SAT scores in Chapel Hill steadily rose until 2003; that year they took a drop.]  [174:  Matt Dees. "Students: Minorities face low expectations." The Chapel Hill News, February 15, 2004.]  [175:  Vaden, Ted. “Searching for equity in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro schools,” The Chapel Hill News - February 15, 2004.] 

But the national trend was against factoring race into educational policy. The year before, the Supreme Court decided twin landmark affirmative action cases. In Gratz v. Bollinger, it declared the University of Michigan’s policy of adding points to racial minority students’ applications was unconstitutional.[footnoteRef:176] [footnoteRef:177] Many in the Chapel Hill community agreed with the sentiment of the Supreme Court: the disadvantages of being a racial minority no longer existed. They rolled their eyes at the school system’s tendency to “think with their hearts,” citing the commonly held position that black students should assimilate into white cultural norms or fail.  [176:  The University of Michigan used a point scale to decide who was eligible for admission. Applicants needed 150 points to receive an offer of admission, and applicants of color received 30 points automatically for their race.]  [177:  The Grutter v. Bollinger case somewhat contradictorily stated that institutions had a compelling interest in racial diversity, and race could be a small factor in admissions. But questions of racial equity in schooling were hardly considered, with the justices’ focus instead on the benefits of racial diversity for all students, showing how white students’ interests still ruled, even as their share of the population declined. ] 

“Efforts to improve the minority scores have dominated the school board for years,” Dan Murphy wrote in an exasperated letter to the editor published in The Chapel Hill News. “The best students need to be challenged, regardless of race.” Despite their adamant protests otherwise, some critics of the school board were blatantly racist. In the News and Observer, columnist Rich Martinez said, “if there's a significant disparity in the number of African-American and Hispanic kids in advanced classes, I'll bet the mortgage it's because of individual ability, accomplishment and preparation.”[footnoteRef:178]Another Chapel Hillian fumed that the board was “continually inventing new programs, bells and whistles that are neither wanted nor appreciated,” and asked why the community was implicated in the inequality of the schools. “No, Ms Carter [sic], Mr. Pedersen, et al., the ‘responsibility’ for their achievement, or lack of it, rests squarely on the individual,” she wrote.[footnoteRef:179]  [178:  Martinez, Rich. “Facing Challenges at Home,” The News & Observer, Nancy Kaczynski, “Parents, students to blame for minority achievement,” Chapel Hill Herald, October 16, 2005.]  [179:  Kaczynski, “Parents, students to blame for minority achievement.”] 

Different interpretations of history also came into play. The only times those opposed to school board policy invoked the days of Jim Crow in the local newspapers were to point out those days were long over.  Martinez said Chapel Hill was hardly a “hotbed of white supremacist ideology,” but Al McSurely, a local civil rights lawyer, made a more apt comparison.  “Mike Kelley has set up a phoney ‘either-or’ situation that pits white families who want the best for their kids against black families who also want the best for their kids,” McSurely wrote. “ He and his allies have trotted out the old racist argument that the only way educators can really challenge ‘smart’ white kids is to segregate them from the ‘dumb’ students of color.” McSurely concluded by reminding readers “that racist position was outlawed in May 1954 when the Supreme Court ruled that segregated education was, by definition, not constitutional.”[footnoteRef:180]  [180:  McSurley, Alan. “School board right to end ‘segregation,’” Letters to the Editor, The Chapel Hill News, February 29, 2004.] 

	In June of 2004, Bedford and Kelley were the only ones to vote against the district’s gifted education plan, which continued to rely heavily on differentiation.[footnoteRef:181] " Here's my crystal ball," Kelley said. "Next year, we will have parents at that podium who will bring us the same complaints we've heard already."[footnoteRef:182] Kelley was right — the community seemed doomed to repeat the race and gifted programs conversation, and would reengage with it at least twice in the next five years. [181:  Norton, Carolyn. "School board OKs gifted students' plan.” ]  [182:  Winn, Patrick. “Differentiation' is now the rule for schools." The Chapel Hill News, June 20, 2004. January 29, 2004.
 ] 

The differing beliefs about the relevance of racism and the extent of its legacy were also causing debate outside of the schools.  In August, tensions in the community ran high when the NAACP suggested Airport Road be renamed after Martin Luther King, Jr. Airport Road was a busy thoroughfare running through the center of Chapel Hill, and formed the border between predominantly white and black neighborhoods. Those who did not want to change the name were mainly white. They argued that the name should not be changed in the name of tradition — ironic, considering many historical black institutions were effectively destroyed, and no one had previously cared about Airport Road. Alternatively, black community members (and many white Chapel Hillians) involved in the debate wanted a change, even if just a symbolic one. During the debate, many black community members said that race relations in Chapel Hill were not much different than they were in in the days of Jim Crow. Fred Battle, a leader in the NAACP and prominent black community member, echoed Royster’s 2002 assessment of the schools, and said race relations were even worse than they had been before the civil rights movement. Northside and other enclaves were still predominantly black, and minority entrepreneurs owned almost no businesses on Franklin Street. "I think we're very comfortable living in separate worlds in this city," one African-American woman told The Chapel Hill News.[footnoteRef:183] The debate over Airport Road exposed the divide in the community, often along race lines, about how to remember Chapel Hill’s history and how much the town’s history should be valued or discussed.  [183:  Dees, Matt. "Conversation about race relations." The Chapel Hill News, August 29, 2004.] 

A lack of concern for the racial history of the town was reflected in the reinstatement of a gifted program in the middle school. Smith Middle School opened the program in August 2005. It was rebranded as Learning Environment for Accelerated Programming, (LEAP) but was essentially the Tier 1 program the district phased out five years before. “Extremely gifted” students, who tended to be white or Asian, would spend the day isolated from their more average peers, who were more likely to be black or Latino.  At an April 2005 meeting for parents, Pedersen said he was disappointed, and that the decision went against the district’s guiding belief that children should not be labeled. Denise Bowling, the district’s curriculum director, described it as regressive. "It's more like what this district used to look like and what many other districts still look like," she said.[footnoteRef:184] In 2006, the board made LEAP even more exclusive by reducing the number of opportunities to take the aptitude test for admission. Their decision effectively ignored the years of work and research that had gone into the district’s attempt to make gifted programming more accessible, especially for minority students.[footnoteRef:185] [184:  Winn, Patrick. "New program resembles Tier 1." The News & Observer, April 14, 2005.]  [185:  Winn. “Exclusive classes tightened." The News & Observer,  September 8, 2006.] 

The same year, the school board ended its contracts with Glenn Singleton — not because of backlash, Pedersen said, but because the school system was “ready to rely on itself more.” [footnoteRef:186] "We've finally gotten to the root of issues we can't treat in a superficial way," Pedersen said to The Chapel Hill News. Pedersen said the expenditure was worth it: "I think people that have that talent are in great demand and are expensive."  [186:  Ibid.] 

But the termination of Singleton’s contract brought many teachers’ criticism of his training session to the surface.  Some teachers felt the trainings were a “waste of time,”[footnoteRef:187] or even offensive. Graig Meyer began compiling a folder of backlash against equity initiatives in his office.  Many of the documents about the Pacific Educational Group’s programming sounded like the angry community response to the 2004-gifted plan — fury that in the 21st century, the school system should talk about race. One teacher sent him a pink greeting card with sparkles on the outside, and a handwritten note condemning the school board for implying the writer was racist. Other school systems that used Singleton’s program received similar criticism. "Many whites don't think about color simply because we are not obsessed with it," a teacher in Madison, Wisconsin wrote to the Madison Metropolitan School District offices. "Conversely, minorities will predictably react as the victim to ensure pity, which translates into leniency and government activism."[footnoteRef:188]  [187:  Winn. “The price of racial sensitivity.” The Chapel Hill News, May 7, 2006: A1. Print.]  [188:  Sensenbrenner, Lee. "SCHOOLS RIPPED FOR RACE EFFORT - ANONYMOUS E-MAIL CALLED LOADED WITH HATE '." The Capital Times (Madison), November 8, 2003.
] 

Meyer described interactions that echoed the Wisconsin’s teacher’s sentiment, and called the response to Singleton’s “Courageous Conversations” “massive resistance.” He recalled a meeting when Kelley got into Singleton’s face and said, “You will not make me feel like a racist!” Meyer said the school board was scared by the pushback from teachers, and scaled back the programs because of the negative public reaction.
The pushback seemed to breed fatigue among administrators and community members alike. After the flurry of conversations within the school board meetings and pages of local newspaper stories about race relations, the discussion considerably lessened from 2006 to 2008. The Chapel Hill News published a three-part series on the achievement gap, with one installment from the perspective of black students, but remarks about race — or complaints about anything other than constant overcrowding and redistricting — were largely absent from school board meetings.  Only once during the 2006-2007 school year did a parent or community member speak about concerns that the gifted programs were disproportionately white.[footnoteRef:189] The only time the Minority Student Achievement Network came up during meetings was immediately after the annual conferences around the country, and upon the release of the minority student achievement report, a stipulation of the 2000 Minority Student Achievement plan.[footnoteRef:190] Discussion of inequality in those reports shifted almost entirely to test scores, rather than to the behaviors and attitudes discussed in Singleton’s curriculum. [189:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, Meeting of September 7, 2006.]  [190:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, Meeting of 6 November 6, 2006.] 

In 2007, the board officially revised its gifted plan. For the first time since 1990, the new gifted plan made no mention of race or equity initiatives.[footnoteRef:191] The district did not abandon racial equity initiatives; Meyer and his staff worked exclusively on the topic, and the Blue Ribbon Mentor Program and AVID continued to thrive. But the work on racial equality was shielded from the public, and rarely commented on. The submergence of race reflected the national mood: in 2007, the Supreme Court forbade specifically race-conscious policy in school assignment, and henceforth Chapel Hill used socioeconomic indicators, rather than race, in their assignment plans.[footnoteRef:192] But the cycle of dialogue about race continued. The lull in dialogue and settling back into the “race blind” or, more aptly, white-centric status quo was soon disrupted by the black community, armed with new demands for progress. [191:  Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Education, Meeting of May 17, 2007.]  [192:  The case, Parents involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District Number 1. centered on Seattle, Washington district’s use of an assignment plan that took student’s race into account in order to maintain racial balance at its schools. The Supreme Court said this was no longer allowed, although schools may still use neighborhoods and income levels for assignments.] 

***
	Controversy made Chapel Hill Carrboro City School administrators wary of publicly addressing race, but after two years of few conversations about inequality, leaders in the black community insisted they reengage. The NAACP had long been active in Chapel Hill, but 2008 saw an upswing in their visibility. The organization’s strength helped the district prioritize the needs of minority students, although certain progressive policies, like limitations on pullout-gifted classrooms, were never revived. 
In January of 2008, the Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance and the Chapel Hill/Carrboro NAACP, in keeping with the decade’s trend of accountability, issued a report card grading the school system. They gave the school system Fs in 11 categories, or every "area of concern about educating African-American students,” including the closure of the achievement gap, disciplinary practices, and the hiring of minority teachers. More than 100 people helped draft the report card at a meeting at St. Joseph CME Church in Chapel Hill, where they gathered to express concerns to administrators and the school board. 
The school system had always been responsive to community uproar, for better or for worse, and this time was no different. Pedersen addressed the report card by citing evidence the district had tried closing the gap, and in some cases succeeded. He highlighted the rise of black students’ end-of-grade reading test scores from more than 40 percent proficient in 1994 to more than 80 percent in 2007.[footnoteRef:193] But he acknowledged he was also dissatisfied with the current situation when he highlighted the achievement gap in his “State of the Schools” speech a few weeks later. Pedersen said the district had the capacity to be among the best in the nation, but first it must "eliminate failure as an acceptable outcome [and] work to adopt this as a true, ingrained core belief. You might say, ‘I can't think of a single other thing that we could be doing [about the achievement gap],’ but I think that's not the case."[footnoteRef:194] [193: Sadgrove,"Pastor has plan to close test gap."  ]  [194:  Hoyle, Ginny. "School system has sights set high - 'One of premier districts in the country' is goal," Chapel Hill Herald, February 22, 2008.] 

The year saw little in tangible policy goals, but Pedersen did not let the community move on from the conversation about race. In November, shortly after the election of Barack Obama, Pedersen wrote an editorial for The Chapel Hill News asking for renewed focus on the intersection between race and educational inequality. He invoked the man who had raised the ire of so many, Glenn Singleton.  “Glenn Singleton defined for us a new achievement gap: the gap between the performance of the next president of the United States and that of young African-American males,” Pedersen wrote. “Barack Obama should be an inspiration not only for African-American youth but also for educators. He reminds us of the potential in each of our students, a potential that is often masked and even doubted by the students themselves.” 
The editorial was careful not to blame African-American males for the problems that besieged them: high dropout rates, criminal incidents, and low-test scores. Instead, it highlighted the ways schools could help: literacy coaches in every elementary school, “prevention and intervention strategies and support systems for struggling students; the use of research-based, high-yield and culturally relevant instructional practices;” collaboration among teachers and with the community, and more professional development on equity and race. “This is a lot to expect for our teachers to master and implement, but I believe we have a very talented and committed teaching force that is up to the challenge,” he wrote.[footnoteRef:195]  [195:  Neil Pedersen. "Turning the tide for African-American students." The News & Observer, November 30, 2008.
] 

The same month, Greg McElveen, an African-American who had served on a number of committees regarding minority student achievement since 1999, was elected to the school board. Just as Kelley’s election to the school board had signified a shift in community sentiment away from interest in the closing achievement gap, McElveen’s election showed a renewed interest.  McElveen had made closing the achievement gap his number one campaign priority, and became the third black member on the board of seven.[footnoteRef:196]But perhaps the most positive change took place in the summer, when the board decided to build an elementary school in Northside, marking the first time a school was located in a historically black neighborhood since desegregation. The decision to build the district’s 11th elementary school in Northside went entirely unchallenged. In the words of John “Yonni” Chapman, a prominent local activist and historian, Chapel Hill was in the midst of “trying to revive its commemorative landscape.”[footnoteRef:197] Choosing the Northside site signified that the community was ready to engage in discussions about black schools and history, a necessary step in fulfilling the promise of desegregation. [196:  Campbell, Colin. "School board names McElveen new member." The News & Observer, November 23, 2008.
 ]  [197: Chapel Hill Herald, "Verbatim - Quotes from the past week." ] 

***
In Fall 2008, the real estate bubble burst, exacerbating the effects of the global market recession that started in 2007. Consequently, property, income and sales tax revenues were limited due to high unemployment, and state and local governments lost much of their school funding.[footnoteRef:198]Despite its relative affluence, CHCCS was still affected by the downturn, and made cuts across the board. The crisis provided a chance for the district to show its renewed commitment to equality efforts.  In January 2009, officials discussed how to handle a prospective budget shortfall of almost $900,000 for the upcoming school year. According to public comments at school board meetings, reducing the achievement gap was a top community priority, even in cash-strapped times. "We simply can't balance this budget on the backs and shoulders of the kids that need the most,” parent Nancie McDermott told the school board. McElveen agreed.  "I do think we should maintain our commitment to closing the achievement gap. It sends the wrong signal to the community and to the principals if we reduce the allocation for AVID.”[footnoteRef:199]  [198:  Chakrabarti, Elizabeth Setren, “The Impact of the Great Recession on School District Finances.” ]  [199: —. "Speakers oppose school budget cuts." The News & Observer (Raleigh), March 8, 2009.
 ] 

The district focused its cuts on the central administration, and spared programs like the Blue Ribbon Mentorship Program, which had proven to greatly increase the chances that its participants, mainly minority students, graduate from high school and go to college. According to Meyer, all programs were supposed to cut 10 percent of their budget, but Blue Ribbon, which had a budget of 30,000, only had to cut one percent — $300. Meyer said administrators did not want to undercut community morale by reining in popular programs. [footnoteRef:200] Test scores reaffirmed the district’s decision to protect its programming focused on raising minority student achievement. Black students’ scores went up dramatically in the 2008-2009 school year, increasing by 16.9 percent in math and 14.9 percent in reading, providing positive reinforcement for the district’s public reengagement with minority student achievement initiatives. [footnoteRef:201] [footnoteRef:202] [200:  Meyer, interview, January 7, 2014.]  [201:   Childress, Gregory. "15 of 17 city schools hit 2008-09 AYP mark Chapel Hill, Carrboro highs failed to test enough low-income kids." Chapel Hill Herald, July 22, 2009.]  [202:  Part of that increase is due to a new state policy permitting schools to count retests toward AYP.] 

 	But familiar themes resurfaced the following year. In neighboring Wake County, an integration program that caused experts to declare “there are no bad schools in Raleigh”[footnoteRef:203] was overturned after a bitter debate over the continuing need for institutions to address racial inequality. Debates in Chapel Hill were much tamer, but the same question— to what extent should a school board strive for racially diverse school environments — was raised.   A controversy surrounding honor courses in high school caused renewed concern about the amount of consideration school board members and administrators gave to racial inequality when creating policy. Mike Kelley had pushed for the addition of honors classes to high schools in the sciences since he was first elected, but other board members had said such stratification was unnecessary, and pointed out that no teachers had requested it. On February 4, 2010, the school board met to discuss honors options for Biology, Civics and Economics, U.S. History and Physics. Of 14 members who spoke, all but one  — a teacher at East Chapel Hill High School — supported the addition of an honors track in high schools. Stephanie Knott, the spokeswoman for Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, said despite community sentiment, some administrators were against the creation of honors classes. “At the time the board engaged in that conversation, there was a sense that creating the honors-level courses would make classrooms racially identiﬁable,” Knott said. “That would divide our school and not create diversity.”[footnoteRef:204]  [203:  Grant. Hope and despair in the American city why there are no bad schools in Raleigh. ]  [204:  Tatter, Grace. "Hybrid Class Controversy." Campus BluePrint, Feb. – March 2012.] 

	Echoing the concerns surrounding gifted education programming in 2004, some community members recoiled at the district’s insertion of race into the debate. “Anyone who has spent time in our schools knows that we are dedicating extensive resources to our lower-performing students,” David Schanzer, a parent and professor at Duke University’s School of Public Policy wrote in The Chapel Hill News. “ The notion that we should ignore the needs of all other students in the district until the achievement gap is eliminated is short sighted and inconsistent with respect for diversity and pluralism.” [footnoteRef:205] Again, the more affluent children from highly educated households were portrayed as the victims of the district. [205: The Chapel Hill News, "Criticism of honors classes misguided," March 10, 2010, sec. Editorial.] 

Unsurprisingly, the local NAACP chapter vocally opposed the honors courses. More than 40 people attended an NAACP rally outside the February 25 meeting about the addition of honors courses. "We support increasing standards and rigor for all children," Michelle Cotton Laws, the president of the chapter, said in a statement. "But we strongly oppose creating and putting mechanisms in place that reproduce racial and class inequality, homogeneity in classes and tracking." Reverend Mark Royster, the former head of the Blue Ribbon Task Force and school board member who had criticized the district’s lack of progress in 2002, lauded the district for board efforts he was previously been skeptical of.  He said the Blue Ribbon recommendations were a success after all, and test scores had gone up. Why would the board discount “the long hours the task force members put in trying to come up with workable solutions?” he wondered.[footnoteRef:206] But when the board voted later in the evening, they were divided by race: the four white members in favor of the honors courses, the three black members against them. [206:  Villequette, " Black leaders eye achievement gap - Plan to add honors courses draws ire of NAACP." Chapel Hill Herald, February 26, 2010.] 

The district’s response to the budget shortfalls showed it recognized the extent to which the community valued minority student achievement.  Their vote on honors classes recognized the limit of that value. Programs just for minority students were one thing, but in matters of policy affecting students of all races, wealthier parents, who were often white, would almost always win. However, the implications of the cycle of white dominance were gaining a higher profile. In a Chapel Hill Herald editorial, the writers recognized the role of historical oppression in community members differing reactions to the vote:  “The harsh reality is that Chapel Hill was, once upon a time, consistent in thought and law with other cities and towns across the South. That is to say its history has a dark underbelly of unfair treatment,” the editorial board wrote a week after the vote. “One might argue, given the extraordinary advances over the years, that it is time to discontinue what could be perceived as knee-jerk reaction that elevates the most minor of events and situations into full-blown cries of racism. One also might argue that, unless you have suffered at the hands of an historic ignominy designed to make your people fail or fall behind, you might not be aware of the many faces of discrimination.”[footnoteRef:207]However, Chapel Hill was more frequently acknowledging its past, through oral history projects, the marking of historical landmarks, and the construction of the school in Northside, leading the way to promising conversations. [207:  Chapel Hill Herald, “Present uproar rooted in past,” sec. editorial, March 3, 2010.] 

 ***
A few months after the honors course decision, Neil Pedersen announced he was going to retire at the end of the 2010-2011 school year, the end of his fourth, four-year contract. His career represented the tensions that shaped the school system. Racial equality had been Pedersen’s top priority since he became superintendent and started the Blue Ribbon Task Force. His career showed that, despite the recurring concerns otherwise, such a focus did not harm the district, but fortified it. Under his direction, average SAT scores rose to the highest in North Carolina, and Chapel Hill’s schools were nationally recognized in publications like Newsweek magazine. The achievement gap narrowed, with black student’s SAT scores increasing 25 percent.[footnoteRef:208]  [208: DeConto, Jesse James. "After 18 years, Pedersen may retire," The News & Observer, July 22, 2010.

] 

Pedersen also showed that a school district was more than the sum of its test scores, even in the age of accountability. The No Child Left Behind-sanctioned labeling of failing schools fueled the panic started twenty years before by A Nation at Risk, and most of the national efforts to address the achievement gap resulted in school choice policies that racially segregated schools. But Pedersen fought the underlying institutional causes of the achievement gap, rather than to seeking more superficial solutions. His greatest successes were not measurable in a report card. In Chapel Hill, the focus on the achievement gap in test scores provided evidence of institutionalized racism, and, when scores went up, evidence that race-focused policies worked. 
Throughout Pedersen’s tenure, the members of the black community who came and spoke at school board meetings increased, and the NAACP became more involved in the district. Although the increase in outcry was partially a response to the weaknesses of Pedersen’s administration, it reflected a level of comfort and trust in the system to respond to criticism. The 1990s were defined by criticism of the school system from white parents, but the 2000s saw more vocal criticism from parents of all races, an ironic marker of progress. 
Much of the debate during the second half of Pedersen’s career was over the relevance of racism in the 21st century. The policy enacted by Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools showed that racism was a far less potent force in the community than it once was. The district prioritized the needs of students whose parents had not typically been at school board meetings, tried to be conscious of the community’s history, and had high expectations for all of its students, regardless of race. Alternatively, the fact that those policies were so successful shows how race and racism had to be addressed boldly. 
The school system did not break the cycle of institutionalized racism. But, by fostering the programs that were part of the progress even during the backlash, it helped alleviate the effects of backlash. An overwhelming community expectation for children to assimilate into white cultural norms was still present, but more frequently than before, policy tempered the impact of those expectations by supporting programs like the Blue Ribbon Mentorship Program and AVID, and channeling resources to training about race and diversity.
Like the achievement gap, memory and history helped people articulate their concerns surrounding contemporary issues in schooling. Key administrators in the schools and the most vocal members of the black community believed that integration was never been achieved in the schools or larger Chapel Hill area, and that desegregation had placed black students in a white school system at the cost of their schools and community centers, and never gave enough in return. Because they believed that desegregation was botched and the black students of Chapel Hill were being unfairly stunted by its legacy, the school board’s efforts at conciliation in the 2000s were appreciated as making good on unfinished business. But a large portion of Chapel Hill believed a contradictory narrative: that school desegregation had knocked down all the barriers for African-Americans to achieve, and that subsequent gaps in achievement were the roots of a cultural problem and the school system’s expenditures on the closing of achievement gap were frustrating and unnecessary. Above all, the saga of race and equality in Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools shows that a community’s understanding of its history has serious implications for the today’s policy.


Conclusion:
On Monday, August 26, 2013, Northside Elementary opened its doors to a new generation of Chapel Hill students. The three-story building is state-of-the art, with rooftop gardens and interactive white boards. It hardly resembles the old African-American school once at its site. Yet the legacy of the old Northside School is promoted throughout the new building, in every classroom.[footnoteRef:209] A mural illustrating the history of black education in Chapel Hill adorns the lobby. The school incorporates community history into the curriculum at all grade levels, and one warm October day, I saw a group of first graders on a walking tour of the neighborhood to learn about the local struggle for civil rights. Although many white Chapel Hill parents fought against being redistricted to the school, it quickly developed a reputation for academic excellence, and is one of the most racially diverse schools in the district.[footnoteRef:210] When the old Northside School was unceremoniously closed in the 1960s, it was a symbol of cultural insensitivity and institutionalized racism. The new school is both a monument to the struggles of the town’s black community, and a symbol of hope. [209:  Alexander, John. “Northside school builds on history - Elementary continues neighborhood legacy.” Chapel Hill News, August 25, 2013.]  [210:  Meyer, interview, January 7, 2014.] 

The story of Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools illustrates the insidiousness of racism and white privilege, while showing how school officials had to recognize those negative forces in order to begin to overcome them. Even after desegregation was legally mandated, the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools repeatedly promoted the interests of white students, operating with prohibitive terms of inclusion, in which black students were only valued if they fit white cultural definitions of “giftedness.” Only in moments when the school system acknowledged institutionalized racism did it move closer to racial equity and true integration. 
	Following Neil Pedersen’s retirement, the school system continued to strengthen its commitment to the values of integration. In recent years, community organizers highlighted the fact that more than 60 percent of students suspended from local schools were African-American, while African-Americans make up the 11 percent of the student body. The district is taking note of the injustice. In February 2013, a grassroots organization called Chapel Hill-Carrboro Citizens Advocating for Racial Equity and the Chapel Hill Town Council’s Justice in Action Committee held a panel about the topic at the Carrboro Town Hall. Panelists included local attorneys, law professors, teachers, students, and school officials.[footnoteRef:211] Nearly every seat was filled. The willingness of school officials and the community as a whole to engage with the racist treatment of black students signified a deeper understanding of what integrated schools should look like.  [211:  Tatter, Grace. “School discipline shows racial inequality.” The Daily Tar Heel, February 3, 2013. Accessed March 16, 2014. http://www.dailytarheel.com/article/2013/02/school-discipline-shows-racial-inequality.
] 

	Students are more visibly empowered by the district’s commitment to racial equality than ever before. In the late 1960s, student protests at Chapel Hill High School helped ignite conversations that led to steps toward true integration, like the changing of the high school mascot. In this iteration of student activism, students are working with administrators, showing that administrators today have a more nuanced understanding of the students they are meant to serve. In 2013, the office of student equity and volunteer services, led by Graig Meyer, launched Student 6, a group of 20 minority high school students who develop and lead workshops for teachers about how to be sensitive to the needs of their minority students. Teresa Bunner, an academic support specialist for the Blue Ribbon Mentor-Advocate program, said it has been one of the most productive initiatives the district has undertaken. “We’ve done equity work for years but this is more tangible,” Bunner said. “This, for teachers, feels more doable and tangible. They’ve said it’s something they can take back to their classrooms.”[footnoteRef:212] [212:  Ashley, Jamica. “Student 6 battles the achievement gap in CHCCS. Durham Morning Herald, November 17, 2013. Accessed November 18, 2013. http://www.heraldsun.com/news/x1866991142/Student-6-battles-the-achievement-gap-in-CHCCS] 

Despite markers of progress, many remain dissatisfied with the circumstances of black students in Chapel Hill. Although some, like the NAACP and Student 6, choose to address their grievances about racial equality by working with school system officials, Howard Lee, the former mayor of Chapel Hill and head of the State Board of Education in the 1990s, spearheaded a movement for a charter school for African-American youth on the premise that Chapel Hill-Carrboro Schools were ill-equipped to serve the needs of black students. Superintendent Tom Forcella and the local NAACP both opposed the school, claiming it would resegregate the district. "We do not have high numbers of African-American students and if many of those would leave to go to another school, I think that would have a detrimental impact on our school district," Forcella told The Chapel Hill News.[footnoteRef:213] However, Lee thinks the emphasis on racial diversity might be misplaced. “I was really disappointed in the response of the NAACP, which I thought was more interested in desegregation than it is in education, and that to me is the fallacy that has driven us to where we are,” he said in a 2013 oral history. He continued, “There’s no question that people need to understand each other, and the only way you understand each other is to have contact. But I think diversity that overshadows preparation and education has very little long-term value. I often say, ‘Don’t diversify me, just educate me, and I’ll decide how much diversity I want.’”[footnoteRef:214] The charter school received approval from the North Carolina State Board of Education; however, the for-profit organization that was to run the charter school backed out of the project in the spring of 2013, and the school lost its charter. Organizers are now applying for a new charter and searching for a location in Durham.[footnoteRef:215] Although Lee’s school will not come to fruition in Chapel Hill, his concerns about the district’s ability to supply equitable conditions shows how potent racial tensions surrounding education still are. The charter school also shows how the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools are somewhat anomalous in the current movement of education reform, which focuses little on integration, and more on data and choice. [213: Ferral, Katelyn. "Charter hopeful focuses on gap - Name honors former mayor. “The Chapel Hill News, December 11, 2011, sec. A.]  [214:  Lee, interview, March 19, 2013.]  [215:  Hui, T. Keung, Sarah Barr. “New charter schools have work to do Before opening, schools must find buildings, hire teachers, raise funds,” The News & Observer, January 13, 2014, 1B.] 

Yet the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, and the way the district has incorporated their history into current policy, should offer guidance to school systems nationwide. Pedersen and the officials who worked with him were able to achieve their successes because they were aware of the missteps of their predecessors, who closed the black community out of school policy discussions and operated according to a flawed logical framework. Although the district still struggles with a sizeable achievement gap and disparities in disciplinary measures, it has undergone marked improvement in achievement and culture, and seems to be on an upward path.
[bookmark: GoBack] It is more pertinent than ever that other districts follow Chapel Hill’s lead. Minority students make up a growing proportion of the national student population, but their presence is shrinking at many universities.[footnoteRef:216] Because of educational disparities, the chasm between the social mobility of whites and blacks continues to grow, especially in the South.[footnoteRef:217] From Brown in the 1950s to decisions about affirmative action today, schools are the space where the presence and implications of racism are most contested. As the nation rapidly diversifies, we must recognize that historically, policies have only been changed to accommodate the needs and interests of racial minorities, especially African-Americans, when it also serves the interests of whites. Continuing to operate in this framework would mean forever perpetuating the gap in resources and wealth at the core of inequality. [216:  Vega, Tanzina. "Colorblind Notion Aside, Colleges Grapple With Racial Tension." The New York Times, February 25, 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/25/us/colorblind-notion-aside-colleges-grapple-with-racial-tension.html?smid=tw-share&_r=1 (accessed February 25, 2014).
]  [217:  Chetty, et al., "Equality of Opportunity."] 
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