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Our nation has succeeded in racially integrating public facilities such as libraries,
theaters, department stores and public transportation systems.! Yet, public schools have
remained largely segregated. Since the 1954 Brown v. Board Supreme Court decision
declaring segregated schools unconstitutional?, and since the subsequent second
reconstruction of the Civil Rights Movement, merit rather than skin color has become the
cnterion for acceptance into public facilities more than ever before in our nation’s history.
It may seem unclear why the integration of the public education system has a record of
less success. The goal of desegregation and the urban reality of public schools has
remained unaccomplished. The demands of existing desegregation plans-- the plans'
inconvenience for both African Americans and whites--continue to limit the effectiveness
of the plans.

Thomas Paine aptly warned that "Those who expect to reap the blessings of freedom
must...undergo the fatigue of supporting it."? Unlike desegregating public facilities such as
theaters and department stores, public school systems are vast and complex entities that
must not only be desegregated, but integrated. The problem of dismantling a segregated
system 1s one of disagreement over the appropriate means. Could Americans' impatience
with finding a desirable, successful plan to achieve integration of public schools be
inhibiting progress toward the complete abolishment of our country’s caste system?

In a 1974 conference that reflected upon progress made since the Brown decision,
Ruby G. Martin, a former director of the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare's
Office for Civil Rights?, stated that "No school desegregation case should ever be filed

unless the relief sought has been thought out and analyzed in the most minute detail."s
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Accordingly, policy makers from all levels of government must take into account the
public response to past and present desegregation plans. The ideal of school integration
has faltered in the minds of many families who maintain that education, as distinguished
from other goals, should be the sole concern of public schools. This public discontent is
the result of the inadequacies of the desegregation policies. As illustrated in a recent Time
magazine article, "The End of Integration"$, a move toward the abandonment of the
integration ideal is a national trend.

As a result of conservative federal court rulings and de facto residential segregation,
the scope of school-desegregation remedies has been steadily contracting. Gary Orfield,
the director of the Harvard Project on School Desegregation and outspoken authority on
desegregation policies, argues that "By the early 1990s the process of desegregation had
stopped. Now it's beginning to move backward...We're in danger of losing it without even
thinking about it."7

This nationwide trend has been played out in the Los Angeles School District for
nearly twenty years.® The effort to desegregate the nation's public schools since the 1954
watershed Supreme Court decision, Brown v. Board of Education, has been difficult and
incomplete. The struggle to achieve school desegregation within the city of Los Angeles
has been no exception. The education system in the sprawling city of Los Angeles is
defined by the Los Angeles Unified School District, the largest in physical size--seven

hundred and eight square miles--and second largest in student population-approximately
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six hundred thousand-among all school districts nationally. Within the city boundaries are
numerous independent cities and unincorparated areas, which serve to block casy
solutions to the problems of segregated schools.® In addition to the city af Los Angeles,
the Unified District serves the cities of Bell Carson, Cudahy, Gardena, Huntington Park,
Lomita, Maywood, San Femando, South Gate, Vernon, and West Hollywood.! The Los
Angeles populace's general mood of apathy, indifterence, and even antipathy towand
current desegregation policy has fueled campaigns designed to carve out school districts
along municipal boundaries in the Unified District. The result would be a multitude of
small school districts defined by their immediate neighborhood only, excluding the
possibility that students from suburban and urban neighborhoods would attend the same
school. The rate of progress, or lack thereof, toward school integration seems partially
linked to the public's responses to desegregation plans. Therefore, a study of citizens'
concerns provides much needed insight into the desegregation dilemma within the Los
Angeles County public school system.

Desegregation Woes in Los Angeles County Public Schools studies the public response
to the past and present desegregation policies and practices in the Los Angeles County
School District from the demise of the mandatory busing plan in the late 1970s to the
present. Public responses to such issues, provide insight into the reception, workings, and
effects of the two major proposals employed by Los wazzu Angeles: mandatory
desegregation, entailing a busing system or the rezoning of attendance boundaries, and a

voluntary plan, a system in which parents may choose which school their children will
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attend. The effort at desegregating these public schools has not helped to counter racial
tensions between African Americans and whites within the Los Angeles Unified School
District. Perhaps, contemporary opinions on the beneficial and detrimental effects of
descgregation have intensified racial discrimination. Each Los Angeles desegregation
policy has successively faced resistance and opposition, and those opposing desegregation
have been reasserting political power in the early 1990s to end the current policies by
ending the Unified District. In essence, the Los Angeles populace's responses to the
perceived inadequacies of the Unified District's desegregation policies have partally

contributed to their ineffectiveness and the consequent need for alternate plans. The

district has endured a move away from a predominantly mandatory bu sing plan coupled

with a voluntary busing program to the reliance on a voluntary busing program as the

and the later implementation of schools that offered incentives
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created from a continuum of individual responses, neighborhood responses, and
community responses. Stephen Weatherford has argued that "Implementation of a busing
desegregation plan produces a highly charged community environment of which virtually
all residents are aware. Neighborhood-based communication networks then result from
the conflict that such an issue produces."!?2 Los Angelinos' responses to school
desegregation policies had an important part in determining the degree to which these
policies have been effective. The populace's move away from the current desegregation
policies, and toward an affirmation of 'quality education’ has fit that pattern,

Although there have been no works published on public responses toward
desegregation policies of the Los Angeles Unified district, Alan Lupo's Liberty’s Chosen
Home: The Politics of Violence in Boston and Ronald P. Formisano's Boston Against
Busing document public response to a mandatory busing descgregation policy in perhaps
the nation's most acute case of a city rgvished by violent, anti-busing protesis.!? In this
sense, the Boston desegregation issue seems relevant to a study of desegregation policies
in Los Angeles public schools. In June 1974, District Court Judge Wendell A. Garrity Jr.
found Boston's school system guilty of de jure, or intentional, segregation.! Judge
Garrity remained in control of the Boston school system until June 1985 when he returned

power to the Boston school board, deeming the potential for violence sparked by the

busing issue to have subsided.!
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Boston's anti-busing coalition, Restore Our Alienated Rights or ROAR, and the
METCO voluntary busing program are similar to the Los Angeles community's anti-busing
coalition and a Los Angeles Unified voluntary busing program respectively.!$ Yet,
Formisano and Lupo fail to argue that popular Bostonian responses effectively altered the
Boston school system's primary desegregation policy, evident by the lasting power of
mandatory busing in Boston. As Lupo argued that “the prevailing sentiment among
Boston voters was against busing”17, it may be concluded that the Boston populace played
a lessor role in influencing Boston's desegregation policies than the Los Angeles popular
response played in altering desegregation policies in Los Angeles.

Similar to the state of affairs in Los Angeles, the Boston public's response to an eleven-
year court-ordered busing program was to flee from the district and, therefore, exceed the
scope of the policy's enforcement.!8 As it may be argued that this is a public response in
and of itself, Boston's desegregation-policy episode--an episode that resulted in a decrease
of participatory white students for desegregation--may parallel that of Los Angeles, as do
episodes in Memphis Tennessee, Savannah Georgia and other cities across the nation.
Unfortunately, recounts of these cities' desegregation episodes are nonexistent and authors
who have documented Boston's desegregation policies have tended to conclude their
analysis of public response immediately following Garrity's 1985 decision. In this sense,

the study of Los Angeles’ desegregation policies is relevant to the city of Los Angeles, but

also significant to the unfolding events in cities of similar design.
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A Struggle Through the Years: School Desegregation Across the United States.

The 1954 Supreme Court decision, Brown v. Board of Education, declured cxisting
state school-segregation laws unconstitutional. Chief Justice Earl Warren declared that
the segregation by race in our nation's schools affected African American children by
"generating a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their
hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.” Denouncing the 1896 Plessy v.
Ferguson decision, Warren concluded "that in the field of public education the doctrine of
'separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.”!?
The Court revoked the legitimacy of school systems that imposed laws excluding African
Americans solely on the basis of race. The required corrective action was merely the
repeal of segregation laws. The methods by which desegregation was attempted in public
schools was, inevitably, the result of local school board decisions, state court precedents,
and political action within localities.?® Opposing views within this political arena and
periodic shifts in the courts’ philosophies on balancing racially segregated school systems
produced two predominant methods across the nation to desegregate public schools:
mandatory plans and voluntary plans.?!

The fallout from the momentous Brown decision was dramatic. Though there was

general support for the decision nationally, Americans expressed a division of opinion
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across the country. Vehement opposition was most notable in the South, where an air of
demagoguery swept the region. An atmosphere of uncertainty and fear of the racial
tensions that would follow the Brown decision permeated the nation, exemplified by the
1957 resistance to federally-mandated school desegregation by Governor Orval B. Faubus
in Little Rock, Arkansas.22 Such blatant racist opposition focused the nation on the South

as it struggled to integrate public schools.

A Southern and Northern Response

Northern cities of the United States implemented mandatory desegregation policies,
then shifted to voluntary programs, while southern cities commenced their history of
desegregation policies with voluntary plans, followed by mandatory plans and finally,
voluntary plans independent of the first. Southern states began responding to the Court's
ruling by initiating voluntary plans, plans which relied upon the desire of families to
transfer their child to another school. The United States Supreme Court ruled Pupil
Placement Laws constitutional in 1958. They were implemented by the southern states
from 1959-1964. Under this plan, southern states enacted laws that allowed students to
apply to a school of their choice but added 'red tape' devices, such as grade requirements
and other exclusionary policies.?* The net result was littl
ton and Welfare's threat to withhold federal funds from school

e desegregation. Following the
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barricade, the Freedom of Choice plan. It allowed school transfers of choice w all
students but failed to provide busing that would enable students in African American
neighborhoods 1o attend schools in predominantly white neighborhoods.?* Morcover,
southern whiltes refused to voluntarily attend predominantly African American schools.?s
Since urban and rural neighborhoods were largely segregated, African American parents
who wished to send their children to a white majority school were forced to provide
transportation themselves. The burdens of these plans were placed solely upon the
African American families. The southern Freedom of Choice desegregation plan was
dismanted by 1970.26

In the 1960s, demonstrations, such as civil rights leaders’ protests for more effective
action, lawsuits, and parents’ insistence on local action, demanded that schools play a
larger role in the nationwide movement toward integration.?’ Yet, many school
administrators resisted, arguing that the role of public school systems was to educate and
not to remedy social ills. As a result of this debate concerning the role of public schools in
segregation and desegregation, the northern policy during this period was also wholly
voluntary. Northern policy relied upon some students attending a school in which their
race was a majority to transfer to a school where they would be in a minority. This
majority-to-minority plan was aided by a busing system but, like the southem plans,

offered no incentives for white students to transfer from white majority schools.22 The
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