ABSTRACT
DIXON, DARIEN, GEROME. Experiencing School in Black & White: Analyzing Race
Consciousness during the Racial Integration of Schools. (Under the direction of Dr. Melvin
Thomas).

I examined 30 semi-structured interviews of adult North Carolina residents who
experienced the racial integration of schools firsthand. My main research question: how did
Black and White people perceive the racial integration of schools as it initially unfolded? My
interviewees’ stories clarified a crucial sociohistorical moment in the United States (U.S.), as de
jure racial segregation collapsed before their eyes. Centralizing memories of school during racial
integration, [ investigated how Black and White interviewees navigated race talk. Across my
data segments, I expected that Black participants would discuss race more than White
participants when recounting memories of school during integration. I reasoned that
interviewees unaffected by anti-Black racism during integration would eschew race talk, unless
prompted by the interviewer(s) to delve deeper into race-related conversation. My findings
supported my predictions and other salient themes emerged that supported past literature about
color-blind rhetoric. From documenting interviewees’ narratives, I aimed to highlight and

disrupt rhetoric that may sustain racial color blindness and anti-Black racism in social discourse

about U.S. history.
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Purpose Overview
Racial integration forced social dynamics in schools to shift drastically. Before schools were
integrated, students lacked social contact with people from different racial backgrounds during
their educational experiences. More than an educational institution, school facilitates
socialization (Pollock 2017). From young adolescence through young adulthood, people learn
how to interact with others and shape their own identities through their social connections at
school (Nguyen et al. 2018; Riel 2021). For my project, I examined semi-structured interviews
of adult North Carolina (NC) residents who experienced the racial integration of schools
firsthand. My main research questions included: (1) How did Black and White people perceive
integration as it initially unfolded?; (2) How do Black and White people recount their past
experiences with integration?; (3) How does race influence one’s life history narrative and their
present social outlook?

Engaging with interviewees’ life stories afforded access to historical moments from their
point of view. By listening to their stories, I expected to gain more detailed insights about past
events as they interpreted them. The interviewees provided living perspectives, perceptions, and
re-evaluations of moments that could benefit current and future generations. I exercised urgency
with this project because the generation who lived through the racial integration of schools will
not live forever. Gathering, analyzing, and preserving information from oral historical narratives
maintain perspectives of cultural history from the people who lived through it. My project is
important because I illuminate stories that would have otherwise been lost and forgotten with
time. My interviewees’ stories clarified a crucial sociohistorical event in the United States

(U.S.), as de jure racial segregation collapsed before their eyes. From documenting



interviewees’ narratives, I aimed to highlight and disrupt rhetoric that may sustain racial color
blindness and anti-Black racism in social discourse about U.S. history.

In the following sections, I will explain how we construct race and race consciousness in
the U.S.. Key elements of race consciousness include social reproduction, racial color blindness,
race talk, and perceptions of race through oral history narratives. I will detail each element
throughout the contextual background section of the paper. My study highlights perceptual
differences about race between Black and White people. 1 will reference other studies that
similarly consider perceptual differences about race, regarding daily life and the racial
integration of schools. After establishing the contextual background, I will explain my potential
contributions specifically to research about racial color blindness. I aim to demonstrate how
perceptual differences about race between Black and White people covertly reproduce systematic
anti-Black racism. I will present more about my primary research problem later in the paper.
Subsequently, I will delineate my project’s theoretical framework, data, methods, findings, and
implications. The paper will end with limitations of my study, future investigative directions,
and concluding remarks.

Conceptualizing Race in the United States of America
As social beings, we construct race through our interactions and perceptions. Although socially
constructed, race yields material consequences. The consequences manifest through our daily
actions, thoughts, feelings, and ideological belief systems (Bonilla-Silva 2002; Gallagher 2003;
Maxwell & Chesler 2019). For example, racial division and inequality have been social norms
in the U.S. for a long time. During the late 19th and early 20th century, de jure and de facto
segregation directed social conduct in schools, neighborhoods, restaurants, bathrooms, and other

public spaces. Jim Crow Laws enforced false ideologies about power dynamics between Black



and White people. White people at the top of the judicial and economic hierarchies often used
positions of authority to preserve their supposed social superiority.

The social norms of White supremacy and anti-Black racism emerged from
institutionalized chattel slavery (Zinn 2004). I specify anti-Black racism because White people
from European countries deliberately organized chattel slavery to torment and exploit Black
people abducted from African countries. Considering the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Jim
Crow laws directly disenfranchised Black people by denying access to public resources, rights,
and privileges reserved for White people. Although chattel slavery and Jim Crow laws have
ceased, anti-Black racism persists through social reproduction. Through social reproduction, we
establish and maintain patterns of behavior, shared values, beliefs, and mores (Grusky &
Szelényi 2018:257-273). People reproduce social life through their daily thoughts and actions.
That which we consider normal, we constantly reproduce at the societal level. People
normalized blatantly racist systems (e.g., slavery, Jim Crow laws, school segregation, et cetera)
in the U.S. because mass sectors of the population either enforced, complied, or were forced to
comply with the racially divisive norms. Overt racism no longer serves mainstream social
politics exactly as it did in the early and mid-20th century, but its legacy persists.

Racial prejudice and systematic oppression now permeate society more inconspicuously
(Rothenberg 2004:127-128). In the 21st century, a White person calling a Black person a
“nigger” alarms many people and aligns more with racial extremism (Blum 2002:19). Calling a
White person a “racist” functions similarly as a racial epithet that may prompt outrage and
disbelief (Rothenberg 2004:128; Srivastava 2005:42-43). Some White people do not fully
understand how race operates in their own lives and in society (Rothenberg 2004:129).

Unfortunately, racism mainly continues because White people, as the creators of institutionalized



racial ideologies, still benefit from it (Wellman 1994:10). Benefits include more advantageous
outcomes in the penal system, higher wealth accumulation over one’s lifespan, and higher
educational attainment (Wellman 1994:12-13; Thomas et al. 2019; Pesta 2018).

Because some racial inequalities function inconspicuously, some people, regardless of
race, may not understand or believe that race heavily impacts contemporary society. Racial color
blindness typically shields people from discussing race and it suggests that race faintly
contributes to social interactions and life outcomes (Andersen 2001:196; Becker & Paul 2015).
Someone who exercises racial color blindness claims to not judge others based on skin color, and
asserts that race no longer contributes to social inequality (Doane 2017:975-976). Color
blindness sounds more agreeable and even necessary to combat racism because it denounces
unfair judgement of an individual solely based on race (Becker & Paul 2015:194).

Racial color blindness maintains that if everyone stops acknowledging skin color, then
racism should ideally fade away. Racism continues, however, because it is more than just a
demeaning opinion about a particular racial identity (Doane 2017:981-983). Describing racism
as an individualistic psychological issue, rather than a societal framework, narrowly implies that
social institutions cannot be racist and studying racism only involves exposing individuals or
groups who hold racist views (Bonilla-Silva 1997:467).

Race Talk
Unknowingly, people can easily exercise racial color blindness through their race talk (Bonilla-
Silva 2002; Bell & Hartmann 2007). I define race talk as any discussion about race and its
impact on social life. Talking about race can be cathartic for some, but taboo for others. It can
be cathartic because it allows people to vent about their struggles, frustrations, and uncertainties

regarding their racial identity, negative racialized experiences, and mainstream racist ideologies



(Horsford 2014:301). Talking about race can also be taboo because some people perceive it to
be ambiguous, uncomfortable, or simply unnecessary (Pollock 2004:36).

Race-related matters may be completely irrelevant to some people’s daily lives because
they do not have to think about race (DiAngelo 2018:53-57). If an individual rarely engages in
racial discourse, then race talk remains foreign territory. Inadequate vocabulary and faulty
conceptual understanding forebode clumsy conversation about race. Misinformed race talk often
repeats racial stereotypes, reinforces skewed racialized analytical thinking, and increases
resistance to addressing racial issues embedded in society (Carter et al. 2017; Pollock 2017).

Miller, Donner, and Fraser (2004) explored how people negotiated difficult conversations
between different social identities. Across social identities and environments, there are those
with more privilege and those with less privilege. Failure to have meaningful conversations
between privileged and underprivileged people likely renders unequal advantages invisible for
those with more privilege (Miller, Donner, & Fraser 2004:381). Upon reflecting on their
advantages, privileged people may experience certain internal conflicts. Primarily, they may
believe that they rightfully earned their social status (Miller, Donner, & Fraser 2004:381).
Alternatively, they may realize that they have benefited from advantages of birth into an
inequitable social hierarchy (Miller, Donner, & Fraser 2004:381).

Although Miller, Donner, and Fraser (2004) did not concentrate specifically on race, their
discussion of general privilege awareness applies to my work on race talk and race
consciousness. For White people specifically, avoiding race talk maintains privileges linked to
Whiteness (Gallagher 2003). Avoiding race talk and discrediting how race influences society
veils the institutional structures that reproduce racial inequality (Gallagher 2003:26). Racial

color blindness allows White people to categorize themselves as racially tolerant and politically



progressive, without having to acknowledge social, economic, and political arrangements that
disproportionately benefit White people (Gallagher 2003:26).

Anyone, regardless of race, can view their social world through a color-blind lens (Burke
2016:107). Those who cling to color-blind perspectives likely use coded language when
discussing race-related matters (Edsall & Edsall 1992:6; Bonilla-Silva 2002:43). Bonilla-Silva
(2002) researched how White people navigated racial conversations emotionally and
linguistically. Across 41 interviews with college students and 83 interviews with Detroit-area
residents, the study highlighted stylistic components of color-blind rhetoric (Bonilla-Silva
2002:43). Major components of color-blind rhetoric included White people eschewing direct
racial language while expressing racial views, deflecting blame from oneself, use of diminutives,
and linguistic incoherence (Bonilla-Silva 2002:43). Some interviewees mentioned listening to or
telling racists jokes in conversations with their peers, which shows that although racial slurs are
less acceptable in public discussion, they still appear in private discussion (Bonilla-Silva
2002:45). College-aged interviewees tended to blame Black people for self-segregation
(Bonilla-Silva 2002:54). It seemed rational that Black people would rather interact with other
Black people exclusively, which excused the interviewees of any personal responsibility in
maintaining racial segregation (Bonilla-Silva 2002:54).

Maxwell and Chesler (2019) investigated how White college students managed comfort
and conflict in group dialogues about race. The racially homogenous groups were called “White
Racial Identity Dialogues” (WRID) and the heterogeneous groups were called “Race and
Ethnicity” dialogues (R/E) (Maxwell & Chesler 2019:250). WRID groups comprised only
White students, and the R/E groups consisted of Black, Asian, and White students. The

researchers assessed that WRID students learned more about Whiteness as a social construct.



The White R/E students digested more about how they may be complicit in racist societal
dynamics and how race directly affected their peers of color (Maxwell & Chesler 2019:257).

Comfort as a condition for full participation exemplified White privilege in racial
conversations for WRID students, but such privilege was not deliberately addressed for the
WRID group (Maxwell & Chesler 2019:258). In a homogeneously White setting, WRID
students benefited from low-risk, low-dissonance race talk. For example, WRID students
avoided risk of offending a person of color, appearing to be racist, or displaying ignorance about
race. While avoiding risk seemed more comfortable, conflict and cognitive dissonance may have
pressed WRID students to grasp their direct role in racialized social processes in their own lives
(Maxwell & Chesler 2019:258).

According to the aforementioned literature, daily conversations, or lack thereof, about
race mold our social outlook. An individual who rarely or never discusses race may deem race
taboo or insignificant in their own lives (Miller, Donner, & Fraser 2004). People who use
demeaning or negatively coded language when discussing race may hold inaccurate beliefs about
people from different racial backgrounds. Unfortunately, we cannot always clearly detect racist
ideologies within conversation, which means we are all susceptible to witnessing or reproducing
them unknowingly.

Oral History Narratives through a Racial Lens

Through interviews, researchers can evaluate emotional insights about historical
moments from the interviewee’s vantage point (Bindas 2010:115). Bindas (2010) assessed how
Northerners and Southerners in the U.S. individually and collectively told their life narratives
regarding race in the 1950s and 1960s. Storytelling revealed how personal accounts and broader

historical contexts complement each other (Bindas 2010:117-118).



The interviews were cathartic for Black participants, but discomforting for White
participants. White interviewees generally recognized how White supremacy functioned in
society and understood that racism was wrong, but neglected individual responsibility in
perpetuating White dominance (Bindas 2010:117-120). White interviewees tended to say “that’s
the way things were” or “everyone got along and stayed in their place”, which suggested a recall
frame that lightly recognized racism’s role in society, rather than bluntly stating its impact
(Bindas 2010:117-126; Bonilla-Silva 2002:42). For most of the Black and White interviewees,
remembering past race-related encounters was unsettling. Yet, the roots of discomfort were
markedly different across race. Black interviewees addressed the negative influences of racism
on their lives, while White interviewees struggled with acknowledging their own potential role in
reproducing inequality (Bindas 2010:117-128).

Horsford (2010) solely documented Black interviewees’ feelings about school
desegregation. The researcher reported on interviews with eight Black school superintendents
who were willing to discuss their personal experiences from attending segregated schools
between primary and high school (Horsford 2010:296-297). Counter-storytelling anchored
Horsford’s (2010) findings. Counter-storytelling challenges widespread perceptions, myths, or
skewed descriptions of a given event or idea (DeCuir & Dixson 2004:27; Delgado, Stefancic, &
Liendo 2012:24). Participants’ counter-stories of racial integration starkly opposed the following
notions: (1) racially mixed schools were inherently better than all-Black schools; (2) racially
mixed schools meant equal education and opportunities for all students; (3) legal desegregation
guaranteed integration (Horsford 2010:298). Participants’ accounts pointed to the
disproportionately adverse individual and systemic effects of racial integration on Black students

and faculty members (Horsford 2010:301).



Patterson, Mickelson, Hester and Wyrick (2011) studied oral histories of 55 alumni from
an all-Black school in Kansas. The interviewees’ collective accounts included school
experiences from the 1920s through 1958 (Patterson et al. 2011). The project centralized
student-teacher relationships, specifically analyzing Black female teachers’ roles as caregivers
and protectors for their Black students within and beyond the formal school setting (Patterson et
al. 2011:269). The teachers carefully and diligently prepared their students for transitions into
the newly desegregated White schools and a White-dominated society (Patterson et al.
2011:278).

Using interviews, news editorials, and public statements from school board members and
community leaders, McClelland (1997) analyzed local resistance to the racial integration of
schools in northeastern Tennessee. Did public unrest stem from the bigotry of local White
residents or were “outside agitators” (e.g. news and media outlets) to blame for disturbing the
peace in Clinton, Tennessee (McClelland 1997:296)? In one of the phone interviews from 1993,
McClelland considered the sources of discord with a White alumnus of Clinton High school.
Regarding the rioting in response to desegregation, the alumnus emphatically declared “It was
not a racial issue. It was not an issue of segregation or desegregation. Clinton had always been a
perfectly harmonious law abiding community. The problem was with outsiders who couldn’t
leave us alone” (McClelland 1997:296). The project concluded that, although racial division
precipitated conflict between Black and White people in Clinton, the federal government’s
mandate to desegregate schools threatened the comfort of acceptable social interactions that
racial segregation afforded (McClelland 1997:306).

An interview with Minnijean Brown-Trickey offered direct insights into the struggles of

integration as a Black student and its long-term effects on her personal life into adulthood



(Jacoway & Trickey 2005). In 1957, she was one of the nine Black students who first integrated
Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas (Jacoway & Trickey 2005). She elucidated how
she navigated the historical depictions of her school days, her immediate role in integration, and
her identity beyond high school. Throughout the interview, Brown-Trickey detailed specific
battles at school that consumed her adolescence, and alluded to the routine race-related issues
that would never appear in U.S. history books (Jacoway & Trickey 2005:21). Just as she
uncovered nuances of her lived experiences during integration, my project will do the same by
comparing oral history narratives of schooling experiences during racial integration between
White and Black people.

Above, I presented extant literature about conceptualizations of race in the U.S., race talk,
and using oral history narratives to examine how people perceive race. Our racialized social
constructions precede race talk, and race talk reveals how we perceive race operating in our
lives. Investigating discussions about the racial integration of schools may offer insights about
how interviewees conceptualized race. Through the remainder of the paper, I will explain
connections between my project and existing race research about racial color blindness, methods,
data, findings, and implications.

Research Problem & Theoretical Framework
At my project’s core, I am investigating how Black and White people may exhibit racial color
blindness in conversation. I will specifically engage existing theories about color-blind racism. 1
understand racial color blindness to be a dynamic set of racial ideologies and fluid processes that
uphold White supremacy (Doane 2017). I push to unveil how interviewees’ interpretations of
past racial encounters may inform present-day mechanisms of racialized social systems in the

U.S. (Hughey et al. 2015). I suspected that Black participants would engage in more
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unprompted race talk than White participants. I initially expected that White interviewees would
briskly address race talk or avoid it altogether, unless directly prompted by the interviewer(s).
For clarification, prompting statements and questions from interviewers encourage the
interviewee to consider or speak more about race-related topics (e.g. racial integration).

I examine race talk as a sociological concept, rather than an individualized set of beliefs
and values void of systematic consequences. I delve into perceptual differences and common
threads between two groups of people who experienced the same sociohistorical time frame.
Considering racial color blindness, my work addresses how interviewees may understand
Whiteness as neutral and natural to racialized social structures (Bonilla-Silva 2002; Love
2004:229). Framing Whiteness as a racial standard supports an oppressive racial hierarchy
(Feagin & Elias 2013:937).

My analyses will neither centralize Whiteness nor assess interviewees’ orientation to
Whiteness. I will focus on how interviewees navigate race talk, as they evaluate an inherently
racialized topic: the racial integration of schools. I posited that interviewees who were not
mistreated because of racial prejudice and/or anti-Black racism during school integration
probably would not engage in race talk. For interviewees who evaded race talk, racial color
blindness offered a theoretical rationale for their inadvertent or deliberate avoidance. I anchored
my theoretical framework with racial color blindness because it specifies how people can
unintentionally hold and exercise racist ideologies.

Methods and Data
I analyzed 30 oral history narratives from NC natives who experienced the racial integration of
schools firsthand. I define firsthand experience as attending school, working in the school

system, or parenting a child/children who attended school during widespread racial integration. I
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concentrated on stories from people born in or before 1967. I chose the year 1967 because
participants born before 1967 likely witnessed or participated in school integration. Although
schools were desegregated legally in 1954, the transition was neither immediate nor uniform
throughout the U.S.. A technical shift in federal law did not seamlessly alter social norms of
racial separation. My general integration timeline starts in 1954 and ends in 1975. By 1975,
most, if not all, public schools in NC were racially integrated.

I chose to study narratives of people from Jochebed County (JC) and Alkaline County
(AC), NC. T use Jochebed and Alkaline as pseudonyms for the real counties in NC to preserve
anonymity. I likewise will use pseudonyms when quoting and referencing interviewees to
maintain individual privacy. The counties share a border within NC; AC is more urban, while JC
is more rural. I chose one urban and one rural locale because I wanted to potentially examine
how personal accounts and geographical contexts compared, like the Bindas (2010) study.
Bindas (2010) interviewed people from rural Georgia and urban Ohio, and gathered meaningful
insights.

I examined three different qualitative data segments (see Tables 1-3 in Appendix A). 1
sourced all of the interviews from the North Carolina Language and Life Project (NCLLP), a
sociolinguistic oral history project based at NC State University. The first segment involved
primary data, while the second and third segments comprised secondary data. For the first
segment, I conducted interviews with four JC residents. The second segment included secondary
data from interviews with five JC residents. The third segment involved secondary data from
interviews with 21 AC residents. Segments one and two included input from myself and my

research team.

12



My research team comprised 11 interviewers, including myself. To describe myself, I am
a Black cisgender man with an athletic physique, standing at approximately six feet and two
inches in height. During the interviewing phase of my project, I was twenty-four years old. 1
find it important to describe my physical attributes because my appearance and demeanor as an
interviewer can influence the stories that interviewees choose to share with me during an
interview. I conducted interviews with a self-reflexive approach, acutely aware of how
participants may perceive me.

Among the remaining interviewers were two undergraduate students, eight graduate
students and one tenured faculty member. There were five women and six men on the research
team and their racial backgrounds included Asian, Black, Latino, and White. Majority of the
interviewers on my team were between 20 and 30 years of age. The faculty member was the
outlier, in his late seventies. My 10 team members and I conducted the interviews for the first
and second data segments. The researchers who gathered the third segment of data consisted of
six interviewers: four women and two men. Racial backgrounds of the women included White
and Black, and their ages at the time of interviewing ranged from 20 to 40 years of age. Racial
backgrounds of the male interviewers were White and Black, and their recorded ages during their
respective interviews ranged between 20 and 30 years of age. [ state the age ranges, rather than
specific ages, because several interviewers conducted more than one interview at a given age.
For example, because the interviews with AC residents spanned six years, one of the White
female interviewers completed interviews in 2010, 2011, and 2015.

Regarding the first data segment (see Table 1 in Appendix A), research team members
and I connected with participants through local advertisements and network sampling between

June 2019 and early March 2020. Participants would suggest their family, friends, and
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colleagues to share their stories. As compensation for their time, interviewees received an
educational book and DVD about culture and history in NC. All participants signed a consent
form indicating their approval to be audio-recorded. Interview locations depended on each
participant’s choice. Typical locations included local libraries, office buildings, public school
buildings, and participants’ homes.

The second segment of interviews (see Table 2 in Appendix A) followed the exact same
protocol as the first segment, but the main difference was the question sequence. Interviewers
for the second segment lacked guided inquiry about participant’s perceptions of the racial
integration of schools (see Appendix B). Major differences of the third segment included the
time span during which the interviews were conducted, the interviewers, and the question
sequence. Despite the logistical differences, the commonalities across the three data segments
supported my investigation. The common threads between my data segments were: (1) all of the
interviews were semi-structured, in-depth conversational interviews; (2) all participants
discussed their schooling memories while discussing their personal life narratives.

I used semi-structured interviewing for my project because it allowed for more fluid
conversation, through which elaboration, spontaneous stories, and unexpected details could
organically emerge (Lofland & Lofland 1995). For contrast, structured interviewing may not
have yielded as much insight because there would be no space for follow-up questions or
tangential conversations, as the interviewer(s) and interviewee(s) would be restricted by the
predetermined question sequence. The semi-structured interview provides a roadmap for
discussion, yet offers space for the interviewer to pursue intriguing details and clarity about
information that the interviewee may not have considered important (Lofland & Lofland

1995:85). The additional sense of freedom to deviate from the script may also offer more
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comfort for the interviewee to speak freely and worry less about crafting the perfect answers to a
list of limited questions.

The foundation of my project started with the first data segment, comprising interviews
that my research team and I conducted directly. The first segment would have contained more
interviews, but the COVID-19 pandemic curtailed in-person interview scheduling. Instead of
continuing with virtual or phone interviews, I implemented my segmented data approach, which
proved highly effective. Even without my specific theme of questions about the racial
integration of schools (see Appendix B), interviewees still candidly spoke to important issues
that aligned with my research scope.

The first segment contained four interviews. I conducted all four interviews with a Black
female team member. The second data segment consisted of five interviews. I was present for
two of the five interviews in the second segment. None of the interviewees in the second
segment received my specific questions about integration; however, they all still discussed their
perceptions of integration with substantial detail. There were 21 interviews in the third data
segment, which were conducted for a different project between 2009 and 2016 by a different
research team. The first and second data segments involved interviewees from JC, and the third
segment interviewees were all from AC.

The oldest interviewee was born in 1938 and the youngest was born in 1968. There were
19 interviews with White participants and 11 with Black participants. There were seven Black
women, and four Black men in my sample. White women were overrepresented, accounting for
14 of the 30 participants, and there were seven White men. I analyzed 21 AC interviews and
nine JC interviews. I began with two interview repositories linked to the NCLLP, containing

data from AC and JC residents. I sourced AC interviews from the Sociolinguistic Archive and
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Analysis Project repository (SLAAP), which contained 281 total interviews at the time of
research. For JC participants, I chose from a repository of 53 interviews, developed by my
research team.

To efficiently search through the 281 AC interviews, I filtered them by date of birth, race,
and gender. There were 17 Black women and 12 Black men represented in the archive during
my data collection process. There were 90 White women and 63 White men who met my
preliminary criteria. For the JC interviews, I chose from 49 of the 53 interviews that fit my
search criteria. School talk, any discussions about schooling experiences, permeated all three
data segments.

I analyzed how school talk intertwined with race talk. Stories and perceptions regarding
the racial integration of schools tethered school talk to race talk. In analyzing my interviews, |
employed an inductive approach. After transcribing, I executed open-coding, followed by
multiple rounds of focused-coding and memoing. During the multiple rounds, I assessed salient
themes from my first impressions of participants’ stories, then continued re-evaluating salient
themes that emerged after developing connections between interviews and my theoretical
framework (Lofland & Lofland 1995:192-193). Plainly stated, the data directed my analyses, yet
theory informed my analytical decisions.

Findings
Centralizing memories of school during racial integration, I investigated how Black and White
interviewees navigated race talk. Throughout my findings, all names (e.g., interviewees, high
schools, counties, et cetera) will be pseudonyms for confidentiality purposes. Across my data
segments, [ expected that Black participants would discuss race more than White participants

when recounting memories of school during integration. I reasoned that interviewees unaffected
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by anti-Black racism during integration would forego race talk, unless prompted by
interviewer(s) to delve deeper into race-related conversation. In the following sections, I will
present correlating themes that reinforced my expectations. I classified the major themes as
“Unprompted versus Prompted Race Talk”, “Busing”, “The Role of Teachers during
Integration”, “Characterizing Integration”, and “Discounting Race”. Throughout my findings, I
will connect each theme to relevant literature and my theoretical framework regarding race
consciousness and racial colorblindness. I arranged my themes to directly compare race-related
discussions between Black and White interviewees. I aimed to demonstrate how my project
contributes to broader themes of race-related research.

In “Unprompted versus Prompted Race Talk”, I delineate differences between how Black
interviewees engaged in unprompted race talk more consistently than White interviewees. Every
Black interviewee initiated race talk without any initial prompting from the interviewer(s) across
all three data segments. Aligned with Jacoway and Trickey (2005) and Horsford (2010), Black
interviewees acknowledged struggles with racial integration of schools, which highlights a
distinct recall perspective framed by negative experiences. The White interviewees varied
considerably. In the “Busing” section, I address how race influenced Black and White
interviewees experiences with their schools’ busing programs, acknowledging disparate
perceptions of integration as it unfolded (Bindas 2011).

The section about teachers highlights how Black participants shared more negative
experiences linked to teachers than White participants. Insights from “The Role of Teacher of
during Integration” connects to the Patterson et al. (2011) project about the crucial impact of
student-teacher relationships during integration. In “Characterizing Integration”, I outline how

White interviewees engaged in color-blind rhetoric (Bonilla-Silva 2002). Lastly, the
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“Discounting Race” section demonstrates how White interviewees delegitimized race as an
influential factor in their race-related stories. The tendency to delegitimize race reinforces a
naturalization frame that considers racial inequality a natural process and/or increases resistance
to addressing issues embedded in society (Bonilla-Silva 2002; Carter et al. 2017).
Unprompted versus Prompted Race Talk
Shawna and Orpheus addressed race outright when talking about school, but Donna did not, even
when prompted by the interviewer. The divergent perceptions across race offered a prime
example of how talking about race can be immediate for some, but unnecessary for others
(Pollock 2004:36). For Shawna, a Black woman born in 1959, race talk guided her school
memories. She led with information about attending racially segregated, then integrated schools
as a child. Shawna explained:
“I went to Alameda, which was a high school then, up until I was in the 5th grade. Then
the schools integrated and it became Alameda middle, until my 8th grade. And then I
went to Elmhurst High School in EImhurst. And, as--whenever I got older and started
school, school was segregated.”
I asked Shawna about attending the first day of integrated school, to which she responded:
“I was--I was extremely afraid because, like I said, you see things and they had been
giving us the finger on the bus and all that, so you--you see things and it's like ‘Oh my
goodness, how is this really going to be?” But, the teachers were nice. Um, an--and
again, it was all of us. So it wa--it, you know, your peers from before were there. But,
um, my fear was, academically, was I going to be smart enough because before, you
know, I kind of was the brightest.”
Her apprehensions about attending racially integrated schools for the first time emerged from
previous negative experiences with White schoolchildren. Before integration, she remembered

when the school buses only transported White students and the ridicule she would receive from

White students on the bus as she walked to school. She continued:
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“And, um, the following year, the schools integrated. But, like, before that, I can
remember the buses passing by us like, the--the White buses passing by us and they
would, you know, give us the finger and it would be all this drama...”

The hostility from White people even before schools integrated foreshadowed racial issues upon
integration for Shawna. Her initial fears of attending integrated schools linked to Horsford’s
(2010) findings, which countered that attending a racially mixed school for Black people would
be inherently better than attending an all-Black school. Orpheus, a Black man born in 1962,
followed the exact same interview trajectory as Shawna, addressing the racial integration of
schools unprompted. In the introductory phase of the interview, I asked Orpheus to quickly
name the schools that he attended, and he explained:

“Uhm, [ went to, uh, everything within a two or three mile radius. Uh, the middle scho--
the elementary school was at Jochebed--this place called Jochebed High. It was all
Black. And the middle school was probably, uh, a mile from that school and, uh, that’s
when they integrated schools...”

I solely asked for names of the schools, yet he alluded to race twice. Again without mentioning
integration, I asked Orpheus about his earliest memories of school, to which he responded:

“Like I say, the--the school was segregated when--when I went to first grade, second
grade. Third grade was segregated, but I cannot...I cannot comprehend that it wasn’t no
White people in school. I mean I just, I don’t know. I guess we were just used to all
Black. And then when we got to--when we got to fourth grade, like I say, they
integrated. You know, we treated everybody just like, you know, you just a little lighter
than [ am. Now the high school had problems. Uh, it’s like we got a big golf trip we go
on every year, it’s about one hundred and twenty of us. About fifty are Black and the rest
are White. And some of the guys that were in school--in high school that year actually,
and they can remember ‘Man, I remember you used to knock me in the head and that
stuff.” You know, they talk about it now, but they--they said it was, uh, they said it was
rough back in the, you know, this was--no this was seventy something when they
integrated the schools. And, like I say, we didn’t know what was going on at the high
school, but soon as they integrated, buddy, they had fights every day, Black and White,
Black on White.”
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For stark contrast, Donna, a White woman born in 1963, did not engage in race talk before or
after I asked my prompting questions. She simply characterized her school days as typical and
outlined her school history from elementary school through her first job. Following her
description, I asked three questions in a row about racial integration and if she experienced any
effects from it. She jokingly responded that she was not old enough to have experienced the
beginning of integration and did not address any aspects of it. Unlike Donna, once prompted,
some White interviewees divulged intriguing stories about attending school during integration.
Hubert, a White man born in 1951, recalled the onset of integration being:
“...horrible for the White kids and the Black kids. Horrible. I mean, just thrown together
like that--like, do it. And, it was a horr--it was a pretty horrible year, [ mean, for
everybody. There were lots of fights, there were lots of racist stuff, you know, just--just,
it went on. And it took a while for it to settle down, and eventually it did.”
Complementing his initial thoughts about integration, Hubert discussed how his father influenced
his perceptions of anti-Black racism and Black people. He stated:
“Um, up to a point, I pretty much was just following in the footsteps of my, you know,
World War two vet, eastern North Carolina father, you know, you know, I--I’'m gonna be
racist too and--but, I sort of remember when I--when, when--you know, when the
lightbulb went off, I was watching one of the marches. It might’ve been Selma--it
might’ve been Montgomery and I watched these people walking down the street and all
they were doing was singing. And, all of a sudden, they get German shepherds sicked on
them and fire hoses and they’re beaten bloody, and something I just thought, that’s not
right, you know. There--there’s something wrong here and I remember just sort of all of
sudden my father and his friends in the room and I was like, no--I’m not--I don’t wanna--
I don’t wanna be in this, you know. I--I don’t wanna--I--I can’t do this, you know. So
that was a pretty defining moment...”
His father’s outlook on race shaped his own, indicating how social reproduction, particularly
through the parent-child relationship, can perpetuate anti-Black racism (Grusky & Szelényi

2018:257-273). Lastly, Hubert communicated more of his cognitive dissonance about race,

sharing a negative encounter with Black students at a football game. He noted:
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“Yeah, and that made it tough because, you know, you were, you know, you were torn. |
mean, there were some of these--some of the Blacks that you really liked and they were
your friends, but then--then you’d have these--these fights and--1 remember at one point,
I went to a football game and was trying to get a drink or something and if so--I--I didn’t
notice what was getting ready to happen, but it was a set up. And I--as I was walking
through, this kid intentionally tried to trip me and I sort of--I kicked him because he stuck
his foot in front of me, and about that time, you know, four angry Black kids come down
out of the stands and just start beating the hell out of me, you know. So it was a setup, so
you know. I mean you had stuff like that going on and it was kind of hard to--to let that
go and ignore that too.”

His decision to separate his own beliefs from his father’s juxtaposed the interracial fighting at
school. Rationalizing negative experiences with Black boys at school versus suppressing anti-
Black racial bias seemed a complex task for Hubert during adolescence. Arthur, a White man
born in 1959, was one of the few White interviewees to engage in race talk unprompted. He
shared an intriguing story about how he navigated race relations at school. Arthur explained:

“...when we first went to high school at--at Brookstone...we used to have a smoking
court. They called that smoker’s den. Where everybody’s--uhh, okay, you go up there,
you’re gonna get beat up, you can’t go down there, and you know. You know, they don’t
like us...So I got off the bus, and of course, you know, my parents didn’t--weren’t gonna
drive me to school, so I had to ride the bus, you know. We got off and I said come on,
I’1l walk down that hall and people said ‘aww, Arthur you’re crazy, you’re gonna get beat
up.” Isaid ‘hey, hey, how you doing?’ It’s people who grew up in the county that went
to school with me. That’s what goes back to saying, if you’re gonna start, you got to start
people in the first grade. So I walked down, I didn’t have any problems. The only time
we ever had racial problems at Brookstone was when they bused city Blacks in my senior
year, who hadn’t gone to school--in fact, the county Blacks that we grew up with, got in
fights with them. So, it wasn’t so much a racial thing, it was just not getting along.
Because they didn’t want--you don’t send people in the twelfth grade to go to another
high school. Yeah that--everybody was scared to walk down that hallway, but this is how
schools were then.”

Black students primarily occupied the smoking court, which heightened fear about walking
through the hallway for Arthur’s White friends. Aware of the racial tension, Arthur did not fear
walking through the predominantly Black area of school. Although he did not have any personal

qualms, Arthur noted that racial problems at school originated from the Black students bused in
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from the city. Overall, his account captured several vital elements of school integration. He
explained the perceived threat of racial violence emphasized by his White friends, intraracial
differences among Black people from different locales, busing, and excusing race as a primary
factor in social discord at school. Arthur describing that tension between Black and White
students was not exclusively about race reinforces findings from McClelland (1997), where a
White interviewee deemed issues of individual actions, tribalism, and territorialism more
influential than systems of anti-Black racism embedded in our residential and educational
systems (Bonilla-Silva 1997:467).
Busing

Busing meant more than just transportation during the racial integration of schools. Morgan
acknowledged race, but she did not share any harmful experiences linked to busing. Shawna’s
busing stories involved physical harm and social isolation. Elyse declared that to some Black
children, it was the only way to see how affluent White people lived. Interviewees’ dissimilar
busing memories across race reflected impacts of racial integration that disproportionately
disadvantaged Black people individually and systematically (Horsford 2010:301).

Detailing the perceptual differences about race in busing during integration, Morgan, a
White woman born in 1959, provided a distinctive perspective because she was a bus driver in
high school. Addressing her experiences driving school buses, Morgan stated:

“Um, I--I enjoyed it. I drove a school bus in the tenth grade, which was odd. Um, so

when I drove it at Augustus, I was in the Yorkdale area and that was just then turning

over to being like a--a bi-racial neighborhood and there was a lot of people that weren’t

happy with that. So the Whites move out of course. A lot of the kids would stay on the

bus with me that [ knew brothers and sisters because they wanted to be sure [ was safe, so

that typically didn’t ride the bus, but when they knew I was driving it through that
neighborhood, but then that was just for one year.”
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She addressed White flight, racial tension within interracial neighborhoods, and potential threats
to her personal safety as a bus driver. She explained how some White students would ride her

bus when they knew that she was scheduled to drive through the biracial neighborhood to ensure
her safety. Conversely, Shawna, a Black woman born in 1959, told unfortunate memories about

busing. She explained:

“The bus was a whole other story because the high school kids were on there and I can
remember the bus driver slamming me in the bus door. Like, he literally closed the door
on me. Um, then like there would be times where there were no seats and they were--
people didn't try to allow you to sit next to them...And, um, it--like, it went better for my
brother, who would go and play and all that, but it did not--the bus didn't go well for me
at all. If I could have not gotten on that bus...”

Her busing experience was awful. From her perspective, the door-slamming situation did not
seem like an accident, which is terrible for anybody to experience. Shawna was also socially
ostracized, as other students would reject her from sharing a bus seat. Elyse, a Black woman
born in 1946, offered intriguing insights about busing as a social concept from a parent’s
viewpoint:

“...To put my child, if I live in the ghetto and we’re raking coals and all that stuff, and
we’re huddle up in the same room at night trying to keep warm and stuff. And then to get
her up in the morning--now that’s not the way she was raised, I’m just saying--and then
to get her up in the morning and put her on that bus, and then she goes to Ableton, or
Slalom Ridge, or Brightstone, or some of these elaborate neighborhoods, and she’s
looking out the window in awe. ‘Man, is that the way they live? Because that’s certainly
not the way we live.” And so that’s kind of a, um--a kind of mockery to me, you know.
‘A la la la lalala, see what you don’t have.” That sort of thing. That’s the sort of thing
that has bothered me--none of it has been equal or fair. I see that because I know where
I’ve been and I know where I’ve come, so I--I know that--that equality is truly not there.
You're getting a taste. You’re not getting the apple, you’re getting a bite.”

Elyse detailed how class and racial disparities intersected within school integration. A Black
child who is bused from an impoverished neighborhood to a school in a more affluent,

predominantly White community may encounter a culture shock. She mentioned mockery,
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inequality, and unfairness, assessing the skewed living and schooling conditions between many
White and Black communities from her vantage point. She explained that “equality is truly not
there”, suggesting that integration did not inherently entail equal opportunity for all students.
The last two sentences of Elyse’s quote addressed the racial-wealth gap. As a Black child from
an impoverished neighborhood, busing was a slap in the face. Only through racial integration
could Black children access wealthier neighborhoods and well-resourced public schools.
“You’re not getting the apple, you’re getting a bite” connects to how Black people historically
have been constrained socially and economically through limitations enforced by White people
in positions of authority and influence. Elyse continued:

“And of course, they’re those, if you’ve always had, then you can’t truly understand or

appreciate those who have not. And so in the little bit that you get, they’re saying “What

are you crying about?” At least you got a bite. But I’ll get off of that. I’'m--I'm very

adamant about that sort of thing, I just don’t like it.”
She pointed to a perceptual rift between those with certain privileges and those who were
systematically buffered from those same privileges (Miller, Donner, & Fraser 2004:381). Elyse
spoke to the omnipresent reminders of racial inequalities, despite the integration of schools.
Integrated schooling did not automatically entail equal opportunities for all students to thrive
academically and socially (Horsford 2010:298).

The Role of Teachers during Integration

Marcy enjoyed her time as a White teacher, and considered working in a predominantly Black
space a privilege. Irene, however, maneuvered through anti-Black racism as if it were in her job
description. Miara highlighted the immediate consequences of her encounters with considerate
versus racist teachers during her schooling experiences. Sophie exercised the privilege to not

have to think critically about race during integration because her skin color did not render her a

primary target for racial violence, as it may have for a Black person. Race talk across the four
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interviewees revealed that White people, with or without a strong awareness of race, reserved the
option to fully acknowledge or completely ignore the harmful outcomes of anti-Black racism
during integration. Although Black people retained the same option to accept or reject
recognition, they still felt the repercussions directly or indirectly.
Marcy, a White woman born in 1938, had much to say from a teacher’s standpoint about
integration. She expressed:
“...1t was an interesting experience to be a White teacher woman in an all-Black
environment because that was exactly opposite from what--and it caused me to think
often about how was it for so many Black children, particularly as they integrated the
schools, but of any Black citizen to be in a predominantly White society. And those kids
at Fuller did not know about the two water fountains at Sears that said White and
Colored. I knew about them, but one of my aha experiences was walking--one day,
walking into the cafeteria at Fuller school and looking around and they were all sixth
grade--we had three classes--this was the sixth graders. The two teachers was one Black
man and Black woman. And all of sudden, I actually looked down to see well what color
am I? You know, because I was--1 was in real minority there. And I never ever had
anything but respect for the kids and the teachers worked well with the other teachers.”
Born in 1938, Marcy’s primary and secondary education were racially segregated. Her
integration stories derived from her teaching occupation. She discussed the integration of faculty
members before the integration of students. She taught at a predominantly Black school, as one
of the few White people in the entire building. Marcy never had to question her racial identity
until she existed in the predominantly Black school. She compared her experiences as an
underrepresented identity at work to the experiences of her colleagues and students existing in
the local community and broader society. She had a positive experience overall, expressing
gratitude for the opportunity to teach in a predominantly Black space. She felt privileged to

connect with Black teachers and students. Marcy also clarified that integration as a faculty

member was smooth, but difficult for the students. She told the interviewer:
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“And so, uh, it was a--it was an interesting experience to have that class to know we were
not--I was not going to be honky and they weren’t going to be niggers, you know, I’'m--
you can put my quotation marks on that. But, I mean, we outlawed that, that was not part
of our conversation. We were respectful and, you know, and I’m not going to have you
calling each other that, I don’t care, you know. And--but I was--that was also at a time
that I think, um--well I assumed my authority as a teacher, you know. And if I said this is
how it’s going to be in this class, in terms of respect and how we treat one another, now--
what--that’s what it’s gonna be, you know.”
As a White female teacher of Black students, she deliberately established respect, counteracting
any negative racial attitudes from the outside world infiltrating their educational space. She was
not a “honky” and her Black students were not “niggers” in her classroom. Assuming authority
as an instructor meant setting racialized social guidelines, not just instructing students about
reading, writing, and mathematics. Marcy facilitated respect and denounced racial tension.
Irene, a Black woman born in 1952, offered a polar-opposite viewpoint from Marcy. Irene
shared:
“...Ican recall my first PTA meeting. There were parents; they were all standing around
looking at me. One of them said to the other one ‘I didn’t know she was Black.” You
know, little things like that, these are the comments you heard and you--you endured the
periods of racism where you were--actually, I had one actually looked at me in the face
and called me a nigger. And that, you know, little things like that. But all of those, I
didn’t take them as a thing of hostility. I used those as incidents to grow on, to make me
a better person because when they happened, I never retaliated; I never--1 would just,
like, and listen to what they had to say.”
Irene navigated being a Black teacher in a predominantly White space and recalled enduring
racialized disrespect from her students’ parents. She told a story of perseverance by earning
respect, facing adversity with poise, and transforming negativity into positivity. Irene and
Marcy’s experiences represented contrasting outlooks. Miara, a Black woman born in 1961,

gave an intriguing account from a student’s standpoint. She hated being the first Black student

to integrate her first-grade class. Miara did not associate any privileges with her experiences.
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Thankfully, her first-grade teacher had a positive influence on her first year of integrated
schooling. Miara described:

“I spent a lot of lonesome time not being able to play with other kids and it was this guy,
I remember his name. And, I see him from time to time, but his family had this carrot
orange red hair, so he was sort of like an outcast. So, uh, he and I started talking and then
eventually, by the end of the school year, most of the kids had come around. But my
first-grade teacher was very sweet and she was actually, probably, a couple years from
retirement age, so. Uh, surprisingly enough she really reached out to us and, you know,
tried to encourage the other students that other than the color of our skin, there was no
difference. But, like I say, by the end of the school year things was much much better.”

Unfortunately, Miara’s second grade teacher made life difficult:
“It was--it was my--now my second-grade teacher was totally opposite. She called me a
black snake in class one day and made me cry, and [ mean--and I had another, uh,
African American girl in class with me and luckily we went to church, but...you get over
your first year and then you get to your second year and it’s just, like really.”

Being called a “black snake” by her second-grade teacher left a bad imprint on her childhood.

Miara’s stories support the Patterson et al. (2011) project, maintaining that teacher’s interactions

with their students leave lasting impressions on their students’ sense of self-identity. Sophie, a

White woman born in 1953, shared a daunting story about her Black teacher:
“I was in French class one day after that and my back was to the window and the next
thing I knew was a big pop! The glass had broken behinded [sic] me and there was a
bullet that went between me and the guy that’s sitting right side of me. They were
shooting at my teacher...She was Black, teaching French. But she was Black, but, you
know. I never knew who did it. But it hit the floor, so--I mean the bullet, ended up in the
floor, but it could’ve gotten me or this--it was a guy sitting over here in the next row, I
mean, you know. Mm mm. It’s all kinds of things that happened. People didn’t talk
about it, you know, so.”

Someone tried to shoot Sophie’s Black French teacher during classroom instruction, but the

broader implications of racial violence still did not register for the interviewee, even as she
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explained the story as an adult. I asked Sophie why she thought that people did not talk about it
and she responded:
“Well I never heard them talk about it...don’t mean they didn’t, I guess because I was
oblivious to most things. But I was in about every club in high school I could be in, but--
. I was naive, I still am. My world is Disney World, that’s where I like to be. It is, but,

you know, I just knew those things happened. I did not understand why, at that time.
Still don’t, but, you know. Everything turned out okay.”

29 <6

Her terms “naive”, “oblivious”, and “my world is Disney World” all demonstrated White
privilege. Blissful ignorance was not an option for someone like her Black French teacher who
could have died while teaching. Even if her Black teacher was hypothetically oblivious to the
racial friction from integration, she was still targeted by racial violence. Admittedly, not all
Black people are terrorized while trying to teach an elementary school class, but the threat of
victimization from overt, covert, or systematic anti-Black racism looms. Sophie explicitly stated
that she was naive as a child and as an adult, yet everything still turned out okay for her, which
showed how internalizing the impacts of anti-Black racism remained optional.

Characterizing Integration
Across several interviewees, the racial integration of schools garnered confusion, pushback, and
fear. Hannah and James, both White and born in 1957, shared detailed accounts. Hannah talked
extensively about aversion to integration from parents and sister. When the interviewer initially
asked about common feelings toward integration, Hannah interjected “Well, your parents did not
like it.” It was intriguing how she used the second-person voice with “your parents did not like
it”, instead of “my parents did not like it” in her immediate response. The interviewee
interrupted the interviewer mid-sentence with a strong declarative statement. The interviewer’s
question about integration was broad, but the interviewee squarely addressed how parents

typically felt about the matter. She did not explicitly describe how her own parents felt initially,
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but she understood that the parental figures in and around her life did not support integration.
The interviewer prompted Hannah to share more about her original response:

“Your parents did not like it. I’'m not sure it meant a whole lot to us, but no, your parents
did not like it. So then, you know, they--it--like I said--they--they--you only saw one or--
one and then I think, probably before we got out of Iverson, it was two buses, that they
brought from the projects. They didn’t wanna be here--I mean, you know, you’re taking
them away from what--they didn’t wanna be here, so their parents were unhappy. And,
you know our parents didn’t want them here...”

She emphasized the parental outlook on integration, explaining how Black and White parents
judged the situation. She still had not clearly stated how her own parents felt. Within the same
response, she presented a story about her sister:

“I remember my sister, who, you know, is more outspoken than is good for her most of
the time...And she wrote a--she wrote a paper about, you know, I--why, you know,
something was done when neither side was happy with it. You know, they’re not happy,
we’re not happy, why are we doing this? Who’s happy? You know. And, you know, I
think--I think it, uh--some, some of the Blacks took it wrong and--there was a period of
time where the principal, for her safety, had to escort her to the bus...And I think she sent
it in--1 think she sent it in to the Pelican Times and they printed it. Yeah, it was one of
these letters to the editor kind of thing. Yeah, so, yeah, it was--so yeah, it was--it was--
and there were a lot of things that we didn’t see in the schools until they integrated
them...I mean, by the time--by the time we got in high school, there was still def--there
was still definite divisions because, you know, unless they assigned seats, they would sit
with theirs and the Whites would sit with theirs because that’s where they were
comfortable. And the only way they got them to mix, even in the, you know, even in the
lunchroom or in the cafeteria was to assign seats and make them sit there. Yeah, I think
the kids were, you know--most of them, I mean, you have ones that were okay and ones
that weren’t, but I guess it--by the time I got in high school, they just kind of accepted it--
it was what it was. But your parents were still not happy, your parents were never happy.
Mine never were.”

Her sister’s editorial piece embodied strong opposition to integration. Externalizing anti-
integration sentiments to her parents and sister may have been a retrospective self-serving bias
for Hannah. Throughout her response she reiterated five different times how “your parents”
opposed racial integration of schools. The sixth time, which was the final sentence of the

response, she directly referenced how her own parents were never happy with integration.
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Disclosing how other people felt about integration obscured her own views, whether supportive,
opposing, or indifferent. Hannah’s rhetorical patterns reflected Bindas (2010)’s findings about
White interviewees circumventing their own potential role in reproducing inequality.

Focusing on her sister’s article, the notion that “some of the Blacks took it wrong”
intrigued me. How exactly were the Black students supposed to react? She did not say that any
of the White students “took it wrong”; only the Black students felt offended. The Black students
seemed the only group susceptible to feeling disrespected. Additionally, her sister sending the
article to the Pelican times, and the Pelican Times printing the article reinforced the broader
social climate within which her school existed. Even if Hannah did not recall the proceedings
with the Pelican Times correctly and the story was not printed, the mere possibility demonstrates
how the world beyond school grounds reflects and facilitates the social processes that occur
within schools. Although Hannah displayed racial awareness with unprompted race talk, she
simultaneously maintained that racial segregation was inherent to social life (Bonilla-Silva
2002:54)

Hamilton, a White man born in 1958, characterized integration as scary, and outlined his
perception of Black people’s rationale considering the social unrest. The interviewer asked
about the beginning of integration and Hamilton declared:

“Well it was kind of scary for me. I had never been to school with an African American.

Um, I had in my not--not in elementary school, no, yeah, no, I don’t believe I saw that

there was a single student. Um, I had an African American teacher, science teacher, in

the seventh grade at Allentown and which he was an excellent teacher and I really liked

him, Mister James. And then we go there and the first day are all these, you know, police
officers on the campus. So I was like ooohhh, um--and I had no idea, you know. My dad
was the least racist person I’ve ever known, you know. Um, he was, you know, when he-

-when he had that business, he would hire virtually anybody, you know. He had no--

there was no color glasses on, you know--no filter. Uh, he would hire what they were

called mentally retarded people back then, you know. And uh, just led a very--gave them

a lot of, uh, self-esteem and sense of self-worth, know what I mean--was very much like--
so I was never racist at all until I went to--you know, til I was confronted with it, um, at
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Casings junior high school. Um, so it scared me, I didn't know how to handle that. But

um, a lot of angry people, right, yeah.”

The first day of integration was jarring because it was his first time attending school with Black
people and there were police officers on campus, presumably to suppress any protesting against
integration. He had no idea that racial integration would be such a contentious issue.
Transitioning from school experiences to his father being “the least racist person” he had ever
known was a peculiar shift in the conversation. He explained that his dad was not racist because
he would hire “virtually anybody” at his business. I was confused about how not being racist
correlated with hiring “mentally retarded people”. Race and mental ability are two completely
different elements of social identity, yet they converged in his explanation. I suggest that racial
background and mental ability were conflated into one generalized foreign identity from the
interviewees’ perspective.

When Hamilton said “--so I was never racist at all until I went to--you know, til I was
confronted with it...”, I immediately wondered how the interviewee conceptualized the term
“racist”. For Hamilton, being a racist likely symbolized an individual trait. Solely defining a
racist person as someone who judges people based on the color of their skin perpetuates the
limited notion that racism is only a psychological issue (Bonilla-Silva 1997:467; Doane
2017:981-983). Hatred aside, a racist person, according to Hamilton, simply acknowledged skin
color (Pérez 2017). After his final comment “a lot of angry people”, the interviewer asked if he
was referring to White people being the “angry people”. Hamilton declared:

“I think it was more so that there--there, uh, uh the African, uh, the Black community was

much--felt like we were coming into their area. Um, which had been--historically been a

Black school, um, um, so I think there was a lot of tension on their--and they wanted to
stake their claim, I understand that. Um, but it was a scary time, scary time.”
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There may be a crucial distinction between the direction of racial integration -- Black students
going to an historically White school or vice versa. Experiences from White students who
integrated historically Black schools may have substantially contrasting accounts from Black
students who integrated historically White schools. Yet, such a nuanced insight may seem
irrelevant within a White-centered narrative. I plainly state White-centered narrative because
mainstream integration positions White people as the group in full control of the integration
process. White people in positions of authority enacted school integration and predominantly
White schools allowed Black children to diversify their student populations. Integration framed
as Black students infiltrating White schools positions White people as the central group.

Hamilton’s account disrupted the White-centered conceptualization of integration.
During segregated schooling, the White schools typically had more funding and resources than
the Black schools. During integration, logic permits that the Black students would move to the
White schools because the White schools were comparatively more financially able to support a
larger population. Within such a narrative, the White school is centralized and portrayed as the
more desirable option, which reinforces a White-centered racial structure. Hamilton clearly
understood the racial tension between White students who diversified historically Black schools
and justified Black students’ anger. His story centralized Black people in a manner that Hannah
and several other White interviewees did not.

Discounting Race

Race talk shifted when interviewees attributed their perceptions to various social factors beyond
race. Caitlyn, Morgan, Theresa, Simon, Hannah, and James, who were all White, displayed

racial color blindness by downplaying or overtly denying the potential or materialized influences
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of race on social life events (Andersen 2001:196; Becker & Paul 2015; Burke 2016:107).
Caitlyn, a White woman born in 1954, mentioned:
“And two, growing up here, I can remember, like, we had Dan who moved here from
Alaska. That, to me, that was more...what’s, um--more, um, curious than having
somebody being bused in--a Black person being bused in--bused in from Lewis. We
didn’t have, um--I mean somebody from way in Alaska. We didn’t have--pretty much
everybody that we went to school with, we all lived in the same neighborhood, so we
didn’t know anything outside much of our neighborhoods--or our school, growing up.”
She compared Dan from Alaska to “a Black person being bused in...from Lewis”, regarding
normality. Seeing a Black student bused from an historically Black school was not unusual,
compared to a student arriving from a completely different state. Admittedly, receiving a new
student from a different state can be a novel event; yet, comparing Dan’s arrival to the racial
integration of schools seemed to discount race and obscure race talk. If race talk was
uncomfortable for Caitlyn, then mentioning Dan from Alaska provided a conversational
recourse. Morgan, a White woman born in 1959, delineated:
“They weren’t bused very much at all. It wasn’t like they were trying to segregate
schools, at that point. I remember when we were like in nineteen sixty eight, when
desegregation came and kind of like Lightburg--and there was a lot of rioting and
everything going on. Especially in the junior high and the high schools, which I wasn’t
in that age group, but my siblings were so my dad would kind of let us stay out of school
at that point. Because he didn’t want us to get hurt and, you know, plus people would go
after the police officers' kids before they would go after anybody else, so it was a lot of
segregation things that were going on. But, you know, we never were raised to see color,
you know. We are all God’s children red, yellow, Black, and White. You know, it was
just, as long as you’re a good Christian in your heart, it doesn’t matter what color you
are.”
Morgan discounted race by explaining “we were never raised to see color”. In her mind, not
seeing race aligned with religious morality and being a good person to others regardless of their

skin color. Theresa, a White woman born in 1963, completely dismissed race in a story about

her aunt:
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“I had an aunt that was a student teaching in Cumbertown and there was like a little race
riot outside of the school. She was doing her student teacher--she was a student teacher.
And a drunk man got in the building, a drunk Black man, and cornered her in a building.
Didn’t touch her, thank the Lord, but, um, and she doesn’t know that I know because my
grandmother told me this. And so, from now, she would never go teach in public school.
She--and it wasn’t that the time probably, she was younger, probably more about race,
but, as she matured she always taught in Christian school. She’s never--she taught forty
four years, she always taught in Christian school. Now it didn’t--she didn’t have--
because I worked with her for a little while. In Jochebed, I got to work at Lawson where
she was for a while. It was not a race issue, at that time she was gonna teach the children.
You know, but I think she was really scared, you know, for a while in her younger days.
Yeah. Had it not been for that, I think, you know...”

She legitimated her aunt’s aversion to teaching in public schools by asserting that “it was not a
race issue”. During a race riot, a young White woman is cornered by a drunk Black man in a
public school building. After said encounter, the young White woman never teaches in a public
school again for over 40 years, exclusively working in Christian schools. Given the
sociohistorical context, as public schools integrated, alternative types of schooling offered refuge
from mixed-race public education. Families who could afford to transfer their children out of
public schools tended to be White, which meant that the Christian schools that Theresa’s aunt
worked in were likely predominantly White. Working in predominantly White Christian schools
appeared safer than working in racially integrated public schools. While Theresa did not view
her aunt’s situation as a race issue, the possibility lingers. When the interviewer asked Theresa
about how her parents and grandparents felt about integration, she said:
“My dad, um, you know there was White flight in nineteen sixty nine, and so, some of
my friends--and I didn’t--we were little, so we didn’t know much--were going to private
schools, you know, private schools popped up. So, my dad said--and we would just like
‘What is private school? What is, you know--why is my friend so and so going to the
new school?” And he would--didn’t get into all that. He would just say ‘Well their mom
and dad want them to go to that school.” Wasn’t about race at all. Um, but we learned
later and he would say--he was a constant salesman ‘You got to learn to get along with

everybody, this is your school. And you will go to your school.” That was about it when
we were little.”
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After discussing her aunt’s encounter, Theresa presented White flight, private schooling, and
dispelling race as a motivating factor for transferring schools. Theresa recalled how her father
circumvented race talk with her as a child, urging that she must “learn to get along with
everybody”. Declaring that one’s child should be amicable with everyone is a prosocial
instruction, but inadequately recognizes the macro-level social patterns that we reproduce
consciously and subconsciously. An affable disposition at the individual level does not
automatically prevent one from exercising racial prejudice. Simon, a White man born in 1958,
addressing racial disputes during integration at the individual level, stated “And again at Omaha,
every once in a while there’d be something, but for the most part everybody got along pretty
well. It--a lot depended just on the individuals, more than anything.”

Simon spoke to a psychological framework of race relations (Bonilla-Silva 1997:467;
Doane 2017:981-983). Only a few people who were unfriendly or overtly cantankerous initiated
trouble at school. Whether between Black and White students, bused and local students, or any
variation of contrasting identities, the problems emerged from individual issues. The main
dilemma was unfriendliness, not anti-Black racism. Hannah and James, both White and born in
1957, each shared an individualistic outlook about why Black and White students did not
intermingle during school integration:

“As far as sitting, it’s--it’s--it’s not they sat apart because they didn’t, you know, had a
problem with each other, necessarily...” - Hannah

“It’s just who your friends were.” - James

The statements from both illustrated how they rationalized why White and Black students still
managed to segregate themselves in racially integrated schools. The Black and White students

did not all inherently hate each other, rather they were more comfortable with their
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predetermined friends before integration occurred, and those friends were intraracial instead of
interracial relationships. Hannah elaborated:

“It wasn’t like gangs or anything, you know--no, it’s just who--that’s who their friends

were, so, you know--I mean kids are cliquish now. But, you know, they tend to stick

with their little group, well. They just, you know, stuck with their little group and that’s
just--1 don’t think it--I don’t think they thought about it in terms--the kids thought about
it in terms of color, it was just people they were familiar with, so, but--. You know, the
problem is kids, even if they don’t necessarily think that way, they tend to come to school
and just parrot what they’ve heard at home, their parents’s views. They may not even
know necessarily know what they’re saying. They just, you know, repeating what they
hear and they make each other mad over what they’re repeating and not really what they
have actually thought about.”
Once again, Hannah attributed self-segregation to children preferring their original friends before
integration and being naturally “cliquish”, without acknowledging race as an influential
component (Bonilla-Silva 2002:54). She expounded that children often repeat thoughts and
behaviors gathered from their parents. Notably, children are highly impressionable and prone to
internalizing their parents’ stances of the social world without critically analyzing the origins of
their parents’ ideas. Hannah shared a coherent rationale; however, discounting race does not
sufficiently combat anti-Black racism.

For some interviewees, race talk dominated their school memories, while others briskly
discussed or never addressed any race-related conversation. All of the Black interviewees,
regardless of data segment, led school talk with race talk. Conversely, several White
interviewees did not talk about race unless squarely prompted by the interviewer. Even when I
intentionally requested information about school integration from Donna, a White woman born
in 1963, she denied experiencing any direct or indirect consequences from integration.

Samantha, a White woman born in 1955, spoke extensively about school, but never addressed

race or racial integration.
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All 11 Black interviewees verbalized race talk unprompted. Of the 19 White
interviewees, four neither talked about race nor were they prompted to, ten reflected on
racialized experiences at school unprompted, four engaged in race talk during school talk after
prompting, and one rejected race talk, despite the interviewer’s inquiry about school integration.
The clear contrast between prompted and unprompted race talk for Black and White interviewees
suggested that race was more pervasive in the schooling memories of Black participants than
White participants. Within my sample, race talk seemed more cathartic for Black interviewees
because they could freely vent about their frustrations and negative racialized experiences
(Horsford 2014:301). The variation across White interviewees reinforced that race talk may be
ambiguous, uncomfortable, or simply unnecessary to address in some people’s life experiences
(Pollock 2004:36).

Discussion & Implications
I predicted that Black participants would engage in more unprompted race talk than White
participants, and my findings supported my expectations. I initially expected that White
interviewees would briskly address race talk or avoid it altogether, unless directly prompted by
the interviewer(s). Although prompted, some White interviewees used color-blind rhetoric
during their race talk (Bonilla-Silva 2002). I assert that Black interviewees engaged in more
unprompted race talk because negative physical, emotional, and/or psychological consequences
of anti-Black racism bluntly or indirectly impacted their own lives. Given many of the
recollections, Black interviewees did not have the option to ignore the role of race in their
schooling experiences. Many of the Black participants lacked the option to ignore race because

their race-related experiences involved explicitly adverse outcomes.
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Whether tangentially referenced or thoroughly detailed, every Black interviewee talked
about race when recounting schooling memories. The consistent race talk across data segments
was significant because, despite differences in birth year, county of origin, gender, and the date
of the interview, the Black interviewees all spoke on race. The majority of the Black
interviewees’ stories reflected direct emotional or physical harm to themselves, friends, or family
members.

Of the 12 White interviewees who recounted unpleasant memories from school, key
themes included perceived threats of physical harm, confusion about racial integration, zero race
talk, and color-blind rhetoric. The remaining seven White interviewees either shared neutral
experiences linked to race or none at all. I posit that White interviewees reserved an option to
discuss race during their schooling experiences because they did not have to navigate negative
influences of anti-Black racism in the same manner as Black interviewees.

With my project, I highlight that race shapes historical interpretations of the racial
integration of schools. I aimed to demonstrate that race heavily influences how we recall past
social interactions and perceive our present social world. Consciously and subconsciously, we
reproduce racialized social norms every day through our thoughts, actions, and attitudes.
Avoiding race talk does not negate the deleterious effects of anti-Black racism on Black people
and other people of color. I urge that we critically analyze how anti-Black racism involves more
than just hatred of another individual or population because of skin color. Unknowingly, we can
reinforce racist ideologies in our jokes, euphemisms, seemingly non-racial conversations, and
misinformed race-related discourse (Pérez 2017). When discussing race, coded language and
color-blind rhetoric veil ideologies that disparage Blackness as a social identity. The language

we use to categorize, define, and describe race molds our social perceptions.
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Delving deeper into color-blind rhetoric, exercising a race-neutral mindset means
ignoring and rejecting that race affects life experiences (Jones 2020). Race-neutral perspectives
contribute to transgenerational discourse about social life. When parents only tell their children
to “treat everyone equally” and “be nice to everyone”, too much critical information about how
race influences social interactions remains untouched. Being nice does not absolve anyone from
reproducing anti-Black social ideologies, or upholding White supremacist norms. As a key
point, race-neutral rhetoric emerges from an individualistic vantage point. If an individual has
not personally witnessed, experienced, or perceived any advantageous or injurious effects linked
to their racial identity, then race may seem a neutral variable in their life. When race seems
neutral in one’s own life, then it may be easier to reject how race manifests in other people’s
lives. Dismissing race serves two purposes: (1) it protects any systematic privileges afforded an
individual by their racial identity; (2) it reinforces racist ideologies embedded in mainstream
language, commonly accepted behaviors, social attitudes, and institutional biases.
Unambiguously deconstructing race creates opportunities to solve race-related problems in
dyadic interactions and institutional patterns.

On institutional patterns, we must widen our lens on how schooling experiences frame
our social outlooks. Beyond educational spaces, schools are sociohistorical artifacts and training
grounds for socialization. As sociohistorical artifacts, older school buildings have served many
generations of students, faculty, and staff members. Each generation interacts differently within
their schools, relative to the current sociohistorical context. Social patterns within schools reflect
social norms beyond schools. When people, regardless of race, normalize and internalize anti-
Black racism through daily life exchanges, those ideals reverberate through schools. The ideals

manifest through the information that instructors teach in the classroom. It surfaces in how
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teachers treat and evaluate students from different backgrounds. It shows through students’
interactions with each other, or lack thereof. Such indicators may foster latent and salient effects
that continue to disadvantage Black people and other people of color within and beyond the
classroom.

Regarding historical narrative, I encourage specific implications for teaching about the
racial integration of schools in U.S. history classes. I encourage instructors to establish clear
distinctions between desegregation and integration. Desegregation does not equal integration.
Social integration should entail positive interactions and exchanges between people from
different backgrounds. My project demonstrated that the racial integration of schools included
de facto segregation within integrated school spaces, palpable tension between students and
teachers from different racial backgrounds, and physical, emotional, and psychological harm for
Black and White people. History teachers also should not overlook the direction of integration.
In the renowned integration narratives about Ruby Bridges and the Little Rock Nine, the
common direction of integration involves Black students integrating historically all-White
schools. Interviewees in my study explained how White students also integrated historically all-
Black schools, which displaces a White-centered narrative that only frames integration as Black
students from underprivileged schools gaining newfound access to better-resourced White
schools.

Limitations & Future Directions
Results from 30 interviews from one state in the southern U.S. offers limited generalizability.
The stories from Black and White people in NC may differ from residents of Oregon, Minnesota,
Maine, Maryland, or even different counties within NC. I consider that my data segmentation

may have subtracted from my comparisons between Jochebed and Alkaline counties, particularly
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rural versus urban locales. My sample was racially imbalanced, as I compared stories from 11
Black interviewees and 19 White interviewees. As another imbalance, I evaluated nine JC
interviews and 21 AC interviews. I believe that the high variation of interviewers across my data
segments could have been a limitation. Matching social identities between interviewer(s) and
interviewee(s) may have played a significant role in the stories that interviewees felt comfortable
sharing. The genders, racial identities, and linguistic accents of interviewers could have
subconsciously or directly affected how interviewees chose to respond to certain questions
and/or tell certain stories. Given that memory recall is a flawed cognitive process, I lastly
recognize that some interviewees could have misremembered certain details of their experiences.

For future research, I suggest that each data segment from my study could develop into
separate projects, provided supplementary interviews bolster each segment’s sample size.
Instead of comparing narratives across NC counties, one could compare experiences of residents
from the southern and northwestern U.S.. As I researched the history of the racial integration of
schools, insights from my work could inform contemporary policy and research about how
school choice continues an historical culture of de facto segregation across schooling types (e.g.,
magnet, charter, private, religious-based, public, et cetera) (see Davis 2014 for example). My
potential contribution to contemporary schooling discourse would advise parents, students,
teachers, and administrators to carefully examine how race and the history of racially segregated
schooling in the U.S. influence current school systems and school choice. If race-neutral rhetoric
dominates the conversation, then we may risk repeating history and reinforcing White
supremacist ideologies in our educational institutions and other areas of social life.

To conclude, I addressed themes, perceptual contrasts, sociological connections, and

nuanced understandings about schooling experiences and race. Notably, racism, racial prejudice,
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and discrimination impact more than just Black and White people in the U.S.. Anti-Black racism
is neither a dichotomous issue nor a U.S.-centralized issue; it is a global, generational problem.
We often reproduce racism, colorism, and many other systems of oppression through our
ideological beliefs and daily interactions inadvertently. Yet, just as past generations created

oppressive social systems, current and future generations can identify and dismantle them.
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Table 1. Data Segment 1

Appendix A

Segment 1

Interviewee |Year of Birth |Race/Gender |County of Origin
Elaine 1961 White/Woman |Jochebed
Sophie 1953 White/Woman |Jochebed
Donna 1963 White/Woman |Jochebed
Theresa 1963 White/Woman [Jochebed
Table 2. Data Segment 2

Segment 2
Interviewee |Year of Birth |Race/Gender |County of Origin
Irene 1952 Black/Woman |Jochebed
Miara 1961 Black/Woman |Jochebed
Avery 1954 Black/Woman |Jochebed
Orpheus 1962 Black/Man Jochebed
Shawna 1959 Black/Woman |Jochebed
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Table 3. Data Segment 3

Segment 3

Interviewee |Year of Birth |Race/Gender |County of Origin
Marcy 1938 White/Woman |Alkaline
Joe 1941 White/Man Alkaline
Dana 1957 White/Woman |Alkaline
Anna 1946 White/Woman |Alkaline
Arthur 1959 White/Man Alkaline
Josephine 1946 White/Woman |Alkaline
Amanda 1953 (Woman) |White/Woman

Mark n/a (Man) White/Man Alkaline
Elyse 1946 Black/Woman |Alkaline
Jackie 1962 Black/Woman |Alkaline
Fred 1963 Black/Man Alkaline
Danny 1963 Black/Woman |Alkaline
Simon 1958 White/Man Alkaline
Delilah 1952 White/Woman |Alkaline
Hamilton 1958 White/Man Alkaline
Hannah White/Woman

James 1957 (both) White/Man Alkaline
Samantha 1955 White/Woman |Alkaline
Hubert 1951 White/Man Alkaline
Caitlyn 1954 White/Woman |Alkaline
Morgan 1959 White/Woman |Alkaline
Dominic 1946 Black/Man Alkaline
Xavier 1968 Black/Man Alkaline
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Table 4. Black Interviewees & Race Talk

Black Interviewees
Interviewee |Year of Birth [Race |[Discussed Race Talk? |Prompted or Unprompted?
Irene 1952 Black |Yes Unprompted
Miara 1961 Black |Yes Unprompted
Avery 1954 Black |Yes Unprompted
Orpheus 1962 Black |Yes Unprompted
Shawna 1959 Black |Yes Unprompted
Elyse 1946 Black |Yes Unprompted
Jackie 1962 Black |Yes Unprompted
Fred 1963 Black |Yes Unprompted
Danny 1963 Black |Yes Unprompted
Dominic 1946 Black |Yes Unprompted
Xavier 1968 Black |Yes Unprompted
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Table 5. White Interviewees & Race Talk

White Interviewees
Interviewee |Year of Birth |Race Discussed Race Talk? |Prompted or Unprompted?
Elaine 1961 White |Yes Prompted
Sophie 1953 White |Yes Prompted
Donna 1963 White |No Prompted
Theresa 1963 White |Yes Prompted
Marcy 1938 White |Yes Unprompted
Joe 1941 White |Yes Unprompted
Dana 1957 White |No Unprompted
Anna 1946 White |No Unprompted
Arthur 1959 White |Yes Unprompted
Josephine 1946 White |No Unprompted
Amanda 1953 (Woman) |(White
Mark n/a (Man) White |Yes Unprompted
Simon 1958 White |Yes Unprompted
Delilah 1952 White |Yes Unprompted
Hamilton 1958 White |Yes Unprompted
Hannah White
James 1957 (both) White |Yes Unprompted
Samantha 1955 White |No Unprompted
Hubert 1951 White |Yes Unprompted
Caitlyn 1954 White |Yes Prompted
Morgan 1959 White |Yes Unprompted
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Appendix B

Prompting Questions.
*Note: Only interviewees in Data Segment 1 (see Table 1.) received the prompting questions.

e (Can you talk a little about growing up in [insert locale]?
e *What was it like going to school? What did you like about it? What didn’t you like so
much? (Ask subsequent questions if interviewee was born around/before 1967)

1.

2.
3.

5.

How old were you when school desegregation first happened in [insert locale]?

a. How was that process for you?

Was there ever a time when you felt uncomfortable/unsafe at school?

Did your siblings or other family members have great or awful experiences
related to schools being desegregated?

How did your parent(s)/grandparent(s) feel about school desegregation?

a. Did they ever discuss desegregation with you directly? Why or why not?

b. Are you familiar with the Brown v. Board of Education case? (*Note: The
court ruling outlawed racial desegregation in schools in 1954.) Do you
recall your parents talking about it? How did they react? Did you have
thoughts about it?

c. Are you familiar with the Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of
Education case? (*Note: The court ruling upheld busing programs, which
aimed to integrate NC schools in 1971.) Do you recall your parents
talking about it? How did they react? Did you have thoughts about it?

Do you think your childhood experiences during desegregation impacted your
adult life?

a. Ifso, how? If not, why not?
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