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PREFACE TO THE 1989 EDITION

The study on which this book is based was completed almost ten
years ago. Since then, much has changed. The more conservative
political and social climate now prevailing has been clearly reflected
in national policies relating to school desegregation. Under the
Reagan Administration, the Justice Department reversed its histori-
cal support for school desegregation, and federal funds earmarked to
help finance desegregation efforts were cut back sharply. In addition,
demographic trends in many large urban school districts in the 1980s
have made it almost meaningless to speak of desegregation in the
traditional sense of the word, since a very high proportion of the
school-age population is now composed of minority group members
(Farley 1984). Nonetheless, the Brown vs. Board of Education suit,
which laid the basis for the desegregation of our nation’s schools,
continues to have an impact. For example, the proportion of black
students attending virtually all black schools has been cut in half
from about 64 percent in the late 1960s to about 33 percent in the
1980s. Thus, hundreds of thousands of students attend racially mixed
schools, and many cities, towns, and states are still grappling with the
issue of how to maximize the benefits of this experience while mini-
mizing the potential problems.

Though attention to school desegregation and other issues con-
nected with race relations more generally has diminished over the past
ten to fifteen years, it isn’t because the social and economic subordi-
nation of blacks in our society has suddenly been eliminated or be-
cause blacks and whites have finally found a way to live together in
harmony. In fact, the Commission on Minority Participation in Edu-
cation and American Life, a group whose distinguished bipartisan
membership included former Presidents Jimmy Carter and Gerald
Ford, published a report in 1988 that concluded

America is moving backward —not forward —in its effort to achieve
the full participation of minority citizens in the life and prosperity
of the nation. In education, employment, income, health, longevity
and other basic measures of individual and social well-being, gaps
persist —and in some cases are widening — between members of mi-
nority groups and the majority population. (cited in The New York
Times, May 29, 1988)
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Blacks still have markedly higher unemployment rates than whites,
and their median family income remains below that of whites in both
one and two parent households (Farley 1984). One need only mention
Howard Beach, the New York neighborhood where a gang of white
youths attacked three black men for racial reasons, or read reports of
the recent growth of white supremacist groups to know that all is not
well.

Even on college campuses, the breeding ground for much of the
liberal social change in the late 1960s and early 1970s, racism is
rampant. Almost 100 colleges and universities in this country have
experienced racial incidents in the past year or so (Paull-Borja 1988).
Some of these incidents have been quite violent, such as the torching
of the first black fraternity house at the University of Mississippi,
and cross burnings at the Citadel and the University of Alabama.
Others, such as those involving racial insults and epithets at institu-
tions as varied as Stanford, Oklahoma State, Dartmouth, American
University, and the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, have
generally been less violent but have nonetheless created considerable
controversy and tension. Thus, the challenge of creating a society in
which individuals can achieve their full potential and in which the
legacy of economic inequality and social isolation between majority
and minority groups does not rupture our social fabric remains cru-
cial to the future of our country and the lives of its individual citi-
zens. In fact, this issue is becoming even more pressing as the propor-
tion of the population who are minority group members continues to
rise substantially.

Nothing that has occurred in the fifteen years since I first started
the study reported here has made me question the potential of school
desegregation to help promote racial harmony and equality, although
it has become increasingly clear that we cannot expect the schools
single-handedly to solve problems that have longstanding historical,
social, and economic causes. In fact, two developments in the past
decade underscore the potential of desegregation to mitigate the
problems plaguing our society. First, in 1984 the National Institute of
Education commissioned seven well respected scholars of varying
political stances to perform a meta-analysis (a statistical aggregation
of the results of previous empirical studies) of the existing research on
school desegregation’s impact on black students’ achievement (Cook
et al. 1984). The overall conclusion stemming from this major project
was that desegregation does indeed improve black achievement. Spe-
cifically, it appears to have a modest positive impact on black stu-
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dents’ reading abilities, though not influencing mathematics achieve-
ment to a noticeable extent. Although proponents of desegregation
have long claimed that positive academic outcomes for minority stu-
dents were likely and could cite studies to back this contention, the
set of 1984 meta-analyses provides more systematic and complete
evidence for this claim than was previously available. Furthermore,
although there is less research on this topic, the broad consensus
among those who have reviewed the available literature is that deseg-
regation does not harm the academic achievement of whites, as oppo-
nents of the policy have claimed it would (St. John 1975; Schofield
1988; Weinberg 1970).

A second development also reinforces the importance of school
desegregation. Evidence is beginning to accumulate that school de-
segregation may help break a cycle of racial isolation in which both
minority and majority group members, unused to mutual contact,
avoid each other even though this limits their occupational, social,
and residential choices. For example, two studies suggest that increas-
ing levels of school desegregation are related to decreasing amounts
of residential segregation (Pearce 1980; Pearce, Crain, and Farley
1984). At the individual rather than community level, there is evi-
dence that blacks who attended desegregated schools are more likely
to live in integrated neighborhoods and to have white social contacts
later in life (Crain 1984; Crain and Weisman 1972). In a quite differ-
ent area, employment, there is also evidence that school desegrega-
tion breaks down intergroup barriers. For example, Braddock, Crain,
and McPartland (1984) summarize the results of several national
surveys and conclude that black graduates of desegregated schools
are more likely to work in desegregated environments than peers who
attended segregated schools. One of the factors that may account for
this outcome is that blacks who attend desegregated schools will most
likely have more desegregated social networks than those attending
predominantly black schools. Recent work by Braddock and Mc-
Partland (1987) demonstrates that blacks who use such desegregated
networks in their job searches end up in jobs yielding a higher income
and having a higher percentage of white co-workers than blacks who
either use segregated networks or no social networks in their job
searches.

There is little comparable research on the long-term impact of
desegregation on whites. However, it seems reasonable to expect a
parallel increase in intergroup contact later in life. Indeed, at least
one study has demonstrated that the racial composition of white
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students’ high schools and colleges influences the likelihood that they
will work in a desegregated setting later in life (Braddock, Mc-
Partland, and Trent 1984).

Research connecting desegregated schooling with important out-
comes later in life is particularly gratifying to me because it helps to
provide a data-based answer to those colleagues who have asked me
during the past fifteen years, “Why don’t you study something im-
portant, like academic achievement, instead of focusing on social
relationships?” While I do not deny the crucial importance of aca-
demic achievement in creating a situation in which minority group
members can take advantage of opportunities, it has always seemed
to me that the social skills and relationships that can develop in
desegregated schools are of considerably more importance than is
typically recognized by researchers and educators.

This belief undoubtedly has some of its roots in my experiences
during a year in the late 1960s when I taught at a black college and
saw able black colleagues whose careers in the wider society had
been blocked by discrimination. Even more telling to me was the
plight of some undergraduates I knew who could not bring them-
selves to take advantage of the career opportunities beginning to open
up to them outside the black community because of a fear of the
unknown —that is, of desegregated social environments. This belief
was further strengthened by the work of Jencks et al. (1972) which
demonstrated that academic achievement does not have the kind of
overwhelming impact on later occupational success that might jus-
tify making it the exclusive focus of most research on the outcomes of
desegregated schooling. Although Jencks et al. may have overstated
their case, as critics have charged, recent work on the long-term social
and occupational outcomes of desegregation does highlight the need
to recognize that schools do more than teach academic subject matter.
As a social environment in which individuals spend nearly one-third of
their waking hours for a significant portion of their lives, schools have
a profound potential for shaping individuals and their social networks
as the study reported in this book points out.

I have argued above that achieving increased equality and harmo-
ny between whites and blacks remains an important challenge which
must be faced in the 1990s. I have also argued that interracial school-
ing is one strategy that can contribute to attaining these goals. How-
ever, the question remains whether a book originally written in the
early 1980s based on research done in the late 1970s is likely to be
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useful in understanding the realities of interracial schooling in the
1990s, or whether circumstances have changed so much that such a
study is primarily of historical interest. I firmly believe that this book
still speaks to the current situation in many interracial schools. The
reason is relatively straightforward. The core chapters in the book
deal with such issues as the impact on peer relations of previous racial
isolation and group differences in socio-economic status and aca-
demic achievement. High levels of residential segregation and the
continued existence of marked disparities between blacks and whites
in socio-economic status and academic achievement are still facts of
life in the U.S. Thus, they still present a challenge to students and
teachers in desegregated schools. Other core chapters examine the
impact of the students’ particular developmental stage on the nature
of their relationships, both with those who share their own gender or
race and with those who do not. It seems reasonable to assert that the
developmental issues faced by students as they make the transition
into their early teen years have not changed fundamentally in the last
decade, in spite of some changes in the social context in which they
occur.

One question I am often asked by those who have read the 1982
edition of this book is, “What is the school you studied like now?”
This question is prompted by the rapid and substantial changes which
occurred there, detailed in Chapter 7. The school opened in 1975 as a
model of academic excellence and carefully planned integration. By
1982, when this book was first published, the school was seriously
overcrowded and in danger of being categorized as segregated ac-
cording to state guidelines because the proportion of black students
was much higher in the school than in the school district.

To answer this question fully would require another intensive and
time-consuming study. I have not undertaken such a study for a
variety of reasons, one of the most important being the current lack
of funding for desegregation research. However, in preparation for
the republication of this book I did a brief “mini-study” of the school
focusing primarily on the kinds of issues discussed in Chapter 7.
Information on many of these topics was available from statistics and
reports published by the School Board, written materials gathered at
the school, and from a review of local newspaper coverage of the
school and the district during the past ten years. This information
was supplemented by contact with individuals at the Board of Educa-
tion and interviews with the school’s principal as well as with current
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students and the parents of such students. I was delighted to discover
that almost all of the sixth grade teachers who had been kind enough
to allow me to observe extensively in their classes (see Table 1, p. 31)
were still at the school, as were a substantial number of the seventh
and eighth grade teachers who had participated in the initial study.
Many of these individuals were gracious enough to take time from
their work to talk with me about the school’s recent history; they
proved to be invaluable resources. Since I believe that the school’s
current state is best understood as part of its continuing evolution, I
have not included the material from my admittedly brief mini-study
in this Preface. Rather, it has been placed at the end of Chapter 7
under the heading “Going on Fifteen: Wexler Revisited.”
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WEXLER MIDDLE SCHOOL.:
PROMISE AND PROBLEMS

Wexler Middle School opened amid great fanfare and high hopes.*
The new school was touted as a model of both high-quality educa-
tion and thoroughgoing integration. Indeed, the major local news-
paper rhapsodized:

If anything, Wexler may be too good. . . . That is, it could skim off
the cream and make more difficult later plans to establish [middle]
schools. . . . But the administration is putting its best foot forward

and worrying later about future successes.

*Pseudonyms are used throughout this book in place of actual proper
names in order to provide confidentiality. For the same reason, occasional
changes have been made in the names of specific programs or positions within
the school when it was possible to do this without creating confusion about
their nature. Finally, in a very few instances, such as the quotations from news-
paper articles, complete source information has not been provided because it
could compromise the other efforts made to insure confidentiality.

The research on which this book is based was funded by the National
Institute of Education (NIE) under contract no. 400-76-0011. Some of the other
expenses related to the preparation of the book were funded by grant number
MH31602-01 from the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) and by the
Learning Research and Development Center of the University of Pittsburgh,
which is supported in part by funds from NIE. However, all opinions expressed
herein are solely those of the author, and no endorsement of the ideas by NIE or
NIMH is implied or intended.



