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This essay explores the early efforts of the
Reverend Milton A. Galamison and the Par-
ents’ Workshop for Equality in New York
City Schools to organize for public school in-
tegration in the 1960s. In order to appreciate
fully the historical significance of the endeav-
ors of Galamison and the workshop, it is nec-
essary to consider trends in the literature of
the civil rights movement. Among most
scholars of the civil rights movement and
Americans in general, the African-American
liberation struggle and the resistance that it
generated are understood to have been South-
em phenomena. Too often, civil rights histo-
riography focuses on the Southern move-
ment, excluding activism in the North. This
Southern orientation dominates in the pro-
duction of local studies and general histories.’
Following this pattern, John Dittmer, Charles
Payne, and Stewart Burns have produced ac-
claimed works since 1994; each of these is a
local investigation focusing on the civil rights
struggle in the Deep South.” Glenn Eskew’s
recent work explores the intersection of local

activism in Birmingham with the national
movement. Although his description of the
national movement includes a Northern base
of organizational power (quintessentially em-
bodied in the NAACP), the work fails to con-
sider Northern grassroots civil rights ac-
tivism. The action of Eskew’s national
movement is in the South.’ The failure to pay
attention to the Northern struggle results
from a narrow perspective concerning the
sensibility of Northern African Americans
that is shared by many scholars. They argue
that nonviolent direct action did not appeal to
people who lived in Northern ghettos. The
notion that African Americans in the inner
cities rejected the tactics that proved so effec-
tive in the South goes unquestioned in large
part because of historians’ tendency to take
up the thread of Northern protest with the ad-
vent of the rebellions in 1964.

John Salmond begins his recent work on
the movement with the New Deal and Brown,
however, he does not give great consideration
to protest in the Northern arena until his dis-
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cussion of the mid-1960s.* In their volumes,
Robert Weisbrot and Thomas Brooks follow
similar trajectories, turning to Northern
protest late in the movement’s history.’
Whereas Weisbrot’s belated references to the
Northern struggle give the impression that the
civil rights movement was a Southern phe-
nomenon until the 1960s, Brooks explicitly
accepts this chronology, stating that the civil
rights struggle moved from the South to the
North during this period.® This progression is
rearticulated by Jack Bloom in his discussion
of the movement.’

In their recent volume, Armstead Robinson
and Patricia Sullivan engage in a reevaluation
of the movement’s history; however, they fail
to reconsider the accepted locus of the civil
rights struggle. They also assume the move-
ment to have been centered in the South.
They begin:

A quarter century ago, the civil rights move-
ment stirred the conscience of the nation
while contributing to the demise of Jim
Crow. In the decade following the 1954
Brown decision, the movement for racial
equality in America gained critical momen-
tum, fueled by the courage, determination,
and hope of countless individuals in commu-
nities throughout the South, . . . Despite the
far-reaching gains of the southern struggle,
riots in northern urban centers made clear the
extent to which racial injustice and inequal-
ity permeated the fabric of American life.*
(emphasis mine)

Adhering to the trend in chronology, Robin-
son and Sullivan’s work does not address the
urban North until 1965. Turning their atten-
tion to the conditions of African Americans in
the ghettos, in their work of 1991, they say:

School desegregation and the right to vote
had little relevance to the lives of increasing
numbers of poor blacks trapped in the na-

tion’s decaying inner cities. The widely
hailed victories of the southern movement
only increased the levels of frustration and
despair in urban centers, and this despair
helped to spark rioting, particularly in cities.’

In a discussion of 1978, preceding the one
just cited above, Dorothy Newman, Nancy
Amidei, and Barbara Carter address the peo-
ple of Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant. Argu-
ing against systematic Notthern resistance to
racial oppression, they say, “Theirs was not
the carefully organized and skillfully articu-
lated protest of the nonviolent movement in
the South. This was spontaneous.”* These
analyses posit a passive, disorganized, inar-
ticulate African-American population in the
urban -North. They presume that Northern
African Americans waited for the struggles of
their Southern counterparts to bring them lib-
eration. They suggest that African Americans
in the urban centers of the North exploded
into chaos because the Southern initiative had
not changed their lives. The idea that North-
ern African Americans began to challenge
their oppression in the mid-1960s, more than
a decade after the winds of change began to
transform the South, obscures significant lo-
cal organizing efforts that were sustained in
Northern inner-city communities over long
periods of time, not only during the twentieth
century but also earlier, in the 1800s."

As the Parents’ Workshop activities
demonstrate, the New York school integration
campaign (the epitome of the civil rights
movement in the city) was highly organized.
It was neither chaotic nor impuisive. Well be-
fore the advent of the urban rebellions, ac-
tivists employed research, rallies, and sit-outs
to forward integration. Counter to the expec-
tations created by the literature, the move-
ment grew more organized in the mid-1960s

as activists in Galamison’s Parents’ Work-

shop and other grassroots groups organized
mass meetings, sit-ins, and boycotts that cap-
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tured the attention of large numbers of
African-American integrationists, their allies,
and their adversaries in New York. In 1964,
the year said to have ushered in a time of dis-
organized rioting in New York City, the first
citywide school boycott was called by the
Parents’ Workshop and the Citywide Com-
mittee for Integrated Schools. The sit-out was
the culmination of more than a decade of or-
ganizing and protest that was conceived and
carried out by the workshop and other local
groups in the city. As the New York City ex-
ample shows, Northern African Americans
themselves organized and demonstrated for
change in their communities during the 1950s
and 1960s. Their expectations were elevated
by the ideology, rhetoric, and actions that sur-
rounded these local efforts, not by the victo-
ries of the Southern struggle alone."

The promise of organized African-Ameri-
can activism in New York City was embodied
by the Parents’ Workshop. Founded by
Galamison in 1959, the workshop was deeply
influenced by the minister, who served as the
group’s president and provided much of its
ideological direction throughout its existence.
Echoing themes that Galamison had articu-
lated publicly for a decade, the workshop set
the following objectives for itself: “to work
for the integration of the schools of New
York; [to work] for full and equal opportunity
for learning for all the children of our, city; to
end all schoo! discrimination against Negro
and Puerto Rican children; and to preserve,
improve and expand our free and democratic
public school system.”"> Members of the or-
ganization argued that those with children in
the schools needed to take the initiative in or-
der to overcome the resistance of school offi-
cials to integration. Workshop leaders en-
couraged parent members to recruit
additional people with children in the schools

. to the organization.” In order to do this, par-

ents quickly became versed in the school in-
tegration issue. They gained confidence and

R
ability as they participated in the workshop’s
efforts.” Accepting Galamison’s belief that
activism was central to the task ahead, mem-
bers understood that they would have to orga-
nize and force change upon the system.

The Parents’ Workshop was a grassroots
enterprise, initially housed at Siloam Presby-
terian Church. The group was poorly funded,
offering memberships at the rate of $1.00 for
individual “boosters” and $10.00 for organi-
zations like Parent-Teacher Associations
(PTAs), which composed a significant pro-
portion of workshop membership.'* Regular
meetings were held in Brooklyn and Manhat-
tan.”” The Parents” Workshop also had outlets
in Queens and the Bronx." Workshop offices
were open during the summer and the school
year to offer information and coordinate ac-
tivities concerned with bringing integration to
the city’s public schools.”

Most of the Parents’ Workshop leaders and
members were African-American women
who had children in the public schools. Of
ten area chairmen in Brooklyn, nine were
women.” Significant PTA and Parent Associ-
ation (PA) participation insured that rank-
and-file membership was primarily female as
well. The workshop acknowledged its female
dominance when, in an attempt to attract
more attention to segregated conditions in
Brooklyn, it sent form letters to ministers de-
claring: “We mothers, grandmothers, {and]
aunts must round up our families, friends and
neighbors and start now to rectify the ills in
our community!”® These women radicalized
their child-rearing and other familial roles,
conflating them with political protest.

The female initiative in the Parents’ Work-
shop is not surprising; women have often
taken the lead in matters related to child rear-
ing and education. Female empowerment in
the Parents’ Workshop also conformed to the
vitality of women’s leadership that was evi-
dent within the organizations and institutions
over which Galamison presided. During the

Souls « Spring1999 33




e (alamison, the Parents’ Workshop, and Resisting School Integration

1960s, thirteen of eighteen deacons and nine
of twenty-six ruling elders at Siloam Presby-
terian Church were women.?” The proportion
of female deacons and ruling elders had
risen significantly following Galamison’s

installation as

head minister of

Members of the oruanization
argued that those with children
in the schools needed to take
the initiative in order to over-
come the resistance of school
officials to integration.

" the church.?
Women’s par-
ticipation on the
elder board was
particularly sig-
nificant because
the elders man-
aged the church
rather than en-

gaging in the

committee and
auxiliary work that churchwomen tradition-
ally performed.” Women within the Siloam
congregation must have been gratified to hear
the minister declare from the pulpit: “We
have no idea of what women can be because
they have never been permitted to be all they
can be. Man has had every opportunity to
show what he really is; and he has shown
what he is by the very fact that he has de-
prived women of the same possibility.”” Al-
though leadership among Parents’ Workshop
women resulted primarily from their drive
and initiative, Galamison’s rejection of male
domination and his receptivity to women’s
power provided a positive environment
within which women’s leadership could
ZIow.

The composition of the Parents’ Workshop -

reflected an important tradition of African-
American women’s school activism in New
York. This activity was widespread in the city
during the 1950s. In May 1952, parents, the
overwhelming majority of whom were
women, organized the Committee for the Im-
provement of Textbooks. The committee was
organized to evaluate texts used by children in
the public schools. Its goal was to climinate
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books that presented negative stereotypes of
African Americans and other groups.® Mem-
bers also hoped to exclude from the system
texts that completely ignored minority
groups.” Parent Association—affiliated women
who were interviewed by reporters for the New
York Amsterdam News in the 1950s criticized

parents who were not active in their PAs and

PTAs.”® They argued that this negligence had a
negative impact on the children of the ghetto.”
In March 1959, mothers at P.S. 83 in Brooklyn
successfully concluded a three-year struggle to
end the double session at their children’s
school.”® This female activist tradition was
pushed even further once the workshop was
operative in the city.

In 1960; Milton Galamison, Annie Stein,
Thelma Hamilton, and the other members of
the Parents’ Workshop for Equality in -New
York City Schools set out to force the Board of
Education to take specific action aimed at
achieving citywide integration in the schools.”
Following up on parent demands, workshop
leaders requested a meeting with Superinten-
dent Theobald for April 25 at school headquar-
ters.” Well aware that schoo! officials required
coercion if they were to move, Galamison’s
group orchestrated a rally to be held at Siloam a
few days before the meeting.” Intensifying the
pressure on Theobald, the workshop arranged
for people attending the rally to be given post-
cards demanding integration that were ad-
dressed to the superintendent. Workshop mem-
bers also urged participants at the rally to attend
the coming meeting with Theobald.* This gath-
ering demonstrated the workshop’s ability to
mobilize significant numbers of New Yorkers
around the schools issue. The rally also showed
that the Parents’ Workshop had allies in other
organizations concerned with New York’s pub-
lic schools. Representing the workshop,
Galamison was joined on the rally’s program
by officers from the Intergroup Committee on
New York’s Public Schools and the Urban
League of Greater New York.*
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The April rally successfully attracted support
for the workshop and attendance at the meeting
with Theobald. Two hundred parents de-
scended on 110 Livingston Street to speak with
the superintendent. Galamison began with an
introduction in which he cast workshop mem-
bers as democrats, exercising their American
right to protest.” He shared parents’ chief com-
plaint: They were upset that school policies
were reducing the possibility of African-Amer-
ican children obtaining access to a more inte-
grated educational environment. Galamison
spoke specifically to the fact that, by the spring
of 1960, only children on part-time instruction
could qualify for busing to a less-crowded
school.” Further, rather than being allowed to
bypass closer schools in order to attend a more
distant facility where their enrollment would
contribute to creating an integrated environ-
ment, children were being sent to the nearest
institutions that could accommodate them.™
Following Galamison, several women who rep-
resented Parents’ Associations and Parent-
Teacher Associations in Bedford-Stuyvesant,
Williamsburg, and Brownsville spoke.” These
activists chastised Theobald, arguing that his
timid gradualism proved that he was more con-
cerned with placating racists than with ensuring
the rights of African-American children.* Be-
fore leaving the meeting, workshop members
demanded voluntary transfers aimed at integra-
tion without regard to utilization issues or mul-
tiple sessions, teacher equalization, and a pro-
gram and timetable for desegregating the city’s
schools.* These were not forthcoming.

Having seen the effectiveness of the school
boycott during the 1958 Brooklyn Seven
struggle, Galamison and the Parents’ Work-
shop resolved to produce a massive Brooklyn
protest in order to force the board to act.” At
rallies, the Parents’ Workshop threatened to
initiate its most dramatic demonstration to
date—a mass “sit-out” in which at least 2,000
boycotting children and their parents would
gather outside of school buildings and local

superintendents’ offices until their concerns
were addressed concretely.® Toward this end,
the workshop organized for six months in the
spring and summer of 1960. The structure of
the workshop allowed them to gain a signifi-
cant amount of support within the communi-
ties; although the organization was citywide,
the workshop was broken down into smaller
units that served individual boroughs and
neighborhoods.* Local organization and
leadership allowed grassroots activists to at-
tract neighborhood parents and groups with
great efficacy. During the 1960 campaign,
area captains obtained the mailing lists of .
churches and other organizations from indi-
viduals in their local membership. They cre-
ated distribution committees to stuff en-
velopes and otherwise spread the word about
integration actions.” The Church Committee
garnered the support of ministers and congre-
gations that offered their churches to accom-
modate children who would sit out in Sep-
tember.* The rallies that were held during the
summer of 1960 demonstrated the impor-
tance that the issue of educational equity held
for African Americans in New York and made
the threat of a boycott more palpable to
school officials.”” This activity sprang directly
from the workshops’ insistence on a program
of dramatic action for integration.*

The Parents’ Workshop tactics succeeded;
the boycott threat led Theobald to call a
meeting with the workshop and other civil
rights leaders on the day before school was
scheduled to open in September. As a direct
result of the political pressure applied by the
Parents’ Workshop; Theobald agreed to im-
plement the Open Enrollment program, a per-
missive zoning initiative that was the first de-
segregation plan to be attempted in New York
City’s public schools.” The workshop contin-
ued with preparations for the boycott until the
superintendent agreed to include elementary
schools in the program.*® With this conces-
sion won, the group called off the demonstra-
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tion, but their work over the summer reaf-
firmed the effectiveness of organized, direct
action at the grassroots level.”' Justified,
Galamison later reflected in the Parents’
Workshop newsletter: “New York responded
only to the threats and pressures of the peo-
ple. ... There is a lesson to be learned from
this. It means that the only course for the peo-
ple is social action.”” The importance of the
role of the Parents’ Workshop in producing
Open Enrollment cannot be overstated. Their
effort belies the notion that the board volun-
tarily implemented the program in the ab-
sence of sustained effort on the part of
African-American activists and parents.”

Open Enrollment began as a pilot project
in September 1960 and expanded into a full
program of the public school system in Sep-
tember 1961.* The Board of Education’s
Central Zoning Unit selected Open Enroll-
ment schools based on the ethnic composi-
tion of the institutions and the rate of space
utilization. At the elementary and junior high
school levels, “receiving” schools had 75 per-
cent or more “‘other” students and were uti-
lized below 90 percent.® “Sending” schools
were 90 percent of more African American or
Puerto Rican.*® Participation in the program
was completely optional; pupils received an
application that their parents completed if
they were interested in having their children
transferred to one of the receiving schools on
the Open Enrollment roster.”’

Ironically, though the Open Enrollment
Program was the New York City school sys-
tem’s first major concession to school inte-
grationists, it also embodied a major compo-
nent of official resistance: the voluntarism
that the board and the superintendent pro-
moted during the school integration struggle.
Although many observers thought it laugh-
able that Southern white officials, parents,
and teachers would take it upon themselves
to create multiracial school environments, of-
ficials in New York adhered to voluntarism
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throughout the 1950s and 1960s as a viable
method of producing school integration. The
belief that this approach would effectively
bring racial balance to the New York City
public schools further indicates that New
York’s school officials viewed the Northern
school predicament as fundamentally differ-
ent from the Southern situation. Additionally,
they behaved as though Southern white peo-
ple were fundamentally different from those
in the North. Whereas it would take federal
troops and national attention to compel
Southern whites to relinquish enclaves of
white privilege, school policymakers in New
York relied on whites to surrender willingly
to integration. New York school officials took
the lead neither in developing a strong inte-
gration policy nor in compelling public
schoolchildren and their parents to participate
in the initiatives that were atternpted.

The Parents’ Workshop advanced where
school officials retreated; members put a
tremendous amount of time and effort into
making Open Enrollment a success. They
published the reading scores and locations of
the receiving schools that were in the pro-
gram.*® The workshop informed the parents
of potential Open Enrollment participants
about transportation routes and led them on
tours of receiving schools.” Area chairper-
sons served as facilitators for parents who
wanted information or needed assistance in
applying to the program.® Additionally, the
workshop announced that the Jefferson Av-
enue Educational Center, housed in Galami-
son’s Bedford-Stuyvesant church, would pro-
vide remediation in reading and math in order
to facilitate the successful adjustment of
Open Enrollment students to their new
schools. The strength of the Parents’ Work-
shop in Brooklyn led to the highest percent-
age of transfers occurring in that borough.®

In order to keep Open Enrollment and inte-
gration at the center of the city’s concerns,
Galamison repeatedly introduced the work-
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shop’s agenda to politicians and school offi-
cials in the city. Mayor Robert Wagner’s at-
tempt to maintain the fiction that the schools
fell outside of the political arena® was chal-
lenged by Galamison’s demands that he
demonstrate leadership on school integration.
Angry that the mayor had neglected to ap-
point an African American to a committee
that he organized to study the schools,
Galamison arranged meetings with the Re-
publican candidate for mayor, Wagner him-
self, and the candidates for city comptrolier.”
Later, when a new Board of Education was
seated, Galamison wrote every member in
order to acquaint
them with the
workshop and pre-
sent them with the
threat that boycotts
and other actions
would continue un-
til the board ex-
tended Open En-
rollment and
produced a plan

tee asked that the Parents” Workshop supply a
member who could discuss implementation
of the program at this grade level.® The chair-
man of the Community School Action Com-
mittee for Districts 43 and 44 in Brooklyn ex-
pressed a desire to meet with Galamison and
the workshop to discuss the schools issue.”
Presidents of the Parents’ Associations of
many city schools requested that workshop
representatives attend meetings designed to
stimulate parents and assist them in helping
their children with schoolwork.® When mem-
bers of the Fort Greene Houses Tenants’ As-
sociation decided to fight for better education
in their neighborhood
schools, they asked
that the workshop
provide them with in-
formation on zoning,
comparative class
size, racial demo-
graphics, and teacher
experience.* Associ-
ation member Clara
Krell said, “We know

and a timetable for S
desegregation of the city’s schools.”

The aggressive activism of workshop
members caused New Yorkers to view the or-
ganization as a central source of information
and advocacy regarding the Board of Educa-
tion’s Open Enrollment program and the
school system’s integration policy. The orga-
nization’s status as the primary organization
to help communities grapple with Open En-
rollment is reflected in the numerous requests
for speakers and informarion that local peo-
ple directed to the organization. Leaders in
Parents’ Associations repeatedly contacted
the workshop, requesting individuals who
could inform local parents about the pro-
gram.” Once the Board of Education ap-
proved the fourth and fifth grades at P.S. 289
for participation in Open Enrollment, the
chairman of the school’s education commit-

from observation and
experience that things should be different,
{but] we do not have the figures to back us
up, and we are sure that in any discussion we
would present our arguments more strongly if
we had statistics.”” This was exactly the type
of function that the workshop was intended to
perform; statistician Annie Stein and others
could supply data to support the empirical
knowledge of neighborhood residents, infor-
mation that school officials rarely respected.
More than a year after her initial request,
Krell had become secretary of the Tenants’
Association and continued to rely on the
workshop for speakers and information re-
garding the schools.”

Despite the efforts of the Parents’” Work-
shop, there was only limited participation in
the Open Enrollment program. During the pi-
lot year, fewer than 3 percent of the pupils
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who received applications actually trans-
ferred to receiving schools.” The rate of in-
volvement did not improve significantly for
the duration of the program.” Ultimately,
Open Enrollment failed appreciably to im-
prove racial balance in the city’s schools be-
cause school officials undermined the plan
and because African Americans were ambiva-
lent about the program.,

The lack of enthusiasm with which many
school officials approached Open Enrollment
as a remedy for segregation was initially evi-
dent in their hesitancy to have the public view
desegregation as the program’s primary em-
phasis. Frequently, school officials stressed
that Open Enrollment was meant to manage
 more effectively discrepancies in school uti-
lization.™ Evidence indicates that the senti-
ment of school personnel ultimately led them
to sabotage the program. Many parents re-
ported that they did not receive detailed infor-
mation on eligibility and participation in the
program.” One reason for this was the fear,
held by several principals in the ghetto, that a
“brain drain” would occur in their institutions
if the brightest stndents with the most capable
parents availed themselves of the transfer
program and moved to schools outside of the
area.” Some understood this response as a
reasonable desire to retain model students in
" the ghetto, where they could inspire other
children.” Others believed that this reaction
reflected a cynical fear that children from the
ghetto might leave their neighborhood
schools and perform better at receiving
schools in white areas. This improvement
would reflect badly on ghetto school person-
nel, demonstrating that the educational prob-
lems in the inner city were not due to defi-
ciencies among the pupils but to neglect by
teachers and principals.” Further, skeptics
felt that the brain-drain argument proved that
employees in ghetto schools believed that
there were only a few bright children among
their students.” Responding to various con-
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~ cerns, principals often circulated Open En-

rollment transfer information at times calcu-
lated to produce a low response. At other

* times, school personnel failed to distribute

material at all.* Even when school employees

issued transfer request forms in a timely fash-

ion, the turnaround time for receipt by school
principals could be quite short.® Sabotage
was not alone in undercutting participation;
the relatively low number of receiving
schools at the junior high school level meant
that many families wanting to transfer under
the Open Enrollment program were denied
their requests.®

The Parents’ Workshop attempted to rem-
edy many of the problems that families expe-
rienced as they tried to participate in the pro-
gram. When significant numbers of parents
attended a workshop meeting and reported
that their applications for admittance to Open
Enrollment junior high schools were denied,
the Parents’ Workshop investigated the
amount of space available in participating ju-
nior high schools.® The workshop eventually
suggested that the designated racial percent-
ages of receiving schools be altered, allowing
more institutions to participate; however,
members could not fully develop a plan be-
cause the Board of Education refused to pro-
vide the workshop with space utilization and
racial composition data.* In the face of offi-
cial opposition, the Parents’” Workshop held
an overnight sit-in at 110 Livingston Street
and won placement in integrated schools for
those children who pamclpated in the
demonstration.®

The Parents’ Workshop engaged in a hard
sell in order to overcome not only the resis-
tance of school officials but also the ambiva-
lence of African-American and Puerto Rican
parents. Members organized rallies at which
Galamison discussed reasons that African
Americans and Puerto Ricans should transfer
out of their neighborhood schools.® In public
gatherings and literature, the workshop un-
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failingly presented the minister’s views on
the benefits of integration. The group argued
that children who transferred would develop
improved self-esteem.” They would be better
prepared for job training and college, and
they would be less fearful of competition
with individuals from different back-
grounds.® Fact sheets on Open Enrollment in
the primary grades warned: “THIS IS IM-
PORTANT! Most of the damage suffered by
our children because of separate and unequal
schools occurs in the elementary grades . ..
compare the reading levels of the sending and
receiving schools, and you will see the ad-
vantage of transferring your child.”® Work-
shop literature also appealed to social justice
and race pride, equating participation in the
transfer program with action aimed at dis-
mantling the edifice of segregation and dis-
crimination in the South.” Finally, the group
argued that Open Enrollment would teach
children of all races to work together without
any false sense of inferiority or superiority.”
While the workshop pressured the board
to include more schools on the Open Enroll-
ment roster, many African-American parents
demonstrated their impatience with the pro-
gram. Parents complained that Open Enroll-
ment put the burden for integrating the
schools on children of color, and they in-
sisted that whites ought to share in the effort
to create a more just society.”? Both Puerto
Rican and African-American parents were
hesitant to send their children far from home
to attend school. Parents also worried that
their children would be the victims of mis-
treatment in hostile receiving schools.” Their
concern was not misplaced. The Parents’
Workshop' received several complaints of
children being segregated by classroom in
integrated Open Enrollment schools.” One
observer in the Bronx described how Open
Enrollment worked in a neighborhood ele-
mentary school. Approximately thirty chil-

dren arrived at the school by bus. School em-

ployees did not allow the Open Enrollment
students to enter the school yard with the
other students. Instead, they entered the
school through a side door and remained in
their classroom all day. These Open Enroll-
ment students even had lunch and recess in
their classroom.” White parents whose chil-
dren attended a receiving school in Flatbush
complained to Galamison that Open Enroll-
ment transfer students were being segregated
in the cafeteria.” Unconvincingly, the princi-
pal explained that the children were con-
tained in their section of the lunchroom be-
cause they were served hot soup that they
might spill on other students if they had ac-
cess to the entire space.”

Ironically, the fact that poor educational
conditions in the ghetto were so widespread
informed the decisions of some parents to
keep their children in inner-city schools, for-
going participation in the Open Enroliment -
program. These parents saw educational ne-
glect in the ghetto as a community problem.
From the perspective of many parents, Open
Enrollment provided individual children with
the possibility of breaking free from the con-
straints of the ghetto and having an improved
chance at success, but the benefits of partici-
pation in the program were not to be shared
by those who remained in the community.
According to this understanding, neighbor-
hood schools were not improved through the
Open Enrollment initiative. Indeed, voluntary
transfer plans were not designed to integrate

“or otherwise benefit ghetto schools.”® Com-

munity-focused parents believed that reliance
on the program failed to serve the collective.
Instead, Open Enrollment drew attention
away from the poor-quality schools that con-
tinued to miseducate children who remained
in the ghettos.” Writing in the Parents’ Work-
shop newsletter, African-American parent
Barbara Bonhomme stated this position de-
finitively. She began with a discussion of the
positive educational experiences that her son
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and daughter had after they transferred to an
integrated school. She continued:

Individual triumphs are not enough, how-
ever. We must remember that the Negro peo-
ple c:anv only truly rise, (and our own children
with them), when all children are taught
equally. Open enrollment is a tiny wedge of
freedom, pushed into a school system which
degrades and oppresses non-white people.'®

Bonhomme was cognizant of Open Enroll-
ment’s limitations; nevertheless, she and the
Parents” Workshop saw the program as an im-
portant step toward integration. They hoped
that mixed schooling would ultimately ensure
that all children were taught equally. Skeptical
parents rejected the idea that the solution to in-
equality in education was to be found in leav-
ing the neighborhood to pursue integrated in-
struction. One parent complained that transfer
programs improperly suggested to children
“that to recetve anything good, they must leave
the Negro neighborhoods.”"" Activist Olivia
Taylor rejected integrated public education be-
cause she did not feel

accountable for teaching your children teach
them where they are.”™®

During the early 1960s, professor of social
work and school activist Preston Wilcox pre-
pared a report on an East Harlem—Yorkville
transfer program in which he, too, argued that
initiatives that drew African-American chil-
dren from local classrooms stigmatized
African-American schools and damaged the
community by siphoning off the strongest

students and their parents.' For Wilcox and -

the parents whose ideas he shared, the solu-
tion to the schools problem involved improv-
ing local schools, even if they remained seg-
regated.' Those- who declared their
preference to stay in neighborhood schools
and to demand remedial programs and extra
services reflected concern not only for their
children but also for the schools in their com-
munities.'® Galamison persisted in his an-tag-
onism toward parents who subordinated inte-
gration to equalization. Believing that they
had been hoodwinked into accepting contin-
ued segregation, he argued adamantly against
their position.'” Galamison certainly had to

justify integration to

that it provided a
proper context for
the development of a
positive African-
American image for
her daughter.' Re-
flecting on the Open
Enrollment initiative,

ghetto children.

Galamison’s hostility notwithstanding,
many community-focused African
Americans continued to forward alter-
native visions of equal education for

white racists and
African-American na-
tionalists;!® however,
the Open Enrollment
debate illustrates the
extent to which the
minister and the work-
shop also had to de-

parent, teacher, and
activist Gwen Tim-
mons argued that she and other African Amer-
icans were “brainwashed” into believing that
white people had the best of everything and
that children from the ghetto would improve
simply by gaining access to white schools. She
evoked Washingtonian ideology when consid-
ering the program’s shortcomings, declaring,
“I believe in working on putting down your
bucket where you are and making the people

fend their integra-
tionist program to
ordinary African Americans who did not pro-
mote a nationalist agenda.

Galamison’s hostility notwithstanding;
many community-focused African Americans
continued to forward alternative visions of
equal education for ghetto children. Their re-
Jjection of the transfer program indicates that
locally based remedies for unequal education
did not result simply from frustration with
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persistent segregation. Rather, they sprang in
large part from a community-centered oppo-
sitional thought that informed African-Amer-
ican demands for power well in advance of
the 1966 Intermediate School 201 incident,
the harbinger of Black Power politics in the
New York City public schools crisis.

By 1963, when Open Enrollment was re-
placed by the Free Choice Transfer Plan,
many parents and civil rights leaders had
turned away from voluntary transfer initia-
tives as solutions to the problem of segrega-
tion in the schools.'” Increasingly, they began
to demand school reorganization, pairings,
and other nonvoluntary plans that would
compel white students and their families to
take on the burden of integrating the sys-
tem."" The rejection of voluntary transfers
also resulted from the board’s unwillingness
to fortify Open Enrollment with more far-
reaching initiatives. When the Parents” Work-
shop won Open Enrollment as a concession
from the Board of Education, they viewed it
as the beginning ot what should have become
an effective, citywide drive in the direction of
integration."' Toward this end, Galamison
and the Parents’ Workshop consistently de-
manded a plan for citywide integration that
included a schedule for its completion.'’
They were repeatedly denied. In the face of
Open Enrollment’s failure to engender fur-
ther initiatives toward integration and given

the minimal numbers of children, relative to

those enrolled in the system, who actually
transferred, the program was ultimately con-
sidered a failure.'” Following the pattern of
permissive transfer schemes in general,'
Open Enrollment in New York City caused no
significant long-term desegregation.'” Aware
of this failure, Galamison and the Parents’
Workshop were left to organize a citywide
coalition and a series of major school boy-
cotts designed to intensify the pressure to-
ward achieving integration throughout New
York City.
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