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Hope and Despair in the American City





Introduction

This is a book about the triumph of hope over de-
spair in an American city—about how the lives of 

children in one metropolitan area have been transformed in 
ways that reduce racism and break the yoke of poverty. It is 
about Raleigh, North Carolina, a city of robust growth where 
more than eight out of ten students pass state tests in reading 
and mathematics.
 But this is also the sadder story of Syracuse, New York, which 
has suffered the decline characteristic of most urban centers in 
America—a city whose school system is overwhelmed by the 
poverty and racial isolation of the children it serves, and where 
fewer than three out of ten eighth graders pass state tests in 
reading and math. In order to spread the hope that Raleigh sym-
bolizes, we need to understand how that city overcame the de-
spair that plagues so much of urban America today. We must 
explain how citizens voluntarily tore down the invisible wall 
that kept inner- city children out of Raleigh’s af flu ent suburban 
schools. In the 1960s and 1970s, barriers like the one in Ra-
leigh—composed of exclusive zoning regulations, discriminatory 
public housing policies, and misbegotten court decisions—were 
erected in metropolitan areas throughout the nation to separate 
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black from white, rich from poor, with devastating consequences 
for children on the wrong side of the wall.
 Aware of these life- altering disparities in educational opportu-
nity, some writers have demonized those who choose to live in 
the suburbs as being indifferent to the fate of cities, if not out-
right racist. But I believe most people’s motives are more com-
pli cated than that, and so I begin this tale of two cities with my 
own move to the suburbs in 1972.
 My wife, Judy, grew up in Manhattan, and I was born in Syra-
cuse, where I graduated from Central High School. After mar-
riage we lived in Washington, D.C., in a fourth- floor walk- up on 
17th Street near Dupont Circle and then bought a row house on 
28th Street a few blocks from the zoo. Our three children were 
born in Washington. We thought of ourselves as cosmopolitan 
urbanites and would have answered “Over my dead body” if a 
poll similar to one conducted in New York City had asked D.C. 
residents whether they would move to the suburbs, given an op-
portunity. (In New York, 29 percent checked that choice.)
 We saw the suburbs as bland, sterile Levittowns, or as preten-
tious subdivisions that would gradually sprout McMansions—
places without a sense of history or soul that were destroying 
the rural landscape and befouling the air with endless commut-
ing. We did not want to spend half our lives in a car on clogged 
highways during rush hour, or shuttling children from home to 
a distant shopping mall to church to music lessons. In 1968, 
while I was a graduate student, we moved to Brookline, Massa-
chusetts, a densely populated but af flu ent town with electric 
streetcars, just over the line from Boston. Our children attended 
a racially integrated elementary school within walking distance 
of our home.
 By the time I became a professor at Syracuse University in 
1972, all our children were in grade school. We decided to 
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choose a school first and a house second. We began our search 
in city neighborhoods near the university. But in school after 
school, we felt we were being pro cessed by a bureaucracy rather 
than welcomed as future parents. Worse, especially for my wife 
—a pro gres sive educator who had founded the Lowell School in 
Washington, which placed a high value on the arts and creative 
play—the schools we visited were dispiriting. In the one we 
liked best, all the pictures lining the hallway were nearly identi-
cal turkeys that the children had colored inside the lines. Judy’s 
classroom visits con firmed her feeling that the teaching was as 
stilted and unimaginative as the turkeys.
 The next day she saw an ad for a house in a charming village 
bordering the north end of Skaneateles, one of the most beauti-
ful of the Finger Lakes. Real estate was still reasonably priced in 
those days, though by the time President Bill Clinton and his 
family spent a summer vacation there while Hillary campaigned 
for the U.S Senate, lake properties were selling for a million or 
more. We bought a house a thousand yards from the lakefront, 
where I swam ev ery day until the October chill set in. We were 
invited to join the village country club, but since neither of us 
were golfers, we declined. We did take sailing lessons there with 
our children and occasionally played tennis with friends.
 At this point in her life, Judy was content to put her career 
aside for a while to be a stay- at- home mom. In addition to vol-
unteering at the local nursing home, she ran the Cub Scout pack, 
joined the town Democratic Committee, and enjoyed the special 
plea sures of village life, where the children could walk safely to 
school and bike to the town center a half- dozen blocks away. We 
met interesting neighbors, including a couple down the street 
who gave our children pottery lessons in the garage they had 
converted to a studio. Our daughter raised pigeons in the small 
barn behind our house. We walked to our children’s track meets 
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and field hockey games and took our dogs to cider- making par-
ties and barbecues. At the July 4th celebration, the whole town 
turned out to watch the band and the Boy Scouts march past. 
That night, we all went down to the lake to enjoy the fireworks. 
Lanterns hanging on docks formed a shimmering ring of light on 
the water. We slipped easily into the life of suburbanites, fixing 
up our old house and tending our yard and garden. We found 
Skaneateles anything but sterile.
 There were only two elementary schools in town, on oppo-
site ends of a huge campuslike setting with the middle school 
and high school in the center. The difference between entering 
Water man Elementary, which our children attended, and some 
of the city schools we had visited was like the difference be-
tween going to a friend’s house for coffee and standing in line at 
a welfare of fice. Skaneateles teachers dressed and acted like pro-
fessionals. The gymnasiums, art facilities, and science labs were 
outstanding. The well- equipped playing fields stretching for 
acres over carefully clipped grass reminded me of a visit to the 
lush campus of St. Paul’s boarding school in New Hampshire.
 It occurred to me much later that parents like us were really 
buying quasi- private schooling for our children. With the excep-
tion of a few farming families at the outer reaches of the town, 
Waterman Elementary was for upper- middle- class families who 
could afford to buy Skaneateles properties and pay the high real 
estate taxes that funded its educational system. These parents 
felt as though they owned their schools, and they got the kind of 
treatment from educators and staff that parents expect from a 
good private academy. Many of them were fed up with the bu-
reaucratic rigidity of the urban school systems they had left. 
They sought schools that were not heavily  unionized and were 
responsive to their needs. Parents were willing to pay higher 
salaries for teachers who had gone to good colleges and univer-
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sities, and they expected those teachers to write convincing let-
ters of recommendation so that their children would be admit-
ted to institutions of the same caliber.
 What parents seemed not to expect was diversity. They (we) 
were all white. Even elite schools like St. Paul’s made a point of 
admitting a handful of low- income black students on scholar-
ship. There were no black children in Skaneateles.
 Without a doubt, some parents had moved to the town for 
that very reason. They wanted to escape the urban crime and 
vulgar behavior they associated with mostly black neighbor-
hoods in the city. Some of them were outright racists. But most 
residents of Skaneateles seemed to be motivated by factors hav-
ing little to do with race. Many were attracted to the suburbs by 
the considerable tax advantages of federally insured mortgages. 
In his classic book on suburban migration, Kenneth Jackson es-
timated that federal subsidy for middle-  and upper- middle- class 
homeowners in the form of mortgage and tax bene fits was sev-
eral times the subsidy for welfare families in the inner city.1 But 
perhaps the stron gest motives were the dream of owning one’s 
piece of the American rural landscape and the promise of up-
ward mobility. Particularly for millions of immigrants, the move 
out of urban ghettos into the suburbs, to a spacious lot with 
a two- car garage, was the sign of having made it. As a bonus, 
you got to associate with others who had made it, who were 
the comers, the successful entrepreneurs, the managerial class 
whose business and professional associations could be of direct 
bene fit to you and your children.
 I was not untouched by these motivations myself. My wife 
came from an old New York family and was the third generation 
to attend college. Her grandfather, chairman of the Bowery Sav-
ings Bank, graduated from City College, but the next two gener-
ations went to Princeton and Vassar. While Judy worked hard as 
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a student and educator, she  didn’t worry so much about “mak-
ing it.” I had a different story.
 My grandfather was a Scots- Irish immigrant who died in his 
forties, leaving a family of five children. My late father had quit 
school after eighth grade to work in a butcher shop and later 
in a Syracuse steel mill to support his family. On hot summer 
nights, my brother and I would pile into the backseat of his old 
Packard, and he would drive us from our modest home on the 
south side of Syracuse to Skaneateles, where we took a dip in 
the lake near the bandstand of the town park, hoping not to be 
noticed. My mother had grown up in the Eastern Star Orphan-
age in Rome, New York, and I knew she would be proud to see 
her professor son owning a home in upscale Skaneateles. I made 
a point of taking her to the grand Sherwood Inn for lunch and 
then walking her across the street to watch our children swim in 
the lake, which by that time had signs posted “Residents Only.”
 We had been living in Skaneateles for six years when I invited 
a former high school teacher and mentor to dinner. A photo-
graph of us standing on the front porch shows me with a beard, 
striped purple shirt, and purple bell- bottom pants. Judy wore a 
miniskirt. That picture brings to mind the day my daughter 
came home from school after some hazing by her classmates, 
asking in a hurt voice, “Daddy, are we hippies?” I guess we were, 
in a way. My former teacher had risen to become assistant su-
perintendent of personnel for the Syracuse City School District. 
At the end of dinner, he offered Judy a job teaching fourth grade 
at the Martin Luther King Elementary School.
 It was not an easy decision for us. The school district’s policy 
required new employees to live in the city, although we learned 
afterward that the rule was rarely enforced and was abolished 
altogether a few years later. But we reasoned that our bucolic 
time in Skaneateles had given our children a good start in life, 
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and I was tiring of the eigh teen- mile commute. A visionary 
African- American high school classmate of mine was principal 
of the King School and drawing excellent teachers who wanted 
it to succeed as a community school serving some of the needi-
est black children in the city. Both Judy and I had been volun-
teering in a Catholic soup kitchen in Syracuse that served din-
ner to more than a hundred homeless people ev ery Sunday. Judy 
was eager to make the commitment that was being asked of her 
and return to teaching.
 The more we talked, the more excited we became about this 
new adventure. We wanted our children to have the experience 
of living in an urban neighborhood and attending public schools 
with a diverse student body. We decided to cancel a planned 
sabbatical in Italy, and during the summer of 1978 we moved to 
Syracuse. Judy began teaching at Martin Luther King Elemen-
tary that fall.



1 What Happened to America’s Cities?

We were elated to be back in the city. We had 
first looked at houses in Berkeley Park, a white 

upper- middle- class faculty enclave close to the university cam-
pus but decided to buy further east in the Westcott neighbor-
hood, one of the most diverse census tracts in the city. Locals 
referred to it as Westcott Nation, a tribe of in de pen dent artists, 
writers, gays, students, blacks, whites, Asians, Hispanics, and 
disabled persons living in group homes. A middle- class African- 
American family lived on one side of us, an artist from Puerto 
Rico on the other. Orthodox Jews in wide- brimmed hats walked 
to their synagogue on Saturday mornings, while political ac-
tivists stapled protest signs on telephone poles in the business 
district. Westcott was economically as well as racially diverse. 
Poor families lived in an extensive housing proj ect at the north 
end of the neighborhood, professors and other professionals 
lived in spacious homes a few blocks south, and a large number 
of working- class and middle- class families were sandwiched in 
between.
 Westcott’s location seemed to meet our needs perfectly. Judy 
and I could have a dinner party and then drive to Symphony 
Hall or Syracuse Stage in five minutes. I enjoyed the walk to my 
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campus of fice, overlooking the city from the hills in Thornden 
Park. This was the same park where, in 1981, Alice Sebold, a 
Syracuse undergraduate, would be raped—a brutal attack de-
scribed twenty years later in her brilliant memoir Lucky.
 The first chill in our urban euphoria came during a party one 
night when a bunch of young hooligans ran up on our side 
porch, yelling and pounding on the French doors and startling 
our wine- sipping guests on the other side. I ignored them at first, 
but when they came back a few minutes later I took off after 
them while my wife called the police. When a young of fi cer ar-
rived, he listened politely to my tale and then lectured me for 
giving chase, saying this was what the teenagers wanted—to get 
a rise out of me. “What did you expect, living in this neighbor-
hood?” Shocked, I asked him where he lived, and he said Camil-
lus, one of the suburbs. “What if this happened to your wife 
while she was alone in the kitchen? Would you be happy to hear 
that a Camillus police of fi cer told her what you just told me?” 
He sheepishly agreed that he  wouldn’t.
 What I did not realize then was that this young policeman was 
no anomaly. He represented the enormous abandonment of the 
city by its police, teachers, and fire men. Police of fi cers no  longer 
felt that the city was a safe place to raise a family. When I was 
growing up on the south side, several of my teachers lived in our 
neighborhood and nearly all of them lived in the city, as did our 
fire men and police. By the late twentieth century these civic ser-
vants rarely resided in the city. In a recent visit to the Syracuse 
high school where my son graduated in 1985, the principal could 
think of only three teachers out of a faculty of 120 whose own 
children attended city schools.
 Because of our volunteering experiences in the soup kitchen, 
Judy and I already had some idea of the city’s decline. But I did 
not realize the extent of it until I began to take bike rides around 
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my old neighborhood and elsewhere, and saw acres of boarded-
 up and abandoned housing. The 1960s and 1970s were the de-
cades of heavi est flight, and by the end of the century Syracuse 
had lost nearly 40 percent of its population. A city of 220,000 in 
1950 had shrunk to 139,000 by 2008.
 At the end of World War II, Syracuse was still a boomtown 
with a mixed industrial base. Nearly 80 percent of the real prop-
erty value was in the city, with little more than a fifth of taxable 
land in the suburbs of Onondaga County. Willis Carrier founded 
what became the largest air- conditioning company in the world 
on the west side of the city. Learbury clothing made suits for 
Brooks Brothers (you could buy them at the factory for half 
price) and many other brandname companies—Nettleton Shoes, 
New Process Gear (which made parts for General Motors cars), 
General Electric, Will and Baumer Candles, and the Solvay Pro-
cess Company (later Allied Chemical)—prospered here. Syra-
cuse University quadrupled in size under the GI Bill.
 It was a city with marked ethnic neighborhoods: Irish on Tip-
perary Hill, and Italians, Poles, and Germans clustered in heav-
ily Catholic parishes on the north side. The city’s Prot es tant 
manufacturing elites lived in the Sedgwick area off James Street 
on the east side or the Strathmore area circling the green hills of 
Onondaga Park. Many Jews still lived in what locals then unself-
consciously referred to as Jewtown, the old area of Jewish bak-
eries and kosher meat shops just southeast of downtown. It 
abutted the black settlement referred to as the Fifteenth Ward—
or, among some whites, Niggertown. Joyce Carol Oates, who 
was an undergraduate at Syracuse, captured both the sociologi-
cal context and the ethnic politics of the city in her novel What I 
Lived For.1

 Syracuse Central High School, an impressive neoclassical 
building designed by Archimedes Russell, stood on the edge of 
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the Fifteenth Ward. In 1955, the year I graduated, Central High 
enrolled Jews and blacks, working- class students from my neigh-
borhood on the south side, as well as the children of Carrier ex-
ecutives who lived in Strathmore. The mayor’s son was a mem-
ber of my class. Some parents moved from rural parts of the 
county so that their children could attend a school where Latin, 
Greek, French, Russian, German, and Spanish were taught. Al-
though blacks graduated at a much lower rate than whites, the 
school served a racial, ethnic, and economic cross- section of the 
city. It was a model of the American common school ideal, open 
to all comers.
 Even before World War II, middle- class and professional Jew-
ish families began to spread out of the old Jewish neighborhood 
into the Westcott area and even further, into new homes being 
built on the hills of the city’s east side. An Orthodox temple, a 
Jewish community center, and a large funeral home that mostly 
served Jews were built in Westcott, as well as a bakery selling 
bagels and horn rolls. Supported by New York’s fair- employment 
legislation and expanding job opportunities, some African Amer-
icans moved into housing abandoned by Jews and fanned out 
slowly block by block. But discriminatory housing practices con-
fined most blacks to the Fifteenth Ward. School district lines 
were gerrymandered and primarily black public elementary 
schools were enlarged to ensure that African Americans stayed 
within the ward’s slightly expanded contours.2

 Most of the Fifteenth was demolished in the 1960s, as major 
infusions of state and federal funds underwrote a grand pol-
icy of “slum clearance.” This urban renewal proj ect was linked 
with plans for interstate highway construction that would cut 
through and destroy many old city neighborhoods, white as well 
as black. But only the Fifteenth Ward was virtually bulldozed 
out of existence. After the ground was prepared for the two in-
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terstate highways that would intersect downtown, the heart of 
the city looked as though it had been strip- mined. Whites be-
gan to leave the city in droves, including people in my old neigh-
borhood of Brighton. Some whites who left were undeniably 
motivated by racism, but others simply did not want to live near 
noisy, ugly interstate highways that chopped up their backyards.
 The “renewal” plan included a major cultural complex of mu-
seums and parks adjacent to a new government center. To some 
eyes, the futuristic city hall designed by Paul Rudolph resembled 
an airport in a Third World country more than a monumental 
government of fice building in the United States. Aside from the 
stunning Everson Museum of Art designed by I. M. Pei and a 
new civic center, most of the complex, including the sprawling 
city hall, was never built. What Syracuse got was wider high-
ways on concrete stilts that slashed through the heart of down-
town and destroyed its most historic buildings. A handful of 
new high- rise apartments, surrounded by parking lots, towered 
starkly over the interstate highway.
 The state and federal government had found money to tear up 
downtown and construct new roads, but not much to build any-
thing new, except for public housing. And that is what Syra-
cuse, like many other cities, proceeded to do. One of the largest 
of the new public housing tracts, named Rolling Green Estates, 
stretched for several blocks along the northern border of the 
Westcott area. In 1950 nine African Americans lived in that cen-
sus tract. By 1970, following a de cade of urban renewal, 1,444 
black residents lived there, most of them in Rolling Green Es-
tates and most of them poor. During this period, the percentage 
of black residents rose from less than 1 percent to 40 percent, 
and the percentage of owner- occupied housing dropped from 48 
to 25 percent, as more than half of white homeowners left the 
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neighborhood. Many single- family homes were bought up by 
absentee landlords and converted to multiunit dwellings.3

 Shunting the poorest blacks into massive housing proj ects like 
Rolling Green Estates not only isolated them from other working-
 class and middle- class African Americans with whom they had 
lived in the Fifteenth Ward but also set them apart from middle-
 class whites in their new neighborhood. Rolling Green residents 
were concentrated in a treeless, dense concrete- and- brick zone 
five blocks long, surrounded by a six- foot spiked black iron fence 
that stood in grim contrast with the frame housing, front yards, 
and gardens in the rest of Westcott. A few storefront churches 
opened along the pe rim e ter of the proj ect, but these hardly com-
pensated for the massive loss of social networks experienced by 
the poor black children of Rolling Green. After the old mixed- 
class black settlement was destroyed, the proportion of single- 
parent black households increased, and Rolling Green was soon 
shrouded in an atmosphere of despair. Before long, some of the 
public housing built in that era was itself boarded up, aban-
doned by residents fearful of crime and drug wars.
 Options other than clearance and removal of blacks were 
never seriously considered. A combination of historic preserva-
tion, rehabilitation, and upgrading of existing housing with vol-
untary scattered- site relocation of black residents could have 
maintained a real community with stores, churches, and neigh-
borhood or ga ni za tions while increasing the possibility for resi-
dential integration. Although segregated, the old Fifteenth Ward 
was a neighborhood that offered jobs, informal mentoring, and 
community support. All of those social structures were de-
stroyed when the buildings were leveled.
 What happened in Syracuse was hardly unique. It was re-
peated on a larger scale in Newark, Chicago, and St. Louis, 
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where the demolition of the drug- ridden Pruitt- Igoe housing 
proj ect in 1972 was considered by many to be a turning point in 
both American architecture and urban planning. The story of 
Syracuse is but a small part of a larger web of social policies and 
programs that shaped urban decline across the nation.

Redlining

When we moved to Syracuse we knew nothing of the devastat-
ing effects of federal redlining, which affected the mortgage- 
ability and insurance- worthiness of ev ery neighborhood in 
America. The seven- bedroom house we bought had been built 
in 1921 by a prominent physician not long after a trolley line 
reached Westcott Street and opened that recently incorporated 
area of Syracuse to rapid development. It sat on a double corner 
lot with a two- car garage, an attached storage shed, and a large 
backyard which appealed to my gardener- wife. Having been 
well- maintained by its successive owners, our new house was, if 
anything, of superior construction to the house we had owned 
in Skaneateles. We had sold that house at a good price and were 
able to pay cash for the Westcott property, so I did not apply for 
a mortgage. Yet when I called the insurance agent who had in-
sured our Skaneateles house as well as other properties through-
out the county, I was told that our house in Westcott was not in-
surable. Astonished, I asked how that could be. We had never 
brought an insurance claim during our six years in Skaneateles, 
so we clearly were not a high risk. We had a good credit record 
and had made all our payments on time. I was baffled. My con-
versation with the agent went something like this:

Was the property overvalued? Did we pay too much for it?

No, I  wouldn’t say that. [Pause]
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Well, what could possibly be the reason you won’t insure a good 
customer?

Your house is in a redlined neighborhood.

What?

A redlined neighborhood. It’s a rating system. It means the banks 
and insurance companies believe it’s a bad risk.

 We consulted our new neighbors and eventually found an in-
surance company that would write a policy for us. Later, after I 
became active in our neighborhood association, I learned more 
about redlining. When my parents bought their small house 
on the south side for $3,500 in 1927, mortgages were typically 
given for only five or ten years. During the 1920s building boom, 
mortgages that had not been paid off in five years were usually 
easily renewed. But when the Depression hit, the loans were 
called and many families lost their homes. In 1933 President 
Roosevelt acted to protect small homeowners from foreclosure 
by establishing the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) to 
refi nance loans over a  longer period with smaller payments—
similar to today’s thirty- year fixed- rate mortgage. In its first two 
years HOLC supplied more than a million mortgages, and about 
40 percent of all eligible Americans sought HOLC assistance.
 Yet as the Depression deepened, foreclosure rates remained 
high in some states, even with refi nanc ing. To better predict 
the productive life of dwellings it fi nanced and hence determine 
the degree of loan risk for its long- term mortgages, HOLC in 
1937 developed color- coded maps based on systematized ap-
praisals of virtually ev ery neighborhood in America. The lowest 
or fourth- grade neighborhoods were outlined in red, hence “red-
lined.” The older, more densely populated, and more ethnically 
or racially mixed a neighborhood was, the lower its rating. At 
the other end of the spectrum, first- grade housing, colored green, 
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referred to new “homogeneous” neighborhoods “in demand as 
residential locations in good times and bad.” These were homes 
owned by “American business and professional men,” which of-
ten meant that real estate covenants prevented the sale of houses 
to Jews or minorities. Neighborhoods with an “infiltration of 
Jews” could not be considered first- grade.
 When I had an opportunity to look at the maps, I saw that 
even in 1937 most of the Westcott neighborhood was coded blue, 
or second- rate, in part because Jews had begun to move in. Blue-
lining signaled to mortgage lenders that home loans should be 
capped at 10 to 15 percent below the maximum amount allowed 
for comparable homes in a green- coded neighborhood. One sec-
tion of Westcott near a small commercial strip was coded yellow 
for “defi nitely declining,” because of older multifamily buildings 
and properties where owners lived above their stores. The kind 
of mixed- use housing in commercial areas that Jane Jacobs cele-
brated in 1961—because it meant more “eyes on the street” and 
encouraged pedestrian- friendly environments that are the heart 
of urban life—was devalued by the HOLC appraisers in 1937.4

 Berkeley Park, which had a covenant to protect buyers and 
was laid out in graciously curved streets with parkways divid-
ing the traffic, was rated first- grade, as were other elite neigh-
borhoods—Strathmore, Sedgwick Park, and Bradford Hills. The 
Fifteenth Ward, by contrast, was entirely redlined, although it 
housed only a minority of blacks at that time. HOLC appraisers, 
mostly real estate personnel, were told to redline a block even if 
only one black family resided there, on the assumption it would 
soon be all- black and “undesirable” or even “hazardous.” HOLC 
gave greater weight to the socioeconomic characteristics of a 
neighborhood than to the structural condition of its housing. 
Even new homes occupied by blacks were coded red.
 Of course HOLC did not invent the prejudices its codes re-
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flected. Racism was widely ingrained in real estate sales through-
out the United States. The codes that HOLC adapted had been 
earlier codified by the sociologists Homer Hoyt and Robert Park 
at the University of Chicago, who showed how the social sta tus 
of residents was linked to property values. Hoyt was among the 
first to describe the illegal tactic of blockbusting, whereby devel-
opers or brokers would help a black person overpay for a house 
in a white neighborhood, and then incite fear among whites that 
the entire block would soon become black. When whites pan-
icked and put their homes on the market at drastically reduced 
prices, the broker would buy up the property and sell it at a 
 profit to other black families.
 The tragedy of HOLC was not in creating its secret Residen-
tial Security Maps—they were not secret for very long—but in 
enshrining and giving government legitimacy to racism on an 
unprecedented scale. HOLC established a pattern of underfund-
ing mortgages for older urban houses while providing easy ac-
cess to mortgages in the suburbs—a practice that exploded after 
World War II. HOLC’s maps were  adopted by the Federal Hous-
ing Agency (FHA) and later were widely used by banks and 
other private lenders as well as insurance companies. The FHA, 
supplemented by a GI Bill that helped more than 16 million vet-
erans purchase a home after World War II, did not make direct 
loans but insured other lenders who gave mortgages for proper-
ties that met FHA guidelines.
 No other government program had more effect on the pattern 
of urban and suburban development than FHA. After the war, 
most of the nation’s largest builders designed their new homes 
to meet the agency’s standards, and banks followed its racist ap-
praisal guidelines, modeled on the HOLC codes. In fact, FHA 
instructed appraisers to look first at the HOLC maps in order “to 
segregate for rejection many of the applications involving loca-
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tions not suitable for amortized mortgages.” Its guidelines stipu-
lated that rigid white- black separation must be maintained: “If 
a neighborhood is to retain stability, it is necessary that proper-
ties shall continue to be occupied by the same social and racial 
classes.”5

 The FHA manuals praised neighborhoods with restrictive cov-
enants that barred sales to “inharmonious racial or nationality 
groups.” In one Detroit neighborhood where whites began to 
buy new homes near a black settlement, neither blacks nor 
whites could get FHA insurance because of the proximity of “in-
harmonious” racial groups. But after a cle ver white developer 
built a concrete wall between the white and black areas, the 
FHA appraisers returned and approved mortgages on the white 
properties. Although the United States Supreme Court struck 
down racial property covenants in 1948, the FHA did not change 
its guidelines on covenants until 1950. Its updated redlining 
maps continued to be used for de cades by banks and insurance 
agents. They were still in effect when we moved to Syracuse in 
1978.
 While the racism embedded in FHA redlining unquestionably 
did the most damage to African Americans, the FHA’s policies 
also dealt a crippling blow to the cause of historic preservation 
and renewal of America’s cities. The agency gave the green light 
to the purchase of new housing on terms never before available 
to the average American. Before FHA, banks commonly granted 
mortgages for only 60 percent or less of a property’s value, ne-
cessitating large down payments or credit- worthiness for sec-
ond mortgages. The FHA, by contrast, required only 10 percent 
down and low monthly payments on thirty- year mortgages. This 
made buying a home cheaper than renting for most Americans. 
Its guidelines favored new single- family housing in all- white 
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subdivisions. Levittowns and other suburban developments 
boomed with what for developers was an FHA bonanza. Yet not 
one of Long Island’s 82,000 Levittown residents was black in 
1960. When asked about this policy, William Levitt said, “We 
can solve a housing problem, or we can try to solve a racial prob-
lem. But we cannot combine the two.”6

 FHA’s policies assumed that cities would decline, and so they 
automatically downgraded older housing. Giving a second- grade 
rating to stable older urban neighborhoods with good- quality 
housing meant that a mortgage there would cost more than one 
in a new first- grade suburb. The redlining of Westcott in the 
1970s, owing to the neighborhood’s mixed commercial use, mul-
tiunit dwellings, and racial integration, meant that mortgages 
were often dif fi cult to obtain without large down payments. Yet 
Westcott boasted some of the most architecturally distinguished 
residences in the city.
 Metropolitan St. Louis illustrates this pattern as well as any 
American city. By 1960 the suburbs received five times as much 
FHA mortgage insurance as the city of St. Louis. The disparity 
in home improvement loans was nearly as great. Although the 
city had more aging housing, the suburbs received improvement 
loans amounting to three times the funds given to city proper-
ties. After the urban riots in the 1960s, Senator Paul Douglas 
of Illinois summed up for the National Commission on Urban 
Problems the damage FHA policies had done:

The poor and those on the fringes of poverty have been almost 
completely excluded. These and the lower middle class, together 
constituting the 40 percent of the population whose housing needs 
are greatest, received only 11 percent of the FHA mortgages . . . 
Even middle- class residential districts in the central cities were 
suspect, since there was always the prospect that they, too, might 
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turn as Negroes and poor whites continued to pour into the cit-
ies, and as middle and upper- middle- income whites continued to 
move out.7

 This led to the National Housing Act of 1968, which directed 
the FHA to soften its guidelines and direct more housing loans 
to blighted urban areas. Still the pattern of suburban dominance 
continued. By 1976 the St. Louis suburbs had received $1.1 
 billion in loans, while only $314 million went to the city. The 
blight in both St. Louis and Syracuse continued to spread. His-
toric housing built with the finest materials and close attention 
to architectural detail was allowed to rot under leaky roofs. 
A 2002 study of FHA loans found that less than 5 percent had 
gone to low- income areas in Syracuse and only 1.3 percent to 
predominantly minority areas.8

 In the past de cade, sig nifi cant federal funds for home improve-
ment have come into Westcott and other neighborhoods in Syra-
cuse. Ironically, Congressman James Walsh, son of the mayor 
who had pushed for “slum clearance” in the Fifteenth Ward, 
steered these federal monies to Syracuse to repair some of the 
harm caused by misbegotten policies of urban renewal forty 
years earlier.

Suburban Separatism

One morning on my commute to work from Skaneateles in the 
mid- 1970s, I turned on the radio to hear the deep voice of Syra-
cuse’s first black school superintendent, Sidney Johnson. It was 
a news bite reporting a speech he gave suggesting that Syracuse, 
with the cooperation of suburban school districts, ought to fos-
ter more racial integration by voluntary busing of black children 
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who chose to go to suburban schools, even if on a small scale. It 
had been working in Boston and could work here, he believed. 
But the suburban school superintendents gave Johnson a cold 
shoulder. None picked up on his suggestion, and no city child 
was bused to a suburban public school.
 Superintendent Johnson was right about the Boston experi-
ment, however. The Metropolitan Council for Educational Op-
portunity (METCO) began busing black children to the Boston 
suburbs in 1966, nearly a de cade before court- ordered busing 
began within the city’s public schools. When Judy and I lived in 
the Boston suburb of Brookline in 1968–1972, the elementary 
school our children attended received METCO children. The 
program started in 1966 with 220 children being bused to seven 
suburbs, some of them quite af flu ent, and by 2008 approxi-
mately 3,130 students were traveling to 32 participating METCO 
communities. More than 15,000 were on waiting lists, with a 
quarter of the parents signing up their children before their first 
birthday. Over 8,000 children had graduated from high school 
under the METCO program, and 86 percent of them went on to 
college. While black parents who volunteered for the METCO 
experiment valued diversity, they ranked the suburban schools’ 
academic excellence as the most important reason for partici-
pating.9

 At the start, however, some blacks complained about the 
METCO experiment. They feared it would draw off the most 
talented students from city schools and lead to the erosion of 
African- American communities. The children would have to en-
dure long bus rides to schools where they might not be welcome, 
and they might internalize the white racism of suburban schools, 
coming to despise their own origins. Some argued that the 
money should be used to improve black schools in the city. In 
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The Other Boston Busing Story, a remarkable study of black adults 
who as children attended suburban schools under the METCO 
program, Susan Eaton explored these and other claims.10

 Eaton heard many stories of humiliation when METCO chil-
dren got to the end of the bus line in the suburbs. Our house 
was on the Brookline side of the border with Boston, and our 
driveway was literally on the city line. The Edward Devotion 
Elementary School, which our children attended, received a 
busload of black children from Boston each day. On Parents’ 
Visiting Day I went to classes with my daughter, then in second 
grade. At lunch I noticed that most of the blacks were sitting to-
gether. “It’s too bad they  don’t yet feel comfortable sitting with 
the white students,” I commented to the white children at my 
daughter’s table. One of them replied sharply, “Nobody wants to 
sit with them, some of those niggers have knives.” I held back a 
gasp and suggested perhaps the black children were angry be-
cause they had overheard white children calling them by such a 
hateful name. Then I did gasp when my own daughter spoke up: 
“But Daddy, some of those niggers do have knives.” I rebuked 
her for using a word I had never heard from her before, and said 
maybe they feared her more than she feared them. I went on to 
try to help the white children understand how the black chil-
dren might feel as strangers coming into a school where they 
had no friends and were shunned and humiliated by some re-
sentful white children. I also suggested some positive steps they 
could take to help the black children feel more welcome.
 The METCO students experienced plenty of pain, but in long 
interviews with Eaton they rarely focused on the negative. They 
said those feelings faded as they made friends and developed 
new social networks. And my own children bene fited as well 
from the opportunity, as whites, to interact with black children 
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in class and on the playground. One of my daughters and my 
son grew up to become teachers in integrated public schools, at-
tributing their career choice in part to having acquired an ease 
in more diverse settings early in life. Some of the METCO teach-
ers regarded discussion of race as taboo, but others opened con-
versations that helped lessen tensions. One of the many vir-
tues of the program was that it provided counselors in Roxbury, 
where most of the black children lived, who could help students 
cope with the hostility they encountered. Cooperating suburbs 
also found a host family for each black child—most often a fam-
ily whose own child was in the same classroom—so that chil-
dren would have at least one home in the town where they could 
count on feeling welcome.
 The black adults in Eaton’s study said they did not lose their 
black identities but learned to bridge two worlds. Even those 
who moved to the suburbs as adults—about a third—maintained 
their connections with black communities through churches 
and social or ga ni za tions. The payoff in social mobility far out-
weighed the costs of long bus rides and occasional hostile acts. 
More than 90 percent of the black adults in Eaton’s sample said 
they would choose to get on a METCO bus again if they had 
to live their lives over. And many of these adults have enrolled 
their own children in the METCO program.
 METCO children escaped from the limited information net-
works of the inner city. As adults, they at tri buted their success 
in getting into college and find ing good jobs to what they learned 
by crossing lines of race and class. They made contacts with 
people who knew about better jobs and could get them inter-
views or write letters on their behalf. They gained con fi dence as 
they learned the codes and unwritten rules of the white middle- 
class world. They discovered how to express themselves as 
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blacks in white settings, and they learned how to “talk with any-
one about anything.” They were more at ease in job interviews 
with whites, knowing how to “break the ice.”11

 In two major studies of Chicago’s urban poor, the sociolo-
gist William Julius Wilson found that isolation from middle- class 
information networks and lack of social skills to negotiate across 
class lines were the greatest barriers to upward mobility. A study 
of more than 4,000 employers found that blacks who could 
draw on racially integrated social networks were in higher- 
paying positions, while those restricted to segregated networks 
were in the lowest- paid jobs in settings with few white co-
workers.12

 The decision of the Syracuse suburbs to turn their backs on 
a METCO- like experiment involving the daytime presence of a 
few black children in their schools was a tragedy. But an even 
greater tragedy was the resistance in Syracuse and many other 
cities to moves designed to open up suburban housing to the ur-
ban poor. Public housing proj ects that had been authorized un-
der the New Deal were originally built as temporary housing for 
the working poor. But over time they became permanent hous-
ing for a black and Hispanic underclass, helping to create ever 
greater concentrations of urban poor. In Chicago, one huge fed-
erally funded housing proj ect was nearly a mile wide and two 
miles deep. Suburbs across the Northeast could have applied for 
public housing funds for their own towns, yet almost none did.
 In the late 1970s, Dorothy Gautreaux, a tenant activist in Chi-
cago public housing, brought a class- action suit charging the 
Chicago Housing Authority (CHA) with setting policies that fos-
tered extreme racial segregation among public housing appli-
cants and residents. This was the first sig nifi cant breach in a 
wall that kept most federal money for public housing in the cit-
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ies. After years of litigation that went all the way to the Supreme 
Court, Gautreaux won. The courts ordered the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the CHA to pro-
vide vouchers to 7,100 black families so that they could move to 
racially integrated or predominantly white neighborhoods. Un-
der what became known as the Gautreaux program, nearly three 
quarters of residents with these Section 8 vouchers (named for 
Section 8 of the 1937 Housing Act) moved to predominantly 
white areas, most of them in suburbs. More than a de cade later, 
researchers interviewed these suburban mothers to learn what 
had happened to them and their children, and compared these 
out comes with those of mothers who used the vouchers to move 
their children out of the proj ects but not out of the city.
 As was the case with the Boston METCO program, the chil-
dren in the Gautreaux program who moved to the suburbs expe-
rienced some hostility. But they had lower dropout rates than 
those who stayed in urban neighborhoods, and they were more 
likely to take math and science courses in preparation for col-
lege. A sig nifi cantly higher percentage of the suburban high 
school graduates went to four- year colleges, and more of them 
became employed full time as young adults.13

 In the 1970s HUD Secretary George Romney tried to gener-
ate integrated, scattered- site housing proj ects in predominantly 
white neighborhoods, but the Nixon administration derailed 
those efforts. President Jimmy Carter began efforts to export the 
Gautreaux experiment to other parts of the country under the 
Regional Mobility program, but the Reagan administration ter-
minated the program in 1981, calling it an inappropriate form of 
“social engineering.”14

 Syracuse, like most cities, used its limited number of Section 8 
vouchers to direct applicants to city rental properties, often not 
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far from the housing proj ects they were trying to escape. Regu-
lations in some suburbs of Syracuse prohibited the use of Sec-
tion 8 vouchers within their jurisdiction unless the holder of the 
voucher had been a resident of the suburb for at least a year. 
This Catch- 22 meant in effect that poor or working- class resi-
dents of some suburbs could qualify for Section 8 vouchers, but 
a black resident of the city could not use the same federal sub-
sidy to cross the city line in search of better housing. Owners of 
vacant city housing, many of whom lived in the suburbs, also 
brought political pressure to have Section 8 tenants directed to 
their urban properties rather than to the suburbs. It was not un-
til the late 1990s that the courts struck down these suburban 
regulations. Yet as late as 2008, when dilapidated public housing 
was torn down in Syracuse, new units were rebuilt on the same 
site instead of in the suburbs. In short, federal and state hous-
ing funds continue to be awarded primarily to replicate existing 
concentrations of the urban poor.15

 In 1994, under the Clinton administration, a second major 
federal experiment was launched in the suburbs to open hous-
ing to the urban poor. Called Moving to Opportunity, it began on 
a small scale, like the Gautreaux program, by funding vouchers 
in five cities that enabled residents of public housing to move 
to the suburbs. Within only a few years, after opposition arose 
in the suburbs of Baltimore, a major expansion of this program 
was crushed by Congress, where a majority of the votes were 
cast by members who had been elected in suburban America. 
However, research on the results of the first stage of the experi-
ment continued. More than half of those who applied for the 
MTO program said the major reason they wanted to move was 
fear of crime, drugs, and gang violence in the proj ects. Many felt 
like prisoners in their own homes, afraid to leave at night to at-
tend a parents’ meeting at school or to allow their children to 
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venture into the streets. The second most popular reason was a 
desire for better schools for their children.16

 Results varied among the five cities, but the overwhelming 
find ing in all cities was that MTO residents who moved to the 
suburbs felt a new freedom from fear. The researchers also 
found that children achieved more in school, at least in some 
cities. But the MTO experiment went beyond Gautreaux to col-
lect data on jobs, health, and crime. Jobs as well as housing op-
portunities were at the heart of the MTO program. A pattern 
found in Syracuse was common to most urban areas: major 
plants such as General Electric and Carrier Air Conditioning had 
moved from the city to the suburbs to find cheap land where the 
huge one- story buildings necessary for assembly- line production 
could be constructed. Not only had concentrations of poverty 
grown in the city but work had disappeared to the suburbs, as 
Wilson showed in his study of Chicago. The MTO program made 
it possible for residents of housing proj ects to move where the 
jobs were.
 In Boston, voucher holders found jobs and better training op-
portunities in the suburbs than those available to them in the 
inner city, and welfare rates for MTO recipients dropped by half, 
while overall health improved markedly. Among children with 
asthma in Boston, the number of attacks over a six- month pe-
riod fell dramatically. Those who moved to the suburbs reported 
they were less tense and suffered less depression compared with 
a control group who remained in city housing proj ects. Within a 
year after moving to the suburbs, the arrest rate of teenage boys 
in these families fell sig nifi cantly, perhaps because they were 
less subject to coercion by gang members. They experienced 
fewer behavioral problems in school, and more of the suburban 
girls, who now felt safe outside their homes, reported having at 
least one close friend.17
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Fair Share Housing

The Moving to Opportunity program was a sizable social experi-
ment involving 4,608 families, and by 2000 it had helped pave 
the way for an expansion of Section 8 housing vouchers to subsi-
dize rents for more than two million low- income families. But 
it was only a small crack in the wall that had been built to ex-
clude the urban poor from the suburbs. Throughout most of the 
nineteenth century, annexation of surrounding towns and vil-
lages was common: state legislatures granted strong annexation 
powers to cities, and surrounding communities bene fited from 
city water, sewers, policing, and fire protection. A turning point 
came in 1874 when Brookline, calling itself the “richest town 
in the world,” voted against consolidation with Boston. Wealthy 
and in de pen dent suburbs across the nation followed suit. Oak 
Park and Evanston rejected annexation by Chicago; Brighton 
and Irondequoit spurned Rochester. Proposed consolidations 
failed in St. Paul in 1924 and in Cleveland in 1925.
 These af flu ent suburbs wanted control of their social and 
physical environment. A suburban Chicago weekly editorialist 
wrote: “The real issue is not taxes, nor water, nor street cars—it 
is a much greater question than either. It is the moral control of 
our village . . . Under local government we can absolutely con-
trol ev ery ob jec tionable thing that may try to enter our limits—
but once annexed we are at the mercy of the city hall.” As the 
immigrant population increased in the early part of the twen-
tieth century, the view from the periphery shifted. Immigrants 
were now seen as supporting corrupt city government and were 
stereotyped as the root causes of crime, drunkenness, and urban 
disorder.18

 Villages and suburbs moved preemptively to incorporate in 
order to prevent takeovers, and the boundaries between cities 
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and suburbs hardened. The ring of suburbs around cities like 
Detroit and St. Louis became more stratified by income and so-
cial class. Real estate agents touted the superior bene fits of sub-
urban schools, and even Ralph Waldo Emerson used schools to 
lure new residents to his beloved Concord: “We will make our 
schools such that no family which has a new home to choose 
can fail to be attracted hither as to the one town in which the 
best education can be secured.” Whereas strong annexation laws 
had been based on the principle that sharing resources provided 
the greatest good for the greatest number, by the mid- twentieth 
century many states  adopted regulations that protected the in de-
pen dence of suburbs. In 1967, Staten Island even threatened to 
secede from New York City.
 Seventy percent of the nation’s population lived in 193 cities 
in 1950, but half a century later the total population had almost 
doubled and the situation was nearly the reverse, with more 
than 60 percent living in suburbs. Cities in states granting an-
nexation powers were able to capture this suburban growth and 
enlarge their tax base. They uni fied fragmented governments, 
created strong regional identities, and shared the wealth. But 
in other states, city- suburban boundaries remained frozen and 
metropolitan governments balkanized. Even in states where an-
nexation was permitted, many of the most populous cities were 
complacent. Already wealthy and dominant in their regions as 
the era of suburban expansion dawned, they focused on control-
ling what they had and dividing the pie rather than on making it 
bigger.19

 In Syracuse, for example, a 1953 proposal to strengthen 
countywide government was overwhelmingly defeated by a vote 
of 3 to 2, with the highest negative votes in the suburban towns 
and villages. The fragmented government in the metropolitan 
area led to “insoluble deadlocks” that frequently blocked ac-
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tion. When the position of county executive was fi nally created, 
some functions—notably sewage and water—were taken over 
by the county government. But this was done on an ad hoc basis 
without achieving any real change in the inequalities between 
city and suburbs. While the adoption of a county sales tax led 
to some tax sharing, no regional planning to provide scattered- 
site housing for the poor or preservation of green space was 
 adopted.20

 A different pattern prevailed in many states that permitted an-
nexation, especially in the South and West. Dallas grew from a 
medium- sized city of 45 square miles in 1940 to one of 350 
square miles in 1960. The average Texas city grew tenfold. Okla-
homa City annexed vast tracts of land. City- county consoli-
dations occurred in Nashville (with Davidson County in 1963), 
Indianapolis (with Marion County in 1970), and Lexington, Ken-
tucky (with Fayette County in 1973). Jacksonville, Florida, 
united with Duval County in 1968, and by 1980 it had grown to 
841 square miles, becoming the largest city in the continental 
United States.21

 Cities that expanded their boundaries often  adopted planning 
and zoning policies that helped spread affordable housing across 
the region. They were more likely to have integrated schools, 
where income and racial disparities were markedly reduced. On 
a segregation index where a score of 100 indicates complete 
apartheid between black and white neighborhoods, cities with 
frozen boundaries had the highest scores. Detroit, for example, 
had a score of 85, indicating almost complete separation be-
tween the races. Syracuse, with a score of 69, was also highly 
segregated. By contrast, cities whose boundaries had expanded 
to incorporate suburbs showed a considerable degree of residen-
tial integration. Raleigh, for example, scored 46, while Albu-
querque came in at an impressive 32. The average degree of 
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separation between rich and poor was also sig nifi cantly lower in 
cities that had annexed or consolidated.
 These were a minority of cities, however. Nationally, concen-
trations of poverty increased in the last quarter of the twentieth 
century. One study of 318 metropolitan areas showed that the 
number of high- poverty neighborhoods—those with more than 
40 percent of residents living below the poverty line—nearly 
doubled between 1970 and 1990, as poverty spread throughout 
the cities.22 There were nearly as many poor whites (14.4 mil-
lion) as poor blacks and Hispanics (15.7 million) in 2000. Some 
were rural poor, but almost 80 percent of impoverished Ameri-
cans, white and minority, lived in metropolitan areas. The con-
trast between white and nonwhite patterns of residence was 
stark, however. Whites were more widely dispersed, with three 
out of four poor whites living in middle- class areas spread across 
the metropolitan region. But in the case of minorities, 75 per-
cent of poor blacks and 50 percent of poor Hispanics were con-
centrated in high- poverty inner- city neighborhoods.23

 David Rusk’s 2003 study of metropolitan consolidation found 
that only fourteen states—six in the West, five in the South, and 
three in the Midwest—had strong laws authorizing consolida-
tion. He estimated that it would be dif fi cult but possible to 
achieve some consolidation in eigh teen other states.24 However, 
consolidation is not the only way to move forward to create 
more equitable distributions of wealth and to reduce racial isola-
tion. Progress on deconcentrating poverty and increasing racial 
integration across the urban/suburban boundary has been ac-
complished in two other important ways in recent de cades: fair 
housing and regional planning.
 One of the most impressive steps was taken in Maryland’s 
Montgomery County in 1973, when it  adopted a pro gres sive law 
to ensure that all new housing developments would set aside at 
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least 12 percent of units for rental by poor and lower- income 
families. The Moderately Priced Dwelling Unit ordinance ap-
plied to any subdivision, townhouse development, or apartment 
complex with more than 35 units. Montgomery County further 
speci fied that another 5 percent of the units must be available 
for rent or purchase by the county housing authority and re-
served for families below the poverty line. Private developers 
set aside more than 11,000 units under the new law.
 Thus, Montgomery County had no need to build housing proj-
ects—it simply bought standard housing all across the county to 
rent to poor families. The policy produced no social problems, 
and the resale value of other homes was unaffected by the inclu-
sion of rental units for the poor within the same development. 
Moreover, a remarkable social transformation took place. A sub-
urb that was 92 percent white and wealthy in 1970 became one 
of the nation’s most diverse communities by 2000: 16 percent 
black, 12 percent Hispanic, and 12 percent Asian. It had also 
become more economically integrated while remaining the thir-
teenth wealthiest county in America.25

 Montgomery County acted under a 1927 Maryland law that 
gave counties strong planning and zoning powers. Three other 
states—Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Jersey—later 
 adopted variants of what became known as Fair Share Housing 
legislation. Both Massachusetts in 1969 and Connecticut in 1989 
passed laws to create more affordable housing in the suburbs by 
providing incentives for builders. In Massachusetts, developers 
who failed to gain local approval for affordable housing could 
appeal to the state for an override. Of well over 600,000 new 
units permitted between 1969 and 2000, over 18,000 of them 
quali fied as affordable—a small but not insig nifi cant number.26

 Part of the problem with the Massachusetts and Connecticut 
programs was that they relied on builder initiatives. In a 1983 
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landmark decision by the New Jersey State Supreme Court, a 
“fair share” of new housing for the poor was mandated. The 
Court ruled that zoning prohibitions against affordable housing 
in the suburban township of Mount Laurel amounted to uncon-
stitutional “economic discrimination,” and it set affordable hous-
ing targets that developers across the state were required to 
meet. More than 29,000 affordable units had been set aside in 
new housing developments by 2002. While that represented a 
major breakthrough for affordable housing in the suburbs, it 
was less than 5 percent of all new units built in those de cades. If 
the New Jersey law had  adopted the Montgomery County guide-
lines, it would have increased the fair share of new dwellings for 
the poor to 46,000. Unlike Montgomery County, Mount Laurel’s 
new affordable housing did not sig nifi cantly change the level of 
school segregation. In 2000 New Jersey’s elementary schools 
were ranked as the fifth most racially segregated in the nation.27

 Portland is justifiably cited as one of the great urban success 
stories. Its rise was largely due not to housing policy but to a 
smart transportation and land use policy. Some have flippantly 
observed that Portland did not want to become another Los An-
geles. They are not far off the mark. Oregon’s Land Use Act of 
1973 stopped the kind of urban sprawl that engulfed Los Ange-
les and many other cities. Syracuse, for example, kept extending 
its water and sewer lines and, without land use restrictions, the 
developers kept coming, too. Oregon required ev ery county to 
develop land use plans that set boundaries on urban growth and 
clearly divided urban land from rural land preserved for farm-
ing, forestry, and recreation in the wilderness.
 The plan developed for the Portland metropolitan region in 
1979 established an urban boundary that enclosed 348 square 
miles. In addition to providing land for current residents in the 
city and its 23 suburbs, it also allowed space for anticipated resi-
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dential, commercial, and industrial growth. In 2000, more than 
1.3 million people lived within the urban boundary. Less than 5 
percent lived in 2,662 square miles of surrounding rural land, 
where no urbanization was allowed. The Portland plan was 
highly effective. In the 1990s the city population grew by 18 per-
cent while virtually none of the surrounding farmland was lost.
 More important, Portland became a highly desirable place to 
live and visit. Limits on sprawl caused land values to rise within 
the boundary and investments in the reuse of older properties to 
increase. Historic preservation enhanced the urban landscape. 
Portland became one of the nation’s most ethnically and eco-
nomically integrated cities—a magnet for the “creative class” 
and high- tech business. Suburban property values were also in-
creased by limiting the availability of cheap land for further de-
velopment. While Portland grew more dense through attractive 
mixed- use housing that combined commercial and residential 
development, it also had cleaner air through improved mass 
transit and the natural “air conditioning” provided by a wide 
greenbelt of surrounding forest and farmland.28

 While fair share housing and regional land use policies had 
some effect on deconcentrating poverty in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century, their effect was limited. Many people had 
hoped that the United States Supreme Court’s 1954 decision 
in Brown v. Board of Education outlawing separate schools for 
blacks and whites in the South would lead to major metropoli-
tan desegregation of schools, and eventually to more racially in-
tegrated housing patterns in the suburbs as well.29 Emboldened 
by the Supreme Court’s decision, New York’s Governor Rocke-
fel ler in 1960 urged the state legislature to create “federated” or 
metropolitan school districts. The Syracuse school superinten-
dent embraced Rocke fel ler’s proposal as a “forward step in prin-
ciple” that would broaden the tax base and reduce the inequali-
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ties between city and suburban schools. But the proposal was 
shelved by the legislature.30

 In 1971 the Supreme Court ordered desegregation of schools 
in metropolitan Charlotte, North Carolina, by merging city 
schools with those of surrounding Mecklenburg County. But just 
three years later, a more conservative Supreme Court shaped by 
President Nixon blocked the same remedy for northern cities. 
With this tragic decision striking down a merger of city and sub-
urban schools in Detroit, the Court effectively blockaded the 
poor from access to educational equality.31



2 Can This Neighborhood Be Saved?

In the late 1970s when my family moved from the 
suburbs to the city, most residents were heading the 

other way. Census data later revealed that the exodus from Syr-
acuse reached its peak in that de cade. Some of our Skaneate-
les neighbors, alarmed by newspaper reports of rising crime and 
failing schools, thought we were put ting our children and our-
selves at risk by leaving the safety of the suburbs.
 But I remembered a thriving city where fathers on my block 
went off to work at local factories and where a ten- year- old 
could safely ride his bike for miles through neighborhood streets 
to play in a grand system of city parks. In the long Syracuse win-
ters we skated on rinks at Kirk Park or Drumlins and sledded in 
Oakwood, a Frederick Olmsted–inspired cemetery where steep, 
winding roads ran downhill among huge monuments commem-
orating the city’s prominent citizens. In summer we biked to 
Onondaga Park on the west side, where a half dozen ponds fed 
into a small lake, and climbed the ladder of a shiny slide at-
tached to the bathhouse roof, for a thrilling splash into the cool 
water. Sometimes we played tennis, archery, and ping- pong on 
the grounds. One summer, my best friend and I built a raft and 
pushed it with poles down the muddy Onondaga Creek from 
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the edge of the city through Kirk Park to downtown, where we 
waved triumphantly to onlookers. At MacArthur Field, the city’s 
ballpark where the Syracuse Chiefs played in the International 
League against Rochester, Montreal, and other cities, families 
speaking Polish, German, and Italian waited in line at the con-
cession stand for beer and kielbasa or a smoked bratwurst with 
plenty of mustard and sauerkraut. The only sour note was the 
booing by some Chiefs fans when Jackie Robinson, then playing 
for Montreal, first walked on the field.
 Whatever concerns I had in the 1970s were tempered by my 
experience of growing up in the city and attending Central High 
School in the 1950s with many poor and working- class black 
students. I did not fear African Americans in the way that some 
of our suburban neighbors did. Not that the city of my youth 
was free from racism. My own family never used the “N” word, 
and I felt we were free of such prejudice until I brought a black 
classmate home one day to help me write a speech. John Patter-
son had been student president of the school, and he was a great 
speaker. I hoped to succeed him (though as it turned out I was 
whomped in the election). After John left our house, I was 
shocked when my father said to me, “It’s all right to go to school 
with them, but  don’t bring them home. You  don’t want one of 
them to marry your sister, do you?”
 I also knew something about gangs and crime. My brother, 
Jimmy, was in the numbers racket, spent time in jail, and died of 
a heroin overdose at age 39. My uncle, Joseph Grant, had been a 
leader of a gang on the city’s west side and spent most of his life 
in Auburn State Prison for killing a police of fi cer in a shoot- out 
during a warehouse burglary. It was a banner headline in the 
Syracuse newspapers. My father, a former steelworker and then 
a salesman at Wells and Coverly, a leading men’s clothing store, 
did not want to go to work that day, but my mother insisted he 
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show up and do his job. He was glad he did. Apparently the pub-
licity helped—he worked on commission, and sales that day 
turned out to be quite high.
 I thought of myself as a street- wise academic professional, 
who saw suburban fears as exaggerated and who appreciated 
the bene fits of city life: a first- class symphony, a major univer-
sity, a lively arts community, and a park system that was less 
well maintained than in the 1950s but still impressive. I  didn’t 
realize it at the time, but as we looked at houses in Syracuse 
something deep inside me began to stir. I had lived a cosmopoli-
tan life in New York City, Washington, D.C., and Brookline, 
Massachusetts, and when we came back to upstate New York, I 
had bought a large house safely cordoned off in an upscale vil-
lage eigh teen miles from the grime and crime of Syracuse. In 
many ways I had deliberately severed myself from my origins. I 
 couldn’t say that with the move to Westcott I was fi nally return-
ing home, because much of that world was gone. But I was re-
connecting with some deep roots, reclaiming a part of myself 
that had been buried.
 In my twenties, brimming with energy and idealism, I had 
once thought about coming back to Syracuse to run for mayor. I 
went to see my uncle, James Hanley, the first Democratic con-
gressman elected from Syracuse in fifty- two years. Over lunch 
in the House dining room, he laid out the steps I would need to 
take.1 That dream languished as three children came along and I 
felt con firmed in my life as a writer and teacher. Yet the part of 
me that wanted to break out of a world of observation and anal-
ysis and into the world of engagement and action had never 
been completely extinguished. I no  longer had any desire to be a 
mayor, but perhaps I could help save a neighborhood.
 I did not have the wisdom to see the future that would unfold, 
nor did I realize how much the city had already crumbled. I 
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came to understand that the changes in Syracuse were more 
pervasive and destructive of a good community than I could 
ever have imagined. Although I knew that the 1960s had changed 
the American cultural landscape, I did not grasp the multiple 
and overlapping social pathologies that were scarring major cit-
ies until my own children became enmeshed in them.
 The increasing concentration and isolation of the urban poor 
was perhaps the most devastating development, along with the 
abandonment of inner- city housing to the ravages of rot, drug 
addicts, and homeless squatters. The 1960s story of sex, drugs, 
and disrespect for authority among middle- class baby boomers 
has become gospel, especially among conservative writers. It is 
less often noted that the rebelliousness of this period affected 
teenagers and children in suburban and rural areas as well as 
those in cities. Divorce and illegitimacy rates rose among whites 
as well as blacks. Drug use increased in some suburban schools 
as much or more than it did in city high schools. But in urban 
environments like Syracuse, opportunity shrank and pathology 
deepened for children in ways that suburban children would 
never know. The concentration of poverty and unemployment 
led to a loss of authority in schools and more incivility on the 
streets. Networks of support were much more deeply frayed in 
city neighborhoods, and in some they virtually collapsed. Subur-
ban children were buffered from the strife of racial integration 
that ravaged the public schools of Boston, Syracuse, and many 
other urban systems.
 My family’s move to Westcott was not intended to become a 
social experiment. We did not pick the neighborhood as a sci en-
tific sample of the civic challenges of that era. I never planned to 
write about our lives as “urban pioneers.” But as it turned out, 
Westcott was a microcosm of city life in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century—neither slum nor suburb, it was a diverse 
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neighborhood bordered by a major housing proj ect in one direc-
tion and Syracuse University in the other. The story of Westcott 
is a tale of neighborhood change on the streets and in the schools, 
of decline and distress, followed by community development 
and the struggles of renewal. While community action was able 
to slow Westcott’s disintegration and attract some reinvestment, 
the long arc of deepening poverty in the city and its schools still 
looms over the neighborhood where my wife and I still live.
 Except for a minor upset when our son’s bicycle was stolen, 
our first months in the city were a honeymoon. I was on a lad-
der a lot in the summer of 1978, painting the house before we 
moved in, and I enjoyed hearing stories about the history of the 
neighborhood from passers- by. My wife loved her new job at 
King Elementary about a mile away, and I enjoyed the walk to 
my of fice at the university. Westcott had the virtues of a small 
urban village where our children could bike to the park. Trolley 
tracks could still be seen beneath tarred- over Westcott Street—
our main street. It was lined with a supermarket, drugstore, five 
and dime, florist shop, tailor, watch and shoe repair, dry cleaner, 
movie theater, postal substation, used- book store, Chinese take-
out, and two restaurants. Our eldest daughter, by then 18, wait-
ressed at Bojangles, where many of our friends gathered for 
breakfast on Sunday mornings to kibitz and read The New York 
Times. The Petit Branch Library and Westcott Community Cen-
ter were popular meeting places as well. Within a few blocks 
from Westcott were a neighborhood elementary school and a ju-
nior high. There were two large churches, one Baptist and the 
other Methodist, as well as a Quaker Meeting House. The siz-
able Jewish community was anchored by a synagogue and a 
Jewish Community Center with a gymnasium and swimming 
pool.
 Signs of some neighborhood decay could be detected, espe-
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cially as one neared the Rolling Green Estates housing proj ect 
to the north—houses needing paint, cluttered porches, sagging 
steps, littered lawns. Over the next de cade the exodus that had 
already decimated other areas of the city began to hit Westcott 
as well. The visual trash of “For Sale” and “For Rent” signs 
spread. Desperate landlords did less careful screening of ten-
ants. When gangs and drug- running made Rolling Green Estates 
unsafe, frightened welfare families used their Section 8 vouch-
ers to move into vacated houses in the neighborhood. Many 
buildings became overcrowded with poor families, refugees, and 
university students. Sofas and piles of trash started to accumu-
late on front porches that had once been tidy and welcoming. 
Grass grew knee- high around some houses. Tenants started to 
park on lawns and block sidewalks with their automobiles. They 
pushed shopping carts up the streets and then abandoned them 
in vacant lots.
 As tension began to flare on some blocks, screaming and vul-
gar language grew louder. Boyfriends banged on doors. Some 
drug- runners shouted threats as they tried to collect on debts. 
Cops often pulled “suspects” out of houses. It reminded me of 
times when the police came to our house on Warner Avenue 
looking for my brother Jimmy, sometimes getting him out of bed 
to take him downtown for questioning. Their flashing lights in 
our driveway mortified my mother, who pled with the cops as 
they dragged “Red” out the door. But we were the only family on 
our block where this kind of thing happened. In Westcott, it 
happened frequently.
 Panhandlers rang doorbells at all hours. Many of us gave 
freely as mothers told stories about needing money for diapers 
or medicine—until we began to learn that four or five neighbors 
had bought diapers for the same woman on the same night. We 
got tougher and tried to draw a line between panhandlers and 
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people with real needs. And there were many of the latter. We 
commiserated about how uneasy it made us to live so close to 
people who were so poor. Talk about diversity is easy, from a 
distance, but it’s painful to see the faces of poverty at your front 
door.
 As the years passed, both poverty and violence rose unabated. 
There were no full- scale riots within the Westcott neighborhood, 
but tensions on the streets escalated. Black teenagers from the 
proj ect congregated angrily in front of a neighborhood market 
that employed no African Americans, and by morning some of 
the windows were broken. Less violent but more frightening 
were young toughs who would take the last swig from a bottle 
and, raising their arms in a great arc, jump in the air to smash 
the bottle on the sidewalk or the street, daring those sitting 
on porches nearby to say anything about it. Fewer and fewer 
did. In a display of boom- box terror, cars with powerful speak-
ers cruised through the neighborhood at all hours with speakers 
turned to the max, loud enough to rattle your windows. Some 
neighbors who left said this particular kind of torture was the 
last straw for them.
 Gangs from the proj ect began to swing heavy chains, and one 
night the windows in a long block of parked cars were smashed 
with tire irons. Yet inexplicably we did not really grasp what 
was happening to our family life until we returned to the neigh-
borhood after a summer vacation. We settled in for the eve-
ning with a good movie, and later, as I walked a few blocks to 
return the video, I saw three boys in their midteens coming 
up the street. They were jumping up to break off overhanging 
branches, and one of them had a thick stick about a yard long 
that he was using to whack ev ery thing in sight. As they got to 
the small string of stores near the commercial district, the boy 
with the stick began swinging at a hanging sign for the auto re-
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pair shop. A few pieces of plastic fell to the sidewalk. A man 
about forty years old came out of a house and crossed the street 
just ahead of me. When he got close to the teenagers, they 
paused and looked at him intently. But they broke into smiles 
when he yelled, “Go for it, man!” His voice was slurred from 
drugs or alcohol. They happily resumed whacking away. The 
next morning, I saw that half the sign was in shreds.
 This incident was part of an escalating pattern of incivility 
that included urinating on lawns, attacking gays, and threaten-
ing anyone who complained about such behavior. Once when 
our daughter was walking home from school, a young thug 
ripped a gold chain from her neck. Other gang members beat up 
our son—twice. Yet as other whites fled the neighborhood, we 
stayed.
 By the end of the 1980s the percentage of owner- occupied 
housing in Westcott had dropped by half, re flect ing wholesale 
middle- class flight, and much of the business district had gone 
dark. The drug store, dry cleaner, shoe repair, supermarket, va-
ri ety store, Bojangles, and other retail establishments were gone. 
The theater that had once shown art films had become a porno 
movie house. The funeral home had reopened as a bar. A liquor 
store stood on the lot of what had once been a gas station. But 
by this time my wife and I had brought together a group of 
neighbors to form an or ga ni za tion to renew the neighborhood. 
We began to think about why neighborhoods collapse and what 
could be done to save ours.

Social Capital

My own earlier work had been a study of the theories of James 
Coleman, a sociologist who had written about the importance of 
the human relationships and supportive networks that enrich 
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the cognitive and social development of children and sustain the 
norms of a good community. Take away those relationships—the 
“glue” that holds civil society together—and we pro gres sively 
reduce our ability to take effective cooperative action toward 
any goal.
 Coleman called these networks and relationships “social cap-
ital.” It is not the same as human cap ital or physical cap ital. 
Physical cap ital refers to land that produces crops or to ma-
chines that facilitate the production of goods. Human cap ital 
comprises the skills and knowledge that individuals have learned 
so that they can do things others will pay for. Social cap ital is 
less tangible: it is created among people who trust one another 
and set standards of behavior for the group. If people come to-
gether to do things in a way that develops trust among them—by 
forming a bowling league, for example—they create more social 
cap ital for themselves, which they can “spend” or invest in com-
munal efforts such as opening a food coop or prohibiting parties 
of teenagers when no adult is home.
 Even more than the closing of stores and other gathering 
places, Westcott’s social cap ital was depleted by the closing of 
the neighborhood elementary school as part of a citywide racial 
integration plan. There was no  longer a public school in West-
cott to bring parents together across race and class lines. Parents 
of young children have the highest attendance at school events 
and volunteer more often in the classroom and in other school 
proj ects. By engaging in face- to- face interaction around grade- 
school issues, parents are more likely to develop the trust that 
is essential for establishing shared norms and common expecta-
tions in the larger community.
 Another blow to Westcott’s social cap ital came when the syn-
agogue and Jewish recreation center moved to the suburbs. This 
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withdrew not only ser vices for youth but also the presence on 
the street of a strongly integrated community that helped model 
good behavior throughout the neighborhood. At a time when 
Westcott’s need for supportive networks of concerned parents 
and citizens had never been higher, social cap ital and other re-
sources were in sharp decline. The ratio of adult care givers to 
poor children had shifted dramatically, and not for the better. 
This put at even greater risk a sig nifi cant number of children 
who were already victims of inadequate prenatal care, drug or 
alcohol abuse, and family stress from frequent moves. In 1950, 
10 percent of the population in the Rolling Green census tract 
was fourteen years old or youn ger, but by 1980 that percentage 
had doubled to 23, while the number of adults ages 25 to 44 had 
fallen by half. Group homes for teenagers proliferated as some 
parents gave up trying to control their children, declaring them 
“persons in need of supervision” by the state.
 My research assistant, Jennifer Esposito, helped me see a more 
fine- grained analysis of life in the Westcott neighborhood as ex-
perienced by the children who lived there. This portrait emerged 
from twenty- three interviews with Westcott youth, most of them 
teenagers. Ten of the interviewees were white and nine were 
black. The remaining four declared themselves to be Puerto Ri-
can, Native American, East Indian, and “Blackinese”—part Afri-
can American and part Japanese.2 The aim of the research was 
to assess the social cap ital of these teenagers and to discover 
how they negotiated their world. Each teenager was conceptual-
ized as being at the hub of a wheel, and each relationship or 
bond the teen had with another person was a spoke in that 
wheel. We were particularly interested in what supportive rela-
tionships teenagers had with adults—parents or guardians, men-
tors in youth or ga ni za tions, coaches, music teachers, ministers, 



Hope and Despair in the American City

46 

or people at work who took an interest in them. We found that 
different teenagers within the same neighborhood had radically 
different “wheels.”
 Some had parents who were only occasionally present in their 
lives and had virtually no other positive bonds with adults. Yet 
even some of these teenagers saw Westcott as a supportive neigh-
borhood. A few of them had moved there from more crime- 
ridden and poverty- stricken parts of the city. One teen, Beppy, 
was aware of Westcott’s liberal reputation and told us that peo-
ple there were friendlier and more laid- back: “Nobody gets bent 
out of shape here. You feel safe here . . . You can go outside at 5 
in the morning and be safe from gunshots . . . You walk around 
here and people have gardens and things.” These youths were 
living mostly on their own. They smoked dope, did a little hus-
tling, got “toasted” in a nearby park where they spent a lot of 
time. “We’re like brothers. We normally kick it, go out, go to 
parties, get drunk. We always watch each other. If we all end up 
going to a park and somebody gets drunk, you know, we always 
watch after them. We never let him leave our side if he wants to 
go and pick a fight. But we  don’t pick a fight. The fights always 
come to us.”
 They carried weapons on occasion. But more often, like Beppy 
and his friends, they traveled with a Doberman or other attack 
dog trained to do serious damage on command. Guns were sup-
posedly for protection only. Beppy explained: “If they pull a gun 
on me, all right, I am not the kind of person that would get 
scared . . . But if they put the gun away I am going back to my 
house and get my gun and just not show it to them.” There had 
been shootings, and two teens were killed in a fight near a cor-
ner known for drug dealing.
 The good life was getting high and hanging out, mixed with 
some “excitement” when things got draggy—spraying graffiti on 
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a wall or stealing mail to get a credit card or hitting on some girl. 
But Beppy insisted he  didn’t steal for the thrills. “Cause I  don’t 
get no thrill out of it. You know, unless I am getting paid, then 
I’ll take it; if not, then I won’t take it.” Beppy said he had no 
goals in life other than to get a lot of money. When pressed, he 
mocked us by saying that his goal was to “die and come back a 
leopard.” Then, more seriously, he added that he liked music 
and wanted to be “a singer, a rapper,” a big recording star. He 
looked to no one for advice:

Interviewer: Is your mom the most in flu en tial person in your life?

Beppy: Most what?

Interviewer: Influ ential, a person that you rely on most for advice?

Beppy: No.

Interviewer: Who is?

Beppy: Me.

Interviewer: You? So you are on your own.

Beppy: Yep.

 Several teenagers we interviewed had jobs in fast- food joints 
and cited someone at work they could turn to for help, maybe. 
But other than an occasional employer, no one was holding these 
kids accountable, expecting them to work hard or mea sure up to 
any ideals. Neither teachers nor cops were trusted; on the con-
trary, they were regarded as part of the opposition. To be seen 
as cooperating or being compliant with authority fig ures dimin-
ished a person’s respect on the street. Although they were likely 
to have siblings or cousins who had been imprisoned, most of 
these teenagers had not yet been locked up. Still, they were into 
the life of the street or headed that way.
 Within the same neighborhood were a diminishing number of 
teenagers, both black and white, who had many positive bonds 
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with adults: parents who set curfews and supervised homework, 
coaches who were demanding, teachers whom they trusted and 
respected, along with advisers at church and at work. TJ was 
an African- American teenager who had recently graduated from 
high school when we interviewed him. Though his parents were 
not Catholic, they had sent him to parochial school after he be-
gan to hang out with some boys who were veering toward street 
life. TJ’s parents feared that things would go badly for him if he 
remained in a public school. He did well in his new school, after 
an initial struggle. The academic demands were a wake- up call: 
he had been getting straight As but now got Cs. “It was a lot 
more work so I had to make higher expectations for myself.” He 
started getting a few Bs his sophomore year and ended his se-
nior year with mostly As and Bs and a college scholarship.
 TJ occasionally saw his old middle- school friends, who were 
still in the neighborhood, but it  wasn’t the same as before. “Well, 
a lot of them are, you know, on the streets now. Selling drugs, 
maybe not selling drugs, but smoking weed or whatever and 
they are not really into school. They are not headed in the same 
direction as me and it’s kinda sad; you look and you see the 
people I grew up with. We all had the same goals when we 
started. We kinda drifted away . . . Oh, I do see them walking 
around and stuff. I will ask them what they are doing next year 
and they are like, ‘I  didn’t even graduate, you know, I am just 
trying to get a job and stuff.’” At the time we interviewed him, 
TJ believed that many of his old friends would have liked to go 
to college, and he felt sad that they were being left behind. He 
was quick to reassure us that they had as much academic ability 
as he did. “I just feel bad ‘cause it seems like something they 
want to do. I mean its not like they are stupid or anything . . . 
We were all together and we all did well in school. I guess they 
just got involved in the wrong things.”



 Can This Neighborhood Be Saved?

 49

 We asked why he had not suffered his friends’ fate. TJ  didn’t 
hesitate: “My parents, they really wanted me to get an educa-
tion. Education was always first. Always do your homework. 
They was always, I was just, I just always did it. It was just like 
second nature. I  didn’t want to fail at anything. I  didn’t want to 
let my parents down. It was like, you know, I had temptations, 
but I just knew it was something my parents  wouldn’t want me 
to get into.” There was no sliding by: “My mom has always been 
on me to work ev ery night. She  comes home and asks if I have 
my work done. I’m like ‘Yeah,’ and she says, ‘Let me see it.’ She 
will check over it. She taught me how to type, and my dad got 
me a computer.”
 Perhaps half the children in the neighborhood fell somewhere 
between Beppy and TJ. They had not yet  adopted Beppy’s street 
life, but they did not have the rich networks of support that kept 
TJ out of trouble and in school. Many of them lived in Rolling 
Green Estates or in subsidized apartments or houses in deterio-
rating areas of the neighborhood. There might have been one 
parent at home who was working two jobs to make ends meet. 
Younger siblings were unsupervised after dark and sometimes 
rode their tricycles into the street. They missed medical check-
ups, and their health suffered. Those in school came home to 
empty apartments. Sometimes their mother would find time to 
make supper between jobs, but much of the time children ate 
from fast- food containers, sitting in front of the television.
 Steve Susman, director of the Westcott Community Center for 
nearly a de cade and a person who knew the youth of the neigh-
borhood as well as anybody, felt that “wholesale change, radical 
change” was needed to reach more of the children in poverty. 
“We need to grab the kids before they get tied up in gangs and 
drugs.” He wanted to develop more programs to get teenagers 
on career tracks, and provide more internships to show them 
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the va ri ety of careers open to them and what it would take to 
qualify for such jobs. Current programs, he said, were reaching 
only a small fraction of the children in the neighborhood who 
needed them.3

 Without more spokes in their wheels, few youths like Beppy 
were going to make it. They would continue to watch TV or pass 
a joint instead of tackling math homework. Skipping school was 
easy. Girls with low social cap ital were more likely to get preg-
nant, especially in a culture where the old sanctions against 
 sexual activity no  longer applied. Boys who wanted to achieve 
would be tested by what Elijah Anderson called the “code of the 
street.”4 Although they may not have intended to cross the line 
into the kind of petty crime that Beppy’s brothers considered 
standard stuff, they would often adopt the swagger and low- 
hanging pants and trademark boots or jogging shoes that the 
brothers displayed. This sent a signal: “ Don’t mess with me. I 
deserve respect.” The lure of the street was powerful, and the 
brothers were cool. To prove you were cool too, you might have 
to break some windows and maybe deliver some drugs. Later, 
you might not be able to resist an offer of crack cocaine. “Try 
this, you can handle it.”
 You learned to disguise achievement in school and to “code 
switch”—to shift linguistic gears and body language as you 
moved from talking with teachers to passing by Beppy’s crowd 
on the street corner. You switched without thinking from an at-
titude of deference to a posture of de fi ance. And having no other 
supports or voices to stop your slide, you began skipping school 
and falling behind in math. You had hoped to go to college, and 
maybe you still would. But this way of becoming a man by be-
coming a brother—getting some cash and a car and the “props” 
that go with it—might be okay for a while. You could go to col-
lege later. Sure.
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Hamilton High

When major desegregation of public schools began in the late 
1960s, adolescents from Rolling Green Estates began to enter 
previously all- white Hamilton High—a school where I did re-
search over a twenty- year period, including teaching there for 
two years in the mid- 1980s and again, more briefly, in 2003– 
2005.5 Proponents assumed that racial integration would end 
isolation for both black and white students. They thought deseg-
regation would be particularly ben e fi cial to African Americans, 
who would have access to an enriched curriculum taught by 
what was widely regarded as an elite teaching faculty.
 Those hopes were realized for some students, especially 
middle- class blacks who lived outside the housing proj ects. But 
disproportionate numbers of students from Rolling Green Es-
tates were placed in a dead- end track of diluted classwork and 
low expectations. They left predominantly black schools where 
they had felt successful socially, only to enter a virtually closed 
social system of white fraternities and sororities. They had to 
make their way in an environment where they were labeled as 
losers in the classroom and were politely shunned in the hall-
ways. They came together with whites only to learn how far be-
hind they had been in their de facto segregated elementary and 
junior high schools.
 The black presence at Hamilton High escalated rapidly under 
a desegregation plan limited to city schools, eventually account-
ing for nearly half of enrollment, while suburban schools re-
mained virtually all white. In the fall of 1968, after a memorial 
ser vice for Martin Luther King Jr., a riot broke out at Hamilton. 
African- American students rampaged through the school, de-
stroying equipment in a physics laboratory and tearing into the 
library, where they overturned tables, swept books off the 
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shelves, smashed windows, and tore up floor tiles. School was 
closed ten times that year because of various clashes. The yawn-
ing gap between desegregation and integration was evident for 
all to see. Paid aides and a policeman were permanently sta-
tioned in the school, and during the few minutes of informal 
contact when black and white students passed in the halls be-
tween classes, faculty members held their breath. Hamilton, like 
other recently desegregated high schools in the city, went on 
block sessions: classes were shortened and school ended at 1:00 
p.m. so that students could be sent home for lunch rather than 
risk confrontations in the cafeteria. Assemblies were canceled 
for more than a de cade. There were no school dances at Hamil-
ton High.
 Consultants were brought in to open discussions between 
black and white students. Many children of liberal white par-
ents who favored integration in principle vented their anger 
about the lewd remarks blacks made in hallways and expressed 
fear that blacks were “ruining our school.” African Americans 
detailed incidents of racism by teachers who “had given up” on 
them and by fellow students who had rebuffed them. The prin-
cipal at that time summed up the discussions: “There was an 
awful lot of hate involved there . . . and there was some prog-
ress. It was brought about by whites and blacks alike being 
forced to say just who the hell are you and what are you doing? 
And who the hell are you with all your money? And who the 
hell are you trying to break up my school?”6

 Many teachers felt they were failures, ill- equipped to teach 
the large number of poorly prepared black students who now 
sat in their classrooms. The strategies they had previously em-
ployed no  longer worked. They lacked the knowledge, resource-
fulness, imagination, and energy to reach these often angry 



 Can This Neighborhood Be Saved?

 53

black teenagers. Some teachers, especially middle- aged white 
men, admitted their fear and confessed their inability to estab-
lish order in their classrooms. They were ground down, ex-
hausted, defeated, and confused. By fall 1971, almost three quar-
ters of the teachers who had taught at Hamilton High in 1966 
had resigned, retired, or transferred.
 If social cap ital lies in stable human relationships, this huge 
turnover of teachers and principals represented a huge loss. It 
weakened ties between parents and the school, and once those 
relationships were frayed, mutual expectations about academic 
achievement and homework as well as standards of behavior 
went by the wayside. Younger replacement teachers, some of 
whom smoked marijuana with students at parties, were at odds 
with the more traditional teachers who stayed on. The faculty, 
which had formerly eaten lunch together in the teachers’ lounge, 
now split into three factions. Teachers were unsure whether 
their new colleagues would back them up if they challenged a 
disruptive student in the halls.
 In the span of a de cade, nearly half of middle- class students 
left Hamilton High for the suburbs. Some parents of those who 
remained chained the doors of the school one morning to ex-
press their frustration that the school was no  longer a fit or safe 
place for their children to enter. Black and white parents did not 
meet, as they once had, to help plan social events at the school, 
for these had been canceled for years. Without dances to chap-
erone, clubs to advise, and athletic events to attend, parents had 
little opportunity to come together and develop the trust and 
sense of common aims that are essential for the growth of social 
cap ital. Without school- sponsored extracurricular activities, stu-
dents—black and white—were severely deprived of opportuni-
ties to extend their social networks and to exercise leadership 
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abilities in ways they had at their former schools. Only recently 
have African- American analysts like Vanessa Siddle Walker fo-
cused on these kinds of losses when black schools were closed.7

 Within the Westcott neighborhood, tensions rose and violence 
increased on the streets. More windows were broken and po-
lice were called. More bottles were smashed on sidewalks by 
youths who sauntered by with boom boxes blaring from shoul-
der straps. Boys only nine or ten years old did “wheelies” on 
their bicycles, pirouetting in front of cars that had come to a cor-
ner stop sign, keeping drivers at bay for several minutes. Scared 
whites, like many teachers at Hamilton High, often did nothing 
except lock their car doors.
 By the end of the 1970s the evaporation of social cap ital from 
Westcott was severe. Among those whites migrating to the seg-
regated suburbs were teachers at Hamilton High, who had seen 
the problems first- hand and wanted a more predictable learn-
ing environment for their children. The exodus of whites slowed 
in the 1980s, and Hamilton High fi nally stabilized, as did other 
city schools in the second de cade after desegregation plans were 
put into effect. Our son had left for a year to attend a Catholic 
school, but he missed his old friends. He returned to Hamilton 
during the middle of his sophomore year and became presi-
dent of his class. By then, relations between black and white 
students had improved markedly. The days when parents had to 
put chains on the doors were a distant memory shared by only 
a few, and unknown to most students who now attended the 
school. These students, black and white, had gone to elementary 
and middle school together—an advantage that the first students 
to desegregate Syracuse schools had not enjoyed. Conditions 
in the school were more conducive to learning, and African- 
American students were better prepared to take advanced 
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classes in math and science. Yet large gaps in achievement levels 
and dropout rates between whites and minorities remained.
 Most schools remained racially balanced through the 1980s. 
Although the percentage of black residents in the northern half 
of Westcott increased to 55 percent by 1990, all but 5 percent of 
that increase had occurred by 1980. But poverty had steadily 
worsened, with 17 percent of the population in poverty in 1970, 
22 percent in 1980, and 47 percent in 1990. Yet there was a glim-
mer of hope: in the southern tract nearest the university, some 
middle- class whites with children had returned to the neigh-
borhood, and considerable gentrification and restoration of his-
toric homes had been undertaken, much of it by gay and lesbian 
couples.

Rebuilding Community

One mea sure of social cap ital in a neighborhood is the number 
of gathering places where residents meet to talk and interact—
shops, coffeehouses, libraries, bars, bookstores. In my old Brigh-
ton neighborhood, the loss of social cap ital, mea sured this way, 
was devastating. In 1950 there had been 101 shops and gather-
ing places in the six- block heart of the Brighton business district. 
By 1989 only 38 were left.8 The loss was far less severe but none-
theless real in the Westcott neighborhood. Part of Westcott’s ap-
peal was the urban- village feel of coffeehouses, bookshops, and 
a movie theater. One expected to meet friends on the way to the 
newsstand or in the café after a movie. Most of this was gone 
by the early 1980s. Almost half of Westcott’s two- block business 
district was vacant. Two new taverns and three pizza shops had 
opened up, but the area was now dreary and poorly lighted at 
night.
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 The conversion of a good neighborhood theater into a porn 
house might have been the final straw that led to the founding 
of the Westcott East Neighborhood Association. Members made 
plain from the beginning that this would not be just another 
neighborhood watch group, as important as those might be, but 
would engage in community development on a broad scale. Rob-
ert Haley, a distinguished local architect, took a leading role 
in developing a plan for a pedestrian- friendly neighborhood. In 
his vision, wider sidewalks in the business district would slow 
down traffic; greenways would link the library with other areas 
of the neighborhood; flower boxes, benches, tree plantings, and 
even more attractive trash bins would do their part to draw peo-
ple out of their homes and into common spaces. Dozens of 
neighbors came together to trim overgrown trees and bushes 
and clear trash from empty lots so that gardens could be de-
signed and planted. They raised money for landscaping around 
the library by selling bricks for the garden plaza engraved with 
donors’ names.
 As membership in the neighborhood association grew, task 
forces were formed. One developed a simple checklist drawn 
from city codes that was used to inspect ev ery home in the 
neighborhood for broken windows, cluttered sidewalks, missing 
porch steps, piled up trash, and other violations. Many citations 
were issued, and before long the neighborhood started to see a 
fresh coat of paint on shabby dwellings and fewer boarded- up 
windows. Even people who were not cited began to make im-
provements after seeing that their neighbors were willing to re-
invest in their property.
 We rated streets, curbs, and sidewalks and took photographs 
with us to the mayor’s of fice. We asked his aides how people 
could be convinced to buy homes in Westcott when their cars 
fell into potholes as they drove into the neighborhood. Within a 
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few years streets were repaved, sidewalks were repaired, and 
curbs were replaced. A model lease was developed to prevent 
absentee landlords from posting garish for- rent signs and from 
allowing tenants to park cars on lawns. The neighborhood asso-
ciation also tried to emphasize the positive, by giving awards for 
the most improved house or storefront, the most beautiful gar-
den, and the most notable community ser vice. We made these 
award ceremonies the occasion for coming together at neighbor-
hood parties and encouraging others to join our efforts. We in-
vited city of fi cials to our celebrations as well as to our commit-
tee meetings. The police chief, city council members, county 
of fi cials, code enforcement of fi cers, and others came to Westcott 
frequently, to speak and answer questions.
 State, city, and some federal funds were tapped to help revive 
the neighborhood. Two non profit or ga ni za tions, Housing Visions 
and East Side Neighbors in Partnership, made sig nifi cant im-
provements by rehabilitating housing on several blocks. A neigh-
borhood preservation association obtained funds from the uni-
versity and the city to offer low- cost guaranteed mortgages to 
low- income live- in owners. In its first ten years, this program led 
to the conversion of more than three hundred rental dwellings, 
many of them poorly maintained, to owner- occupied housing.
 Meanwhile, the Westcott Community Development Corpora-
tion helped to revivify the business district. Over the course of 
a de cade the movie theater was renovated and reopened under 
new ownership, drawing good crowds for first- run films. Several 
new eateries opened, serving Middle Eastern, Mexican, and Chi-
nese food. A new art gallery and framing shop took over the old 
hardware store site; a specialty clothing store moved into the 
storefront once occupied by the five- and- dime. Efforts to at-
tract a new supermarket to the neighborhood were unsuccess-
ful, but a small con ve nience store opened as part of a pizza- and- 
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beer outlet. The old supermarket, vacant for nearly three years, 
was attractively transformed into a daycare center for disabled 
adults. The Westcott Community Center renovated a two- story 
brick building that had been a city fire station and began to offer 
programs for teenagers and the elderly there. The Westcott East 
Neighborhood Association drew teenagers into art and garden 
proj ects.
 The rebirth of the community became apparent to the wider 
metropolitan area as a result of two public relations efforts. The 
first was a two- page spread in Syracuse newspapers heralding 
the first Westcott house tour of renovated and restored historic 
homes. The event sold out, drawing hundreds of visitors to the 
neighborhood, many of whom would have hesitated to walk 
around the area two de cades earlier. The second effort was the 
Westcott Cultural Fair, celebrating the neighborhood’s diversity. 
It began on a small scale, then became an annual event that fea-
tured dozens of musical performances, arts and crafts, ethnic 
foods, and information on community activities. It opened with 
a parade during which the mayor and city council members 
marched with children from the Westcott community, along 
with mummers, dancers, and bands. Members of the neighbor-
hood association, holding a banner encouraging new members 
to enroll, walked along shouting, “We are the New Urban Vil-
lage! Help us grow.” The daylong event drew more than 3,000 
residents and visitors. At a curbside table, the neighborhood as-
sociation signed up new members and sold postcards showing 
the va ri ety of murals, gardens, and other successful proj ects un-
dertaken. One of the best- sellers was a photograph of more than 
a dozen fireplugs painted in brilliant stripes and patterns by a 
neighborhood artist.
 The loss of social cap ital was partially reversed in Westcott, 
and renewal of the neighborhood was real. That was no small 
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achievement. But the academic gains Hamilton High experi-
enced in the 1980s were also partially explained by the growth 
of social cap ital in the neighborhood. A new black principal won 
strong support from parents when he instituted codes for dress 
and behavior. Most parents stood behind him when some critics 
complained that too many students were being suspended for 
infractions. Teachers did not believe that he would be able to get 
students to take off their baseball caps indoors, but within 
a week the hats were gone in a school where they had become 
an emblem of casual cool in the classroom. After explaining to 
each class of students why he felt the change was necessary 
to improve the climate of the school, the principal stood at the 
front door ev ery morning politely but firmly telling students 
they must remove their caps or give them up.
 Evidence of a new consensus emerged during a dispute on a 
block where several poor families, most of them black, had re-
cently moved with the aid of Section 8 housing vouchers. They 
were not the first black residents; the block had been about one 
fourth African American for some time. But now there was evi-
dence of drug activity in two of the newly rented houses, along 
with young children playing on the street late into the night un-
supervised, and music blaring at all hours. A resident of one 
house was arrested on crack cocaine charges. Neighbors com-
plained that the landlord, who owned many rental properties in 
Westcott, would take any tenant, no matter how irresponsible, 
because the Section 8 vouchers guaranteed a steady stream of 
rental income. The landlord accused the neighbors of being rac-
ists, and his accusations were reported in the Syracuse news-
papers. But blacks in the neighborhood spoke out against the 
landlord, including the editor of an African- American weekly. 
Section 8 subsidies for the two houses were subsequently de-
nied, triggering a countersuit by the landlord. An investigation 
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by the regional New York–New Jersey HUD of fice concluded 
that “both minorities and non- minorities interviewed” did not 
feel that race was an issue in the neighborhood complaints.9

 The neighbors on that block were raising basic questions 
about the care and supervision of children, and the old race card 
did not play. Both white scholars like Christopher Jencks and 
Susan Mayer and black intellectuals such as William Julius Wil-
son and Glenn Loury have addressed these issues in their re-
search.10 Black ministers and civil rights leaders have become 
more willing to speak publicly about the need to strengthen fam-
ily responsibility in the black community and to urge parents to 
read to their children, turn off the television, and make a space 
in the kitchen where children can do homework. Although the 
erosion of such practices may be most severe among the poor, it 
affects many in the middle class as well, where parents working 
long hours may be unable to spend as much time with their chil-
dren as they would like. Students from rich as well as poor fami-
lies have high levels of drug and alcohol abuse. All families need 
help, though some more than others. New structures of support 
are necessary.
 As faith- based social reforms gained new ground during the 
late 1990s, it appeared that the Westcott neighborhood might 
bene fit. An African- American woman who converted to Islam 
developed a proposal to take over the management of Rolling 
Green Estates. She had been a branch manager of a bank in New 
York City, and after moving to Syracuse to work in real estate 
she became actively engaged in many inner- city reform efforts. 
She wanted to establish a mission or settlement house within 
the housing proj ect, run by a tenant council. She planned to of-
fer classes in prenatal and postnatal care, or ga nize childcare 
support groups, and open a food pantry with cooking classes 
geared toward a healthy diet, as well as make a place for reli-
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gious ser vices of all denominations within the proj ect. Unfortu-
nately, she was turned down on the grounds that she had no 
previous experience in managing a large housing proj ect.
 The efforts of community or ga ni za tions in Westcott to create 
new jobs, reverse the decline of the commercial district, reha-
bilitate housing, and initiate a va ri ety of community proj ects 
helped to stop the downward slide of children at risk in two im-
portant ways. First, they reconstituted and strengthened good 
norms, by bringing people together, face- to- face, to talk about 
common problems and to decide what kind of action to take. As 
or ga ni za tions grew in Westcott, one could attend a community 
meeting almost any night of the week. Heated arguments often 
broke out about poor policing or what to do about a proposed 
zoning change for a new super- drugstore with a drive- in win-
dow that would sell beer as well as pharmaceuticals. Some peo-
ple left in a huff. But like the lively town meetings still held 
throughout New En gland today, these discussions and disagree-
ments represented the best of democracy at work, and eventu-
ally led to agreements that improved standards of living for the 
entire neighborhood.
 Policing was a critical issue. By comparing stories, neighbors 
learned that other residents had stopped calling the Police De-
partment to complain about noise or suspected drug trafficking 
because of fi cers would show up only after many complaints. 
Residents had become fed up with a 911 system of high- tech 
policing that was designed to respond quickly to violent crimes 
but hardly at all to broken windows. They complained about a 
triage system that directed routine neighborhood complaints to 
a tape recorder for later transcribing. “Why are there no foot 
patrols?” Westcott citizens asked. A community police of fi cer be-
gan attending most meetings of the Westcott Neighborhood As-
sociation, which by that point had enrolled nearly two hundred 
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dues- paying members. Over a period of several years police be-
came more attentive to what Fred Siegel called the “moral regu-
lation of public space.”11 Foot patrols were started on weekends 
under a private grant secured by the Westcott Community De-
velopment Center.
 Surveillance combined with real sanctions were necessary to 
secure safe streets and decent behavior. By 2000 the change in 
Westcott was noticeable, although incidents of wilding still oc-
curred. Citizens understood that urban streets had always been 
contested terrain, as Peter Baldwin reminded us in his study of 
Hartford reforms in the nineteenth century.12 They also knew 
that the community could not rely solely on giving police a big-
ger stick. Westcott community or ga ni za tions learned to be pro-
active. Rather than expecting parents to come to us, we took our 
meetings to the street. For example, we held a block party on 
Harvard Place, where high turnover had brought in many new 
Section 8 tenants. More than sixty residents, about a third of 
them African American, came to enjoy ice cream sundaes. They 
were all asked to answer two questions posted on large charts 
tacked to a porch railing: What do we like about Harvard Place? 
What would make Harvard Place a better place? The questions 
generated a lively discussion.
 Residents appreciated many things about their block. One 
child who had moved there from Rolling Green Estates liked be-
ing on a block with porches where people said hello when he 
walked by. To make it a better place, a nine- year- old black girl 
asked that people coming down the street “stop using so many 
curse words and stop breaking bottles on the sidewalk.” Every-
one applauded. A vote was taken to de fine the top three priori-
ties for improving the block: demolishing a burned- out house, 
planting more flowers, and painting a badly peeling house. Ev-
eryone also pledged to support the nine- year- old girl’s plea not 
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to sit idly by when they saw bottles being smashed on their 
street or sidewalks. By the end of the year several neighborhood 
or ga ni za tions cooperated to accomplish all three objectives of 
the poll.13

 The second- most essential action taken by Westcott’s neigh-
borhood or ga ni za tions was to bring people together across ra-
cial and generational lines to work on community improvement 
proj ects that were visible to all. It was important to go beyond 
talk at an ice cream party to action on Harvard Place. More than 
a dozen black and white residents got on ladders to paint the 
 dilapidated house, and ev ery one saw flowers planted and new 
bike racks installed to cut down on thefts. The work reinforced 
new relationships, as neighbors lent each other tools and stead-
ied ladders.
 Projects that cross generational lines, put ting children in posi-
tive relationships with adults, were also critical to mending the 
frayed social networks in Westcott. One of the most successful 
involved hundreds of children and adults in making tiles for a 
community mural. Public tables were set up so that adults and 
children, sitting side- by- side, could paint and glaze them. Teen-
agers became acquainted with adults who later hired them to 
mow lawns or paint a garage, or recommended them to a poten-
tial employer. Many of the adults who par tic i pated were retirees 
who had not previously found such a congenial setting for inter-
acting with children from other parts of the community. Some 
of the most active board members of neighborhood or ga ni za-
tions were in their seventies. When the mural was completed, 
we held a party to celebrate in a coffeehouse next to the build-
ing where the mural was affixed to the wall.
 Not all of our efforts succeeded. An ambitious endeavor to 
create a neighborhood center of the arts and technology by reno-
vating the vacant Jewish War Veterans Home raised the hopes of 
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many. Plans were made to create spaces for painting, filmmak-
ing, sculpture, audio recording, and a community FM radio sta-
tion. Some artists would live in a wing of the building and serve 
as mentors to the young. But poor management of initial fund-
ing grants eventually killed the proj ect.
 In another initiative, the neighborhood association hoped to 
purchase run- down houses, employ teenagers to help with reha-
bilitation, and then sell them as affordable homes. Young work-
ers from the proj ects and more af flu ent parts of the neighbor-
hood would work together, earn money, and learn new skills as 
masons, carpenters, painters, drywallers, and plumbers. Thirty 
residents pledged a thousand dollars each to buy the first house. 
But the proj ect fell apart over legal issues: the dif fi culties of in-
corporation and liability for injuries or accidents. Another plan 
involved purchasing a sidewalk snowplow and hiring teenagers 
to plow all the walks in the neighborhood after a storm. Some 
suburbs had plowed all their sidewalks for years, but in West-
cott liability issues once again killed the plan. Elderly residents 
and the children of Westcott continued to walk in the streets, 
which were safer than the icy sidewalks that absentee landlords 
and less civic- minded homeowners failed to shovel.

Why Neighborhood Activists Cannot Do It All

Strengthening a sense of family responsibility and generating 
new social cap ital are vital to the preservation of a community, 
but they are not enough to turn the larger de mo graphic tide. Re-
claimed neighborhoods in cities like Syracuse are islands of suc-
cess in a slowly rising sea of poverty. The middle class in West-
cott continued to shrink, as poverty deepened de cade by de cade 
in the city as a whole. A trickle of gentrification led to the con-
version of some historic buildings into attractive apartments 
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downtown, but vast areas of the city remained desolate. Two 
upscale high- rise apartments built just a block away from the 
Everson Art Museum as part of urban renewal efforts had a 60 
percent vacancy rate in 2008.
 This did not happen by accident. Some of it was the result of 
racism. Some of it came out of a natural desire by many Ameri-
cans to enjoy family life in a new home where con flicts of the 
sort described here could be avoided. But much of it was the re-
sult of a misbegotten public policy. It began with an approach to 
urban renewal that was comparable to doing brain surgery with 
a meat axe. In Westcott, for example, no consideration was given 
to how social cap ital in the old Fifteenth Ward might be main-
tained or even strengthened through historic preservation of 
buildings and more widely dispersed relocation of the neediest 
residents. The contours of the present neighborhood were deci-
sively cast by housing policies that created a “black township” in 
Rolling Green Estates, isolating the poorest African- American 
families from their middle- class neighbors and concentrating 
them in ways that bred dependency and distrust. Meanwhile, 
other federal policies encouraged white flight by providing low- 
interest- rate mortgages and tax breaks for homeowners in the 
suburbs while redlining many neighborhoods in the city. There 
were subsidies for exit but a pittance for genuine renewal of the 
urban infrastructure.
 In Syracuse, as in most cities of the northeastern United States, 
suburbs used their jurisdictional powers to virtually zone out 
the poor and the black. By 1990 only 1.4 percent of the 305,113 
persons living in the Syracuse suburbs were black, and only 4 
percent were in families living below the poverty line. In the 
city, by contrast, 20 percent of the population was black, and 23 
percent lived in poverty, including 39 percent of children youn-
ger than six. By 2008, more than 70 percent of public school 
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children in Syracuse were poor enough to qualify for subsidized 
lunches. The suburbs were still less than 2 percent black.
 The burden of school desegregation was borne almost entirely 
by the city, not by the larger metropolitan area. Policies designed 
to accomplish desegregation in Syracuse may have been more 
effective than those in many cities of the Northeast (with a 
higher than average number of schools in racial balance until 
the 1990s), but they were still crude. It was an urban policy de-
signed by social engineers and lawyers concerned with bus 
schedules and quotas. The teachers on the frontlines were poorly 
prepared to deal with the traumas, dislocations, and anger that 
escalated rapidly on a large scale, pushing many schools beyond 
the tipping point of civility virtually overnight. While no amount 
of planning could have avoided the inevitable pain and sense 
of loss that accompanies any major social change, the outcome 
would have been vastly different if school desegregation had 
been a metropolitan rather than a city- only burden.
 In the years that I taught at Hamilton High and worked to re-
new the Westcott neighborhood, I believed you could save cities 
one school and one neighborhood at a time. I was wrong. We 
slowed the exodus and even drew some young families to West-
cott, but there was a net loss of social cap ital. Many of those ad-
venturous young couples left for the suburbs when their chil-
dren reached school age or fin ished elementary school. We built 
some bridges across lines of race and class, but today it is a rare 
white person who dares to walk on the sidewalk bordering Roll-
ing Green Estates. We helped revive the business district, up-
graded housing, and made it a better neighborhood in many 
ways. Caring neighbors continue to look out for one another, cut 
lawns and carry out the trash for the disabled, drive elders on 
weekly trips to the supermarket, and look in on the sick. My 
wife and I have no plans to leave. But despite the real gains we 
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made in Westcott, little that we accomplished was able to touch 
the underlying problems of increasing poverty, joblessness, and 
failing schools that afflicted the city as whole. It takes vision and 
action on a larger scale to change the context within which 
neighborhood reforms will succeed.
 In Raleigh, North Carolina, the seeds of that kind of metro-
politan reform were embedded early, right after the Civil War.



3 Three Reconstructions of Raleigh

One of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War was 
fought south of Raleigh less than a month before 

Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox 
on April 9, 1865. Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston was 
traveling north to unite with Lee’s army when his troops were 
crushed at Bentonville, North Carolina, by General William 
 Tecumseh Sherman’s forces. Nearly 3,000 Confederate soldiers 
were killed and wounded. The survivors, some of them bare-
foot, retreated through Raleigh in what an observer described as 
“the saddest spectacle of my life.”1

 Though Raleigh’s citizens were concerned about the retreat-
ing Confederate soldiers, they were mostly fearful that Sherman 
would destroy their city, the cap ital of North Carolina. After 
burning most of Atlanta and conquering Savannah, he had cut a 
wide path of destruction on his march north through South Car-
olina toward Raleigh in pursuit of Johnston’s army. After the 
defeat at Bentonville on March 21, Raleigh’s mayor and a group 
of city commissioners set out to meet Sherman as his troops 
crossed into Wake County and to surrender the city uncondi-
tionally. Their assurances to Sherman that he would find no mil-
itary resistance in Raleigh were nearly upset when a wayward 
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Confederate lieutenant waited in ambush as Sherman’s troops 
marched up Morgan Street in the rain. When they were only 
100 yards distant, the young lieutenant mounted his horse and 
charged, firing six rounds on the  Union troops. As he tried to 
make a turn at a gallop off Morgan Street, his horse fell and he 
was captured. The lieutenant’s request for time to write a letter 
to his wife was refused, and he was hanged minutes later near 
Capitol Square.2

 After those tense moments, peace reigned and Raleigh, then a 
city of about 8,000 in a county of 30,000, was saved. Sherman, 
who had shown so little mercy toward Atlanta, was generous to 
Raleigh. In fact, the terms he offered to Johnston were so liberal 
that one northern newspaper said it almost seemed that Sher-
man had “surrendered” to Johnston rather than the other way 
around. General Grant, who admired Sherman, went to Raleigh 
to ask him to renegotiate for the same terms that Lee had re-
cently agreed to. Sherman did, and Johnston complied.3

 Sherman’s army was nearly twice the population of the 
county, and some plundering occurred despite orders forbidding 
it. But the army also shared its food with those who had been 
impoverished by the war, both black and white. Sherman sent 
guards to Wake Forest College to safeguard its library, and for 
the most part homes and public buildings were respected. Sher-
man’s aide, Major George Nichols, wrote glowing accounts of 
Raleigh and its beautiful lawns that “remind one of an En glish 
country place.” He praised the high proportion of “educated and 
re fined” citizens who exhibited “little of that painful ostentation 
which is met in Charleston.”4 Major Nichols was speaking about 
white citizens, of course, though they made up less than half of 
Raleigh’s population at the end of the war. Even  Union soldiers 
did not yet think of blacks as citizens, though a number of free 
blacks had joined  Union ranks.
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 After the war, some rural blacks in the vicinity of Raleigh who 
had been treated well by their former owners continued to work 
for them in exchange for food and wages. Others were turned 
out from the farms where they had worked, or they left volun-
tarily, to try their luck in the city. Some free blacks were already 
making a living in the state cap ital before the war, and Sher-
man had little doubt that educated blacks throughout the South 
would avidly pursue their new rights. He had come to this con-
clusion in Savannah a few months earlier, during a remarkable 
“colloquy” with the black leaders of that city.
 Sherman’s famous March to the Sea had cut the South in two 
and brought the Confederacy to near- collapse. Thousands of 
slaves had abandoned plantations in Georgia and South Carolina 
and followed Sherman’s army to Savannah. This unexpected 
spectacle caused Lincoln’s cabinet to turn their attention away 
from winning the war, to focus on the great questions of what 
would become known as Reconstruction. What should be done 
about the four million blacks who had been in bondage? What 
would freedom mean to former slaves? Were they capable of 
making decisions for themselves and becoming effective citizens 
of the United States? Would whites be able to work with them to 
build an interracial democracy after the end of slavery? Secre-
tary of War Edwin M. Stanton “seemed desirous of coming into 
contact with the negroes to confer with them,” Sherman later 
recalled, and invited “the most intelligent of the negroes” of Sa-
vannah to meet with him on January 12, 1865, at the house 
where he made his headquarters.
 Twenty black leaders came, most of them Baptist and Meth-
odist ministers. While only 5 percent of the nation’s black popu-
lation was free in 1860, eleven of the men who met with Stanton 
and Sherman had become free before the war ended, either by 
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self- purchase, through the will of a deceased owner, or by birth 
to a woman who was not enslaved. Although it was against the 
law to teach slaves to read or write, several of them had learned 
in secret. One of them, James Porter, an Episcopal vestryman, 
had operated a clandestine school to teach black children to 
read. James D. Lynch, who became Mississippi’s secretary of 
state during Reconstruction and earned a reputation as “a great 
orator, fluid and graceful,” was the only black present who had 
lived in the North before the war. He had attended Kimball 
 Union Academy in New Hampshire and taught school in Ja-
maica, New York.
 Garrison Frazier, a Baptist minister who had purchased his 
freedom, was the spokesman for the group. Asked to de fine slav-
ery, he replied that it meant one person’s “receiving by irresist-
ible power the work of another man, and not by his consent.” 
He left no doubt that blacks were ready and capable to assume 
the responsibilities of freedom, which he de fined as “placing us 
where we could reap the fruit of our own labor, and take care of 
ourselves.” Then, summing up what would in fact become one 
of the central issues of Reconstruction politics, Frazier said this 
could best be accomplished if blacks had “land, and turn it and 
till it by our own labor.”
 Disagreement arose only when Frazier was asked whether 
blacks would want to live “scattered among whites” or in their 
own communities. He responded: “I would prefer to live by our-
selves, for there is a prejudice against us in the South that will 
take years to get over.” Lynch argued that it would be best to live 
together, a position that a majority of blacks in America came 
to adopt. Frazier af firmed the loyalty of all blacks to the  Union 
cause and mentioned that if all the prayers that had been raised 
in black churches were read out “you would not get through 
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them these two weeks.” Turning to Sherman, he said blacks saw 
him as one “specially set apart by God” to “accomplish the work” 
of emancipation.5

Raleigh’s First Reconstruction

Although racists portrayed blacks as corrupt and incompetent 
during Reconstruction, and sustained that myth for many de-
cades afterward, this remarkable colloquy between Sherman, 
Stanton, and the black leadership of Savannah was not an iso-
lated event. It was representative of the aspirations and talents 
of black leadership emerging all across the South. On July 4, 
1865, three months after Sherman entered Raleigh, blacks had 
special reason to celebrate Inde pen dence Day. Three thousand 
jubilant freedmen par tic i pated in a “very orderly pro ces sion to 
the grounds of the Peace Institute, where they heard both Negro 
and white speakers” give thanks for the end of con flict. Both 
races “partook of an excellent collation, spread on tables.”6 When 
the party was over, blacks in Raleigh and throughout North Car-
olina went back to work preparing what became the first state-
wide black political convention in the South.
 They surprised many by being well- enough or ga nized to open 
their convention in late September, ahead of North Carolina’s 
whites. Representing about half the counties in the state, 117 
delegates of the North Carolina Freedmen’s Convention met in 
the Methodist African Church in Raleigh. Among blacks from 
the city and Wake County who played leading roles in the con-
vention was James H. Harris, later elected to the state legisla-
ture. Blacks were still mourning the assassination of Abraham 
Lincoln on April 14, just five days after the surrender at Appo-
mattox. Although Andrew Johnson, who became president af-
ter Lincoln’s death, was born in Raleigh, it was a plaster bust 



 Three Reconstructions of Raleigh

 73

of Lincoln that hung over the Freedmen’s lectern, inscribed with 
Lincoln’s words “Malice towards none.” The Reverend James 
Walker Burns of New Bern presided, opening the convention 
with an appeal to “avoid all harsh expressions toward anybody 
. . . The white people are our neighbors and many of them our 
friends. We and the white people have got to live together.” He 
counseled blacks to have patience and moderation, “yet assert 
always we want three things—first, the right to give evidence in 
the courts; second, the right to be represented in the jury- box; 
and third, the right to put votes in the ballot box,” placing the 
issue of black suffrage squarely before the convention. Lincoln’s 
Emancipation Proclamation had freed the slaves, but it said 
nothing about their rights as citizens.
 In their appeals for equal rights and equal educational oppor-
tunities, the Freedmen’s Convention in North Carolina echoed 
what Sherman had heard in Savannah. It was an extraordinary 
historical moment—former slaves meeting to offer forgiveness 
to their former masters while also asserting their rights as free 
men. The Freedmen’s convention  adopted the Reverend Burns’s 
address and forwarded it to the all- white Constitutional Conven-
tion that met in Raleigh in October, where it was “courteously 
received” and put aside. The whites’ convention concluded that 
the consequences of slavery “will inevitably affect the state of 
society for years to come” and that “prejudices of a social char-
acter will probably forever exist.” The convention went on to 
draw up a constitution that enabled the North Carolina legisla-
ture to adopt the notorious black codes—essentially returning 
blacks to a state of semislavery. North Carolina’s black codes 
were somewhat more liberal than those  adopted in other states 
of the former Confederacy but did not grant blacks the right to 
vote or other rights equal to those enjoyed by whites.7

 The United States Congress, dominated by Republicans who 
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wanted to assure equal rights for blacks—and more radical mem-
bers arguing for redistribution of whites’ lands to their former 
slaves—refused to seat whites elected from states with black 
codes. A crisis ensued over President Johnson’s opposition to 
the radicals’ Reconstruction program, and it was not resolved 
until Johnson was impeached and put on trial in the Senate. In 
the bargaining that ensued, Johnson’s lawyers told the Senate 
that Johnson would stop obstructing the Congress’s Reconstruc-
tion policy if he were acquitted. By a margin of one vote, John-
son’s impeachment failed and the Republican Reconstruction 
program went forward. It required southern states to adopt new 
constitutions and ratify new amendments empowering blacks. 
But dreams of “40 acres and a mule” were dashed when Con-
gress returned to white owners the land that had been given to 
blacks by the Freedmen’s Bureau at the end of the war.
 Reconstruction policy now turned on electoral politics. By 
1868, many blacks stood for of fice and 90 percent of blacks 
voted throughout the South, helping elect the Republican Ul-
ysses S. Grant as president by a large margin. They ratified new 
state constitutions providing not only equal rights but also the 
South’s first state- funded schools for both blacks and whites. 
They elected state legislatures with sig nifi cant black representa-
tion at a time when blacks could vote in only eight states in the 
North (five New En gland states—Connecticut was the excep-
tion—plus New York, Wisconsin, and Nebraska).8

 Southern Democrats—virtually all- white—made openly racist 
appeals against rati fi ca tion of the new constitutions. In North 
Carolina, Jonathan Worth complained that the “dregs of society” 
would become the state’s new rulers, making it plain that he 
was referring to poor whites as well as blacks who would be-
come voters and take of fice. Despite these efforts, Republicans 
came to power in North Carolina, as they did in most of the 
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South. Unlike some Deep South states where blacks constituted 
a majority of voters, however, North Carolina was only one- fifth 
black. Coalitions of black and white voters were necessary for 
Republican victories. Among the thousands of whites who voted 
with blacks in North Carolina, some were so- called carpetbag-
gers—northerners, often soldiers, who settled throughout the 
South after the war, carrying all they had in bags made of car-
petlike material. But many more were native white owners of 
small farms in the western mountainous region of the state who 
wanted to overthrow the old planter aristocracy and had been 
sympathetic to the  Union cause during the war. The Republican 
Party also drew some in flu en tial native whites in eastern North 
Carolina, a part of the state that was heavily black. The Demo-
crats labeled them as opportunistic scalawags and traitors who 
changed party allegiance to gain the spoils of of fice. It is impos-
sible to weigh the motives of ev ery voter, but many of these 
whites believed a new social order was possible and wanted to 
help make it work.9

 Eric Anderson’s careful study of the heavily black second con-
gres sional district, which abutted Raleigh and Wake County un-
til it was later redistricted, argued that these Republican whites 
were courageous in helping to create a truly biracial politics for 
more than a generation following the Civil War. While whites 
were sometimes inconsistent, the “awkward yet viable black 
and white partnership” of North Carolina’s Reconstruction era 
Republican Party “represented the stron gest defender of black 
interests.” It was an institution that used politics to settle issues 
that could have exploded into racial con flict.10

 North Carolina’s biracial politics helped prevent the white ter-
rorism that kept blacks away from polls in Mississippi and other 
Deep South states in the mid- 1870s. Southern “Redeemers” who 
or ga nized the Ku Klux Klan and other white vigilante groups 
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sought to restore the Old South and reverse the course of Recon-
struction. They lynched, shot, beat, and terrorized many blacks. 
Intimidation of black voters was particularly violent in Mis-
sissippi prior to the election of 1875. At a Republican barbecue 
in Clinton, more than thirty blacks were murdered, some of 
them schoolteachers and ministers. In some Mississippi coun-
ties where black voting had been heavy in 1873, not a single 
vote was cast by a registered black Republican in 1875. Demo-
crats swept control of the legislature and forced the Republican 
governor to resign.11

 But in North Carolina, for more than three de cades after the 
Civil War, white terrorists were unable to gain a foothold. In 
1871 a jury impaneled in Raleigh indicted 981 persons for com-
mitting Klan violence across the state. In 1898, however, whites 
went on a rampage in Wilmington and ousted black of ficehold-
ers. This was the beginning of the end of Reconstruction in 
North Carolina, yet what is remarkable is that it did not come 
until more than two de cades after Reconstruction ended in most 
of the South. In order to settle the contested presidential elec-
tion of 1876, Republican candidate Rutherford B. Hayes agreed 
to withdraw federal troops from the South and refrain from fur-
ther intervention in southern affairs. This Compromise of 1877 
is cited by most historians as the end of Reconstruction in 
the South. Soon thereafter, black voters were intimidated and 
pushed out of of fice. By 1890, southern states had begun to dis-
enfranchise blacks by passing a va ri ety of laws that virtually 
eliminated black suffrage in the South.12

 North Carolina, again, was an exception. Blacks continued to 
vote and hold of fice until 1900. Democrats gerrymandered some 
districts to reduce black majorities in the eastern counties and 
attacked scalawag whites for supporting “Negro domination” as 
blacks continued to win elections and gain appointive of fice. 
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Politics got meaner and more racist throughout the state as white 
supremacists gained a stron ger hand, but prior to the Wilming-
ton riot in 1898 there was virtually no violent intimidation of 
black voters.
 As the historian Eric Anderson noted, North Carolina was 
then the only state in the South to “tolerate so great a degree of 
black par tic i pa tion.” Fifteen or more blacks were elected to the 
statehouse through the 1880s. In 1896, a Fusion ticket of popu-
lists,  unionist farmers, blacks, and Republican whites took con-
trol of the legislature and elected the first Republican gover-
nor in twenty years. Eleven blacks went to the statehouse, and 
George White went to the U.S. House of Representatives. When 
White was reelected in 1898, he was the only remaining black 
congressman. A widely respected and persuasive speaker, he 
pointed out to Democrats that since he was the only black left in 
Congress, the white cry of “Negro domination” was hollow.13

 Democrats and some historians hostile to Reconstruction re-
ferred to it as a time of “Negro rule.” But no black was elected 
governor of any southern state even at the height of federally 
enforced Reconstruction. Power remained in white hands at the 
top echelons of politics. The phrase “Negro rule” had resonance 
because blacks were elected as sheriffs and county commission-
ers, they received appointments as postmasters and judges, and 
they served on juries. More than 300 black magistrates were ap-
pointed in the eastern counties of North Carolina, along with 
dozens of black postmasters. There had always been some de-
gree of private intimacy between household slaves and whites 
throughout the South, but these appointments brought about 
a degree of public equality that had never existed. For the first 
time in the history of the South, whites had daily contacts with 
African Americans in situations where blacks were in charge.14

 By the late 1890s, Democratic newspapers in North Carolina, 
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yearning for a return to white supremacy, played on the emo-
tions stirred up by this reversal of roles. The Kinston Free Press 
mockingly declared it the only state in the  Union that still of-
fered the inducements of “citizenship and political honors” to 
African Americans. It predicted that blacks would swarm to 
North Carolina: “Let it be proclaimed to the world that the white 
people of North Carolina have endorsed this Republican policy 
. . . can anyone doubt that there will be an in flux of negroes into 
North Carolina from Virginia, South Carolina, and other south-
ern states that will soon give the negroes the majority in many 
counties where they are now in the minority?” Under the head-
line “Nigger! Nigger! Nigger!” another paper listed all the of fices 
blacks now held. The New Bern Journal expressed indignation 
that a white man might be arrested by a black and forced to go 
before an African- American magistrate, or to seek a marriage li-
cense or the registration of a deed from a black judge.15

 These editorials, published in 1898, acknowledged that revo-
lutionary social changes had won the support of many white 
Republicans, although far less than a majority of all whites. Rac-
ist customs still dominated life in North Carolina, but a sig nifi-
cant shift had occurred in race relations throughout the state 
and especially in the cap ital, where black and white legislators 
mingled. Contrary to later caricatures, blacks elected in North 
Carolina were mostly responsible—and often distinguished—
leaders. Six of the ten blacks serving in the General Assembly in 
the 1890s had some college education; four of them had bache-
lor’s degrees. A former slave elected to Congress in 1875, John 
Adams Hyman, was accused of accepting a bribe while serving 
in the statehouse at Raleigh, but the charge was never proved. 
James O’Hara, a black Catholic, won praise as a legislator of 
“vigor and skill.” He was a congressman for two terms begin-
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ning in 1882 after serving as a clerk in the Trea sury Department 
in Washington, D.C., where he had studied at Howard Univer-
sity. Henry Plummer Cheatham, who went to Congress in 1889, 
graduated with honors from Raleigh’s Shaw University and 
served as principal of a teacher- training school. A Democratic 
paper wrote of Cheatham, “If a Republican and a colored man 
has to succeed [a white] . . . he has our respect and con fi dence.” 
George White was admired during his three terms in Congress 
in the 1890s.16

 Aid programs sponsored by the Freedmen’s Bureau had also 
drawn many blacks to Raleigh. Though short- lived, the bureau 
had helped to expand schooling and hospitals. Shaw University, 
founded in 1870 for the education of African Americans, became 
a magnet for aspiring blacks. While the bureau was prevented 
from redistributing land, educated blacks became teachers and 
ministers and began to move out of poverty. Other skilled Afri-
can Americans became blacksmiths, carpenters, barbers, and 
bricklayers. Many bought land. In the counties to the east of Ra-
leigh, more than a fifth of blacks moved from sharecropping to 
farming their own land. Black workers began to bargain for bet-
ter wages, using the threat of moving to the sugar plantations 
of Louisiana, where black labor was in high demand at better 
wages.17

 The new sta tus of African Americans in Raleigh was evident 
in more informal ways as well. In the antebellum period, white 
planters had often invited their slaves to a big summer feast af-
ter the crops were planted. Now at political barbecues, blacks 
freely heckled white speakers who expressed racist views. North 
Carolina had become “a fascinating mosaic of accommodation 
between whites and blacks.”18 In more than thirty years since 
the war—the state’s first period of reconstruction—Raleigh had 
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created a discourse across the races that would shape its future 
in powerful ways in the twentieth century, despite severe set-
backs.
 But by the end of the nineteenth century, white supremacists 
had fi nally won the political battle in North Carolina. Ironically, 
in 1896, when the Fusionists triumphed at the polls, the United 
States Supreme Court issued its infamous decision in Plessy v. 
Ferguson, ruling that enforced separation of blacks from whites 
on railroad cars did not violate the constitutional rights of Afri-
can Americans. The Court’s majority opinion con firmed the su-
premacist ideology: “Legislation is powerless to eradicate racial 
distinctions based on physical differences . . . If one race be in-
ferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States 
cannot put them on the same plane.” North Carolina Democrats 
ran a blatant white- supremacy campaign in 1898, and their vic-
tory was, they claimed, a rejection of black political power as 
fostered by the Fusionists. The headline in the Raleigh News and 
Observer summed it up: “White Men Will Rule.” In 1898 the Su-
preme Court approved the disenfranchisement laws that had 
been  adopted earlier in Mississippi. By 1900 North Carolina had 
disenfranchised nearly all black voters in the state.19

 Saying “I cannot live in North Carolina and be a man,” George 
White announced he would not seek reelection to Congress.20 
But the kind of white supremacy that fi nally triumphed in North 
Carolina was not restricted to the South. Disenfranchisement 
of blacks was a keystone of what the historian C. Vann Wood-
ward called “the permission to hate”—a sentiment that found 
support not in only in Supreme Court decisions but also among 
northerners eager to appease the South and embrace “imperial-
istic adventures and aggression against colored peoples in dis-
tant lands” from the Philippines and Hawaii to nearby Cuba.21



 Three Reconstructions of Raleigh

 81

Raleigh’s Second Reconstruction

In a meeting with 88 other black leaders, George White urged 
them to threaten large- scale emigration to stop the disenfran-
chisement plan. But White’s proposal was narrowly defeated. 
He left North Carolina, saying that the disenfranchisement was 
not just political emasculation but the beginning of a “general 
degradation of the negro.” White correctly foresaw the Jim Crow 
culture that would spread across the South. The phrase refers to 
laws that went beyond the black codes that Reconstruction had 
struck down. After regaining control of the ballot box, whites 
passed legislation that not only separated blacks in railroad cars 
but speci fied where they could and could not eat, drink, sleep, 
and go to school. “White only” signs appeared in waiting rooms 
in bus stations as well as over drinking fountains and entrances 
to public toilets. In the Negro State Fair held in Raleigh in 1901, 
the newly inaugurated governor, Charles B. Aycock, told assem-
bled blacks: “The law that separates you from the white people 
of the state socially always has been and always will be inexora-
ble . . . it is absolutely necessary that the [black] race have a so-
ciety of its own.”22

 Some blacks emigrated north with George White but most re-
luctantly settled into the only world they knew, accepting Booker 
T. Washington’s advice “that the agitation of questions of social 
equality is the extremist folly.” As president of the Tuskegee In-
stitute in Alabama, Washington preached that patience and in-
dustrial education would provide economic in de pen dence and 
self- respect for his fellow African Americans while they waited 
for better days. Most also felt the stinging truth of what W. E. B. 
Du Bois wrote in Black Reconstruction in America: “The slave 
went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; and then moved 
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back again toward slavery.”23 Lynchings of black men and 
 women reached a national peak in 1919, when 70 African Amer-
icans were hanged. By the mid- 1920s, the Ku Klux Klan had 
more than five million members, a majority of them outside the 
South.
 Black businesses in Raleigh were forced off of Fayetteville Av-
enue, the city’s main street, and into a separate black district, as 
white owners of commercial property refused to rent to blacks. 
But Raleigh experienced little violence and no lynching. Al-
though black businesses were segregated, whites in Raleigh re-
fused to adopt laws enforcing residential segregation, as the cit-
ies of Greensboro and Winston- Salem had done in specifying 
white blocks and black blocks. Though blacks were most heav-
ily concentrated on the southeast side, they continued to be dis-
persed throughout the city, and racially mixed blocks were not 
unusual.
 Blacks and whites who worked together and sat side- by- side 
in the same truck nevertheless used separate water fountains 
and separate entrances to theaters. Occasionally, the dominant 
pattern was reversed, with whites sitting in the balcony of black 
theaters when leading black bands came to town. The subtleties 
of racial interaction were revealed when the Raleigh News and 
Observer criticized a University of North Carolina professor for 
accepting an invitation to dinner with James. W. Ford, the black 
Communist Party candidate for vice president of the United 
States in 1936. Ford had drawn a sizable crowd, many of them 
white students, to his rally. The News and Observer editorialist 
did not criticize the professor, E. E. Ericson, for attending an in-
terracial event, even a Communist rally, but for sitting down to 
dinner afterward with black people. This constituted “a gratu-
itous gesture of de fi ance toward deep, impregnable and desir-
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able convictions of the people whom the University of North 
Carolina is established to serve.”24

 The incident also highlighted the pro gres sive sentiments of a 
sig nifi cant number of Raleigh whites. Edwin McNeill Poteat Jr., 
minister at Pullen Memorial Baptist Church, claimed the news-
paper’s treatment of Ericson undermined its reputation for 
 liberalism: “By stating that the solution of the race problem is 
the complete separation of the white and Negro people, you 
have said in effect that you believe in the continued brutal ex-
ploitation of the Negro people.” Poteat went on to mock the edi-
torialist’s defense of racial integrity. “The fact is that racial integ-
rity is not impaired by men like Ericson eating with Negro men. 
It is impaired by men, not like Ericson, sleeping with Negro 
 women.” A graduate student who had taken a class with Ericson 
dismissed the newspaper’s charge that the professor had at-
tended the interracial dinner to flout southern custom, noting 
that no one seeking publicity would have asked that reporters 
not be invited to the dinner. Perhaps it was Professor Ericson’s 
humility in eating with African Americans that angered other 
whites, the student suggested.25

 Raleigh’s two black institutions of higher education, Shaw 
University and St. Augustine College, continued to draw talent 
to Raleigh. Government employment in the state cap ital also 
helped to support an articulate, if still segregated, black middle 
class. The first relaxation of the color line came in the 1930s 
when the reading room in the state library was silently deseg-
regated. In 1932 fif teen African- American leaders were elected 
to the Raleigh Citizens Committee, whose stated aims were se-
curing civil rights and economic advancement for black people. 
By the 1940s, as southern blacks—including about a fourth of 
Wake County’s African- American population—flooded to north-
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ern cities, pro gres sive whites and blacks in Raleigh began to 
meet to discuss possibilities for further racial integration.26

 During World War II, white and black  women in Raleigh met 
separately to roll surgical bandages for the troops. But the war 
became a turning point in the expectations held by blacks. A 
majority of African Americans who responded to a poll by Caro-
lina Times said the effort to attain equal treatment should be 
pushed, including legal action to equalize the schools even while 
the war continued. President Harry Truman’s 1948 executive or-
ders to end discrimination in federal employment and in the 
military had a great effect throughout the nation and a momen-
tous impact especially in the South, where many military bases 
were located. Truman’s order, which affected both enlisted per-
sonnel and civilian employees, integrated living quarters as well 
as schools, clubs, and swimming pools on military bases.
 Meanwhile, the National Association for the Advanced of Col-
ored People began to bring cases to the Supreme Court to end 
school desegregation, beginning with university professional 
schools. The University of North Carolina admitted the first 
black student to its medical school in 1951. In Raleigh, the presi-
dent of the local chapter of the NAACP, Ralph Campbell, brought 
black leaders together to plan desegregation strategies in what 
became known as the “oval table” group, referring to the shape 
of Campbell’s dining room table.
 School facilities for African- American students were improved 
and per pupil expenditures in black and white schools were 
nearly equalized in Raleigh prior to the Supreme Court’s 1954 
Brown v. Board of Education decision declaring separate schools 
unconstitutional. There was no massive resistance to desegrega-
tion in North Carolina—the state did not close schools under 
threats of violence or issue tuition vouchers so that students 
could attend private white academies, as did Virginia, for exam-
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ple. What did happen, as Jack Michael McElreath showed in his 
history of the period, could be described as genteel resistance or 
cle ver obstruction.
 North Carolina’s legislature acted quickly to pass the Pearson 
Plan, which gave all authority for racial assignment to local 
schools and provided that any appeal be made to the state courts. 
The parents of a ninth grader, Joseph Holt Jr., brought the first 
case in 1956. They wanted Joseph to attend a white school only 
a few blocks from their Oberlin Road residence rather than walk 
nearly four miles to a black school. The school superintendent 
offered free transportation for Holt and other blacks on Oberlin 
Road if the parents would withdraw their request. They ac-
cepted the compromise for that year and reapplied for transfer 
to a white school for the next three years but were turned away 
by an unsympathetic board and state courts. Holt’s father was 
fired from his job as a shipping clerk. The Catholic bishop of 
Raleigh had desegregated Catholic schools in 1953, but it was 
not until 1960 that the first black child, William Campbell (son 
of Ralph Campbell) became the first black admitted to a white 
public school in Raleigh. While a coalition of liberal white 
groups joined blacks to press the School Board for faster action, 
only token school desegregation prevailed for more than a de-
cade after the Brown decision.27

 Attacks on Jim Crow practices outside the schools were more 
successful. The first move was a model of southern courtesy. In 
1959 a group of black students at Shaw University decided to 
visit white churches in Raleigh. The faculty adviser of the Bap-
tists Student  Union sent letters to the Raleigh ministers advising 
them that only two or three students would visit each church: 
“This is an effort to get acquainted with the church as it is repre-
sented in this city. We hope we will be welcome. We  don’t want 
to embarrass anyone.”
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 A year later, only a few days after a highly publicized sit- in at 
a segregated lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, 150 
students from Shaw and St. Augustine colleges sat- in at eight 
lunch counters in Raleigh. After students were arrested at the 
upscale Cameron Village shopping center, 59 Raleigh ministers, 
46 of whom were white, supported the students and admitted 
their own complicity in segregative practices: “We speak in pen-
itence for our own failures . . . For us this matter is not primarily 
one of social custom but one of allegiance to God’s Word . . . 
We confess that the problems of discrimination within our own 
churches have not been solved.” The ministers went on to com-
mend the students for conducting an orderly and nonviolent 
campaign and called on the citizens of Raleigh “to be fair- minded 
—to make the name of Raleigh appreciated for its good human 
relations and friendliness.”28

 This “second reconstruction” was indeed a historic shift from 
the first one. As John Patrick Daly showed in his brilliant study 
of southern evangelicalism, white ministers of all denomina-
tions wrote impassioned proslavery tracts at the time of the Civil 
War out of the sincere belief that defending slavery “as a pecu-
liar institution sanctioned by God’s Word” was part of their call-
ing to save heathen Africans. Even after the war, most ministers 
did not interpret defeat of the Confederacy as a rebuke from the 
Almighty. Rather than condemning the “peculiar institution” of 
slavery, they lamented that the churches had failed to work dili-
gently in the right spirit to carry out their true mission of saving 
black souls.29

 In April 1960, black college students from across the South 
came to a conference at Shaw and took the first steps toward the 
founding of what became the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”). Martin Luther King Jr. 
spoke to the students, urging them to keep protesting the segre-
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gation of lunch counters and other facilities even if that meant 
many of them would go to jail. He applauded their nonviolent 
approach, reminding them that the final goal was not defeat of 
one’s opponents but reconciliation with them. In the end, the 
moral weight of nonviolent protest would “place pressures on 
the federal government that will compel its intervention.”30

 By summer’s end Raleigh’s lunch counters had been desegre-
gated. But the protesters continued, widening their focus to dis-
crimination in employment and public facilities. By 1962 the 
city’s swimming pools admitted blacks and whites. After an-
other wave of protests and mass arrests in 1963, Mayor William 
G. Enloe appointed a biracial committee of 100 to solve the cri-
sis and to “avoid another Birmingham,” referring to the violence 
that broke out in Alabama and the worldwide media coverage 
that ensued. Enloe also asked John Winters, a black member 
of the City Council, for advice at a public meeting. Winters re-
plied, “It’s hard for you all to understand what these kids are 
fight ing for but you could if they were white.” At the end of sev-
eral weeks of negotiation, 76 Raleigh businesses, the Chamber 
of Commerce, and the Raleigh Merchants Bureau agreed to a 
“joint citywide removal of all policies that deny rights and ser-
vices because of race.”31

 Despite prog ress on many fronts, by 1965 only 1 percent of 
Raleigh’s black students attended formerly white schools. North 
Carolina’s Deputy Attorney General Ralph Moody warned that 
the 1964 Civil Rights Acts would allow for no further delay: “No 
forms of token compliance, cle ver schemes, chicanery or sub-
tle or sophisticated plans of avoidance—no matter how crafty 
or cunning—will in the end prevail.” In the end, the threat that 
federal funds would be cut off to noncompliant school districts 
brought major integration of Raleigh public schools by the end 
of the de cade and completed the second reconstruction of Ra-
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leigh. It was not possible to eradicate all vestiges of racism in 
Raleigh, any more than in Syracuse. But Jim Crow laws had 
been repealed, and the rules of social interaction had been re-
written. Moreover, a confession of wrongdoing had been made, 
and not only by ministers.32 A heavy burden had been lifted 
from the hearts and minds of many white people in the city, and 
new energies had been released that would reshape not just 
schools and lunch counters but also new highways and the phys-
ical city as well.

Raleigh’s Third Reconstruction

Questions of race were not pushed off the public agenda in 
North Carolina. On the contrary, Raleigh undertook a third re-
construction that involved a voluntary merger of its public 
schools with those in the surrounding suburbs. Conversations 
about merger had been under consideration since 1962 when 
the Raleigh and Wake County school boards asked the state’s 
planning division to assess the impact of merging. A 1965 study 
by scholars from Vanderbilt University concluded that merger 
not only made sense fi nan cially and was the best hope for stabi-
lizing long- term racial integration but also “would be a deter-
mining factor in the successful development of the Raleigh Wake 
County Community into a major North Carolina industrial ur-
ban complex.”33 But voters rejected a crucial bond issue that 
would have allowed the first steps to be taken. As Raleigh moved 
beyond token integration, worries about white flight rose. A 
1968 editorial in the Raleigh News and Observer raised the possi-
bility that Raleigh might become a “little Chicago . . . with hos-
tile black consciousness and separatism growing with resegrega-
tion.”34 Between 1968 and 1976, the year the merger went into 
effect, the white population of Raleigh dropped 11 percent.
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 The road to merger was rocky. Anti- busing sentiment was 
strong. More than 3,000 people filled Raleigh’s Memorial Audi-
torium in 1971 to discuss a plan to further integrate county 
schools. One speaker who said he supported busing his children 
“whatever distances necessary to ensure quality education” was 
loudly booed. Cheers greeted a black parent who said, “Busing 
30 miles out of the way is not equality, it’s stupidity.”35 A non-
binding referendum on merger was defeated by a 2–1 margin a 
year later. But pro- merger forces did not give up. Paul Jervay, 
the black publisher of The Carolinian, noted that there were 
plenty of disagreements during more than a de cade of cross- 
racial dialogue leading up to the merger, as there had been in 
Raleigh during the period of biracial politics in the first recon-
struction after the Civil War: “Folks were fight ing tooth and nail 
against merger, but they fought well and it was an open fight. It 
was not one of those things where we went into a back room 
and made a decision and forced it down your throat. It was in 
your face, and we kept going back and forth. This happened 
over a period of years. But we kept meeting and kept talking.”36

 A coalition of business, civic, and political leaders of both 
races grew more concerned as Raleigh’s classrooms began to 
empty and the system moved slowly toward higher concentra-
tions of poor and black pupils. Wake County, fearful of losing its 
own tax base, had stopped ceding property to the city. According 
to Robert Farmer, a Wake County delegate to the state legisla-
ture, the Raleigh business community decided to support the 
merger in the end because “the tax base was decaying and prop-
erty values were going down in the inner city. Business folks 
 didn’t want downtown Raleigh to rot.”37

 Among blacks in the coalition, a key concern was to prevent 
Raleigh from becoming another Durham, a predominantly black 
and poor school district where test scores were falling. Black 
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political elites in Durham had turned against merger in order to 
gain control of the school system. Vernon Malone, who became 
the first black chairman of the merged school board in Wake 
County, said Raleigh blacks struggled over that question but in 
the end “most of us were not naive enough to believe that there 
was glory” in taking command of a school system that would be 
impoverished by white flight. “It would leave us with control 
[but] without the fi nan cial resources that a countywide tax base 
would provide.”38

 Smart politics along with years of cross- racial dialogue fi nally 
brought the merger about. Still, there were a few hurdles to 
overcome. While the Raleigh School Board favored merger, the 
Wake County School Board that governed all the suburban dis-
tricts was split. The pro- merger coalition helped to elect three 
new members who favored merger to an expanded countywide 
school board in 1974. The Wake County delegation to the state 
legislature followed up by securing passage of a law enabling 
merger. Both city and county school boards then voted in its fa-
vor. A popular referendum was not required. City and suburban 
children began attending schools in the uni fied system in 1976. 
The third reconstruction of Raleigh was under way. In neigh-
boring Durham, by the time the school boards fi nally voted for 
merger in 1992, its city schools were 91 percent black.



4 There Are No Bad Schools in Raleigh

On my way to Raleigh in 2003, driving down I- 81 
past Frackville and Mahanoy in a Pennsylvania 

blizzard, I wondered if all the hype about the extraordinary suc-
cess of Raleigh’s public schools could be true. While reformers 
could tell stirring stories of high achievement in a particular 
 urban school here or there, usually at tri buted to a charismatic 
principal, Raleigh had transformed an entire urban system in 
ways that dramatically raised the achievement of poor and mi-
nority students in all its schools. I had departed that morning 
from Syracuse, where only 25 percent of eighth graders passed 
state achievement tests in math and reading. In Raleigh, where 
city and suburbs had merged to form a single countywide school 
system that served children of all social classes and races, 91 
percent passed.1

 Astonishingly, because children in the urban core of most of 
America have become Ralph Ellison’s “invisible” children, there 
had been no outcry in Syracuse, not even at one middle school 
where 95 percent failed the state math test. In the af flu ent Syra-
cuse suburb of Fayetteville- Manlius, where only 16 percent did 
not pass, mass protests would have broken out if even half of 
the students had failed the state tests, never mind 95 percent. 
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 Enraged parents would have stormed the school headquarters 
demanding the ouster of the entire School Board. Similar city- 
suburban gaps can be found in most cities.
 But the word “gap” papers over the dangerous reality that 
these statistics reveal—the failure to make good on an implicit 
bargain that America made with its poorest citizens. This bar-
gain promised that the great income inequalities permitted in a 
cap italist society would be balanced by equal educational op-
portunities for all. The Wake County Public School System, of 
which Raleigh is a part, is one of the few urban school systems 
in America that made good on that democratic bargain.2 Gaps in 
educational achievement became not only intolerable but un-
thinkable there. Educators  didn’t just talk equal educational op-
portunity. They delivered it to all children in the system, day af-
ter day. And they reduced the gap between rich and poor, black 
and white, more than any other large urban educational system 
in America.
 In the ensuing years, in visits to more than a score of Raleigh 
schools, I often heard teachers and principals say, “There are no 
bad schools in Wake County.” And they were right. Perhaps the 
most convincing proof of that lay not just in the stunning test 
scores across the whole county but in the fact that virtually all 
the teachers in each school I visited enrolled their own children 
in Wake County’s public schools, most often in the same school 
where they taught. In Syracuse, it was rare to find teachers who 
sent their own children to Syracuse public schools. Most teach-
ers with families lived in the suburbs and sent their children to 
af flu ent, predominantly white suburban schools. Like the rest of 
the middle class, they had abandoned the city and its schools 
long ago.
 One of the schools I first visited in Raleigh, Bugg Elementary, 
lay in the southeast quadrant of the city, which was the historic 
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black district. Although nearly a third of the Bugg children were 
low income and the school was still majority black—54 per-
cent—it was a magnet school that attracted whites from across 
the county to its programs in art and science. In third grade 94 
percent of white children and 79 percent of blacks passed the 
state math test. By fifth grade 100 percent of both blacks and 
whites passed the test. Not all of Bugg’s white children were 
bused to school. Some walked. In a city where housing costs had 
soared as fast as Syracuse homes had depreciated, the modest 
ranch houses with neat lawns in the Bugg neighborhood were 
still a bargain in 2003, and the school’s reputation drew white 
families as well as black ones to buy homes there.
 Mary Page, principal of the Bugg School, spread out a large 
leather briefing book on her desk and gave me a mournful smile 
when she told me that it  wasn’t easy to move back to North 
Carolina. She had attended black segregated schools in the 1950s 
in Rockingham, a small town in the western part of the state 
where the movie house was not only segregated but had no toi-
lets for blacks. Her life took a different course at Warren Wilson 
College, a Presbyterian school near Asheville, where she was 
one of only seven African- American students in her class. She 
later went to Germany with her husband, who was serving in 
the United States Army, and taught there, before settling down 
as a teacher in northern Virginia’s Prince William County. She 
was not eager to return to North Carolina in 1997 when her hus-
band accepted an offer to be registrar at Shaw University. Her 
memories of segregation in the rural south had left scars, and 
she had never lived in Raleigh nor heard much about the suc-
cess its schools had achieved since the merger with Wake 
County. She arrived a year before the Wake County system an-
nounced that its goal was to have 95 percent of all K–8 students 
pass state exams in reading and math within five years.
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 “I thought it was a good goal. I believe you’ve got to set goals 
really high. If we had said 80 percent we  wouldn’t have gotten 
any more than that.” But many thought it was a mistake—that 
Wake County could not possibly succeed and would wind up 
with egg on its face. Even Mary Page had doubts. Her first job 
was vice principal of a school across the street from a large hous-
ing proj ect in downtown Raleigh: “To be honest, we had some 
children whose scores were so low and I thought, my God, how 
are we going to get those children there.”3 The details of how 
they got there, or nearly got there with 91.3 percent of all chil-
dren in Raleigh and Wake County passing state tests five years 
later, make up one of the most inspiring stories in public educa-
tion.
 Wake County set its goal in 1998 while Bill Clinton was still 
president and before there was a No Child Left Behind law. But 
as the nation has discovered, just saying or legislating that no 
child will be left behind  doesn’t lift all children or provide equal 
educational opportunity. It  wasn’t just setting the goal but trans-
forming the whole educational system over three de cades that 
led to Raleigh’s extraordinary success. Change had to reach deep 
into the schools, touching ev ery family and marshalling commu-
nity forces in new ways. It had taken political courage to tear 
down the wall that separated Raleigh’s urban schoolchildren 
from those in the suburbs and rural towns of Wake County, 
courage that suburbanites in Syracuse had never mustered. In 
the same de cade that Raleigh was making its historic decision in 
favor of equal educational opportunities, suburban Syracuse re-
fused to even consider a much more modest proposal for volun-
tary busing of poor black children to some of its more af flu ent 
schools. The challenge of making the Raleigh merger work was 
huge. Nearly ev ery one I spoke with advised me to start unravel-
ing the tale by talking with Robert Bridges.
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Making Merger Work

Bridges had not started out to be a teacher and never dreamed 
he would become the first black superintendent of Wake Coun-
ty’s majority- white school district. His earliest goal was to play 
basketball for Duke. But blacks from the rural South  didn’t play 
for Duke in the mid- 1950s, and so he had to settle for Voorhees 
Junior College in Denmark, South Carolina. Now over 70, and 
still as trim as an athlete, he moved with the assurance of a Duke 
player as he ushered me into his house and rearranged the chairs 
so we could talk.
 When he began teaching sixth grade in 1961 in the still seg-
regated Washington Elementary School in downtown Raleigh, 
Bridges knew he had to be on his toes because Washington’s 
teachers were proud of their school. As a new recruit, now with 
a bachelor’s degree from St. Augustine College, he was told, 
“‘There’s a lot expected of you.’ We all knew that. We were col-
legial in the closest sense. There was a sense of pride about what 
we did. We self- policed. If there was a bad teacher someplace, 
especially if they had abusive tendencies, it would not be un-
usual for that person to get iden ti fied within the ranks, by the 
ranks. And either you get it together or, you know, somebody 
gets you out of there.”
 High levels of competence were not as common in rural black 
schools, and even in Raleigh black students dropped out of school 
in high numbers because so few jobs requiring a high school di-
ploma were open to them. Bridges harbored no nostalgia for seg-
regation, but he wanted me to know that the sense of commu-
nity in black schools was a precious thing. “Black parents really 
felt ownership” and had strong bonds with black teachers who 
had to “fig ure out what was needed to educate your child and 
making sure that these things happened. And the most comfort-
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able and most secure place to do that was in the schoolhouse.” 
Black students who did their homework and shined in class 
were not put down for “acting white,” a phe nomenon that be-
came so widespread later in racially integrated schools that not 
only scholars like the anthropologist John Ogbu spoke out 
against it but also Bill Cosby and Barack Obama.
 Raleigh effectively maintained racially separate schools until 
the late 1960s. Major integration did not come until the Supreme 
Court’s 1971 Swann decision approved massive busing in the 
Charlotte- Mecklenburg school district. But by 1968 Raleigh had 
already begun to integrate teaching staffs, and a few token black 
students were admitted to white schools. As a new principal, 
Bridges winced when the white leaders of the district cherry- 
picked the black schools for their stron gest teachers: “They went 
into the black schools and deliberately iden ti fied the most out-
standing teachers we had, by any mea sure you could use. They 
gave us some of the sorriest whites—the discards, the malcon-
tents, and the low- performers.” What bothered him even more 
was that black children were getting lost in predominantly white 
schools where they could no  longer rely on the same level of 
caring or expectations they had experienced in their formerly 
black schools—not at all unlike what happened in Syracuse 
schools at that time. Later, the presence of a strong core of able 
black teachers and principals became a major factor in making 
integrated schools work.
 Whites began to bail out of the system in the 1970s, as they 
did in Syracuse and elsewhere. The line dividing the inner- city 
schools from the growing suburbs “had been frozen by the 
county. So we were just being strangled, dying on the vine,” ac-
cording to Bridges. “We were locked into the inner city. The 
black count in the Raleigh schools was approaching 40 percent.” 
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But in 1976, without any court order, the Raleigh city and county 
schools merged to create the Wake County School System. Ra-
leigh had the advantage of being able to merge with a single 
suburban school system rather than a number of in de pen dent 
school districts, as was the situation in Syracuse and most north-
ern cities.
 While merger was a huge step, the transformation of the 
schools that followed was even more remarkable. Significant ra-
cial integration took place in the first years, but the turning point 
came in 1981 with the appointment of Superintendent Walter 
Marks, who arrived when the Wake County population was just 
beginning to explode. In the 1980s the county grew by 41 per-
cent, from 301,000 to 426,000 people. Marks wanted to make 
sure that growth did not create a second ring of af flu ent white 
schools. To keep the district integrated, he needed to expand 
two- way busing—that is, more whites would have to travel to 
formerly black schools, while more blacks were bused to pre-
dominantly white schools. In order to make busing an attractive 
alternative, he turned 27 schools into magnet schools in one 
year—schools with distinctive programs that any parent in the 
city could choose. That meant transforming the curricula in 
more than a third of the schools in Wake County.
 Bridges, like nearly ev ery one else, was astonished by Marks’s 
plan. Marks called Bridges to his of fice within a few weeks of 
his arrival and appointed him deputy superintendent. “I tried to 
discourage him. Urged him to start with 10,” Bridges recalled. 
“I was worried about how it was going to affect black kids and 
Marks said ‘Have you got a week?’ He took me to Montclair 
where he had been in charge of magnet schools, and I left there 
convinced black kids had thrived. Marks was certain that with 
the right mix of magnet schools we could fill Raleigh’s vacant 
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inner city schools with whites from beyond the Beltline, and we 
did.” In turn, magnets in the suburbs drew blacks out of their 
own “comfort zone” in the city.
 As deputy superintendent, Bridges ran day- to- day business for 
the next year while Marks relentlessly reached out to black and 
whites in schools, churches, and “living room dialogues” all over 
Wake County. “He did it ev ery day, morning to night, and was 
one of the most effective salesmen I ever saw,” Bridges recalled. 
“We had a packed gym one night at an elementary school in the 
northern part of the county that was over flowing with kids—
classrooms in trailers all over the school grounds. Marks laid out 
his pitch, explaining how exciting these magnet schools were go-
ing to be and promising there was no way you would not want 
your child bused to one of these magnets given all the educa-
tional advantages they would offer.”
 After Marks wrapped up, Bridges went on, “a big red- faced 
muscular fellow walked halfway to the stage and said, ‘We’re 
not having any of this. You’ve just been hired here. We live here. 
And we’re not going on any buses to anywhere. We want you to 
build some schools here where we live.’ Marks came down with 
the mike in his hand to meet this guy, who towered over him, 
and told him, ‘There’s no money to build schools out here and 
until you go downtown and fill up those schools you will be in 
crowded conditions out here. Or you can come downtown and 
then we can break things loose and do what we need to do.’”
 The upshot a year later was that parents from that elemen-
tary school and across Wake County applied in such great num-
bers that all 27 magnet schools were filled and racially balanced. 
Many had waiting lists. No downtown schools were closed. 
Marks spent millions upgrading the schools. He created a class 
of master principals and appointed them to head the new mag-
nets. Some schools developed special programs in the arts and 
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theater, or science and technology. Others established options 
like the International Baccalaureate diploma. He told teachers 
he wanted them to stay at a given school only if they truly be-
lieved in the new program. In some schools, more than a fourth 
of the teachers transferred out to more traditional schools in 
other school districts. He was then able to hire scores of creative 
teachers who had excelled in magnet schools elsewhere. Once 
the schools opened, he became legendary for quickly respond-
ing to any need teachers had. If they required new pottery kilns, 
his aides made calls and got them delivered the next day, even if 
they had to be shipped from Georgia.
 Bridges succeeded Marks as county school superintendent 
and continued to build magnet schools through the 1980s. They 
remain the heart of Wake County’s appeal. In 2006 nearly 50 of 
the system’s 122 schools serving 128,000 students were schools 
of choice. They were also a testing ground for what works and 
what  doesn’t. Programs that failed to draw students were closed 
down. Programs that thrived and produced results were adapted 
to other schools. Giving parents a wide range of choices did 
not mean they always got their first pick, but it enabled Wake 
County to create what Bridges called “a workable balance in the 
race and class count” in all its schools. That balance was the ma-
jor reason there were no bad schools in his county, Bridges be-
lieved. “And that’s a powerful factor in the kind of expectations 
you set in the school and the kind of teachers you attract.”
 While the network of magnet schools laid the right foundation 
and test scores rose, improvement was slow for the bottom third 
of students. In 1994 state tests showed that nearly 30 percent 
of Wake County’s third graders failed math and reading. Karen 
Banks, a spunky woman who came from Texas to head a new 
department of evaluation, said the system had grown too fast 
and had too many diffuse goals in the early 1990s. Wake had 
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three superintendents after Bridges left, but the man she cred-
ited with taking the school system to the next level was Bill Mc-
Neal, who became the county’s second black superintendent. 
As deputy superintendent for instruction, McNeal had urged 
Wake’s School Board to adopt its own No Child Left Behind pol-
icy in 1998 when George W. Bush was still governor of Texas.
 McNeal’s bold proposal had deep personal roots. He knew in 
his bones that all children could learn and graduate from high 
school. He grew up in Durham, where his father worked at the 
lowliest jobs in the Liggett and Myers tobacco factory, in part 
because he  didn’t know how to read or write. His mother had 
stood for grueling days on the assembly line of a poultry plant. 
Yet all four of their children graduated from college. McNeal re-
membered that his father taught himself to read by watching an 
early morning public television program. He later earned a high 
school diploma after years in night school and went on to be-
come a Baptist minister while still working days at Liggett and 
Myers. He preached at two churches ev ery Sunday and died at 
the age of 91.
 McNeal helped the family by working summers in the tobacco 
fields. He earned his college tuition for North Carolina Central 
University by doing the night shift at Shoney’s restaurant, from 
5 p.m. to 1:30 a.m. He started as a bus boy and was eventually 
given the key to the store so that he could fulfill the duties of as-
sistant manager, though he was never given the title. A patron-
izing Shoney’s supervisor told him that when he fin ished college 
they would make him manager. “I was already training whites 
with only high school degrees to become managers,” McNeal 
recalled. “I had no intention of coming back.”
 In the 1960s he lost his draft deferment when he dropped out 
of college to earn more money to help out his sister. But he was 
not sent to Vietnam. After getting the second highest test scores 
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in his battalion at boot camp, he was picked to train as an in-
structor. That experience shaped his beliefs that even those with 
the poorest educational opportunities could learn. It also con-
vinced him to get certified as a teacher when he returned to 
North Carolina Central University.
 His first job after college took him to a large desegregated high 
school in Connecticut, where he taught social studies and was 
appointed advisor of the Afro- American Club, as it was then 
called. About 250 of the 3,000 students in the school were black. 
He had been there only four months when serious racial issues 
started to unfold. McNeal went to the principal to tell him the 
place was about to come apart: “I know the kids are upset. They 
feel they are not getting the best classes. They think they are 
mistreated in the halls, and they believe there are double stan-
dards when they are in the classrooms. You need to spend some 
time listening to them.”
 The principal said he would but continued to rely on McNeal 
as his conduit and never met with the students. A month later a 
full- scale riot broke out and the National Guard had to be called 
in. The principal was replaced. McNeal helped the new princi-
pal work through the issues with black and white students, and 
then decided to return to North Carolina. He had learned that 
you can’t isolate people because “the more isolated those black 
students were the angrier they became.” It could happen not 
only in a desegregated school system but also in a single class-
room. Real integration of different kinds of people “means that I 
now start to understand who you are and what you are about.”
 Raleigh hired him to teach eighth grade American history at 
Carroll Middle School, which even in 1974 was very diverse. He 
saw anew that teaching was all about relationships. “I found that 
when you put a hand on a shoulder you will get to know them 
as a person. You need to get to know their family members, too. 
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It pays huge dividends down the road.” He asked each of his 
students to write a small book, The Little Government that Grew, 
to tell the story of the founding and growth of America and how 
major changes came about. The year- long proj ect ended with 
each child teaching his or her book to a third grader in a nearby 
school. He coached them not to read it but to teach it so a third 
grader could understand it. “To do that they really needed to 
understand it themselves.” He also wanted them to develop self-
 con fi dence as speakers and storytellers. McNeal went with his 
students when they gave their lessons so that he could compli-
ment and critique their teaching.
 The Afro haircut that McNeal wore in the 1970s was long 
gone, but he still held fast to the beliefs he developed back then 
about how to reach all children: “Bottom line: When they cross 
that threshold, the expectation is that you will educate them. If 
not, I want to know why.”

Setting the 95 Percent Goal

Wake County set the goal of having 95 percent of all K–8 stu-
dents achieve at or above grade level by 2003. The goal would 
be mea sured by state tests in grades 3 through 8. Karen Banks, 
the new director of evaluation, rejoiced at having a single, fo-
cused goal. On the day the School Board met to vote, she doubted 
that anyone in the room realized the galvanizing effect the goal 
would have. “Many people thought we were crazy,” Banks said. 
“There were concerns that teachers would not support the 
goal because it was unrealistic and that we would have a back-
lash from parents of high- achieving children who thought they 
would be shortchanged.” A high of fi cial in the North Carolina 
State Department of Education warned her that Wake was creat-
ing expectations it  couldn’t possibly fulfill: “Karen, why did you 
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let them set that 95 percent goal? You all aren’t going to be able 
to reach that high of a goal in five years.”
 Within the Wake County school system, however, McNeal 
had begun a revolution years earlier to prepare the principals 
and top staff for the change. That was why Banks’s contribution 
was so important: she moved the system to data- driven thinking 
with her creative analyses of what worked and what did not. 
McNeal’s own conversion had come in 1989 when he attended a 
workshop with Edward Deming, the or ga ni za tional guru whose 
theories the Japanese credited for their economic miracle. Mc-
Neal arranged seminars so that his top staff could interact with 
Deming to learn how to analyze data to intervene more quickly 
and speed up change. He also made sure that principals could 
understand and effectively use the new data Banks’s of fice was 
producing to reallocate resources within their schools. McNeal 
did not use the word “fired,” but in one year he “moved” 27 prin-
cipals who were failing to act aggressively enough to develop 
plans to reach low- performing children.
 When he was named superintendent, McNeal linked his own 
contract renewal and salary increments to success in reaching 
the 95 percent goal. “I got some calls from friends of mine in the 
black community,” he said. “I followed two white superinten-
dents who had received good raises whether scores went up or 
not. My friends were asking, ‘Oh my God, is this what a black 
man has to do to get the top job now?’” He told them the salary 
plan was his own idea: “Should the Board expect me to close the 
academic achievement gap of students in the district? Abso-
lutely. Can they quantify that? Absolutely. Should they expect 
me to recruit the best and retain the brightest? Absolutely. That’s 
my job.” McNeal understood what he was doing in setting a 
standard for his own performance, and felt it was one of the best 
things he ever did. He intended to send a message: “I wanted the 
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whole community to own this goal and I wanted to start by 
showing my commitment to it.”
 Unlike Bush’s policy, which was underfunded and left mil-
lions of children behind in high- poverty inner- city schools, Wake 
County has come close to its educational goal under McNeal. 
Not ev ery school attained a 95 percent passing rate, but many 
did. While only 71 percent of third graders passed the state’s 
math and reading tests in 1994, by 2003 more than 91 percent of 
all Wake students in grades 3 through 8 had done so. McNeal 
was named National Superintendent of the Year in 2004 by the 
Association of American School Administrators.
 At the same time, the test score gap between black and white 
children shrank dramatically. When the 95 percent goal was set, 
only 57 percent of black children in grades 3 through 8 were 
passing the state math test. By 2003, 81 percent passed. White 
scores also rose, but the gap between whites and blacks had 
shrunk from 37 points to 17. The gap between Hispanic students 
and whites narrowed from 28 points to 11. The passing rate for 
poor children, de fined as those with family in comes low enough 
to qualify for free or reduced- price lunch, rose from 55 to 80 
percent in the same period.
 Some have suggested that much of Wake’s school achievement 
was a result of the economic boom Raleigh enjoyed, drawing 
wealthier and more education- conscious parents to its schools. 
But the data show that the percentage of students categorized as 
impoverished or minority population increased after the goal 
was set, due in part to large immigration of Hispanic students 
into the Raleigh- Durham area. Poor students in elementary 
schools rose from 10 to 15 percent, and minority students rose 
from 31 to 43 percent. The system as a whole became 40 per-
cent minority and 27 percent African American. If Syracuse had 
chosen merger at the same time that Raleigh did, it would have 
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had less of an integration problem, since only 9 percent of the 
metropolitan population was black and only 13 percent was im-
poverished. In 2006 Wake County’s per pupil expenditure was 
slightly below the mean for comparable school systems, and it 
was several thousand dollars less than Syracuse provided per 
pupil.
 Some critics have suggested that perhaps North Carolina’s 
state exams were just not as dif fi cult as those of New York and 
other northern states. But Wake County students performed well 
in national comparisons as well. In 1990, with less than half of 
Wake’s seniors—most of them college- bound—taking the SAT, 
the county scored below the national average. Yet in 2007, with 
76 percent of Wake’s high school seniors taking the test (com-
pared with a national average par tic i pa tion rate of 48 percent), 
the average score of 1057 was 40 points above the national aver-
age. Wake students scored 11 points higher than the national 
average on the SAT writing test that was introduced in 2006. 
Wake’s improved scores on state tests re flect the kinds of gains 
in mathematical reasoning and verbal skill that national tests 
mea sure and colleges value.
 How, then, did Wake do it? Was it just setting a goal and using 
increased testing to whip teachers and students until they met 
the new target? Superintendent McNeal agreed with Bridges on 
the principal reason. Breaking down the wall between af flu ent 
suburbs and impoverished inner cities created a “healthy bal-
ance” of rich and poor in ev ery classroom. And in 2000, Wake 
was the first metropolitan school district to move away from ra-
cial balance to economic balance as the mea sure of a school’s 
diversity. Any school in Wake County where more than 40 per-
cent of pupils were poor enough to qualify for subsidized lunches 
was de fined as being out of balance. The policy guaranteed that 
all schools in Wake County would have a core of middle- class 
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students who would establish a floor of positive expectations 
and create student networks across class lines that would bene-
fit poor students.4 Through this network of friends, less privi-
leged students would get to know parents who might help them 
get a job or gain admission to college or simply serve as role 
models. Schools with a majority of middle- class parents will not 
tolerate incompetent teachers, or drinking fountains that  don’t 
work, or restrooms with no toilet paper.
 Wake had begun to move to a class- based defi ni tion of diver-
sity in the late 1990s, when its board reviewed research show-
ing the strong link between family income and achievement—
namely, that the achievement of children was depressed in 
schools with high concentrations of poverty. It began to use so-
cioeconomic sta tus as one of the three key factors in its as-
signment policy. The other two were racial diversity and pupil 
achievement level. The board had also become sensitized to 
court rulings in the South that prohibited any racial assignment 
in formerly desegregated schools that had been declared free of 
racial discrimination. This led to the move to drop race as a fac-
tor in school assignments in Wake County. Initially, the U.S. De-
partment of Education’s Office of Civil Rights challenged Wake’s 
policy on the grounds that the new income- based criterion was 
simply a proxy for race and hence discriminated against whites 
by giving preferential treatment to blacks. However, on review, 
Wake was cleared of all discrimination charges, based on its de-
fense of the clear relevance of socioeconomic sta tus to academic 
achievement among all ethnic groups.5

 Nonetheless, some critics, including a vocal minority in Ra-
leigh, protested that school assignments based on economic di-
versity constituted unnecessary and intrusive “social engineer-
ing.” They pointed to a few urban charter schools that have 
achieved good academic out comes with a mostly black stu-
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dent body. These lighthouse schools could be found in nearly 
ev ery city, but they gave false hope to children trapped in col-
lapsing urban schools because they were very dif fi cult to repli-
cate. These charter schools often succeeded under unusually 
gifted principals who established requirements such as Saturday 
classes that drew children from only the most structured homes. 
Their parents may have been poor but they were highly moti-
vated to take on the cost of transportation and other burdens in 
order to meet the special demands of charter schools. Mean-
while, the mass of poor children from less stable homes attended 
schools with beat- up lockers, lower expectations, and high pro-
portions of unquali fied teachers. McNeal grew up in a system 
of “have and have- not schools” in nearby Durham and came to 
believe that Wake’s new policy could eliminate the latter. “And 
I would resign if Wake backed off that commitment,” he said 
quietly.
 In the jargon of sociology, the merged Wake County school 
system redistributed social cap ital by changing the networks of 
opportunity for poor and minority children. Merely pouring dol-
lars into economically segregated urban schools could no more 
provide equal educational opportunity than spending dollars to 
maintain “separate but equal” racially segregated schools had 
done in the 1950s—although many urban schools need and de-
serve more dollars to help the children they have. Teachers in 
Wake came to believe that having a good mix of students in ev-
ery school gave them the best chance of success in reaching the 
high goals that the countywide system had set for itself.
 While McNeal agreed that balance was critical, he knew that 
neither a 95 percent goal nor a policy of economic diversity 
would create results without major changes in how schools 
 operated. Chief among these was providing teachers with re-
sources and giving them the freedom to create programs they 
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were proud of while holding them accountable for results. In 
visits to a wide va ri ety of schools in Wake County, I began to 
understand what he meant.

Inside Schools

Kids of all colors were pouring off the buses as I arrived at North 
Ridge Elementary School on Harps Mill Road in an upscale com-
munity a few miles north of the Beltline. The principal, Jane 
Slay, met me with a twinkle in her eye and gave me the tour. 
The lapels of her gray plaid jacket flapped in the wind as we 
walked in and out of classrooms whose doors opened onto the 
playground. Slightly more than half the 729 students enrolled 
were minority, she told me, and 36 percent were close enough to 
the poverty line to receive subsidized lunches. Last year when 
that number crept up to 43 percent, low- income enrollment had 
been reduced to bring the school back into balance with Wake 
County’s poverty cap of 40 percent.
 I asked about black students at North Ridge, whose passing 
rate on state exams had risen 21 points, almost closing the gap 
with their af flu ent white peers. How did you get there? She 
turned and took me down the sidewalk to a large room where 
students were filing in and logging onto computers. “This com-
puter lab is our safety net. Children go in here three times a 
week for half an hour—15 minutes on math and 15 minutes on 
reading. The computer tracks them and fig ures out what level 
they’re on. The kids get positive feedback on what they get right. 
And it pushes them to the next level. The teacher gets a printout 
of what skills kids are missing—it could be reading for detail, or 
failing to understand graphing.”
 “So it’s basically testing, then?” I asked. “No, no, no,” she re-
plied, raising both hands as if to push me away. “It’s basically 
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diagnostic, find ing out what a child needs to be successful in 
reading and math.” Success came from sharing the data and put-
ting the real problems on the table so that teachers could deal 
with them. “Teachers decide what programs and methods we’re 
going to use. We do a lot of brainstorming. So when we identify 
a problem, I ask, ‘How do we solve it?’ Then you’ve got to have 
the nerve to do it.”
 Several years ago the North Ridge staff decided they had to 
provide benchmarks for each child to aim at. They began with 
children who were failing but were also concerned about push-
ing children who were just passing to higher levels. “So if I’m a 
teacher with 27 kids and 9 of them are below grade level, I’m 
going to be writing to and meeting with those parents about 
what is needed for their child to be successful and ready to move 
on next year. We explain what benchmarks your child needs to 
reach in reading, math and writing by October. And where they 
should be by December.”
 Slay went on to talk about ways parents had helped their chil-
dren—by listening to them read or making sure they completed 
their assigned homework. Most were cooperative but “we had 
some parents who were belligerent. They had not had a good 
experience in school themselves and  didn’t think their child 
was having a good one. They may come in and get a little out 
of hand.” She paused, took a deep breath: “Teachers here work 
hard to convince parents we’re the best friends you have in edu-
cating your child. We  don’t rant and rave. We listen to what they 
have to say and then try to explain what has to happen for your 
child to be successful.” It took a while to get there, Slay said, but 
teachers at North Ridge came to believe deeply that all children 
could reach a level of success. “This is what we ought to be do-
ing. This is the way our children should be performing. And 
parents come to see we believe that, too.”



Hope and Despair in the American City

110 

 I thought of my conversation with Slay a few days later when 
I visited Washington Elementary School, where Bob Bridges had 
taught in 1961 when it was still a segregated black inner- city 
school. It bordered the Walnut Terrace housing proj ect, where 
40 percent of the school’s students lived. Most of the rest were 
bused in from the suburbs, and because of Washington’s reputa-
tion as an outstanding magnet school, hundreds more were on 
the waiting list to get in the following year.
 Paul Bartlett, a tall, blond fourth- grade teacher wearing a 
white shirt and patterned blue tie, put his suburban students on 
a bus and then walked the rest of his class across the street to 
make sure they got safely back to their homes in Walnut Ter-
race. As we climbed the stairs to his classroom, Bartlett told me 
that two of his own children were attending Washington. He 
sometimes took them along when he made home visits to the 
housing proj ect, which he did nearly ev ery week to keep par-
ents informed about their child’s prog ress. He had graduated 
from Tulane with honors in political science and had been teach-
ing at Washington for eight years. When we reached Bartlett’s 
classroom, five students were waiting for homework club to be-
gin. The walls were lined with fish- print paintings and photo-
graphs of a recent class trip to Kitty Hawk. Remains of a phys-
ics experiment—rockets children constructed with Alka- Seltzer 
and cardboard tubes to see who could make the best launch of a 
small payload—lay on a table.
 Some of the students were working on a problem from the 
last class before the bell. They had each been given two cookies 
to cut into thirds. “If I tell you to eat one third of your cookies, 
how many pieces do you eat?” LeVon had fig ured it out: “Two 
pieces.” Bartlett pushed him: “How do two pieces, or two sixths, 
equal one third?” When LeVon showed how he reduced the frac-
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tion, Bartlett congratulated him for staying on task while he was 
put ting kids on the bus and gave him a smiley sticker. “Three 
more of these and you get to go with us to play the laser game, 
LeVon.” For the remainder of the hour, students were work-
ing on the next day’s homework. That’s why Bartlett started the 
club, which met four afternoons each week, to make sure that 
these children  didn’t fall behind. Laser games, bowling, and 
trips to the movies helped keep them coming. Bartlett asked me 
to help Zante with his reading. I found that he was stuck on 
words like “frazzled” and “relief.”
 Over the course of several visits, Bartlett became increasingly 
candid about the changes in belief and teaching practices he had 
undergone. When I offered to turn off the tape he said he was 
willing to continue but asked me not to use his real name. There 
were times he thought about quitting. The pay was not great 
and the burdens could be killing. “It’s a constant struggle with 
kids from poverty. Some years you have kids from hell. I had a 
kid two years ago who made ev ery day a living hell. I would just 
ask him to take out a piece of paper and he would explode, 
shouting, knocking things over, storms out of class. The reality 
is, he  hasn’t done his homework and he’s scared, covering it 
with his anger.”
 Bartlett came to realize that “ev ery teacher is hoping ev ery 
year they will have the perfect class. You have this vision and 
then you have this kid who screws ev ery thing up. What I real-
ized was you’re never going to have that perfect class. Could be 
a white or black kid, high or low performing kid, but if you real-
ize that’s part of your challenge, it makes it a lot easier.” It was 
also easier at a place like Washington, where less than a quar-
ter of his children were below grade level—unlike in an urban 
school system where a majority of the students were below 
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grade level and absenteeism rates were high. He was proud to 
be in a school with “great colleagues and parent support—ev ery-
body wants to be here.”
 Bartlett’s reputation grew as his skills grew. He became a team 
leader and passed rigorous exams to earn National Board cer ti fi-
ca tion. Yet when he heard the School Board had set the goal of 
having 95 percent of all students pass state exams, he was skep-
tical. “I  didn’t think it was realistic. I thought we were doing ev-
ery thing we could for these kids.” He worried that “ev ery thing 
is going to be seen through the goggle of state tests.” All the data 
about ev ery school in Wake County was published in the news-
papers or was made available on the web. “They  haven’t got to 
the point of publishing each teacher’s scores, but you hear how 
you’re doing from the principal.”
 Bartlett had always received top evaluations as a teacher, and 
a new black vice principal who sat in on his classes not long af-
ter the 95 percent goal was  adopted had been complimentary. 
“But before she left she told me, ‘You are really doing a good 
job with the high achieving kids but how are you helping the 
low- achieving kids?’ She may even have said the black kids. 
She thought I could do a better job and it really pissed me off. 
I thought I was knocking myself out. It stuck in my craw and 
then I thought about it and looked again at the scores of those 
kids and I realized I’m really not. I was writing them off.” That’s 
when he started the homework club.
 He also began to tackle the job of targeting more classroom 
instruction toward those low- achieving students. “What’s hard 
is differentiating instruction for different levels. You’re really 
planning three different homework assignments and teaching 
three or even five different lessons.” Bartlett said his strength 
had always been challenging the high- performing kids. He could 
“ask questions all day to push them to next level.” He began to 
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have lunch with the low- achievers to fig ure out how to reach 
them. He developed reading contracts and asked parents to sign 
them. He searched for resources that would help them. “It’s 
a lot of extra work. It’s not just giving the low- level kid ex-
tra homework problems but creating a whole different style of 
teaching and interacting.”
 Bartlett was not the only teacher making these changes. The 
school as a whole was becoming data- driven. “It was no  longer 
just how many passed but breaking data down into gender, eth-
nicity, and race, looking at particular pieces of the curriculum so 
you could see these third grade black boys are struggling with 
decimals or whatever. That was a huge change.” Yet there was 
time for fish- scale prints and rockets, too. It was not all about 
the tests: “We’re teaching in a way that’s more aligned with the 
tests but we’re teaching a good curriculum, not just teaching for 
the test.”
 Teaching at Washington had become less isolating once the 
goals were  adopted, Bartlett felt. There was a lot more sharing 
about why some teachers had spectacular success as well as pin-
pointing reasons for failures. A staff support team met often to 
discuss children who were having problems and to fig ure out 
ways to help. The system was changing to put more resources 
behind these students. At Washington, half the school day was 
given to electives. All children took three electives in the after-
noon. Low- performing children could choose one elective in art 
or dance or ge og ra phy, but if they were behind in either reading 
or math, they had to choose an elective in these areas, thus dou-
bling the instruction time they most needed. The Boys and Girls 
Club was encouraged to set up trailers on the school grounds 
where Washington children could play games but also get tu-
toring after school and on Saturdays. Thirty or forty parent vol-
unteers came into the school each week. Bartlett’s principal set 
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aside some of her budget to hire additional teachers in January 
to handle the continual in- migration of new students and pro-
vide extra remedial help to those who were still behind. At 
Washington and other Wake schools, low- achieving students re-
ceived as much as 25 percent more resources to get them to 
grade level before they left elementary school.
 Long- term evaluations of early interventions, such as a forty- 
year study of the effects of the Perry Preschool in Ypsilanti, 
Michigan, have shown dramatic bene fits. Compared with a 
matched sample, those who bene fited from the high- quality 
Perry program were half as likely to go to jail as adults and 
earned an average of 27 percent more than the nonattenders. I 
predict that Raleigh will need to build fewer prisons in the fu-
ture than Syracuse.

Can the High Schools Do It Too?

Wake County’s unprecedented achievement in its elementary 
and middle schools was widely celebrated. Some skeptics who 
offered their congratulations admitted they never thought the 
schools would get there. The School Board took a deep breath 
and then set a similar five- year goal for its high schools. By 2008, 
95 percent of all high school students would pass state end- of- 
course exams in all major subjects.
 Anyone who has studied school reform knows that it is harder 
to change high schools. While pay differentials between elemen-
tary and high school teachers have been erased in most public 
school systems, high school teachers still enjoy more sta tus and 
autonomy as experts in their subject areas. High schools sort 
students into different tracks or ability levels, and the best teach-
ers—or sometimes just those with the most seniority—carve out 
careers teaching only upper- level honors or Advanced Place-
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ment students. They can (and do) frustrate reform- minded prin-
cipals. But even if high schools teachers in Wake County had 
wanted to do so, there was no way for them to turn back the tide 
of reform. They could not refuse to try to do what their col-
leagues in the elementary and middle schools had achieved. 
They could no  longer rely on the excuse that teachers in the 
grade schools had not done their job or claim that incoming stu-
dents were not prepared for high school.
 I saw little resistance to reform in the five high schools I vis-
ited. On the contrary, they had begun to adapt the kinds of ap-
proaches that had worked in the grade schools. This was no-
where more evident than at Broughton High, once a segregated 
high school for the white elite in an old west Raleigh neighbor-
hood. It is still an outstanding high school with a wide range of 
Advanced Placement courses and the intellectually challenging 
International Baccalaureate program. While a third of Brough-
ton students are nonwhite and nearly a fifth are from poor fami-
lies, the white elite has not abandoned the school.6

 Some students sat eating lunch on the edge of brick planters, 
others at picnic tables in the sunny Broughton courtyard when I 
stopped to ask the way to Loren Baron’s history class. By the 
time I got to the third floor, his class was already under way. 
Baron looked to be in his late thirties, athletic with some gray 
in short- cropped hair. He stood in the middle of the classroom, 
next to a laptop, bouncing on the balls of his feet, hands in his 
pockets, wearing a tie and brown jogging shoes, telling the stu-
dents they needed to know the quirky details and personalities 
of those who made the decisions that shaped history. The walls 
were covered with posters of Brazil, Colombia, Myanmar, and 
South Korea. Baron traveled widely after fin ishing a degree in 
history and philosophy at Brandeis University. He learned Chi-
nese and taught for a year in China, traveled throughout India, 
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and worked in Australia. He told his students that the best way 
to go abroad is to get a job if you can, or at least use only the lo-
cal buses to break out of the tourist world in whatever countries 
you visit.
 Baron easily handled the laptop, flashing pictures of Czar 
Nicholas, Emperor Franz Josef, and Kaiser Wilhelm and maps 
of Austria and Hungary on the wall as he talked about the ori-
gins of the First World War. He paused over a photograph of the 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the nephew of Franz Josef, in a large 
touring car with Sophie, an outcast in the royal family whose 
children could not succeed to the throne. He told the story of 
how they had taken the wrong street and while cumbersomely 
trying to turn around in an alley, a man walked out of a coffee-
shop and shot the archduke point blank. The students were 
gripped, engaged.
 When we sat down to talk later, I complimented him on a 
 ter rific class. He told a complex story well, cutting away to re-
veal fascinating subplots while keeping the big picture in focus. 
Baron thanked me politely then smiled wryly. The new empha-
sis on tests had put more pressure on coverage: “I have had to 
speed up a bit. I can’t spend as much time on World War I yet 
at the same time there’s stuff I can’t not teach. So I tell the 
kids this may sac ri fice three points on the E.O.C. [End of Course 
state exam] but I’m going to teach it anyway.” He feared that 
some teachers were teaching too superficially in order to cover 
100 percent of the curriculum outline. “I tend to be one of those 
who want to cover 50 percent extremely well.” He was no fan of 
the multiple- choice state tests, which put too much emphasis on 
facts and not enough on reasoning or essay writing, which would 
be more costly to grade. Yet he recognized they were necessary 
and had forced a major redistribution of teaching resources to 
better serve low- performing students.
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 Senior teachers in the history department, as in most of the 
academic departments at Broughton, no  longer had the privilege 
of teaching only honors or advanced classes. All taught a mix 
of classes, and all taught some low- performing students in “on- 
level” or general track classes. Teachers were jointly planning 
classes and developing unit tests together for the first time. “So 
we are very cognizant of the tests but at the same time very un-
comfortable with the idea of just teaching to the test.” Yet Baron 
recognized that the new test requirements were changing the 
teaching culture at Broughton and making all teachers more ac-
countable. It was not just about passing the test but pushing all 
students to a higher level of achievement.
 How had this affected his teaching? He had become a history 
teacher because he loved history. He used to spend ev ery spare 
moment reading more history, learning more. But Baron told me 
that he now spent more time thinking about “teaching strategies 
that are going to work for these lower level kids.” Baron asked 
himself whether he was “teaching in a way that kids will re-
member this two months from now.” He was trying to be more 
concrete, use films and photographs, and get kids to think like 
historians. In a United States history class I watched him put up 
a picture of the meeting of the  Union Pacific and Central Pacific 
railroads at Promontory Point, Utah, in 1869. He asked, “What 
do you see? Raise your hand.” Long silence. Baron started wav-
ing his arm like a kid wanting to speak. The students laughed. 
Baron called on himself to answer. “I see a train.” More laughter. 
“OK, what do you see?” A girl said, “I see white people,” and 
described what they were wearing and what that might indicate 
about their sta tus. A boy near her guessed what time of day it 
was by the shadows the shrubs cast.
 Baron had learned to ask questions in a way that “works lower 
level students into it.” He told them they were going to be wrong 
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sometimes. “Everyone is wrong sometimes. I’m not going to su-
garcoat that.” He waited  longer for answers; he pushed harder. 
“If they  don’t answer the question the first time, I  don’t accept ‘I 
 don’t know.’ I may have to ask the question differently. But I’ll 
keep asking the same students. I’ll sit there for 30 seconds of si-
lence and just wait.” Whereas he once felt class time was too 
precious to spend on homework, he came to realize that some 
students were much more likely to complete homework assign-
ments if they started work on them in class where he could help 
slower pupils get over a rough spot or just get past their initial 
doubt.
 No sentimental egalitarian who believed in a random mix of 
all students, Baron recognized the wide gap between the poor 
students—many of them black or Latino—and the rich preppy 
whites at Broughton. Some of those poor students were do-
ing well in honors and AP classes. But Baron felt that those 
who were below grade level needed the kind of special atten-
tion, more wait time to answer questions, and in- class home-
work help that might embarrass them in more randomly mixed 
classes. He again underscored how important it was to get all 
students to higher levels and to direct more resources and more 
efforts to those most likely to give up and drop out. “It  isn’t just 
a matter of you teach it and they take the test. You are probing 
in a va ri ety of ways ev ery day to see if they’ve learned it, and if 
they  haven’t, fig ure out ways to help them get it.” A lot more of 
that kind of “figuring it out” was now going on in conversations 
with his colleagues. Teachers at Broughton High shared more.
 While I knew that Baron was a gifted teacher, what I saw in 
his classroom could also be found in Broughton’s science, math, 
and En glish classes. And not only at Broughton but at four other 
high schools I visited. Most were making sig nifi cant changes 
in how they taught in order to reach the new goals. Baron was 
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proud of his colleagues’ accomplishments and wanted his own 
children to attend Broughton. “We are trying new strategies and 
we debate them and get angry sometimes if they  don’t work. We 
may get tired but there’s a lot of energy here. I  don’t know if 
we’ll make the goal [95 percent passing state exams] but we will 
keep trying.” Nearly 94 percent of all tenth graders at Broughton 
passed the state math test in 2006, but only 83 percent of black 
students and 77 percent of students in poverty. However, the re-
sults in En glish Language Arts were not as impressive: just 76 
percent of the class passed, and only 51 percent of blacks and 45 
percent of poor students. Overall, 82 percent of high school stu-
dents were on grade level in En glish in 2006.
 Baron had taught for ten years in the Washington suburb of 
Montgomery County before coming to the Wake school district. 
Montgomery was a good school system but flawed by “rigid 
gate- keeping.” He found it less responsive and more bureau-
cratic than Wake. When he decided to leave, he searched the 
web for high schools in Wake with International Baccalaureate 
programs. He sent emails to the principals of Broughton and En-
loe high schools on a Wednesday, and by the following Monday 
he was interviewing at both schools. On Tuesday the Broughton 
principal made him a job offer. While focused on the new goal, 
the school remained flex i ble about offering teachers opportuni-
ties to teach new electives. It took him only a few months to de-
velop an elective on the Civil War. “I can talk to people here. 
The central of fice support staff is accessible. I never had that 
flex i bil ity in Montgomery County. It was just very cumbersome.” 
In his old school, he  didn’t feel known. When he earned Na-
tional Board cer ti fi ca tion as a highly accomplished teacher at 
Montgomery, he got five letters of congratulation from adminis-
trators, all of them addressed to “Ms. Baron.”
 More importantly, Baron saw Wake as a system that not only 
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redirected resources to the neediest children but also provided 
funds and opportunities for teacher development. Wake did 
more to attract and develop effective teachers.

How Did Wake County Make It Happen?

School reforms usually fall into one of three types: fix a broken 
system, disrupt the system, or replace the system. Raleigh did 
all three. It replaced two systems leaning toward failure with a 
completely new merged system. It disrupted the old ways of do-
ing business by introducing competition, giving parents a choice 
by turning a third of its schools into magnet schools. And it fixed 
the system with new forms of teaching and management.7

 The primary cause of Raleigh’s success was having the cour-
age and political will to merge city and suburban schools in 
1976. That step alone probably accounted for more than half the 
test score gains. It enabled Wake to create the right balance of 
racial, ethnic, and economic assets in ev ery school, so that no 
one school was overwhelmed by the neediest students. Social 
cap ital was redistributed fairly throughout city and county in a 
way that almost no urban school system outside the South had 
achieved. Social cap ital is the yeast that makes a good school 
rise.
 The belief that “there are no bad public schools in Wake 
County” was widely held by parents and teachers. In urban sys-
tems where bad schools are easily iden ti fied—by low test scores, 
high dropout rates, concentrations of children in poverty, more 
crime and violence—good teachers often leave for job offers 
in the suburbs. As a result of this talent flight, schools serving 
the neediest children in the urban core are disproportionately 
staffed with teachers who are least quali fied or poorly prepared 
to teach the subjects they have been assigned to teach.8 In Ra-
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leigh, where parents put their children on waiting lists to attend 
inner- city schools, no teachers felt that they were in a “losing 
school” where the deck was stacked against them because the 
school had been virtually abandoned by middle- class families. 
Nor did they hesitate to bring their own children to school with 
them. Teacher absenteeism was a small fraction of what it was 
in Syracuse, where teachers called in sick frequently, remarking 
to colleagues that they needed a “mental health day.”
 The second important step that Wake County took was to cre-
ate magnet schools offering choice among distinctive educa-
tional options. In Raleigh, it was not just token choice. Magnets 
had failed to achieve major desegregation in many other cities 
because there were only a few of them, often located in the in-
ner city. Raleigh created a critical mass of magnet schools, par-
ticularly in the early years of merger, by turning nearly a third 
of the schools into schools of choice. The top leadership spent 
a year selling the wide va ri ety of choices to black and white 
 parents, convincing them that these were opportunities they 
 couldn’t afford to turn down.
 All the magnets were opened in the following year and were 
placed in schools along the border between the city and sub-
urbs. Neither city nor suburban children had to be bused far. 
The principle of two- way busing, with white children being 
bused into the city while black children rode to schools in the 
suburbs, was enshrined in Raleigh’s program from the begin-
ning. The magnet program was not just a device to achieve ra-
cial balance, however. Magnet schools became laboratories to 
test new programs and new approaches to teaching. Programs 
that succeeded were exported to other schools in the system, 
and those that failed were later jettisoned.
 Often overlooked was the opportunity for choice that the mag-
nets offered teachers as well as parents and students. The mag-
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net programs helped Wake recruit able teachers like Loren Baron 
who were looking for the right niche, and gave other teachers 
within the system the chance to grow in new directions. In later 
years, magnets helped reduce the tension that afflicted some dis-
tricts about the impositions of testing. Even children who were 
getting double the instruction in math and reading in order to 
catch up also got to choose a dance class or a course in film- 
making. And teachers were given plentiful opportunities to cre-
ate such courses.
 Third, instead of complaining about statewide testing, Wake 
County used it to set a gutsy goal and mobilize the community 
at a time when many doubted that 95 percent of its children 
could pass the state tests. This occurred four years before the 
No Child Left Behind federal law was passed. Studies of failed 
reforms have revealed that they were often poorly introduced 
without negotiating the prior agreements that lead teachers to 
buy in. Raleigh created the Wake Partnership uniting the busi-
ness sector, political leadership, parents, and teachers. Thou-
sands came to public meetings to discuss the new goal. It helped 
the whole community to own it, by convincing them that the 
schools could not do it alone. Teachers told me in interviews 
how galvanizing these meetings were. This  wasn’t a pet proj ect 
of a new principal or a phony experiment in a few schools that 
administrators knew were close to achieving the goal already. 
It applied to ev ery one, to all schools. Teachers accepted that it 
made sense to break the goal into two five- year periods, getting 
the elementary and middle schools up to speed by 2003 and the 
high schools by 2008. Everyone agreed that the best way to re-
form high schools is to reform grade schools first. It was a stun-
ningly clear and simple goal that allowed schools to choose dif-
ferent means to achieving it.9

 Likewise, all were being held accountable—not only teachers 
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but also principals and the top leadership. Even Superintendent 
McNeal agreed to have his salary pegged to the achievement lev-
els of all students. For years, McNeal had led the system toward 
a more data- driven curriculum. Wake had one of the most ad-
vanced databases of any school system in the nation. Its web-
site—far ahead of what most school systems had at that time—
provided detailed profiles of each school with in- depth analyses 
of its test scores and with comments posted by students and par-
ents about safety and teachers’ attitudes.
 Important as data were, however, Wake did not see success on 
the new tests as the goal of reform but as a means to reform. 
Real reform went deeper. It involved a change from older mod-
els of management toward new cultures of leadership and teach-
ing. Change in management styles began before the new goal 
was announced. Principals were taught how to use their com-
puters to analyze the new data in ways that would improve in-
struction. Control of the budget was decentralized as Wake 
moved to school site management—that is, principals were given 
authority to make major shifts in their budgets to put more re-
sources at the ser vice of low- achieving pupils. They took advan-
tage of seminars conducted at the central of fice to learn new 
skills.
 The school district created the Wake Leadership Academy, 
a new training program for aspiring principals using its own 
cutting- edge staff and faculty at North Carolina State University. 
These principals- in- training went out in teams to analyze top- 
performing schools as well as failing ones in Raleigh and other 
school districts. They learned how to conduct the kind of collab-
orative in quiry that helped teachers develop. While classroom 
visits and one- on- one supervision of teachers, particularly new 
hires, continued to be an important part of a principal’s work, 
Raleigh principals increasingly became managers and nurturers 
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of teaching teams, each of which had its own teacher- leader or 
co- leaders. The team might be composed entirely of fourth grade 
teachers, or of cross- grade teams of elementary math instruc-
tors, or of high school biology teachers.
 The teams were at the heart of the change in the teaching cul-
ture of Wake County. For generations teachers had worked in a 
system that sorted and selected students, while for the most part 
ignoring the dropout rate. Even the word “dropout”  didn’t come 
into widespread use until the 1960s. Up until that time, half or 
more of all students were expected to fail or drop out, and when 
they did it was the pupil’s fault for not learning what teachers 
taught. Not much was known about what teachers were ac tually 
teaching, or how they were going about it. They worked in iso-
lation, and only rarely engaged in joint planning or evaluation 
with colleagues. Experienced teachers seldom shared their prac-
tical wisdom or special techniques with novices. Only in recent 
de cades has teaching all students to succeed become a goal. In 
many places it is still an empty mantra.
 Wake County’s adoption of the 95 percent goal in 1998 put the 
nail in the coffin of the old teacher belief system in Raleigh. 
Making it work was another thing altogether, however. Part of 
the task was to align what was taught with what got tested, and 
some teachers felt the screws were tightened too much. But 
most Raleigh teachers I interviewed felt that they were teaching 
a good curriculum and that the tests were fair. Getting most kids 
to pass those tests, however, was a stretch for many teachers.10 
Even prior to 1998 some Wake schools with more than a third of 
their students from low- income and minority families had come 
close to the 95 percent goal. Teachers were encouraged to visit 
those schools. Many found it a transforming experience—seeing 
is believing. Some had the courage to tell their colleagues that 
they had seen teachers who were doing what those colleagues 
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were doing—only better. The creation of teacher teams moved 
that kind of realistic assessment to the core of conversations.
 Several years after I first visited Paul Bartlett’s classroom at 
Washington Elementary I heard that he had been selected for 
the Wake Leadership Academy and was now an assistant princi-
pal deeply involved in trying to create effective teacher teams. 
He opened my eyes to the dimensions of that challenge and the 
resistance many teachers had to such a radical change in their 
practice. It  wasn’t just a lack of trust that prevented teachers 
from comparing what they were doing and the results they were 
getting. Changing their practice often meant giving up a closet 
full of lesson plans that individual teachers had developed over 
the years and felt comfortable with. “It’s tough to ask teachers 
to put away a career’s worth of materials and create new stuff.” 
Bartlett said he was one of those teachers: “I was an effective 
teacher doing it my way with lessons I loved. The kids liked me 
and the parents were more than happy. I could have gone on do-
ing my curriculum on autopilot. So why should I change?”
 A large part of the motivation came from buying into the 
dream, coming to believe that a 95 percent pass rate  wasn’t just 
pie- in- the- sky, that they were ac tually accomplishing something 
that urban public schools had never done before: educating all 
the kids. Motivation also came from the satisfaction of being 
part of a community of teachers who are sharing knowledge and 
learning together. It was not just “Implement this new program 
and shut up.” It was about sitting down together with data print-
outs in hand, analyzing weaknesses, thinking about the kids, 
sharing best practices, coming up with ideas of what might work 
better, trying some of them, and seeing what works.
 When he was a lone teacher in the classroom, Bartlett was al-
ways hoping to get back to the kids who  weren’t making it, but 
he almost never did. The team  wouldn’t let a teacher forget. “We 
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look at the data and see that 80 percent have gotten a certain 
concept. Then we ask what kind of further instruction should 
we do for the other 20 percent.” He acknowledged that tough 
team oversight may have driven out some creative teachers. “But 
we are also developing new talent and new teacher leaders who 
think about effective teaching in new ways. And long- term you 
have to ask what kind of system do you want. If your goal is to 
impact all kids and reach a high level of performance, you need 
definable and measurable goals. Creativity  comes in how you re-
flect on that data. To achieve what Wake County has achieved a 
teacher has to make that shift.” He added that it was critical for 
the system to provide more resources to help teachers get there.
 Administrators at the top of the Wake County system were 
bold in moving major resources to help teachers, in some cases 
increasing a school’s budget by as much as 25 percent in one 
year. Those resources enabled schools to double the instruc-
tional time in math and reading for low- performing children. 
Some children were placed in year- round schools to help them 
catch up. This often required persuading parents that giving 
up a long vacation period now would pay off later. And Wake 
backed up teachers and principals who asked parents to sign 
“contracts” to help ensure that children watched less television 
and did more homework.11 The leadership of the system also 
achieved success in drawing an usually large proportion of par-
ents of all income levels to schools as volunteers. They carved 
out meaningful roles for those parents, who in turn became 
 enthusiastic supporters of what Wake was trying to do for all 
children.
 Parents of high- achieving children saw that closing the ba-
sic pro fi ciency gap (that’s what state tests mea sure—it  doesn’t 
mean all children take calculus) was neither choking imagina-
tive teaching nor put ting a cap on achievement. Children moved 
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far beyond basic pro fi ciency in math and reading to Advanced 
Placement courses and challenging programs in magnet schools. 
A higher proportion of children from af flu ent families were in 
those advanced courses but the numbers of poor and black and 
Latino children enrolling in them increased. Parents of many 
low- scoring children saw that teachers taught their children 
more effectively than they themselves had been taught a genera-
tion ago. They saw that tests were being used to improve in-
struction in major ways and not to penalize students. The goal 
was to not pass them by or push them out.
 Did students see it that way? In order to learn their views, I 
briefly taught a junior year En glish class at Broughton. It was 
an on- level class in which more than two thirds of the students 
were black and Latino. I asked them to write a letter to a cousin 
who was moving to Raleigh. “I’m worried about whether I’ll fit 
in and how kids and teachers will treat me,” the cousin asked. 
“Give me the skinny on Broughton and what it feels like to be 
a student there.” I offered Barnes and Noble gift certificates as 
prizes for the best essays.
 The students took up the challenge with gusto, pounding away 
on laptops in the school library. They described a school with 
black folks, punks, smokers, druggies, and rich white preps who 
arrived at Broughton in their “BMWs and Hummers wearing 
their Polo’s and Sperry’s and Rainbows.” The lunchroom was 
“like being in a 96- count box of Crayola Crayons.” There was a 
fair amount of interracial dating but also occasional racial inci-
dents and some “abusive language.” Nearly all of them liked 
Broughton and  wouldn’t leave even if offered a scholarship to a 
leading private school. Broughton was very safe, yet “ Don’t get 
me wrong. People are going to have fights. But they’re usually 
pity pats.”
 They  didn’t say much about tests, but the message about car-
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ing, responsive teachers who wanted them to succeed came 
through in many essays. A black girl who said she was “not one 
of the wealthiest” students at Broughton, and who was both ag-
gressive and something of a clown in class, wrote: “I think in my 
three years here I’ve had the best teachers that a school could 
offer. They take the time to get to know you. Especially Ms. Mat-
kins. She passed away last year. She was one of the funniest, 
goofiest persons I had ever met in my life. How many teachers 
do you know that tell you to call them on the weekends and in 
the summer. She would take me to conventions at the district 
and state level.” But it  wasn’t just Ms. Matkins: “There is always 
someone around that is willing to help you with your studies. 
That is what I love about my school. All the teachers expect is 
that all of their students do well and not just one race. No matter 
what your fi nan cial sta tus is, you are not going to be treated dif-
ferently.”
 Her comments were echoed in other essays, including one 
written by a quiet boy whose red hair fell in long strands over 
his eyes. He dated a girl “whose mom is white and dad is black 
and as far as I know nobody criticizes me for it.” He wore a 
striped blue T- shirt from K- Mart and objected to the pressure 
some felt to dress like preps. But he had high praise for his teach-
ers: “I  don’t have one teacher that  doesn’t care about my grades. 
If you need to come in after school and get help or tutoring from 
them they are usually willing to. The same expectations are 
given to ev ery one. All of my teachers  don’t treat any of us differ-
ently because we are a different race or rich or poor. I have 
heard of some teachers that have treated kids differently for be-
ing a different race but I think this is very rare. Teachers look at 
your effort not your skin.”
 Superintendent McNeal was far from complacent about 
Wake’s achievements. In our last interview before his retire-
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ment, he confessed: “It could all come unglued.” He pointed 
to resegregation occurring in Charlotte, where a School Board 
member suggested “mothballing” some of the inner- city schools 
that had emptied out. “That could happen again here,” he said. 
McNeal also worried about the recent uptick in private school 
enrollment in Wake. He was even more concerned about the 
heavy coverage that Cynthia Matson was getting in local media 
for her attacks on the pupil assignment policies that kept Wake’s 
schools in racial and economic balance. Matson was the head of 
Assignment By Choice, an or ga ni za tion she created to challenge 
current school policy. McNeal had read her website and knew 
that it got a lot of hits.
 Matson, a mother of two young children, moved to Raleigh in 
1989 from the Boston suburb of Lexington to start an electrical 
contracting business with her husband. Twenty- four members 
of her extended family followed, including her father, a polymer 
chemist. Her mother was chairperson of Assignment By Choice, 
a title chosen to emphasize Matson’s belief that children were 
getting “assigned” to schools in the Wake system without their 
parents having any real choice.
 Matson was blunt when we met at a crowded restaurant in 
suburban Cary. “They say we have choices but we do not. They 
control the choice, and they’re forcing people against their will, 
against their wishes, put ting kids on buses for up to two hours 
each way.” She believed McNeal and his “social engineering” 
had to go. Her or ga ni za tion had helped elect two School Board 
members friendly to her cause, and she hoped to oust the rest of 
them in the next election. I asked her about critics who said she 
was just another Yankee who had bought an expensive house 
in Cary and expected it to come with a mostly white, up- scale 
school, as did homes in Boston’s exclusive suburbs. She replied 
that she has a nice house but it  didn’t cost that much, and her 
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son attended Swift Creek Elementary, a school with high minor-
ity enrollment. “I am so sick of these people saying I’m doing 
this because I’m a racist or because I  don’t want my kid brought 
down by kids who are struggling.”
 Her campaign started at home after her son got rejected sev-
eral times to schools she had hoped would help him with his 
 attention defi cit and hearing problems. She applied to Washing-
ton Elementary, which had too many children on the waiting 
list, and to Oak Grove, a year- round school. When she applied a 
second time to Oak Grove, as her son was entering first grade, 
the enrollment of white children was severely restricted, she 
 believed, to achieve more balance of low- income and black 
 children. A sig nifi cant degree of diversity could be achieved 
through choice, she said, but “what we have now is more like 
socialism.”
 Superintendent McNeal was quick to acknowledge that not 
ev ery parent was sat is fied and that some, like Matson, suffered 
some hardship. Partly as a result of Matson’s criticism, Wake 
opened up its pupil- assignment pro cess, holding more public 
hearings and giving parents more opportunity to appeal a griev-
ance. “Thousands of parents are coming to Wake ev ery year, and 
they insist on bringing their children with them,” McNeal said 
with just a hint of a smile. “We have to find a place for them, 
and that requires us to make reassignments as we open new 
schools.” Most parents get their choice: 80 percent of Wake’s 
students attend a neighborhood school, which may also be a 
magnet school. Another 15 percent voluntarily apply for and 
transfer into other magnet programs outside their neighbor-
hoods. Only 5 percent are assigned solely to achieve socioeco-
nomic balance. Surveys of parents show that most are highly 
sat is fied with their child’s school, including those who did not 
get one of their top choices.
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 Because of a bumper crop of new students and heavy media 
coverage, Matson’s supporters hoped a thousand or more might 
turn out for the pupil reassignment hearings in 2004. But less 
than 200 showed up, some to thank the School Board for grant-
ing their appeals. Only a few black parents protested, citing a 
lengthy bus ride for children assigned to a year- round school. 
Matson’s supporters, echoing her complaints about social engi-
neering, came armed with data and maps to claim that busing 
reduced parent voluntarism and increased traffic hazards. It was 
not the rousing turnout that Matson wanted, but she continued 
to press her campaign to elect a new School Board and threat-
ened to bring suit against a policy of busing to achieve socioeco-
nomic balance.
 She got under the skin of more than a few Raleigh educators, 
who expressed the wish that Matson and her followers would 
go back where they came from. Yet most also understood that 
con flict was inevitable in a democracy. As the political theorist 
Albert O. Hirschman wrote, those with grievances have two 
choices: voice or exit. You can seek change by using your voice 
in the democratic forum, or you can exit for what you see as 
greener pastures. There continues to be a vigorous exercise of 
voice in Raleigh. In Syracuse, most have chosen exit.
 Matson’s or ga ni za tion drew new recruits in the fall of 2006 
when McNeal’s successor, Del Burns, proposed a billion dollar 
bond issue to build new schools to keep up with Wake’s rapid 
population growth. Opposition to the bond issue was fueled by 
two factors: resentment over the need to reassign more pupils to 
maintain economic balance, and a cost- saving proposal—linked 
to the bond issue—that would convert all elementary schools to 
year- round operation. An elementary school with a capacity of 
900 students could serve 1,200 if it operated year- round, with a 
fourth of the students on break at different times throughout the 
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year. When Wake County had only a few year- round schools, 
it had no problem fill ing them up with children whose parents 
liked the idea of shorter breaks. But year- round schools that re-
quired many students to be on long leaves during the fall, win-
ter, or spring were another matter.
 A new protest group, Stop Mandatory Year- Round, quickly 
gained a large following. When a Raleigh News and Observer poll 
showed that the bond issue was likely to be defeated, Burns got 
the message and sharply reduced the number of schools that 
would operate on a year- round basis.12 Meanwhile, supporters 
of the bond issue countered with arguments that Raleigh’s con-
tinued prosperity was closely tied to its maintenance of a top- 
quality school system that avoided resegregation. The billion 
dollar bond issue passed comfortably with 53 percent approval 
that November. The highest support, over 60 percent in favor, 
came from voters inside the Beltline.13

 Matson’s or ga ni za tion was rebuffed in both the bond vote and 
School Board elections. Two of the three new board members fa-
vored strong diversity and income- balance guidelines. However, 
maintaining that balance was becoming more dif fi cult. Wake 
County was enjoying one of the highest growth rates in the na-
tion. It had 57,000 students in 1985 and more than 130,000 by 
2008; the number was pro jected to rise to 250,000 by 2025. The 
county was attracting families not only from the Northeast and 
Midwest but increasingly from Mexico and Central America. 
The percentage of low- income children rose to 27 percent in 
2007. The number of schools with more than 40 percent of stu-
dents qualifying for subsidized school lunches doubled in six 
years. Fifteen of Wake’s 136 schools exceeded the low- income 
guideline in 2000. Thirty- one had crossed that threshold by 
2006.14 And there were other worrisome signs. In 2007 the per-
centage of all students passing end- of- course tests in grades 9–12 
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at Broughton High dropped to 75 percent. Only Green Hope 
High School had 90 percent passing. Four Wake high schools 
had overall passing rates of 80 to 90 percent, nine had 70 to 80 
percent, three had 60 to 70 percent, and three had only 50 to 60 
percent passing.15 Looking back, McNeal said the failure to se-
cure additional funding needed to reach the high school goal 
was the “critical mistake . . . we overreached.”16

 The Raleigh News and Observer has run major articles saying 
“Wake Schools Find Diversity Hard to Sustain” and asking “Is 
Diversity Worth the Effort?”17 The bond vote af firmed that most 
still thought it was. In the debate, however, some urged that 
Wake be divided into several smaller school systems. If and how 
that is done could have major effects on the county’s ability to 
maintain the kind of healthy balance it has achieved. Will city 
boosters still be able to say in 2025 that there are no bad schools 
in Raleigh?



5 A Tragic Decision

The story of the decline and fall of Syracuse is a tale of despair 
that afflicted much of urban America—especially cities in the 
Northeast and Midwest. These powerhouses of the industrial 
revolution changed the face of America in the nineteenth cen-
tury, as workers left farms and immigrants came from abroad 
to seek higher paying jobs in the new factories. Industrial cities 
were the objects of a second great migration during and after 
World War II, when millions of blacks came north seeking those 
same jobs—now opened to them by federal laws that barred ra-
cial discrimination in defense plants or in any firm that received 
federal contracts.
 The reasons why cities like Syracuse imploded are complex. 
They were hobbled by state laws that prohibited annexation or 
made it dif fi cult, greatly reducing the tax base as new plants 
were built in suburbs where land was cheaper and taxes lower. 
They were swamped with brownfields saturated with chemical 
wastes from old industries. In Syracuse, the Solvay Process com-
pany, for example, left small mountains of pollutants on the 
shores of Onondaga Lake from its soda ash production. The ur-
ban infrastructure of dense older cities—from sewage pipes to 
roads and bridges—started to crumble and was costly to repair 
or replace. Cities failed to attract new industries and to make a 
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transition to a more information- based economy. From 1970 to 
2000 the Syracuse metropolitan area lost 30 percent of its manu-
facturing jobs, while Raleigh’s industrial based grew by 93 per-
cent. Northern and midwestern cities suffered from political 
corruption, bloated bureaucracies, and a failure of vision. In 
the last quarter of the twentieth century, the suburban middle 
class pictured cities as having a deserted downtown, abandoned 
houses, drug traffic, drive- by shootings, and concentrations of 
poor and minority children in bad schools. All of those things 
were true of Syracuse.
 Nevertheless, the notion of middle- class flight has been over-
stated. Most people living in suburbs today were born there, al-
though their parents or grandparents may have fled the city. 
Some left out of fear or racism: polls taken in the 1960s and 
1970s showed that many whites did not want to live near blacks. 
The most common reasons cited were a drop in property values 
and an increase in crime.1 Yet most of the people who held these 
views were not conscious racists, any more than I was when I 
bought a house in Skaneateles in 1972. They saw themselves as 
playing their part in the American dream: moving up to a higher 
standard of living, providing a safer environment for their chil-
dren, and owning a half- acre of bliss. And—no small matter 
—they sought to enroll their children in newly minted public 
schools where parents would have a voice, which was not the 
case in an urban bureaucracy.
 Perhaps these upwardly mobile migrants did not perceive or 
understand the long- term consequences when cities like Syra-
cuse were unable to enrich their tax base and reduce concen-
trations of the poor by annexing suburban school districts. Not 
all suburbanites were aware of racist redlining practices that 
kept blacks from getting mortgages in the city, owning their 
own homes, and taking pride in the maintenance of their urban 
neighborhoods. Some may not have known the degree to which 
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suburban zoning policies prevented poor and black people from 
buying affordable homes in af flu ent communities. Or how dif fi-
cult it was for a poor or minority person to use a federally subsi-
dized housing voucher to rent a home in the suburbs. Or the 
horrendous effects of destroying neighborhoods in the name of 
urban renewal, only to concentrate poor minorities in huge, bar-
ren housing proj ects overrun by gangs.
 The result of these policies was to create an invisible wall be-
tween cities and suburbs. On one side of the wall were greater 
and greater concentrations of the poor and minorities—those 
with the greatest needs and a smaller tax base to provide re-
sources. By the year 2000, more than half the children in Syra-
cuse public schools were poor and minority, and three quarters 
of all fourth and eighth grade students failed state tests in read-
ing and mathematics. On the other side of the wall, in the sub-
urbs, where less than 2 percent were black and only 4 percent 
lived in poverty, 70 to 85 percent of schoolchildren passed the 
same tests. In Raleigh’s schools—where city and suburban chil-
dren were merged in a single countywide school system—more 
than 90 percent of students in grades 3 through 8 passed state-
wide exams by 2003. In the 1990s as New York and other states 
began to publish the scores for all their schools—with whole 
sections of newspapers devoted to detailing the results—not 
only suburban parents but more and more of those in the city 
concluded they would be bad parents if they did not make ev ery 
effort to keep their children out of city schools.

Prescriptions for Urban Ills

Syracuse is a textbook example of misbegotten efforts to save 
America’s cities through urban renewal in the 1960s. In retro-
spect, these federally funded programs look more like a trans-
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portation plan than anything that could be called renewal. 
Neighborhoods of the poor were bulldozed to provide more 
parking spaces for suburban commuters. Interstate highways 
made it easier for them to get to their of fices by day, or to the 
symphony in the evening, and back home again without having 
to rub elbows with the city’s poorest citizens. Later, as of fices 
moved from cities to shinier accommodations in the suburbs, 
even the parking lots became empty eyesores.
 In a new effort to revitalize the city beginning in the late 
1990s, many reports were written and many experts spoke. An-
dres Duany came to present a plan based on the “New Urban-
ism.” A team of architects spent a week assessing Syracuse and 
talking with local leaders about remedies. An “Under 40” group 
was formed to hear what would keep young talent from aban-
doning the city. Syracuse leaders joined together to form “20/20” 
whose aim was to develop a vision for the future. On one occa-
sion the city convention center opened a kind of bazaar fea-
turing various kinds of urban improvements. As citizens came 
through the door they were given tokens and invited to vote on 
their favorite reform by dropping the tokens into receptacles dis-
played at each booth. Apparently the Syracuse cyclists were well 
or ga nized. The biggest vote by far was for more bike paths.
 Major effort was expended on economic development. By 
2006 New York’s Empire Zone program provided tax breaks to-
taling more than $500 million annually to aid businesses to ex-
pand or relocate in high- poverty areas. But the program was 
flawed and produced few new jobs. One investigation showed 
that many businesses in the Syracuse area and elsewhere simply 
reincorporated under a slightly different name in a newly de-
clared Empire Zone, claiming to start with zero employees, then 
“adding” those already hired at the old firm along with some 
new hires—what critics called “a change of shirt” that ac tually 
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did little to revitalize the community.2 Syracuse gave tax breaks 
to the developers of Destiny USA who promised in the early 
1990s to build not only a mall but a Disney- size development on 
the shores of Onondaga Lake that would be filled with of fice 
buildings, hotels, upscale restaurants, an aquarium, and a new 
harbor with 144 boat slips that would draw 35 million visitors a 
year. Fifteen years later it was still just a shopping mall.3

 A Miami investor, Eli Hadad, created great excitement by pur-
chasing sixteen historic buildings downtown, which he planned 
to turn into high- end apartments and condominiums, or so he 
said. A few years later nothing had been done, and he sold them 
all. Some empty- nesters had begun to return to the city but 
on nothing like the scale Hadad imagined. The distinguished 
600- room Hotel Syracuse closed in 2004. A downtown arts cor-
ridor, announced with great fanfare, faltered when fi nanc ing fell 
through. The biggest downtown employer, Excellus Blue Cross, 
moved to the suburbs. The assessed value of Syracuse’s down-
town properties fell by half, from $1.5 billion in 1976 to $729 
million in 2007. This devaluation meant a loss of $28 million a 
year in tax revenues that could have helped rebuild Syracuse’s 
schools and parks.4

 In 2006, nearly fifty years after Raleigh established its Re-
search Triangle Park linking North Carolina State to Duke Uni-
versity in Durham and the University of North Carolina at Cha-
pel Hill, Syracuse announced its own triangle linking Syracuse 
University with the University of Rochester and Cornell Univer-
sity. However, this initiative focused on the humanities, not on 
the kinds of sci en tific research and technological innovation that 
drew new firms to Raleigh. While a new humanities center was 
a worthwhile enterprise, it did not do much for economic devel-
opment.5 A few new firms came to Syracuse, but the area con-
tinued to lose some of its biggest employers, and in the case of 
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Carrier Air Conditioning Syracuse’s loss was North Carolina’s 
gain. Bristol Meyers Squibb pharmaceutical company kept some 
of its Syracuse operation in business but chose to build a new 
$660 million plant for 550 workers in Massachusetts. Nestle 
Chocolate closed the doors on 467 employees. Nearly 300 people 
lost jobs when Syracuse China, one of the city’s oldest firms, 
shut down in 2008.
 Some developments, such as a new convention facility named 
Oncenter, were built and took off. What had been largely a 
warehouse district in downtown Syracuse was developed into 
a lively arts and entertainment district called Armory Square. 
Clinton Square in the heart of the city underwent a major rede-
sign, with water fountains programmed to create different pat-
terns of spray similar to those in New York’s Lincoln Center. It 
became a place where people wanted to gather and where mu-
sic festivals drew large crowds. A de cades- long effort to clean up 
Onondaga Lake started to show results as fish returned to what 
had been one of the most polluted lakes in the nation. Syracuse 
University established a new bus route called the Connective 
Corridor that made it easier for the university’s 15,000 students 
to connect with downtown.
 Decline was reversed in Westcott and a few other neighbor-
hoods in Syracuse. As citizens pushed the city to improve code 
enforcement, streets were repaved and crumbling sidewalks re-
stored. Low- cost loans and grants, both state and federal, helped 
low- income homeowners to paint their houses, repair sagging 
porches, replace leaky roofs, and fix broken plumbing. Some 
new housing went up on cleared lots in the city. But these neigh-
borhood improvements were marginal. The city as whole was 
still depressed. More than a thousand houses in the inner city 
were vacant and boarded up, and the landscape throughout the 
city was pockmarked with vacant lots. There was no sig nifi cant 
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return of young homesteaders or the middle class to Syracuse. 
Its overall population continued to decline in the early years 
of the twenty- first century, with the sharpest drop among those 
aged 18–24. Nearly half of Syracuse’s ninth graders failed to 
graduate from high school.
 The economic health of the city was among the worst in the 
nation. A 2007 study by the Brookings Institution ranked all cit-
ies in the United States on two indicators of economic success. 
The first mea sured growth in employment and in annual pay-
roll. The second mea sured economic well- being based on me-
dian family income, the depth of poverty in each city, and un-
employment. Of the 302 cities with more than 50,000 residents, 
Syracuse ranked 297th on growth and 279th on well- being. Ra-
leigh ranked 13th on growth and 24th on well- being.6

Why Revitalization Efforts Failed

Like most of the distressed cities on the bottom third of the 
Brookings list, Syracuse failed to rebound because it did the con-
ventional things to draw the middle class back into the city. It 
built a glamorous new convention center and opened a new 
art museum. It encouraged entrepreneurs to develop restau-
rants and jazzy new boutique venues in old historic districts. It 
supported gentrification of architecturally distinctive neighbor-
hoods. But these were cosmetic applications to the face of a dy-
ing city. Syracuse failed to touch the cancer that was growing 
and destroying it from the inside—its failing public school sys-
tem. Virtually ev ery major report on the urban crisis in America 
has pointed to the necessity of restoring safe neighborhoods 
and good schools. But you  don’t get one without the other. You 
 don’t get good neighborhoods or attract new firms to a city with 
bad schools. And you  don’t get good schools by simply pour-
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ing money into institutions that have become repositories of the 
city’s poorest citizens.
 But that’s what schools in Syracuse and many cities had be-
come at the end of the twentieth century, and money was seen 
as the “solution” to disastrous educational out comes. The may-
or’s reelection report card, “Syracuse Is the Shining Light,” noted 
that funding had increased 25 percent from 2001 to 2006, and 
listed this among the city’s major achievements. But the report 
card said nothing about the high failure rates of Syracuse stu-
dents on state math and reading exams.7 Even with enormous 
increases in funding, salaries for teachers in Syracuse and other 
urban systems were far below those in af flu ent suburban schools 
where teaching conditions were better.8

 Teacher turnover rates were also highest in urban schools. As 
a rule, good teachers do not want to work in schools with high 
concentrations of poverty because they face insurmountable 
odds. Children who are undernourished and in poor health, who 
 don’t get regular checkups for physical, dental, or eye care, 
whose families are frequently evicted, leading to higher rates of 
absenteeism, who are kept at home to mind youn ger children 
because parents or guardians are working, who have been ar-
rested, who join gangs, intimidate other students, abuse drugs, 
and threaten teachers—these are not the kinds of students likely 
to perform well on mandated state tests or succeed in a college- 
prep curriculum. Many such children are unable to read at any-
thing approaching grade level. A report by the Public Policy In-
stitute of California showed that the average reading level of 
tenth graders in high- poverty schools is about the same as that 
of fifth graders in the most af flu ent schools.9

 Funds to put health clinics in urban schools, to pay teachers a 
premium for teaching in high- poverty areas, to invest in early 
childhood education, after- school programs, and summer classes, 



Hope and Despair in the American City

142 

and to provide vouchers for more stable housing are desperately 
needed and are money well spent.10 These steps will amelio-
rate the conditions in urban schools, but they will not provide 
educational opportunities equal to those of children in suburban 
schools. Schools in cities like Syracuse that have essentially be-
come segregated institutions for the poor cannot be equalized 
solely by pumping more dollars into them. Syracuse already 
spends more per pupil than does Raleigh, but its results for poor 
and black children are shameful in comparison.
 What Raleigh did—and what cities like Syracuse should have 
done—was to break down the invisible wall between city and 
suburbs to ensure that ev ery school had a healthy mix of chil-
dren by race and socioeconomic class. In the merged Raleigh–
Wake County school system, no schools had the failure rates 
that were common in Syracuse. Revitalization in Syracuse failed 
because most of its schools were iden ti fied as repositories for 
minorities and the poor. No matter how many new conven-
tion centers might be built, the middle class was unlikely to be 
drawn to a city where it could not, in good conscience, send its 
children to public school. Neighborhoods would not flour ish 
there, technology firms would not locate there, and the so- called 
“creative class” would not become urban pioneers there.
 Syracuse tried at one point to balance its schools racially and 
economically. In the late 1960s, under the force of a state law, 
Syracuse  adopted a plan to desegregate its city schools. When 
the plan was fully implemented in the early 1970s, some city 
high schools, like Hamilton, went from 90 percent white to 50 
percent black practically overnight. Schools and teachers were 
unprepared for such massive change, and riots broke out in two 
high schools. If racial desegregation had occurred on a metro-
politan basis and had included the county school population, 
which was 92 percent white, the proportion of black and poor 
children in each school would have dropped to the single digits. 
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Desegregation would not have swamped the resources of any 
school or upset each school’s ability to peacefully absorb a small 
proportion of new students.
 While some white flight began with the onset of the desegre-
gation plan in Syracuse, the major emptying out of the city by 
middle- class whites did not come until the 1970s, after a series 
of Supreme Court decisions forced desegregation on northern 
cities. Though it is now dif fi cult for many to recall, for more 
than two de cades after the 1954 Brown decision, segregation was 
widely regarded solely as a southern problem. Racial apartheid 
—laws promulgating separate schools for blacks and whites—
was a southern creation, and virtually all the cases seeking to 
overturn segregated schools that reached the Supreme Court 
came from southern and border states. In the view of pious 
northerners, it was the South that had a problem with the sepa-
ration of people by race, not the North.
 The Court struck down those apartheid laws in the Brown de-
cision, but only minimal desegregation took place until 1968, 
when the Court lost its patience and said it was no  longer enough 
to simply allow black students to apply to white schools but 
that school boards had an af firmative obligation to desegregate 
schools. In Green v. County School Board of New Kent County, a 
rural school district south of Richmond, the Court ruled that the 
School Board must “come forward with a plan that promises re-
alistically to work, and . . . to work now.”11 It was a major shift 
that turned desegregation from a trickle to a flood in many 
southern school districts.
 Three years later, the Court went further, ordering county-
wide busing to achieve desegregation in Charlotte, North Caro-
lina. Charlotte and its surrounding Mecklenburg County had 
merged years earlier for reasons having nothing to do with de-
segregation. Under a minimalist integration plan, its schools had 
remained largely segregated, although now within one school 
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district. Two thirds of the black students attended all- black 
schools. District Judge James B. McMillan’s remedy divided the 
county school zones into pie- shaped wedges extending from the 
center of the city outward into the suburbs, so that ev ery school 
would be racially balanced. Blacks made up 29 percent of the 
total school population, and under the new busing plan black 
enrollment within each school would range from 9 to 38 per-
cent. Although the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals struck down 
McMillan’s busing plan, it was later upheld by the Supreme 
Court, which accepted not only the need for widespread bus-
ing between Charlotte and its suburbs but also the principle of 
achieving a reasonable racial balance in all schools throughout 
the county.12

 The Supreme Court first ordered school desegregation in the 
North in a 1973 case that arose in Denver. It was also the Court’s 
first ruling that began to erase the distinction between de jure 
and de facto discrimination. While no law in Denver separated 
the races (de jure segregation), the ac tual or de facto segregation 
in schools was the result of manipulation of student attendance 
zones, school site selection, and feeder patterns designed to keep 
blacks out of white schools. It was the intent of those policies 
that mattered, not the language. Government policies in the 
North were having the same effect as the laws in the South that 
had been struck down—they were establishing dual school sys-
tems, and therefore they required the same remedy.13 But the 
remedy in Denver’s case was restricted to the city’s school sys-
tem, and did not include the suburbs.

The Tragic Case of Detroit

The following year the Court heard an appeal to reverse the met-
ropolitan desegregation plan in Detroit, which would have inte-
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grated the city’s students with those in suburban schools, based 
on a logic similar to that in the Charlotte case. But the Court re-
fused to apply the logic of the Charlotte decision to Detroit and 
instead struck down the Detroit desegregation plan. It was a 
tragic decision that in many ways sealed the fate of cities in the 
North. Arguably, more than any other single factor, the Detroit 
ruling ensured that black and poor children in cities like Syra-
cuse would continue to be segregated and that city school sys-
tems would have no power to merge with suburban schools.
 The Supreme Court overturned Detroit’s metropolitan deseg-
regation plan by a narrow 5–4 decision. But for one vote, a 
middle- class exodus would have been greatly curtailed. Some 
families would have continued to depart for the suburbs no mat-
ter what the Supreme Court decided. But other parents would 
have thought, why abandon the city if our children can attend 
the same schools as those in the suburbs, which will be equally 
integrated on a much fairer basis than an integration plan re-
stricted to the city only. In fact, that is what happened in Ra-
leigh, where city property values rose after the merger with the 
county schools.
 Though Detroit was a much larger city than Syracuse, its his-
tory of racial segregation was similar. The state of Michigan 
fixed the city’s boundaries in 1926 when it  adopted restrictive 
annexation laws limiting expansion of the city and ensuring that 
postwar growth would occur in legally separate suburbs. Detroit 
was only 4 percent black in 1930, but President Roosevelt’s 1941 
executive order forbidding racial discrimination in defense in-
dustries brought tens of thousands of blacks to Detroit in the 
1940s and thereafter. Restrictive covenants, white preferences, 
and discrimination by real estate brokers kept them within 
clearly de fined black neighborhoods in the inner city.
 By 1970, the population of Detroit was 40 percent black, and 
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its school- age population was 52 percent black. Detroit obtained 
$360 million in federal funds for a model schools program in the 
1960s, but it did little to change opportunities for African Ameri-
can children. In litigation that led to the Detroit decision, an 
NAACP legal team contended that the apartheid housing system 
was due to deliberate policies. Attorneys for the plaintiffs docu-
mented dozens of actions by city of fi cials to maximize segrega-
tion by redrawing attendance boundaries and by establishing 
transfer policies that allowed white children to escape from pre-
dominantly black schools.14 They also showed that the state of 
Michigan had taken action to unlawfully maintain segregated 
schools when the legislature nullified a plan to integrate De-
troit’s schools in the spring of 1971.15

 The case was heard by Federal District Court Judge Stephen 
Roth, a conservative among Michigan Democrats whose deci-
sion surprised many. Judge Roth left no doubt that he was con-
vinced of the evidence:

The city of Detroit is a community generally divided by racial 
lines. Residential segregation within the city and throughout the 
large metropolitan area is substantial, pervasive and of long stand-
ing. Black citizens are located in separate and distinct areas within 
the city and are not generally to be found in the suburbs. While 
the racially unrestricted choice of black persons and economic fac-
tors may have played some part in the development of this pattern 
of residential segregation, it is, in the main, the result of past and 
present practices and customs of racial discrimination, both public 
and private, which have and do restrict the housing opportunities 
of black people. On the record, there can be no other find ing.

 In light of the eventual reversal of this opinion, it is important 
to note that Judge Roth’s find ings were not restricted to the city 
of Detroit. He also pointed to segregative policies pursued at the 
state and federal level that created a deep divide between north-
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ern cities and their suburbs. His find ing that these government 
policies constituted a form of de jure segregation throughout the 
metropolitan area broke new ground:

Government actions and inactions at all levels, Federal, State, and 
local, have combined with those of private or ga ni za tions, such 
as loaning institutions and real estate associations and brokerage 
firms, to establish and to maintain the pattern of residential segre-
gation through the Detroit metropolitan area. The policies pursued 
by both government and private persons and agencies have a con-
tinuing and present effect upon the complexion of the community 
. . . as we know the choice of residence is a relatively infrequent 
affair. For many years FHA and VA openly advised and advocated 
the maintenance of “harmonious” neighborhoods, that is, racially 
and economically harmonious. The conditions created continue.16

Roth concluded that a desegregation plan limited to the city 
of Detroit simply would not work. Its public schools were 
 approaching a two- thirds black enrollment. Integration solely 
within the city would not achieve a fair balance of white and 
black students, and, he predicted, it would lead to more white 
flight and ever- greater concentrations of minority and poor 
 pupils.
 Even before Judge Roth announced a remedy in 1972, the De-
troit School Board voted not to contest his find ing of de jure 
segregation. The board urged Roth to develop a metropolitan 
remedy that would include busing across city- suburban bound-
aries. Roth eventually approved a plan that divided the metro-
politan area into 17 moderately sized school districts, each con-
taining a strong majority of white suburban students and a slice 
of the increasingly black central city. Each of the districts would 
be about 25 percent black. The faculty of each school would be 
at least 10 percent black and the student enrollment would be 
between 20 and 31 percent black.17 It was remarkably similar 



Hope and Despair in the American City

148 

to the remedy the Supreme Court had approved in Charlotte, 
where the city and its suburbs were divided into pie- shaped 
zones.
 Immediately, opponents wildly exaggerated the amount of 
busing that the Detroit plan would require. Many newspapers 
uncritically published reports saying that more than 300,000 pu-
pils out of 780,000 in all seventeen districts would be bused, ne-
glecting to mention that most of these students in both the city 
and its suburbs were already being bused short distances to 
school. A more realistic estimate would entail the busing of 
about 40,000 additional black students and a similar number of 
whites.18

 Suburban districts opposing the plan joined the State of Mich-
igan in an appeal. A three- justice panel of the Sixth Circuit Court 
of Appeals upheld Judge Roth’s ruling. The plaintiffs then filed 
for a rehearing before the full Appeals Court, which in 1973 also 
af firmed Roth’s find ing that unconstitutional violations were 
committed by state of fi cials and agreed the metropolitan area 
desegregation plan was the only feasible solution.
 The U.S. Supreme Court heard the case in 1974 and reversed 
Roth’s decision by a 5 to 4 vote. The majority disagreed that 
state policies and the history of racial residential segregation 
stemming in part from actions of government agencies consti-
tuted de jure segregation that jus ti fied a metropolitan desegrega-
tion remedy. The Court ruled that such a remedy could be jus ti-
fied only if it were shown that suburban school districts had 
barred black students from attending suburban schools. Hence, 
the desegregation remedy could be applied only to schools 
within the city of Detroit, which had committed de jure viola-
tions by gerrymandering school boundaries and adopting other 
discriminatory policies.
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 The Supreme Court’s majority opinion also argued that the 
consolidation of suburban and city school districts would be dis-
ruptive and “give rise to an array of other problems in fi nanc-
ing and operating this new school system.” It raised questions 
about the sta tus of school boards in the consolidated districts 
and asked who would determine curricula, “establish atten-
dance zones, purchase school equipment, locate and construct 
new schools, and indeed attend to all the myriad day- to- day de-
cisions that are necessary to school operations?” The Court’s 
majority did not acknowledge that New York City and other 
large school districts had solved such problems, and that Char-
lotte had done so under the Court’s own order.19

 Justice Byron White, writing the dissenting opinion joined by 
Justices William Brennan, William Douglas, and Thurgood Mar-
shall, concluded “that deliberate acts of segregation and their 
consequences will go unremedied, not because a remedy would 
be infeasible or unreasonable in terms of usual criteria govern-
ing school desegregation cases, but because the remedy would 
cause what the Court considers to be undue administrative in-
con ve nience to the State.” White was “even more mystified as to 
how the Court can ignore the legal reality that the constitutional 
violations, even if occurring locally, were committed by govern-
ment entities for which the State is responsible and that it is 
the state that must respond to the command of the Fourteenth 
Amendment.” The dissent concluded that a metropolitan rem-
edy is “well within . . . the powers of the State.” In his concur-
ring dissent, Justice Marshall proved correct: “Because of the al-
ready high and rapidly increasing percentage of Negro students 
in the Detroit system, as well as the prospect of white flight, a 
Detroit- only plan simply has no hope of achieving ac tual deseg-
regation.”20
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The Nixon Court

The narrow decision to quash the Detroit metropolitan desegre-
gation plan was rendered by five judges, four of whom President 
Nixon had appointed: Warren Burger, Harry Blackmun, Lewis F. 
Powell Jr., and William Rehnquist. While Nixon stated publicly 
that his intention was to appoint strict constructionists without 
any test of their views on particular cases, his private transcripts 
revealed that he applied a severe test to each of the nominees he 
considered: the candidate must be against busing. Nixon’s prac-
tice of taping his White House conversations gave a rare glimpse 
into how he packed the Supreme Court against busing. On Sep-
tember 29, 1971, the morning after Judge Roth announced his 
decision, Nixon was meeting with his top aide and chief of staff, 
Bob Haldeman, who told him that the Detroit decision ordered 
“forced busing,” a term Nixon often used, and then said: “Wait 
until you get your Court, maybe you can get it turned around.”
 With the opportunity to appoint two justices that fall, Nixon 
considered more than a score of nominees. He eventually ap-
pointed Rehnquist and Powell. Fearing that his earlier record as 
head of the Richmond School Board during its resistance to de-
segregation and his membership in an all- white country club 
would derail his nomination, Powell hesitated to accept. Rehn-
quist, who was then an assistant attorney general in the Justice 
Department, had been accused of harassing black voters at the 
polls in Phoenix, Arizona, in 1968, and in 1952 when he was a 
clerk for Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson he had recom-
mended against the Brown desegregation decision.21 “Separate 
but equal” facilities were all that the Constitution required, Rehn-
quist had written in a memorandum. Under questioning dur-
ing his Senate con fir ma tion hearings, Rehnquist admitted he had 
written the memo but claimed that it did not re flect his own po-
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sition; he was merely summarizing Jackson’s position. A law 
clerk who served with Rehnquist at the time testified that these 
were Rehnquist’s own views. In the end, both nominees were 
con firmed.
 Nixon repeatedly applied the anti- busing test to any candidate 
under consideration for the Court. In one exchange with Halde-
man while they were waiting for Attorney General John Mitch-
ell to enter the Oval Office, Nixon said, “Whatever happens in 
the [1972] election, we will have changed the Court. I will have 
named four and, Potter Stewart be comes the swing man. He’s 
a God damn weak reed, I must say. But if we can get him on 
board, we’ll have the Court.” Soon after Mitchell took his seat, 
Nixon turned to the business of Supreme Court appointments, 
and to ensuring that conversations about his real criteria would 
be kept private: “With regard to this Court thing, John, of course, 
you and I have got to decide who we tell, so we’ll get all the in-
put we can. But just the two of us will talk.” Then Nixon cut to 
the real litmus test: “I  don’t care if he’s a Democrat or a Re-
publican . . . within the defi ni tion of conservative, he must be 
against busing, and against forced housing integration [through 
vouchers]. Beyond that, he can do what he pleases.”
 Nixon was making sure that he would not have to ask any 
nominee about his stand on busing, while directing Mitchell and 
key aides to apply that test to any potential appointment they 
brought to the president’s desk. Because of the possible retire-
ment of a second justice, Mitchell suggested to Nixon that he 
might make a “double play.”

Nixon: Well, even then I  don’t want a liberal.

Mitchell: Oh no, no.

Nixon: I  don’t want a liberal.

Mitchell: Absolutely not.
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Nixon: I just feel so strongly about that. I mean, when I think what 
the busing decisions have done to the South, and what it could do 
with de facto busing [in the North].

Mitchell: I agree.

 Before Mitchell left, Nixon underlined his instructions once 
again: “I want you to have a spe cific talk with whatever man you 
consider. And I have to have an absolute commitment from him 
on busing and integration. I really have to. Go out and tell ‘em 
that we totally respect his right to do otherwise, but if he be-
lieves otherwise, I  don’t want to appoint him to the Court.”22

 Nixon got the Court he wanted. The four justices he appointed 
—replacing liberal judges of the Warren Court, including Chief 
Justice Earl Warren himself, along with Abe Fortas, Hugo Black, 
and John Marshall Harlan—radically changed the direction of 
the U.S. Supreme Court and provided the majority to stop de-
segregation at the city line in the North. The Warren Court had 
ordered desegregation of city and suburbs in Charlotte in 1968, 
but Nixon’s Court refused to do so in 1974 in Detroit.
 Ironically, it was one of Nixon’s appointees, Lewis F. Powell 
Jr., who made one of the sharpest attacks on the false logic of 
the distinction the Court had drawn between de jure and de 
facto segregation. In his opinion in the Denver case, “concurring 
in part and dissenting in part,” Powell wrote:

We must recognize that the evil of operating separate schools is no 
less in Denver than in Atlanta. In my view we should abandon a 
distinction which long since has outlived its time, and formulate 
constitutional principles of national rather than merely regional 
application . . . I would not . . . perpetuate the de jure/de facto dis-
tinction nor would I leave to petitioners the initial tortuous effort 
of identifying “segregative acts” and deducing “segregative intent.” 
I would hold, quite simply, that where segregated public schools 
exist within a school district, there is a prima facie case that the 
duly constituted public authorities are suf fi ciently responsible to 
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warrant imposing upon them a nationally applicable burden to 
demonstrate that they nevertheless are operating a genuinely inte-
grated school system.

 Powell went on to note “in decreeing remedial requirements 
for the Charlotte- Mecklenburg school district,” the Court “dealt 
with a metropolitan, urbanized area in which the basic causes of 
segregation were generally similar to those in all sections of the 
country.” However, in the Detroit decision Powell contradicted 
himself, voting with the majority against a metropolitan rem-
edy on the grounds that suburban school districts had not been 
guilty of de jure discrimination. Powell feared that busing on the 
scale required in Detroit would be too disruptive, and he was 
especially reluctant to order busing of elementary school chil-
dren.23

 Justice William Brennan tried to win Powell over, noting that 
he and Powell agreed on the illogic of the de jure/de facto dis-
tinction. In a memo circulated to Powell and the other justices, 
however, Brennan recognized that while they could agree on the 
causes of segregation, they could not agree on the remedy:

Although Lewis [Powell] and I seem to share the view that de facto 
segregation and de jure segregation (as we have previously used 
those terms) should receive like constitutional treatment, we are 
in substantial disagreement, I think, on what that treatment should 
be. Unlike Lewis, I would retain the defi ni tion of the “af firmative 
duty to desegregate” set forth in our prior cases. Lewis’s approach 
has the virtue of discarding an illogical and unworkable distinc-
tion, but only at the price of a substantial retreat from our commit-
ment of the past twenty years to eliminate all vestiges of state- 
imposed segregation in the public schools. In my view, we can 
eliminate the distinction without cutting back on our commitment, 
and I would gladly do so.24

 But Powell voted with the Nixon majority in the Detroit case. 
Only a week after the Supreme Court overruled Judge Roth, the 
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U.S. House of Representatives passed a bill placing restrictions 
on busing to achieve school integration. Although it was not as 
strong as the bill Nixon had earlier endorsed, The New York 
Times noted that the Court’s decision “banning the busing of 
children across school district lines for desegregation in Detroit 
had made it easier for the House to accept” an anti- busing bill. 
Senator John L. McClellan of Arkansas, in a hearing on equal 
educational opportunity, accused the federal government of 
“monumental hypocrisy” in forcing southern schools to desegre-
gate to a level that was intolerable in the North. Mixing sarcasm 
with extensive citations of “flagrant violations,” McClellan as-
sailed both Democratic and Republican administrations for fail-
ing to act against what he called of fi cially sanctioned school seg-
regation in the North.25

 McClellan and Nixon both read the polls, and they knew a 
major shift in attitudes about school desegregation was under 
way. The North had no Jim Crow laws, but it had plenty of rac-
ism. In 1942 only 38 percent of white Americans agreed that 
whites and blacks should go to the same schools. It was not until 
1956, two years after the Supreme Court outlawed school segre-
gation in the South, that 50 percent of whites agreed that both 
races should attend the same schools, rising to 86 percent by 
1972 and 96 percent by the end of the century.26

 While there was wide agreement on the principle of racially 
integrated schools, there was bitter disagreement about how it 
should be achieved. In the 1960s, polls asking whites whether 
the government should intervene to bring about school integra-
tion revealed a major split between attitudes in the North and 
the South. In 1966, when most in the North saw resistance to 
school integration as primarily a southern problem, 60 percent 
of northern whites agreed that “Washington should see to it that 
white and black children go to the same schools”; only 35 per-
cent of those in the South held this view. By 1976, two years 
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 after the Supreme Court banned metropolitan busing in De-
troit, northern support for government intervention to integrate 
schools dropped to the same low level as in the South.27

 Although Black Power advocates argued against integration 
and in favor of keeping blacks in their neighborhood schools, a 
majority of African Americans continued to agree that govern-
ment should intervene to bring about integration. But even black 
support dipped from 86 to 76 percent after the Supreme Court’s 
Detroit decision. Asked spe cifi cally about cross- district busing 
in 1974, the year of much media coverage of the Detroit deci-
sion, 63 percent of blacks said they were in favor of “busing 
black and white children from one school district to another” to 
achieve racially desegregated schools, compared with only 15 
percent of whites.28

 George C. Wallace, the segregationist governor of Alabama, 
playing to white anxieties about integrated housing and deseg-
regated schools, made an impressive showing in a number of 
Democratic presidential primaries in 1972, earning more than 
40 percent of the vote in Maryland, Michigan, and Wisconsin.29 
By the mid- 1970s even liberal Democrats, especially those de-
pen dent on white suburban votes, were condemning busing. 
Senator Joseph R. Biden Jr., Democrat from Delaware at the 
time, attracted other liberals to an amendment that would “pre-
vent Federal bureaucrats from ordering busing.” Senator Jacob 
Javits, a liberal New York Republican who would not go along, 
said of those who did, “They’re scared to death of busing.”30

 Earlier, Senator Abraham Ribicoff of Connecticut had also 
risen to speak against the hypocrisy of condemning segregation 
only in the South:

Unfortunately, as the problem of racial isolation has moved north 
of the Mason- Dixon line, many northerners have bid an evasive 
farewell to the hundred- year- old struggle for racial equality. Our 
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motto seems to have been “Do to southerners what you do not 
want to do to yourself.” Good reasons have always been offered, of 
course, for not moving vigorously ahead in the North as well as 
the South. First, it was that the problem was worse in the South. 
Then the facts began to show that was no  longer true. We then 
began to hear the de facto–de jure refrain. Somehow residen-
tial segregation in the North was accidental or de facto and that 
made it better than the legally supported de jure segregation in the 
South. It was a hard distinction for black children in totally segre-
gated schools in the North to understand, but it allowed us to avoid 
the problem.31

 Justice Powell took plea sure in quoting Senator Ribicoff, who, 
like himself, also recognized the unfairness of applying a differ-
ent standard in the North than in the South. But Nixon’s test 
for his Supreme Court appointees had triumphed. As Haldeman 
had predicted, Nixon got his Court. And the Nixon Court never 
approved metropolitan desegregation in the North.32



6 What Should We Hope For?

Four years after Supreme Court Justice Lewis  
Powell Jr. supplied the deciding vote that quashed 

the Detroit metropolitan desegregation plan, he shifted his view 
closer to the position of the liberal minority on the Court on the 
issue of af firmative action. Powell again provided the deciding 
vote in a 5–4 decision that allowed colleges and universities to 
use race as a factor in college admissions.1 It is tempting to spec-
ulate that he might have voted differently on metropolitan de-
segregation if he had remained on the Court long enough to see 
the success of city- suburban busing in Raleigh and Charlotte.
 In 1954 virtually all members of the United States Senate and 
the House of Representatives from the Old South had signed the 
“Southern Manifesto” in opposition to the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion outlawing school segregation in Brown v. Board of Education. 
Despite this strong initial resistance, large- scale metropolitan 
desegregation was eventually achieved in the South. Would the 
anti- busing frenzy have resulted in a “Northern Manifesto” if the 
Supreme Court had ordered school desegregation in metropoli-
tan Detroit? Would the Supreme Court have voted differently or 
would public reaction to metropolitan desegregation have been 
different if we had known then what we know now?



Hope and Despair in the American City

158 

 Two generations of children have grown up since large- scale 
desegregation began in the South. Three de cades of research af-
ter the 1974 Detroit decision revealed much about the costs of 
continued segregation as well as the potential bene fits of racially 
and economically balanced schools. One question raised in the 
Detroit case has been answered. White flight from northern cit-
ies was, without a doubt, hastened by the Detroit decision. In 
Syracuse, 98 percent of all black residents of Onondaga County 
lived within the city, though countywide they made up only 9 
percent of the total population of 460,000. If Syracuse had de-
segregated on a countywide basis as Raleigh did, so that poor 
and minority students were spread throughout the system, inte-
gration would most likely have proceeded peacefully and effec-
tively. But because desegregation was restricted to the city, it 
was extremely dif fi cult to racially balance schools for long. And 
for most white parents, it was not a wrenching decision to move 
to the suburbs in order to avoid sending their children to low- 
performance schools that rapidly became overloaded with poor 
and minority pupils.
 In Raleigh, by contrast, where schools were fairly balanced 
throughout the county, and continuously rebalanced, few fami-
lies moved to another metropolitan area to avoid desegregation, 
and private school enrollment increased by only a few percent-
age points after the merger, even though the proportion of blacks 
in Wake County was nearly three times that in Syracuse’s Onon-
daga County. Virtually all middle-  and upper- class families in 
Raleigh and Wake County continued to enroll their children in 
the public schools. When schools re flect a fair balance of all 
children, parents feel their children are safe and do not believe 
the norms underlying a good school are going to be upset. Polls 
of Wake County parents strongly supported that view. In 2006, 
94 percent of parents agreed or strongly agreed with the state-
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ment: “My child’s school provides a high- quality educational 
program.” Ninety- six percent said it was “a safe place to learn.”2

 The norms of a good school are shaped more by the children 
who come through the door than the dollars spent on books, 
buildings, laboratories, teacher salaries, or other traditional mea-
sures of school quality. This was the find ing of a landmark study 
of equal educational opportunity by James Coleman in 1966.3 
The largest survey of schools up to that time, it was funded by 
Congress with the expectation that it would reveal wide dispari-
ties in traditional spending mea sures between black and white 
schools. The differences it found were not as large as expected, 
due partly to efforts in the South to provide equal facilities for 
black schools, as a way to undergird the “separate but equal” 
doctrine. Coleman’s research revealed that what really counted 
was who you went to school with. This find ing, which aston-
ished both Congress and most educators, was initially disputed 
by many and ignored by others.4 But Coleman’s central find ing 
has since been recon firmed in many studies: “The social compo-
sition of the student body is more highly related to achievement, 
in de pen dent of the student’s own social background, than is any 
other school factor.”5

 Simply put, Coleman found that the achievement of both poor 
and rich children was depressed by attending a school where 
most children came from low- income families. More important 
to the goal of achieving equal educational opportunity, he found 
that the achievement of poor children was raised by attending 
a predominantly middle- class school, while the achievement of 
af flu ent children in the school was not harmed. This was true 
even if per- pupil expenditures were the same at both schools. 
No research over the last forty years has overturned Coleman’s 
find ing that most of the achievement difference between schools 
was due to the family backgrounds of students attending those 
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schools, and that the high tide of achievement in a predomi-
nantly middle- class school raises all boats.
 Why is this so? Why should it matter who is sitting next to a 
child as long as the child pays attention, works hard, and does 
her homework? If we are only talking about two pupils, it  doesn’t 
matter if one is wealthy and the other is from the proj ects, or if 
one is white and the other black. But if we are talking about a 
school where 70 or 80 percent of those a child is likely to sit next 
to are from the proj ects, it makes a huge difference. The fact 
that poor parents are much more likely to have dropped out of 
school, to speak nonstandard En glish, to be unable to provide 
regular medical care or homework supervision  doesn’t change 
even if their children transfer to a school where most of their 
classmates are middle class. These poor children may still have 
bad teeth and start school without having heard bedtime stories. 
They may enter first grade with a smaller Standard En glish vo-
cabulary and may have more trouble learning to read.6 But many 
other things will change for these poor children in a school that 
is fairly balanced across lines of socioeconomic class, like those 
in Wake County.
 The norms of behavior, the language spoken, and the expecta-
tions of teachers will be vastly different. Gangs will not run the 
schools. The learning curve will be higher. Students and teach-
ers will no  longer have to confront a culture that ridicules tradi-
tional school achievement. Sloppy and vulgar speech are less 
likely to be tolerated. The vocabularies of poor children will 
grow as they interact with advantaged classmates. More will 
learn to read sooner. Teachers will not be overburdened and 
burned out, as they often are in high- poverty schools. Children 
will not have an easy time ducking homework assignments. Bet-
ter teachers with even higher expectations for what counts as 
good work will be attracted to these high- performing schools. 
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Teacher turnover will decrease. Poor children in predominantly 
middle- class schools may not achieve at the level of students 
who start school far more advantaged than they are. But more 
poor children will reach grade level, and they will graduate in 
far greater numbers.
 Those who believe the Supreme Court was right to halt met-
ropolitan desegregation plans in the North often portray such 
plans as unnecessary and burdensome. They denigrate them 
as utopian schemes of social engineering that freedom- loving 
Americans should resist. They point to highly publicized inner- 
city academies like KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program) that 
have achieved powerful results without “forced busing.” These 
are good schools, and they have been successful partly for the 
same reason that Raleigh has: they changed the norms that are 
operative in most inner- city schools. They did it by setting re-
quirements for  longer school days (starting as early as 6:30 a.m. 
and often not ending until 5 p.m.), Saturday classes, mandatory 
summer school, and behavioral contracts with parents.
 A similarly successful private school I visited in Harlem re-
quired that a guardian accompany the student applicant for a 
full- day visit to the school. On completion of the visit, the pro-
spective student had to write an essay explaining what the 
school was about and why he or she wanted to attend. Students 
and parents who find out about such schools and commit the 
time and effort to apply and abide by these stringent rules are a 
small subset of impoverished inner- city families. They tend to 
be children from stable homes with the most motivated parents 
(or a single parent) who enforce strong beliefs in educational 
achievement and who back up school norms governing good be-
havior and academic effort. When drawn to a KIPP academy 
or a similar school with other like- minded parents, they rein-
force those norms. They con firm Coleman’s find ings that paren-
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tal background factors are critical to establishing a context for 
higher achievement. But such schools are few in number—is-
lands of hope in a sea of poverty, as a recent report funded by 
the Gates Foundation con firmed.7

 In 2004 KIPP and other charter schools enrolled only 2 per-
cent of all public school students in the nation. Many of them 
did no better than other public schools in improving the achieve-
ment of children in high- poverty schools. In Washington, D.C., a 
city that enrolled 26 percent of its pupils in charter schools in 
2005—one of the highest rates in the nation—only 12 percent of 
its eighth grade students reached pro fi ciency in reading and 7 
percent in math.8 No city like Washington or Syracuse with high 
concentrations of schools in poverty has been able to replicate 
the success of KIPP and similar exceptional schools on a city-
wide basis. By creating fairly balanced schools on a countywide 
basis, Wake County changed the norms in all schools attended 
by poor students.

Wake Is Not the Only One

While Wake has been a leader in closing the achievement gap, 
metropolitan desegregation has also markedly improved aca-
demic achievement of poor and minority pupils in other dis-
tricts. The most successful desegregation occurred in the South, 
especially in the countywide school districts that are common in 
many southern states, and later through city- suburban mergers. 
Massive resistance and delaying tactics blocked desegregation 
for more than a de cade: only 2 percent of black students had 
entered white schools in the South by 1964. But by 1988 south-
ern schools were the most integrated in the nation, with 44 per-
cent of black students attending schools that were majority 
white, compared with only 23 percent of blacks in the North-
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east. Equally important, in 2003 there were three times as many 
poor minority students attending af flu ent schools (those with 
less than 10 percent of their students receiving free and reduced 
lunch) in the South as there were in the Northeast.9

 Charlotte’s school merger with Mecklenburg County in 1971, 
though court- ordered, achieved out comes that were nearly as 
remarkable as Raleigh’s. Being one of the earliest metropolitan 
plans, it was also one of the most studied. The first few years of 
integration saw considerable turbulence, and ten high schools 
closed for short periods due to racial tension. But eventually, sig-
nifi cant gains were made. Roslyn Arlen Mickelson’s fif teen- year 
study showed not only that desegregation bene fited both black 
and white students but that students who attended desegregated 
schools for more years accrued more bene fits: “The more time 
both black and white students spend in desegregated elemen-
tary schools, the higher their standardized test scores in middle 
and high school and the higher their track placements in sec-
ondary schools.”10

 Chattanooga, Tennessee, offers an interesting parallel with 
both Syracuse and Raleigh. It was a declining industrial city of 
about the same size as Syracuse that had tried the usual paths to 
revival. It had cleaned up downtown, torn down substandard 
housing, and built a $45 million aquarium on the banks of the 
Tennessee River in hopes of becoming a “destination city.” But 
this was not enough to reverse the decline. After years of shrink-
ing school enrollments and mushrooming expenses, with some 
of the lowest test scores in the state, the city’s business and civic 
leadership came together to convince voters that excellent pub-
lic schools were the missing link in their chain of hopes for 
Chattanooga. As in Raleigh, they feared Chattanooga was be-
coming the hole in a donut of metropolitan prosperity. “We need 
to be concerned about the overall school system because it’s re-
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lated to our economic health,” said Ronald O’Neal, owner of a 
large plumbing and manufacturing company and president of 
the Hamilton County School Board. “That’s what draws compa-
nies in. They want to know about our schools.”
 Chattanooga’s School Board decided to follow Nashville and 
Knoxville on the road to merger with the suburbs. It  wasn’t easy. 
The city schools’ 155,000 pupils were 65 percent black, while 
schools in Hamilton County were 95 percent white. There were 
fears of massive busing and loss of teaching jobs in a merged 
system. After two years of debate, the city chose merger in 1997 
by a referendum vote of 22,694 to 19,044. For three years after 
the merger, as the consolidated system designed new approaches 
to teaching and learning in more diverse schools, test scores 
were nearly flat. But by 2000 Chattanooga–Hamilton County be-
came one of the fastest- improving school systems in the state. 
Over the next seven years the dropout rate was cut in half, and 
75 percent of all students graduated from high school in 2007. 
Passing rates for black children in grades three through eight 
rose to 81 percent in math and 83 percent in reading by that 
year, while rates for low- income students were 83 percent in 
math and 85 percent in reading. “The merger brought new en-
ergy not just in the schools, but in the community,” said Dan-
iel Challener, president of the Public Education Foundation. “It 
was a catalyst for greater community involvement and invest-
ment.”11

 Louisville, Kentucky, like Charlotte, had once operated sepa-
rate schools for whites and blacks. It had been ordered in 1975 
to develop a metropolitan desegregation plan for schools in the 
city and Jefferson County. Black achievement rose and drop-
out rates fell. President Ronald Reagan’s secretary of education, 
Terrel H. Bell, called Jefferson County’s desegregation plan the 
most successful in the country. In 2001, after a federal court de-
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clared Jefferson County “unitary,” or free of the vestiges of past 
discrimination, the district acted to prevent resegregation. A 
study of 38 districts that had been declared “unitary” showed 
that in fact sig nifi cant resegregation had occurred in most dis-
tricts.
 Charlotte was one of them. Though most Charlotte schools 
remained racially balanced, resegregation increased when Char-
lotte  adopted a neighborhood school policy after being declared 
unitary in 2002. In the South overall, the percentage of blacks 
in majority- white schools dropped from a peak of 44 percent in 
1988 to 28 percent in 2005.12

 Louisville and Jefferson County voluntarily  adopted a man-
aged choice plan to maintain racial balance among its 97,000 
students, which were one third black overall. As in Raleigh, par-
ents could list their preferences, but assignments were tailored 
to sustain a black enrollment of at least 15 percent but no more 
than 50 percent. Jefferson County schools continued to make 
prog ress. More than 80 percent of black and 77 percent of white 
graduates strongly agreed that it was important for “my long- 
term success in life” to have attended desegregated schools.13

 But in 2007 the Supreme Court struck down Jefferson Coun-
ty’s voluntary plan on the grounds that assignment by race was 
unconstitutional now that Louisville and Jefferson County had 
jointly eliminated their previous race- based school systems. The 
Court’s decision, by a 5 to 4 vote, did permit taking race into ac-
count within narrow limits, such as drawing attendance zones 
for new schools or allocating resources for special programs, but 
it eliminated most voluntary desegregation programs based on 
race. That decision may lead Louisville and other districts to 
adopt Raleigh’s policy of balancing schools by family income 
rather than race, as Fairfax County, Virginia, has done.14 There 
is strong evidence to support such a policy.
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Why Class and Income Trump Race

A national study of 913 high schools completed in 2005 con-
firmed the bene fit of socioeconomically balanced schools. It 
found that “schools serving mostly lower- income students tend 
to be or ga nized and operated differently than those serving more 
af flu ent students.” The differences paralleled those in Raleigh 
and were traceable to four characteristics of balanced schools: 
higher teacher expectations, greater amounts of homework, 
more rigorous courses, and students’ feelings of safety. Poor stu-
dents in schools balanced according to income learned, on aver-
age, twice as much as those in high- poverty schools.15

 In much of the discussion of desegregation, race is often used 
as a proxy for income or social class. Studies frequently refer to 
“poor blacks” or “low- income minorities.” Such usage is under-
standable: blacks and minorities are disproportionately poor. 
But class or income trumps race as a determinant of academic 
achievement.16 When black and white students of similar in-
come and parental education are compared, most of the racial 
difference disappears. This is true whether one is comparing test 
scores or mea sures of behavior in school. A study of antisocial 
behavior calculated the frequency of noncooperative behavior, 
dishonesty, disobedience, and violence among twelve- year- olds. 
A comparison of the raw scores of all black children in the sam-
ple with all whites indicated that blacks were markedly more 
antisocial than whites, a thirteen- point difference. But when 
blacks and whites of similar social class and parental educa-
tion were compared, the differences were negligible: only three 
points, an antisocial score of 53 for blacks and 50 for whites. 
The average antisocial score of the poorest children, regardless 
of race, was 49, but it was only 28 for children in the best- off 
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families. The real difference in school behavior was family in-
come.17

 Without a doubt, poor black children bear the additional dis-
advantage of historic discrimination because of skin color. Con-
tinued efforts to achieve racial desegregation are jus ti fied on that 
ground alone, although the composition of the current Supreme 
Court makes it highly unlikely that this argument will prevail. 
But when poor black children are integrated with poor whites, 
as happened in parts of Boston and in some rural districts in the 
South, neither black nor white children made gains. The real 
gains come from integration by class or income. In recognition 
of overwhelming research evidence supporting this proposition, 
Wake County in January 2000 became the first large school dis-
trict to adopt income rather than race as the principal mea sure 
of balance. The new policy stipulated, first, that no school would 
be majority- poor—that is, the percentage of students eligible for 
free or reduced- price lunch would not exceed 40 percent. And 
second, no school would have more than 25 percent of its stu-
dents reading below grade level.
 Wake County was not abandoning hope for continued racial 
balance. The School Board understood that a high proportion of 
black and Hispanic families were poor. In 1994 nearly a third of 
the county’s minority students read below grade level, and more 
than half of them received subsidized lunches, while only 15 
percent of whites fell into either category. Economic integration 
would bring about sig nifi cant racial balance as well. But by 2000 
Wake was also aware that the courts were turning against racial 
assignment. The Fourth District Court of Appeals, which had 
jurisdiction over North Carolina, had recently barred the use of 
race as a basis for student assignments in Arlington, Virginia.
 Stephen Wray, chair of the Wake School Board, explained the 
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board’s unanimous vote for the change: “Our objective has 
shifted from racial diversity to one that is focused on achieve-
ment. I am comfortable with racial diversity being a by- product 
of this new plan. Still, it is important to understand the differ-
ence.” Bill Fletcher, a conservative member of the board sensi-
tive to complaints about busing, agreed: “The issue for me has 
always been educational effectiveness. That’s what this policy is 
about, it’s not social engineering.”18 The income- balance policy 
indeed proved to be educationally effective, and it was politi-
cally effective as well. It did not slow Wake’s success in closing 
the racial achievement gap, but it did manage to sidestep future 
court challenges to Wake’s long- standing racial balance plan. 
All poor children—whites, blacks, Asians, and Hispanics—bene-
fited. Most importantly, it was highly effective in maintaining 
Wake’s reputation as a place where there are no bad schools—
an enormous boon for economic prosperity in the region.
 While sig nifi cant gains can occur solely by changing the com-
plexion and social- class composition of students within schools, 
those gains can be frustrated if students are resegregated within 
the school by shunting poor or black children into a separate 
track where academic demands are low and where classes are 
taught by the least able teachers. Studies of racial desegregation 
have shown exactly that trend in some schools.19 Wake County 
did not let this happen. Not only were children’s expectations 
changed by being placed in classrooms where most of their 
peers were doing their homework and coming to class ready to 
work, but teachers’ expectations were changed as well.
 Wake’s new culture of teaching in a data- driven system 
brought teachers together in teams to look at how all children at 
each grade- level were performing, not just the children in indi-
vidual classrooms. Teachers began to question one another about 
why poor Hispanic boys were reading so poorly in some third 
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grade classrooms but not in others. Principals redirected funds 
and extra teachers toward low- performing children, in the form 
of catch- up classes, extra tutoring after school, and summer pro-
grams. Wake’s reputation helped the county recruit teachers 
from other states who knew they were not going to be assigned 
to inner- city schools that had become not much more than ware-
houses for poor, low- performing students.
 That perception also attracted top administrative talent from 
inside and outside the system. Some principals elsewhere were 
willing to come to Wake as assistant principals, just to be part 
of a system that was making history and truly providing equal 
educational opportunity to all children. Wake made a point of 
rewarding high performance with bonuses. Teachers who dem-
onstrated teaching excellence by passing the rigorous National 
Board cer ti fi ca tion program received an extra 12 percent of their 
base salary. By 2008 Wake County had the highest percentage of 
nationally certified teachers of any urban school district in the 
country.
 What happened outside of school was just as important. The 
politics of maintaining public support for balanced schools was 
a creative and ceaseless effort. Once it  adopted a policy of eco-
nomic balance, Wake never stopped selling it. The leadership of 
the school system, especially Superintendent Bill McNeal and 
his successor, Del Burns, never assumed that all parents would 
understand the rationale or, if they did, would agree that it was 
worth busing children out of their neighborhood to keep schools 
integrated by social class. They founded the Wake Partnership—
an annual conference of parents, business leaders, politicians, 
and principals—to explain what the system was achieving and 
to set new goals. It usually drew several thousand par tic i pants. 
A citizen task force wrote a report, “Healthy Schools,” about the 
bene fits of Wake’s policy that won wide attention in the media. 
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Socioeconomic balance became part of the ev eryday language 
that teachers and parents used to talk about Wake’s educational 
rationale.
 Because of the in flux of new families drawn to Raleigh’s 
booming economy, new schools were opened ev ery year, and 
reassignments were often necessary to keep the system in bal-
ance. Wake’s wide va ri ety of magnet schools, with their differ-
ent academic emphases, gave parents a lot of choices, but inevi-
tably some parents did not get the school they wanted for their 
child. The administration tried to be responsive and make ad-
justments, but still not all parents got a satisfactory choice. They 
had an opportunity to voice their complaints at public hearings 
held throughout the county each year. These lengthy hearings 
imposed a burden on the School Board, but as board member 
Tom Oxholm explained, “We’ve learned to handle this like the 
Department of Transportation handles new highways. Not ev-
ery one is going to like it. But it helps that ev ery one gets a hear-
ing.”20 The busing policy was re fined over the years to minimize 
complaints by reducing time on the bus and maintaining stabil-
ity of enrollment within each school whenever possible.
 The overwhelming majority of Wake parents were convinced 
that busing was worth it. Despite challenges from those who fa-
vored a neighborhood school policy, for more than three de cades 
Wake citizens elected a School Board majority that supported 
balanced schools. Poll data also showed a dramatic shift nation-
ally over those years in favor of diversity. In Gallup polls, 72 
percent of white parents said in 1963 that they would not send 
their children to a school that was majority black. By 1990, that 
number had shrunk to only 34 percent. While questions that 
implied “forced busing” were opposed by a majority of whites, 
60 percent of whites polled by Public Agenda supported “re-
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drawing district lines to combine mostly black and mostly white 
districts into one school district,” as Wake County did.21

 Wake parents’ con fi dence in the bene fits of its balance poli-
cies was not shaken by debates about whether the reported aca-
demic gains of their children were as substantial as claimed. 
Some observers have claimed that North Carolina and other 
states lowered the bar on state tests to avoid penalties under the 
federal No Child Left Behind law that required annual testing of 
all public school children. But Wake set its goal of 95 percent 
passing before the federal law was passed, and there has been 
no evidence that North Carolina watered down its tests or that 
the remarkable closure of the test gap between black and white 
children in Wake was a sham. Both North Carolina and New 
York received above- average ratings in a recent comparison of 
the quality of their state testing programs.22 Wake’s pupils have 
done well on the SAT, which many college admissions of fi cers 
regard as the gold standard of verbal and mathematical achieve-
ment. Wake students also sig nifi cantly exceeded national aver-
ages on Advanced Placement tests.23

Teaching beyond the Test

Remarkable as Wake’s success has been in shrinking the test gap 
between black and white pupils, it obscures other even more 
important achievements. As a nation, we have over- focused if 
not fixated on testing. But test scores explain only a small part of 
the reasons why people are successful in later life. In an inge-
nious study of life success as mea sured by occupational sta tus 
and income, Christopher Jencks found that school grades and 
test scores explained only a fifth of adult success. What mat-
tered more might be called the Woody Allen virtues: showing up 
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and sticking with it. Much of the variance in success later in life 
could be at tri buted not to grades or class standing but to whether 
students fin ished high school at all. This was true even when 
Jencks compared male siblings in the same family, thus control-
ling to some degree for family environment and genetic inheri-
tance.24 Poor and minority children in Wake were more likely 
to stay in school and graduate than poor and minority children 
in Syracuse or other cities where they were trapped in schools 
with high concentrations of poverty and low expectations.
 Employers increasingly value those who can resolve con flicts 
and work cooperatively in diverse teams across lines of race and 
class in order to solve problems. Raleigh children of different 
races and family backgrounds have been learning to cooperate 
in classroom proj ects for two generations, and when they enter 
the workplace they help Raleigh’s economy prosper. Some peo-
ple dismiss diversity claims as liberal rhetoric, but the econo-
mist Scott Page has shown mathematically that diversity matters 
in firms and in political decision- making as well as in schools. 
Diverse perspectives “increase the number of solutions that a 
collection of people can find by creating different connections 
among the possible solutions,” Page’s research showed.
 Mixing groups by class or race does not guarantee a diversity 
of views—think of the radical Weathermen whose diverse social 
origins could not override a rigid ideology that led to planting 
bombs in the 1960s. Conversely, homogeneity  doesn’t always 
lead to shared perspectives—both George W. Bush and John 
Kerry were af flu ent white graduates of Yale, and yet their politi-
cal views were dramatically different. But for solving tough 
problems in business or politics, the best bet is to bring together 
large groups of diverse people with different perspectives. Page 
claimed that diversity trumps not only homogeneity but also 
ability. That is, one is likely to get a better solution to a problem 
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from a random selection of law school graduates with diverse 
backgrounds and perspectives than from a group of the highest 
ranked whites with similar backgrounds.
 Page’s mathematical models showed that diverse groups were 
better at making predictions and that “a group’s errors depend 
in equal parts on the ability of its members to predict and their 
diversity.”25 His work reminded me not only of Raleigh’s class-
rooms, where children bene fit from diversity, but also of my vis-
its to Japanese schools, where fourth- grade children of diverse 
abilities would spend a whole morning in small groups trying to 
arrange jugs and containers of different sizes and shapes into 
order by volume. Teachers spent as much time discussing with 
the class how some groups reasoned incorrectly to arrive at the 
wrong answers as they did probing the methods of those who 
got it right. Japanese elementary schools strive to maximize the 
intelligence of the group, and perhaps this helps explain why 
their students rank among the highest in the world in mathe-
matical achievement. Virtually no student is allowed to fail.
 Children also bene fit in other ways from attending diverse 
schools. Follow- up studies of children from inner- city schools in 
Boston, St. Louis, and Hartford who were voluntarily bused to 
suburban schools showed that they experienced major gains in 
social cap ital. Under the in flu ence of middle- class peers, teenag-
ers who formerly did not even understand the word “resume” 
began to think about how to build one. As adults, they were 
more likely to obtain white- collar and professional jobs, to live 
in integrated neighborhoods, and to have white friends.26 The 
Gautreaux study of children from Chicago housing proj ects 
whose parents were given vouchers to move to the suburbs and 
attend schools there had fewer disciplinary problems, performed 
better in sports, got better jobs with better bene fits, and were 
more likely to attend college than similar children who stayed in 
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city schools. Robert Crain’s follow- up studies of Hartford chil-
dren showed that bused children had fewer dif fi culties with po-
lice and that teenage girls were less like to have a child before 
age 18.27

 Perhaps the largest scale experiment of integration by social 
class and race occurred in the U.S. armed forces. Follow- up 
studies of thousands of poor blacks who served in Vietnam 
showed that they earned substantially more in civilian life than 
blacks from the same background who had not served. Much of 
this difference in outcome was attributable to the wider social 
networks black soldiers acquired as well as their ability to coop-
erate effectively across boundaries of race and class. Twice as 
many blacks as whites re- enlisted in order to take advantage of 
educational bene fits within the military and the extension of the 
GI Bill for postser vice bene fits. At the end of the Vietnam War, 
14 percent of all army sergeants were black. By 1990 a third of 
sergeants were black, as were 12 percent of commissioned of-
ficers. Colin L. Powell became chairman of the Joints Chief of 
Staff at a time when less than 1 percent of senior executives in 
the private sector were black. In the army more than 7 percent 
of generals were African American.
 Integration was a crucial first step, but the army realized that 
it could not create integrated fight ing units if it continued to pro-
mote only whites. When the sociologists Charles Moskos and 
John Sibley Butler looked closely at how the army brought black 
of fi cers up through the ranks, they found it was not the result of 
setting ar ti fi cial promotion quotas. Rather, the army set objec-
tive goals and provided compensatory educational programs so 
that minorities and the poor would qualify for promotion. While 
these programs were being developed, bottlenecks developed 
and fewer blacks were able to pass the quali fi ca tion tests for 
promotion. But these problems were eventually worked out, and 
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those who received promotions were seen by their fellow sol-
diers as having earned the job. This was true all the way up to 
the level of general. The best route to generalship was through 
West Point, but in 1968 only one out of a hundred plebes enter-
ing the academy were black. The army began coaching promis-
ing black and white enlisted men so that they could pass en-
trance tests to a special school that provided an extra year of 
studies to prepare students for rigorous college- level work at 
West Point. By 1993, 84 blacks were part of the entering class 
at the academy, and 40 percent of those black plebes were en-
listed men who came through the army’s racially integrated 
prep school.
 Schools for the children of of fi cers and enlisted men and 
 women were also integrated by race and class. Nationwide, the 
average SAT combined score in 1994 was 741 for black school-
children and 940 for whites. But in schools run by the military, 
the gap was narrower—804 for blacks and 945 for whites—
showing again that balanced schools raised the achievement of 
poor and minority children without depressing the achievement 
of whites. And sig nifi cantly, the percentage of seniors in Defense 
Department high schools who were planning to enter college 
upon graduation was almost the same for both racial groups: 69 
percent for whites and 64 percent for blacks.28

Lessons Learned

What lessons can be drawn from the Raleigh story? There are 
many strands woven into the tale of Raleigh’s urban renaissance, 
among them an exceptional biracial cooperation stretching back 
to the Reconstruction period after the Civil War. Some of the 
strands are common to other modern cities of the South that 
also drew new industries with tax breaks in states that were less 
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 union- friendly than those in the North. But not all cities in the 
South or even North Carolina prospered as did Raleigh—nearby 
Rocky Mount and Fayetteville are two examples.
 Raleigh’s growth was characterized by a smart urban policy. It 
bulldozed less and conserved more of the attractive old city by 
adopting a transportation policy that ran big interstates around 
the city rather than through it, as did Syracuse. Raleigh was an 
early developer of mixed- used zoning within the city, combining 
attractive apartments with ground- floor retail space in a way 
that drew residents back into lively city streets that felt safe. It 
cap italized on its university assets by cooperating with the state 
to establish the Research Triangle Park in the 1950s.
 The Research Triangle was mostly pine woods for many years. 
It did not really take off until after the merger of Raleigh and 
Wake County schools. Business leaders took an aggressive role 
in making the consolidation happen. They feared that the de-
cline of Raleigh’s inner city would soon become an implosion, 
creating a dead core that would discourage investment in the 
region. They knew that pro gres sive technology- based firms 
would not be attracted to a dying city that pro jected an image of 
the old integration- resistant South. They wanted racially diverse, 
topnotch schools that would prepare the children of current em-
ployees to work in a diverse global economy and would draw 
talent to the area.
 A 2007 Brookings Report on America’s cities found that two 
of the major causes of decline in cities like Syracuse was that 
they neglected to adapt to the new electronic, information- driven 
global economy and they failed to overcome the extreme eco-
nomic and residential isolation of the poor and minorities in the 
inner city. Many of these declining urban centers have a 30 per-
cent gap on average eighth grade math and reading tests com-
pared with test scores statewide. Of the 301 cities in the Brook-
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ings study, all of which had a population over 50,000, those in 
the bottom fifth on mea sures of economic health and growth 
(which included Syracuse) were also the most racially segre-
gated.29

 If economically and racially balanced schools are the key to 
revitalizing declining cities, is there a way to put that keystone 
back in the arch of urban renewal? Could the Detroit decision 
be reversed? It’s unlikely. Yet the rationale for Detroit’s metro-
politan desegregation plan is in some ways more persuasive to-
day than it was in 1974 when it fell one vote shy of a majority 
in the Supreme Court. The four justices voting in the minority 
thought the Michigan courts were right in find ing that the pat-
terns of segregation were caused by a web of housing discrimi-
nation and other actions by the state that maintained segregated 
schools—despite the fact that suburban districts did not legally 
bar black students from attending these predominantly white 
schools. The increasing concentration of segregated and impov-
erished schools that these justices predicted in 1974 has be-
come a reality today in Detroit, Syracuse, and much of urban 
America.
 In 2005 nearly eight of ten students who entered ninth grade 
in Detroit dropped out before graduation—the highest dropout 
rate of any city in the country.30 If the Supreme Court had 
not struck down the Detroit plan in its 1974 Milliken v. Bradley 
decision, metropolitan desegregation would have been widely 
 adopted throughout the rest of urban America, and cities like 
Syracuse would be stunningly different today. But the odds are 
heavily against a reversal of the Milliken decision, given the 
present composition of the Supreme Court. However, through-
out our nation’s history, minority opinions have later become 
majority opinions. It took sixty years for the Court to reverse 
the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision that declared “separate but 
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equal” schools for blacks constitutional. Perhaps one day the 
mounting evidence of the damage done by the Detroit decision 
may bring some future Court to reverse it. However, it would 
most likely do so not by trying to address the issue of racial di-
versity head- on but by upholding the principle of economic bal-
ance  adopted in Raleigh.
 The No Child Left Behind legislation enacted by Congress in 
2001—and coming up for renewal in 2009–2010—required test-
ing of all children in reading and mathematics in grades three 
through eight each year, with the aim of reaching pro fi ciency 
in both subjects for all children by 2014. It was not a national 
test—each state designed its own tests tailored to the curricu-
lum teachers must follow in that state. Schools were expected to 
make “adequate yearly prog ress” toward the pro fi ciency goal not 
only for the school as a whole but for groups of students de fined 
by race, poverty, language, and disability. Schools that failed for 
three years in a row were required to offer pupils free tutoring 
and the option to transfer to a school where most pupils were 
passing. But these were limited to within- district transfers, and 
in most major cities there were few seats for the thousands of 
poor pupils in failing schools. Nationally, only a fifth of failing 
students received any tutoring, and what they got was so limited 
as to show no sig nifi cant gains in learning. The law’s require-
ment that pupils in urban schools be taught by quali fied teach-
ers—those who were fully certified and prepared in the subjects 
they were assigned to teach—was largely ignored.31

 In California alone, more than a thousand of its 9,500 schools 
were branded chronic failures in 2007. Most of these schools 
had high poverty enrollments. Nationally, more than a quarter 
of all public schools (25,000 of 90,000 total) failed some tests. 
After five years of failing, a school could be shut down under 
provisions of the NCLB law. About 5,000 failing schools enroll-
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ing about 2.5 million children were estimated to qualify for a 
shutdown as of 2008.32

 Carmen Schroeder, the superintendent of a high- poverty dis-
trict in Los Angeles, would like to close some of the worst- 
performing schools—59 of the 91 schools in her district have 
consistently failed. But she has no place to send these needy pu-
pils.33 Her problem is one faced by urban educators throughout 
America. Nationwide, 411 school districts faced sanctions for 
failing schools in 2008.34 So why not offer to send children from 
failing schools to places where most of the successful schools 
are located—in the suburbs? Such a remedy would have the best 
political and practical chance of success if it operated as a vo-
luntary public school voucher plan. Children in failing schools 
in districts where there are no available places in a successful 
school (or where successful schools would themselves become 
high- poverty schools if more classrooms were added for these 
children) would be offered vouchers to buy themselves a seat in 
a successful public school in another district.
 The vouchers would need to be ample enough to provide a 
genuine incentive for suburban schools. They should cover the 
costs not only of busing but of additional teachers, counseling, 
tutoring, and even construction of some new schools. Each sub-
urban school system might be offered a bonus for par tic i pa tion 
to ensure that local school taxes do not rise as a result of their 
accepting voucher students. And conversely, state and federal 
funds could be withheld from successful districts that refuse 
to accept vouchers from the “children left behind.” If a such a 
carrot- and- stick approach was able to desegregate schools in the 
South in the 1960s and 1970s, why  wouldn’t it work in Syracuse 
and many other cities in the North today?
 As in Raleigh, vouchers should offer parents from failing 
schools a “controlled choice.” They would list their preferred 
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schools, and the accepting districts would allocate pupils so that 
no school went beyond the tipping point of low- income students. 
Even if only 10 percent of eligible parents sought voucher trans-
fers for their children, the bene fits would be considerable. On 
the other hand, if massive numbers applied, the system should 
give priority to the neediest children, or else a lottery should 
be held giving an equal chance to all applicants from failing 
schools. The legal grounds for such a remedy would seem unas-
sailable—they flow from the requirements set forth in existing 
law. It would not be a race- based program, though many minor-
ity children as well as poor white children in failing schools 
would be the beneficiaries. It would be a voluntary plan that 
does not rely on “forced” busing. It would be grounded in strong 
evidence from the social sciences that economically balanced 
schools bene fit the poor without harming middle- class students.
 It is important to remember that the merger of Raleigh’s city 
schools with those in its suburbs was accomplished voluntarily, 
without a court order. Merger did, however, require political or-
ga ni za tion to pass enabling legislation in the state legislature, 
followed by approval of the county and city school boards. That 
could still be accomplished in Syracuse, and for the same rea-
sons: the realization that a declining inner- city core will eventu-
ally damage the health of the suburbs and the regional economy, 
and the recognition of the moral imperative to provide equal 
educational opportunity for all children.
 There has been more discussion of such matters in Syracuse 
in the last de cade, though most of it has been limited to cost- 
cutting consolidation of policing, purchasing, and other ser vices. 
No candidate for major political of fice has dared to mention 
merging school districts on a metropolitan basis. Existing state 
law is less friendly to merger in New York, and obtaining the 
cooperation of a multitude of suburban school districts would 
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require extraordinary courage and political leadership. Merger 
and redistricting could be achieved more easily in other states, 
though even in Syracuse it is not impossible—if the political will 
could be summoned to do so.
 Even without a new federal law, what could and should hap-
pen in more cities would be the kind of voluntary transfer pro-
gram in which poor and minority inner- city students are bused 
to participating suburban districts, as Boston has done for over 
four de cades with considerable success in its METCO program. 
Though such a plan was rejected when Syracuse’s first black 
school superintendent suggested it in the mid- 1970s, a voluntary 
one- way busing program is more likely to win acceptance today 
in the wake of research documenting the strong positive effects 
on the lives of Boston children who got on the buses for subur-
ban schools more than forty years ago. The METCO system is 
still alive and well today.35

 In the mid- 1980s when I taught for two years at Hamilton 
High, the school had survived riots and was beginning to show 
some success.36 Although white flight had taken a toll, the school 
retained a core of middle- class students, and grades and disci-
pline among both black and white students had improved under 
a strong principal. Hamilton was Syracuse’s leading high school, 
much like Broughton High in Raleigh. But when I went back to 
the school twenty years later to help teach a course in urban 
anthropology for two years, it was nothing like Broughton. The 
high school, like the city, had become increasingly poor and mi-
nority.37

 In the years 2003 to 2005 I performed an experiment like the 
one I had conducted at Broughton: I asked students at Hamilton 
High to write a letter describing their school to a cousin who 
was about to move to Syracuse. The letters were devastating. 
Although some students felt it was still possible to get a good 
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education if you worked hard and got the right teachers, they 
lamented that many of the neediest students were poorly taught. 
They described their school as one that was “expected to be low 
quality and trashy.” Nearly all students mentioned the degrad-
ing metal detectors they passed through each morning, although 
the searches offered little real protection. “They are more 
of a thing so that the administration can tell people they’re do-
ing it.”
 Such cynicism was pervasive, especially about the school’s 
sloganeering. As one student wrote to his cousin: “As soon as 
you get here you will see signs all over the place with ‘Commu-
nity of Caring’ on them. It’s supposed to symbolize respect, 
trust, caring and responsibility. You  don’t find much of that here. 
Many aren’t respectful. They talk back to teachers or bad mouth 
other students. There is garbage all over the halls and the bath-
rooms are filthy with pee all over the floors and graffiti on the 
walls.” The school had had three principals in four years, and 
most teachers were afraid to discipline students or to expect 
much of them. One student wrote: “Well, now let’s get down to 
business. You got it, the rules. We have rules but no one follows 
them. If a kid  comes in drunk or high the administration  doesn’t 
care.” Another offered this explanation: “Teachers come to a 
place like Hamilton with ambitions but once they get here they 
get lost in the disruptiveness of the students. Hamilton is filled 
with low expectations . . . If you  don’t expect excellence from 
your students they will turn in crap.”
 As part of their research, some students in the class made vis-
its to suburban schools. Most had never been to such a place 
and could hardly believe the contrast: “As I walked through the 
halls of this suburban school I was in total awe of the immacu-
late classrooms. Everything seemed to be new and shiny. The 
school  wasn’t dark and outdated. Teachers used new technology 
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to teach their classes and there  wasn’t a lack of anything. I felt 
a sense of jealousy, like I was being gypped.” Another wrote: 
“White flight is no fiction. The city has been abandoned whole-
sale. It has had a profound effect. It has taken a pool of human 
potential away, and also drained money away.”
 A minority boy in the class had arranged to visit one of the 
most af flu ent high schools in the suburbs. But when the princi-
pal saw him interviewing students in the cafeteria about why 
they thought their nearly all- white school was so much better 
equipped than Hamilton High, he was asked to leave. He told 
his classmates: “I felt like I was in another country and was be-
ing expelled.” The “expelled” student put the question America 
faces in its starkest form. In places like Syracuse, an invisible 
wall between city and suburbs has created two countries de-
fined most clearly by separate educational systems—one primar-
ily for the poor, and the other for the middle and upper classes. 
Many students on one side of that wall have come to believe 
they are losers, while those on the other side have been taught 
to believe they are destined for success. The choice between Ra-
leigh and Syracuse is the choice between hope and despair, the 
choice between one America and two Americas.
 The United States has been shaped by the twin values of lib-
erty and equality. But for the most part liberty has trumped 
equality in “the land of the free and the home of the brave.” In 
America, you can become as rich as you want, say what you 
want, and live as you please with fewer restrictions than any 
other country on earth. The power of the private purse is very 
great, for those who have one. We have never sought equality of 
condition or enforced equality of out comes. But we have be-
lieved in the principles of equal access and equal opportunity, 
especially equal educational opportunity. According to the Amer-
ican creed, wealth does not need to be forcibly equalized be-
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cause over time, if all children are provided equal educational 
opportunities and a chance to compete for their share of the 
good life, wealth will redistribute itself in a meritocratic way. 
Equal educational opportunity keeps the gates of promise open 
and prevents America from establishing impassable walls of so-
cial class and privilege.
 During the colonial period, this principle was enshrined in the 
founding of the New En gland common school open to children 
of all social classes. It sharply differentiated America from its 
mother country. At the time that the common school was spread-
ing westward across the United States, En gland passed its 1834 
Poor Law Amendment Act, which decreed that workhouses for 
the poor should punish them for their debts and other failures, 
by separating husbands from wives, parents from children. A 
conservative En glish newspaper denounced the act, writing that 
it set the poor “apart like beasts in a cage, staked off from their 
fellow men, and regarded as beings of a different caste.”38

 It is not enough just to throw money over the wall to children 
in a different caste of schools. And indeed, in New York State as 
elsewhere, judicial decisions to remedy inequalities in funding 
between rich and poor districts have seldom achieved that aim 
once they landed in suburban- controlled state legislatures. The 
greatest resource for ensuring equal educational opportunity is 
the kind of economically balanced common school that charac-
terizes the Raleigh–Wake County school district. The goal is not 
just to close the gap in test scores between black and white, rich 
and poor, important as that is. The goal is to provide more op-
portunities for people to freely associate across racial, ethnic, 
and economic lines. The diverse social networks that children 
form in the Raleigh schools promise bene fits not just for them-
selves but, in the long run, for the nation.
 All children, not just the poor, bene fit from diverse perspec-
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tives and a more complex sense of what evidence and frames 
of analysis are useful in solving complex problems. It took cour-
age and a bold transformation of conventional political arrange-
ments to nourish that diversity and provide genuine equal edu-
cational opportunity in Raleigh. But merging the city and county 
school systems saved the city from rotting at its core and en-
abled a strong regional economy to thrive. A flour ishing metro-
politan center of arts and culture, along with world- class talent 
drawn to universities within Research Triangle, has made Ra-
leigh a city of hope. Instead of turning its back on the basic 
promise of equal educational opportunity that America made to 
its poor and minority children, Raleigh embraced it. The rest of 
America defaults on that promise at its peril.



Epilogue

While the 1976 merger of city and county schools 
was a great egalitarian moment in Raleigh’s his-

tory, sustaining it required creative energy and political resolve. 
The initial challenge was to raise achievement levels for all chil-
dren and reduce the gap between black and white pupils. The 
second challenge was to continuously build a political coalition 
in favor of the busing required to maintain economically bal-
anced and diverse schools in a rapidly expanding system.
 The newly merged Wake County schools enrolled 53,000 chil-
dren in 1976. By 2008 the school district had become the nine-
teenth largest in the nation, expanding by 6,000 pupils a year 
and enrolling more than 134,000 students. Raleigh’s population 
growth was driven not only by the continued southward move-
ment of many people from the northeastern United States but 
also by a rapid in flux of Latino families. All of these new stu-
dents, rich and poor, had to be assigned to schools, and this 
meant that many students who were already established in their 
schools had to be reassigned to keep the system in balance.
 Each spring, when assignments for the following school year 
were announced, letters flooded into the Raleigh News and Ob-
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server filled with protests from disgruntled parents. A mother 
from the af flu ent suburb of Cary wrote, “Wake County citizens 
need to rise up and say in no uncertain terms that this reassign-
ment madness has got to stop. Why does the school system con-
tinue to interfere with the already established success of many 
existing schools?” She described her child’s Davis Drive Elemen-
tary School as a “jewel in the crown of Wake County,” despite 
being chronically overcrowded. “Busing in children from else-
where” meant that Davis would “not be the same school with 
different children; it will be an entirely different school. No one 
will bene fit [from] the change.  Isn’t excellence the goal? . . . Far 
more would be gained by focusing resources and attention on 
how best to support other schools rather than messing with suc-
cess.”1

 Another Cary parent whose child was being reassigned wrote 
a letter along the same lines: “I am more than furious with Rosa 
Gill’s comments about our neighborhood schools.” Gill, chair of 
the Wake School Board, had recently noted that while the board 
tried to assign children to schools that were close to their homes, 
public schools did not legally or in any other way belong to a 
particular group of parents or a neighborhood but to all citizens 
of the county. In rebutting this point, the parent wrote, “We do 
not have to homogenize our schools to have excellent schools 
. . . Neighborhood schools worked for us, and will work for our 
children.” Another Cary resident protested that Wake was “wast-
ing millions on busing” because it was “fixated to the highest 
possible degree with the bottom 15 percent or so of students.”2

 These protests by Cary parents—objecting to the fact that low-
 income students at Davis Elementary would rise from 9 to 22 
percent in fall 2008—got big play in the newspapers. But in fact, 
only a fifth of the 6,400 students reassigned throughout the 
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county were moved to keep schools economically balanced. 
More than half were moved to schools closer to home, while 
others chose to move to magnet schools.3

 Most parents continued to support the policy of balanced pub-
lic schools. Better than nine out of ten agreed that their child 
was getting a “superior education” in Wake County, including 
voters in Cary. One of them disagreed with the mother who 
had complained “that students reassigned to Davis Drive Ele-
mentary will be a detriment to her jewel. Rather than welcom-
ing families to the school, she has already counted them out . . . 
More disturbing is her statement that Davis Drive will not be 
the same school with different children . . . Excellence can be 
found in all schools. Unfortunately, so can prejudice.” Yet an-
other Cary parent wrote: “Bravo to the Wake County school 
board for addressing inequities” through its balance policies. She 
wished the “board members courage as they weather the com-
plaints from a group of wealthy, lawyered- up parents.”4 The pro-
testers turned out to be a small vocal minority, but their letters 
to the Raleigh News and Observer and the responses of those who 
disagreed proved that democracy was alive and well in Wake 
County, North Carolina.
 The School Board was reelected in 2007 with little opposition 
and a strong majority in favor of continuing its diversity poli-
cies. Yet it struggled to maintain its previous successes in the 
face of spiraling growth, as more and more mobile classrooms 
were hauled into schoolyards. In 2008, protesting parents called 
for a study to determine whether busing to achieve diversity had 
ac tually helped poor students. The board was in an awkward 
position because the rapid increase in poor students meant that 
more than 30 percent of its 150 schools exceeded the 40 percent 
cap on poor children in any given school. Most of these schools 
were just over the guideline, in the 40–50 percent range, but a 
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few had gone to 60 percent or higher, well past the tipping point 
of what Wake County had de fined as a healthy school. Teachers 
in those schools faced a far greater challenge in raising achieve-
ment levels.
 The board refused to raise the poverty cap, however, arguing 
that it would only accelerate the spread of more high- poverty 
schools. Instead, it attempted to bring all schools back into bal-
ance by reassigning students, despite the risk of sparking even 
more protests in some schools.5 Wake County also had to face 
the unwelcome possibility of a tax hike to pay for ser vices to its 
growing segment of needy children and for salary increases that 
would attract and retain the kind of teachers that had made the 
merger work.
 As poor students, many of them Hispanic immigrants, in-
creased from 1999 to 2007, test scores dropped. As mea sured 
by eligibility for subsidized lunches, the percentage of poor stu-
dents in Wake County rose from 19 percent to 32 percent dur-
ing this period, while the percentage of students passing state 
math and reading tests in grades three to eight fell by 9 percent-
age points from its high of 91 percent in 2003. The dropout rate 
also rose slightly.6 But Raleigh’s refusal to segregate its poor and 
minority students still paid big dividends. In Syracuse, where 
nearly three fourths of students quali fied for subsidized lunches, 
only 29 percent of all students passed eighth grade reading. In 
Wake County’s schools, 75 percent of poor blacks and 87 per-
cent of blacks above the poverty line passed reading in grades 3 
through 8. For Hispanics, 72 percent of poor students and 88 
percent of others passed. This is especially impressive in light 
of the reality that some rural Latino children not only did not 
speak En glish when they came to Raleigh but also had never 
learned to read in their native language.
 The gaps between poor and nonpoor in math were greater 
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than in reading, but better than 80 percent of all students in 
grades 3 through 8 passed math in Wake County, compared with 
31 percent of eighth graders in Syracuse although there was 
some improvement in lower grades. In Blodgett Middle School, 
one of the poorest Syracuse schools, only 8 percent of eighth 
graders passed math and 14 percent passed reading.7 County-
wide scores in Wake were comparable to scores attained by stu-
dents in the suburbs of Syracuse, where the percentage of stu-
dents qualifying for subsidized lunches was less than a fourth 
that in Wake County. This find ing suggests that a merger be-
tween Syracuse and its suburbs could have produced similar re-
sults—it could have raised the scores of the poorest students 
without diminishing the achievement of the af flu ent.
 But there was no merger or any effective metropolitan ap-
proach to the problem in Syracuse. Indeed, the invisible wall 
between city and suburb has grown even higher in recent years. 
A 2006 study of Syracuse by a team from the American Institute 
of Architects pointed bluntly to the lack of any effective dia-
logue across that wall: “Urban planning policies are overlapping, 
inconsistent, and not enforced. Effective cooperation between 
city and county does not exist.” As the chasm grew between af-
flu ent suburbs and an impoverished city, no one wanted to talk 
about, and many did not even know about, the shameful gap in 
test scores.8

 Yet, this tale of two American cities is not just about test 
scores. It’s about the kind of nation we hope to become. We 
should not want, nor shall we ever achieve, a nation of equal 
test scores or equal in comes. But we do need to decide whether 
we want schools segregated by race and class, or schools that 
provide equal educational opportunity for all children—schools 
where students are enriched by relationships and ways of think-
ing that help them break out of the boxes of race and class that 
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our flawed history has constructed. Do we believe in a nation 
that wel comes all comers, provides a level playing field in all its 
public schools, relishes the clash of ideas, and, as a consequence, 
enjoys one of the highest rates of upward social mobility in the 
world? Raleigh’s reinvention of the ideals of the American com-
mon school made it an exemplar of those dreams and hopes.
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