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Abstract 
 
 

 
 
 This research examines Black educators’ professional experiences in the School District of 

Philadelphia (SDP) over forty years, through six superintendents and a state takeover.  Using critical 

race theory, this research uncovers how Black educators’ perceptions of SDP, based on district 

leadership, combined with their interpretations of the historical, social, and political contexts, 

influenced how they defined their professional situations, interpreted the culture of the District, and 

how they performed their roles.  A phenomenological, historical ethnography approach is employed 

to investigate person to institution interactions interpreted through the historical record and 

educators’ narratives.  This research explores power relations and disjuncture between the goals, 

assumptions, and rhetoric of the School District of Philadelphia as expressed through its policies, 

politics, and practices, juxtaposed against the narratives of Black educators.  This research found that 

SDP is peculiar, particular, unforgiving, and deeply politically entrenched.  Its politics are 

complicated by issues of race and insider-outsider tensions and are compounded by state politics 

and the national political landscape.  The politics within SDP were also influenced by the 

interpretation of the contemporary political narrative by the superintendent and his or her 

epistemological beliefs and ontological bent within that narrative. 
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Definitions of Terms 

Educator: a person possessing at least a bachelor’s degree who has worked in the education 

profession in a full-time professional capacity for a school or school district; may have been a full-

time classroom teacher during their tenure as an educator, though she or he may have changed 

positions to become an instructional leader, guidance/school counselor, climate coordinator, or 

administrator 

 

Black:  a racial identification of people who are descendants of Africans who live on the continent or 

were at some point dispersed throughout the world; the word is capitalized1 and will be used 

interchangeably with African-American in this paper 

 

District:  “an organized collective constituted by the superintendent; the board; the central office-level 

administration; and principals, who collectively serve as critical links between the district and the 

school for developing and implementing solutions to identified problems”2  

 

Race: “a concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to 

different types of human bodies;”3 race is socially constructed, may inform identity or perceptions of 

identities, and is informed by power relationships 

 

Institutional Racism: “exists when institutions or organizations, including educational ones, have 

standard operating procedures (intended or unintended) that hurt members of one or more races in 

                                                           
1 Ladson-Billings, 2004 
2 Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich, 2008, p. 311 
3 Omi and Winant, 2002, p. 123 



xi 

 

relation to members of the dominant race.  Institutional racism also exists when institutional or 

organizational cultures, rules, habits, or symbols have the same biasing effect”4 

 

Societal racism: “can be said to exist when prevailing societal or cultural assumptions, norms, 

concepts, habits, expectations, etc. favor one race over one or more other races”5 

                                                           
4 Scheurich, J. J. and Young, M. D.  (1997).  Coloring Epistemologies: Are Our Research Epistemologies Racially Biased?  
Educational Researcher, 26(4), 4-16, p. 5 
5 Scheurich and Young, 1997, p. 6 
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CHAPTER ONE. INTRODUCTION 
 

The Problem 
 

The educational problem this study explores is how urban educators experience their 

profession amidst constant reforms and school district politics.  While education reform efforts have 

served to legitimize and condemn how urban school districts perform, little research has shown how 

the reforms have been locally interpreted and applied or the impacts of those reforms on the 

educators charged with implementing them.1  For instance, several studies have demonstrated that 

the Supreme Court could not have surmised local covert activities to derail the implementation of 

the landmark 1954 Brown decision to desegregate schools.2  Despite the flow of funds from the 

federal government to local school districts, initial federal policies, such as those emanating from the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) were seen as interfering with local interests; the 

government’s policies had to maintain balance between the concerns of opposing education and 

governance stakeholders.3  Implementation of reform matters: therefore, governance and leadership 

are important, if not essential, elements in how urban schools operate, not just in the distribution of 

the federal monies and programs but also regarding how these programs are staffed and facilitated.4  

In spite of the support they received from the federal government, some urban districts with high 

                                                           
1 Frederick M. Hess, Spinning Wheels: The Politics of Urban School Reform (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute Press, 1998). 
2 Samuel Etheridge, “Impact of the 1954 Brown v Topeka Board of Education Decision on Black Educators,” Negro 
Educational Review 30 (October 1979), 217-32; Gloria Ladson-Billings, “Landing on the Wrong Note: The Price We Paid 
for Brown,” Educational Researcher 33, 7 (2004), 3-13; R. Scott Baker, “The Paradoxes of Desegregation: Race, Class, and 
Education, 1935-1975” American Journal of Education, 109 (May 2001), 320-343 
3 H. Kantor and R. Lowe, “Class, Race, and the Emergence of Federal Education Policy: From the New Deal to the 
Great Society” Educational Researcher, 24, 4 (1995), 4-11, 21; H. Kantor, “Education, Social Reform, and the State: ESEA 
and Federal Education Policy in the 1960s” American Journal of Education, (1991), 47-83. 
4 Gloria Ladson-Billings, Wrong Note, 2004; W. W. Wilms, Altering the Structure and Culture of American Public 
Schools.  Phi Delta Kappan, April 2003, 606-615; D. Tyack, The One Best System: A History of American Urban Education.  
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974); D. Tyack, & L. Cuban,  Tinkering Toward Utopia: A Century of Public School 
Reform.  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995); L. Cuban and M. Usdan, Eds., Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots: 
Improving America’s Urban Schools.  (New York: Teachers College Press, 2003).   
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levels of poverty struggled to fully implement these reforms with fidelity.5  To date, the literature 

remains mute on how these federal reforms were implemented by school district educators at 

various levels given the local political, racial, and ethnic issues within cities and, therefore, school 

districts.  It is possible that the context in which the reforms existed and local urban districts’ 

histories of racial and ethnic discord and socioeconomic disparities strained their implementation 

capacity, but that has not yet been studied. 

Over time, as education reform has moved toward greater accountability, the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 was created to ensure state learning standards, unified curricula, and the 

measurement of student learning by state-sanctioned multiple-choice exams in an effort to 

ameliorate the under-performance of Black, Latino, and low-income students so that there is no 

difference between how these students and White, middle-class students achieve.  This reform 

policy includes a system of punishments for chronic under-performance, such as publishing school 

performance rates, restructuring school staffs, removing school leadership, and the reallocation 

and/or withholding of federal funds, among other components.6  Lipman has referred to this system 

of monitoring students’ and schools’ academic performances on these tests as “spectacle and 

surveillance.” 7 Yet even with these efforts at improving instruction for students, Ramanathan wrote 

“there is little real indication that the law has made progress correcting the performance gap.” 8  

While Wong and Shen take issue with “underachieving urban school districts that have failed to 

improve, even after reform policies have been implemented,” what remains unknown is how 

                                                           
5 A.K. Rorrer, L. Skrla, and J. J. Scheurich, Districts as Institutional Actors in Educational Reform.  Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 44(3), 307-358, 2008. 
6 S. Vergari, Federalism and Market-Based Education Policy: The Supplemental Educational Services Mandate.  American 
Journal of Education, 113, pp. 311- 339, 2007. 
7 Pauline Lipman, High Stakes Education: Inequality, Globalization and Urban School Reform.  (New York, NY: Taylor & 
Francis, 2004). 
8 A. Ramanathan, Paved With Good Intentions: The Federal Role in the Oversight and Enforcement of the Individuals 
With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  Teachers College Record, 110(2), pp. 
278-321. p. 306, 2008. 



3 

 

educators interpret the reforms created by those in great distance from the schools they seek to 

improve, how these local educators translate these ideas into professional practices, and what their 

interpretations mean for their individual and collective work, especially in light of conflicts that may 

already exist within schools, districts, and cities, namely racial conflicts.9 

 Urban schools are especially vulnerable given their conditions and their extreme needs.10  

Nieto and Weiner complemented one another when they wrote that the most exceptional teachers 

do not teach in the urban schools, whose students and communities definitely need their expertise 

and excellence, but also that the professional climate in these schools tend toward negative.11  But 

how does teaching low performing students’ impact educators’ efficacy, especially amidst the 

accountability movement?  More study in urban schools is needed to examine the relationship 

between the intricacies of professional context—such as school/community poverty, students’ 

academic performance, reform policies, and professional culture—and how educators view 

themselves and their capacity within the profession.  Nieto’s belief that teachers are becoming even 

more scrutinized is supported as school systems attempt to fool-proof education systems through 

stringent, standardized, mechanized, and heavily scripted curricula.12  These efforts neither inspire 

nor encourage teachers to perform better at their jobs.13 Rather, they demoralize teachers and 

devalue their work, especially as Dworkin argued that repeated reforms may serve to make educators 

weary.14  This culture can wreak havoc on the efficacy levels and subsequent performances of school 

actors, causing or reinforcing various emotional responses in educators, impacting how they view 
                                                           
9 Kenneth K. Wong and F. X. Shen, Big City Mayors and School Governance Reform: The Case of School District 
Takeover.  Peabody Journal of Education, 78(1), 5-32, p. 6, 2003. 
10 Pedro Noguera, City Schools and the American Dream.  (New York: Teachers College Press, 2003); Jonathan Kozol, Savage 
Inequalities.  (New York: Harper Perennial, 1991); J. Anyon, Radical Possibilities.  (New York: Routledge, 2005); B. A. 
Jones, Forces for Failure and Genocide: The Plantation Model of Urban Educational Policy Making in St. Louis.  
Educational Studies, 37(1), 6-24, 2005. 
11 Sonia Nieto,  What Keeps Teachers Going?  (New York, NY: Teachers College Press, 2003); Lois Weiner,  To Teach or 
Not to Teach in an Urban School?  English Journal, 88(5), 21-25, 1999. 
12 Nieto, What Keeps Teachers Going? 2003 
13 Wilms, Structuring and Altering, 2003 
14 A. G. Dworkin, Perspective on teacher burnout and school reform.  International Education Journal, 2 (2), 69-79, 2001. 
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the profession and themselves in the profession.15  Further research is needed to determine how 

these reform policies combined with their efficacy and satisfaction of the educators impact how they 

define their professional situations and themselves in the profession.  How do educators decide to 

move beyond their classroom positions into other roles as they navigate policy reforms and school 

district politics, and what are the roles of their satisfaction, resilience, and efficacy in making these 

decisions?16 

There is a relationship between educators’ attitudes, beliefs about their work, and the context 

in which they work, especially when the negative climate in urban schools/districts often leave 

teachers questioning their presence and ability to be effective.17  The following elements all relate to 

educators’ beliefs about their work: educational backgrounds and familial rearing; personal 

educational philosophies; race; gender; the social, historical, and political context of work; school 

and school district culture; national and state education policies that control one’s work.18  

Historically, Black educators have found their White colleagues to have lower expectations for Black 

students.19  More recently, numerous studies have pointed to the conflicts that exist between Black 

                                                           
15 Edward Taylor, A Critical Race Analysis of the Achievement Gap in the United States: Politics, Reality, and Hope.  
Leadership and Policy in Schools, 5(1), 71-87, 2006; J. Aronson, The Threat of Stereotype.  Educational Leadership.  62(3), 14-
20, 2004; L.A. Rex and M. C. Nelson,  How Teachers’ Professional Identities Position High-Stakes Test Preparation in 
Their Classrooms.  Teachers College Record.  106(6), pp. 1299-1331, 2004. 
16 J.H. Patterson, L. Collins, and G. Abbott, A Study of Teacher Resilience in Urban Schools Journal of Instructional 
Psychology, 31(1), 3-11, 2004; B.L. Bobek, Teacher Resiliency: A Key to Career Longevity.  The Clearing House, 75(4), 202-
205, 2002. 
17 L. Weiner, 1999; A. Hargreaves, Revisiting Voice.  Educational Researcher, 25, 12-19, 1996. 
18 M. Lynn, Education for the Community: Exploring the Culturally Relevant Practices of Black Male Teachers.  Teachers 
College Record, 108(12), 2497-2522, 2006; Rex and Nelson, 2004; J. Agee, Negotiating a Teaching Identity: An African 
American Teacher’s Struggle to Teach in Test-Driven Contexts.  Teachers College Record, 106(4), 747-774, 2004; M. Foster, 
Constancy, Connectedness, and Constraints in the Lives of African-American Teachers.  NWSA Journal, 3(2), 233-261, 
1991. 
19 V. P. Franklin, The Education of Black Philadelphia: : The Social and Educational History of a Minority Community, 1900-1950.  
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1979); M. Foster, Black Teachers on Teaching.  (New York: The New Press, 
1997); Ruth Hayre and Alexis Moore, Tell Them We Are Rising: A Memoir of Faith in Education.  (New York: John Wiley 
and Sons, 1997). 
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and White educators regarding Black students and other areas of their work.20  Other studies have 

demonstrated Black educators’ competence being questioned by their colleagues and students.21  

Conversely, both C. Jones and Dingus found positive personal and professional relationships 

between and among Black educators and with Black communities.22  Considering how educators 

may experience the profession and school district differently according to their racial affiliation, 

Agee acknowledges that there is a gap between educators’ constructed identities and “politics of 

teaching in public schools.”23  In the midst of school and district tensions drawn along racial lines, 

how do Black educators navigate their relationships with their colleagues and their students?  How 

have Black educators worked to support their communities when the policies they have been 

entrusted to implement and enforce have seemed counter-intuitive and counter-productive to what 

they believe is best for Black students’ education and Black educators in urban schools?24 

According to the literature, Black educators identify deeply with the urban communities in 

which they work; serve as cultural translators and intercessors for Black students; act as social agents 

who see the inequity of school systems but are not overwhelmed by it; are culturally relevant and 

politically relevant instructors; are tokens who make the most of their tokenized professional 

                                                           
20 Lisa Delpit, Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflicts in the Classroom.  (New York: The New Press, 1995); J. Gordon, The 
color of teaching.  (New York: Routledge-Farmer, 2000); G. Oates, Teacher-Student Racial Congruence, Teacher 
Perceptions, and Test Performance Social Science Quarterly, 508-525, 2003. 
21 H. R. Milner and Anita Woolfolk Hoy, A case study of an African American Teacher’s self-efficacy, stereotype threat, 
and persistence.  Teaching and Teacher Education, 19(2), 263-276, 2003; K. Allen, S. Jacobson, and Kofi Lomotey, African 
American Women in Educational Administration: The Importance of Mentors and Sponsors.  The Journal of Negro 
Education,64(4), 409-422, 1995; Michele Foster, The Politics of Race: Through the Eyes of African-American Teachers 
Journal of Education, 172, 123-141, 1990. 
22 C. Jones, Teachers’ Perceptions of African American Principals’ Leadership in Urban Schools.  Peabody Journal of 
Education, 77(1), 7-34, 2002; J. E. Dingus, “Doing the Best We Could”: African American Teachers’ Counterstory on 
School Desegregation.  The Urban Review, 38(3), 211-233, 2006. 
23 Agee, 2004, p. 770 
24 Dingus, 2006 
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situations.25  How are the performances of these qualities constrained by the social and political 

context in which the teachers teach and the schools exist? 

Research Purpose 

This study examines how Black educators experienced the profession amidst the constant 

reforms and local politics of their local school district.  Specifically, this research will uncover how 

Black educators’ perceptions of the reform policies, racial politics, and professional culture of the 

School District of Philadelphia (SDP), based on the District leadership combined with their 

interpretations of historical, social, and political context, have influenced how these educators define 

their professional situations, which then colors how they interpret the culture of the District, how 

they perform their roles, and whether or how they have chosen to stay within the District. 

SDP has been chosen as a site for this study for three reasons: it is the second oldest public 

school system in the nation; it is located in a “border state”; and in its schooling for Black students 

and treatment of Black educators, SDP has been rife with racialized policies and practices, almost 

since its inception in 1818.26  Black public school educators in Philadelphia have always been a 

vulnerable population, subject to the political will of those with the authority to create, color, or 

destroy their jobs and dismantle their work with the stroke of a pen.  In his book, The Education of 

Black Philadelphia, V.P. Franklin wrote that “changes in the public education of black Philadelphia in 

the twentieth century were inextricably tied to larger social, political, and economic changes for 

                                                           
25 Grace Cureton Stanford, Successful Pedagogy in Urban Schools: Perspectives of Four African American Teachers.  
Journal of Education for Students Placed At Risk, 2(2), 107-119, 1997.;Jacqueline Jordan  Irvine, Beyond Role Models: An 
Examination of Cultural Influences on the Pedagogical Perspectives of Black Teachers.  Peabody Journal of Education, 
66(4), 51-63, 1989; M. Foster, 1990; Stanford, 1997; Gloria Ladson-Billings, Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African-
American Children.  (New York: Jossey-Bass, 1994); Marvin Lynn, Dancing between two worlds: a portrait of the life of a 
black male teacher in South Central LA.  International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 19(2), 221-242, 2006; T. 
Beauboeuf-Lafontant, A womanist experience of caring: Understanding the pedagogy of exemplary black women 
teachers.  Urban Review, 34(1), 71-86, 2002; H. Kelly, Racial Tokenism in the School Workplace: An Exploratory Study of 
Black Teachers in Overwhelmingly White Schools.  Educational Studies, 41(3), 230-254, 2007. 
26 Pennsylvania is considered a "border state" because of its proximity to the southern states.  Michele Foster, The 
Politics of Race: Through the Eyes of African-American Teachers. Journal of Education, 172, 123-141, 1990. 
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blacks in the city—improvements in race relations, increases in black political power, economic 

depressions, and the like.”27 

More than one hundred years after the District began, SDP ended its de jure, racist hiring 

practices when it merged its race-based lists of eligible teachers, though it maintained de facto 

practices of preferential positions for White educators.28  Since the 1960s, these professional issues 

between SDP and Black educators have remained.29  This study examines the experiences of Black 

public school educators in SDP, specifically, because of their vulnerable and contentious status prior 

to and throughout the period studied; especially given that SDP serves a population of almost 70 

percent Black students, while its Black educators comprise barely 25 percent of the teaching staff.30  

The time period of this study is 1967-2007, through the superintendencies and events of the 

following eras: 

1. Mark Shedd, 1967-1971 
2. Matthew Costanzo and Michael Marcase, 1972-1982 
3. Constance Clayton, 1982-1993 
4. David Hornbeck, 1994-2000 
5. State Takeover and Paul Vallas, 2001-2007 

 

Theoretical Considerations 

Critical race theory (CRT) is the epistemological lens through which this research examining 

the experiences of Black educators within an urban school district engaged in constant reform is 

examined.  Omi and Winant described race as significant in both “social structure and cultural 

representation,” that it is enacted at both the macro-level (as in state actions or entities) and at the 

micro-level (as in person-to-person interactions) through “racial projects” to which no one in society 

                                                           
27 Franklin, 1979, p. xvii 
28 Franklin, 1979; Hayre and Moore, 1997 
29 Anne E. Phillips, A History of the Struggle for School Desegregation in Philadelphia, 1955-1967.  Pennsylvania History: 
A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies, 72(1), 49-76, 2005; Wong and Shen, 2003; Cuban and Usdan, 2003; J. Birger, Race, 
Reaction, and Reform: The Three Rs of Philadelphia School Politics, 1965-1971.  The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography, 120(3), 163-216, 1996. 
30 Mensah M. Dean, Ackerman on schools: Change must come.  Philadelphia Daily News, June 24, 2009. 
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is immune.31  They also argued that “ideological beliefs have structural consequences, and that social 

structures give rise to beliefs” and that “even those racisms which at first glance appear to be chiefly 

structural upon closer examination reveal a deeply ideological component.”32 

 Ladson-Billings and Tate pioneered the use of critical race theory in education as an attempt 

to theorize race within education.33  They problematized how the law has attempted to correct racist 

educational practices (e.g. Brown v. Board of Education).  Ladson-Billings lamented that “the norms, 

customs, mores, and folkways that surround our racial ecology are not easily cast aside.  Our attempt 

to deal with racial problems through our schools is an incomplete strategy.”34 

Much like the work of Omi and Winant and that of Berger and Luckmann, Ladson-Billings 

and Tate argued that social reality is constructed through ongoing interactions, specifically through 

narratives.35  For the purposes of this study, CRT’s focus on the endemic nature of racism to 

American society and its institutions, meritocracy and colorblindness as farce, interest convergence, 

and the importance of storytelling and counter-narratives will be the most significant tools 

employed.36  The work of Bruner and Vila on narrative identity theory serves to explicate how story-

telling and counter-narratives are understood in this study.37  Narrative identity theory argues that 

                                                           
31 M. Omi and H. Winant, Racial Formation.  In Essed, Philomena and Goldberg, David Theo (Eds.) Race Critical 
Theories (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, p. 123-145, 2002). 
32 Omi and Winant, 2002, pp. 138-139 
33 Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate, Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education.  Teachers College Record, 97(1), 
47-68, 1995. 
34 Ladson-Billings, Wrote Note, 2004, p. 10 
35 P. L. Berger and T. Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. (New York: 
Anchor, 1967); Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) 
36 H. R. Milner, Race, Culture, and Researcher Positionality: Working Through Dangers Seen, Unseen, and Unforseen; 
Educational Researcher 36(7), 388-400, 2007; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Richard Delgado, When a Story is Just a 
Story:  Does Voice Really Matter?  Virginia Law Review, 76, 95-111, 1990; Derrick Bell, Learning From Our Losses: Is 
School Desegregation Still Feasible in the 1980s?  The Phi Delta Kappan.  64(8), 572-575, 1983; Derrick Bell, The Politics 
of Desegregation.  Change,  11(7).  50-53, 1979; Derrick Bell, Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence 
Dilemma.  Harvard Law Review, 93(3), 518-533, 1980. 
37 Jerome Bruner, The Narrative Construction of Reality.  Critical Inquiry, 18(1), 1-21, 1991; Jerome Bruner, What Is 
Narrative Fact?  Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, The Future of Fact (560), 17-27, 1998; Pablo 
Vila,. Appendix: Categories, Interpelations, Metaphors and Narratives. A Brief Theoretical Discussion. pp. 227-249 in 
Crossing Borders. Reinforcing Borders. Social Categories, Metaphors and Narrative Identities on the U.S.-Mexico Frontier. (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2000). 
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people make sense of their lives through the stories they tell about them.38  Identities are socially and 

historically constructed, context matters, and one needs a narrative in order to process one’s 

identity.39 

 This study extends the use of CRT in examining inequality in schools and school systems as 

it juxtaposes two, sometimes diametrically opposed, entities: the historical trajectory of an urban 

district engaged in constant reform efforts and a group of its historically marginalized educators.  As 

explained by Lynn, CRT begins with the notion that racism is a natural and, in fact, necessary part of 

a society that is founded on white supremacist principles” and “the educational system becomes one 

of the chief means through which the system of white supremacy regenerates and renews itself.” 40  

Ladson-Billings described White supremacy as pathology within localities and school districts.  CRT 

is used to explore and analyze “the ways in which school [and school district] practices are shaped by 

racist notions regarding the abilities of African American[s]” as well as how “systematic forms of 

racial privilege impede the ability of schools [and school systems] to function as tools of 

empowerment for racially marginalized” professionals.41  This study extends Ladson-Billings and 

Tate’s use of race as a lens through which the different racialized experiences of professionals within 

a racialized political state system, namely, the school district, are understood.42 

Methodological Approach 

 Qualitative methodology is employed in this research, specifically the integration of historical 

methods with narrative research and phenonomenology.  Historical documents available in Temple 

University’s Urban Archives, oral histories from Philadelphia community members, and key narrator 

interviews were the data sources to understand how superintendents, their approaches to 
                                                           
38 Bruner, 1991; 1998 
39 Vila, 2000 
40 Marvin Lynn, Race, Culture, and The Education of African Americans.  Educational Theory, 56(1), 107-119, 116, 117, 
2006. 
41 Ladson-Billings, Wrong Note, 2004; Lynn, Race, Culture, and The Education of African Americans, 2006 
42 Ladson-Billings and Tate, Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education, 1995 
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governance, and their reform policies have been interpreted and applied in the School District of 

Philadelphia from 1967- 2007.  The specific experiences of Black educators within SDP is of 

importance to the historical record of Black education in Philadelphia: but this research also asks 

larger questions and attempts to draw conclusions regarding the experiences of a racialized group of 

educators within a large, urban, under-resourced school district with a history of racist practices and 

racial politics and, thus, locates this case “within [its] larger context” regarding issues of inequality in 

schools.43 

This work began with the assumption that race narratives matter in education, particularly 

the experiential knowledge of Black educators as central to understanding the sociopolitical context 

of urban school systems.  This assumption extends from my positionality as a former Black educator 

in a large urban school system, as well as from the notion within Critical Race Theory that the 

experiential knowledge of people of color matters.44  Parker and Lynn declared that CRT has a 

paramount place in education, mostly because it rejects notions of the single-truth and positivism 

and, instead, relies “on the importance of perspective and context in asserting truth claims.”45   

Further, Parker and Lynn argued that CRT must be used to explore racially-marginalized peoples’ 

experiences within education systems and that CRT combined with qualitative research methods 

hold within them the capacity to revise public knowledge of education as an institution.46  My 

contention is that in combining this phenomenological approach with CRT, a more specific, 

defined, counter-narrative and counter-memory of the education profession, especially “personal 

narratives of discrimination” to “break the dominance of storytelling about success of merit [and] 

                                                           
43 Franklin, 1979; Lynn, Yosso, Solorzano, and Parker, 2002 
44 M. Matsuda, C. Lawrence, R. Delgado, and K. Crenshaw, Words that Wound: Critical Race  Theory, Assaultive Speech, and the 
First Amendment 
45 Parker and Lynn, 2002, p. 11; Lynn, Yosso, Solorzano, and Parker, 2002 
46 Parker and Lynn, 2002 
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equality” within a racialized large under-resourced urban district can be exposed, articulated, 

understood, and addressed.47 

Purposeful sampling was used to determine 20 self-identified Black educators from SDP.  

This sampling strategy was used because of the participants particular insight into the experiences of 

Black educators within SDP.48  Of the 20 Black educators interviewed for this project, there were 

fifteen women and five men.49  Sixteen were educated in the School District of Philadelphia.50  The 

time range of their professional experience within the School District of Philadelphia was between 

10 years and 37 years.  The average years worked in SDP among this group was 26.   

Separate, in-depth, semi-structured, one to two hour oral history influenced interviews were 

conducted of key narrators.51  A second group of narrators were interviewed for this study.  These 

were educators and/or education activists who worked in or alongside the School District of 

Philadelphia throughout the time period being studied.  Their purpose was to triangulate the data 

secured from the key narrators and from the historical record.  Interviews were audio-recorded 

using a digital voice recorder and were transcribed.52  Transcripts were then cleaned and edited, and 

throughout this process, themes and topics emerged.  Analysis was conducted by reviewing 

interview transcripts multiple times for salient points, ideas, and perspectives that emerged across 

narrators.  Trustworthiness was ensured through constant corroboration across the multiple sources 

and through narrators’ reviews of their transcripts.  Newspaper accounts were examined and used to 

create the cultural and historical context of SDP during each era examined.  Newspaper accounts 

were also used to support the stories and ideas conveyed by key narrators within this research. 

                                                           
47 V. Yow, Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and the Social Sciences, 2nd Edition. (Walnut Creek: Rowman Altamira, 
2005); Parker and Lynn, 2002, pp. 11, 12 
48 J. A. Maxwell Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach.  (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1996). 
49 Figure 1 
50 Figure 2 
51 Yow, 2005 
52 Yow, 2005; Maxwell, 1996 
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Research Questions 

This study sought to answer the following questions:  What were the competing narratives 

that Black educators, specifically, and Philadelphians, generally, used to understand and explain the 

educational eras and reform policies of the school district from 1967 - 2007?  Given the changing 

sociopolitical climate and reform policies within the school district throughout these five educational 

eras, how did Black educators experience shifts in SDP’s professional culture?  How do Black 

educators’ narratives about SDP’s administrators shape the perceptions they now have of their 

professional experiences?  How did changes in superintendents impact Black educators’ perceptions 

of district policies, governance, and practices within SDP?  How does Critical Race Theory explain 

the role of race in the practices of SDP’s superintendents and Black educators’ perceptions of SDP’s 

professional culture? 

Research Significance 

Studies conducted of reform in urban school systems have focused on the reform efforts 

and the impact on students or students’ academic performances, not the educators who stand 

between the reform and the intended outcomes.53  Most studies done of Black educators have 

focused on their teaching styles, their presence, and their recruitment.54  However, in this era of No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB), it is widely accepted and understood that public education is growing 

ever more politically charged.55  There are those who think that education has always been political.56   

However, career mobility, racialized practices, misinterpretation, misuse, misallocation, and/or 

                                                           
53 e.g. Cuban and Usdan, Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots, 2003; Tyack and Cuban, Tinkering Toward Utopia, 1995 
54 e.g., Michele Foster, Educating for Competence in Community and Culture: Exploring the Views of Exemplary 
African-American Teachers.  Urban Education, 27(4), 370-394, 1993; Foster, Black Teachers on Teaching, 1997; Foster, 
Constancy, Connectedness, and Constraints in the Lives of African-American Teachers, 1991; Foster, The Politics of 
Race: Through the Eyes of African-American Teachers, 1990; Sabrina Hope King, The Limited Presence of African-
American Teachers.  Review of Educational Research, 63(2), 115-149, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1994 
55 e.g. Vergari, 2007; Lipman, 2004; Hess, 1998 
56 Nieto, 2003; Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  (New York: Continuum, 1970/2000); James Anderson, The 
Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935.  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988); William H. Watkins, 
The White Architects of Black Education: Ideology and Power in America, 1865-1954.  (New York: Teachers College Press, 2001). 
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misapplication of policies based on local politics are an under-studied, and therefore, not fully 

understood, area of the politics of urban education.  Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich, whose research 

focused on school districts as institutional actors, advocated conducting “future research [to] explore 

the complexity, interrelatedness, and nonlinearity of the district’s roles” including “qualitative… 

evidence of leadership, organizational, and policy efforts and associated outcomes of these efforts”.  

They also suggest future research that uses longitudinal and comparative case studies, including data-

rich case histories that capture the social, political, and economic contexts of districts.57 

Additionally, M. Foster, the scholar who pioneered research on Black teachers, lamented that 

“the paucity of contemporary accounts by African-Americans about their… experiences… will limit 

current and future historians’ and sociologists’ complete understanding of schools and schooling.”58  

While her works on Black teachers focused on their relationships with students, Black educators’ 

relationships with one another and how they understood their jobs, the school district, and 

themselves in the district performing their jobs is unknown.59  M. Foster asserted that “we know 

little about the thinking… nor do we understand how many of these teachers define their teaching 

situations, decide which roles and responsibilities to assume, and apply this knowledge to their 

practice.”60  Dingus elucidated the presence and impact of community reciprocity on three 

generations of Black educators throughout their professional socialization, but extant literature has 

yet to demonstrate how the professional socialization and professional situations of Black educators 

are influenced by the policies and politics of the school and school district in which these educators 

                                                           
57 Rorrer et al, 2008, pp. 341, 342 
58 Foster, Constancy, Connectedness, and Constraints in the Lives of African-American Teachers, p. 239, 1991 
59 e.g. Foster, Black Teachers on Teaching; Foster, Constancy, Connectedness, and Constraints in the Lives of African-
American Teachers; Foster, Educating for Competence in Community and Culture: Exploring the Views of Exemplary 
African-American Teachers; Foster, The Politics of Race: Through the Eyes of African-American Teachers 
60 Foster, Educating for Competence in Community and Culture: Exploring the Views of Exemplary African-American 
Teachers, p. 390 



14 

 

work.61  This research provides information about the nexus between educators’ interpretations of 

their professional situations and the local politics of the district in which they work. 

 Finally, this research adds to the body of scholarship about inequity in Philadelphia.62  In 

Goode and O’Brien’s study of a Philadelphia neighborhood, they examined the “disjuncture 

between the goals and assumptions of policy professionals and bureaucrats about the target 

community and the ways that differently situated residents understood and responded to these 

policies” and they argued that contextualizing situations within history and power relations is 

essential.63  Using history, this study, too, explores the power relations and disjuncture between the 

goals, assumptions, and rhetoric of SDP as expressed through its reform policies and the ways that 

Black SDP educators describe and define their situations in this district. 

The Argument/ Findings 

 This research was conducted under the assumption that race matters and has been 

significant in the experiences and, therefore, the stories of Black educators within SDP.  CRT argues 

that the experiential knowledge of people of color matters.  These Black educators' accounts of their 

opinions and experiences within SDP demonstrate counter-narratives, contradictions to the 

nostalgic memory of education as the great equalizer and public schools as the vehicle of social 

mobility.  Rorrer et al. advocated conducting research of districts that would examine the complexity 

and interrelatedness of their various components over time to capture the social, political, and 

economic contexts of districts.64  In that spirit, this dissertation research argues that, based on race 

narratives of education professionals, SDP is peculiar, particular, unforgiving, and deeply politically 

entrenched.  Its politics are complicated by issues of race and insider-outsider tensions and are 
                                                           
61 Dingus, 2006 
62 Franklin, 1979; Matthew J. Countryman, Up South.  (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006). 
63 Judith Goode and R. T. O’Brien, Whose Social Capital? How Economic Development Projects Disrupt Local Social 
Relations.  Social Capital in the City: Community and Civic Life in Philadelphia.  (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, p. 159, 
2006). 
64 Rorrer et al, 2008 
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compounded by state politics and the national political landscape.  The politics within SDP were 

also influenced by the interpretation of the contemporary political narrative by the superintendent 

and his or her epistemological beliefs and ontological bent within that narrative.  Politics and issues 

of power always get in the way of education reform.  The politics are inter-racialized and intra-

racialized because of the context of the city, the composition of the students in the District, the 

history of the District, and the limited funds of the District.  No educator is immune to the politics 

that plague and thwart attempts at reform in SDP.  The politics are too entrenched.  Until people in 

power value other people and the education profession over their own pursuit of power, prestige, 

wealth, and influence, improvement for the masses in SDP and, by extension, many similar large 

school districts, is not likely to happen. 
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CHAPTER TWO. REVIEW OF BACKGROUND AND CONTEXTUAL LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 The literature reviewed in this section begins with post-slavery in 1865 with a macro-level 

view of education for African-Americans and then becomes more specific regarding education issues 

with each section and coordinating body of literature.  The first part of this review is chronologically 

organized.  Once the foundation on which public education for Black people in America has been 

discussed, this review moves to research on the landmark court case Brown v. Board of Education, 

arguably the most significant court decision rendered within the history of African-American 

education.  Literature that emphasizes the implementation of Brown is of particular importance in 

this section, especially research that explicates Brown’s impact on schooling for Black students and 

the education profession for Black educators.  Desegregation is explored, and that section is 

followed by literature on modern urban schools, the sites of much debate about desegregation, 

where schools are currently mostly re-segregated.  State efforts to desegregate schools compared 

with local familial choices to re-segregate themselves based on housing choices represent a reform 

tension present in many large urban areas throughout the nation, especially after World War II.  As 

such, the next body of literature synthesized in this review displays the ways in which education 

reform has been attempted in the era beginning in the 1960s with the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA). 

 A brief history of one such district—indeed, the site of this study—Philadelphia, is then 

presented.  The literature in this section focuses mostly on Black public school education in 

Philadelphia beginning with the first segregated school for Blacks in 1822, the School District of 

Philadelphia’s hesitance to hire Black professionals, and its race-based methods of hiring and 

assigning Black educators to schools.  Special attention is given to the 1960s when the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People requested that the federal government not 
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fund SDP until it fully integrated its schools; when Black educators were asked to voluntarily 

desegregate school faculties with more than ninety percent Whites. 

 This review then moves from a macro-structural view to the micro-level experiences of 

educators.  First, research literature that examines educators’ experiences regarding their professional 

satisfaction, efficacy, and resilience is presented.  However, as most of this research is not racialized, 

that is, race is not generally addressed in most of this literature; the subsequent section provides 

additional specificity regarding  the identities and personal and professional experiences of Black 

educators, as well as their presence, or lack thereof, in the education profession. 

Black Education Struggles 

 Excellence, equity, and opportunity in public education have been widely contested for 

African-Americans since slavery ended in 1865.  Anderson’s seminal work, The Education of Blacks in 

the South, 1860-1935, detailed the struggles of Black Americans to attain excellent education, and he 

argued that without a suitable education, one’s citizenship becomes and remains questionable.  

Anderson’s research implied that the White power structure knew and understood this relationship 

between education and citizenship; else they would have little other reason to fight Black education 

efforts so vehemently.  He noted the struggle of Whites to control Black schooling for social 

reproduction of the stratified race and class system that existed in this nation, and that “Black 

education developed within this context of political and economic oppression.”1  Whether the 

setting was Freedmen’s schools, Hampton Institute, or Black public high schools, Anderson 

explained that “politics, power, and ideology shaped the framework and opportunity structure of 

black educational institutions.”2  Woodson surmised the fervor with which Whites strained to 

maintain control of Black schooling, as he noted 

                                                           
1 Anderson, 1988, p. 2 
2 Anderson, 1988, p. 3 
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The problem of holding the Negro down, therefore, is easily solved.  When you control 
a man’s thinking, you do not need to worry about his actions… The same educational 
process which inspires and stimulates the oppressor with the thought that he is 
everything and has accomplished everything worth while [sic], depresses and crushes at 
the same time the spark of genius in the Negro by making him feel that his race does not 
amount to much and will never measure up to the standards of other peoples.  The 
Negro thus educated is a hopeless liability of the race.3 
 

Indeed, this is what the White power structure desired for Black education: that it would give former 

slaves minimum knowledge while eviscerating notions of their social mobility, intellectual 

advancement, or political empowerment.4  The politics of the powerful during that era demanded 

that the education of freed slaves be minimal, fearing that an informed Black population would 

create disequilibrium and distort the order of the social structure and political consciousness in the 

South and in America, as a whole.   That was true when White southerners fought ardently against 

notions of universal public education for fear of literate Black masses, so much so that they were 

willing to forego public educational opportunities for White children, secure in the knowledge that 

their superior status in society would remain, guaranteed by their race membership and the social 

structure and power arrangement of the American South. 

The merger of “educational pedagogy and social ideology” was the impetus for efforts to 

maintain control of Black colleges through the expansion of the Hampton model of industrial 

training, so much so that White education engineers withheld funds from Black universities where 

too much study of politics, literature, and what they considered high ideals was advanced instead of 

manual labor and preparation for hard work.5  Built on the notion that Blacks were devoid of morals 

and a positive work ethic, the Hampton model enforced long work days of hard field labor, 

“resembled the industrial training that first appeared during the 1820s in the reform schools 

established in New York City, Boston, and Philadelphia”, and ignited controversy for the Black 

                                                           
3 Carter G. Woodson, The Miseducation of the Negro.  (Chicago: African American Images, p. xix, 1933/1990). 
4 Woodson, 1933/1990; Anderson, 1988; W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk.  (New York: Vintage Books, 
1903/1990). 
5 Anderson, 1988; Watkins, 2001 
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parents who did not send their best students to college to learn to be field hands.6  As an example of 

how this model under-served post-slavery Black citizens, Hampton Institute barely graduated twenty 

percent of its students prior to 1900, citing poor character and a lack of discipline as reasons for 

dismissal.7  Du Bois, during his 1906 speech at Hampton, bemoaned the education it provided and 

that it was advocated as the standard for Black higher education throughout the nation, deeming it 

dehumanizing and “educational heresy.”8 

Moreover, as Black secondary and normal schools began to specialize in teacher training, 

they became sites of contention in which power, politics, and ideology regarding Black education 

was ever-apparent, as General Armstrong, founder of the Hampton Institute declared, “Let us make 

the teachers and we will make the people.”9  That architect of Black education understood that what 

Black students learned of their humanity, citizenship, and selfhood throughout the nation would be 

the product of what Black teachers and Black preachers provided in schools and churches.10  To this 

end, Black students were chosen to be teachers through selective screening models that would 

remove them from their home communities and place them in boarding schools where they could 

be under constant watch and development; so their previous beliefs about education could be 

removed and replaced with the morals and work ethic of their White instructors.11  Scholarship was 

not the goal of this teacher-training; instead, ideological hegemony of morality and manual labor 

over intellect was espoused and enforced.12  Even when debate emerged about who would be best 

suited to teach Black students, Fairclough demonstrated that White teachers from the north raised 

                                                           
6 Anderson, 1988, p. 43 
7 Anderson, 1988 
8 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Education of Black People: Ten Critiques, 1906-1960.  Aptheker, H., Ed. (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, p. 28, 1973/2001). 
9 Anderson, 1988, p. 45; Watkins, 2001 
10 Anderson, 1988; Watkins, 2001; Adam Fairclough, A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated South.  
(Cambridge, MA:  Belknap  Press, 2007). 
11 Anderson, 1988 
12 Anderson, 1988 
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the instructional standards within Black education.13  However, he also asserted that local White 

politicians advocated for Black teachers because they believed the instruction they would provide to 

students would be inferior to that of White teachers. 

 In spite of these efforts at hegemony, marginalization, and miseducation, African-Americans 

pressed to create their own schools for the purposes of educating their children toward citizenship 

and humanity.14  Black sharecropping families negotiated with the landowners for whom they 

worked in order to provide schooling for their children.15  They raised their own money to pay for 

school buildings when local taxes would underfund the building of new Black schools.16  They 

rallied to not have the Hampton Model of education become the standard for Black education in 

this nation.17  They lamented the misguided education process being used to subvert and subsume 

African-Americans in this country and insisted on something specific to what Black students and 

communities needed to learn for their advancement.18  They built their own schools throughout the 

South and maintained high standards for the Black students to affirm their humanity and assure 

their full citizenship.19  The need for such autonomy rests in this conundrum elucidated by 

Anderson: “it is difficult to comprehend how a subordinate institution such as a state-controlled 

public education system might advance a class of people against the racist oppression of government 

and other dominant social institutions.”20 

                                                           
13 Fairclough, 2007 
14 Anderson, 1988; Theresa Perry, Achieving in Post-Civil Rights America: The Outline of a Theory.  Young, Gifted, and 
Black: Promoting High Achievement Among African-American Students, Perry, T., Steele, C., and Hilliard, A., Eds. pp. 87-108, 
2003. 
15 Fairclough, 2007 
16 Anderson, 1988; Vanessa Siddle Walker, Their Highest Potential: An African American School Community in the Segregated 
South.  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); George Dempsey and Van Noblit, Cultural Ignorance 
and School Desegregation: A Community Narrative.  Beyond Desegregation: The Politics of Quality in African American 
Schooling, Shujaa, M. J. Ed. pp. 115-147. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 1996. 
17 Anderson, 1988 
18 Woodson, 1933/1990 
19 Walker, 1996; Anderson, 1988 
20 Anderson, 1988, p. 79 
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As universal schooling became the rallying cry of educational advocates throughout the 

nation at the end of the nineteenth century, this meant that public-funded education had to be made 

available to Black children throughout the nation, regardless of local dissent.21  In the South and 

some urban centers in the north, that generally meant separate schools for Blacks.22  Throughout the 

rest of the nation, however, there were multiple models of Black education.  For instance, Boston 

and Philadelphia, cities with the oldest public school systems in the nation, had school systems in 

which Blacks were permitted to attend the same schools as White students; but in Philadelphia, 

Cincinnati, and Indianapolis, Black teachers were only permitted to teach in those schools 

designated for Black students.23  Northern cities that allowed Black teachers to work in all types of 

schools were Chicago, Cleveland, and New York.  Northern cities that had little to no Black teachers 

were Buffalo, Milwaukee, and Pittsburgh.24  Baltimore and Washington, DC, however, had 

“colored” school districts with separate governing entities alongside white districts in the same 

geographical boundaries.25  Several northern states required segregated schools before 1950.26  

Regardless of the educational structure and model each location had, none was without its politics, 

specifically regarding pedagogy, curriculum, and race-based employment practices. 

Throughout the nation, traditional public education often served to provide industrial 

training for Black students, not to prepare them for intellectual tasks.27  High schools for African-

Americans focused on vocational training in an effort to prepare Black students solely to be skilled 

                                                           
21 J. L. Rury, Urban Education in the United States: A Historical Reader.  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Tyack, 1974; 
Anderson, 1988 
22 Jack Dougherty, More Than One Struggle: The Evolution of Black School Reform in Milwaukee.  (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2005). 
23 Foster, 1997; Franklin, 1979; Dougherty, 2005 
24 Dougherty, 2005 
25 J. O. Robinson, Education As My Agenda: Gertrude Williams, Race, and the Baltimore Public Schools.  (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2005). 
26 Beverly D. Tatum, Can We Talk about Race? And Other Conversations in an Era of School Resegregation.  (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 2007). 
27 Anderson, 1988; Perry, 2003; Hayre and Moore, 1997 
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laborers for the American workforce.28  Anderson pointed out that there was no significant 

difference between the overt racism of white southerners and the covert racism of the northerners 

who imagined and designed public schooling for Blacks: “Racism was rampant in both societies, but 

the organized structures of domination and subordination differed in form and content”.  In the 

South, White educators were only permitted to teach in Black schools in urban areas out of concern 

for their safety in rural regions.29  In the North during the early part of the twentieth century, both 

Franklin and Dougherty have asserted that Black students fared better when they attended separate 

schools for Blacks.30  Their enrollment rates and graduation rates were often higher, which one 

teachers’ group attributed to the racism of the White principals and administrators of those mixed 

schools within unitary school systems.31  Still, Black educators were not without concern during this 

era. 

Black educators endured multiple tensions regarding their status and presence.  Their 

education had changed their speech, which was one of the most notable differences between them 

and the community they served, putting them at a distance from those communities, though many 

were seen as spokespersons for Black communities to cultural and racial outsiders.32  These two 

distinctions made less-educated Blacks wary of education and the educators.33  School was not a 

source of success for all Blacks.34  Indeed, Baker argued that segregated schooling served to sort 

intra-racially and created a caste system among African Americans; whereby relatively affluent Blacks 

                                                           
28 Anderson, 1988; Franklin, 1979 
29 Anderson, 1988, p. 99; Fairclough, 2007 
30 Franklin, 1979; Dougherty, 2005 
31 Franklin, 1979 
32 Fairclough, 2007; V. P. Franklin, “They rose and fell together”: African American educators and community 
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33 Fairclough, 2007 
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were more desirable and, therefore, more successful to their Black teachers in school.35  

Simultaneously, there was debate about the depth of Black educators’ knowledge and whose 

purposes and interests they served: their own or that of their students and the Black community.  

During the segregation era of southern schooling, between post-Reconstruction and before Brown v. 

Board, “most black teachers resorted to accommodationism in one form or another.”36  Franklin 

foretold of Black educators who had used their education careers as the gateway to their political 

aspirations.37  Still, in spite of these tensions, Black educators faced numerous race-based challenges 

within the profession, including school districts’ refusal to hire them to teach in the specialized 

content of high schools and having different pay schedules for Black and White educators.38 

Brown and Desegregation 

Regardless of any apparent tensions, relationships among Black educators, Black students, 

Black families, and the Black community were strong, interdependent, and vital to each entity’s 

collective and individual success.39   Several works elucidate the nostalgia with which Black 

segregated schools are remembered by their students and faculty.40  However, as efforts toward 

desegregation increased, the status of Black educators decreased with the depreciation of segregated 

Black schools in mainstream America.  Fairclough contradicted some of the nostalgic recall of 

segregated Black schools and the elevated status of their Black educators,as he asserted that other 

changes lessened the status of educators, in general; that desegregation was not the sole culprit of 
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this for Black educators.41  Though Black educators had once been the champions of Black 

communities, these roles ceased to exist for them in the years leading up to and after the Brown 

decision.42  The rallying war cry of that time was that separate education was inherently inferior, and 

Etheridge asserted that “inferior schools meant inferior teachers.”43  M. Foster argued that “from 

the beginning, their fates inexorably intertwined, the interests of African-American students and 

teachers have been pitted against each other in the continuing struggle for desegregated schooling.”44  

Calls for desegregated schools pitted Black educators against Black students.  Fighting for integrated 

schools which would not hire Black educators meant that Black educators would have no jobs.  

Fighting for Black educators’ jobs usually meant supporting segregated schools, which some felt 

were oppositional to their desires for an equal America.45 

Within segregated schools, Black educators were blamed for the academic deficiencies of 

Black students, and White educators were viewed as the great academic saviors, despite anecdotal 

evidence of low expectations and veiled dislike.46  The politics of this cultural sentiment and desire 

for integrated schooling was apparent as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) and other trusted Black institutions of information knew that Black educators 

would suffer dramatic employment losses once Brown was enacted throughout the South, though 

they all still advocated desegregation.47  But Black educators were not deceived; though they knew 

desegregation would likely mean their disappearance, they advocated for it anyhow, for the greater 

good of Black American citizenship.48 
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While the decision to desegregate schools in the American South as rendered by Brown v. 

Topeka, Kansas Board of Education has been seen as monumental, in the spirit of what Butchart has 

deemed “the revisionist era of African-American education historiography”, there are other 

significant sentiments regarding Brown that deserve attention.49  Though she acknowledged that the 

Brown decision gave way to the possibility of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and gender equity rights 

via Title IX legislation, Ladson-Billings lamented that Brown was decided for desegregation not 

because it was the right thing to do but because of how this nation’s racial caste system made the 

United States of America appear to other nations in the post-World War II era.50  Cuban and Usdan 

asserted that during this time, the national focus “shifted from the Soviet Union threat to the 

inferior schooling black students received in the South and big cities.”51  America could no longer be 

the moral authority of the world so long as it maintained, through law and policy, its stratified racial 

infrastructure.  Ladson-Billings stated, “The overriding logic was not only one of Black inferiority, 

but the concomitant one of White superiority and the idea that placing Blacks in the midst of that 

superiority would be sufficient to create equal education opportunities.”52  Etheridge argued that 

Brown, in its focus on schools and not school systems and districts, represented an avoidance of the 

endemic racism and racist practices within the American public schooling system.53    Ladson-

Billings and Scott both contended that Brown was a good idea gone wrong, rooted in the erroneous, 

ethnocentric social and political ideologies of those charged with implementing policy changes 

resulting from this landmark decision.54  Numerous scholars have deduced that desegregation has 
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proved extremely problematic for Black educators but also for Black students55.  Subversive tactics 

were employed to nullify the impact of Brown, such as pupil placement policies in which Black 

students were relegated to classes with lower standards with little cause and new testing 

requirements for Black educators to justify varied pay scales.56 

Black educators have been substantially impacted in this struggle.57  Black educators suffered 

irreparable job losses as a result of desegregation practices in the post-Brown era.58  Though both 

Black administrators and Black classroom teachers suffered from this new policy, Black teachers 

bore the brunt of the firings.59  When all-Black public schools were closed, instead of being merged 

into the school system with their White counterparts, Black teachers were often removed and Black 

principals demoted, even if they were better educated and had more experience than their White 

colleagues.60  Furthermore, many were fired with the implementation of the National Teachers 

Examination (NTE), which some states began using to lawfully remove Black educators from their 

teaching rolls and to sidestep the desegregation edicts from the federal government.61    Not only 

were Black educators removed because of Brown and new testing requirements, but also their 

membership in or support of Black advocacy groups –the very groups that advocated for 

desegregation— caused some to lose their jobs.62   
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Milner and Howard cited this as another unintended consequence of the Brown decision: that 

careers in education lost prestige for Black people after desegregation, possibly because Black 

communities and the schools within them no longer had the autonomy they seemed to have under 

segregation.63  Black educators who did keep their jobs in newly desegregated school systems were 

often demoted from administrative positions to instructional positions or from instructional 

positions to overseeing discipline for Black male students; other Black teachers were placed in 

instructional areas outside their expertise so that their dismissal would be justified.64  Throughout 

the 1970s and 1980s, Black educators’ presence in schools has decreased so much that their 

existence is labeled by some as “limited” and others refer to them as an “endangered species.”65  

Simultaneously, Black student achievement continues to decrease.66  Though the correlation of these 

phenomena is undeniable, as decreasing numbers of Black educators and declining test scores of 

Black students do exist at the same time, no direct causation has been determined.  Still, so severe is 

the under-representation of African-American educators in schools that researchers have determined 

that Black students may have few to none throughout their schooling and may deduce that a career 

in education is not an option for Blacks.67  Lewis synthesized research on low Black presence in the 

education workforce as this: that Black students did not have the educational or socio-emotional 

experience in school to prompt their entrance into an education career; that there were other more 

financially lucrative career opportunities for them.68  This absence is counter to research that 

demonstrates that educators who share students’ cultural backgrounds or view it as beneficial and 
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therefore draw upon it, are more likely to be successful with students of color.69  Studies have 

demonstrated the multiple ways that students across races, especially Blacks, are negatively impacted 

by a lack of Black educators in schools.70  Gay and Howard described how Black students are 

currently less likely to be taught by individuals who share their home cultures or backgrounds, 

despite Black students’ high numbers within urban school districts.71   

Though Brown focused on schools in southern states, Dougherty and S. H. King contended 

that urban school districts in northern cities, even post Brown, did not have Black educator 

populations that reflected their Black student populations.72  According to Etheridge, northern cities’ 

racist educational practices were more masked than their southern counterparts, though they were 

no less flagrant and egregious.73  Nationally, Black educators comprise approximately six percent of 

the teaching force.74  The School District of Philadelphia currently has an almost 70 percent Black 

student population, yet Black educators comprise barely 24 percent of the teaching force, less than 

there was in Philadelphia in 1964.75  Dougherty cautioned scholars not to limit the Black struggle for 

educational equity to the Brown v. Board of Education decision.76  Though it was intended to end de jure 

segregation in public schooling, most Black students still attend segregated schools throughout the 

nation.  M. Foster argued that “because desegregation has merely rearranged and not changed the 

power arrangements in American schools, it has failed to stop the socialization of racism through 
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the school system that both Black teachers and students experience.  In fact, in desegregated 

schools, it has often been assumed that African-American students, rather than institutional racism 

or unequal power relations, are the problem.” 77  This demonstrates that Brown did not undo the 

impact of race as a significant factor in American schooling.  According to Ladson-Billings, “urban 

schools reflect a hyper-segregation beyond that of their cities’ overall population.”78  Much of this 

re-segregation exists throughout urban schools in the nation. 

Modern Urban Schools 

Almost immediately following the emergence of the Common School Movement, since the 

widespread inception of access to public education, there has been a persistent desire to reform 

education to train, assimilate, and socialize America’s willing and unwilling immigrants so they may 

enter the workforce and contribute positively to American society.79  Derived from the Common 

School movement, emerging during the industrial era of the 1800s, most school systems were 

created based on the notions of mass production and mass consumption, training the indigent, the 

immigrant, and the Negro in how to behave in American culture and society, preparing them for the 

roles society held for them.80  However, the structure of American public schools has not changed 

significantly over time because of systemic resistance and conflicts between various professional 

factions.81  This is especially troubling for urban school systems in cities where concentrated poverty 

and racial/ethnic discord also influence how schooling is structured and implemented.82  Rorrer et 

al. contended that school districts can be institutional actors if their goals are “to increase 

achievement and advance equity,”  but in spite of federal education legislation through the 
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in the 1960s, the repeal of federal money for 

local education in the 1980s, the A Nation At Risk and A Nation Prepared reports, and the No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB) of the new millennium, urban schools have persisted to be severely under-

funded, under-staffed, and struggling with student achievement stratified by race.83  They are 

teeming with students who often deal with these conditions at home and at school.84 

Low faith in public schools has led to disinvestment in public schooling; and urban school 

districts often contain a stratified educational system in which exists special-admission magnet 

schools, charter schools, and neighborhood, comprehensive schools.85  Hilliard has written about 

the extreme pessimism with which some regard Black students in impoverished schools, and Rury 

wrote that most schools in urban districts are seen as the only option of those who cannot afford to 

send their children elsewhere.86  Because of these origins and current conditions, some continue to 

argue that public schooling was never intended to provide a transition for the populations they 

served beyond their social standing; that urban schools, in particular, were created for social 

reproduction of the White, wealthy power structure and, therefore, are not intended to be used for 

African-Americans to transcend their social positions.87 
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In addition to the structure of urban systems, other elements remain a challenge.  Presently, 

many urban school districts are also becoming rapidly resegregated, in spite of desegregation 

attempts and lawsuits in the decades following Brown.88  Further, B. A. Jones discussed that 

urban school systems have suffered from high teacher and administrator turnover; high student 
mobility; dilapidated building infrastructures; and woefully inadequate human, fiscal, and material 
resources to meet all of the needs of the diverse student populations.  Additionally, urban school 
districts… are common targets of curriculum and governance experimentation.89 

 
Urban schools are notoriously difficult for students and their faculties; they are severely under-

funded, under-staffed, and struggling.90  Despite recent changes in student, educator, and school 

accountability, issues in teacher recruitment and retention remain for large urban school districts.91  

Though district officials often know the types of efforts they believe would remedy these issues, 

because of chronic under-funding and other budgetary issues, such programs are often cut.92  

Perhaps, it is because of these conditions that Cuban and Usdan suggested that there is something 

uniquely distinct about being an urban educator that is different from working in suburban or rural 

schools.93  Working in urban schools is not for everyone.  Indeed, according to Weiner, students in 

urban schools may be so academically challenged that they need much more time and support than 

some teachers are willing to give since 

city teachers face the highest concentrations of students who desperately need education for 
economic mobility, but kids and teachers are sabotaged by the way urban schools are 
organized, funded, and run.  The most subversive condition is constant pressure to deal with 
kids in a standardized, impersonal fashion.94 
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Numerous works elucidate the need for urban educators to exude and operate from an “above and 

beyond/ whatever it takes” ethos in order to be successful with their students.95  

Modern Urban Education Reform 

For almost as long as public schooling has existed in this nation, efforts to reform it, 

specifically in urban areas, have persisted.96  When upwardly mobile Americans flocked to the 

suburbs from the cities to escape the poverty and color within them after World War II, policy 

makers became concerned, again, for the education of the immigrants, racial minorities, and socio-

economically deficient city students left behind, which led to the creation of ESEA in 1965 as an 

element of the War on Poverty.97  This was the first modern federal reform aimed at correcting 

educational disparities, though Rorrer et al. maintain that “educational institutions have successfully 

ensured inequity.”98  From that legislation through the next forty years, reforms replete with the 

rhetoric of improving the education available to Americans in public schools have abounded.  For 

more than forty years, the federal government, states, and local school districts have debated the 

best ways to improve what students learn and how they achieve.99  Hess contends that there has 

been a “policy churn” throughout this period regarding urban schools: politicians have cranked out 

education reforms to advance their political careers or based on the political climate, without ever 

having the intention of truly improving students’ achievement, and ultimately, never doing so.100  

Huge sums of money have been diverted toward school districts for this effort, with little change 
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and even less success, having occurred in classrooms.101  Most school district reforms are symbolic 

political moves and have little impact on classrooms; they don’t consult or invest the educators who 

actually implement the reforms.102  Simultaneously, the public remains impatient and yearns to see 

immediate reform results, often not giving enough time to actually see change and improvement 

come to fruition.103  Reform efforts have served to legitimize and/or condemn the how urban 

school districts perform.104 

With the emergence of ESEA, the federal government demonstrated that it sought to attack 

poverty by increasing the funding provided to school districts to improve what students learn and 

how they achieve.105  The most well-known and notable element of ESEA legislation is likely Title I, 

which aimed to give educational aid to the children of impoverished families.106  Despite the flow of 

funds from the federal government to local school districts, these new federal policies were seen as 

interfering with local interests; the government’s policies had to maintain balance between the 

concerns of opposing education and governance stakeholders.107  Implementation of reform 

matters, therefore, governance and leadership are important, if not essential, elements in how urban 

schools operate, not just in the distribution of the federal monies and programs but also regarding 

how these programs are staffed and facilitated.108  In spite of the support they received from the 
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federal government, some urban districts with high levels of poverty struggled to fully implement 

these reforms with fidelity.109 

 Critics of the War on Poverty and the programs initiated through ESEA did not believe it 

had the positive impact they expected.  Following suit, during the early 1980s, A Nation At Risk 

introduced the omnipresence of grossly under-performing public school students and teachers, 

substituting public school systems and their educators for poverty as the new national concern of 

political pundits, education policymakers, school stakeholders, and opinionated taxpayers alike.110  

Kantor and Lowe have argued that A Nation At Risk decried a euphoric recall of what schooling 

once was but never actually existed; and Enderlin-Lampe has demonstrated that the blame-ridden, 

“coercive” reform initiatives of the 1980s, to which A Nation At Risk gave way, did not change how 

schools worked or how people perceived the schools.111  When district reform moved to 

decentralization, there was often little to no preparation for moving all levels of districts into this 

realm of operation.112 

As education reform has moved toward greater accountability, the demand for increased 

student achievement, sound fiscal management, and excellent instruction, the NCLB Act of 2001 

was created to ensure  state standards, unified curricula, and the measurement of student learning by 

state-sanctioned, multiple-choice exams in an effort to ameliorate the under-performance of Black, 

Latino, and low-income students so that there is no difference between how these students achieve 

and white, middle-class students achieve.113  NCLB aims to be “performance driven, test driven, 

measurable, and statistical” in order to evaluate how students, teachers, and schools perform and to 
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make them do better.114  It assumes that if these educators are more invested in the outcomes 

produced by students, greater investment of educators will yield better instruction, more learning, 

and higher student test scores.  This assumption lends itself to a leadership structure in schools 

whereby school administrators are more managers than educators.115  This reform policy includes a 

system of punishments for chronic under-performance, such as publishing school performance 

rates, restructuring school staffs, removing school leadership, and the reallocation and/or 

withholding of federal funds, among other components.116  Lipman has referred to this system of 

monitoring students’ and schools’ academic performances on these tests as “spectacle and 

surveillance.”117  Nieto argued that these reforms have become “mean-spirited and antagonistic.”118  

Many urban districts lament the continued under-funding of NCLB and even with these efforts at 

improving instruction for students, Ramanathan wrote, “there is little real indication that the law has 

made progress correcting the performance gap.” 119  Wong and Shen take issue with “underachieving 

urban school districts that have failed to improve, even after reform policies have been 

implemented.”120  To some, Philadelphia could be considered one such district. 

Black Public School Education in Philadelphia 

M. Foster located Philadelphia as in a “border state” without a truly unitary education 

system, unlike Boston.121  Second oldest in the nation, the School District of Philadelphia (SDP) was 

rife with endemic racism, almost since its inception in 1818, in its semi-segregated schooling for 

Black students and its treatment of Black educators; so much so, that Franklin wrote that “in terms 

                                                           
114 J. Lee, Is test driven external accountability effective?  Synthesizing the evidence from cross-state causal- 
comparative and correlational Studies.  Review of Educational Research, 78(3), 608–644, 2008. 
115 Wilms, 2003 
116 Vergari, 2007 
117 Lipman, 2004 
118 Nieto, 2003, p. 5 
119 Ramanathan, 2008, p. 306 
120 Wong and Shen, 2003, p. 6 
121 Foster, 1990 



36 

 

of its racial practices… Philadelphia should be considered a ‘southern city’. ”122  In 1822, the first 

separate public schools opened for Blacks, but the first Black teacher hired in a Philadelphia public 

school occurred forty years later.  The first Black principal in the school district was hired in 1864.123  

Over time, White parental desires for closer or newer schools led to black students attending both 

mixed and single-race schools in the District.  However, in 1907, research demonstrated that when 

Black students’ population began to reach thirty percent of a school, other students left the 

school.124  As of 1908, most Black students attended racially mixed schools, though Black educators 

were prohibited from teaching White students and were, therefore, assigned only to teach in separate 

Black schools.  The Pennsylvania Association of Teachers of Colored Children believed that, though 

Black students attended mixed schools and separate schools, most who attended mixed schools 

rarely graduated, which they attributed to the racism of the White principals and administrators.  

Early in the twentieth century, studies determined that Black students needed a “special curriculum” 

because foreign-born or reared students were more literate than Black students.  However, a 

researcher contracted by a non-governmental organization in Philadelphia found that Black students 

were no more retarded than other students, but that their White teachers were biased in their 

assessments of Black students’ capabilities.125  Still, according to Franklin, Anderson, and a veteran 

Philadelphia educator, who was educated in its segregated schools, the SDP continually 

implemented manual and vocational training for its Black students: “The deliberate, systematic 

erosion of educational standards had grown as the enrollment of black students increased.”126  

Separate schools for Black educators, low expectations and graduation rates for Black students, and 
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a constantly weakening curriculum foretells the problematic way in which the Black citizens were 

viewed and the “detrimental policy practices” within SDP.127 

In the 1930s, SDP merged its lists of eligible White and Black teachers.128  In 1946, the 

District hired its first African-American high school teacher, and by 1956, she had become the 

District’s first Black high school principal.129  At that time, there were 14 black principals in the 

School District of Philadelphia, and black teachers were teaching in more than 100 schools 

throughout the city.130  In 1962, the Educational Equality League continued its work of pressing the 

District leadership regarding the plight and advancement of Black educators.131  Still, despite these 

modest improvements, school segregation in Philadelphia increased between 1954 and 1964; so 

much so, that in 1966, the Philadelphia branch of the NAACP petitioned the federal government 

not to fund the School District of Philadelphia until they integrated completely.132  Employing the 

logic of Brown, the NAACP argued that Black students could not be well educated in single-race 

schools.133  Though busing students from over-crowded segregated schools was a solution to these 

issues, the mayor and city council president demanded an end to busing in 1964.134  A year later, the 

primary responsibility for fiscal management of the District and of the school board was given to 

the Philadelphia City Council.135 

 Wong and Shen described how mayors, school boards, and district leadership faced intense 

“political pressure to mediate interest-group competition since the 1960s”, to manage ongoing 
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crises.136  Cuban and Usdan acknowledged that “persistent issues of race, ethnicity, and class have 

required urban superintendents… to expand their customary repertoire of political, managerial, and 

instructional roles to cope with the abiding conflicts that arise time and again.”137  This led to the 

modern reform era of SDP, beginning with former mayor-turned-school board president 

Richardson Dilworth, who sought to usher change into Philadelphia’s public schools through his 

selection of a new superintendent.138  However, Wilms lamented that  

reform-minded superintendents… are easily seduced into the belief that they can bypass the 
union and force reforms down through layers of bureaucracy onto the schools… [B]ig-city 
superintendents keep their jobs for an average of less than three years.  The result has been 
to develop a generation of administrators who seize on ‘quick fixes’… But most of these 
reforms rarely alter how teachers teach and children learn.139 
 

Birger examined Philadelphia’s first modern school reform effort and determined that “school 

policy is not apolitical, and thus any attempt at significant reform will have real winners and 

losers.”140  In Philadelphia, the educational politics are racial, ethnic, and economic.141  Considering 

Philadelphia’s racialized public education history, how reform gets enacted in this context and how a 

racially marginalized group of educators cope with the context and the reforms matters. 

Educators’ Professional Experiences 

 Literature in this section of the review encompasses three specific areas of work on 

educators’ professional experiences, namely their presence, job satisfaction, efficacy, and resilience.  

In consideration of the context of urban schools, modern urban education reform, and the historical 

trajectory of SDP, these three areas have been united to demonstrate some of the issues urban 

educators likely face as they navigate their careers.142  Ingersoll demonstrated several important 
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elements related to educators’ satisfaction and presence in schools, namely, “the character of the 

teaching job”, the tension between rational and humanistic approaches to school governance, and 

schools as socializing institutions.143 

 The current American educational climate is rife with efforts to make teachers more 

accountable for their students’ academic achievement.  In tandem, current accountability reform 

models have inspired a culture of crime and punishment in many public schools.144  Stagnant or 

declining academic performance is treated as a crime; students, teachers, and faculty are criminalized, 

punished with the removal of funds and resources needed to improve students’ academic 

performance and threatened with termination.  The “highly-qualified” are in high demand, but the 

number of highly qualified teachers in wealthier districts is often much higher than those in poor 

urban districts.145  Districts scramble to get highly qualified teachers, not just to teach in their 

districts, but to teach in the schools where they are hoped to have the most impact—where student 

achievement is painfully low.146  Useem, Offenberg, and Farley reported that schools with lower 

achievement and high poverty rates have higher teacher attrition rates.147  Many studies have 

demonstrated that urban schools consistently struggle to maintain their staffs and report high 

attrition rates.148  Wilms argued that schools and school district-based hierarchies have adversarial, 

“dysfunctional industrial culture[s]” where “work processes… work routines… and work systems 

have a powerful shaping influence on an organization’s underlying culture” and that “most teachers 
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cope by simply walling themselves off in their own classrooms.”149  Nieto and Weiner 

complemented one another when they wrote that the most exceptional teachers do not teach in the 

urban schools, whose students and communities definitely need their expertise and excellence, but 

also that the professional and intellectual climates in these schools tend toward negative.150 

 Through her study with high school teachers in Boston, Nieto deduced that teachers are 

becoming even more scrutinized as school systems attempt to fool-proof education systems through 

stringent, standardized, mechanized, and heavily scripted curricula.151  These efforts neither inspire 

nor encourage teachers to perform better at their jobs.152  Rather, they demoralize teachers and 

devalue their work; especially, as Dworkin argued, repeated reforms may serve to make educators 

professionally weary and can wreak havoc on the efficacy levels and subsequent performances of 

school actors, causing or reinforcing various emotional responses in educators, impacting how they 

view the profession and themselves in the profession.153 

 W. I. Thomas declared the significance of how individual people define their situations, that 

those definitions make the situations real for those people.154  Ingersoll stated definitively that “how 

one defines the job of teaching is important.”155  Educators’ professional efficacy, especially within 

the contentious context of urban schools, is related to how they define their professional situations. 

Studies have elucidated the crucial nature of the roles of educators’ beliefs and worldviews, 

particularly in terms of how they view teaching, their students, and the education profession.156  
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Warren’s grounded theory study of twenty-nine teachers of different races from urban and suburban 

schools demonstrated how vastly different teachers see themselves and their responsibilities for 

students.157  Many of her informants felt professionally overwhelmed and expressed “low 

expectations and lack of efficacy [which] often resulted in lowered teaching standards, less teacher 

effort, and watered-down curricula for low-achieving students, especially in poor urban schools.”158  

The work of Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy and their colleagues on collective efficacy is of 

particular importance to this matter.159  Rooted in Bandura’s social cognitive theory, specifically his 

work on self-efficacy, as well as Parsons’ work on social systems, they define collective efficacy as 

“the perceptions of teachers in a school that the faculty as a whole can execute courses of action 

required to have a positive effect on students.”160  Through their quantitative studies, they argued 

that a school faculty’s collective efficacy beliefs have a direct impact on individual educators’ efficacy 

beliefs and that both of these entities impact student achievement for better or worse.  However, in 

Rex and Nelson’s ethnography of two high school English teachers, they found those teachers’ 

definitions of their professional situations were mitigated by the necessity to prepare students to 

pass the high-stakes state exam, not by what other teachers in the school believed about student 

achievement.161  Still, several studies alluded to the importance of the relationships between 
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colleagues for educators, specifically issues of social persuasion and participation in a professional 

community.162 

 The professional context combined with stress-producing elements of urban schools may be 

related to educators’ resilience and the decisions they make to stay or leave the education 

profession.163  Resilience is a process developed throughout interactions between the person and 

their environment.164  Patterson et al. define resilience as “using energy productively to achieve 

school goals in the face of adverse conditions”, and they go on to state that “in urban schools, 

teacher and teacher leader resilience is critical to schools accomplishing what needs to be done.”165  

Nieto argued that what makes great educators stay is the impact they know they have on their 

students and school communities.166  Patterson et al. implied that resilient educators are led by and 

make decisions based on their personal values.167 

 Complicating matters further, issues of race in schools and school districts may influence 

how educators interpret their work culture and their definitions of their professional situations.168  C. 

Jones and Allen, Jacobson, and Lomotey all foretold of the excitement, investment, racial solidarity, 

and cohesion among Black teachers who worked under Black principals and Black educators for 

Black students.169  Rex and Nelson found that the racial identity of their teachers was related to the 

teachers’ pedagogical practices and how they interpreted the demands of the state testing program.170  

Cuban and Usdan argued that successful urban educators deal well with school district politics and 

“cope with the conflicts arising from issues of race and class as they affect test scores and the 
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broader purposes of public schooling.” 171  Patterson et al. argued that perceptions and expectations 

of educators’ performance have changed with accountability reforms.172 

Black Educators’ Experiences and Identities 

 As previously stated, several researchers have found links between educators’ racial identities 

and their experiences within the profession.173  Du Bois most famously posed his question of Black 

identity when he wrote, “How does it feel to be a problem?”174  Within contemporary public 

discourse, West has discussed the “battered identities” of African Americans, explaining that “black 

existential angst derives from the lived experience of ontological wounds and emotional scars 

inflicted by white supremacist beliefs and images permeating U.S. society and culture.  These beliefs 

and images attack black intelligence, black ability, black beauty, and black character daily in subtle 

and not-so-subtle ways.”175  Furthermore, Smallacombe argued that social identities matter, 

particularly because, as Ladson-Billings and Tate argued, “social reality is constructed by the 

formulation and exchange of stories about individual situations.  These stories serve as interpretive 

structures by which we impose order on experience and it on us.”176  Accordingly, this section of the 

review shares literature regarding Black educators’ identities and the relationship between their 

identities and their professional experiences.  Numerous works on Black educators point to very 

specific, complex identities for this group.177  M. Foster sought to dispel the myth of Black educators 
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as distant outsiders to his or her Black students because of their middle-class values, norms, and/or 

the negative beliefs they may have adopted about their students as depicted in the work of Rist, 

Conroy, and Spencer.178  Instead, in the more positive research literature, Black educators have been 

cast as chief spokespersons for Black community members; as cultural translators and intercessors 

for Black students, which contributes to Black students’ academic success; as advocates for Black 

children and translators of school culture so students are able to navigate more successfully; as social 

agents who see the inequity of school systems but are not overwhelmed by it; as possessing “an 

African-American ethos [that] informed their pedagogy” and therefore, teaching toward a hidden 

curriculum that emphasized students’ “personal value, the collective power, and the political 

consequences of choosing or rejecting academic achievement”; as culturally relevant; as politically 

relevant; as tokens who make the most of their tokenized professional situations in spite of literature 

that Black educators in majority White situations are “disadvantaged because of their racial 

status.”179 

 The struggle for identity within Black educators in this nation has been ongoing and 

complex.  In Agee’s phenomenological study of a new African-American teacher, she defined 

educator identity as “a discursive space where an imagined role is negotiated among possible 

roles.”180  Those roles can be influenced by a plethora of spheres, including one’s educational 

background and familial rearing; one’s personal educational philosophy; one’s gender; the social, 

historical, and political context in which one works; the culture of one’s school and school district; 
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national and state education policies that control one’s work.181  The impact of money on self-

perception can define one’s status and subsequent identity.182  One of M. Foster’s informants had 

experienced double-consciousness for years, believing that she was qualified to teach in her district 

in spite of the school system seeming to constantly question whether she was qualified.183  In Allen 

et al.’s study of Black principals, many experienced the assumption that they were not qualified for 

their positions and received them as a result of affirmative action.184  Milner and Hoy’s study of an 

African-American teacher in a majority white school and district demonstrated the complex and 

ongoing struggle Black educators may face when they view race as a significant reason for their 

professional commitment, especially when their colleagues and students question Black educators’ 

right to be present and intellectual prowess.  Examining the concept of stereotype threat by Steele 

and Aronson, “a social psychological predicament rooted in the prevailing American image of 

African Americans as intellectually inferior”, these authors further complicate how one’s 

professional identity may be influenced not just by one’s personal educational experiences but also 

by one’s understanding of the educational expectations his or her colleagues have for Black 

students.185  M. Foster mentions theories that attempt to explain Black students’ alienation from 

schools, and several more recent works speak to the relationship between Black educators’ political 

beliefs and their pedagogy.186  Agee acknowledged that there is a gap between educators’ constructed 

identities and the “politics of teaching in public schools.”187 
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 Perhaps related to their racial identities are their lukewarm experiences and conflicts with 

White colleagues.  Historically, Black educators have found their White colleagues to have lower 

expectations for Black students.188  More recently, Delpit articulated the de-valuing of Black 

educators’ opinions about Black children, as well as the mistrust that exists between Black educators 

and White colleagues.  According to Black educators, White colleagues downplay their own 

authority and power until a conflict arises in their classrooms.189  Contrary to that notion, films have 

been produced that cast White teachers as saviors of the rowdy, unruly Black students in gang-

ridden, failing schools, such as Dangerous Minds.190  According to Oates, Black and White teachers 

have similar impressions of White students, but their professional opinions diverge on Black 

students.191  Conversely, C. Jones found that Black teachers felt they had positive personal and 

professional relationships with their Black principals; Black teachers believed that their shared 

culture allowed them to communicate more effectively with their Black principals.192  The conflicts 

are not just between colleagues of different races, and sharing race does not ensure cohesion.  

Dickar’s Black teachers shared that their Black students expected them to be in solidarity with 

them.193  This proved challenging for a Black paraprofessional supporting a white teacher who was 

at odds with a Black student.  The paraprofessional sided with the teacher, and it ruptured her 

relationship with the student. 

Summary and Analysis 
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 This review began by describing how Black education in America has evolved post-slavery, 

while it has remained a political endeavor for various parties.194  Specifically, efforts to control the 

training of Black educators were rooted in the knowledge that what future generations of African-

Americans learned of their humanity, citizenship, and selfhood would be shaped by who trained 

Black educators.195  Indeed, Black education historian, James Anderson, questioned how “a 

subordinate institution such as a state-controlled education system might advance a class of people 

against the racist oppression of government and other social institutions.”196  Though free public 

schooling became universal at the beginning of the twentieth century, separate schools were 

established for Blacks throughout the nation.197  Even in northern areas, Black educators were often 

prohibited from teaching White students and race-based employment practices were prevalent.198 

 Still, Black educators, Black students, Black families, and Black communities were strong, 

interdependent, and vital to each entity’s collective and individual success and valued their 

segregated schools.199  However, as efforts toward desegregation increased, the status of Black 

educators decreased with the reduction of segregated Black schools in mainstream America.  Black 

educators were blamed for the academic deficiencies of Black students, and White educators were 

viewed as the great academic savior, despite anecdotal evidence of low expectations and veiled 

dislike.200  Ladson-Billings has argued that “the overriding logic [of school integration] was not only 

one of Black inferiority, but the concomitant one of White superiority and the idea that placing 

Blacks in the midst of that superiority would be sufficient to create equal education 
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opportunities.”201  When Brown was enacted, it proved extremely problematic for Black educators 

but also for Black students, mostly because of the erroneous, ethnocentric social and political 

ideologies of those charged with implementing it.202  Though it was created to desegregate schools, 

in the decades since it was decided in 1954, schools, particularly those in urban areas, have become 

resegregated.203   

Since World War II, urban school systems have struggled with issues arising from 

concentrated poverty and racial/ethnic discord, which has influenced how schooling is structured 

and implemented.204  Since the 1960s, beginning with ESEA, through the repeal of federal money 

for local education in the 1980s, the A Nation At Risk and A Nation Prepared reports, and NCLB of 

the new millennium, efforts have been made to reform urban schools.205  Low faith in public schools 

has led to disinvestment in public schooling; urban school districts often contain a stratified 

educational system in which exist special-admission magnet schools, charter schools, and 

neighborhood, comprehensive schools.206  Viewed by some as symbolic political moves, such 

reforms have yielded little change and even less success, having occurred in classrooms.207  While 

Hess argued that reform efforts have served to legitimize or condemn how urban school districts 

perform, little research has been undertaken on how the reforms have been locally interpreted and 

applied or the impacts of those reforms on the educators charged with implementing them.208  To 

date, the literature remains mute on how these federal and local reforms were implemented by 

school district educators at various levels given the local political, racial, and ethnic issues within 

                                                           
201 Ladson-Billings, 2004, p. 9 
202 Etheridge, 1979; Baker, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 2004; Foster, 1990; S. H. King, 1993; Tillman, 2004; Lewis, 2006; 
Milner and Howard, 2004 
203 Frankenberg and Lee, 2002; Orfield and Lee, 2007; Tatum, 2007 
204 Cuban and Usdan, 2003; Noguera, 2003 
205 Cuban and Usdan, 2003; Kantor, 1991; Ball, 2002 
206 Schneider and Buckley; 2003; Saparito, 2003; Gamoran, 1996; Tatum, 2007 
207 Rorrer et al, 2008; Ball, 2002; Wellisch et al, 1978; Anyon, 2005; Wilms, 2003; Ingersoll, 2003; Hess, 1998 
208 Hess, 1998 



49 

 

school districts.  It is possible that the context in which they existed and local urban districts’ 

histories of racial and ethnic discord and socioeconomic disparities strained their implementation 

capacity, but that has not yet been explored.  Enderlin-Lampe foretold some outcomes of reform 

policies, but missing from the literature is an explication of how local educators facilitated or 

frustrated these reform initiatives.209 

Literature regarding educators’ professional experiences, specifically their presence (or lack 

thereof), satisfaction, efficacy, and resilience was then presented.  Wong and Shen take issue with 

“underachieving urban school districts that have failed to improve, even after reform policies have 

been implemented”, what remains unknown is how educators interpret the reforms created by those 

at great distance from the schools they seek to improve, how these local educators translate these 

ideas into professional practices and what their interpretations mean for their individual and 

collective work, especially in light of conflicts that may already exist within schools, districts, and 

cities.210  Several studies point to the arduous task of teaching in urban schools and working with 

masses of students who may have been insufficiently academically prepared amidst the culture of 

NCLB.211  But how does teaching low performing students’ impact educators’ efficacy, especially 

amidst the accountability movement?  More study in urban schools is needed to examine the 

relationship between the intricacies of professional context—such as school/community poverty, 

students’ academic performance, reform policies, and professional culture—and how educators view 

themselves and their capacity within the profession.  Further research is needed to determine how 

these reform policies combined with efficacy and satisfaction of the educators impact how they 

define their professional situations and themselves in the profession.  Additionally, the relationship 

between educators’ satisfaction, efficacy, and resilience and their decisions to move beyond their 
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classroom positions into other roles as they navigate policy reforms and school district politics 

deserves further attention.212 

While Ingersoll discussed that teachers socialize students, the professional socialization that 

occurs between colleagues within urban schools needs more attention.213  It is important to know 

how educators, within such a context, interpret the school and school district culture, define their 

professional situations and perform their jobs in response to their definitions.  Furthermore, the 

relationship between the centrality of race to one’s job as an educator and how educators define 

their professional situations, their interpretations of the political climate and work culture at their 

schools and within their school districts and their job satisfaction is an area in which the literature 

remains mute.  Goddard et al.’s work on collective efficacy acknowledged that “the question is, 

Can… we (the faculty) orchestrate the thoughts and actions necessary to perform the task;” missing 

from their examination of staff interpretations of collective capabilities and their subsequent actions 

is an understanding of how people view their colleagues and themselves in relation to their 

colleagues.214  Several studies alluded to the importance of the relationships among colleagues for 

educators, specifically issues of social persuasion and participation in a professional community, but 

these works stop short of exploring how these relationships relate to educators’ definitions of their 

professional situations.215  Nieto argued that what makes great educators stay is the impact they 

know they have on their students and school communities.216  Patterson et al. implied that resilient 

educators are led by and make decisions based on their personal values.217  Further research is 

needed to determine how educators navigate their profession when these personal values are in 

conflict with school culture and how one defines his or her professional situation. 
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 The literature review then presented research on Black educators’ identities and their 

professional experiences.  Through her unstructured, anthropological, pioneering research on Black 

teachers, M. Foster emphasized the role of Black teachers’ backgrounds in their interpretations of 

the function and purpose of schools.  However, she did not explore how the context in which they 

work influences how they view school and, subsequently, perform their roles.218  This is essential 

since there is a relationship between teachers’ attitudes, beliefs about their work, and the context in 

which they work, especially when the negative climate in urban schools/districts often leaves 

teachers questioning their presence and ability to be effective.219  Foster also mentioned theories that 

attempt to explain Black students’ alienation from schools, and several more recent works speak to 

the relationship between Black educators’ political beliefs and their pedagogy.220  However, little is 

known about Black educators’ alienation and disinvestment from traditional schooling situations, 

how that merges with and/or shapes their political beliefs, and how they subsequently navigate their 

school and school district cultures or work with colleagues and the community, as advocated by 

Kelly.221  Dingus elucidated the presence and impact of community reciprocity on three generations 

of Black educators throughout their professional socialization, but extant literature has yet to 

demonstrate how the professional socialization and professional situations of Black educators are 

influenced by the policies and politics of the schools and school districts in which these educators 

work.222  In the midst of tensions drawn along racial lines between colleagues or between educators 

and their students, there is an absence of scholarship that explores how Black educators work to 

support their communities when the policies they have been entrusted to implement and enforce 
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and the practices they witness seem counter-intuitive and counter-productive to what they believe is 

best for Black students’ education and Black educators. 
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CHAPTER THREE. THEORY AND METHODS 

Theoretical Approaches 

Introduction.  Critical race theory (CRT) is the epistemological lens through which this 

research examining the experiences of Black educators within an urban school district engaged in 

reforms over a period of forty years has been studied.  This section begins by explaining the origins 

of CRT in legal studies, Omi and Winant’s use of it within sociology, and Ladson-Billings and Tate’s 

pioneering of this theory within education. 1  This study focuses on the following components of 

CRT: the endemic nature of racism to American society and its institutions, interest convergence, 

the importance of storytelling and counter-narratives, and objectivity, neutrality, colorblindness, and 

merit as falsehoods.2  Narrative identity is then explained, specifically the work of Bruner and Vila, 

to explicate how story-telling and counter-narratives are understood in this study.3  Following that 

explanation, education research in which CRT has been the tool of inquiry is presented; and this 

section closes with how CRT was used in this study, as well as how this study’s use of CRT extends 

this theory as a lens to examine the different experiences of Black professionals within a political 

system which has a history of racialized policies and practices, namely, SDP. 

Origins of critical race theory.  Intending to question the ever-present dominant narrative 

of equality and justice for all in American society, CRT’s origins began in Critical Legal Studies and 

were created to call “for a complete reinterpretation of civil rights law with regard to its 

ineffectiveness in addressing racial injustices, particularly institutional racism and structural racism in 

the political economy… Concepts such as color-blind interpretations of the law or meritocracy are 

‘unmasked’ by critical race theorists to be precursors for White, European American hegemonic 

                                                           
1 Omi and Winant, 2002; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995 
2 Milner, 2007; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Delgado, 1990; Bell, 1980; 1983; 1979 
3 Bruner, 1991, 1998; Vila, 2000 
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control of the social and structural arrangements in US society.”4  Here are the six tenets of critical 

race theory: 

1. Racism is endemic throughout and permanently embedded within American society; 
2. Objectivity, neutrality, colorblindness, and merit are falsehoods; 
3. Data must be historically contextualized and analyzed; 
4. The experiential knowledge of people of color matters; 
5. CRT is interdisciplinary; 
6. The goal of CRT is to eradicate racial oppression and subsequently, all oppression.5 

 
Omi and Winant discussed the concept of racial formation in which they defined race as “a 

concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to different types 

of human bodies,” insisting that it is not an illusion; that race matters and serves as a way to 

construct and represent the social world.6  They viewed race as significant in both “social structure 

and cultural representation,” that it is enacted at both the macro-level (as in state actions or entities) 

and at the micro-level (as in person-to-person interactions) through “racial projects” to which no 

one in society is immune.7  Racial formation acknowledges the structural dimensions of racism that 

exist even once formal discrimination as implemented through rule of law or policy was dismantled; 

as time and cultures change, so does the appearance of racism because of its cultural embeddedness.  

Discrimination can be unintentional, though no less harmful.8  Further, they argue that “ideological 

beliefs have structural consequences, and that social structures give rise to beliefs” and that “even 

those racisms which at first glance appear to be chiefly structural upon closer examination reveal a 

deeply ideological component.”9  Gramsci’s work on hegemony is present in their conceptualization 

of racial formation, specifically the notion of “coercion and consent.”  The state has the authority to 

coerce behavior in its citizens, but citizens consent to the rule of law through acquiescence. 
                                                           
4 Lawrence Parker. and Marvin Lynn, What’s Race Got to Do With It?  Critical Race Theory’s Conflicts With and 
Connections to Qualitative Research Methodology and Epistemology.  Qualitative Inquiry, 8(3), 7-22, p. 9, 2002. 
5 M. Matsuda, C. Lawrence, R. Delgado, and K. Crenshaw, (eds.) Words that Wound: Critical Race  Theory, Assaultive Speech, 
and the First Amendment.  (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1993). 
6 Omi and Winant, 2002, p. 123 
7 Omi and Winant, 2002 
8 Omi and Winant, 2002 
9 Omi and Winant, 2002, pp. 138-139 
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 Ladson-Billings and Tate pioneered the use of critical race theory in education.  They argued 

that class and gender were insufficient to explain the variance in schooling experiences and 

performances for non-Whites.  Therefore, as an attempt to theorize race within education, they 

employed CRT “as an analytic tool for understanding school inequity” and “the social-structural and 

cultural significance of race in education”.  They problematized how the law has attempted to 

correct racist educational practices (e.g. Brown v. Board of Education), specifically how its inability to 

separate democracy from capitalism has left these corrections incomplete.10  In the context of 

schools and systems of schooling, capitalism urges social reproduction while democracy suggests 

meritocracy, though these are competing constructs.  An analysis of education through a CRT lens 

views schools as tools of social reproduction that purport false notions of meritocracy.11  This 

speaks directly to Bell’s work on interest convergence, the notion that Whites will only consent to 

legal or policy changes for marginalized groups as long as it benefits them.12  Because of this need 

for interest convergence, the work of rectifying racist practices and social ills through education has 

not been fully implemented.  The role of interest convergence is paramount in rethinking schooling 

systems.13  Ladson-Billings lamented that “the norms, customs, mores, and folkways that surround 

our racial ecology are not easily cast aside.  Our attempt to deal with racial problems through our 

schools is an incomplete strategy.”14  Interest convergence is paramount because if Whites only do 

what is right, fair, and just for Black students because it benefits Whites, they are not operating in 

the spirit of what is right, fair, and just.  Interest convergence is oppositional to social justice.  Thus, 

when there are no benefits for Whites who operate from the standpoint of interest convergence, the 

racially, economically, and politically marginalized and disenfranchised will have little to no access to 

                                                           
10 Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995, pp. 48, 50 
11 Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Lynn, 2006 
12 Bell, 1980; 1983; 1979 
13 Lynn, 2006c; Taylor, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2004 
14 Ladson-Billings, 2004, p. 10 
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opportunities to advance, enhance, shift, or rectify their positions in life; thereby maintaining the 

system that keeps the White, the wealthy, and the powerful in control of American life. 

 Ladson-Billings and Tate argued for three central propositions to understanding the role of 

race in American education: that race is still significantly related to inequity in the United States; that 

American society is based on property rights, and “whiteness” is “the ultimate property”; and that 

race and property create a dialectic through which school inequity can be understood.15  Here are 

two specific examples during school desegregation of how “whiteness as the ultimate property” has 

been enacted in American education: when Black educators who had previously taught in segregated 

Black schools were assumed to have a desire to switch to White schools and when much needed 

improvements to previously-all-Black schools went undone until White students prepared to enroll 

because of desegregation efforts.16 

A few legal scholars have critiqued the use of narrative and the endemic nature of racism 

within CRT, arguing that personal stories are difficult to corroborate.17  Nonetheless, much like the 

work of Omi and Winant and that of Berger and Luckmann, Ladson-Billings and Tate argued that 

social reality is constructed through ongoing interactions, specifically through narratives.18  This 

study focuses on the following components of CRT: the endemic nature of racism to American 

society and its institutions, interest convergence, and the importance of storytelling and counter-

narratives, and objectivity, neutrality, colorblindness, and merit as falsehoods.19 

                                                           
15 Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995, p. 58 
16 Tillman, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2004 
17 D. Farber and S. Sherry, Telling Stories out of School: An Essay on Legal Narratives.  Stanford Law Review, 45, 807-855, 
1993; R. A. Posner, Overcoming Law.  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995); J. A. Powell, Racial Realism or Racial 
Despair?  Connecticut Law Review.  Winter, 533-551, 1992; M. Tushnet, The Degradation of Constitutional Discourse,  
Georgetown Law Review, 81, 1151-1193, 1992; A. Dixson, and C. K. Rousseau, And We Are Still Not Saved: Critical Race 
Theory in Education Ten Years Later.  Race, Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 7-28, 2005. 
18 Omi and Winant, 2002; Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995 
19 Milner, 2007; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Delgado, 1990; Bell, 1980; 1983; 1979 
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Narrative identity theory.  To complement CRT, narrative identity theory, specifically the 

work of Bruner and Vila, serves to explicate how the aspect of CRT that involves storytelling and 

counter-narratives is understood and is used in this study.20  Narrative identity theory argues that 

people make sense of their lives through the stories they tell about themselves.21  Whether or not 

their stories are comprised of actual facts does not matter.  Facts are not useful and do not make 

sense until they are organized into a narrative; they only matter because of how they fit into our 

larger understanding of an entire story.  Facts only live in context.22  What matters most is the story 

that was created by the lived experience.23  Experiences are organized through narratives; narratives 

are an accepted version of reality that do not need “empirical verification and logical requiredness.”24  

Narrative has power to shape our understandings of the world.25  Through the organization of facts 

into stories, human beings construct reality.26  Vila argued that identities are socially and historically 

constructed and that the context of the storyteller matters.  If identity is relational and has the 

capacity to shift based on circumstances, one needs a narrative in order to process one’s identity.27  

Education critical race theorist Edward Taylor has also argued for the significance of narratives 

within specific historical contexts in order to contradict the master narratives that have dominated 

the education discourse, a narrative replete with the facade of liberalism and meritocracy.28  As such, 

these stories within a community have the capacity to construct the knowledge of what it means to 

be a Black educator encountering the endemic racism within the School District of Philadelphia over 

                                                           
20 Jerome Bruner, Life As Narrative.  Social Research, 71(3), 691-710, 2004; Delgado, 1990; 1989; Parker and Lynn, 2002; 
Bruner, 1991; 1998; Vila, 2000 
21 Bruner, 1991, 1998 
22 Bruner, 1998 
23 Bruner, 2004 
24 Bruner, 1991, p. 4 
25 Bruner, 1998 
26 Bruner, 1998; Berger and Luckmann, 1967 
27 Vila, 2000 
28 Taylor, 2006; Lynn and Parker, 2006 
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time.  I do, however, want to be careful not to advance the notion that I am attempting to redress 

the existing grand narrative with an alternate grand narrative and singular voice of Black educators.29 

Critical race theory in education.  Since Ladson-Billings and Tate’s pioneering argument 

for the uses of CRT within education, a growing body of scholars has further studied its uses within 

this field.30  Building on Ladson-Billing and Tate’s premise that CRT provides an inquiry tool 

through which to analyze inequity in schools, Lynn, Yosso, Solorzano, and Parker have argued that 

there is a need for larger questions regarding issues of inequality in schools.  CRT, as “oppositional 

scholarship” is a tool for that inquiry.31  Furthermore, Lynn et al. postured CRT as not only an 

epistemological lens, but also an ontology for researchers (to be further explored in the methods 

section), and is post-modernist in that it rejects positivism, notions of single-truth, and relies “on the 

importance of perspective and context in asserting truth claims.”32  Lynn and Parker have also 

determined that CRT is paramount to questioning the following long-held assumptions about 

schools and schooling in America: “1) We live in a fair and just society; 2) Schools are the great 

equalizer of the races; and that 3) Race can only be used only as a descriptor to merely describe, 

analyze, and examine educational inequalities.”33  In fact, Lynn has argued that CRT may be the 

most appropriate tool to analyze the how Blacks are educated in this country, especially the 

inequality that continues to reproduce itself through education systems, since most education 

research that examines inequality does it through the lens of culture, class, or gender.34  However, 

most of this research has focused on students’ experiences within education, specifically the effects 

                                                           
29 Nicole King, “You think like you white”: Questioning Race and Racial Community through the Lens of Middle-Class 
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33 M. Lynn and L. Parker Critical Race Studies in Education: Examining a Decade of Research on US Schools.  The 
Urban Review, 38(4), 257-290, p. 279, 2006. 
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of racism on them.35  Some researchers have examined educators, but they have primarily been at 

the higher education level.36  Lynn and Dixson used CRT to examine educators, specifically their 

pedagogical practices and the relationship between their political beliefs and their pedagogy.37  

Dickar used CRT to examine Black educators’ voice, specifically the oppression of it on a racially 

mixed faculty.38 

The role of critical race theory in this study.  Within CRT, most education research 

focuses on how students have encountered school systems.  When this study was proposed, 

scholarly research had not used CRT to examine the plight of a racially marginalized group of 

educators (a micro-level racial project) in relation to an urban school district with a history of racial 

issues and race-based policies and practices (a macro-level racial project) over time.  This study 

extends the use of CRT in analyzing inequality in schools and school systems as it juxtaposes two, 

sometimes diametrically opposed, entities: the historical trajectory of an urban district engaged in 

constant reform efforts and a group of its historically marginalized educators.  As explained by 

Lynn, “CRT begins with the notion that racism is a natural and, in fact, necessary part of a society 

that is founded on white supremacist principles” and “the educational system becomes one of the 

chief means through which the system of white supremacy regenerates and renews itself.”39  Ladson-

Billings described White supremacy as pathology within localities and school districts.40  Indeed, 

Philadelphia, with its history of racialized hiring and placement practices for its educators and half-

                                                           
35 Lynn, 2006; Dixson and Rousseau, 2006; L. Fernandez, Telling Stories about School: Using Critical Race Theory and 
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hearted policy attempts toward rectifying past discrimination, is a state supported, racial project.  

CRT is used to explore and analyze “the ways in which school [and school district] practices are 

shaped by racist notions regarding the abilities of African American[s]” as well as how “systematic 

forms of racial privilege impede the ability of schools [and school systems] to function as tools of 

empowerment for racially marginalized” professionals.41  When M. Foster began her pioneering 

scholarship on Black teachers, she wrote that “studies of teacher thinking do not consider the 

influence of the racial identity of teachers on their belief systems and teaching practice.”42  This 

dissertation focuses on these: the significance of storytelling and the endemic nature of racism to 

American society and its institutions, namely, its school systems, specifically, the School Disitrct of 

Philadelphia.  This study extends Ladson-Billings and Tate’s use of race as an analytic tool to 

understand the different racialized experiences of professionals within a racialized political state 

system, namely, the school district.43  Even still, despite the explanatory power of CRT within this 

research on the race narratives of Black education professionals, issues regarding narrators’ intra-

racial gender experiences were not a focus of this study.  

Critical race theory and the School District of Philadelphia.  The history of racialized 

policies and practices within SDP lends itself to being interrogated through the lens of CRT.  The 

aforementioned tenets of CRT, as well as the propositions of CRT within education determined by 

Ladson-Billings and Tate can be found in SDP from its inception in 1818.44  Instances of objectivity, 

neutrality, and merit as falsehoods within SDP can be seen in the notion that Black students were 

viewed as needing a “special curriculum” early in the twentieth century because education 

administrators believed foreign-born or reared students were more literate than Black students.  This 
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inability to objectively assess Black students’ academic prowess was carried out despite research that 

demonstrated that Black students were no more retarded than other students; but that their White 

teachers were biased in their assessments of Black students’ capabilities.45  As Black students’ 

presence in SDP schools increased, educational requirements and academic performance 

expectations for students decreased.46  One example in SDP’s history of how “whiteness as the 

ultimate property” had been enacted is when Black educators were prohibited from teaching in 

schools that had a majority White student population.47  Merit was also a falsehood in that, though 

the race-based lists of eligible educators were merged in 1937, Black educators were predominantly 

assigned to teach in elementary schools and were reluctantly assigned to junior and senior high 

schools.48 The first Black educator was not appointed to a high school until nine years later and it 

took an additional ten years before a Black educator was appointed as a high school principal.49  

Additionally, Ladson-Billings and Tate’s proposition that that race and inequity are inextricably 

linked in American education was evident in SDP as the Educational Equality League continued to 

advocate for the advancement of Black educators within SDP in 1962.50 

Historically, education in SDP has been a zero-sum game.  Wong and Shen described intense 

“political pressure to mediate interest-group competition since the 1960s.”51  Birger examined 

Philadelphia’s first modern school reform effort and determined that “school policy is not apolitical, 

and thus any attempt at significant reform will have real winners and losers.”52  In Philadelphia, the 

educational politics are racial, ethnic, and economic.53  Considering Philadelphia’s racialized public 
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education history, winners and losers in Philadelphia were often determined along racial lines.  Merit, 

objectivity, and neutrality were often sacrificed so those in power could and would maintain their 

stronghold. 

Methodological Approaches and Considerations 

Introduction.  This section details the manner in which this dissertation research was 

conducted.  This section begins with an explanation of why qualitative methodology was chosen, 

specifically the integration of historical methods with narrative research and phenonomenology.  

Then, the intersection of qualitative methodology and Critical Race Theory (CRT) is explored, 

followed by brief descriptions of the site of the study, the School District of Philadelphia (SDP), and 

a description of the purposeful sampling process that was employed to choose Black educators as 

narrators.  Next, historical documents available in Temple University’s Urban Archives, oral 

histories from Philadelphia community members, and key narrator interviews are explained as the 

data sources for this dissertation project.  Potential narrator screening questions and key narrator 

interview questions are included.  This chapter then contains an explanation of how key narrators 

were recruited, selected, and excluded from participation in this study, and how the data was 

collected, managed, and analyzed.  Ethical considerations are then presented (with documents from 

the Institutional Review Board supplied in Appendix A), as well as the methods of data 

corroboration.  Finally, this chapter of the dissertation ends with my positionality as I approached 

and conducted this study. 

Qualitative methodology.  These are the questions I sought to understand through this 

research: What were the competing narratives that Black educators, specifically, and Philadelphians, 

generally, used to understand and explain the educational eras and reform policies of the school 

district from 1967 - 2007?  Given the changing sociopolitical climate and reform policies within the 

school district throughout these five educational eras, how did Black educators perceive the reform 
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policies, racial politics, and professional culture of the school district over time?  These are those five 

eras: 

1. Mark Shedd, 1967-1971 
2. Matthew Costanzo and Michael Marcase, 1972-1982 
3. Constance Clayton, 1982-1993 
4. David Hornbeck, 1994-2000 
5. State Takeover and Paul Vallas, 2001-2007 

 

Given the changing sociopolitical climate and reform policies within the school district 

throughout these five educational eras, how did Black educators experience shifts in SDP’s 

professional culture?  How do Black educators’ narratives about SDP’s administrators shape the 

perceptions they now have of their professional experiences?  How did changes in superintendents 

impact Black educators’ perceptions of district policies, governance, and practices within SDP?  

How does Critical Race Theory explain the role of race in the practices of SDP’s superintendents 

and Black educators’ perceptions of SDP’s professional culture?  In this pursuit, the most 

appropriate research approach was a qualitative, interpretive methodological approach that joined 

elements of various disciplines.54  Specifically, this research is a phenomenological, historical 

ethnography.  This study investigated person to institution interactions that I did not observe.  

Rather, I interpreted them through the stories of my narrators and the historical record. 

Mixing methods.  Using documents, oral histories, and personal/professional narratives, I 

have conducted a study that combines history and social science methods to understand how 

superintendents, their approaches to governance, and their reform policies have been interpreted 

and applied in the School District of Philadelphia from 1967- 2007.  That this investigation entails 

occurrences in the past makes this research historical.  Creswell described an ethnography as having 

two key components: a study used to understand a culture-sharing entity, which is the state 
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institution, the SDP, in this research; and a study that draws on oppositional epistemologies, which 

is Critical Race Theory in this research.55  The specific experiences of Black educators within the 

SDP are of importance to the historical record of Black education in Philadelphia, but this research 

also asks larger questions and draws conclusions regarding the experiences of a racialized group of 

educators within a large, urban, under-resourced school district with a history of racist practices and 

racial politics and, thus, locates this case “within [its] larger context” regarding issues of inequality in 

schools.56 

More specifically, treatment of the data included a combination of approaches.  As in 

phenomenological research, this work began with the assumption that race narratives matter in 

education, particularly the experiential knowledge of Black educators as central to understanding the 

sociopolitical context of urban school systems.  This assumption extends from my positionality as a 

former Black educator in a large urban school system, as well as from the notion within Critical Race 

Theory that the experiential knowledge of people of color matters.57  The narratives of these Black 

educators serve as counter-stories to the widely, long-held beliefs and the grand narrative of 

education as the great equalizer.  My assumption, combined with and informed by CRT, contributed 

to the types of questions I asked key narrators and witnesses.  Admittedly, by examining race 

narratives, there may have emerged a blindness to other issues and identities, such as sexuality and 

gender.  This blindness is my own and does not reflect the power of CRT to explore areas such as 

sexuality and/or gender. 

There are advantages and challenges to mixing methods in this research.  One challenge of 

mixing qualitative methodologies is that this research does not fit neatly into one discipline.  It can 
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be considered historical, as well as sociological.  With its case as SDP, this research also has a home 

in the field of education research.  This challenge impacted the way in which interviews of the two 

groups were conducted in this study: as is the tradition of the social sciences, key narrators were 

given anonymity and there was a pre-determined set of questions through which they were screened 

for interview suitability and asked for a specific purpose.  As in the tradition of oral history, 

witnesses were not given anonymity.  They were sought out for their specific roles and experiences 

during the time period researched, and there were no specific questions witnesses were asked.  

Interviews had topics to be discussed, and these interviews were open-ended.  The advantage of 

taking this approach to the questioning and the subsequent writing of the findings is that the 

chronology of events and the experiences of the narrators were privileged.  In a study that argues the 

significance of the race narratives of Black education professionals, these narratives should be 

privileged and not constrained by discipline-specific requirements or methodological rules in lock-

step. 

Another challenge to mixing methods is actually rooted in mixing disciplines: social science 

and the humanities, specifically history.  There are language differences within the disciplines, such 

as findings versus argument, and those differences are reflected in this study.  Education researchers 

generally use the American Psychological Association (APA) format to cite sources.  Historians 

usually use the Chicago style of citing sources.  Because of the historical nature of this research and 

the number of sources used for this research, using APA format encumbered the reading of this 

research.  Therefore, I chose to use Chicago style to cite my sources.  However, as an education 

researcher, I recognize the importance of having a central location in which references can be 

reviewed.  Thus, this dissertation includes a reference section at the end which includes all scholarly 

references.  It does not include newspaper articles. 
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Qualitative methodology and critical race theory.  L. Foster challenged sociologists of 

education to determine how the intersubjectivity of life in schools could be further understood 

through the use of phenomenology.58  Parker and Lynn declared that CRT has a paramount place in 

education, mostly because it rejects notions of the single-truth and positivism and, instead, relies “on 

the importance of perspective and context in asserting truth claims.”59   Further, Parker and Lynn 

argued that the CRT must be used to explore racially-marginalized peoples’ experiences within 

education systems and that CRT combined with qualitative research methods hold within them the 

capacity to revise public knowledge of education as an institution.60  My contention is that in 

combining this phenomenological approach with CRT, a more specific, defined, counter-narrative 

and counter-memory of the education profession, especially “personal narratives of discrimination” 

to “break the dominance of storytelling about success of merit [and] equality” within a racialized 

large under-resourced urban district, can be exposed, articulated, understood, and addressed.61 

Site and study participants.  

The School District of Philadelphia.  Philadelphia has been described as a “disguised 

southern city” by both a poet and an historian of education.62  Indeed, M. Foster located 

Philadelphia as in a “border state” without a truly unitary public education system.63  Second oldest 

in the nation, SDP was rife with endemic racism, almost from its inception in 1818, in its semi-

segregated schooling for Black students and its treatment of Black educators.  It took forty years 

from its beginning for SDP to hire Black educators, and it maintained schools that were White, 
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60 Parker and Lynn, 2002 
61 V. Yow, Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and the Social Sciences, 2nd Edition. (Walnut Creek: Rowman Altamira, 
2005); Parker and Lynn, 2002, pp. 11, 12 
62 Sonia Sanchez, ELEGY (for MOVE and Philadelphia).  Trouble the Water: 250 Years of African-American Poetry, pp. 294-
296, 1997; Franklin, 1979 
63 Foster, 1990 
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Black, and mixed, though Black educators could only teach at segregated Black schools.64  Separate 

schools for Black educators, low expectations and graduation rates for Black students, and a 

constantly weakened curriculum foretells the problematic ways in which the Black citizens were 

viewed and the “detrimental policy practices” within the SDP.65 

In 1937, more than one hundred years after the District began, it merged its lists of eligible 

White and Black teachers.66  Still, it maintained the racist practice of only assigning African-

American educators to elementary schools; assuring Black secondary educators that there were no 

positions for them within SDP until the 1940s.67  Since the 1960s, SDP has engaged in battles over 

Black educators desegregating mostly White faculties; issues regarding racially segregated schools 

and busing; under-funding, budget deficits, and teacher strikes; declining test scores and state 

takeover.68  This study examines the experiences of Black public school educators in SDP, 

specifically, because of their vulnerable and contentious status prior to and throughout the period 

studied; especially given that SDP serves a population of almost 70 percent Black students, while 

barely 25 percent of its educators are Black.69  These conditions make SDP much like many large 

urban districts currently facing similar challenges throughout the nation.  However, what makes SDP 

distinct is its history as the second oldest public school system and its location in the north, on the 

East coast.  It is also one of the largest districts in the nation. 

Data sources. 

Historical documents and education reports.  The following historical documents and 

education reports were accessed from Temple University’s Urban Archives, as well as through the 

online system, ProQuest Historical Newspapers (Legacy Platform): the newspaper clippings from 
                                                           
64 Franklin, 1979 
65 Franklin, 1979; Hayre and Moore, 1997; B. A. Jones, 2005, p. 6 
66 Franklin, 1979 
67 Franklin, 1979; Hayre and Moore, 1997 
68 Phillips, 2005; Wong and Shen, 2003; Cuban and Usdan, 2003; Birger, 1996 
69 Dean, 2009 
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The Philadelphia Tribune, primarily, and to a lesser extent, Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, The Daily News, 

and The Philadelphia Inquirer, the Helen Oakes Newsletter Collection.  Additionally, secondary 

sources, such as reports created by various education, non-profit, and political or advocacy 

organizations and campaigns were reviewed as they pertained to the reform efforts –federal, state, 

and local— that were designed and implemented in SDP from 1967-2007.  In the spring and 

summer of 2010, I conducted an initial search of the Philadelphia Tribune on ProQuest Historical 

Newspapers using the search term “education”.  For a secondary review, in the summer of 2011, I 

conducted follow-up searches using the surnames of the superintendents (i.e. “Shedd”, “Costanzo”, 

“Marcase”, etc.). 

Recruitment, selection, and exclusion of key narrators.  When I conceived and 

proposed this study, I intended that each of the five eras to be studied in this dissertation would be 

represented by at least four educators, yielding a total of 20 Black educators to be interviewed.  I also 

planned that, for each era studied, I would have at least one classroom teacher and one school 

administrator during that era.  I was interested in having narrators who had worked in the SDP in a 

professional capacity during at least two eras in this study.  My assumption was that educators who 

had worked through at least two of the eras examined in this study could effectively identify and 

describe changes in the school district and their experiences from one era to another.  Without the 

contextual experience of working during more than one superintendency, it would have been 

virtually impossible to glean from key narrators how they were impacted by the ongoing reforms 

being implemented throughout SDP during this 40 year period.  In an effort to have a robust, 

purposive sample, I sought to diversify my key narrators by balancing men and women in 

proportion to the representation of men to women working in the education profession, grade 

level(s) and subject areas taught, where each was reared (in Philadelphia or outside the city), where 
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each was educated (Philadelphia or outside the SDP), etc.70  I also wanted to secure key narrators 

who worked in SDP and left for professional opportunities in suburban areas. 

When I began recruiting key narrators for this study, requests for narrators were made 

through professional and personal contacts (i.e. various Black churches, professional organizations, 

Black sororities and fraternities, education colleagues, etc.).  As suggested by Yow (2005), potential 

narrators were screened based on their responses to the questions found in Appendix B.  

Approximately 50 Black educators expressed interest in participating in this study.  An example of 

an interested Black educator excluded from this study is one who only worked in charter schools in 

Philadelphia and had never worked in SDP schools.  Interested Black educators who allowed me to 

achieve a balanced purposeful sample according to my aforementioned desired key narrator criteria 

and whose schedules permitted were then interviewed for their experiences during each of the eras 

in which they worked in SDP.   

Selection of key narrators.  Of those approximately 50 self-identified Black educators from 

the SDP who expressed interest in participating in this research, 20 were chosen because of their 

particular insight into the experiences of Black educators within SDP.71  Specifically, my key 

narrators are considered typical, that is they represent Black public school educators in SDP and 

criterion, meaning that they meet criteria delineated as specific to Black educators in extant literature, 

such as having a strong sense of identification with Black students and communities, being a first-

generation college student, or having grown up in a neighborhood similar to where they teach.72  

                                                           
70 Nationally, Black educators comprise approximately six percent of the teaching force.   The School District of 
Philadelphia currently has an almost 70 percent Black student population, yet Black educators comprise barely 24 
percent of the teaching force, less than there were in Philadelphia in 1964.  Milner and Howard, 2004; Lewis, 2006; 
Dean, Black teachers in Philadelphia schools: a vanishing breed.  Philadelphia Daily News; Dean,  Ackerman on schools: 
Change must come; Phillips, A History of the Struggle for School Desegregation in Philadelphia, 1955-1967, 2005 
71 J. A. Maxwell Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach.  (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1996). 
72 Miles and Huberman, 1994; Stanford, 1997; King, 1993; Foster, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1994 
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While I am aware of the potential for key informant bias, aside from corroborating the data via 

public records and the oral histories I conducted, this potential flaw remains.73 

Of the 20 Black educators interviewed for this project, there were fifteen women and five 

men.  Sixteen were educated in the School District of Philadelphia.  The time range of their 

professional experience within the School District of Philadelphia was between ten years and 37 

years.  The average years worked in SDP among this group is 26.  Five narrators began teaching in 

SDP before or during Shedd’s superintendency, and three of those five remained through the Vallas 

era.  Two narrators began teaching in SDP during the Costanzo/Marcase era and remained through 

the Hornbeck era.  Eight narrators began during the Costanzo/Marcase era and remained through 

the Vallas era.  Two narrators began during the Clayton era and remained through the Vallas era.  

Three narrators began during Hornbeck’s era and remained through the Vallas era.74  When these 

interviews were conducted, ten of these narrators were building or Central Office administrators 

after working as teachers within SDP.75  Nine of these narrators were still educators in SDP.  Eight 

of these educators are retired from SDP.  Three of these narrators were engaged in education work 

outside SDP.76 

                                                           
73 Maxwell, 1996 
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75 Figure 2 
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Figure 1. 
Narrators’ (A – T) Tenures During Superintendencies Examined
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Figure 2. 
Proportion of Narrators who remained classroom teachers to those who assumed other roles 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. 
Professional Roles of Narrators at Interview Time 
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Interviews.  Phenomenological semi-structured interviews of Black educators from the SDP 

were conducted.  Phenomenology is a meaning-making method that has its roots in the philosophy 

work of Husserl, and its purpose is to determine the “essential structure” of a particular 

phenomenon or experience.77  My assumption was that, though Black educators in Philadelphia are 

not comprised homogenously, there is some shared experience that their narratives will demonstrate 

through my interpretation of their intersubjectivity, their shared understandings of the culture of 

SDP.78  These interviews were semi-structured and malleable because major immutability may have 

hindered my ability to navigate issues that emerged throughout the interviews, which would have 

hampered my accurate interpretation and analysis of the data.79  Though these interviews were 

informed by oral history methods, they vary in significant ways.  First, according to Yow, oral 

history interviews are unstructured; instead of preparing a list of questions, the researcher develops a 

list of topics to pursue with the narrator.  Second, oral histories are public records and rely on the 

transparency of the narrator.80  Within the social sciences, anonymity is a guarantee for those 

interviewed.  Participants’ consent forms and Institutional Review Board application and permission 

can be found in Appendix A. 

Key narrator interviews.  Separate, in-depth, semi-structured, one to two hour oral history 

influenced interviews were conducted of key narrators.81  Many of the interview questions I asked 

were used in a pilot study I conducted with Black educators and thus, have helped to establish 

trustworthiness.  Interview questions can be found in Appendix C. 

 

                                                           
77 Foster, 1976 
78 Foster, 1976 
79 Maxwell, 1996 
80 Yow, 2005 
81 Yow, 2005 
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Witnesses.  A second group of narrators were interviewed for this study.  These are 

educators and/or education activists who worked in or alongside the School District of Philadelphia 

throughout the time period being studied.  Their purpose was to corroborate the data secured from 

the key narrators and from the historical record.  Five such people were interviewed for oral 

histories, and anonymity was not a consideration.  These narrators, known also as “witnesses”, were 

as follows: 

Diane Castelbuono, SDP associate superintendent for Strategic Programs.  She began as a central 
office employee at the end of the Clayton era and worked closely with Hornbeck.  She left SDP to 
work for former Philadelphia mayor turn governor, Rendell, and has since returned to SDP. 
 
Jolley Bruce Christman, senior research fellow emeritus at Research for Action.  She began teaching 
in SDP in 1969 during the Shedd era and also worked in central office of SDP during Clayton’s era. 
 
Constance Clayton, former SDP student, educator, and superintendent.  She began teaching in SDP 
in 1955 and began working within SDP’s administration during the Shedd era. 
 
James “Torch” Lytle, current professor of practice of educational leadership at the Graduate School 
of Education at the University of Pennsylvania and former SDP principal and central office 
administrator.  He began his work in the central office of SDP in 1970 during the Shedd era and 
ended in 1998 during the Hornbeck era when he left Philadelphia to lead Trenton, New Jersey’s 
public schools.  While in Philadelphia, he worked closely with Clayton. 
 
Leroi Simmons, former SDP student, minister, businessman, and community/education activist. 

 

Data collection, management, and analysis.  Interviews were audio-recorded using a 

digital voice recorder and were transcribed.82  Once interviews were transcribed, audio recordings of 

interviews were compared to transcriptions to clean and edit the data.  Throughout this process, 

themes and topics emerged.  Analysis was conducted by reviewing interview transcripts multiple 

times for salient points, ideas, and perspectives that emerged across narrators.  Initially, each 

transcript was coded by hand for significant statements.  Then, each of those transcripts and the 

codes that were assigned to them were compared across narrators’ transcripts.  In the combination 

of narrative research and phenomenology, patterns of meaning were identified based on the 
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meaning units to determine specific significant events and topics within and across narrators’ stories.  

Significant statements were determined.  Patterns of meaning were identified, and themes emerged 

from these patterns.  From the common codes used across narrators’ transcripts, a coding guide was 

created.  It included 113 topical and thematic codes.  These codes were grouped into code families 

by meaning units.  Significant statements within the transcripts were then coded using ATLAS.ti.  In 

that second phase of analysis and coding, some codes were not used and were, thus, eliminated and 

removed from the coding guide or were collapsed in with other codes.  Some codes were assigned to 

chunks of text within the transcripts but were ultimately not used because they did not easily fit into 

the chronological narrative in which this data is presented. 

Trustworthiness was ensured through constant corroboration across the multiple sources 

and through narrators’ reviews of their transcripts.  The coding guide used in this process can be 

found as Appendix D.83  Five main themes emerged from the historical analysis of the data.  These 

are those five themes: power struggles and shifts; doing and undoing; insider-outsider tension; racial 

retrenchment; allegiances and alliances.  The findings from this research are presented in the context 

of these themes.  Appendix E demonstrates the relationship between the initial codes and the five 

main themes that emerged. 

Newspaper accounts were examined and used to create the cultural and historical context of 

SDP during each era examined.  Newspaper accounts were also used to support the stories and ideas 

conveyed by key narrators within this research.  Themes presented in chapter 4 were the plots that 

emerged from the historical analysis of this data. 

Ethical considerations.  Key narrators were given release forms expressing that the 

researcher owns the data yielded from the interviews and would use these data to write, from which 

                                                           
83 J. W. Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches.  (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 
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publications and presentations may be developed and shared publicly.  In the spirit of sociology and 

ethnography, the identities of key narrators will be protected and where necessary, pseudonyms are 

used.  However, in the spirit of oral history, narrators interviewed for the purposes of triangulation, 

will not have anonymity.  As assured by the Temple University’s Institutional Review Board, key 

narrators’ interview transcripts will be destroyed and records locked away for confidentiality. 

Methods of corroboration.  With key narrators and witnesses, I reviewed interview 

transcripts for member checks by sharing the transcriptions with participants for verification 

purposes and to clarify any unclear information that may have been shared during the interviews.  

Two participants returned their transcripts to me with corrections included.  Data revealed from the 

interviews were corroborated using public records available in Temple University’s Urban Archives, 

as well as from other published work on schools and racial issues in Philadelphia.84  However, 

triangulation may be complicated when the goal is to determine and develop counter-memory.  

Facts can be corroborated by the public record, specifically documents and clippings in the Urban 

Archives, but Bruner points to the problem with “facts” in narrative research.  Here is a visual 

representation of data corroboration.85 

  

                                                           
84 e.g., Birger, 1996; Countryman, 2006; Boyd and Christman, 2003 
85 Bruner, 2004; 1998; Figure 4 
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Figure 4. 
Visual Representation of Data Corroboration 

 
Key Narrators’ Stories 

         
         Historical     Oral 
        Documents      Histories  

 

Positionality.  As the primary instrument through which qualitative research is conducted, 

my positionality is of particular importance to this study.86  I am a Black woman educator in my early 

thirties born and reared in Philadelphia by deeply religious, church-going parents.  Though I 

graduated from a special admission, college preparatory SDP magnet high school and arrived there 

from my neighborhood middle school, my early formal education (1984-1989) took place, primarily, 

in a conservative, White Christian school located in suburban Brookhaven, Pennsylvania.87  My 

experiences with racist/racialized practices at that school have contributed to my epistemology and 

ontology, which are crucial to my positionality in this work as a critical race theorist.88  Two of these 

such experiences are as follows: 1) having a White second grade male classmate tell me to “get to the 

back of the line where all the niggers belong”; 2) noticing the differences in race at the school: that 

in its academically-tracked classes, Black students were overly present in the “slow” class and were 

very few in the advanced class, and that there was not a single Black adult anywhere in the building, 

not as an instructor or custodian.  These experiences are the foundation on which my views of race 

have been built and how I have approached my personal life, education, and career. 
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 After graduating from an historically Black university in North Carolina, I joined an 

overwhelmingly White non-profit alternative teaching organization, Teach For America, and began 

teaching in a public middle school in Baltimore, a district whose student population at the time was 

89 percent Black.  I was assigned to teach in a poor White neighborhood.  Issues of race resurfaced 

for me again there: White parents who made racialized comments to me, and some who questioned 

the instructional content I chose; Black students who noticed opportunity and access differences 

between them and some of their peers.  Race was an ever-present factor when I working for Teach 

For America, especially as I navigated relationships with school principals, many of whom were 

African-American, and my corps members, most of whom were White.  I noticed then that Black 

educators tended to share information with me that they hesitated to share with other Teach For 

America colleagues.  This comfort played a significant role as I approach this current research. 

 M. Foster articulated a concern about “whether outsiders or insiders (individuals from the 

same cultural and speech communities) are better suited to conducting research in communities of 

color.  While belonging to the same speech and cultural community as one’s narrators can facilitate 

the recovery of authentic accounts, even interviewers and narrators who share social and cultural 

characteristics are likely to be separated by other important characteristics.”89  My position is as an 

insider (born, reared, and educated in Philadelphia’s public schools; a former public school teacher 

and administrator) and as an outsider (public school teacher in Baltimore and Washington, DC).  

While I do share some characteristics with my key narrators, I recognize that we may be separated 

by age/generation, specificity of professional experience, and possibly education.  I understand that 

my narrators’ definitions of their situations matter and may contrast to my own understanding.90  

However, the nexus of my insider and outsider elements leads me to believe my knowledge and 
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experience allow me to be an empathetic listener and will thwart Tillman’s concern about the 

researcher’s need to have “cultural knowledge to accurately interpret and validate the experiences.”91  

In short, I believe the combination of my insider and outsiders statuses and my racial identification 

as a Black woman and affiliation, combined with the epistemological lens of CRT that I bring to this 

project mean that I do have the cultural knowledge to adequately interpret and validate the 

experiences of my narrators and juxtapose them to the context of the School District of Philadelphia 

(SDP) as it is depicted in the existing historical record. 

                                                           
91 Linda Tillman, Culturally sensitive researcher approaches: An African-American perspective. Educational Researcher, 
31(9), 3-12, 2002; Yow, 2005, p. 10; p. 4 
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CHAPTER FOUR.  HISTORICAL ANALYSIS 
 
Black Educators’ Reflections on The School District of Philadelphia and Its 
Superintendents, 1967-2007 
 

Some of what you want to do, you can’t do it that way in Philadelphia.  We are our own 
peculiar place, and you’ve got to get to know Philly and know how the folks in Philly roll.  

That’s really helpful.  And if you’re not gonna do that, you’re going to have some 
challenges.1 

--Black educator formerly with SDP 
 

Introduction.  This chapter of the dissertation presents an historical analysis of the 

chronology of the eras within this research from the perspective of Black educators and the Black 

press.  First, as is a component of ethnography, there is a description of the site, specifically, 

Philadelphia, and how narrators and witnesses define its public school district.  Next, the argument 

that emerges from these data is presented.  The argument is followed by sections on the 

superintendents and the eras examined in this research. 

In pursuit of understanding the competing narratives Black educators and Philadelphians 

used to understand and explain the educational eras and reform policies of the School District of 

Philadelphia from 1967-2007, one must situate the District inside of its Philadelphia context.  

Having been described as a “disguised southern city”, Black educators and community members 

described Philadelphia as segregated, provincial, peculiar, and particular. 

The racial politics in Philly are - Philly is very segregated by neighborhood.2 
 
They [education leaders] have to be from Philly or have the stamp of approval from the 
inner circle in Philly.  You can’t have lip service.  Truly involve and serve the community 
well, starting with making great decisions for children.  Know the neighborhoods and the 
neighborhood leaders… Philly loves home grown leaders.3 
 
Philadelphia is a provincial city where change is rarely expected and difficult to accept… 
Institutional change requires qualified, committed, willing individuals, capable of 
withstanding pressures of ‘rocking the boat’…4  

                                                           
1 Interview, July 12, 2010 
2 Interview, October 25, 2010; Interview, June 24, 2010 
3 Interview, July 26, 2010 
4 Clayton challenges ‘old buddy’ system, 6.10.83, Deborrah Wilkinson, The Philadelphia Tribune 
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Within this landscape, impressions of SDP vary significantly amongst the narrators, the 

witnesses, and within newspaper accounts.  To some, it is considered too massive to manage 

effectively.  Indeed, Mark Shedd characterized SDP as “too large to manage successfully” and 

unsuccessfully attempted to decentralize the District.5  Some describe it as not focused on children; 

instead, more focused on managing its public persona than improving educational outcomes for its 

children.6  Its governance and headquarters were referred to as the “craziness downtown.”7  Here 

are some Black educators’ descriptions and impressions of SDP. 

I’m asking myself What is the District?  And so, you have the District: the downtown 
administration and their approach to schooling.  And then you have the District: the schools 
and the teachers and the work that gets done in those classrooms.  And unlike many charter 
school educators, I don’t look at the District as a place where children are not cared about.  I 
was a District educator.  And I cared.  And I know that there are good teachers in the 
District teaching their hearts out.  I know there are good principals that are trying to do what 
they do in spite of the craziness from downtown…  I think that there’s tremendous talent in 
the District.  But I don’t think there’s been tremendous leadership in a while.8 

 
There are only a few schools in this city that’s [sic] really producing educated, well-educated 
students.  The rest of them are just like a factory [sic] that’s putting out inferior products.  
Then the kids are really are not ready to go out to a global society and function well.9 
 
From my position, and understand I’m speaking as a teacher, I question how much it is 
about our students. I look at the budget and how monies are spent. I look at administrators 
being placed in positions not to do the most good, but I don’t know, just a warm body 
maybe. I personally think it’s all about looking good on paper, even fudging it when you 
have to. Fudging documents you fill out. For instance, 89 percent of our kids came to school 
yesterday. No, they didn’t. But if you do a certain kind of math you can make it look like 89 
percent of the kids came to school and that’s what the school district wants to see. That’s 
not just at the school level, that’s all the way up. Making it look good on paper but doing 
very little to make it a reality.10 

 
My opinion about the District depended on where I was working.  And I think that’s very 
significant.  When you’ve got a huge district like Philadelphia, I personally and professionally 
don’t think that those huge districts are ever going to be successful because you can’t manage 

                                                           
5 “Frank Sullivan Speaks Before Shedd Arrives”, John Wilder, 4.19.69, The Philadelphia Tribune; “’275 Sub-Boards of 
Education’ Seen Looming in New Proposal”, 3.13.71, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune; “School Decentralization 
Proposals Will Fail, Local ACLU Branch Says”, 2.27.71, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune; Interview, July 27, 2010; 
Tempers flare over proposed district break up, 1.31.97, Michael Dabney, The Philadelphia Tribune 
6 Interview, June 17, 2010, Interview, January 5, 2011, Interview, July 6, 2010, Interview, October 14, 2010 
7 Interview, July 12, 2010, Interview, July 19, 2010 
8 Interview, July 12, 2010 
9 Interview, January 5, 2011 
10 Interview, June 17, 2010 
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something that big.  So what happens in Philadelphia: your experience becomes your 
Philadelphia.  So, I was in good places.  I was in places where people worked hard, knew 
what they were doing, were advocates for children, you know.  And you start to think that’s 
how it all is.  So, from the time I started to the time I went to Central Office, my 
Philadelphia experience was very positive.  Certainly I knew that there were problems, but 
you know, in a lot of the environments, I created the positivity, especially as a principal.  You 
know, you’re the leader of the building.  But when I went downtown and then I saw what 
other people did and what other schools did and what was happening to children beyond my 
little sphere, that’s when you really see the problems in Philadelphia.11 
 

 Black educators and community members also position SDP as an unforgiving environment 

in which one error in judgment would follow someone throughout his or her career.12 

I think that one of the sad things that I have witnessed in the District is that incredibly 
smart, competent people can get in a little bit of trouble about whatever and they’re just so 
marginalized that they can’t be effective.  And sometimes they leave, sometimes they just 
stay marginalized.  And it seems like such a waste of talent to me.13 
 
This is the bottom line: you can’t do wrong [in the School District of Philadelphia].14 
 
If you step out on your own… and not pay due homage to the people over top of you, if 
you get sort of too big for your britches, you get knocked down all the way to, you know 
how on [Who Wants to Be a] Millionaire, whenever you’re going for 50 but you get knocked all 
the way down to 5, there’s a pattern of get too big, and you’re gonna get knocked down and out.   My 
guess would be that you’d have to commit a more serious thing to get knocked down if 
you’re White.  A lesser thing can get you knocked down if you’re Black.15 
 
But in Philadelphia, they have a tendency to hold onto stuff.16 
 
Philadelphia is a big city with small-town affect.  In other words, everybody knows 
everybody here.  We might be a city of one and a half million people but we’re a small town 
in the sense that people want to know who you know, what’s your connection to the city?  
Where did you grow up?  Did you go to Central?  Are you a Central person or you’re a Girls High grad?  
Oh, you’re a Girls High grad.  Oh, you’re a Gratz grad.  Oh, you’re a...  So it’s unforgiving in the 
sense that it’s like a small town where everybody knows your business.  And so it’s very hard 
to - it’s not like New York where you can move across town and people don’t know who 
you are and set up kind of a whole new life.  You can’t do that in Philadelphia.  That’s true.  
And in that way it’s unforgiving in the sense that, yeah, your past follows you here.  People 
will always say, Well, where did he work before?  Well, what school was he in?  Or Who does he know?  
Who hired him or who hired her?  There’s a lot of that.  And it’s not always factually accurate.17 

                                                           
11 Interview, July 27, 2010 
12 Interview, July 22, 2010, Interview, July 29, 2010, Interview, August 19, 2010, Interview, August 18, 2010, Interview, 
October 14, 2010 
13 Interview, August 19, 2010 
14 Interview, July 22, 2010 
15 Interview, June 21, 2010 
16 Interview, July 29, 2010 
17 Interview, October 25, 2010 
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It doesn’t even have to be the truth.  It just has to be a story.  We hear that he’s difficult.  We 
hear that he’s this way or he’s that way.  And that’s the story.  A situation perceived as real is real 
in its consequence...  But once they put that stuff out, that label sticks and they pass it 
around, not because they believe it but because they can control with it...  I think that a lot of 
these stories that are passed around about people are to control the situation.  They don’t 
even have to believe it…  If they can’t buy you and control you through a paycheck, you’re 
an enemy.  And they don’t know how to deal with you.  They be steady looking at you like 
this, I don’t know what they gonna say, I don’t know what they gonna do.18 
 
These stories and descriptions of Philadelphia and its public school system bespeak the 

importance of story-telling within CRT and the idea within Narrative Identity Theory that people 

make sense of their lives through the stories they tell.  By extension, these narrators and witnesses 

have made sense of SDP and thus defined this professional situation by these stories.  Therefore, 

SDP is peculiar, particular, and unforgiving.  Still, though these narrators have determined 

Philadelphia to be peculiar, there are things about it that it shares with other large districts.  For 

instance, the public schools in Washington, DC, currently have more than 70 percent Black 

students, which is similar to the racial composition of Philadelphia’s public schools.19  Like 

Philadelphia, in spite of the large Black population in its city and its public schools, Washington, 

DC, also took much time for it to have a Black woman superintendent, in spite of the large numbers 

of women who occupy the teaching profession.  The public schools of Washington, DC, got its first 

Black woman superintendent in 1973 in Barbara Sizemore.  Indeed, she was the first Black woman 

to lead the public schools of a large urban center anywhere in the United States at that time.20  

However, there are two significant differences in Sizemore and Constance Clayton, Philadelphia’s 

first Black superintendent.  First, unlike Clayton, Sizemore was not native to the city whose public 

schools she ran.  This is significant given the insider-outsider tension that was strongly articulated by 
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narrators within this research.  Second, Sizemore held her post with The District of Columbia's 

public schools for two years, as compared with the 11 year stint of Philadelphia’s Constance 

Clayton.21 

 Philadelphia and many large urban school districts, such as New York City and Chicago, also 

once had heavily centralized forms of governance.  Officials in New York City's Oceanhill-

Brownville district, attempted decentralization and local control of its public schools, as happened in 

Chicago, but neither location was able to maintain adequate community involvement due to 

conflicting political ideologies between community members and school district officials.22  In 

Philadelphia, the attempts at decentralization through community control during the Shedd 

administration were thwarted because of these very same issues.  Attempts at decentralization 

through smaller units of governance during the Hornbeck administration floundered due to lack of 

communication between district leadership and local cluster administrators and principals. 

 One of the things that makes Philadelphia distinct from other large urban school districts is 

its history with Black educators.  Baltimore and Washington, DC, had dual school systems; that is, 

their public schools were segregated by race.23  Philadelphia had a unified school system, but its 

schools were desegregated in policy, not practice.  Even when the race-based lists for the 

appointment of teachers were merged, Black teachers were placed low on the new lists.  In 

Baltimore and Washington, DC, Black educators had more chances to be promoted and elevated 

within the separate school system.  It is likely the history of how the School District of Philadelphia 

has dealt with Black educators, as well as its contradictions in policy and practice, that have led to 

these narrators' descriptions and definitions of SDP as peculiar, particular, and unforgiving.  These 

narratives have endured time and continue to live among Black educators and other education 
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professionals as they define what SDP is.  The aforementioned long memory of people in 

Philadelphia and in SDP compounds the political nature of the District, the politics and power plays 

that govern its policies, practices, and professional culture.  It impedes professional educators’ desire 

to take risks on behalf of their students, school, and community.  It encourages them to be safe, to 

minimize professional or ethical risk within SDP or to bear the possibility of being forever 

professionally marred in Philadelphia. 

Rorrer et al. advocated conducting research of districts that would examine the complexity 

and interrelatedness of districts’ various components over time to capture the social, political, and 

economic contexts of districts.24  In that spirit, the findings of this dissertation research reveal that 

not only is Philadelphia peculiar, particular, and unforgiving, but SDP is also deeply politically 

entrenched.  Its politics are complicated by issues of race and insider-outsider tensions and are 

compounded by state politics and the national political landscape.  The politics within SDP were 

also influenced by the interpretation of the contemporary political narrative by the superintendent 

and his or her epistemological beliefs and ontological bent within that narrative.  The School District 

of Philadelphia has been, throughout the period examined, entrenched with and influenced by local, 

state, and national politics.  Politics and issues of power continually inhibit education reform within 

SDP.  The politics are inter-racialized and intra-racialized because of the context of the city, the 

composition of the students in the District, the history of the District, and the limited funds with 

which the District exists.  No educator is immune to the politics that plague and thwart attempts at 

reform in SDP.  The politics are too entrenched.  Some superintendents opt out of District 

leadership because they no longer want to deal with the politics (Constance Clayton).  Others are 

cajoled into departure because of political pressure (Mark Shedd, Matthew Costanzo, and Michael 

Marcase).  Others know that they are leading an already anchored ship and they do their best to 
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move the ship while they are here, knowing they will not stay and the ship will not likely move, 

despite their best efforts (David Hornbeck and Paul Vallas).  What follows are the stories of Black 

educators’ impressions, experiences, and perspectives on the shifting landscape of public school 

reform in Philadelphia.  One narrator asked the question, “Why do we have a turnover of 

superintendents so frequently?  Because the job is almost impossible given the restrictions that you 

have.  That’s number one.”25  In the sections that follow in this chapter, how superintendents' 

tenures were experienced by Black educators is outlined.  In the next chapter, emergent themes from 

the superintendencies and the professional culture of the District are described.  What emerge from 

narrators' stories are the following themes: professional culture shift; marked differences in 

superintendencies and the politics that governed the era; an undoing of the work previous 

superintendents had done; an insider-outsider tension; superintendents' racial retrenchment; and the 

impacts of these superintendencies on Black educators. 

Mark Shedd, 1967-1971. 
 

We can’t afford to let the harsh, emotional words of the past continue to echo through the 
schools and classrooms of this city.  If we do, we’re sunk. 

–Mark Shedd26 
 

Mark Shedd was received in a lukewarm fashion throughout Philadelphia.27  He was met 

with an enormous eruption around Black education, highly factious ethnic politics, and lagging 

student achievement issues almost as soon as he arrived.  He inherited a system where the Black 

citizenry had felt under-served and disrespected by the White district power structure for years and 

where White ethnics believed that any educational advance for Blacks represented a loss for them 

and their children.  There was massive White resistance to educational reform in Philadelphia 
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because of its association with racial and ethnic politics.28  Majority-Black schools had as much as 82 

percent of their faculties filled with substitutes, while White schools had half that number.29  By 

1966, SDP had suffered 40 years of financial neglect and was always under-funded because of the 

desire to keep taxes low and because more affluent Whites sent their children to Catholic schools or 

private “white academies.”30 

Blacks were initially skeptical of this newcomer and Philadelphia outsider, brought in by the 

former mayor turned school board president, Richardson Dilworth, to “clean up this educational 

pattern of De Facto Segregation and policies of subtle racism”31.  Perhaps it was because of Shedd’s 

shifting of funds to classroom level efforts; maybe it was his praise for Black militants and White 

liberals; or it could have been his disdain for social promotion that led to some Black educators to 

characterize Shedd in their narratives as more receptive to change than his predecessors and many of 

his contemporaries on SDP’s Board of Education.32  For many educators and community members 

interviewed for this research, the name “Mark Shedd” evoked feelings of awe and a nostalgic 

sentiment.  He is remembered as having brought with him to SDP new energy and fresh excitement 

about possibilities in urban education, generally, and for Philadelphia, specifically.33  When one Black 

educator, who was a student when he was superintendent, was asked about him many years after he 

left Philadelphia, she remarked,  

idealism and courage come to mind.  And I don’t think that there has been a student 
leadership movement as strong as…  I mean, Mark Shedd really believed in student voice 
and student empowerment, so, people talk about it but he really believed it.  And of course, 
the times conspired to raise up a generation of student leaders, but what wonderful, 
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tumultuous times under Mark Shedd.  But like this real, this very cool, very radical White 
dude trying to make some things happen in education in Philly.34 
 

Famed Black educator, Constance Clayton, who began the Central Office portion of her tenure with 

SDP under Shedd’s superintendency, shared, 

I saw under Mark Shedd an openness and an opening up of opportunities for Black 
educators, both male and female, which had not been the case before.  Because actually… 
there had been a history of where Black candidates are placed on the [principal] list… I saw 
him really break open 21st Street.  At the time we did not have Black secretaries.  At all.  He 
brought Black secretaries into the system.  He brought Black educators into the system.  
Mark Shedd was a listener.  A questioner.35 
 

 Shedd is remembered as a well-trained innovator who made opportunities available to 

people who had previously been denied them, specifically Black people.36  This was particularly 

important in a district where Blacks had been historically shut out from the power structure but also 

from instructional positions.37  This was no small feat, given the slow speed with which Blacks had 

previously received promotions within SDP, especially appointments to senior high schools.  It took 

19 years from the time when the Black and White educator lists were merged for a Black person to 

become principal of a senior high school in Philadelphia.38 

Shedd demonstrated an extraordinary willingness to spend money on projects and efforts 

undertaken at the classroom level.39  New teachers got support from teacher supervisors who visited 

classrooms regularly to assist educators in navigating SDP-specific tasks and paperwork.40  Shedd 

also implemented programs that encouraged Philadelphia residents enrolled in local colleges to work 

in SDP while earning their undergraduate degrees.41  He encouraged SDP administrators to attend 

graduate classes and to earn advanced degrees, and he structured their jobs in such a way to make 
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this possible.42  Shedd also oversaw the implementation of alternate route teacher programs that 

brought recent college graduates to teach in Philadelphia’s understaffed schools.43  He sought to 

place more authority into the hands of teachers and principals instead of having power concentrated 

in Central Office.44 

Shedd attempted to distinguish himself from previous SDP superintendents and 

Philadelphia’s history of racialized practices.  One Tribune writer commented, “Shedd has already 

made it plain that he will not be bound by the old methods and ideas that are responsible for today’s 

situation.  He also has won the confidence of the Negro community as has no other superintendent 

in recent history.”45  As superintendent, Shedd attempted to develop academic programs that 

incorporated the significance and influence of African history and African Americans in American 

history, society, and culture.46   Still, he was not immune to the city’s racial politics.  Though the 

Tribune asserted that Shedd was working to the benefit of the majority of SDP’s students (who were 

Black), over time, Blacks also questioned why Shedd seemed to care for Blacks so much.47  Already 

skeptical of the longstanding White power structure that ran Philadelphia’s politics and its schools, 

there emerged a mistrust for Shedd parallel to the already existing mistrust for White leadership.  

Leroi Simmons, a long-time Black community activist, shared the following criticism of Shedd: 

I saw him as being the last of the good old boys club.  Mark Shedd was expected to be an 
educator.  He was expected to be somebody who would be respected by the rest of society 
because he cares about children.  But Mark Shedd wasn’t somebody that you could impact 
with information from the bottom.  You know?  He respected a lot of folks, and a lot of 
people around him liked him. But folks like Dave Richardson couldn’t get his ear.  Folks like 
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us who were trying to organize for poor Black children couldn’t get substantial input with 
him, that I know of.  ‘Cause I think he was there when Rizzo was acting the plumb idiot.  
They were rumbling back and forth.  And I don’t think there was a whole lot of difference, 
although it looked like it in the press, I don’t think there was a whole lot of difference in 
mentality.  I really don’t.  Mark Shedd, I think he was a precursor for what needed to 
happen.  And it wasn’t all on him.  A lot of things were happening around him.  There was a 
Black Power movement coming up and there was a White oppressive movement coming 
down.  And he was, like, in the middle.  And he had to figure out where he was gonna sleep 
at night. And he knew he had to be with the white community and they were kind of 
following, rallying around Rizzo because they were afraid of these children.  I don’t see him 
not being afraid of the children.  You know?  I ain’t saying he was anti-children.  But he was 
afraid of them.  Mark Shedd was.  He seemed that way.48 
 

There were multiple interpretations of Shedd’s intentions and his actions, and those interpretations 

impacted how Black educators and community members viewed themselves within SDP.  Though 

Shedd’s promotion of Black educators to top posts within his administration represented new 

opportunities for all African Americans, there were also constant clashes with the Board, the PFT, 

and White community members.  Furthermore, four of Shedd’s top Black administrators (Frederick 

Holliday, Administrative Assistant to Shedd; Marcus Foster, Associate Superintendent of 

Community Affairs; Bernard Watson, Deputy Superintendent for Planning; and Samuel Woodard, 

Director of Program Implementation in the Policy Planning and Development office) resigned 

abruptly.49  According to James Lytle,  

The group of African-American administrators who were promoted during the Shedd area 
were [sic] an extraordinarily able group...  They went all over the country.  Philadelphia was 
sort of ahead of the curve in recruiting – it wasn’t recruiting.  Most of these people were 
Philadelphians.  But they sort of began to flit all over the countryside.  And it’s kind of a 
testament both to Shedd and to the Board that they had developed such competent people.  
And the converse of that is that, as I have suggested, that because there weren’t career 
opportunities for Blacks, other than the Post Office and public schools and so on, there 
were a group of pretty extraordinary people wandering around in public school systems.50 
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Lytle’s interpretation of Shedd promoting African-Americans to top District posts was that 

Philadelphia was a training ground for excellent Black education administrators.  However, Woodard 

stated he was leaving because of racism in the District.51  Additionally, after Foster’s and Watson’s 

unanticipated resignations on the same day, Shedd would not guarantee that they would be replaced 

by other qualified Black educators.52  He said he would be looking for the best qualified for the 

positions and race would not be a consideration.  But in a system with so few Black educators, even 

fewer Black administrators, and a history of such egregious racialized practices for its education 

professionals, ideas such as objectivity, neutrality, colorblindness, and merit become farcical catch 

phrases used to maintain longstanding White control.53  As evidenced by Leroi Simmons’s 

comments, compared with the mistrust Black Philadelphians were accustomed to having for White 

city leadership, some may have interpreted Shedd’s benevolent acts as impression management 

instead of motivated by sincere desire to eradicate previous wrongs.  If SDP was such a training 

ground for education administrators, if merit mattered, why had there been such a long and arduous 

fight for Blacks to get promoted within SDP?54  Why was there one Black Board member when 

SDP’s Black student population was 17 percent and just two Black Board members when SDP’s 

Black student population was 60 percent?55  Lytle and Black educators also acknowledged that one 

of the concessions Shedd made during his superintendency was to make appointments in groups of 

three so that Italians/Irish, Jews, and Blacks were balanced in their positions of power.56  Shedd’s 

compromise placed ethnic politics above objectivity and neutrality and further demonstrated that 

within SDP under Shedd, meritocracy was a farce for Black educators.  Thus, the little hope Black 
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people wanted to have in Shedd diminished over time.  Franklin wrote that Black Philadelphians 

never fully trusted Shedd anyhow.57  Black educators likely questioned the implications of their 

colleagues rising to, but not maintaining, positions of power within SDP.  If someone as talented 

and beloved as Marcus Foster could not remain in Philadelphia, what might be possible for other 

Black educators in SDP? 

Furthermore, calls grew for Shedd’s accountability.  He was criticized for the lackluster 

results of new SDP programs on which he had ordered millions of dollars spent.58  Many of his 

innovative programs failed and many were considered expensive and to have overtaxed the already 

financially-strapped SDP, and some Blacks were discontented with the experimentation associated 

with new programs happening in their schools.59  One Black educator remarked, “Shedd was the 

new guy with all these new-fangled ideas.  There was that kind of insular Philly thing about who is this 

guy?  Why did he spend up all the money?”60  Many scholars have written about superintendents’ efforts at 

improvements as mere symbolic political moves that yield little change in school systems and even 

less school-level and classroom-level success.61  Shedd had good ideas that were poorly 

implemented, hindered by the caustic professional culture and political climate of SDP.  Though he 

had run a school system in New Jersey, Shedd acknowledged that the vast size of the District and 

the volume and magnitude of its complexities made it an extremely difficult system to manage whole 

cloth in uniform fashion.62  His skills as an administrator were challenged by the Philadelphia 

landscape.  Jolley Christman commented, 

I thought this is a dynamic guy, progressive thinker, obviously some really smart people 
working for him, too.  But the on-the-ground situation was pretty bad, in terms of just 
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systems working… But one of the things that did impress me was there was [sic] a lot of 
alternative schools opening up in Philadelphia under Mark Shedd.  And they were attracting 
a lot of great talent to Philadelphia… He was not a bureaucrat.  He didn’t know how to run 
a system, I don’t think.63 
 
Nor was Shedd immune to Philadelphia’s politics.  Early in 1971, there was talk about 

Shedd’s potential departure from the helm of SDP.  The PFT asked its membership to vote “yes” 

on a referendum requesting Shedd to resign.64  The Tribune published an editorial calling for Shedd to 

stay, stating that “Dr. Shedd’s departure at this time would be disastrous.”  The article asserted that 

Shedd had made advances for the majority of students in the District (Black students were in the 

majority); had given Black educators high ranking positions within the District; had encouraged 

Black educators to advance their education.  The article lamented Shedd’s exit and explained that 

those who would suffer most from his departure would be Black educators and Black students.65  

Still, only five of the BOE’s nine members voted to renew Shedd’s contract for another two years.  

Some suspected that outgoing Mayor Tate and incoming Mayor Rizzo would conspire to put 

together a BOE that would remove Shedd and maintain/regain the stronghold that Whites had on 

SDP.66  One Black educator shared, “Unfortunately, Frank Rizzo made his entire campaign about 

getting rid of Mark Shedd.  So, it was, there was a lot of social unrest happening on the one hand, 

but on the other hand, there was a kind of backlash from people like Rizzo who were like This 

[changing the balance of power in schools so that Blacks had more influence] is not gonna happen.”67  Constance 

Clayton recalled Shedd’s departure saying, “It was messy.  It was messy.  And unnecessary.  And 

again, the need for Philadelphia politics to control the School District, after all, you know, it’s a lot 
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of money, a lot of positions there.”68  Racial tensions throughout the city, the protest at the SDP 

Administration building early in Shedd’s administration, and ongoing disagreements with the PFT 

and police commissioner turned mayor, Frank Rizzo, led to Shedd’s resignation in 1971.69 

Matthew Costanzo and Michael Marcase, 1972-1982. 
 

Matt was a real good guy, a professional educator.  And with Shedd’s sort of quasi-
knowledge and consent, Matt took a year of sabbatical at full salary and went to Teachers 
College because the Board was positioning him to be Shedd’s successor.  And there was an 
assumption, I think, that - I don’t think there has ever been an Italian Superintendent in 
Philadelphia.  So that hit part of it.  And part of it was that, you know, Frank Rizzo had been 
beating Shedd to death.  And there was a presumption that Costanzo would be able to get 
along with Rizzo.  The irony is that Costanzo was named Superintendent.  He’s a very 
professional educator, I mean, underneath it all, had a lot of respect from people in the 
system.  If Shedd was Mr. Outside, Costanzo was Mr. Inside. 

–Torch Lytle70 
 

White resistance to school reform served as major fuel for the success of Frank Rizzo’s 

mayoral campaign.71  If nothing else, Rizzo was a polarizing and controversial political figure who 

often (but not always) drew strong support along racial lines, with White ethnics heavily favoring 

him.72  Perhaps it was because of his identification as an Italian that he chose two ethnic brethren as 

school superintendents during his tenure; perhaps it was Mayor Rizzo’s conviction to maintain order 

at all costs, that both men he chose were SDP insiders.  Matthew Costanzo was the first 

superintendent Rizzo chose from an applicant pool of ten candidates, which included five Black 

educators.  When Costanzo, who had been SDP’s Associate Superintendent of Field Operations, 

assumed the helm, he boasted of “20 years of service in the Black community”, promised to have an 

open-door policy at SDP’s headquarters for parents and community groups that wanted to share 

their education concerns, and said he would work with Black education leaders “to get the school 
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system back in the mainstream of education.”73  His comment seemed to reflect on Shedd’s 

leadership, an era which represented openness to some and turmoil to others.  An outsider/insider 

tension within SDP had been exposed through Shedd’s presence, and Costanzo was a Philadelphian 

who had served under Shedd, thus satisfying local desires for an insider to lead the District.74 

Though some Black educators recalled Costanzo warmly and with fondness, he was not 

particularly memorable to several of the narrators interviewed for this research who were working in 

SDP or were SDP students during his tenure.  Many of them could not distinguish him from 

Michael Marcase, the superintendent who followed him.75  Two narrators remembered him for his 

work with Lincoln Financial.76  Still, those who could speak to his tenure recalled Costanzo as a 

Philadelphia insider who “rose through the ranks” of SDP, a good guy in spite of the highly political 

context in which he worked, particularly that of Frank Rizzo as mayor of Philadelphia.77  One Black 

educator shared, “I think [Costanzo] really wanted to do the right thing.  I just think that Frank 

Rizzo had that incredible, incredible power to do what he wanted.”78  

Though he had a six year contract to be SDP’s superintendent, he and the mayor began to 

disagree early into his tenure over budget issues and Rizzo’s expectations of those under his 

employ.79  During Costanzo’s tenure, there were teacher layoffs and a series of strikes.80  Having 

been sued by the Pennsylvania Human Relations Commission for failing to adequately desegregate 

its schools in 1971, there were ongoing tensions in the District regarding school desegregation 
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throughout the Costanzo era.81  Black parents resented the idea of busing their students to far away 

schools for the sake of integration.82  One principal lamented that the archdiocese provided a 

parallel school system and because of it, SDP would never be fully integrated.83  The Pennsylvania 

General Assembly passed an anti-busing bill, which was interpreted by some as thwarting SDP’s 

desegregation plans.  Although some suspected Rizzo appointed Costanzo to “do his bidding”, they 

often disagreed on matters.84  In the summer of 1975, when Rizzo was running for re-election, 

Costanzo left SDP and took a $10,000 pay cut to become superintendent of schools in Haddonfield, 

New Jersey.85  At that time, SDP had a $27 million budget deficit and was facing battles with federal 

and state governments regarding the use of Title I funds and desegregation issues.86 

Marcase has proved to be the most inept superintendent the city has had in years. 
–Robert Wells, President of Neighborhood People in Education87 

 
Michael Marcase had worked in SDP for 22 years as a teacher, Industrial and Fine Arts 

Department Head at Overbrook High School, and was the District’s Director of School Facilities 

when Rizzo chose him to replace Costanzo in 1975.88  While some Black educators and community 

activists who were working in SDP during his superintendency had no memory of Marcase at all, 

others recalled a controversy over his credentials, and they thought of him as unfit for the position.89  

There were actually multiple controversies about Marcase’s credentials.  His doctorate was deemed 
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by some as “mail order caliber”, for it was from the unaccredited University of Sarasota.90  A local 

newspaper raised issues about his degree shortly after he was named SDP superintendent.  

Additionally, Marcase did not meet the state’s education requirements for superintendents.  He had 

not earned enough credits, but the Pennsylvania State Legislature changed eligibility requirements 

for Philadelphia’s superintendents in order to accommodate Marcase.  No other Pennsylvania 

school district’s superintendent requirements were changed.  Popular Philadelphia community 

activist and State Representative David Richardson complained that this adjustment by the state 

legislature was a purely political move to put Marcase in place.91 

Some Black educators’ lack of memory of Marcase or disdain for him is counteracted with 

the recall by some Black educators of Marcase as mature, calm, and a nice man, nonetheless.92  Still, 

racial politics were at their worst during the Marcase era; he was a non-respected figurehead and 

merely Rizzo’s “stooge”.93  The obvious racial factions, noted by Constance Clayton and Torch 

Lytle, were summed up by one Black educator’s reflection: 

One of the things I find really interesting about Philly is that everybody had pretty much 
carved the city up.  And they decided as long as you have this person from my group handling this, I’m 
okay.  So, everybody kinda knew, the time that I was in, there were eight school districts, you 
know, geographic areas.  District 1 and 4 were almost always, almost always led by a Black 
person…Let me tell you, you could just go down the list.  Six was almost always run by a 
Jewish person.  Three, which is where I started out, which is in South Philly, was either 
gonna be Italian or Irish.  I don’t know how they worked that out…  And then there were 
these groups.  You had the B’Nai B’rith, Knights of Columbus, the Emerald Society, and the 
Business Roundtable, I think that was the Black group.  But those people were always at the 
table when the decisions were made.  And they just carved up the city the way they wanted 
to.”94 
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 Black educators and community activists said of the Costanzo and Marcase era of leadership 

for SDP that there was a lazy work culture and a lack of concern for and investment in teachers.95  

Teacher absenteeism was high.96  Jolley Christman shared, “It was a time that the city didn’t care 

about its public schools.”97  For instance, SDP was using 37 different reading programs at the time.  

These experimental programs were mostly in use in Black and racially- mixed local SDP districts, 

and most yielded little to no improvements in students’ reading abilities.98  The BOE was riddled 

with political issues, including a public spectacle over Black Board members’ use of District-funded 

chauffeured cars, a perk available to all Board members.99  Marcase was investigated several times 

for abusing his office and using SDP employees to install a sundeck on his house at the Jersey shore 

during work hours; for having District personnel provide security for his home in the East Falls 

section of Philadelphia; for violating Board policy on vacation.  Each time, Marcase was 

exonerated.100 

Perhaps even more telling about the low professional regard within SDP during this time, is 

how Black educators who were hired during the Costanzo and Marcase superintendencies spoke of 

becoming professionals within SDP.  Under the leadership of Rizzo, Costanzo, and Marcase, central 

administration of SDP was considered an old boys’ network, with a hierarchal structure through 

which people were promoted in lock-step, so as not to disrupt the culture or structure of the 
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empire.101  For new Black teachers, getting into and staying with SDP posed a challenge.  Many told 

stories of being hired as substitute teachers because SDP was not making permanent appointments 

at the time.  After principals had observed their work for the first few months of employment, they 

would either be hired on a permanent basis or would remain as temporary, per diem instructors.  

Some recalled remaining long-term substitutes for up to eight years of employment with SDP.  

Some shared that they were not hired to start in SDP until October of each school year, and then 

they would be transferred to other schools quickly and without notice or explanation.102 

They put you through this long rigmarole. You’ve got to be a per diem for certain amount of 
time and then you’ve gotta do long term for a certain amount of time… In Philadelphia, the 
game was you become a per diem first… You had to work per diem 90 days before they 
would make you long term at one school. But the game was after 80 days they would 
terminate you. No, we don’t need you anymore. Somebody else is coming. You know. The original teacher 
is coming back. So you bounced around at different schools. But eventually someone was out 
on maternity leave or someone was sick and couldn’t come back so you got your 90 days and 
became long term.103 
 

Another Black educator, who began his work in SDP in 1976, shared, 

At that time, we as teachers were continuing to get laid off.  We were laid off almost every 
year.  One reason we were laid off every year was the strikes.  One was also the cutback in 
allocations, teacher allocations.  So we were basically laid off every year.  So you didn’t know 
where you were going to be from one year to the next.  So generally, in September, just 
before school started, you got an assignment letter…different from where you were the year 
before.  Because one year, we didn’t get laid off.  We actually were terminated.  That was in 
1980 when we were terminated and they sent us your healthcare benefits, all this kind of 
stuff...  And we… thought we had a job, just basically knew that we needed to find another 
career.  However, the District, based on the type of teachers they needed, which were 
whatever teachers they needed at that time, they would call you back.  And actually, I was 
called back.  And from that point, I was assigned to one school and then the day I got to 
that school, they told me Well, you’re gonna return to your previous assignment.  I had no idea which 
previous assignment to go to.104 
 
While these Black educators experienced difficulty entering full-time, permanent 

employment in and remaining with SDP, Marcase’s contract to lead SDP was extended despite the 
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turmoil surrounding his job performance.  In a closed meeting in 1978, the BOE voted to raise his 

salary by $4,000 per year and to extend his contract through 1984.105  All the while, SDP educators 

were getting furloughed and laid off, thus affording Marcase with the professional and economic 

stability SDP educators did not have.106  This new contract and raise were heavily contested by the 

public, local education groups, and the Philadelphia City Council.107  The Philadelphia Tribune said this 

regarding Marcase’s new contract: 

The issue here is clear.  It is not the man as much as it is the system that put him there that 
troubles those who are sincerely interested in quality education for children who have been 
subjected to strike after strike in this city.  We advocate the idea of giving another person a 
try at the Superintendent’s position rather than giving a lackluster administrator another 
$4,000 a year and another three-and-a-half years on his present contract that doesn’t end 
until 1981.”108 
 

Common Pleas Court Judge Paul Chaflin ruled that Marcase’s new contract was a violation of the 

state’s sunshine law, for Pennsylvania law dictates that the BOE should have held an open, public 

meeting in which they discussed the contract extension109.  The BOE filed for an exemption to 

Judge Chaflin’s ruling about Marcase’s contract.  To satisfy the judge and resolve this issue, BOE 

President Thomas offered to shift Marcase’s contract end date from 1984 to 1982.110 

Compounding hiring and employment issues for teachers under the leadership of Costanzo 

and Marcase, there were also several strikes during their tenures.  There had been one lockout/strike 

at the beginning of the 1970-71 school year while Shedd was still superintendent.  There was a 

second one in October 1970.  Under Costanzo’s leadership, there was a four weeks-long strike in the 
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fall of 1972.111  Costanzo had “limited involvement” in the fall 1972 strike, as opposed to Shedd, 

who had been heavily involved.  Costanzo attributed his lack of involvement to teachers’ improved 

mood when they returned to work.112  Shedd’s involvement at times polarized educators along racial 

lines.  Costanzo worked to be seen as an advocate for all Philadelphians.  Teachers returned to work 

based on a Memo of Understanding agreement reached by District and PFT negotiators.  It expired 

December 31, 1972, and though Judge J. Donald Jamieson issued an injunction against the teachers’ 

strike, the PFT ordered its teachers to strike again in January of 1973.113  The District was already in 

such financial distress that even if schools reopened from the strike, they would still shut down in 

April because there was a budget shortfall that precluded the District from being able to pay its bills 

until the end of the school year.  Furthermore, because of the days lost in the fall to the strike, 

combined with the strike that started in January 1973, high school seniors’ graduation was in limbo 

and the District ran the risk of losing state and federal money due to lost instructional time which 

had to reach 180 days total by June 30th.114  The 1973 strike lasted for eight weeks in January and 

February; and during this strike, union leaders were arrested and jailed for being in contempt of 

court by not directing their members to return to work, which defied Judge Jamieson’s court order.  

Still, many schools in Black areas of the city were open, and it was estimated that 3,169 of SDP’s 

13,000 teachers went in to work anyhow.115  During Marcase’s tenure, there were strikes and threats 

of strikes by the teachers union and other unions.  There was a short strike in the fall of 1980 while 

the BOE continued contract negotiations with the PFT.  Thus, SDP delayed school opening that 

school year by expecting teachers to come to work but telling families to keep their students 
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home.116  Marcase attempted to have schools open in spite of the strike, but he had to order them 

closed because there weren’t enough teachers on hand to work the schools.  His solution was to 

announce whether schools would be open or closed on a day to day basis.117  But the worst and 

most notable strike during his period was in 1981, when school did not start until November.118  

Though there was still no signed contract between the Board and the PFT, people were going to 

work because the strike had lasted for two months and they could no longer afford to be out.119 

Considering how educators may experience the profession and school district differently 

according to their racial affiliation, Agee acknowledges that there is a gap between educators’ 

constructed identities and “politics of teaching in public schools.”120  In the midst of school and 

district tensions drawn along racial lines, how Black educators in this research navigated their 

professional and personal relationships and supported their communities despite policies averse to 

Black students’ education and Black educators, can best be seen in how they dealt with strikes.121  

While most narrators and community members had difficulty in distinguishing the context and 

occurrences of one strike from another, Black educators took many positions during these strikes.  

Some Black educators recall going in to teach, in spite of the strike.122  One Black educator shared, 

I had just started teaching, you know, so I had to go to work…  I was a new teacher.  I had a 
young child.  And at that time, my philosophy was that these kids needed to have somebody 
in front of them, and if they were gonna open up schools, I was gonna be there.123 
 

One narrator who chose to strike explained, 
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I think unions, as much as I thought it was [sic] anti-Black, anti-the needs of the kids 
sometimes, I think that it also protected me as a person, as a teacher from principals who 
could be really negative.  I think that in the long run it helped to open resources and 
improved resources in the school.124 
 

One narrator described how colleagues at her school discussed the impending strike:  

One of the nice things about George Thomas is that it was a really cohesive group of people.  
We weren’t a big school.  And so, before the strike, we actually all sat down, and everybody 
talked about what their circumstances were.  And what the strike would mean.  We had a 
man who was like the math resource guy.  And he was like, I don’t know what I’m gonna do.  I’m 
the only person working.  I have two small children.  And people were saying, We understand if you 
have to come in.  But it turned out that one of the other colleagues, a woman, her father owned 
a shoe store.  And he gave him a job, so we were 100 percent out.125 
 

Some Black educators did not cross the picket lines to go into schools to work, but they empathized 

with those who did.126  Two narrators described the complexities embedded within the strikes: 

I wasn’t crossing the picket lines.  But I really understood those Black educators that did.  
And so, so far as I’m concerned, it was a revolutionary thing not to cross the line, and it was 
a revolutionary thing to cross the line.  And you just had to follow your lead, right?  And it 
wasn’t for me to say what that is.  I would go picket and then I would go to my job so I 
could earn money.127 

 
I didn’t cross the line.  But my sister did.  She was teaching at another school.  Actually, she 
was assigned at Parkway at that time.  But you know they grouped teachers together, and she 
had to go to William Penn.  And, I will never forget: some people tried to block her from 
going in the building.   I went up the next day, I said, Let me be real clear.  I said, Don’t you 
EVER touch my sister again. I didn’t cross the line but every person has the right to cross a 
strike line.  That is a personal decision… I had a problem with a person stopping another 
person from crossing the line because you don’t know their situation.  The strike caused a 
real division in some of our staff, but me and a couple others, we didn’t care.  If you went in, 
you went in!  Who cares?128 

 

In addition to this individual support of Black educators’ right to strike or work, the Black Caucus of 

the PFT also took a strong stance on Black educators striking. 

Black Caucus.  That was a branch of the PFT consisting of black teachers.  We were working 
without a contract actually being signed or ratified when some of us went back to work.  The 
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Original Black Caucus’ position was if anybody wanted to go to work, they should be 
allowed to go to work without any retribution.  Because a lot of the White members of the 
School District, of the PFT, were attacking people.  And there was a big incident at Leeds 
Middle School where these guys hit some Black women.  Yeah.  It was really nasty.  Very, 
very, very nasty.  And the PFT did not respond.  So what happened, the Original Black 
Caucus did.  And not to be real goons, but we were some people who just believed that we 
had to protect our women and we had to educate our children.  So we stepped away from 
the PFT, so to speak, and did what we had to do to protect the women and also to educate 
the kids.  That any teacher that crossed the line. We didn’t cross the line, like, but some 
teachers did cross the line, we still protected them, their rights to go and protected them 
from violence from these goons from the PFT. And we did that, too.129 
 

Some Black educators did not want to antagonize colleagues by going into SDP schools, so they 

stayed away from picketing altogether; while others taught in one of the community-based alternate 

education sites that were set up.130  Though some supported the union and walked the strike lines, 

they said they would not make the same decision now.131  For many Black educators, choosing to 

strike or not to strike was a financial decision.132 

It was very painful for me because I was a young person who didn’t have a lot of money.  So 
first of all, teachers are broke people.  I didn’t have any money saved.  They didn’t pay us in 
the summer. So your last paycheck in June, you got the next paycheck around, full paycheck 
around third week in September.  So we all had some jobs…  It was very painful for me 
because I had to really finagle my resources, which for me, I said, like, I ain’t graduated from 
college and, you know, get a job to do this.  And then sometimes it went two months.  So to 
not have a paycheck from June to November, or whatever...  I mean, I saved money as best 
I could.  But it was painful for me in terms of the climate that it created in the school 
between professionals.  Well, you know, if you crossed or anybody crossed, you were forever 
a scab.  And they treated you that way.  So the first strike - if they’re short, most people will 
try to the best of their ability.  But the strike that went on for two months, there were people 
that just couldn’t stay out any longer, short of being homeless and whatnot, including 
myself.133   

 
I found out right before that strike happened, so it had to be in ’73 because my second child 
was born in ’73, that I was pregnant.  And I told everyone, You can hate me if you want, but… 
back in those days, you didn’t get paid when you were out on maternity leave, and I said, 
Look, I have a home and two cars and a child on the way.  I am sorry, but I am gonna work.  So, I mean 
there were people that never spoke to me again for working.134 
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In addition to the financial cost of striking, not striking and going into schools to work 

threatened Black educators’ collegial relationships both during the strikes and for years after.  

During the strikes, Black educators recalled hearing strike breakers taunted by picketers with the 

term “scab”, but they also heard racialized epithets, such as “uppity niggers” and “handkerchief 

heads.”135  One narrator shared her dilemma: 

I would go picket and then I would go to my job so I could earn money, but even if you 
were someone who was on the picket line, by the time those White folks on the picket lines 
was [sic] calling your colleagues Niggers, even though YOU hadn’t crossed, it’s like Oh, it’s like 
that.  It was horrible!  And I understand!  You are angry.  You feel like this person is going 
in, they’re getting paid, and they’re really not doing anything ‘cause they’re not enough kids 
in there for them to do anything with.  And they’re getting their paycheck and you are losing 
yours.  And you might not can [sic] pay your mortgage.136 

 
These types of names used and the taunting elucidate the embeddedness of racism as pointed out by 

CRT.  Black educators did not expect to be assaulted by racial epithets, as these words had not been 

used by their colleagues in general inter-racial conversations.  However, during strike times, racial 

slurs were used as weapons against Black educators who did not side with striking PFT members.  

The racist notions White strikers had for Blacks had been hidden and surfaced during these 

tumultuous times. 

 For Black educators who chose to work during strikes, they had to be strategic and 

deliberate about the routes they would take to school and the times they would reach the school 

buildings because of the strike lines that were formed to prevent them from entering the 

buildings.137   

They would form lines to try to get you - to keep you from going in. So then, we would go 
in the back way.  We always had advance notice because we had spies who were in the police 
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district and whatever and we knew what time they would want to get out. It became a game 
in a way.   I lived around the corner at the time. I was in East Mt. Airy and so we would find 
out, Okay, the union’s going to be out there, six of them” and get out - we’d go with five and we’d 
go in the back door. And one time we went through the catacombs. I never even knew there 
was such - the engineering in the basement of Leeds. And we’d get out there earlier.138 
 

These strike lines included people from other unions, and PFT members also attempted to get large 

Black male teachers to intimidate would be strike breakers from entering school buildings.139  One 

narrator recalled, “They would send Teamsters to the buildings where people crossed.  Big White 

men, early in the morning, to keep a paraprofessional who wasn’t earning but probably $9-$10,000 a 

year then and had two or three kids to feed, how am I going to stand out there and say don’t go into 

work?”140  One Black male educator shared, 

So they wanted me, so I’m 6’5, to block something and be the enforcer.  That I’m learning 
later that’s basically what they wanted.  I didn’t even know it… Come on, you stand here.  Okay.  
Meanwhile, on the news they’re saying, you know, principals are busting the schools and 
teachers are throwing stuff at them.  I’m not about all that.  I’m just not.  And so I was a 
little confused.  I was a little torn what exactly should I do.  And so what I chose to do was 
stay home sometimes, come and picket sometimes.  And I refused to go, they wanted me to 
go to this one school that was having problems and block an entrance.  No.  I’m not a 
bodyguard.141 

 

Strike lines and name calling were not the only sources of opposition for those who chose to defy 

the strike order.  Some Black educators reported their home phones being cut off, their cars and 

homes being egged, and some were physically harmed.142  According to The Tribune, working 

educators were harassed, sugar was poured into car gas tanks, tires were slashed, and paint was 

splashed on cars.143  Though these aggressions may seem tepid, there was an incident at Leeds Junior 
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High School where one Black woman non-teaching assistant (NTA) was beaten badly during a 

strike.144 

Now, at the end there was a very bad incident where one of the people who went in with 
me, she was an NTA, went to a union meeting. Now, I didn’t go to the union meeting 
because at that point I was terribly turned off by the union. And so - even though I was a 
member of the union, I didn’t go to that meeting.  And an incident happened at that meeting 
whereby she stood up to give the opposing views and someone beat her up and left her in a 
room, so I was told, to die. They saw her having convulsions. There was another - there was 
a couple there who were very strong in the union and they went in and found her and got 
her to the hospital.  So, of course, that really caused a big rift in the faculty at our school. Of 
course, nobody knew anything about what had happened, but this woman was beaten very 
badly.  This was a black woman, yes. So, there was a big divide between the blacks and the 
white teachers because not a white teacher broke the strike, but the blacks - some of the 
blacks did.  And we were primarily - the purpose of our going in was to support the NTAs 
because many of them wanted to go in. So, there were 18 of us who went in. It was - it took 
a tremendous toll on us. But we survived it.145 

 

After the strikes, when educators returned to work, the ill feelings aroused during the strikes lingered 

for decades.146 

Well, there was a façade of sameness, but it was never quite the same. It was never quite the 
same for those of us who had struck because you could feel the antipathy. It was really an 
underlying - but, the names! I think I could have taken it a little better had they not brought 
up the - I think handkerchief heads, but the uppity nigger part really… Oh, yes. They racialized it. 
So, that’s why I say there were many subtleties. Racism was kind of underneath that because 
on the surface everything was very, very nice.147 
 

Another Black educator shared, “There were people that never spoke to me again for working 

[during the strike].”148 

 Racial issues were exacerbated by this series of strikes within SDP.149  Just as C. Jones and 

Dingus found positive personal and professional relationships between and among Black educators 

and with Black communities, narrators for this research communicated the general ability to let 
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bygones be bygones intra-racially.150  However, collegial interactions between Black educators and 

White colleagues who struck were forever marred in some cases. 

I don’t know Black folks that fell out over the strikes.  So, some people crossed and some 
people didn’t.  But they weren’t falling out about it.  Okay, but there were White folks who 
fell out with Black folks.  And then these Black people, like at Strawberry Mansion, there 
was, there weren’t any White people who crossed the picket lines.  The only folks who 
crossed the lines were Black.  And, for the rest of the year, they would go to their mailboxes 
and there’d be glue in their mailboxes.  Just really sophomoric kinds of things.  They tried to 
torture [them] for the rest of the year.  They wouldn’t speak to them.  I can remember when 
I got to Mansion, a woman who had crossed the line and she had been teaching for 30 years.  
They wouldn’t give her a retirement party…  I remember we ended up having something at 
like a club, just something really small.  And it was my first year at Strawberry Mansion.  And 
I really didn’t know that lady, but she had been teaching 30 years, and I said, You know what?  
No.  I don’t care how many lines she crossed.  We don’t do this.  So, it really divided.  It was really 
unfortunate.  Because some of those people had really been colleagues.  It divided 
progressives, White union folks from Black people who, at the end of the day some of them 
were like Yeah, I gotta pay my bills.  And others of them really felt like These are our kids and 
they really felt that that was the best way.  And then it created this thing where the kids felt 
very protective of those teachers who crossed the picket lines.  Because they identified them 
as teachers who really cared about them.  So it was really, that was really a horrible, horrible 
strike that I believe it took years to recover from.  That was in the early eighties.151 
 
Omi and Winant argued that race is not an illusion; race matters and serves as a way to 

construct and represent the social world.  This was evident in Black educators’ experiences with the 

strikes, specifically at the micro-level (through person-to-person interactions).  Though the structural 

dimensions of racism that existed within SDP had been dismantled by this point in history, 

institutional racism was revealed in these strikes.152  Black educators’ experiences with the strikes 

demonstrated the institutional racism hidden, but inherent, in the PFT amongst its striking teachers.  

The teachers’ union appeared to represent the interests of all of its educators without regard to race 

until some Black educators chose not to strike.  That point of departure allowed for racist rhetoric to 

emerge as weapons against Black educators, those who struck and those who did not.  When the 

term “nigger” was hurled at Black educators, being Black and on the strike line did not preclude the 

impact of that racialized taunting.  Because social reality and lives are organized through the history 
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and context of those living the lives, through the stories told about them, and through the social 

interactions they experience, it is impossible to separate the sting of “nigger” as a racist weapon 

from those educators who used it against their Black colleagues or from the school system that 

served as the battleground.  Thus, these stories of Black Philadelphia educators during the strikes 

have informed the phenomenon of being a Black educator in SDP.153   

Teacher strikes were merely one controversy of the many that marred Marcase’s 

superintendency.  In addition to the aforementioned issues with his credentials and his being under 

investigation for impropriety, Marcase is reported to have led a “demoralized, chaotic system” in 

which there were constant financial problems, including a more than $230 million deficit, teacher 

furloughs, the rescinding of their salary raises, and a District headquarters that was described as “a 

fortress under siege.”154  Additionally, residents of the mostly White northeast section of 

Philadelphia staunchly opposed busing into their neighborhoods for school integration.155  Marcase 

demanded a voluntary school desegregation plan be created amid cries that such a plan would not 

work, and that plan was ultimately implemented five months behind schedule with insufficient 

results.156  Federal desegregation funds were withheld from the District because officials believed 

SDP illegally segregated its teachers.157  Though conditions for Blacks had changed within SDP over 
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time, “in 1979 more black students are now in segregated public schools with inadequate supplies 

and frustrated and disillusioned teachers.”158  Local education activist, Helen Oakes, wrote in her 

newsletter,  

Dr. Marcase has failed in many other facets of his role as superintendent.  He has not 
provided educational leadership.  He has proven to be a very poor planner.  He has shattered 
employee confidence in a fair basis for rewards within the system.  He has been unable to 
bring people together inside and outside the system to resolve issues.  He has failed to 
properly supervise his subordinates.  His integrity as a superintendent and as an individual is 
not free of taint.  He has offered no vision for the future.159 
 

 Frustration over all these issues led to widespread and ongoing calls for Marcase’s 

resignation.160  Mayor Rizzo’s successor, Mayor Green, actually campaigned with the promise to 

remove Marcase from office.  When he realized the Rizzo-appointed BOE would not remove 

Marcase, he began supporting state legislation to dissolve Philadelphia’s BOE.161  An editorial in The 

Philadelphia Tribune blamed the Board for SDP’s ruinous situation and reputation. 

The mayor appointed Boards have gotten us in this mess.  For the present, we can’t see any 
light at the end of the tunnel.  The community cannot afford to remain quiet any longer.  
The political cronies who run the schools will remain ever so present unless we, the people, 
force them out and revive the entire system if it isn’t already too late.162 

 
Others blamed Marcase.  He had “brought notoriety and ridicule to the District”.  He had not been 

swift in negotiating teachers’ contracts, he did not have the confidence of city council members and 

community members, and his association with former Mayor Rizzo made many people 

uncomfortable.163  Augusta Clark, Philadelphia City Council member and chair of its education 

committee told The Tribune, “We are beginning the 80s and Philadelphia deserves a new burst of 
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energy in education which Dr. Marcase has not shown us.”164  Marcase left the superintendency at 

the end of the school year in 1982.  He stayed on SDP’s payroll at his $54,000 salary for two 

additional years as a consultant from July 1, 1982 through June 30, 1983.  As of July 1, 1983, 

Marcase would still be paid but would take a “leave of absence”.  Marcase would also get a pension 

that was worth $32,400 and a lump sum of $33,000 worth of unused sick and leave time.165  

Community members were displeased about his exit deal, about which Oakes wrote, “It is a 

generous—and undeserved—settlement, but well worth it to have him out of office.”166  The 

Philadelphia Tribune declared 

What the school system needs is a complete overhaul, not just the resignation of Dr. 
Marcase or a few members of the Board of Education… Now that Dr. Marcase is leaving, it 
is our hope that the method of choosing a replacement will be open, fair, and above board 
so that Black candidates seeking the position will be given at least an even shot.  We think 
it’s time that a qualified Black, male or female, be given the opportunity to revitalize our 
school system.167 

 
Constance Clayton, 1982-1993. 

 
Connie Clayton was the head teacher of Philadelphia.  She’s a teacher, first and foremost. 
And so, the fact that she was superintendent, that meant she was the head teacher in 
charge...  And some super teachers that know the hand that they’ve been dealt with, just 
trying to make something out of the craziness.  I think that’s who Connie Clayton was…  I 
think Connie Clayton, she was like Booker T of the movement.  She’s like What can I do?  
Okay, we’re gonna make some incremental changes.  I’ve gotta figure out how to move the masses.  I think 
that’s who Connie Clayton was... We’re gonna take that bucket, we’re gonna put it down where we are, 
and then we’re gonna move the masses… Connie Clayton was trying to reconstruct.  It was like 
that Booker T coming during reconstruction.  That’s what she was trying to do.  

–Black educator formerly with SDP168 
 

After the financial chaos and professional decay that had eroded SDP for the previous ten 

years, stakeholders were looking for someone who would have everyone’s respect and could bring 
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pride and life back to the School District of Philadelphia.169  The new superintendent would need to 

solve recurring labor problems, restore public confidence in SDP, and reroute the dysfunctional 

work culture.170  The School Board sought a financial wizard and brilliant educator and began a 

national search which they expected to last six months to a year.171  Board member Adolphus Baxter 

suggested there were 150 qualified educators within SDP.  He described the superintendency as “a 

turbulent and devastating position which is very frustrating unless given total support by everyone 

involved” with a three-and-a-half year lifespan.172  He also advocated that the new superintendent be 

Black.  The Philadelphia Tribune compiled a list of 17 potential qualified and credentialed Black 

candidates, which included a Pennsylvania state education commissioner, current and former 

superintendents and other leaders of other urban school districts, Philadelphia natives who were 

education leaders elsewhere in the nation, four current SDP administrators, and one former SDP 

administrator –Bernard Watson—who made it clear that he was not interested in the job.173  

Constance Clayton was the sole Black SDP educator from that list who was in final consideration 

for the post.  The hiring process had gone as follows: three national education experts conducted a 

national search and produced a list of 100 qualified candidates.  Of that 100, only 83 of them were 

available for consideration.  Five finalists were selected, and they included Frederick Holliday, a 

Black man who had been a high-ranking SDP administrator under Mark Shedd, Gordon 

McAndrews, Constance Clayton, Wilmer Cody, and Richard Hanusey.  Holliday was superintendent 
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of schools in Plainfield, NJ, and accepted an offer to lead Cleveland’s public schools.  McAndrews 

withdrew from the process.  Councilwoman Augusta Clark remarked, 

The new superintendent must have the patience of Job and the wisdom of Solomon.  He or 
she must have negotiating skills as well as go out into the community, becoming actively 
involved in finding creative solutions.  The new superintendent must reallocate money, time, 
and resource.  And if he/she interacts with the community, listens, and incorporates the best 
of what is heard, there’s a good chance of turning the system around.  If the person happens 
to be Black, that’s good, too.174 

 
Torch Lytle, who supported Clayton’s bid to be superintendent, recalled the search as  

a pretty brutal period.  At various points she [Clayton] almost decided to bail out because it 
was so ugly in some respects.  It was so politicized.  Each of the candidates had both internal 
factions supporting them and external politicians supporting them.  Because there was an 
enormous amount of lobbying and jockeying and so on going on.175 
 

Clayton was supported by influential Black political leaders in Philadelphia and Mayor Green.176  The 

Philadelphia Tribune had decided that Clayton was the “best prepared, best organizer, the most 

determined, and more importantly, the right person in the right place at the right time” and that “the 

selection of Constance Clayton would remove politics from the consideration of selection.  There is 

no reason for any political deal to be made by Dr. Clayton to get the position.”177  As Associate 

Superintendent of Early Childhood for SDP, Clayton had a track record of academic excellence, and 

PFT members acknowledged Clayton’s competence.178  In October 1982, Constance Clayton was 

elected by the Board to lead SDP, an occasion on which The Philadelphia Tribune wrote, “The future 

of our children is now in good hands.”179   
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As the first Black superintendent and the first woman in that position, her presence was 

symbolic and substantive.180  Constance Clayton was a native Philadelphian who had been educated 

in the SDP, at Temple University, and had earned her doctorate in education at the University of 

Pennsylvania.181  Her career with SDP began in 1955 when she student taught at Paul Lawrence 

Dunbar Junior High School, which she had also attended in her childhood.  From Dunbar, she went 

to Harrison Elementary School as a fourth and fifth grade teacher.  After that experience, she rose 

steadily up SDP’s ranks holding several central office positions of increasing responsibility and 

status.  Through all of her positions, she had established herself as a “no nonsense educator 

dedicated to the welfare of children,” a competent, committed administrator, with high expectations 

and a record of good results.182  Clayton’s selection to lead SDP was symbolic because it disrupted 

the hold Whites and men had had on the SDP superintendency since the District’s inception.  

Further, for many Blacks, Clayton’s appointment at this time was significant because “the 1980s 

[was] a time when the social, political, and economic conservatism that fractured many African 

American communities and put black identity into question may also have provided a context that 

called forth a resurgence of nostalgic affirmations of black community and identity.”183  After not 

trusting Shedd and feeling ignored by Costanzo and Marcase, many African-Americans believed they 

now had a superintendent they could trust with the education of their children.184 

 Black educators in SDP communicated a nostalgic reverence for the era of Clayton’s 

superintendency.  When her name was mentioned, they used the following words and phrases: 
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revered, respected, great superintendent, loved her, admired, fair, energetic, inspiring, a true 

educator, focused on instruction, highly intelligent.185  At Marcase’s departure, The Philadelphia 

Tribune had lamented, “There is a serious need to regenerate life into our failing school system.”186  

Narrators and community members discussed reconstruction, resurrection, and life coming to the 

District again when Constance Clayton took the lead187.  Leroi Simmons said, 

Constance Clayton, she was the one who was most dynamically in charge.  And she was the 
first one I saw with energy towards bettering our children and loving them.  And she was 
like a staple.  She was there for a long run.  She was there, and she was coming up with ideas.  
And she was there long enough to work them through.  Some of her stuff, it was advanced 
for the School District.188 

 
Many Black educators interviewed credited Clayton with opening doors and giving opportunities to 

those who had previously been denied access, suggesting a parallelism between her and Shedd, in 

whose administration she began her career in education leadership.189  SDP is said to have grown, 

flourished, been made stronger during the Clayton era, which many narrators and witnesses 

attributed to the nexus of her understanding Philadelphia personally, professionally, and racially; 

whereas other superintendents, specifically those who came after her, did not.  As such, Clayton was 

believed to have provided stability for a system that had been in flux for years.190  Some even 

distinguish her superintendency by deliberately referring to it as a “reign”, citing her 11 years-long 

leadership as evidence for her pre-eminence.191  Another point of Clayton pride among Black 

educators and community members was her emphasis on equity of resource distribution across the 
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District, which was extremely significant given the constant fight over funds in Philadelphia and the 

notion that the best resources belonged “up the Boulevard” in the Northeast (and mostly White) 

section of Philadelphia.192  

One of the most noted attributes of Clayton’s superintendency was the development of the 

standardized city-wide curriculum and testing program.193  Prior to this instructional reform, there 

was inconsistency in what students in the same grades and same subjects were learning in various 

schools across the city.194  Until her leadership, it seemed as though it was not possible to think 

about education quality in SDP.195  Black educators and community members recalled this important 

instructional innovation and described her as being ahead of her time with the curriculum and 

assessment efforts.  As opposed to the more punitive measures educators have grown accustomed 

to with No Child Left Behind, they described Clayton’s standardized curriculum and city-wide 

testing program as geared toward consistent instruction and testing so that instruction could be 

improved, not testing for teacher and school accountability.196  One Black educator described this 

new curriculum effort this way: 

Math levels and reading levels and you needed to show proficiency before graduating.  It’s 
very interesting that some of that stuff has come back around and yet when Connie Clayton 
was doing it, the focus seemed to me to be on providing structure and support for us to do 
what we needed to do for our children as opposed to at the time, I don’t know that it 
would’ve occurred to people.  We weren’t under the kind of pressure that it was about If you 
need to cheat, cheat.  That it’s the scores that are most important, not if the children are actually learning.  It 
really was Okay, if these children don’t get it, this is what you need to do in order to be able to get them to 
the next level.  So you get chance after chance after chance in order to teach these children this 
particular information or this content.197 
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However, there was concern over the development and implementation of these curricula, 

that perhaps Clayton was not transparent enough with test scores and did not focus enough on 

principal and school-based buy-in to the new instructional efforts they would need to implement.198  

Some educators did not agree with her plans or her approach to implementing her plans, but they 

trusted that she wanted the best for the students in SDP.199 

Depending on how success is measured, Constance Clayton was, arguably, the most 

successful superintendent of this modern era within SDP.  Some of the successes of her tenure were 

new graduation requirements, replacing those that had been in place since 1947; a consistently 

balanced budget, an achievement she reached within her first year of District leadership and 

maintained throughout her 11-year term, though it had not been balanced since 1968 and she 

inherited a $79 million budget deficit; an improved bond rating; and though there were disputes and 

threats of strikes, no strikes occurred200.  Clayton was particularly proud that there were no strikes, 

and she described how she accomplished that: 

I worked with the union because - and interestingly enough, I mean, there were varying 
personalities in the presidencies.  But I made it clear that we need not have strikes because 
without the children there was no need for any of us.  And I didn’t know what they were 
striking about.  And I was going to be reasonable.  But that they did not run the School 
District.  I did and the Board did.  And the parents did.  And if they had a strike, they were 
out of work.  Period.  And we had seven unions...  That was it.  That was it.  I didn’t get into 
all debates about it.  I’m not going to waste my time that way.201 
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The Philadelphia Tribune credited Clayton with shifting the tone of the 1985 contract negotiations.  In 

years previous, contract sticking points were always economic, not instructional or academic.  

Clayton maintained her stance that the School District was for children, and though she did not get 

the educational reforms she sought, an agreement was reached and the school year started on 

time.202 

Additionally, throughout her 11 year tenure, Clayton never used the five percent 

administrative appointments available to her.  The five percent rule was established in 1965 in the 

Philadelphia School District Education Home Rule Charter supplement and approved by the voters 

in a referendum the same year.  Its design and intent was to get more Blacks and women into 

leadership positions.  She insisted that she did not use them because of the prior ethnic patronage 

system that was heavily implemented prior to her appointment203.  She described that situation and 

her response as follows: 

The superintendent had the right of appointment, what they called five percent.  You could 
do five percent administrative appointments.  And that is given to Superintendents by virtue 
of the City Charter. And what I observed is that people were appointing according to 
ethnicity.  And I made up my mind, and I was determined that that would not be the basis of 
the criteria that I would ever use.  And so during my tenure I never used a five percent 
appointment.  No, because my observation was that I saw one African-American, one 
Italian, one Jewish person being appointed.  And that, to me, was not the basis under which 
people are to be appointed.204 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
biggest victors?, Tommie St. Hill & Kendall Wilson, 9.6.85, The Philadelphia Tribune; The PFT-School District settlement: 
Who really won?, Frank Wilson, 10.8.85, The Philadelphia Tribune; Clayton unfazed by Teamster vote, Lori Cornish, 
10.14.86, The Philadelphia Tribune; Teachers strike in September?, Kendall Wilson, 6.30.92, The Philadelphia Tribune.  The 
PFT contract would expire August 31, 1992;  What if the teachers walk out? Some suggestions, 9.8.92, The Philadelphia 
Tribune, Vincent Thompson; Teachers Set Good Example for City, Unions to Follow, Editorial, 9.11.92, The Philadelphia 
Tribune; Superintendent bids farewell, 7.23.93, Kendall Wilson, The Philadelphia Tribune.  According to this article, prior to 
her, the system had been “fraught with teacher strikes and student underachievement”. 
202 Fattah urges school talks, Lori Cornish, 8.20.85, The Philadelphia Tribune.  Teachers, board must be committed to kids, 
Lori Cornish, 8.27.85, The Philadelphia Tribune; School’s open, but were students biggest victors?, Tommie St. Hill & 
Kendall Wilson, 9.6.85, The Philadelphia Tribune; The PFT-School District settlement: Who really won?, Frank Wilson, 
10.8.85, The Philadelphia Tribune 
203 ADL claims ‘ethnic patronage’ blocks Jewish promotions, 1.4.83, Yvonne Reynolds, The Philadelphia Tribune; Clayton 
Continues Standard of Excellence, Editorial, 11.28.89, The Philadelphia Tribune; A Man Concerned: Did Clayton Really 
Have to Retire?, Jim Smith, 7.23.93, The Philadelphia Tribune; Clayton’s Tenure Restored Confidence in School System, 
Editorial, 8.20.93, The Philadelphia Tribune 
204 Interview, September 30, 2010 



119 

 

 
Clayton was well aware of the racially-entrenched politics within SDP, the efforts of various groups 

to influence, manipulate, and control the superintendent, and she was determined to resist such 

notions.  She insisted that “we [SDP] were not a feeding trough for people.  The School District is 

for children.”205  Because of her resistance, Clayton said that the reputation she developed in the 

District was one that sounded like, “Don’t ask Connie Clayton for anything because she will not give 

it to you.”206  She built partnerships with businesses and foundations207.  According to Jolley 

Christman, “People had tremendous confidence in her.  And that boosted the morale of everybody 

in the District to know that she was the leader.”208 

Still, Clayton’s leadership style gave some people pause.  Whereas they felt Shedd acted too 

quickly, some narrators and witnesses recalled Clayton’s administration as bureaucratic and 

hierarchical; that it exhibited a lack of transparency; that there were policy implementation issues; 

that she put undue pressure on principals, and had no inter-office collaboration.209  Because of this 

approach, her impact was not immediately felt in the schools.  Not much changed in terms of 

facilities when she began.210  Clayton had kept the team of her predecessor, Marcase, for almost a 

year into her administration, likely because as an insider who had risen through the ranks of SDP, 
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Clayton understood the local political climate.211  Her first year with her new cabinet focused on 

fiscal management and efforts toward the decentralization of a school system that had been seen as 

a hierarchical, extremely centralized organization.212  One Black educator, who was an SDP 

curriculum director during Clayton’s tenure, shared this reflection: 

In my experience with Constance Clayton, [there] was a great deal of respect for Constance 
Clayton because my family actually knew her family… So they had a great deal of respect for 
her.  My thing was stay out of the Superintendent’s way.  I don’t have nothing to do with the 
Superintendent….  [In] the chain of command, Connie was up here and....  But she was 
humanistic.  I mean, Connie was about kids. She was definitely about kids.  And being a 
supervisor was, I mean, she provided that opportunity.  Of course, after she left they did 
away with the supervisors.  But the thing about it was we were able to get into the schools.  
We were able to provide teachers with support.  We had the Teaching and Learning program 
that continued for a while after she left.  But they did away with supervision.  Dr. Clayton 
was great.  I know people who didn’t like Dr. Clayton’s philosophy because she really meant 
when she said when it came to schools and that meant administrators had to do what she 
wanted done.  I did sit at tables with her and I had an opportunity to talk with her but I felt 
kind of intimidated ‘cause I was a supervisor and everybody else was whatever they were.213 
 

Diane Castelbuono, who began working in SDP during Clayton’s tenure, shared these thoughts: 

I was very low down on the totem pole under Dr. Clayton.  But it was very hierarchical, I 
think, under Dr. Clayton.  And everybody was very clear about what their job was.  They 
were very clear about who was in charge.  I think it was very top down.  You knew Dr. 
Clayton was in charge and you knew that she was accountable and you knew that she had 
her senior staff accountable.  But there wasn’t a lot of collaboration between and among 
District offices.  Everybody kind of stayed in their lane and stayed in their songbooks.  I 
didn’t know her that well.  And again, I was very low down.  There were very few young 
people in the District, in the central office at that time.  Very few.  I was one of maybe about 
five people at 21st Street and the Parkway who were under the age of 40, 30.214 

 
Politically, Clayton also made people somewhat uncomfortable.  In a system where political favors 

had been, historically, bought and sold and superintendents were beholden to various political 

factions and entities, Clayton demanded otherwise.  The Philadelphia Tribune described her as tough 

and stubborn, attributes Clayton did not deny215.  She shared that, prior to her leading SDP, 
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people were being appointed also by virtue of politicians calling superintendents telling them 
who they wanted to have a job… When I went into the position [as superintendent] there 
were 1200 people on the School District payroll for whom there were no personnel jackets. 
If you have a letter coming to you by politicians and/or others telling you that you wanted 
somebody to have a job, there didn’t have to be a personnel jacket for you.  You had not 
made a formal application for a promotion or a position. And so I turned that down.  My 
reputation in this city became don’t ask Connie Clayton for anything, because she will not give it to 
you…216 

 
Torch Lytle told these two stories about how she dealt with the politics of her leadership. 

But when Connie was named superintendent, in the manner of new superintendents, a 
succession of influentials came to see her to tell her how things would operate.  Among 
them was Bob O’Donnell, who was the Speaker of the House in Pennsylvania.  But there 
were, I don’t even know the list.  And they all came to tell her how we do business here in 
Pennsylvania and Philadelphia.  And to each one of them she said, I am sorry, but that ain’t how 
it gonna be.  And the idea that she will sort of put a thumb on each of these people just sort of 
blew people away.217 
 
Ralph Smith is Black. Ralph was a law professor at Penn before he wound up in....  He was 
very close to Connie Clayton for a period of time.  And then he began to feel that he was 
smarter than Connie. He was the Chief of Staff and he began to make some decisions 
without her knowledge and consent...  They were both super smart, super committed, super 
articulate.  But Ralph got too big.  Connie said, It’s me or him. So the Board ultimately canned 
Ralph.218 
 
Having spent all of her professional career working within SDP (except for one year she 

worked for the federal government), Clayton was well-versed in its notorious ethnic patronage 

system and local and state politics that influenced SDP.  Because of this knowledge, merit was highly 

important to her.  Speaking about education professionals, she said,  

And so my position and questions became what are their competencies, what are their 
qualifications, what are their experiences, what do they know about children, what do they 
know about any given discipline… Well, as I said to you before, it became Don’t ask Connie 
Clayton for anything, because she will not give it to you. I wanted it that way.  I was very clear about 
why it should be that way.  We were not a feeding trough for people.  The School District is 
for children.  It’s for education and for educating kids.  We’re competent people, caring 
people, people who have a sensitivity to the needs of children.  And so therefore if you 
didn’t demonstrate that, I didn’t need you in the system.219 
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Though Clayton advocated the importance of merit in professional appointments, she also described 

an allegiance to, affinity for, and responsibility to Black professionals. 

I didn’t feel I could take the leadership role as a Black woman or a Black person and be 
comfortable in the fact that I was in the lead role and not look for ways in which other Black 
people, and other qualified, competent Black people, I don’t care who they were, would have 
an opportunity, as well.  See, I have difficulty with the complacency and comfort level when 
you get to a spot, but you could, how you got there and you don’t look around to see who 
are the other folks who you could help.220 

 
In When and Where I Enter, Paula Giddings chronicled the historical struggles and conundrums of 

Black women in America’s quest for equality.  She wrote, “The fact was, they understood that their 

fate was bound with those of the masses… One reason why ‘progress’ meant that much more to 

them was that all Black women were perceived in the light of those who had the fewest resources 

and the least opportunity.”  Giddings references the motto of the National Association for Colored 

Women, “lifting as we climb.”221  This sentiment reflects Clayton’s allegiance to Black professionals.    

Torch Lytle told this story about Clayton’s concern for Black professionals: 

Well, one of the things that she, I don’t know when she knew this, but one of the things that 
happens in public sector organizations is that you issue bonds all the time.  There are sort of 
two kinds of bonds.  One is for construction projects, capital projects and so on.  The other 
are short-term financing bonds because you may not get tax revenues until November or 
December, but you need money to pay the bills.  So you issue short-term bonds and they are 
bought by banks and finance companies and so on.  And a lot of money gets made in these 
transactions, both by lawyers and by the financial agencies that manage these transactions.  
So on a bond transaction for $300 million, you might have Merrill Lynch and a local 
Philadelphia law firm and then the banks that sit behind that.  Well, Connie knew that there 
were no Black attorneys in Pennsylvania who were qualified to participate in a bond issue, so 
they weren’t on the gravy train.  And the reason they couldn’t participate was that in order to 
participate you had to an attorney on a bond transaction.  Now, but how could you be an 
attorney on a bond transaction if you weren’t qualified to be an attorney on a bond 
transaction?  There was a wonderful Catch-22 here.  So Connie insisted that there would be 
no bonds transaction unless an African-American attorney was participating as part of the 
transaction. And she sort of rolled that through a group of attorneys in Philadelphia, with 
the outcome that, I don’t know how many, but ultimately at least a group emerged as 
qualified to public sector bond transactions in Pennsylvania.  Now that’s not the kind of 
thing that shows up in the newspaper, but the underground understands these things.  And it 
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takes a lot of fortitude to do this kind of stuff.  She had her finance guy, Irv Davis, ironically 
had worked for Rizzo.  But Irv was absolutely loyal to Connie and a political operative of the 
fifth degree and knew money inside out.  And they were a phenomenal team.  So Irv stayed 
in the shadows and did all the money work.  But he and Connie, if Connie said it’s going to 
go this way, then that’s the way it went.222 

 
Prior to Clayton’s administration, promotions and rewards based on merit had been a 

falsehood for professional educators within SDP.  She insisted on meritocracy, unlike the 

superintendents before her, who were all White men.  As a Black woman born in the 1930s, Clayton 

knew racism was endemic to American society and that institutional racism had prohibited African-

American professionals from some opportunities.  Therefore, she used her position as head 

educator of one of the largest school districts in the nation to advocate for Black excellence, Black 

upward mobility, and Black access to opportunity.  Her deeply held convictions regarding Black 

excellence disrupted SDP’s long-held race-based practices that excluded African-Americans from 

being successful.  CRT purports that neutrality is a falsehood.  Indeed, Clayton demonstrated that in 

choosing not to be neutral in her approach to looking for opportunities to promote African-

American professionals. 

Though Clayton communicated merit as a priority and an unflinching allegiance to Black 

people, Black educators foretold of lines drawn, intra-racially, along gender during her tenure.  There 

were a group of Black women administrators who referred to themselves, proudly, as “Connie’s 

girls”, and many Black educators bespoke of Black women educators getting advancements and 

preferential treatment under the Clayton administration.223  One Black educator shared that Black 

women “would learn how to take exams and what have you and the Black men felt that they were 

kept out.”224  Black educators repeated stories of Clayton’s rumored aversion for Black men, though 

most of the women interviewed denied that they agreed with these stories about her.  Some said 
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there may have been some truth to it, but if one were qualified and competent, Clayton would 

reward those qualities.225  Neither did Clayton fully deny that there may have been some preference 

toward Black women because, according to her, 

Black women had been neglected in the system…  But the black women had not had an 
opportunity in that system, either.  And you know how long it took Ruth Hayre to become 
even a principal in the District.  So I appointed both.  I did not give deferential treatment.  
And then I was appalled that some of them that my predecessors had appointed really could 
not speak Standard English and were not that competent.  Because I’m going to tell you 
now:  I don’t care if you were Black, green, red, yellow, whatever.  If you were incompetent, 
you didn’t play a role in my administration.226 

 
One Black male educator shared, 

Black people did get power under Constance Clayton... And as a result of that, many Black 
people got promotions, got in some good positions to do some things.  The thing I believe 
is that many Black people also were not ready to take certain positions because they didn’t 
go to [get] their credentials, especially black men.  Because at one time the School District 
was controlled mostly by Black women.  So Black men were not in a position to do a lot of 
things.  I think it was a credential issue, some of it.  And it might have been also a gender 
issue, especially under Dr. Clayton.  Yeah.  That’s what I think.227 

 
Another Black male educator explained, 

under Dr. Clayton’s regime, a lot of the people who were there were African-American 
females.  They were on top, but they were good.  If it hadn’t been for them, I probably 
wouldn’t be in a position today.  Okay?  Because they would come to you and say, Look, this 
is what we have to do.  This is how it has to be done.228 
 

This Black male administrator’s experience suggests that Constance Clayton left a legacy to the Black 

women she promoted to lift as they climbed, as well.  Leroi Simmons told this story of Constance 

Clayton’s promotions, partnerships, priorities, and politics. 

She started thinking about developing, she realized, because she started promoting a lot of 
folk.  But she promoted her sorors… And then about two-thirds of the way through…  she 
realized that she had put a lot of women in positions, but there were no Black males in 
positions.  And she partnered with Concerned Black Men and Beaver College and Temple 
and tried to put an accelerated program together.  And when she started doing that, she ran 
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into some opposition that came from everywhere.  And I don’t think she was ready for that, 
that people would oppose these Black males coming in.  It was fine when she was putting 
these Black women in place.  And a lot of the Black women are just now retiring, you know, 
so we’re in trouble now.  But they’re just now leaving.  You know.  But she put a lot of 
powerful, strong, committed, smart Black women in position and they worked their way all 
the way through this system and took over the system for a while.  But there were no men.  
And this Jewish contingency, this White contingency, came up and they opposed her; when 
she started putting Black males in place.  And they kind of wiped that program out a little 
bit.229 

 
Simmons’ perspective here speaks to a percept of an SDP reform policy, that those in powerful 

positions were opposed to Black men educating SDP’s children.  This opposition was despite 

Clayton’s effort to give Black men access to these professional opportunities.  He believed that 

Clayton was restrained by the White power structure within which SDP existed. 

By 1988, Clayton’s national reputation as an urban education leader led New York City to 

consider her to be its schools’ chancellor.  She removed herself from consideration, explaining that 

she was, “a native Philadelphian with deep affection and strong commitment to this city.  And while 

this school district has traveled a great distance over the past five years, there is still a long way to 

go.”230  That same year, Clayton went under fire for making difficult service decisions because of 

budget constraints.  One narrator sorrowfully remembered this instance during the Clayton era. 

I feel very sad [that] truth telling gets you in trouble…  Connie Clayton made a statement 
that was authentically true, but Black women have always gotten in trouble for telling the 
truth, and I feel as though she got in trouble for telling the truth.  She said something about, 
we’re talking about resources and trying to standardize things, of course I can’t quote exactly, but this 
was the gist of it, something like, she used the phrase historically privileged, and they crucified 
her for that.  That she was gonna concentrate on resources going places where the need is, 
that there was some historically privileged areas that always got dadada, and she wanted to 
have some balance to that.231 

 
Philadelphia’s City Council had passed a budget with fewer funds than what SDP needed.  In order 

to balance the budget and honor the contract with the PFT, Clayton had to cut some District 

programs.  She cut busing programs that paid for students who attended private schools, and she 
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closed six daycare centers, five of which were located in the Northeast section of the city.  The 

Northeast section of Philadelphia had been known to be mostly White and more affluent than most 

other parts of the city.232  Clayton’s rationale for making cuts that targeted this section of the city 

was that parents there were more affluent and could afford to pay for daycare.  Furthermore, though 

the state legislated that buses be provided for public and private school students who live in 

Philadelphia by the local public school system, the state did not provide enough funds to 

Philadelphia to cover the cost of this requirement.  The Tribune estimated that the busing in line with 

this mandate cost more than $12 million, but the state only contributed $5 million.  City Council 

people from the Northeast were furious.233  Clayton addressed SDP’s Board of Education to explain 

her decision, and The Philadelphia Tribune published her speech as a guest opinion.  She affirmed that 

she and the School District of Philadelphia would be committed to all children but that there had to 

be a special allegiance to children who had the fewest resources, “children who are most at risk and 

most in need”.  The comment that incensed City Council people from Northeast Philadelphia went 

as follows: 

There are those among us who will always choose in favor of the historically privileged.  
That is a luxury the school district, this city and our society can ill afford.  When compelled 
to choose, we must choose in favor of those children most at risk and most in need, even if 
they are not the loudest or most connected.234 

 
She attempted to explain that because funding is finite and limited, budgets were a zero sum game.  

These limited funds and the difficult budget choices Clayton had to make illuminated neutrality as a 

falsehood within governance and leadership of the District.  CRT purports that experiential 

knowledge matters.  Clayton’s experience as a Black woman, her awareness of this nation’s history 
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of racial segregation, marginalization, and limitation became evident in this financial showdown.  

Budget constraints made racial lines evident; when faced with limited options, Clayton used her 

position to address societal racism.235  There was a concern among Black community members that 

good instruction and school resources were based on where one attended school in Philadelphia.236  

Clayton attempted to present this as a financial management problem. 

This one-year-at-a-time/ ignore-the-future approach to fiscal management is myopic and 
irresponsible.  It may make good copy and seem like good politics, but it is bad management 
and even worse policy.  Too many of us remember too well the trauma associated with that 
approach.  We remember talk of bankruptcy and bailouts.  We remember a school district 
unable to pay its bills and unable to fulfill its contractual obligations.  Most of all, we 
remember a school district where education of our children was constantly disrupted by 
programmatic fits and starts, layoffs and labor strife.237 

 
While some Black community members hailed Clayton for being brave enough to say what everyone 

knew was true, Clayton’s comment brought pushback and criticism from White ethnics and Jews, 

highlighting the discrimination they had experienced.  CRT advances the notion that objectivity is a 

falsehood; this budget shortfall made that lack of objectivity apparent across races.  As a result of 

her comment, there were calls for Clayton’s resignation.238  According to Diane Castelbuono, many 

Whites in the Northeast held onto the notion that their schools in their section of the city were 

neglected as long as Clayton was at the helm of SDP.  “But that really wasn’t how the Northeast felt.  

And you could see it on the Board, the Board politics.  Lurie and Mills were the two White men on 

the Board of Education at the time.  And I think when Dr. Clayton left, there was a bit of, okay, 
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finally now the Northeast would get its fair share.”239  These White BOE members’ stances reflect the 

problem with interest convergence.  They could not support Clayton’s funding cuts because her cuts 

did not represent their interests.  In fact, Whites resisted the notion that this was a social justice issue 

and resented being labeled “historically privileged”. 

 The stability that Clayton brought to SDP appeared fragile after this watershed moment.  

Many of Clayton’s cabinet members left their posts, and concern grew over her ability to maintain 

strong relationships with her colleagues and business leaders.240  She wanted the support of the 

business community but did not want their input on educational matters.  Business leaders wanted 

the superintendent to be more accountable to them –focused on outward accountability and not just 

inner accountability.241  A major criticism of Clayton’s administration was that, though she created a 

student achievement accountability system through the standardized curriculum and citywide testing 

program, there was no such accountability of Clayton to external stakeholders regarding her 

performance or that of the district under her leadership.242  Though some Black educators believed 

students performed better academically during her tenure, student achievement did not improve the 

way people had hoped it would despite her standardized curriculum and citywide testing programs.  

Under-funding started at the end of her administration, when the state froze its formula and did not 

consider “changes in enrollment or social needs.”243 

In addition to inter-racial politics and frustrations with business leaders, intra-racial politics 

contributed to Clayton’s exit.  Clayton had worked with SDP’s Board through three presidents: first 

Herman Mattleman, then Ruth Hayre, and last Rotan Lee.  It was during Lee’s presidency that the 
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power plays of intra-racial politicking became apparent.244  Clayton credited Lee for the key role he 

played during the 1992 contract negotiation between SDP and PFT.  She called him “the man of the 

hour” and said that a BOE member had not been involved in negotiations to that extent before.  

Lee also credited Clayton for being a visionary.245  Within months, The Philadelphia Tribune referred to 

Lee as both the Clarence Thomas and the Bugs Bunny of SDP; it criticized him for being 

disrespectful to Clayton and for trying to usurp her authority, not deferring to her opinion, for 

conspiring with Mayor Rendell to exaggerate White fears about school integration in the city, for 

advancing his own political agenda and not representing the consensus of the Board.246  An elder 

concerned Black community member published a letter to The Philadelphia Tribune challenging the 

characterization of the rift between Clayton and Lee, saying, “there is nothing that can separate 

Clayton and Lee except mountains and water… Their dedication and responsibility in producing and 

fertilizing the minds of present and future generations is beyond the muddy waters of faction and 

disunity.”247  Torch Lytle, who had worked closely with Clayton, told this story about her departure. 

She’d been superintendent for 11 years.  She’d been President of the Council of Great City 
Schools.  She’d done all sorts of remarkable things.  But the Board was beginning to be less 
patient and less directly supportive.  Most of the time she was superintendent, Herman 
Mattleman was Board president and he was, he and Connie worked very closely together and 
he was very supportive of her…  But remember, Philadelphia had an appointed Board.  So 
the Mayor appointed the Board members and they were appointed on staggered terms.  One 
of the newer Board members was Rotan Lee, African-American, very smart, an attorney and 
very ambitious.  And he began to use the Board presidency to platform his political career.  
So he was on TV all the time, running around and running his mouth and on and on.  And 
Connie didn’t have a whole lot of patience for this.  So the tension between them began to 
grow.  And there were some other Board members, relatively younger people, who she felt 
should defer to her –I don’t know if she’d ever admit this— but with good reason.  Neither 
one of them had ever run a school or done the work she had done.  And she was a sort of 
elder stateswoman and she had earned her reputation of her authority.  And she didn’t pay a 
whole lot of attention to these younger, new Board members and they began to be irritants.  
So between them and Rotan Lee, there began to emerge a coalition on the Board that didn’t 
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do everything that Connie asked, or asked questions out of turn, from her point of view.  
And I think she just said, I’m tired, I can’t put up with this nonsense… Connie had made a series 
of sort of transitional appointments, a whole group of the senior administrative cabinet all 
left at more or less the same time.  And she had done a very careful job of developing a 
group to replace that departing group.  But none of us who were in the next round 
anticipated that she was going to leave.  That was a stunner.  So here we were without 
Mother.  And so we really struggled to hold everything together for a year.248 

 
Clayton’s experiences with the politics and the pushback she received from Board members 

demonstrated racism as endemic and embodied in inter-racial interactions and intra-racial 

interactions, as well.  Lee, an ambitious young African-American professional, used his position to 

forge cross-racial alliances with Whites who had opposed Clayton.  As a result of these alliances and 

Lee’s quest to make a name for himself, he attempted to subvert Clayton’s authority as chief 

educator for SDP.  While Clayton had never let on that she was considering retirement, Lee had 

alluded to the potential for it on more than one occasion.  The Philadelphia Tribune wrote, “the 

superintendent was wearied out of her responsibility and wanted out”.  Clayton explained her abrupt 

departure this way: “I’d been there 11 years.  And I did, I took early retirement.  You know, you get 

to a point where you question whether you’re still effective.  It was time.”249  In July 1993, she 

announced that her resignation/retirement would be effective August 31, 1993.  Despite the length 

of time she had served as superintendent and her successes, no one from the BOE asked Clayton to 

withdraw her resignation.250  Leroi Simmons gave this reflection on Clayton’s exit: 

She kind of took charge in a good way, in my view, and she was kind of empowered by the 
sisters, the brothers and sisters on the Board, because she was making a difference…  And 
when they really started messing with her is when she realized she wasn’t going to be able to 
educate anymore and she stepped down.  I don’t think she was removed.  I think she 
stepped away.  And that’s why I called it a reign, ‘cause she decided when she was going to 
leave. She decided when she was going to go.  I think she had full control.  And I think she’s 
the last one that had full control.  They might’ve broke it up because of her.  But she had full 
control and she really cared…  She had a whole lot of stuff that she never got done.  But she 
got a lot of stuff done.  I loved her, you know.  And we rumbled, because you know, ain’t 
nobody gonna get along with Connie every day.  You know.  But I never challenged her 
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heart.  I never challenged her desire to lift children.  I never challenged that ‘cause I could 
see that.  There were others that I challenged on that.251 

 
Unlike Shedd, Costanzo, and Marcase who preceded her in leading SDP, Clayton’s tenure lasted 

more than a decade, and she decided when to enter, where, how to lead without influence, and when 

to exit.  Though her superintendency was not without the backdrop of inter-racial politics, 

ultimately, intra-racial politics and the desire for power led to Clayton’s resignation and retirement 

from SDP. 

David Hornbeck, 1994-2000. 
 

Love my David Hornbeck!  Don’t care what anybody says.  David is wonderful…  Many 
people hate him. That may be too strong.  People either loved or disliked him…  People 
thought he was not pro-union.  And some of the things he did, it wasn’t that they weren’t 
pro-union.  He just thought that some of the rules and regulations that came out of union 
contracts were not helpful to an agenda for children.  And some of that’s true.  Some of it’s 
not.  The state hated him because he called them racist.  What you’re doing to… He would say 
it.  We would be in meetings like, David, could you not talk? 

--Black educator retired from SDP252 
 

As a White man, a minister, and an attorney, David Hornbeck was a community activist and 

he approached his superintendency from that standpoint.253  He had participated, on behalf of Black 

students, in the controversial protest at SDP’s headquarters on November 17, 1967, during Shedd’s 

tenure, 27 years before he was appointed to succeed Constance Clayton in leading Philadelphia’s 

public schools.254  He came to Philadelphia after having been the Chair of the national commission 

on Chapter 1, which was a subsidiary of the Council of Chief State School Officers, Chairman of the 
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Board for the Children’s Defense Fund, and a state education leader in Maryland and Kentucky.255  

Though he had built his career advocating for children and advancing the notion that all children 

can learn at high levels, not all stakeholders in Philadelphia welcomed Hornbeck.  After having the 

first Black superintendent of SDP, there were those who believed that SDP should be led, once 

again, by an African-American educator.  When reflecting on Hornbeck’s tenure in Philadelphia, 

Leroi Simmons remarked, “It should’ve been a Black guy.”256  Philadelphia’s African-American 

Chamber of Commerce and AFSCME District Council 33 also withheld their support of Hornbeck.  

They believed the other finalist for the position, who was Black, was more qualified and that 

Hornbeck’s experiences in state education governance had not prepared him for the unique 

challenges of urban education in general, and the context of Philadelphia, specifically the needs of 

the majority Black student population in the school system.  Mayor Ed Rendell (who is White) and 

the racially-mixed progressive political community supported David Hornbeck.257  There was an 

unspoken assumption for stakeholders across race that one’s racial identification and affiliation 

brought with it certain credibility.  For Black stakeholders, the assumption was that a Black 

superintendent would understand Black students better.  For White stakeholders, the assumption 

was that there would be understanding for the White minority within Philadelphia.  Diane 

Castelbuono served as Special Assistant to Hornbeck; she described his Whiteness as giving him 

credibility with White SDP Board members who believed their interests had been neglected by 

Clayton. 

I think in general, having a White man coming in after having an African-American who ran 
the District for a very long tenure, I think David was seen - and he was Southern, too - so I 
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think he was seen very much as an outsider.  And I think initially the White establishment 
gave him a lot of leeway.  And the African-American establishment didn’t.  They were 
suspicious.  And I think by the end of his tenure that actually flipped.  And I think the 
African-American establishment and the African-American community really saw him as a 
champion for what I would call traditionally underserved populations - Black, Latino, poor.  
And the white community felt that he was not their champion.  And it’s probably accurate.  
The Northeast, for example, there was always this conversation about the Northeast.  And I 
think the Northeast initially thought, Oh, finally a White man is coming to town, we’re finally going to 
get ours.  And by the end I think they were, like, There was nobody worse for the White community 
than David Hornbeck… And I really do think that flipped over time… But that really was how 
the Northeast felt.  And you could see it on the Board, the Board politics.  Lurie and Mills 
were the two White men on the Board of Education at the time.  And I think when Dr. 
Clayton left, there was a bit of, Okay, finally now the Northeast would get its fair share.  And David 
came and did not give them the time of day.258 

 
It did not take long for the insider-outsider tension inherent and apparent in Hornbeck’s 

appointment to become visible, as well as his lack of Philadelphia context.259  Torch Lytle described 

this instance from early in Hornbeck’s tenure: 

At the Convocation in August - Convocation is when you bring in all the principals in 
Central Office, senior administrative staff and the Superintendent, sometimes they go for 
three days, for a week, whatever.  But they are the sort of kicking off for the coming school 
year.  And at the Convocation, which Hornbeck was appointed in June and began officially 
in mid-August, although he was around in July, but at the Convocation at the end of the 
August, you know, he did one of these trumpets and fanfare routines and gave his ten points 
of “Children Achieving” thing, talked about another new era and blah, blah, blah, he didn’t 
mention Connie’s name at any point at all in his remarks.  Which stunned me.  Because - and 
I knew, my number was already up, so that wasn’t personal in that regard.  But Connie had, 
she was the first, she had been incredibly successful, she had balanced the budget for every 
year she’d been here, there’d never been a teacher strike despite all the strikes that had 
happened during the Marcase era, she had developed a core curriculum, she had put in place 
a strong assessment program, on and on and on.  The District had made incremental gains 
during the whole time she was superintendent.  And it’s a sort of textbook case of leadership 
transitions.  You know, how hard is it to say something nice about your predecessor?  It’s 
highly symbolic.  And here’s a guy, a White guy, coming in who is going to take over a 
predominantly African-American district, who does not honor his predecessor.260 
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Hornbeck’s color-blindness and his lack of recognition of his position as an outsider to SDP was a 

missed opportunity for him to persuade Black educators and other SDP veterans to invest in his 

leadership.  This lack of investment caused him problems for a while during his time in Philadelphia.  

Unlike his predecessor, Hornbeck did not wait long to replace top leaders within SDP.  He asked 

more than 20 SDP officials to resign so he could bring in his own people with which to start the 

1994-95 school year.  He was looking to restructure SDP’s leadership and said that some of their 

positions would no longer exist.261  Here is how Diane Castelbuono described Hornbeck’s approach 

to staffing when he arrived in SDP: 

David was much more willing to take risks, I think, on non-educators.  So he hired, he had, 
for example, a lawyer as his Chief of Staff.  He brought people from outside the world of 
education into the District.  He also was more interested in hiring, I think, younger people 
from outside the system.  Now, again, maybe Dr. Clayton had done that as well early on.  
But by the time I got here in 1991 she had already been here for eight [sic] years.  So her 
team was pretty well established.  But David had to create a new team and so he brought in 
younger people and people from outside the District… David had a theory and he operated 
within the existing theory.262 

 
One Black educator commented on these staffing choices in this way: 

Hornbeck, he hired his team of folks.  He didn’t do much it appeared with kicking out folks 
that was [sic] there.  He didn’t throw out the baby with the water.  He just put them different 
places, maybe.  But he brought in the people that he knew he could tell to do what I want to do 
and this is what I’m going to leave as my mark.  We wanna increase these things.  So that was his 
piece.263 

 
Some Black educators described having “mixed opinions” on Hornbeck; while others shared that 

they respected him and his leadership.264  One Black educator, a now retired principal, shared this 

memory: 

I really liked Hornbeck.  Of course, Hornbeck was really child-centered, to the extent that he 
would really fight and do everything that he could to help children.  And since the School 
District of Philadelphia is a predominantly Black district, he spoke highly to the fact that if 
our District, if the District had not been Black, Harrisburg or the federal government would 
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not have treated Philadelphia like they did, especially when they took over the School 
District of Philadelphia.  That led to it being taken over because of Hornbeck being so 
outspoken about things… I just wish Hornbeck had stayed around.  I really do.  I think it 
would have been a different system here, and he did not get the support from the city or the 
state that he needed to run the School District.265 

 
One Black educator who began working in SDP as a Central Office administrator shared this 

reflection: 

I loved my job.  I enjoyed working under Hornbeck.  He was open, willing to hear the 
teams, like they like to speak often, offer input, was willing to accept the assistance of the 
experts that he had surrounded himself with.  You were just free to do what needed to be 
done.  Long days.  Looong days.  However, you were free to get things done, and you were 
recognized for what you did.  There was small but significant acknowledgement via award, a 
thank you, a note.  At the end of the year there were end-of-the-year celebrations for 
[Central Office department] as far as our accomplishments, not so much just the people.  
We had professional development as far as tool development and working on our four focus 
areas.  We were able to travel and learn, experience new things.  And actually, what I learned 
was that Philadelphia does so much better than many other districts.  We just don’t toot our 
own horn as well as others do in my opinion.  We’re doing fantastic things.  People are 
always looking to us for how-to answers.  But we beat ourselves up constantly.  So under 
him it was just, we just had this feeling of constant learning and growth.  As a professional 
you felt honored and needed and recognized and part of the process.  So it was a great 
experience.266 

 
Still, other Black educators and community members questioned how his being a minister and 

attorney qualified him to lead the fifth largest school district in the nation.267  Torch Lytle and Jolley 

Christman believed that law and ministry being “callings” impacted how Hornbeck saw himself in 

the superintendency.268  Though Hornbeck had initially planned to pastor a church, he said his 

participation in a prayer vigil for the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act put him on the trajectory 

towards community activism and advocating for children.  This trajectory eventually sent him to 

Philadelphia.  He wrote,  

I was convinced that there is a parsimonious set of ten components that, if faithfully 
implemented, would result in all children learning to high standards.  I began to look for the 
opportunity to serve as a superintendent in a big city that wanted to implement this 

                                                           
265 Interview, January 5, 2011 
266 Interview, July 19, 2010 
267 Interview, July 15, 2010, Interview, July 20, 2010, Interview, August 18, 2010, Interview, August 19, 2010 
268 Interview, August 18, 2010, Interview, August 19, 2010 



136 

 

aggressive and comprehensive agenda.  Baltimore, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh said thanks but 
no thanks.  Philadelphia at least seemed to say yes to the ten-part agenda.269   

 
It may very well have been because of the moral imperative of his calling that Hornbeck was viewed 

by so many Black educators and community members as a poor politician, severely hindered by his 

lack of Philadelphia context.270  Here are some of their accounts of Hornbeck’s personality clash 

with Philadelphia and Pennsylvania politics: 

I think that was Hornbeck’s problem.  He had so many great ideas.  Philadelphia is not 
Baltimore.  And so, some of what you want to do, you can’t do it that way in Philadelphia.  
We are our own peculiar place, and you’ve got to get to know Philly and know how Philly, 
how the folks in Philly roll.  That’s really helpful.  And if you’re not gonna do that, you’re 
going to have some challenges.  And I feel that it’s been a while… I think that Hornbeck 
had great ideas and I respected the leadership that he attempted to provide.  I just think he 
didn’t know Philly.271 
 
David Hornbeck was a humanitarian, but he was not a strong superintendent.  He didn’t 
know the politics.272 
 
Either he didn’t know how or he didn’t choose to play the local Harrisburg political game, 
and that eventually did him in.273 
 
A caring, deep, compassionate person.  Not really political enough.  I remember Mayor 
Street saying at his departure that he admired David.  Bright, sensitive, caring.  But he just 
wasn’t political.  And so he wasn’t willing to compromise his personal feelings about 
children and issues of equity and fair funding.  You know.  And a lot of us, Paul [Vallas] said 
the same thing.  But David felt it, I think, a lot more deeply and didn’t know how to play the 
game to get what he wanted.274 
 
When Dr. Hornbeck was leaving I had a great deal of respect for him because he was a 
person to me who was not afraid to fight.  And I when I say fight, I mean fight for political 
situations… to fight Harrisburg for what he wanted for kids.  So after I found out more 
about him, I got a greater amount of respect for him.275 
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When Hornbeck became superintendent of SDP in 1994, The Tribune described student 

achievement as abysmally low, and it lamented that too many adults surrounding the system were 

looking for ways to milk SDP for its spoils instead of focusing on children and student achievement.  

It added that, “Aggravating low levels of achievement are adults inside and outside the system whose 

primary concern is not educating children but securing financial spoils from the School District in 

the form of fat salaries and contracts.”  Hornbeck began his stint in Philadelphia by promising to 

change the culture of SDP, to refocus it on the idea that all children can learn, which had also been 

Clayton’s constant refrain.  To shift SDP’s culture, he advocated for an accountability system for 

educators to ensure that all students did learn.  Hornbeck was also not above the accountability he 

urged for others; his own contract with SDP would be based on his performance.  If he did not 

show results, his pay would decrease.  He wanted to bring pay for performance to SDP for its 

educators, as well.276  This new accountability system for educators would give Hornbeck the 

authority to “keystone” schools.  This meant that the school would be considered “academically 

distressed” and at least 75 percent of its faculty would be required to transfer.  The school would 

then get a new principal and new teachers (appointed by Hornbeck).  This new group and 

community members would work together to overhaul the school.  Keystoned schools would get 

more resources in the form of counselors, teachers, support services, and supplies.277  While he 

aspired toward higher student achievement, to extend the decentralization of SDP Clayton began, 

and transparent accountability, Hornbeck’s lack of political skill and didn’t “inspire and engage 

frontline level staff.”278  One Black educator who was an administrator responsible for “keystoning” 

schools during Hornbeck’s superintendency shared this experience: 
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We had no idea what was going on.  He was also keystoning schools at the time… But the 
regional superintendent said, Just listen to what he  has to say and just know, because he can call us out 
and say the assistants and regional superintendents will report to this school because keystone, we didn’t 
know what keystone was.  We just knew it was the worst thing that could happen to the 
school.  But we had to go in and take over the schools…  When Hornbeck came in, he had 
some of the same type of philosophies [as Constance Clayton], but he wanted to make sure 
that individual schools were standing up to par and it was more punitive than it was…  I felt 
it was punitive because to go to a school like Olney High School and say you’re gonna 
keystone that school, okay, you’re gonna close it down and do whatever you’re going to do, 
that’s more punitive instead of bringing resources in to help those people.279 

 
Though communication and political skill were not his strong points, many Black educators and 

other community members believed in Hornbeck’s passion, that he cared about children in 

Philadelphia, particularly children of color.280  Perhaps it was this care that led to Hornbeck’s most 

visible reform effort he attempted that was called “Children Achieving”, a plan which emphasized 

that all students can achieve at high levels.281  Here are the tenets of “Children Achieving”: 

1. Set high expectations for everyone by establishing a set of rigorous, challenging graduation 
standards. 
2. Design a system of accountability for everyone. 
3. Shrink the centralized bureaucracy and let schools make more decisions. 
4. Provide intensive and sustained professional development to all staff.  
5. Make sure that all students are ready for school.  
6. Provide students with the community supports and services they need to succeed in school.  
7. Provide up-to-date technology and instructional materials.  
8. Engage the public in shaping, understanding, supporting and participating in school reform.  
9. Ensure adequate resources and use them effectively.  
10. Be prepared to address all of these priorities together, starting now. 
 

Hornbeck believed that SDP needed to change the way it did business.  To that end, he would 

restructure governance and management to focus on local control and more decentralization.  He 

declared,  

The challenge we face is both inside and outside the walls of the schools.  The first 
component of “Children Achieving”—HIGH EXPECTATIONS—does not just apply to 
students.  It is about the HIGH EXPECTATIONS OF ALL OF US.  It calls on all of us to 
perform significantly better than we have been performing.  As I have said before, we have 
been doing too little, too late, too timidly.  The schools have not measured up.  But, clearly, 
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neither have public officials, the media, parents, the corporate leadership, or the wider 
citizenry.  When it comes to ensuring that all children achieve at high levels, all of us have 
been –on average—performing at a sub par level.282 

 
Hess contended that many education reformers cranked out education reforms to advance their 

political careers or based on the political climate, without ever having the intention of truly 

improving students’ achievement.283  Hornbeck’s superintendency in Philadelphia challenged this 

notion.  Few people doubted his intentions toward improving the academic outcomes of 

Philadelphia’s students.  However, the “Children Achieving” reform model evoked both concerns 

and accolades.  Some Black educators liked the plan and recalled it as revolutionary for American 

public education at the time.284 

“Children Achieving” was the first real national agenda whether people want to give David 
the credit or not.  He’s the master and architect of all of the standards work we see swirling 
around.  People have taken it and run off.  “Children Achieving” was the first real national 
plan.  It wasn’t a perfect plan but it was the jumping off point…  The “Children Achieving” 
Agenda was the right agenda for the time but flawed in implementation in many instances.285  

 
Hornbeck deliberately chose Philadelphia and never hid that he had a national agenda for education 

reform.  In a speech before SDP’s Board in February 1995, he stated, “Philadelphia is the place 

where change in American public education can take place.”286  Indeed, his leadership mantra was, 

“Now Is the Time; Philadelphia Is the Place.”287  Leroi Simmons shared this: 

I loved the fact that when Hornbeck came in, although I fought that, when Hornbeck came 
in, his first move on his “Children Achieving” plan was to change expectations of the 
teachers so that they expect difference from the children.  Expect the children to succeed, 
you know, ‘cause they don’t!  I thought Hornbeck, a lot of people didn’t like him.  But after 
we got control of Hornbeck, I loved the “Children Achieving” plan.  And I made him make 
it real.  You know.  And we challenged him.  When Hornbeck came in he was talking past 
people.  And people didn’t realize he was part of a national educational movement.  And he 
was in denial about it.  No, no, I’m just making this, I’m just, I’m developing this as we go…  Because 
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I knew politically he was $60 million short of implementing his plan.  And he was coming in 
planning to spin the plates until he ran out of time.288 

 
Funding for “Children Achieving” was not just Simmons’ concern.  The Tribune acknowledged that it 

took some time before Hornbeck would address how much this plan would cost SDP to implement.   

Additionally, Hornbeck demanded that this plan would have to be implemented in its entirety if real 

reform was to take place.289  There was significant pushback from various sources on this plan, 

including Black educators.  There were those who did not believe this reform plan could make 

improvements like Clayton had.290  One Black educator shared, “I think that he rode on the coattails 

of Connie, and his idea of change was to destroy what she had created.”291  Reverence for and 

allegiance to Clayton may have contributed to lackluster support for “Children Achieving” among 

Black educators.  Another Black educator, who had become an education professional in another 

state and relocated to Philadelphia, commented, 

“Children Achieving” made sense to me.  But you know, I didn’t have all that baggage and 
history of other people in Philadelphia.  People loved Connie and nobody else was gonna get 
a shot.  I didn’t have all that.  So, if somebody stands in front of me and presents a 
reasonable platform that’s child-centered and wants to get rid of the people who aren’t doing 
their jobs and, you know, isn’t part of this good old boy network, I thought he was a decent 
man.292  

 
There was also the concern from some Black educators that “Children Achieving” was missing a 

very important high school focus.293  One Black administrator shared,  

At that point, during his era, I thought, looking at how we need to move high school 
instruction, and I didn’t see anything on his platform that was doing the kinds of things that 
moved high school instruction.  “Children Achieving”, that ten-point thing that he had, you 
know, exactly.  That’s exactly what I’m talking about.  Because it was good in terms of the 
top, you know, synergy.  But it didn’t have a specific focus.  It didn’t have a specific focus.   
It didn’t have a strategy-based focus.  And so I’m in the trenches, now, and saying, Okay, 
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you’ve got these ten points now, you know, but where is the actual specific focus?  Where are the strategy-based 
instructions?  Where’s the corrective reading?...  Where’s the specific skill-based intervention that 
will move these children?  And he didn’t have it.  I understand he was a nice man.  You 
know, but at that point… we needed specific interventions to move these children…  And 
so what he did was he took the graduation requirements from 21.5 to 23.5 what we have 
today.  He did do that.  But that didn’t mean rigorous instruction happened in the classroom.  
All that did mean, then, for the population I was serving at that time at Simon Gratz was 
give us another hurdle to jump.  You know?  What I’m saying is it was not specific, focused 
instruction to meet the needs of where the kids were at that particular point in time.294  

 
Leroi Simmons recalled this from a meeting with Black ministers and Hornbeck:  

Hornbeck said that he had a plan for elementary - preschool, elementary and middle school.  
He did not have a plan for high schools.  And I said, What are you planning to do?  Just throw the 
children away in high school?  He said, I don’t have the money, and I don’t have a plan.  He said, You 
gotta help me fight for the money and a plan.  But there is no money nationally and a plan to move these high 
schools forward.  We think that if we can start with the children, the young children in elementary school, we 
can develop them to the point where we’ll, you know, we’ll change the atmosphere in the high schools.  But 
right now the high schools are out of control.  And that has been real all the way up to this 
day, in my view.  And so Hornbeck came with kindergarten, everybody can have 
kindergarten, we’re going to have preschool, we’re going to have Head Start and Get Set and 
all that kind of stuff and work with these children.  And the “Children Achieving” plan, the 
children are the same children that are dropping out at 60 percent and 70 percent.  Those are 
the children that are dropping out.  Those are the children that didn’t make it through.  
Those are the children that are in trouble.  Those are the children that are having the 
violence, doing all the gangs and all that stuff.  Those are the same children.  So that plan 
didn’t work.  For the children.  But the first step made sense.  And Hornbeck wasn’t here 
long enough to really get it implemented.295 

 
Another Hornbeck era reform about which Black educators had a range of narratives was 

the shift from eight local districts within SDP to 22 clusters.  This was part of Hornbeck’s effort to 

decentralize governance of the District and increase community input on schools.  One Black 

educator described this shift as “decimation…It’s like changing for change’s sake.  Oh, I’ll just make it 

even smaller.  It fragmented everything.  The infrastructure began to dissolve.”296  Here are some of 

the other stories of SDP’s clusters and the change from eight districts to 22 clusters: 

It’s expected.  When a new administrator, top administrator comes in, they’re going to 
change the organization.  Since clusters, it’s been something else.  And before clusters, it was 
something… You know, that didn’t phase me.  It’s expected.  You know that that’s going to 
happen as people try to figure out how do you manage these big districts.297 
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He was the cluster leader reform man… To me it was just a, a rose by another name.  You 
know, whether it was a district, a cluster, what we do now is the regions…298 
 
I thought it was a great idea…First of all, 80 percent of the kids in Philadelphia go through 
their neighborhood feeder pattern except those whose parents choose to send them out of 
their neighborhood.  And you know, part of what I think Hornbeck sought to do was to 
improve the articulation between and among those schools, school communities that serve 
that population.  So I think the cluster concept, based on neighborhood feeder pattern, like, 
you know, like the kids from Kelley, in my neighborhood the kids from Kelley went to 
Vaux.  And I was one.  That’s what you did.  Unless you went someplace else.  The kids 
from Reynolds, Robert Morris went to Vaux.  So that was your neighborhood feeder.  All 
those kids went into Vaux.  And then most of those kids fed into, like, either Ben Franklin 
or Edison or whatever the feeder was.  Typically in proximity, physical proximity.  But it was 
really to enhance the articulation between and among those different levels of elementary, 
middle and high.  Because the middle schools blame the elementary schools for not teaching 
kids nothing, and the high schools, you know they blame the rest of the world.  So how do 
we improve articulation between and among, for instructional purposes, you know, for 
continuity purposes.  You know, these clusters work together, allegedly, to develop a plan so 
there is a smooth transition from one organization to another.  Made sense, it just made 
sense, you know, from a service delivery perspective.  Because then you’re working with a 
group of individuals who, you know, like to follow that child through the various systems, 
hopefully increasing the articulation between those elementary and particularly high school 
people, high school people who teach content.  Everybody else teach [sic] children.  You 
know, how do you begin to have those conversations so that that the math teacher 
understands that he or she has to engage kids differently.  The skills that elementary, middle 
school instructors have about how to deliver content, high school people don’t think they 
need that.  So I think that whole cluster concept was designed, it was an instructional kind 
of....  You know, and also I think it made sense in terms of service delivery.299 
 
When “Children Achieving” came about, it was like something new so you saw him as 
maybe the modern movement type of thing, something different when they entered clusters.  
And I think his concept was right, that it needed to be smaller in terms…  The advantage of 
the cluster, it was smaller, more intimate…  The clusters had money.  Hornbeck brought 
some money in and he was spending it.  So we could do new and exciting things that we no 
longer can afford.  The cluster was a constant celebration of all the good things that were in 
the District.  Even if nobody else paid us any attention, but the news only reports, reports 
bad stuff on our kids.  But we were constantly celebrating our own successes.  And the kids 
were celebrating with us and the community celebrated with us.  And I think people had a 
different respect or image of the School District during that tenure.  And then we stopped.  
All we did was focus on what we did bad instead of what we did well.  We don’t spend 
enough time talking about what we do well.  So being small, even if in the District they 
weren’t celebrating, we were able to celebrate and make a difference there.  The schools’ 
feeder pattern was [rich].  People knew this is where I’m going.  We’re going to take you 
over there now.  So it was just a, there was a structure.  It was a simple structure that people 
understood… I liked the fact that you had a reasonable number of schools that you were 
servicing.  So, you could see everybody all the time.  When you have fifty schools, it’s 
ridiculous!  You can’t make an impact on anything.  But both the cluster leader and myself 
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and the director of instruction, all of us, all of our people knew us by first names.  They 
knew us at activities in and out of the school ‘cause we were ALWAYS THERE.  And it was 
an opportunity to be there.  So I really did like the cluster concept.300 
 
This is one of the largest districts in the country.  I think small is better and in terms of the, 
like my region has changed several times.  It was a time we had, including the high schools, 
over 40 schools.  And that’s ridiculous.  You know, it’s very difficult for an administrator, 
meaning the superintendent, to meet with the principals, the assistant principals, to get 
things done when you have this large conglomerate of schools and so on and so forth.  I 
think in some cases small is better.301 

 
I worked in the cluster.  And actually, I really had little or no conversation with Hornbeck.  
He would come to the cluster, talk to us and the cluster leader and whoever the staff [was] 
when we’d meet in clusters.  And we’d just follow orders.  He was like, You just do what I say. 
That’s the way it’s going to be done…  I’m still from the block, you know?  And I just don’t like 
people being rude.  And if you’re rude, you don’t tell somebody to do something. Tell them 
in a humanistic way. But that was not the way this particular person was, Hornbeck was.302  

 
There was a lack of communication between SDP’s Central Office and the clusters.  The division of 

the District into 22 clusters was not supported by the administrators’ union, nor did they support 

other important portions of “Children Achieving”.  School-based educators felt overwhelmed and 

overly-burdened by Hornbeck’s reform approach.  Reform overload is how his administration was 

seen, particularly because reforms were top down and local educators were not consulted about how 

reforms should be implemented.  There was the façade of decentralization, but school-based 

educators interpreted it as getting more responsibility without the requisite input, support, or 

resources; therefore, they did not support Hornbeck in these efforts.303 

One major sticking point for some Black educators was regarding Philadelphia’s special 

admission schools and their belief that Hornbeck sought to dismantle them.304  Hornbeck 

considered these schools as system-wide tracking.  He wrote, 

In 1994 in Philadelphia, tracking was widespread at the high school level.  In addition to 
twenty-two comprehensive high schools and four vocational-technical schools, we had a top 
track of eleven special admission high schools.  Some were considered among the best 
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schools in the United States.  The student body of these schools was admitted on the basis 
of test scores and grades; other qualities in a student were not considered.  That process 
disproportionately excluded racial and language minorities, as well as low-income students 
and those with disabilities… There was never any intent to fully open admission to the 
citywide special admission schools; resistance from alumni groups and the public would have 
been so strong that it would have compromised the rest of our efforts… There was serious 
opposition from parents, students, and faculty who enjoyed the perceived advantages of the 
special treatment embedded in the status quo.305 

 
Two Black educators challenged the prevailing Black educator narrative that Hornbeck was trying to 

dismantle Philadelphia’s top high schools and said that his efforts were about equity in the 

distribution of resources. 

That really isn’t true.  People say that about David.  What David said was the resources that 
you’re giving to the elite students, you need to make sure that you’re providing for the neediest students.  And 
his issue was you’re giving all these resources to the elite schools, where your greatest needs are the children 
who don’t get these resources…  It’s a resource issue with David.  It was resources. I was at that 
table.  It was a resource issue.  No, he didn’t want to dismantle them.  He said but, how are you 
giving the same resources to all schools? How can you say that the neediest kids are going get 
the least?  The least experienced teachers and administrators, the least amount of money?  
It’s a resource issue!306 
 
There has always been pressure in Philadelphia around the magnet schools.  I don’t know 
who was talking but, he didn’t mean that…  There’s always been a contingency of folk out 
there that wanted to really take a close look at the requirements for magnet school 
admission… Central has always been suspect and Masterman—we’re not even gonna go 
there.  David was really, because of the Human Relations… and it may have been a part of 
that whole piece.  Because what he was trying to demonstrate to Judge Doris Smith was that 
the way we will address the whole issue of we can’t bus everybody is to improve or enhance 
the environment of those kids in our neighborhood schools by reducing class size, by 
providing enrichment, by better training teachers.  That was his and Germaine’s response to 
Judge Doris Smith.  Because we couldn’t move those kids all over the city.  I mean, whether 
we had a skillion dollars or not.  But how do we make certain that those kids who are in the 
racially isolated schools - because that’s what they were described as - get what they need in 
terms of the best teachers, the best resources, you know, the best opportunity possible and 
in that way we’re demonstrating that we’re not, you know, cutting and, we’re not 
shortchanging them.  So that was sort of his thing.307 

 
There was an already longstanding contentious relationship between the School District of 

Philadelphia and the Pennsylvania state legislature.  During the Marcase administration, the 

adversarial nature of the relationship between the city, the District, and the state had become 
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apparent when the state legislature changed its requirements for Philadelphia’s superintendent in 

order to put Marcase in the position.308  Hornbeck’s interpersonal communication and lack of 

political skill worsened the situation.309  One Black educator who worked closely with Hornbeck 

shared this story about the relationship between the local school district and state government. 

This committee, I’m going to say the White Republicans, okay?  So they developed this 
committee at the state level called the Commission on School Safety in Philadelphia.  Well, I 
don’t know whether [it was] the Governor’s Office.  Probably so.  But I can name a couple 
people.  Alan Butkovitz.  State Representative John Taylor.  Now, I can see their faces.  And 
their job allegedly was, the Commission was developed because it was believed that the 
School District of Philadelphia had failed to report violent incidents and that our schools 
were far more unsafe than the District reported.  So this Commission held series of hearings 
and coffee klatches and meetings throughout the city, far Northeast, to get feedback from 
the community about whatever…  The state appointed a School Safety Advocate who was 
physically located in our building but reported to the state.  He was there to be the 
watchdog...  They literally tried to whoop our behinds…  Now, mind you, everybody’s 
sitting on this side was our complexion.  Everybody sitting on the other side of the table 
was....  How you got a whole White committee talking about school safety in Philadelphia 
when 99 percent of the people are people of color?310 
 

During the Hornbeck administration, much of this contention centered around Hornbeck’s lack of 

sufficient funds to fully implement “Children Achieving”.  Though he secured funds from sources 

outside the District, “Children Achieving” was still short the money it needed in order to be fully 

funded.311  Hornbeck and his administration attempted to get this money from the state by 

campaigning against it.  Hornbeck wrote in The Tribune that SDP schools were desperate for 

fundamental reform, that the state’s financial cuts to the District were “heartless and unacceptable”.  

He and his administration constantly advanced the refrain that “the state gives the Philadelphia 
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school district $1500 less per pupil than the average it sends [to] 62 suburban districts”, and they 

complained that the state had been underfunding SDP for years.312  They also asserted that SDP had 

12.1 percent of the state’s public school children but were only receiving 11 percent of the state’s 

funding for public schools and that this 1.1 percent gap represented $118 million.313  Hornbeck, with 

the support of Mayor Rendell, the school board, and city council, tangled with Governor Ridge and 

the state legislature for years.  Rendell refused to raise city property taxes to increase funding for 

SDP.  He believed it was the responsibility of the state to increase the funding to SDP.  In 1998, 

Hornbeck threatened that SDP schools would close in March 1999 without additional funds from 

the state, a threat that had been made by SDP Board President Richardson Dilworth in 1969.314  

This threat was made again by Mayor John Street in 2000, though it never materialized.315  Gov. 

Ridge responded to this threat by signing legislation that would allow the state to takeover SDP if it 

either did not have a balanced budget or had a school year that lasted less than 180 days.  The Tribune 

remarked, Hornbeck “walked out on a political limb, only to have it chopped off by our Republican 

governor and our Republican-controlled Legislature.  Hornbeck, whose fate as Philadelphia’s top 

educator lay in the hands of Ridge, issued a political challenge.  Harrisburg answered it.  He never 

really had a chance.”316  Jolley Christman recalled, 

One of the things that really upset the business community in particular was that he led a 
very passionate fight against the state around funding.  And very outspoken. And the 
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business community and others saw him as divisive and not good for Philadelphia, because 
they felt that differences needed to be worked out in order for the city and the state to work 
well together.  And the city needed the state.  And so you know, it was ugly.  It was really 
ugly.317 

 
Hornbeck had an agenda he believed would make sweeping improvements in the education of 

Philadelphia’s children.  However, his outspoken nature made people uncomfortable and did not 

yield the results he sought.   

 In looking at racial projects, Omi and Winant argued that ideological beliefs have structural 

consequences.318  This was true for Hornbeck as he pushed “Children Achieving” in SDP.  This 

effort was a racial project, in that he was a White man who sought to improve the educational 

outcomes of students in SDP, most of whom were non-White.  Furthermore, just as Ladson-Billings 

and Scott demonstrated Brown v. Board of Education as a good idea gone wrong, “Children Achieving” 

was also a good idea that never fully was.319  Both Brown and “Children Achieving” were rooted in 

erroneous political ideologies; for Brown, the error was in those charged with implementing its 

policy changes.  For “Children Achieving”, the error was rooted in Hornbeck’s insistence that it be 

fully funded and fully implemented without consideration of the political climate.  Further irritating 

this already caustic situation between the School District of Philadelphia, city officials, and the state, 

Hornbeck was rumored to have called state legislators racist because of their lack of funding to 

SDP.320  He told The Tribune that racial minorities and the economically disadvantaged are hindered 

by the state’s funding formula.  Torch Lytle recalled,  

But when he - I can’t remember the word - but when he was, you know, the legislature in 
Harrisburg and accused the legislators of being racist -- he didn’t endear himself to many and 
various of the legislators, particularly because they felt they were standing on their heads to 
fund Philadelphia at some risk to themselves, ‘cause not everybody in Pennsylvania is a fan 
of the city of Philadelphia… But you know, Hornbeck became a liability when the legislature 
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turned on him.  And because he was such a my way or the highway guy, he steamrollered a lot 
of people.321 

 
City Council members lost faith in his ability to effectively work with the state to increase its funding 

to Philadelphia.  Councilperson Thomas Mills said, “He’s alienated too many constituencies.  It’s 

pretty hard to insult people and then ask them for help.”  Councilperson James Kenney commented, 

“Railing against the system doesn’t seem to be working.”322  Without political leverage, moral 

conviction appears to have fueled Hornbeck’s fight against the state and what he perceived to be a 

racist system.  One Black educator told this story about Hornbeck’s political beliefs. 

Part of why David Hornbeck, I think part of what helped him, his departure, is he did a 
professional development for administrators, principals or whatever.  And in his speech he 
talked about White male privilege…  Girl, if you had looked around the room and saw, first 
of all, the number of White men who got up and walked out… And the faces of some of the 
other White folks that he had the nerve to put it out there.  That’s absolutely white male 
privilege!  I mean, what they thought, that we didn’t know?  If you’re female, you didn’t 
realize that?  If you’re a man of color?  But if you had seen the people.  I think that just 
helped them just go ahead and they just sent him out the door.  Because he was sensitive and 
aware of that stuff.323 

 
In 1988, calls had come for Constance Clayton’s removal when she used the words “historically 

privileged” in reference to Whites in general and, specifically, those in Northeast Philadelphia.  

Though she remained superintendent for another five years after this incident, it is eerily foreboding 

that a parallel situation would happen with her replacement.  While she did not have the luxury of 

using the words “racist” or “bias”, Hornbeck’s White privilege, the cache affiliated with his 

Whiteness and his maleness allowed him to point out these issues: and his pointing them out and 

naming them eventually led to his leaving the superintendency.  By May 2000, the state had hired a 

search firm to look for a replacement for Hornbeck in the event a state takeover happened.324  The 

next month, Hornbeck offered his resignation which would go into effect in August 2000. He 
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acknowledged that politics hindered his ability to get the full funding for Children Achieving, but he 

did not acknowledge his own lack of political skill.325  Torch Lytle reflected, “I guess I feel 

Hornbeck was somewhat naïve in some respects.  In terms of managing change, I didn’t think he 

really understood what he was up to.  And I don’t think he had really the effect he could have had if 

he had been more astute.”326 

 Hornbeck’s contentions with the state allows for a CRT analysis of school district practices 

and those of the state that are shaped by systematic forms of racial privilege.327  SDP’s contentious 

relationship with the state further solidified racial privilege and precluded “Children Achieving” 

from being completely actualized as reform in Philadelphia due to a funding shortfall, much like 

budget issues illuminated racial lines during Clayton’s leadership of SDP.  Additionally, the structural 

consequences about which Omi and Winant wrote are now long-standing in Philadelphia.328  

Governance of the District is forever changed as a result of Hornbeck’s unsuccessful Children 

Achieving attempt.  Omi and Winant wrote that the state has the authority to coerce behavior in its 

citizens, but citizens consent to the rule of law through acquiescence.  Hornbeck attempted to resist 

this but fought a war he could not win.  His ongoing wrangling with state leaders led to 

Philadelphia’s public schools to be taken over by the state.  Philadelphia’s residents, educators, and 

public school children were left to cope with the state’s oversight.  And Hornbeck had left and 

returned to his home in Maryland. 

State Takeover and Paul Vallas, 2001-2007. 
 

I don’t think he [Paul Vallas] started out or intended to be a bad man.  But the path he 
chose, professionally, is one that leads you to this leadership style that I, personally, can’t do.  
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If you set out to be the superintendent of these big districts where you can’t really have the 
impact that any educator who’s true to it wants to have, then you get on this treadmill of well, 
just go and do four years or just go and do five years and go make a name for yourself.  Go and make some 
money.  But you don’t even go anymore with the mindset of what you set out to do when you 
first became an educator.  I wanna really go change the lives of children.  Because somewhere along 
the line, if you’re only going for those big urban things that nobody can do, somewhere 
along the line, you start to understand I’m really not gonna be able to do this, so I’ll go do five years or 
I’ll go do four years.329 

–Black educator formerly with SDP 
 
 

Within CRT, data must be historically contextualized and analyzed.  When talk of the state 

takeover of Philadelphia’s schools began in the 1990s, this conversation was not new.  As far back as 

1981, there had already been talk of demolishing SDP’s existing governance structure.  Incoming 

Mayor Green had campaigned on the promise to remove Rizzo-appointee, Marcase, from SDP’s 

helm.  However, when he realized the Rizzo-appointed BOE would not remove Marcase, he began 

supporting State Representative Robert O’Donnell’s legislation to dissolve Philadelphia’s BOE.  

Some advocated for an elected school board so that all aspects of the city would be better 

represented.  According to The Tribune, “The mayor appointed Boards have gotten us in this mess.  

For the present, we can’t see any light at the end of the tunnel.  The community cannot afford to 

remain quiet any longer.  The political cronies who run the schools will remain ever so present 

unless we, the people, force them out and revive the entire system if it isn’t already too late.”330 

Almost twenty years later, Hornbeck’s battle with the state for funding resurrected the idea 

of state takeover of Philadelphia’s schools. “Children Achieving” would cost more than $1 billion 

fully funded, and that full funding would only come at the behest of the state, which never came.  

Throughout the constant battles between Hornbeck and the state, calls came for Pennsylvania to 

assume control of Philadelphia’s public schools.  State Senator Vince Fumo and State Representative 

Dwight Evans both put forth plans to reorganize SDP.  Fumo described SDP as “unwieldy and 
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unmanageable” with an “impersonal bureaucracy”.  Evans’ proposal included a five member Council 

for Accountability to replace the Board of Education.  Fumo wanted to totally eliminate the School 

Board.  He was recommending elected school boards within and across SDP.331  There were 

complaints that the state running schools in Philadelphia would not produce greater outcomes; that 

this was not educational endeavor; nor was state takeover because of fiscal mismanagement, or 

declining academics.332  Some believed Pennsylvania assuming responsibility for the governance of 

Philadelphia’s school was mere political action.  According to The Tribune, “Taking over 

Philadelphia’s public schools would be a political deed—not an educational one—and it could only 

succeed on a political level, and then only for a limited amount of time.”333  Black state lawmakers 

wanted to see a better working relationship between city officials and state officials, especially with 

regard to the governance of SDP.  According to State Senator Anthony Hardy Williams, SDP’s 

problems were steeped in politics, and he wanted to see the issues move from politics to policies.  

Williams stated that the schools should be under local control but that the District needed 

significant state funding assistance.  While some Black lawmakers were questioning the relationship 

between the city and state, others said that conversation was inappropriate.  Vincent Hughes wanted 

the conversation to be about state of the art schools, and Leanna Washington did not want to see 

the state participate in governance of SDP at all.  Dwight Evans, however, said the city did not have 

the capacity to manage SDP and welcomed the state to come in partnership with the city in 

managing SDP.334  The state takeover of public schools that ensued in 2001 made Philadelphia the 

first school district of its size to come under state control while simultaneously privatizing the 

                                                           
331 Tempers flare over proposed district break up, 1.31.97, Michael Dabney, The Philadelphia Tribune 
332 State might take over city schools, Hornbeck predicts, 11.17.98, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune; Interview, August 
18, 2010 
333 Editorial: Public school children lose out to state politics, 4.28.98, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune 
334 School district options limited, Ayana Jones, 7.24.2001, The Philadelphia Tribune 



152 

 

management of many of its chronically under-performing schools.335  While Wong and Shen 

explained that “takeover reform can be understood as belonging to the broad category of integrated 

governance that enables the mayor or state officials to rely on systemwide standards to hold schools 

and students accountable for their performance”, state takeover of public schools in Philadelphia 

was not about schools’ or students’ accountability.336  According to Hornbeck, SDP had no fiscal 

corruption to report and data suggested that academic progress was being made, yet the state sought 

to depose SDP of its own authority.  School takeover in Philadelphia was a political action, not one 

intended to save the schools from something other than governance with which some did not 

agree.337  The state’s takeover of Philadelphia’s public school was about financial management and 

power, a demonstration of who was in charge.  In Philadelphia, whoever controls the money 

controls the District.  The business community in Philadelphia and in the state had not had the 

influence and input on SDP it sought.  These business leaders had also not been educated in the 

public schools of Philadelphia.  Most were graduates of its Catholic schools and, therefore, were less 

inclined to allocate or advocate for additional funds for the schools.338  Their lack of investment and 

advocacy demonstrates interest convergence: these leaders were not inclined to work for a system 

from which they would yield no direct benefit.  Governors Tom Ridge and his successor, Mark 

Schweiker, demonstrated little faith in the city’s school system and wanted, instead, to contract it out 

to private management companies, specifically, Edison.339  After battles between Mayor Street and 

Governor Schweiker, the new School Reform Commission (SRC) would replace the long-standing 

Philadelphia School Board as the schools’ governing body and would include five members, two 
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appointed by the mayor and three appointed by the governor.340 The SRC officially replaced the 

School Board as of December 2001.341 

While the details of the state takeover were being worked out, SDP hired one of its cluster 

leaders and a protégé of former superintendent Clayton to be its first Chief Academic Officer, 

Deidre Farmbry.  Phillip Goldsmith was hired to be the interim Chief Executive Officer.  This new 

structure was seen as eliminating the superintendency, dividing the post among a Chief Executive 

Officer, a Chief Academic Officer, a Chief Financial Officer, and a Chief Operating Officer.  School 

systems in the major urban centers of New York, LA, and Chicago were already using this model of 

governance.  While both Farmbry and Goldsmith would report directly to the Board, only Farmbry, 

of all SDP’s interim leaders during this time had a background in education.342  The insider-outsider 

tension that was introduced during Shedd and became apparent during Hornbeck’s tenure became 

even more obvious with these new appointments.  After’s Clayton’s retirement, choosing Hornbeck 

was not just about bringing an outsider to Philadelphia and to SDP, but it was about choosing 

someone outside of education in the traditional sense.  Hornbeck was an organizer, an advocate, and 

an education administrator at the state level. Paul Vallas was even more outside than that, having 

come to Philadelphia fresh from a primary-election bid to be governor of Illinois.343 

At that time nationally, NCLB was being developed and debated, changing the tenor of the 

education conversation to one of public accountability for public schools, specifically schools in 

urban areas, long held to be in desperate need of reforms.344  Accountability to external stakeholders 
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had been missing in Philadelphia under Clayton’s leadership, and politics gone awry was the major 

problem during Hornbeck’s tenure.  The state and local business leaders wanted another outsider to 

be the new school chief.  After Goldsmith resigned from his interim appointment in December 

2001 and Farmbry resigned in June 2002, a new SDP leader emerged who espoused the virtues of 

impression management through accountability and was a skilled politician—Paul Vallas.345  

According to Jolley Christman, 

Hornbeck had already laid the way for an outsider.  And at least Vallas had been a 
superintendent of a big school system so he felt more familiar, even though he went to that 
job in Chicago from the Budget Office of the Mayor346. 
 

Though some Black educators lamented Vallas’ lack of local context when he assumed SDP’s helm, 

Torch Lytle described Vallas as the perfect person for the Philadelphia situation at that moment in 

history.347 

In a sense he was a perfect match for the School Reform Commission and for the agenda 
that Tom Ridge had set.  You’ve got to keep all of the pieces in mind here.  The District was 
in real financial trouble.  It was in programmatic trouble.  It was perceived as once again not 
doing an adequate job for students and blah, blah, blah.  But Tom Ridge, who was the then-
governor in Pennsylvania, was very intrigued with market-based approaches to reform.  
Now, he was also very close to Edison Corporation, because as a Congressman, one of his 
goombas in Congress had become a Vice President for Edison.   So he was inclined to 
Edison.  And in order to get support for a sort of dramatic intervention in Philadelphia, 
essentially what happened was the legislature agreed to assume the debt of the Philadelphia 
Public Schools in exchange for putting in place the diverse provider model.  The problem 
was that Tom Ridge went to Washington as the head of Homeland Security.  When 
Schweiker took over, Schweiker didn’t have much interest in any of this stuff at all.  So a lot 
of it sort of came unglued in some ways and just didn’t have the energy behind it that would 
have been behind it if Ridge had stayed.  Now, there’s a whole ‘nother debate about whether 
the model is appropriate or not.  But let’s just say that at the time it was radical and there was 
a lot of attention nationally.  And you know, Vallas had worn out his welcome in Chicago.  
And my friends in Chicago giggled and said, Here is our gift to you.  We’re very happy for you.  
Vallas was very good at sort of the schmooze end of the thing, too.  It wasn’t just sort of 
macro politics.  He was very good at street politics, too.  Whether he was good at running a 
school district was another question.  And from my point of view, across the river, I thought 
that Vallas was probably the right person at that time. The District needed somebody who 
was a political operative and who came with Harrisburg’s endorsement.  Without that, 
there’s no way that the whole SRC thing would have worked.  And Philadelphia is, remains 
today, the largest state takeover district in the country.  People forget that that’s what we 

                                                           
345 Vallas to be school's CEO, Brooks, Mignon. Philadelphia Tribune. Jul 9, 2002; Useem, Christman, and Boyd, 2006 
346 Interview, August 19, 2010 
347 Interview, July 12, 2010, Interview, July 26, 2010, Interview, January 5, 2011, Interview, July 2, 2010 



155 

 

really are.  But this is the paramount example of a city that was perceived of not being able 
to manage itself.348 

 
Vallas had been CEO of Chicago Public Schools since 1995, and he was referred to by some there 

as a “miracle worker” and “a walking encyclopedia”.  One writer for The Chicago Defender, a Black 

newspaper, claimed, “He would find sources of money to do things that were miraculous.”349  

Vallas’ money magic and miracles would catch up to him by the time his tenure in Philadelphia came 

to an end.350 

Though some credit Vallas with helping to heal political rifts between the city school system 

and the state left from years of dissonance, which were worsened during the Hornbeck era, many 

Black educators and other community members bemoaned Vallas’ ability to lead Philadelphia’s 

public schools given the questionable success of Chicago’s Public Schools.351  Jolley Christman 

shared, “Paul Vallas, you know, he came in with this reputation from Chicago, having turned things 

around in Chicago.  Except if you really looked underneath that and read a little bit more, well, he 

had made some headway about some things, but hadn’t done much around some other things.  And 

actually things got worse in a couple of areas.”  Two Black educators shared these thoughts: 

I think he represents this era of let’s get tough.  Let’s have lots of sanctions.  But his understanding 
of teaching and learning couldn’t even fill a thimble.  I don’t think he has a clue what 
teaching and learning are about… I knew that he was just like a hired gun.  He doesn’t know 
anything about teaching and learning.  And there was not enough evidence that Chicago had 
improved in any way to suggest that it was a good idea [for Vallas to lead SDP].352 

 
My opinion of Vallas is probably not a popular one.  Because I think that he actually tried to 
do something here.  I think he felt that he had done something successful in Chicago.  He 
had to have understood the limits of that success.  And so, it’s hard not to argue that some 
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of what happened in Philly was about him advancing himself in his career.  But I do believe 
that he believes that some of what he did in terms of more standardization, creating smaller 
spaces, and building smaller schools, that this need to develop a core curriculum, and even 
the way that initial curriculum was developed - because I got to be on one of the teams of 
people, many teams of people who were convened to help write the curriculum - I believe he 
had seen the impact of it in Chicago, but he had to have known that within five years, this is 
gonna plateau.  But in those five years, in Chicago, he had had some impact on those 
standardized measures.  Whether they were false or really represent significant gains is 
another story.  I believe he came expecting to be able to do that…  There are people who 
hate Vallas.  And they just feel like he came here to ruin the schools and sell off all our 
assets, which, yes.  He did not leave this district better financially than he found it.  So that’s 
somewhat true.  But I don’t believe he was the devil incarnate.  I don’t believe he was like 
Where else can I go?  Now that I’ve ruined Chicago, can I go and ruin Philadelphia?  I don’t think he 
thought he ruined Chicago, and at the time, people didn’t think so either.  Many people 
talked about the gains that were made, but after he left and people continued to study what 
was going on in Chicago, you realized that, to some extent, those gains were false gains… 
There’ll be gains for about five years and then it’ll plateau and then another sheriff will ride 
into town and play some more games with us.  And so, was Paul Vallas somewhat aware of 
the game he was playing?  Yes, as is Ackerman I would think.  But I do believe that while the 
game is being played, they do think that it’s going to be of some benefit.  I don’t think he 
was malicious.  And I think that we ran out of money and he ran out of time.353 

 
More than anything, Black educators questioned Vallas’ character traits, flaws, and the 

magnanimous impressions he made while he was here.  They described him as a snake oil salesman 

and a hustler; a conflicted politician who wanted to do well and to do good; a master communicator 

concerned with managing the impressions others had of him and his administration; a community-

minded businessman who knew nothing about teaching and learning and who made huge promises 

but left the District in severe debt.  Most described him as a hype man whose substance had 

dissipated.354  Here are some of the various stories told about Vallas’ character: 

He was a businessman.  He was a politician. And you know, he did what politicians do: lie, 
stole and all that kind of stuff like that.  But he was animated.  And I liked him. As an 
educational leader, I think he had his faults.  But I liked his animation.  I liked the fact that 
you could call him, and he would respond.  I thought he was approachable, and I thought he 
really, really, really, that he was the first superintendent I had ever gone to that I saw 
passionately upset about violence in this city.  Because I’d seen him at more funerals than… 
I was there!  I’d seen him actually go to homes when kids had, we had an unfortunate death 
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when I was at Germantown. I saw he was there.  He was at the funeral.  I’ve done 20 male 
funerals since I’ve been here.  And when he was administrator, and the first three was [sic] 
under his leadership and he was there.  So I found him to be approachable.  I know people 
have different tones on that.  But I liked him.355 

 
Crazy.  Hysterical, crazy, bright.  Big risk-taker.  Will try anything. A real people person. A 
politician. ‘Cause he spent his time in the streets with folks.  You could ask any parent on the 
street and they could tell you who the superintendent was.  Because they probably saw him.  
He showed up everywhere, at every funeral of a kid who got killed.  Of course because of his 
height, people sort of knew what he looked like. His Communications Director called him a 
nut magnet.  He gave audience to every nutcase in the District…But Paul, putting stuff out 
there in the communities, getting communities involved in the interest of school safety and 
supporting kids and supporting schools, he did a fantastic job with that…He really made 
people believe that they had the power to make change.  So he was very popular…356 

 
Paul Vallas was smooth.  He was smooth, smooth.  Paul Vallas was, first impression, first 
word: lie.  He could lie with a straight face.  He could lie with a straight face.  And I believed 
it, you know.  At first.  And then after a while I saw through it.  But he was always 
accessible.357 

 
He just came in selling stuff and moving fast and then moving on. He was selling 
educational hyper activity.  Let’s go!  Let’s do this!  Let’s do this!  Let’s do this!  Let’s do this!  Let’s go 
here!  Let’s do this!358 

 
Working for him was probably one of the hardest things I ever did in my life…  Because he 
had a frenetic pace that when you left the room after a meeting you were winded.  He 
realized he was redundant. He would say stuff a lot over and over again.  And we soon 
understood that Paul had the gift of gab.  And he would always have some of the staff in at 
meetings because you’re going to clean up whatever he said because it wasn’t always right…  
He promised all the principals that they could retire and come back making the same salary.  
The stuff that he would promise was amazing…  So you sort of had to not babysit him, but 
you had to corral him in.359 

 
Paul Vallas was just a big guy, physically and a big personality.  And very get-things-done 
type of guy.  Shoot from the hip.  Get things done.  Not a huge planner.  You know?  He 
had some ideas about what you needed to do to make schools better.  But not a big planner.  
He didn’t say, Okay, this is my vision.  These are the two things we’re going to accomplish.  Just went 
about the doing of them.  And you know, that made people crazy, ‘cause, you know, he felt 
like kind of a wild card in a way.  But he was a master communicator.  Master 
communicator.  And he had the press eating out of his hands.  Because he’s such a great 
personality, in a way.  And he controlled the message coming out of the School District for a 
long time, until the financial stuff blew up in his face.  And he forged a tight relationship 
with, you know, the head of the School Reform Commission in the initial years that he was 
here and they worked, you know, as a team.360 
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Managing and coping with the politics that pervade the governance of SDP is no small feat.  

Shedd had made compromises during his tenure.  Clayton made friends with those in the business 

community to build partnerships between them and SDP, but she did not make compromises.  

Hornbeck made neither friends in high places nor compromises.  Vallas was skillful in making 

powerful friends in high places.  He made sure he got along with key people in the state legislature, 

such as PA House Speaker John Perzel from Northeast Philly.  He also built relationships with 

people on City Council.361  Another characteristic of his leadership style was in making promises to 

people.362  Black educators described this situation as follows: 

Paul’s downside is that, depending on who was talking to him, he would promise everything.  
And staff had to figure out how to deliver on Paul’s promises.363 

 
I had the pleasure of working directly with Paul Vallas.  We were friendly, but I didn’t 
particularly care for him.  But what I will give on his props is that he didn’t fear.  He made a 
lot of promises and when I say didn’t fear, Paul Vallas would meet with anybody from the 
community.  Okay?  And if they were demanding of something, if he could do it, he would 
do it.  If he couldn’t - I sat in the meetings with him.  He said, I can’t get it.  They’d have my 
head.  But if he could it, he’d say, Alright, can you put this together?  So that’s what I liked about 
him.  But he was also a politician because he also paid a lot of people off.  He got a little 
complaint against - every time there was a complaint, somebody got a contract to do 
something within the District, that person.364 

  
Some Black educators were pleased with the leaders appointed under Vallas.365  One Black 

educator who was moved in the principalship from one school to another during Vallas’ tenure 

described his experience with Vallas as positive.   

But what I wanted to do when I go to the schools is actually bring everybody together.  We 
had professional development days at that time.  And I know Mr. Vallas was very astute 
about professional development days.  You can’t have professional development days the 
school is in a total uproar!  If we’re going to do professional development, I just need the 
latitude to do what I have to do.  And he gave me the latitude.  He said Okay.  And the 
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instructional piece had to be the latter part of that because of climate of the school had to be 
improved first.  And the climate of the was improved by people communicating and 
understanding what their jobs were and that everybody couldn’t just do whatever they 
wanted to do.  And understand, too, that in a couple of years these kids, or next year, some 
of these kids were going to be out of here.  What are you doing to improve their future?366 

 
However, this was not the overwhelming experience described by Black narrators and community 

members in this research.  Some Black educators remembered disdainfully Vallas using profanity in 

professional settings on multiple occasions, and many Black educators described hiring and staffing 

issues during the Vallas era indicative of an outsider being at the helm and merit being a farce.367    

Others were more concerned with who was moved and removed due to these new appointments. 

One Black educator said, “I can particularly remember this under Vallas, the moving of principals 

around such that people, if you get to be a principal more than five years somewhere, that’s a 

while.”368  Some Black educators found many of Vallas’ District leadership appointments to be 

arbitrary, harmful to SDP’s professional culture, and in some ways undoing Clayton’s legacy of 

bestowing powerful District positions on Black educators.369  Three Black educators who left SDP 

during the Vallas tenure or shortly thereafter described their concerns. 

He wanted to bring his own people in to run things.  And those people that he did bring in, 
and those people that he could get on his side that were already here, he kept them.  And the 
other people had just to go.  He did a lot of shifting people around here and there.  And it 
made for a bad situation.370 

 
He had a political agenda, and I think it had nothing to do with Philadelphia.  I think it’s a 
personal agenda where he was looking for, as a favor from Illinois and then to move and 
make a mark here because something didn’t happen for him in Illinois.  And so, like, tread 
water here.  And he brought in parasites that didn’t know the culture of the city and didn’t 
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have respect for what existed.  Artistically, we have a much better arts program than Chicago 
ever had.  And they had people who were appointed who weren’t certified for positions.  I 
didn’t care for him at all.371 

 
I found him to be such an ego-centric person and I felt like he treated veteran educators 
here so disrespectfully, so within that, he may have been here for a matter of months before 
he came and just fired all kind of folk…  I can’t remember exactly the circumstances under 
which she left, but it was somewhere with that whole Vallas thing…  There were people 
crying when these people were fired.  I remember being a coach and getting calls like They’re 
gonna fire Nathaniel.  They’re gonna fire Barbara.  These educators that had given their hearts and 
souls and were having an impact, at least, in my view.  And for him to kinda just roll into 
town and in order to have total control, to feel like whatever it is that they have to offer, it’s 
not Chicago, that what we’re doing is we’re replicating Chicago.  So, these Philly educators - if you were 
good, then your scores would be better.  And so, I didn’t respect that.372 

 
These three quotes speak directly to the research question regarding how do Black educators’ 

narratives about SDP’s administrators shape the perceptions they now have of their professional 

experiences.  For these three narrators, their perceptions and professional experiences within the 

Vallas administration led to their departure from SDP.  Diane Castelbuono acknowledged that, 

“Paul was much more loosey-goosey about credentials and much more about did you have the right 

values and were you willing to work hard.”373  Perhaps it was this lack of transparency and understanding 

of what qualified people for positions that caused some Black educators and community members 

to tell of a professional culture riddled with nepotism and favors during the Vallas era.  According to 

them, Vallas built relationships with key people and players who had leverage in SDP or those who 

had resources by exchanging favors with them.374  One Black educator recalled, 

As a matter of fact, one of the management people [for the company that manages the 
District headquarters building] now has a [position in the same office] higher than mine!  
And I don’t know how that kind of stuff happens.  I never saw it advertised.  But it was this 
new position created… And the next day she thought she was my boss and could tell me 
stuff.  But she caught me on a bad day.375 
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When reflecting on SDP’s professional culture during the Vallas era, one now retired Black educator 

said, 

So the total morale began to chip away.  See, there’s a number of us who were hired all 
around the same time.  And we were talking about, I can’t wait to get out of here.  And then 
people you don’t expect to retire came out when I retired.  So it’s like a brain drain of 
sorts.376 
 

Another Black educator who has since left SDP shared,  

But for me, the Vallas reign was the worst.  It brought out the worst in the sabotagers.  
There just didn’t seem to be any ethical character, you know?  It just was like power-
mongers and power plays…He brought other people in who were like that, which is really 
what my problem was.377 
 
While some Black educators viewed Vallas as fearless and brave, unafraid of challenging 

characters and personalities in poor Black communities in Philadelphia, other Black educators 

viewed him as a bully.378  One Black educator shared, 

Paul Vallas was a bully.  He was a bully to his staff.  He was a bully to students.  He was a 
bully to dignitaries in the community.  And when I say bully, I don’t mean that he physically 
attacked anyone.  He just has this strong-arm technique of doing things.  And no room for 
any investigation about what was going on, trying to get the full story.379 

 
The typology of Vallas as a bully and the tense professional culture was not limited to Vallas’ 

interactions with community members.  There were also stories about the silencing of professional 

staff and lost promotion and advancement opportunities for Black SDP educators because of the 

culture of politics brought in and created by the Vallas administration.380  These stories speak 

directly to the research question regarding how do Black educators’ narratives about SDP’s 

administrators shape the perceptions they now have of their professional experiences. 
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I didn’t want to come off as being negative, so therefore, silence for me was better.  And I 
became a watcher of behaviors as opposed to a doer in those meetings.  I couldn’t wait to 
get out of them.  And that probably hurt me.  I probably should have spoken up more in 
certain things, but that part wasn’t important for me.  The job was.  And results were.  And 
not necessarily PSSA because they knew my feelings about that.  I said we need to develop 
the whole child not a test-taking machine, but that’s what they forced us to do, so.381 
 
I felt like a lot of closed-door decisions were made and you just had to do whatever.  He was 
big on social marketing to the news and misrepresenting many, many, many things.  And you 
knew that your role was to be silent; to stand and be silent.  You did not participate.  You 
gave him the information and he did whatever he wanted with it.  I wasn’t told that.  But I 
felt that if the truth was known, I would be very vulnerable.  My position would be 
vulnerable.382 

 
I really feel that it [his/her new SDP leadership position] was a set-up.  I feel that they gave 
me one year.  They gave me the 21 lowest performing schools in the city and one year to 
change them.  And I didn’t select my team.  The team had already been selected.  But they 
were some of the brightest folks that I had ever met, and I kind of changed the thinking.  I 
would like to take credit for changing the thinking because I allowed them to do what they 
did well.  And we set up a system where we would each one teach one.  They would teach 
me.  If I had to go into a meeting, I didn’t know special ed the way the Director of Special 
Ed knew it.  So, we would have a meeting, and I’d say Teach me what I need to know so when I sit 
in that meeting, I’m really smart.  Director of Instruction, teach me what I need to know about reading so 
that if, I’m in front of principals and we’re dealing with something, I know what you’re talking about.  That 
kind of thing.  So we began to really empower each other, but not only that.  I honored what 
they brought to the table.  And in that one year, we exceeded the district.  Not only did we 
make and do what they asked us to do, but we exceeded even the School District of 
Philadelphia and that was where I saw the politics at its ugliest because then they didn’t 
know what to do with us.  Because the idea, we felt had been well, they’ll do one year and they’ll 
see she wasn’t the right person so let me put so-and-so in there and they can play the political game.  But 
when our team, who they didn’t regard too well, did what they had not done in years, they 
didn’t know what to do with us.  And all hell broke loose.  They would pick at us about 
every single thing.  You didn’t do this right.  I mean, just all kinds of things began to happen.  
And we saw it for what it was.383 

 
One of the most positive ways in which Black educators recalled Vallas’ time in Philadelphia 

was through the development of the new curriculum.  One Black educator appreciated the new 

curriculum, though she also commented that it came from Vallas’ friend in Chicago.  Another Black 

educator appreciated being included in the development process of the curriculum.  Still another 

Black educator credited Vallas’ new curriculum with making important changes in high school 
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vocational education.384  Vallas took advantage of the spirit of academic accountability advocated 

through NCLB.  Toward that, he instituted new curricula in English, math, social studies, and Black 

studies with new assessments, textbooks, and materials aligned to the curricula.385  One Black 

educator complained that Vallas does not get enough credit for his instructional innovation. 

What he did for Philadelphia, which people I think don’t really realize, is the core curriculum 
that he put together was probably one of the best in the country. He put the right people in 
place and empowered them. The core curriculum beyond anything else that people say about 
Paul, that was really the foundation of why you had seven consecutive years of academic 
improvement across the board. He did that.386  

 
 The Vallas story narrators told with the most color and emotion was that he was responsible 

for selling SDP’s historic headquarters building located at 21st Street and Benjamin Franklin 

Parkway.387  Since 1930, this edifice had served as the symbol of educational leadership in SDP, an 

impenetrable fortress into which Black professionals were not allowed.388  Clayton recalled that prior 

to Shedd’s administration, there were barely any Black secretaries working for SDP.389  In an 

attachment to a 1956 letter from SDP superintendent Allen Wetter to Floyd Logan, president of the 

Educational Equality League, Wetter documented that there were five Black secretaries in SDP’s 

administrative office.390  Torch Lytle told this story of the significance work in the District meant to 

Black people: 
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When I came to Philadelphia, virtually everybody in the District had worked in the District 
forever.  This is the job you had… especially for African-Americans.  It was like the Post 
Office.  It was the only place you could get a job.  So it’s why there was Marcus Foster and 
Fred Holliday and so on, because these are people who would have been working at 
Citibank or something if they were born in another era…  Another way to think about the 
ethnic politics is that in successive generations, and in Philadelphia the generations were sort 
of Anglo to Jews to Italians to Blacks, this was the first, this is where, your goal in life was to 
have your kids finish college and get a job as a teacher.  This was professional 
employment.391 
 

Social reality is constructed through ongoing interactions and narratives.392  The interactions and 

narratives regarding District headquarters at 21st and the Parkway bespoke a symbolic take of that 

from which African-Americans in Philadelphia had been excluded for far too long.  Instead of giving 

it to Black educators, it was destroyed, and this destruction was attributed to the outsider 

superintendent defined as not valuing Philadelphia’s Black educators.393  In The Bluest Eye, Toni 

Morrison wrote, “Black people were not allowed in the park, and so it filled our dreams.”394  The 

same was true for SDP’s headquarters at 21st and the Parkway.  CRT asserts that the experiential 

knowledge of Black people matters.  Working in SDP, especially within its esteemed headquarters 

building represented an arrival for Black educators who had once been students in SDP.  This is why 

21st and the Parkway building meant so much to them.  Here are some of the ways in which they 

associated Vallas with the selling of the building: 

Some people were brought in just to sell our beautiful building at 21st and Parkway.395 
 
Vallas, when he closed 21st and Parkway, the Administration Building, all the things in the 
Pedagogical Library, all of the things - I can remember when I went down there, everything’s 
lined up in boxes in the hallway.  And those things are supposed to be moved into JFK or to 
440.  Now, some of the things, part of the Music Library, there was a big flood at 440 and 
the music was saturated.  Not some of it saturated, but it was not in a dry, environmentally 
safe room for music.  And the music just disintegrated.  I’m not sure if the Pedagogical 
Library things were in there.  But that was a fabulous history…  When they destroyed that 
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21st and Parkway, and they sold it for, like, between JFK and the property at 21st Street, for 
$7 million.  And the contents.396 
 
There was one thing I didn’t like was when he sold the buildings...  when we moved into that 
building… I brought some kids down from the Northeast.  They’re all looking around.  The 
kid says, What do you all do here?  And the reason why she asked that question because is she 
got old shades and mice running through the building.  This is the School District building.  
She’s trying to figure out how we are supposed to be the thing that is valued, and why do 
you guys have this big education center, nice office, beautiful plants, you know.  We should 
have just stayed on 21st Street until we got all these buildings right.397 
 
Well, of course I had a beautiful office at 21st Street.  I mean, the building itself was gorgeous 
and I really don’t know from a financial perspective, like, whether it was a good deal or not.  
I really don’t know that.  We had become accustomed to living that way in what I considered 
very nice surroundings.  ‘Til you go out to other places and realize that people, offices - 
when I went to DHS and saw how they lived… I’m on the state board for Private Academic 
Schools.  And I went up there and saw where some people, I said, This is how people...?  So 
moving from an environment like 21st to that cubicle stuff was a culture shock for us.  But 
when you go to other school districts in other places, that’s the way they work.398 
 
They don’t talk about that.  The fact that we sold four or five buildings and now leasing a 
building that I can’t even have tablecloths on the round tables unless I buy them from the 
leasing company.  I can’t go to the dollar store and go get me some tablecloths.  I have to 
buy them from the leasing company.  When we had this little expo thing down in the atrium, 
they had to set up everything.  They had to set up the catering.  We had to have so many 
papers signed to use our own building, supposedly, because it’s leased…  Everybody talks 
about how we lost our buildings.  That building [440 N. Broad Street] doesn’t accommodate 
the staff.  To go down there you either get a ticket or you pay $25-$30…  Peons don’t get a 
parking space.  And you get a parking space to sit there all day.399 
 
None of them know how much 21st and Parkway was sold for.  There was [sic] doors in 21st 
and Parkway worth $1 million.  Them big brass doors in the front?  Those doors were worth 
$1 million with all the carving on them.  They say they got a million.  People don’t know 
how much they got for it to this day!  I can’t get a answer about How much did you sell that 
building for?  Where the money went.  I mean, Vallas was such a flim-flam artist.  And so he 
had the School District sell 21st and Parkway in a package with Kennedy Center.  There were 
brand new trucks parked at Kennedy Center they had forgot were in there.  There was a 
printing press in the Kennedy Center could print all new magazines and they never used.  
There were books and calculators and every time I went through there, there were boxes and 
boxes of unused stuff in the Kennedy Center.  And nobody knew.  And they sold that and the 
contents in a package with 21st and the Parkway.  And nobody knows how much that was.  
There was some art that was priceless on the walls at 21st and Parkway, and nobody can find 
that art.  There were priceless pieces of art hanging in schools across the city.  And all that 
was sold in a package and nobody saw where it went.  And the investment was, they had Ben 
Franklin on Broad Street and William Penn High School on Broad Street.  Each of them half 
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used.  But they rent from Tierney this building at 440.  And renovate that.  And say We’re 
going to put commercial space up top.  This gonna be grandiose, it’s gonna have da-da-da.  None of that 
happened.  That is pure flim-flam, in my view.  They just took this money from these 
children and they didn’t care nothing about that.  You know - and I think that Vallas should 
be locked up for that.  I think.  He also was one of the chief architects of sending the 
District into a debt that they never recovered from.400 

 
District officials claimed to have sold the building to pay for new construction of SDP structures 

that were 50 years old or more.  The building at 21st and the Parkway was sold, as well as the John F. 

Kennedy Center (located alongside the Schuylkill River) and the Stevens Administration Center 

(located at 13th and Green Streets).  According to The Tribune, these properties sold for a total of $25 

million and were slated to become high-end residential properties.401  The then SRC chair, James 

Nevels, acknowledged that the purchase of the new headquarters would cost more than what the 

buildings were sold for, but he added that the cost of housing all the District’s Central Office 

employees in one location would save the District $1 million per year in operating expenses.  Nevels 

stated, “We want to move this operation into the 21st century.  We are reformers.  It [District 

headquarters at 21st and the Parkway] is terribly inefficient and not a good message to the public.”402 

This sentiment was shared by Vallas, who told the Philadelphia Daily News, “We definitely need to get 

out of this building.  As nice as it is, we need more efficient space. Centralizing operations in a single 

building just makes a lot of sense.”  There were multiple narratives regarding the building at 21st and 

the Parkway, and thus, multiple tensions regarding its sale.  While the building represented success 

and upward mobility to some Black educators who were native Philadelphians and had witnessed 

Black exclusion from the upper echelon of the education profession, to others, the building at 21st 

and the Parkway represented a long, tangled history of politics over education and poor educational 
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results.403  Diane Castelbuono challenged Black educators’ narrative that blamed the sale of the 21st 

and the Parkway building on Vallas. 

That was not Paul Vallas.  That was Jim Nevels who sold the building.  I mean, that’s 
interesting.  It was Jim Nevels who came in from the School Reform Commission at the 
state takeover and said We need to…  Paul, yes, Paul eventually did the deal.  But it was Jim 
Nevels who came in and said, as part of the state takeover, the state was always, like, You 
can’t have this big building on the Parkway.  It’s a symbol and it has to be gotten rid of.  And that was 
right around the time when New York got rid of the Livingston building, Livingston Street 
or whatever that was.  And it was really the School Reform Commission came in with plans 
to sell the building.  And in fact, if you look back at the record, those plans were in the 
works before Paul even got here.  And Paul was told to do the deal.  And in fact, Paul even 
said, It doesn’t make financial sense to sell the building.  But by then it was too far gone. But he was 
the one who sold the building, not him alone, it was really part of the state takeover.  And 
then said, symbolically, what does it mean to have this old building in prime real estate when the 
District’s going broke?  And shouldn’t we sell the building in order to create some capital and money for the 
schools?  I mean, that was really - it was done for the best of reasons.  It was a symbol, also.  It 
was symbolic, you know, of this big, old, archaic building on the Parkway in this fancy-
schmancy neighborhood when the District schools are falling apart.  Fix that.  And in fact, I 
don’t know if it made dollars and sense.  But Paul was against it, mostly because he didn’t 
think it made dollars and sense.  So it’s interesting that he’s tagged with that.  He was stuck 
with that deal. 404 

 
Of all those who blamed Vallas for selling the historic District headquarters building at 21st and the 

Parkway, one narrator presented a counter-narrative and acknowledged that Vallas was not to blame. 

The SRC and the city, they were going to do it anyway.  It just happened under his 
superintendency...  It’s part of the city plan that goes back maybe five, 10 years.  Maybe 10 
years.  About that building, they were only paying, that building was $1.  They paid $1 a year 
in taxes…That was a plan before he became Superintendent, to get access to that property.  
The City had already planned to build, to use those buildings.  They just needed the right 
time to be able to do it.  Even the other buildings, schools closed, those are now condos.  
He [Vallas] made the decision, but it was going to happen anyway.  He doesn’t have that 
kind of power.  He doesn’t have the power to sell those buildings.  They don’t belong to 
him.405 

 
Vallas had a five year contract with SDP to lead its public schools.  Questions emerged 

about whether he should be retained in Philadelphia beyond June 30, 2007.406  Two SRC members 
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even initiated a national search to replace Vallas while city and state Black politicians (City 

Councilwoman Jannie Blackwell, State Rep. Jewell Williams, State Rep. W. Curtis Thomas, State 

Senator Anthony Hardy Williams, and Congressman and mayoral candidate at the time Chaka 

Fattah) supported his staying.  Jewell Williams described SDP as “in shambles” before Vallas 

came.407  The Tribune also supported him staying.  It credited him with bringing together Democrats 

and Republicans in this highly politicized city and state to support the faltering public schools in 

Philadelphia.  It also supported the new construction program and capital campaign that led to new 

buildings for SDP.  They believed he had set the environment in which students’ test scores went 

up, the budget was balanced (as it was never balanced under Hornbeck), and a good relationship 

with the PFT was achieved by securing a four year contract with them.  At that time, Vallas was seen 

by many as one of the top urban schools administrators in the nation.408  United States Congress 

members Robert Brady and Allyson Schwartz, state House Speaker John Perzel, and former 

governor turned head of the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce, Mark Schweiker, all also 

supported Vallas’ contract renewal.409  James Nevels, then head of the SRC, credited Vallas with the 

recent progress and success of SDP.410  By August 2006, Vallas’ contract had been renewed for two 

additional years so he would stay into 2009.  Under the terms of his new contract, he would receive 

a salary increase from $225,000 to $275,000, though Vallas said he never asked for the raise and even 

requested $250,000 instead.  He would also get performance bonuses, which would be 20 percent of 
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his base salary, up from the 10 percent under his original contract.  SRC chair Nevels told The 

Tribune, “The contract is designed to retain a gifted human being, a gifted professional.”411 

One of the major critiques of his administration, in addition to concern over quid pro quo 

contracts, was Vallas’ misuse of funds.  For example, according to NCLB legislation, 15 percent of 

Title I funds were supposed to be used for tutoring.  Vallas was accused of only doing after school 

tutoring, which cost $6 million, in order to save SDP money.412  One narrator, who worked closely 

with Vallas, acknowledged this shifting of earmarked money from one area to another which needed 

the funding, but she argued that these choices were always made in the support of children.  While 

these actions may have been inappropriate, they were not unethical, according to her. 

However the circumstances around his departure in terms of using the money, he may have 
misused funds, but guess where it went?  Schools, children and community organizations.  
And if that’s wrong, then he’s wrong.  I can truly say that he never misused funds to hire 
people.  It was always about how can we get the extended day?  He used money like in a way 
he wanted to use it...  It was all about how do we get the resources out to schools?  How do we get kids 
more services?  And it really didn’t matter to him what the rules were.  His finance person was 
eating his fingers off because you had to manage Paul and the budget, too.  So when Paul 
would promise something ridiculous, you had to go in and convince him that, Paul, we can’t 
do this.  Because he really, really wanted it to happen.413 

 
Vallas’ financial management became a concern in Philadelphia later in 2006 when the District’s 

budget was found not to be balanced.  In October of that year, the budget was found to be in deficit 

of $21 million, then $70 million, then $73 million.414  Here is how Leroi Simmons described the 

budget deficit confusion: 

I remember confronting him at the SRC meeting around budget when they went from we 
have a balanced budget, here’s $100,000 for your bonus, to we’re $10 million under, we’re $12 million, 
$28, we’re $72 million, we’re $182 million.  Wait a minute.  The books are closed.  How is the 
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deficit rising?  If the books are closed, the deficit can’t rise.  So what’s going on?  And 
Gallagher [said], I wasn’t in the room when you did the budget.   And who was in the room?  Sandra 
Dungee Glenn, she said, I definitely wasn’t in the room.  I said, Somebody gotta be in the room!415 

 
Mayor John Street said he had been unaware of the financial crisis the District was in, and City 

Councilwoman Jannie Blackwell shared, “Everybody’s upset.  We are really upset about it.  We 

thought we were OK.  We thought that with the state takeover, we wouldn’t be here.  No one 

knows out of the clear blue why we are here.”416  Vallas never fully recovered his glowing public 

opinion after the budget deficit issue, and by the end of the 2006-07 school year, Vallas was gone 

from the helm of SDP.417  His official resignation date was July 6, 2007.  He was entitled to $100,000 

if he stayed until June 30, 2007.  Upon his exit, Vallas received “$180,000 in unused vacation and 

sick time, reduced salary and retention pay”, according to the terms he had negotiated in his contract 

when he came to Philadelphia.418  In a district that was already financially strapped and had been 

deceived about the extent to which there was budget concern, this was disconcerting and has 

established a precedent whereby the most recent outgoing superintendent received almost $1 million 

when she departed SDP before her contract ended.419 

Summary of historical analysis.  When superintendent Mark Shedd arrived in 

Philadelphia, he inherited a system where the Black citizenry had felt under-served and disrespected 

by the White District power structure for years and where White ethnics believed that any 

educational advance for Blacks represented a loss for them and their children.  While Blacks were 

initially skeptical of this newcomer and Philadelphia outsider, Black educators remembered him as 
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having brought new energy and fresh excitement about possibilities in urban education, generally, 

and for Philadelphia, specifically.420  Shedd is remembered as a well-trained innovator who made 

opportunities available to people who had previously been denied them, specifically Black people.421  

He spent money on projects and efforts undertaken at the classroom level.422  He attempted to 

distinguish himself from previous SDP superintendents and Philadelphia’s history of racialized 

practices. Still, he was not immune to the city’s racial politics.  Though the Tribune asserted that 

Shedd was working to the benefit of the majority of SDP’s students (who were Black), over time, 

Blacks also questioned why Shedd seemed to care for Blacks so much.423  Already skeptical of the 

longstanding White power structure that ran Philadelphia’s politics and its schools, there emerged a 

mistrust for Shedd parallel to the already existing mistrust for White leadership.  One of the 

concessions Shedd made during his superintendency was to make appointments in groups of three 

so that Italians/Irish, Jews, and Blacks were balanced in their positions of power.424  Shedd’s 

compromise placed ethnic politics above objectivity and neutrality and further demonstrated that 

within SDP under Shedd, meritocracy was a farce for Black educators.  Thus, the little hope Black 

people wanted to have in Shedd diminished over time. 

Calls grew for Shedd’s accountability.  Some Blacks were discontented with the 

experimentation associated with new programs happening in their schools.425  Shedd had good ideas 

that were poorly implemented, hindered by the caustic professional culture and political climate of 

SDP.  He acknowledged that the vast size of the District and the volume and magnitude of its 
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complexities made it an extremely difficult system to manage whole cloth in uniform fashion.426  His 

skills as an administrator were challenged by the Philadelphia landscape.  Racial tensions throughout 

the city, the protest at the SDP Administration building early in Shedd’s administration, and ongoing 

disagreements with the PFT and police commissioner turned mayor Frank Rizzo led to Shedd’s 

resignation in 1971.427 

Mayor Rizzo chose two Philadelphia insiders to succeed Shedd in leading SDP.  Although 

some Black educators recalled Costanzo warmly and with fondness, he was not particularly 

memorable to several of the narrators interviewed for this research who were working in SDP or 

were SDP students during his tenure.  Many of them could not distinguish him from Michael 

Marcase, the superintendent who followed him.428  Though he had a six year contract to be SDP’s 

superintendent, he and the mayor began to disagree early into his tenure over budget issues and 

Rizzo’s expectations of those under his employ.429  His superintendency was riddled with teacher 

layoffs and a series of strikes.430  Having been sued by the Pennsylvania Human Relations 

Commission for failing to adequately desegregate its schools in 1971, there were ongoing tensions in 

the District regarding school desegregation throughout the Costanzo era.431  In the summer of 1975, 

when Rizzo was running for re-election, Costanzo left SDP and took a $10,000 pay cut to become 

superintendent of schools in Haddonfield, New Jersey.432  At that time, SDP had a $27 million 
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budget deficit and was facing battles with federal and state governments regarding the use of Title I 

funds and desegregation issues.433 

Mayor Rizzo replaced Costanzo with Michael Marcase.  Many narrators and witnesses for 

this research recalled controversies over his credentials, and they thought of him as unfit for the 

position.434  Racial politics were at their worst during the Marcase era; he was a non-respected 

figurehead and merely Rizzo’s “stooge.”435  Black educators and community activists said of the 

Costanzo and Marcase era that there was a lazy work culture and a lack of concern for and 

investment in teachers.436  Teacher absenteeism was high.437  Marcase was investigated several times 

for abusing his office and for ethical violations.  Each time, he was exonerated.438 

Under the leadership of Rizzo, Costanzo, and Marcase, central administration of SDP was 

considered an old boys’ network with a hierarchal structure through which people were promoted in 

lock-step so as not to disrupt the culture or structure of the empire.439  For new Black teachers, 

getting into and staying with SDP posed a challenge.  While some Black educators experienced 

difficulty entering full-time, permanent employment in and remaining with SDP, Marcase’s contract 

to lead SDP was extended despite the turmoil surrounding his job performance.  In a closed meeting 

in 1978, the BOE voted to raise his salary by $4,000 per year and to extend his contract through 
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1984.440  All the while, SDP educators were getting furloughed and laid off, thus affording Marcase 

with the professional and economic stability SDP educators wanted but did not have.441 

Compounding hiring and employment issues for teachers under the leadership of Costanzo 

and Marcase, there were also several strikes during their tenures.  There had been one lockout/strike 

at the beginning of the 1970-71 school year, while Shedd was still superintendent.  There was a 

second one in October 1970.  Under Costanzo’s leadership, there was a four week-long strike in the 

fall of 1972.442  Shedd’s involvement at times polarized educators along racial lines.  Costanzo 

worked to be seen as an advocate for all Philadelphians.  During Marcase’s tenure, there were strikes 

and threats of strikes by the teachers union and other unions.  There was a short strike in the fall of 

1980 while the BOE continued contract negotiations with the PFT.  Thus, SDP delayed school 

opening that school year by expecting teachers to come to work but telling families to keep their 

students home.443  But the worst and most notable strike during his period was in 1981 when school 

did not start until November.444  Black educators were particularly heavily impacted by these strikes, 

both financially and collegially.  

Teacher strikes were merely one controversy of the many that marred Marcase’s 

superintendency.  In addition to the aforementioned issues with his credentials, his being under 

investigation for impropriety, Marcase is reported to have led a “demoralized, chaotic system” in 

which there were constant financial problems, including a more than $230 million deficit, teacher 

furloughs, the rescinding of their salary raises, and a District headquarters that was described as “a 
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fortress under siege.”445  Frustration over all these issues led to widespread and ongoing calls for 

Marcase’s resignation.446  He left the superintendency at the end of the school year in 1982.  He 

stayed on SDP’s payroll at his $54,000 salary for two additional years as a consultant from July 1, 

1982 through June 30, 1983.  As of July 1, 1983, Marcase would still be paid but would take a “leave 

of absence”.  Marcase also got a pension that was worth $32,400 and a lump sum of $33,000 worth 

of unused sick and leave time.447  Many community members were displeased about his exit deal.  

 After the financial chaos and professional decay that had eroded SDP through the previous 

three superintendents, stakeholders were looking for someone who would have everyone’s respect 

and could bring pride and life back to the School District of Philadelphia.448  That person was 

Constance Clayton.  As the first Black superintendent and the first woman in that position, her 

presence was symbolic and substantive.449  Clayton’s selection to lead SDP was symbolic because it 

disrupted the hold Whites and men had had on the SDP superintendency since the District’s 

inception.  After not trusting Shedd and feeling ignored by Costanzo and Marcase, many African-

Americans believed they now had a superintendent they could trust with the education of their 

children.450 

                                                           
445 D. Mezzacappa, The School System at a Crossroads After Seven Years of Peace, A New Era of Challenges.  
Philadelphia Inquirer; T. Mirga, Foes Want Him Out, But Superintendent Defends Policies.  Education Week; J. Gonzalez,  
Clayton’s First Year: A Mid-Term Exam.  Philadelphia Daily News; School budget approved; 2,500 positions to be cut, 
Stephen Williams, 5.30.80, The Philadelphia Tribune.  The federal government was withholding funds from SDP because of 
school desegregation issues; Marcase refuses to be scapegoat, Stephen Williams, 8.11.81, The Philadelphia Tribune.  The 
District was audited by the state, and the state determined that the fiscal problems of the district had worsened in the last 
decade (during the Costanzo and Marcase administrations).  Street says the teacher contract ‘is dead’, Tommie Hill, 
1.1.82, The Philadelphia Tribune 
446 Mirga, 1981; Loeb, 1983; Children are back at school but for how long, at what cost?, 11.3.81, no author, The 
Philadelphia Tribune 
447 OUR OPINION: Saving face with Marcase Deal, 1.29.82, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune; Board approves mayor’s 
price tag on Marcase, Tommie Hill, 2.9.82, The Philadelphia Tribune; Search begins in five cities for Marcase’s replacement, 
2.12.82, Deborrah Wilkinson, The Philadelphia Tribune 
448 OUR OPINION: Searching for a new supt., 3.5.82, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune; New Superintendent holds the 
key to school’s future?, Deborrah Wilkinson, 8.24.82, The Philadelphia Tribune 
449 J. J. Irvine, Beyond Role Models 
450 Royal, 2009; Interview, October 14, 2010; Interview, August 18, 2010; Clayton needs time to upgrade schools, 
Deborrah Wilkinson, 10.5.82, The Philadelphia Tribune 



176 

 

 Black educators in SDP communicated a nostalgic reverence for the era of Clayton’s 

superintendency.  Many narrators credited Clayton with opening doors and giving opportunities to 

those who had previously been denied access, suggesting a parallelism between her and Shedd, in 

whose administration she began her career in education leadership.451  SDP is said to have grown, 

flourished, and been made stronger during the Clayton era, which many narrators and witnesses 

attributed to the nexus of her understanding Philadelphia personally, professionally, and racially, 

whereas other superintendents, specifically those who came after her, did not.  As such, Clayton was 

believed to have provided stability for a system that had been in flux for years.452  Another point of 

Clayton pride among Black educators and community members was her emphasis on equity of 

resource distribution across the District.   

One of the most noted attributes of Clayton’s superintendency was the development of the 

standardized city-wide curriculum and testing program.453  Prior to this instructional reform, there 

was inconsistency in what students in the same grades and same subjects were learning in various 

schools across the city.454  However, there was concern over the development and implementation 

of these curricula; perhaps, Clayton was not transparent enough with test scores and did not focus 

enough on principal and school-based buy-in to the new instructional efforts they would need to 

implement.455  Some educators did not agree with her plans or her approach to implementing her 

plans, but they trusted that she wanted the best for the students in SDP.456 
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Depending on how success is measured, Constance Clayton was, arguably, the most 

successful superintendent of this modern era within SDP.  Some of the successes of her tenure were 

new graduation requirements, replacing those that had been in place since 1947; a consistently 

balanced budget, an achievement she reached within her first year of District leadership and 

maintained throughout her 11-year term, though it had not been balanced since 1968 and she 

inherited a $79 million budget deficit; an improved bond rating; and though there were disputes and 

threats of strikes, no strikes.457  Additionally, throughout her 11-year tenure, Clayton never used the 

five percent administrative appointments available to her.  Its design and intent was to get more 

Blacks and women into leadership positions.  She insisted that she did not use them because of the 

prior ethnic patronage system that was heavily implemented prior to her appointment.458 

Still, Clayton’s leadership style gave some people pause.  Whereas they felt Shedd acted too 

quickly, some narrators and witnesses recalled Clayton’s administration as bureaucratic and 

hierarchical; that it exhibited a lack of transparency; that there were policy implementation issues; 

that she put undue pressure on principals, and had no inter-office collaboration.459  Politically, 

Clayton also made people somewhat uncomfortable.  In a system where political favors had been 
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historically bought and sold and superintendents were beholden to various political factions and 

entities, Clayton demanded otherwise.  Though Clayton advocated the importance of merit in 

professional appointments, she also demonstrated an allegiance to, affinity for, and responsibility to 

Black professionals. 

Prior to Clayton’s administration, promotions and rewards based on merit had been a 

falsehood for professional educators within SDP.  She insisted on meritocracy, unlike the 

superintendents before her, who were all White men.  As a Black woman born in the 1930s, Clayton 

knew racism was endemic to American society and that institutional racism had prohibited African-

American professionals from some opportunities.  Therefore, she used her position as head 

educator of one of the largest school districts in the nation to advocate for Black excellence, Black 

upward mobility, and Black access to opportunity.  Her deeply held convictions regarding Black 

excellence disrupted SDP’s long-held race-based practices that excluded African-Americans from 

being successful.  CRT purports that neutrality is a falsehood.  Indeed, Clayton demonstrated that in 

choosing not to be neutral in her approach to looking for opportunities to promote African-

American professionals. 

Though Clayton communicated merit as a priority and an unflinching allegiance to Black 

people, Black educators foretold of lines drawn, intra-racially, along gender during her tenure.  Black 

educators repeated stories of Clayton’s rumored aversion for Black men, though most of the women 

interviewed denied that they agreed with those stories about her.  Some said there may have been 

some truth to it, but if one were qualified and competent, Clayton would reward those qualities.460 

By 1988, Clayton’s national reputation as an urban education leader led New York City to 

consider her to be its schools’ chancellor.  That same year, Clayton came under fire for making 
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difficult service decisions because of budget constraints.  She cut busing programs that paid for 

students who attended private schools, and she closed six daycare centers, five of which were 

located in the Northeast section of the city.  Clayton’s rationale for making cuts that targeted this 

section of the city was that parents there were more affluent and could afford to pay for daycare.  

City Council people from the Northeast were furious.461  Clayton addressed SDP’s Board of 

Education to explain her decision, and in it, she attempted to explain that because funding is finite 

and limited, budgets were a zero sum game.  These limited funds and the difficult budget choices 

Clayton had to make illuminated neutrality as a falsehood within governance and leadership of the 

District.  Budget constraints made racial lines evident; when faced with limited options, Clayton used 

her position to address societal racism.462  She referred to the areas in which cuts were made as 

"historically privileged", which infuriated White ethnics.  As a result of her comment, there were 

calls for Clayton’s resignation.463   

 The stability that Clayton brought to SDP appeared fragile after this watershed moment.  

Many of Clayton’s cabinet members left their posts, and concern grew over her ability to maintain 

strong relationships with her colleagues and business leaders.464  She wanted the support of the 

business community but did not want their input on educational matters.  Business leaders wanted 

the superintendent to be more accountable to them –focused on outward accountability and not just 

inner accountability.465  A major criticism of Clayton’s administration was that though she created a 

student achievement accountability system through the standardized curriculum and citywide testing 
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program, there was no such accountability of Clayton to external stakeholders regarding her 

performance or that of the District under her leadership.466  In addition to inter-racial politics and 

frustrations with business leaders, intra-racial politics contributed to Clayton’s exit.  The leadership 

of Rotan Lee, the last president of the Board of Education with which she worked, illuminated the 

power plays of intra-racial politicking.467  Lee, an ambitious young African-American professional, 

used his position to forge cross-racial alliances with Whites who had opposed Clayton.  As a result 

of these alliances and Lee’s quest to make a name for himself, he attempted to subvert Clayton’s 

authority as chief educator for SDP.  While Clayton had never let on that she was considering 

retirement, Lee had alluded to the potential for it on more than one occasion.  She resigned in the 

summer of 1993. 

David Hornbeck followed Constance Clayton in leading SDP.  Though he had built his 

career advocating for children and advancing the notion that all children can learn at high levels, not 

all stakeholders in Philadelphia welcomed Hornbeck.  There was an unspoken assumption for 

stakeholders across race that one’s racial identification and affiliation brought with it certain 

credibility.  For Black stakeholders, the assumption was that a Black superintendent would 

understand Black students better.  For White stakeholders, the assumption was that there would be 

understanding for the White minority within Philadelphia.  It did not take long for the insider-

outsider tension inherent and apparent in Hornbeck’s appointment to become visible, as well as his 

lack of Philadelphia context.468  Hornbeck’s color-blindness and his lack of recognition of his 
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position as an outsider to SDP made it difficult for him to persuade Black educators and other SDP 

veterans to invest in his leadership.  This lack of investment caused him problems for a while in his 

time in Philadelphia.  Unlike his predecessor, Hornbeck did not wait long to replace top leaders 

within SDP.  He asked more than 20 SDP officials to resign so he could bring in his own people 

with which to start the 1994-95 school year.  He was looking to restructure SDP’s leadership and 

said that some of their positions would no longer exist.469  Some Black educators and community 

members questioned how his being a minister and attorney qualified him to lead the fifth largest 

school district in the nation.470  Hornbeck was viewed by so many Black educators and community 

members as a poor politician, severely hindered by his lack of Philadelphia context.471 

Hornbeck began his stint in Philadelphia by promising to change the culture of SDP, to 

refocus it on the idea that all children can learn, which had also been Clayton’s constant refrain.  To 

shift SDP’s culture, he advocated an accountability system for educators to ensure that all students 

did learn.  Hornbeck was also not above the accountability he urged; his own contract with SDP 

would be based on his performance.  If he did not show results, his pay would decrease.  He wanted 

to bring pay for performance to SDP for its educators, as well.472 

 Though communication and political skill were not his strong points, many Black educators 

and other community members believed in Hornbeck’s passion and that he cared about children in 

Philadelphia, particularly children of color.473  Perhaps it was this care that led to the most visible 
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reform effort he attempted that was called “Children Achieving”, a plan which emphasized that all 

students can achieve at high levels.474  Hornbeck believed that SDP needed to change the way it did 

business.  To that end, he would restructure governance and management to focus on local control 

and more decentralization.  Another Hornbeck era reform about which Black educators had a range 

of narratives was the shift from eight local districts within SDP to 22 clusters.  This was part of 

Hornbeck’s effort to decentralize governance of the District and increase community input on 

schools.  There was a lack of communication between SDP’s Central Office and the clusters.  The 

division of the District into 22 clusters was not supported by the administrators’ union, nor did they 

support other important portions of “Children Achieving”.  School-based educators felt 

overwhelmed and overly-burdened by Hornbeck’s reform approach.   

There was an already longstanding contentious relationship between the School District of 

Philadelphia and the Pennsylvania state legislature.  During the Marcase administration, the 

adversarial nature of the relationship among the city, the District, and the state had become apparent 

when the state legislature changed its requirements for Philadelphia’s superintendent in order to put 

Marcase in the position.475  Hornbeck’s interpersonal communication and lack of political skill 

worsened the situation.476  During the Hornbeck administration, much of this contention centered 

around Hornbeck’s lack of sufficient funds to fully implement “Children Achieving”.  Though he 

secured funds from sources outside the District, “Children Achieving” was still short the money it 

needed in order to be fully funded.477  Hornbeck, Mayor Rendell, the school board, and city council, 

                                                           
474 Boyd and Christman, 2003, p. 97; Choosing Excellence in Public Schools: Where There’s a Will, There’s a Way, David W. 
Hornbeck and Katherine Conner; Our City’s Children Can—And Will—Achieve, David Hornbeck, 11.11.94 
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toward creating new academic standards for students; William Penn Foundation gave $13.8 million to “Children 
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tangled with the Governor Ridge and the state legislature for years regarding funding for SDP.  By 

May 2000, the state had hired a search firm to look for a replacement for Hornbeck in the event a 

state takeover happened.478  The next month, Hornbeck offered his resignation which would go into 

effect in August 2000. He acknowledged that politics hindered his ability to get the full funding for 

"Children Achieving", but he did not acknowledge his own lack of political skill.479 

In 2001, the state takeover of public schools made Philadelphia the first school district of its 

size to come under state control while simultaneously privatizing the management of many of its 

chronically under-performing schools.480  School takeover in Philadelphia was a political action, not 

one intended to save the schools from something other than governance with which some did not 

agree.481  The state’s takeover of Philadelphia’s public school was about financial management and 

power, a demonstration of who was in charge.  In Philadelphia, whoever controls the money 

controls the District.  After battles between Mayor Street and Governor Schweiker, the new School 

Reform Commission (SRC) would replace the long-standing Philadelphia School Board as the 

schools’ governing body and would include five members, two appointed by the mayor and three 

appointed by the governor.482 The SRC officially replaced the School Board as of December 2001.483 

Former head of Chicago's public schools, Paul Vallas was appointed Chief Executive Officer 

of SDP in 2002.  There, he had been hailed as a “miracle worker”.  Though some credit Vallas with 

helping to heal political rifts between the city school system and the state left from years of 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
Gov’s proposed budget will come as heavy blow to Philadelphia schools, Michael Dabney, 2.9.96, The Philadelphia 
Tribune.  Gov. Ridge proposed freezing basic education funding for all 501 school districts in PA.  SDP is the largest 
district in the state.  The District was expecting to get $606 million in basic funding but instead would only get $594 
million.  SDP was also expecting $85 million for special education but would only receive $83 million. 
478 Grim reality for the city’s public schools.  Garland Thompson, 5.19.2000, The Philadelphia Tribune 
479 Useem, Christman, and Boyd, The Role of District Leadership in Radical Reform: Philadelphia’s Experience under the State 
Takeover, 2001-2006; District plans national search for superintendent, Kia Morgan, 6.13.2000, The Philadelphia Tribune; A 
fine legacy from Hornbeck, 8.15.2000, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune 
480 Useem, Christman, and Boyd, 2006; Interview, August 18, 2010 
481 State might take over city schools, Hornbeck predicts, 11.17.98, no author, The Philadelphia Tribune 
482 Vallas waits on $10M from city; Regan Toomer. Philadelphia Tribune. Jul 14, 2006; Boyd and Christman, 2003 
483 Takeover Tonight? Investment advisor targeted to run Philadelphia schools.  Goss, Scott. Philadelphia Tribune. Nov 30, 
2001.  Nevels optimistic on schools' future, Rendell relations; Brooks, Mignon. Philadelphia Tribune. Dec 13, 2002.   
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dissonance, which were worsened during the Hornbeck era, many Black educators and other 

community members bemoaned Vallas’ ability to lead Philadelphia’s public schools given the 

questionable success of Chicago’s Public Schools.484  More than anything, Black educators 

questioned Vallas’ character traits and flaws, the magnanimous impressions he made while he was 

here.  They described him as a snake oil salesman and a hustler; a conflicted politician who wanted 

to do well and to do good; a master communicator concerned with managing the impressions others 

had of him and his administration; a community-minded businessman who knew nothing about 

teaching and learning, who made huge promises but left the District in severe debt.  Most described 

him as a hype man whose substance had dissipated.485  Vallas was skillful in making powerful friends 

in high places.  He made sure he got along with key people in the state legislature.  He also built 

relationships with people on City Council.486  Another characteristic of his leadership style was in 

making promises to people.487  While some Black educators viewed Vallas as fearless and brave, 

unafraid of challenging characters and personalities in poor Black communities in Philadelphia, 

other Black educators viewed him as a bully.488   

One of the most positive ways in which Black educators recalled Vallas’ time in Philadelphia 

was through the development of the new curriculum.  One Black educator appreciated the new 

curriculum, though she also commented that it came from Vallas’ friend in Chicago.  Another Black 
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educator appreciated being included in the development process of the curriculum.  Still another 

Black educator credited Vallas’ new curriculum with making important changes in high school 

vocational education.489  Vallas took advantage of the spirit of academic accountability advocated 

through NCLB.  However, the Vallas story narrators told with the most color and emotion was that 

he was responsible for selling SDP’s historic headquarters building located at 21st Street and 

Benjamin Franklin Parkway.490  Since 1930, this edifice had served as the symbol of educational 

leadership in SDP, an impenetrable fortress into which Black professionals were not allowed.491  

District officials claimed to have sold the building to pay for new construction of SDP structures 

that were 50 years old or more.  The building at 21st and the Parkway was sold, as well as the John F. 

Kennedy Center (located alongside the Schuylkill River) and the Stevens Administration Center 

(located at 13th and Green Streets).  According to The Tribune, these properties sold for a total of $25 

million and were slated to become high-end residential properties.492  Black educators described the 

sale of this building as a loss over which many mourned. 

 Vallas had a five year contract with SDP to lead its public schools.  At that time, Vallas was 

seen by many as one of the top urban schools administrator in the nation.493  By August 2006, 

Vallas’ contract had been renewed for two additional years, so he would stay into 2009.  Under the 

terms of his new contract, he would receive a salary increase from $225,000 to $275,000, though 

Vallas said he never asked for the raise and even requested $250,000 instead.  He would also get 
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performance bonuses, which would be 20 percent of his base salary, up from the 10 percent under 

his original contract.   

One of the major critiques of his administration, in addition to concern over quid pro quo 

contracts, was Vallas’ misuse of funds.  Vallas’ financial management became a concern in 

Philadelphia later in 2006 when the District’s budget was found not to be balanced.  In October of 

that year, the budget was found to be in deficit by $21 million, then $70 million, then $73 million.494  

Vallas never fully recovered his glowing public opinion after the budget deficit issue, and by the end 

of the 2006-07 school year, Vallas was gone from the helm of SDP.495  His official resignation date 

was July 6, 2007.  He was entitled to $100,000 if he stayed until June 30, 2007.  Upon his exit, Vallas 

would receive “$180,000 in unused vacation and sick time, reduced salary and retention pay”, 

according to the terms he had negotiated in his contract when he came to Philadelphia.496  In a 

district that was already financially strapped and had been deceived about the extent to which there 

was budget concern, this was disconcerting and has established a precedent whereby the most recent 

outgoing superintendent received almost $1 million when she departed SDP before her contract 

ended.497 
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CHAPTER FIVE. EMERGING THEMES 

Every superintendent has their [sic] own agenda. 
–Black educator currently working in SDP1 

 
Everybody comes in with a heart for children.  But everybody has an agenda. 

–Black educator currently working in SDP2 
 

Each superintendent that comes in, you see the differences and new faces.   
–Black educator retired from SDP3 

 
Philadelphia is a provincial city where change is rarely expected and difficult to accept… 

Institutional change requires qualified, committed, willing individuals, capable of 
withstanding pressures of ‘rocking the boat’. 
-- Deborrah Wilkinson, The Philadelphia Tribune4 

 

As is evident through the historical analysis, racialized policies and practices within 

SDP have changed but not significantly improved over time.  The following themes emerged 

from the historical analysis: general differences in the superintendents, the undoing of 

policies and practices associated with various District leaders, the insider-outsider tension 

apparent in SDP, superintendents’ approaches to issues of race, how Black educators saw 

SDP's professional culture change, and how they described being impacted by their 

professional experiences in SDP. 

Theme one: Power struggles and shifts 

Power struggles and shifts refers to the shift in how power was enacted in SDP by its 

superintendents.  The data suggest that they all struggled as administrators of SDP, but their 

struggles were very different from one another.  Shedd was an innovator who brought new 

programs to the District, but his ability to maintain funding for the programs and to show results 

from the programs was limited.  Both he and Costanzo shared tenuous relationships with Frank 

                                                           
1 Interview, June 24, 2010 
2 Interview, July 6, 2010 
3 Interview, June 28, 2010 
4 Clayton challenges ‘old buddy’ system, 6.10.83, Deborrah Wilkinson, The Philadelphia Tribune 



188 

 

Rizzo.  They, as well as Marcase, also shared difficulty in working with the PFT.  Here is how The 

Tribune described a difference between Shedd and Costanzo in working with the teachers’ union: 

Under Mark Shedd and the teachers were split in their loyalty to him, and the strike was 
primarily against Shedd.  Under Costanzo they have come together as a unit, because 
Costanzo, the Board, and Rizzo have attempted to picture the teachers as loafers who are 
trying to ‘gut’ the city treasury, with minimum dedication.  The Mayor helped to solidify the 
teachers behind the Union that originally supported him for his job when they realized that 
the only people Rizzo cared about were Policeman, Firemen, and Rizzo, not necessarily in 
the order mentioned.5 

 
Numerous comparisons were made about the superintendents’ leadership and governance styles, 

which contributed to Black educators and community members’ interpretations of the landscape of 

the District. 

But he [Hornbeck] had a really down-to-earth style in contrast when you met with him one-
on-one.  He had a really down-to-earth style in contrast to Dr. Clayton who was very formal 
in her demeanor.  And you know, I think David in some ways, similar to Dr. Clayton, kind 
of if you build it, they will come.  And not so big on implementation.6 
 
It seems to me that Dr. Clayton had a structure and operated within the existing structure.  
David had a theory and he operated within the existing theory.  And Paul had a gut instinct 
and he operated within the gut instinct… They all had their ways of organizing their 
thoughts.  And again, I think for Dr. Clayton it was structure.  For David it was conceptual 
theory.  He didn’t much care about the structure but he did much care about the theory.  
And for Paul it was gut.  And I think at base, there was a method behind Paul’s madness but 
he didn’t lead with that.  He didn’t say, Here’s the theory and here’s how we’re going to implement.  
He said, Do this.7 

 
He [Vallas] ran the school district like a business. I don’t think the man was ever a teacher, if 
I remember correctly. He was impressive in the sense that, and I agree with in him, in the 
sense that our surroundings have a profound effect on kids going into buildings that are 
disintegrating. And he tried to make it work. He ran it like a business. He did his thing, but 
he was so different from Constance. She was more about people, he was more about the 
physical environment. And I understand both ways of thinking, but maybe there needs to be 
a combination of both.8 

 
Within CRT, objectivity, neutrality, colorblindness, and merit are considered falsehoods.  

With regard to funding and budgets, specifically the insufficient funding of the budgets for SDP, 

none of the superintendents were objective.  Those who espoused notions of fair and equal 
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education for all were limited because resources were limited.  Shedd and Hornbeck chose to 

operate schools by funding as much as possible and opting to end the school year early when funds 

ran out.  Clayton opted to cut non-essential programs in neighborhoods where she deemed people 

more privileged than others.  Vallas moved money and used it inappropriately to pay for whatever 

he deemed necessary. 

 Whereas Clayton and Vallas worked well with the unions, Hornbeck did not.9  From a 

distance, people saw Hornbeck as cold and unapproachable.  Clayton had been formal and 

hierarchical, but people described her as humanistic.  Without knowing Hornbeck, people assumed 

he was not humanistic: but some who worked closely with him communicated his more humanistic 

side, though that was not the side he most often presented to the masses of Black educators who did 

not work directly with him.  Unfortunately, many Black educators also had low expectations of him 

because he was replacing the beloved Clayton, and when he first arrived in the District, he did not 

acknowledge all that she had done for the District.10  Most considered Vallas to be approachable and 

personable, except for those who deemed him a bully.  The testimonies of these narrators and 

witnesses also suggest that the belief systems of these superintendents also played a significant role 

on how they governed the District and what happened in the District.  For instance, Hornbeck was 

philosophically opposed to charter schools because he believed they took money away from public 

schools.11  According to Jolley Christman, Vallas  

had no ideological differences with charter schools, but let’s find a way that charter schools can 
achieve some of my agenda, as well.  You know, if we’re going to have them, fine.  And so he started for 
the first time kind of working with charter schools where I’ll feel better about you if you 
open a charter in this neighborhood ‘cause we need, that’s where we need you and, you 
know, kind of being, try to be strategic.12 
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Similarly, Hornbeck and Vallas both had problems with the funding that the state provided, only 

Hornbeck led an ongoing fight with the state for funds and enlisted the mayor for help.  By contrast, 

Vallas made friends with power players, yet still complained that the state was under funding SDP.13  

This concern of underfunding existed across superintendents throughout this research and speaks 

directly to Anderson’s statement, “it is difficult to comprehend how a subordinate institution such as 

a state-controlled public education system might advance a class of people against the racist 

oppression of government and other dominant social institutions.”14 

Theme two: Doing and undoing. 

Doing and undoing refers to the notion that throughout the eras examined there has been a 

constant doing and undoing, such that there are surface level changes but the core issues that existed 

in 1967 remained in 2007.  There have been some minor improvements.  There are new buildings.  

There are new hiring processes.  There have not been any teacher strikes since 1981.  However, the 

political landscape is still a constant struggle for limited resources and efforts to ascertain power.  

Not even the shift from the Board of Education to the School Reform Commission has changed the 

highly political nature of Philadelphia’s public schools, nor has it changed the fiscal insolvency that 

has plagued SDP for years.  Black educators described change as expected with new 

superintendents, but they also explained that these changes, far too often, meant undoing or 

eliminating the things that worked for students, educators, families, and communities.  Too often, 

change in leadership meant institutional memory was lost.15  Shedd and Clayton were credited with 

providing opportunities for Black educators to be promoted within the District.  Vallas was viewed 
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as undoing these advances by replacing veteran Black Philadelphia educators with District outsiders.  

Here are some of their stories about the doing and undoing associated with new superintendents: 

There’ll be gains for about five years and then it’ll plateau and then another sheriff will ride 
into town and play some more games with us.16 
 
She [Clayton] standardized the curriculum for good reason.  But then, as superintendents 
came and went, that got lost.  Fast forward to my time, Ciel Cannon is trying to put together 
a standardized curriculum for the district… It’s expected.  When a new administrator, top 
administrator comes in, they’re going to change the organization.  Since clusters, it’s been 
something else.  And before clusters, it was something… You know, that didn’t phase me.  
It’s expected.  You know that that’s going to happen as people try to figure out how do you 
manage these big districts.17 
 
Of course, after she left they did away with the supervisors.  But the thing about it was we 
were able to get into the schools.  We were able to provide teachers with support.  We had 
the Teaching and Learning program that continued for a while after she left.  But they did 
away with supervision.  They made teacher learning processes one of those kind of things.  
But I always felt that teachers needed help.  And we were a buffer between teachers and 
principals for schools.18 
 
The folks that are there now, I tell them, Baby, this is the pattern.  You got to pray, ride this roller 
coaster with them and then you gonna be alright.  The pattern is for each, it appears, like any 
institution you have to make your mark.  You have to make it resemble you.  So when you 
leave you can say, I did that. So basically they come in, they shake up the house, let everything 
fall, and they name it different.  It’s the same stuff.  The same stuff…  And you’re doing the 
same thing, it’s just they need to change as the hierarchy organization face is changed, they 
have to make it mine, is how I interpret it.  And I can understand it to a certain degree.  The 
frustrating part for me is you change it without understanding it, how everything is 
attached.19 

 
Unlike her predecessors, Clayton had a consistently balanced budget.  Hornbeck and Vallas undid 

the fiscal solvency she brought to SDP.  Hornbeck shifted the District’s eight smaller districts to 22 

clusters.  Vallas undid the clusters and shifted District lines into regions.  The Tribune credited Vallas 

with balancing the SDP’s budget during his administration and compared him to Hornbeck, who 

this newspaper suggested never had a balanced budget.  However, Vallas’ balanced budget was a 

false positive because, while he and Hornbeck both knew neither of them had the necessary funds 

to fully operationalize the reforms they sought to bring to SDP, Hornbeck was honest about it and 
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Vallas concealed it.  Additionally, though Clayton is the only superintendent since 1967 to have a 

consistently balanced budget, it would stand to reason that when crediting Vallas with balancing the 

budget, she would be referenced.  However, such a reference was not made when The Tribune was 

hailing Vallas.  Institutional memory is lacking in SDP; memory is selectively short in Philadelphia.  

Here is how Leroi Simmons described Hornbeck’s and Vallas’ approach to funding and the budget: 

What I saw as very negative about Vallas, Vallas never made the ultimatum that Hornbeck 
made.  Hornbeck said, I’m going to educate up to this point and the money’s going to run out.  And when 
the money runs out, we’ll shut it down. ‘Cause I can’t keep cutting and expect me to educate children.  
There’s a line and you’ve crossed that line.  We can’t educate past this line.  And I’m not going to pretend 
that we’re educating.  And that’s when the state came and took over.  He [Vallas] had that same 
commitment [as Hornbeck], but he didn’t have the morals or the honesty to say it.  He knew 
that they had to build some new schools, but he wasn’t going to say, I’m going to take the money 
and build some new schools.  He knew they were going to sell some old buildings.  He wasn’t 
going to say, I’m going to sell some of these old buildings.  He just connived and schemed and did 
what Hornbeck said. And then he set up a powerful package for himself as a consultant as 
opposed to a Superintendent.  He didn’t see himself as a Superintendent.  His job was to 
balance the books, and he pretended to balance the books.  And he kind of bullied those 
folks around finance, ‘cause they never knew what was going on.20   
 

Theme three: Insider-outsider tension. 

Insider-outsider tension refers to how Black educators described the relationship between people 

who are native to or familiar with an entity and those who are not.  For the purpose of this research, 

an insider is one who is from Philadelphia, was educated in its public schools, or has worked within 

the School District of Philadelphia.  An outsider is someone who may be from Philadelphia but was 

not educated in its public schools, maybe never worked in the School District of Philadelphia, or 

may not have ever lived in Philadelphia.  An outsider is someone perceived to not understand the 

local context, whether that context is geographical or racial.21  When Shedd arrived in Philadelphia 

to run its public schools, he was an outsider.  Costanzo, Marcase, and Clayton were all District 

insiders who had “risen through the ranks”.  Clayton was also an outsider, as she was the first Black 
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person to lead the District that had only been led by White men.22  Since her 11-year tenure ended in 

1993, there has not been another District insider to lead its schools.  Hornbeck, Vallas, and the most 

recent superintendent, Ackerman, were all transplanted to Philadelphia from other locations.  Of 

those three, only Hornbeck had previous experience with Philadelphia and Pennsylvania before 

assuming the leadership post here.  Though one narrator proclaimed “Philly loves homegrown 

leaders,” one Black educator described a benefit to having outsiders lead SDP.23 

So what I appreciate most about him [Vallas] is he came years after Connie.  And I’m not 
going to suggest that there was anything wrong, because she came from Philadelphia and she 
was just Philadelphia.  But he made us realize that the buildings that our kids were going to 
school in weren’t the best environment for kids.  So all them old raggedy, non-air 
conditioned schools that we just thought that was the way it was supposed to be.  Well, he 
sort of made it, he said, What kind of capital plan has your District had?  And we began to say, 
You know what?  Maybe he’s right.  It was a rude awakening for us.  Particularly someone who 
came from a large urban district.  Now, I don’t want Farmer Joe from some place in the 
Midwest.  But he came from a district that was diverse, controversial, political, struggling, 
whatever, whatever, whatever.  So he had the skills to look at Philadelphia and say, like, Hey.  
And he used to say, he used to call them school campuses.  But campus?  The only place I 
know got a campus, I know Girls High got a campus, Central got a campus.  Overbrook got 
part of a campus.  When you started thinking about, when you started to look at your 
buildings and what our buildings did have and our buildings that were suitable and not 
suitable and whatnot and realized that we had been behind, particularly in the area of 
building and capital improvements.  So 20, 25 years behind.  I mean, and you know we 
didn’t realize that we, you know, it’s like if you live in the projects and you always lived in the 
projects, you don’t see nothing [sic] wrong with the projects.24 
 

One benefit of outsiders may be the ability to see what District insiders cannot see.  Perhaps it was 

because of this benefit, that Hornbeck and Vallas chose to hire many outsiders to assist them in 

leading the District.25  This hiring of outsiders was also true of Vallas and of his successor, 

Ackerman.  The hiring of outsiders may well be a trait of the outsider who comes in to lead the 

District.  However, this choice to value outsiders over District insiders calls into question the merit 

and value of the educators who are already in Philadelphia.  This then exacerbates the insider-

outsider tension because veteran SDP educators feel disrespected by the unspoken reality of lack of 
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promotions for themselves.  When Shedd was chosen to be the superintendent of SDP in 1967, here 

is what appeared in The Tribune: 

The next logical step would have been to promote someone within the system to the 
position of Superintendent.  The idea that someone from afar off is better able to conduct 
the school system than someone who has worked with it is stupid.  This is clearly true in the 
instant case, since Dr. Shedd must be paid $150 a day while he learns the problems of the 
local schools.26 

 
More recently, Veronica Joyner, a long time community activist and founder of the Mathematics and 

Civics Charter School complained,  

The school district tends to get people from outside of the city.  Then they have to come in 
and learn the players.  Whenever you go outside of the city you are saying that you don’t 
have qualified people in your city.  We have qualified people here in the city.  What do they 
(other cities) have that we don’t have?27 

 
Several Black educators lamented the disrespect and disregard they believed Black educators 

received because of the hiring and promotion policies of the outsider educators who came to lead 

SDP.28   

In addition to the disrespect Black educators felt and still feel, the legacies of outsider 

educators Hornbeck and Vallas on SDP remains visible and permanent.  As a result of the 

contentious relationship Hornbeck had with the state throughout his superintendency, a state-

takeover of Philadelphia’s public schools ensued, such that the nine member mayor-appointed 

School Board that had existed for almost four decades was replaced by a five-member School 

Reform Commission appointed by the governor and the mayor.  Vallas is affiliated with the selling 

off of the Districts assets, particularly District headquarters at 21st and the Parkway.  These two 

changes are stark daily reminders of the outsider superintendents who led SDP for a time and have 

moved on to other opportunities. 
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This insider-outsider tension exists at other levels within SDP.  Both Rotan Lee (Board of 

Education Chair, 92-94) and James Nevels (School Reform Commission Chair, 2001-07) were Black 

men and therefore, racial insiders in SDP.  However, they were both also outsiders: Lee was 

educated in Bryn Mawr, and Nevels was educated in Indiana and was also a political outsider as a 

Republican.  Both Lee and Nevels demonstrated a lack of reverence for what already existed in 

Philadelphia; Lee, through the contentious relationship he developed with Clayton; Nevels, through 

his insistence that sweeping, symbolic changes must be made to the school system (such as selling 

District headquarters).29 

 This insider-outsider tension also existed for educators coming into new schools and for 

community members working with the District.  Below, a Black educator and Leroi Simmons 

describe their experiences as outsiders. 

When I went to Kensington, it was a female.  It was a White female teacher, the principal.  
And when I walked in with my supervisor for that area, the secretary told her that we were 
there to meet her and she is to meet her new resource teacher, she [the principal] said, I don’t have 
time for that.  I read her lips.  And then, she looked out her door, and she said, I know you.   I 
remember you.  I said, And I remember you.  I said, Where do you remember me from?  And she said, 
You conducted a workshop for the principals and did blah blah blah blah.  I remember you very well.  I 
said, Well, thank you.  And she said, Oh, you were great.  Come on in.  And that was my entry into 
that school.  And that school ended up nominated me for their Rose Lindbach award.  And 
I wasn’t even there every day.  But I built a great relationship with those teachers and that 
community, as well.30   

 
Some of it’s natural.  It’s like the big animal in the room has to eat, and so, you know, the big 
animal eats and defecates where it feels like it.  And you know, the School District has been 
able to function, I mean, they got a $3.4 billion budget.  So they can function like 
everybody’s trying to get something.  So here, you’ll take it then you’re mine, my slave.  And if you 
don’t take it, then something’s wrong with you and you’re ostracized.  You know, you’re 
alienated.  And there’s a blatant disrespect or disregard for folk according to, not credential, 
but title.  You know, when they hear community, they come with a presupposition that 
community means people around the neighborhood that’s doing bad and they can’t really 
have no real input, that we put the community over here and we put professionals over here and we put the 
rest of educators over here.  And they don’t even deal with community as educators.  ‘Cause our 
group, the Germantown Clergy Initiative, is made up of all kinds of people… And when 
they say preachers, they don’t see preachers as being somebody who’s had to go to a seminary.  
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And seminaries are all grad schools, so we all have Master’s degrees.  But they don’t see that.  
They say, These are preachers.  We’re educators.  We know.  They don’t know.  And so that’s a caste 
system that is set up.31  
 

At all levels, the insider-outsider tension apparent within SDP reveals a need for outsiders to prove 

themselves to the insiders of the community they seek to access, prove as useful, worthy, welcome, 

or the opposite of each.  Philadelphia is provincial, peculiar, and particular; its racial politics are so 

deeply embedded within SDP’s fabric.32  Two Black educators described it this way: 

And so, some of what you want to do, you can’t do it that way in Philadelphia.  We are our 
own peculiar place, and you’ve got to get to know Philly and know how Philly, how the folks 
in Philly roll.  That’s really helpful.  And if you’re not gonna do that, you’re going to have 
some challenges.  And I feel that it’s been a while.33 
 
They have to be from Philly or have the stamp of approval from the inner circle in Philly.  
You can’t have lip service.  Truly involve and serve the community well, starting with 
making great decisions for children.  Know the neighborhoods and the neighborhood 
leaders. Paul got it to an extent.  I think David got it in the beginning.  I think David got it in 
the beginning but David’s plans were very radical!  His plans would be looked at as normal 
today.  What David was doing was RADICAL, and so, he came in on a mission.  On a 
mission.  So, yes he was before his time with many of the things he was trying to do.  Philly 
loves home grown leaders.34 

 

Theme four: Racial retrenchment. 

Racial retrenchment refers to the stark differences and approaches each superintendent took to 

issues of race, which usually were in response to the superintendent who had immediately preceded 

them.  Shedd was viewed as advocating Black rights over those of Whites.  However, when top 

ranking Black officials resigned from leadership positions within SDP, Shedd would not guarantee 

that they would be replaced by African-American educators.  He attempted to confront racial issues 

and is credited with giving promotions and causing advancement for Black professionals within 
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SDP.  When Costanzo succeeded him, he boasted of “20 years of service in the Black community” 

and told The Tribune, 

I would just like a fair chance to do the kind of educational job I know the Black people of 
Philadelphia want and deserve.  I want the people to trust me until such time as I would 
violate their trust.  You have a superintendent who wants to do a good job, who by 
performance, and not fancy words has shown an affinity for Black people.  I have worked in 
Black communities for years.  That does not show in my resume; and it was by choice that I 
worked there.  I finished number one on a vice principal’s examination in 1960.  I chose to 
go to Shoemaker Jr. High, which was even then 100 per cent Black.  I was the first in the 
Elementary Principal’s examination in1963.  I went to Jackson Elementary School, 12th and 
Federal Streets, which at the time was 78 percent Black.35 

 
Like Shedd, Costanzo made an effort to convince Black educators and community members that he 

understood them and was advocating for them.  Both Shedd and Costanzo became weary in their 

working relationships with Rizzo, and much of their weariness surrounded issues of race within 

SDP.  Conversely, Marcase had no public fights with Rizzo.  His superintendency was when ethnic 

politics and patronage were the worst by the accounts in this research.  Perhaps it was because of 

Marcase’s racial politics that Clayton’s resistance to ethnic politics was so important.  However, 

when she used the term “historically privileged”, there were calls for her to be removed from leading 

the schools.  The rules regarding what is tolerable and acceptable seem to be different when Black 

people are in charge.  At the time of Clayton’s statement, Philadelphia had a Black mayor (Wilson 

Goode), Black police chief (Willie Williams), and Black SDP superintendent.36  When Black 

leadership is involved or issues of race become apparent, people become more concerned with 

oversight of governance, and there are more questions. 

 Ladson-Billings described White supremacy as pathology within localities and school 

districts.37  Hornbeck looked beyond the local landscape and identified this pathology within the 

state’s public school funding formula, describing it as racist.  He then admonished other Whites for 
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their White privilege.  However, his ability to use this language was, itself, the result of White 

privilege.  Societal norms precluded Clayton from using the language Hornbeck used, though their 

words had similar meanings and both superintendents had similar concerns.38  Clayton could not use 

the language of race when arguing for the cuts she made that impacted people mostly in Northeast 

Philadelphia because she knew the racial tensions that already existed in the city.  She could not use 

language that included race, though with the racial undertone in “historically privileged”, she was still 

accused of being racist.  Hornbeck’s use of the language demonstrated the privilege he had, that 

Whites had, that Clayton did not. 

 None of the Black educators mentioned issues of race during Vallas’ tenure.  Diane 

Castelbuono shared, “And it’s interesting, I don’t think race was talked about very much at all under 

Paul Vallas.  Talked about, not openly.  Was it at play?  Yes.  Was it talked about very openly?  No.  

Why was that?  I don’t know.”39  This absence of discussion about race reflects Pollock’s concept of 

“color mute”: the idea that in an effort to not project an image of racism, one’s color-blindness 

prevents one from speaking about issues of race.40  The colormuteness of Vallas’ superintendency 

further demonstrates the role of CRT in examining the work of Black educators in the District.  

CRT asserts that colorblindness is a falsehood, and Castelbuono acknowledged that though racial 

issues were at play, they were not discussed at large during the Vallas era. 

Theme five: Allegiances and alliances. 

Allegiances and alliances refers to how Black educators and other community members in this 

research described the most significant changes they saw in the profession, the District, from their 

colleagues, and with themselves throughout this time period.  There were changes with regard to the 
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understood dress code, how educators were addressed by students and colleagues, how educators 

interacted with one another, and the pride educators had for their positions.  Here are two examples: 

Let’s go back to, when I first came to the District in ’81, that was right after the whole 
concept of the open classroom.  And when that came about and they relaxed the dress code, 
when that came about it created a climate of come as you wish with teachers, come as you 
wish with students.  Teachers would come to school looking like they just left the playing 
field or some other place.  And the kids were looking at them and said, Man, look what Mrs. 
So-and-So got on.  Or Miss So-and-So.  And given that, then, the students did not respect them 
like they should because they didn’t look like a teacher should, as far as I was concerned.  I 
always went with a suit, necktie, whatever, on, because that’s the way I remember teachers 
dressing.  And as time went on, the dress also, I guess, changed people’s way of doing things 
and thinking and talking to each other.  It was nothing to hear teachers, professional teachers 
and other, nonprofessionals within the building, using profanity within the presence of kids, 
cursing and fighting and arguing with each other in the presence of kids.41 

 
You felt proud to be a part of the Philadelphia School District when I started.  Now I kind 
of whisper it.  [whispers]  Yeah, I work for Philadelphia School District.  I’m embarrassed by what 
I know, and by the fact that what we do well, we don’t, nobody knows.  And I think that’s 
our fault.  That’s the District’s fault.42 

 
Narrators and community members also communicated a loss of reverence for the education 

profession and for the District, a lack of professionalism, and instability more intense than what they 

experienced when they first entered SDP.  Here are two examples: 

Working in a single school district for a lifetime is not necessarily… people tend to be much 
more job satisfaction oriented.  They’re going to work where they feel valued and where they 
feel that they’re appropriately compensated, and so on.  I know it wasn’t always the case…. 
And then to become a principal, in my era, when I came to Philadelphia, the high school 
principals were what I thought was a quite remarkable group.  And they were elders in the 
District, perceived as, you know, they all had long-standing reputations, both among the kids 
who went to their schools, among teachers, in the District as a whole.  Everybody knew, I 
mean, and you could ask and teachers would know who the principals were at almost every 
high school in Philadelphia.  And they had a great deal of influence in the organization.  But 
the same thing was true of Regional Superintendents.  It was perceived to be, you know, this 
was a career, high school principal was a terminating job in a career.  You got to be principal 
of Overbrook and you stayed at Overbrook and you stayed at Overbrook for, ‘til you 
dropped dead.  And lots of high school principals didn’t want to be Regional 
Superintendents.  They liked the job.43 
 
First of all, there’s not the stability… And there was a time when you died.  They had to pry 
you out of the principal’s seat.  They had to move the principal of William Penn, um.  I think 
the police had to escort her out.  But she was legend.  She was a legend.  I think she retired 
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after that.  And she didn’t live very long after that.  And this was principal of William Penn, 
and she had been principal of William Penn for years.  And people seldomly called her by 
her first name.  It’s gonna come to me.  I’m gonna think of her name.  But like Ed Gillespie, 
he died as principal of Strawberry Mansion.  You had these principals, it was kinda like This 
is my school.  And you had staffs that were extremely stable.  Now you had some people who 
came and would go but you had staffs that had started their teaching careers and stayed for 
the entire time or maybe they had only taught at two schools.  And you just don’t have that.  
And it’s really getting worse.  It’s like Okay, so what were your scores again?  We’re gonna move you.  
It’s not even like you get fired.  You just get moved around to different schools.  So, it’s 
harder to build a sense of community when you have this kind of movement that you have 
now.44 

 
Historical literature points to White educators’ low expectations for Black students, and 

narrators in this study confirmed those low expectations.45  However, Black educators who had 

moved beyond the classroom into leadership positions rarely described this phenomenon.  Instead, 

more Black educators commented on elder Black educators having low expectations for Black 

students and half-heartedly working in the District until retirement.  Narrators also foretold of a 

shift in the level of responsibility Black educators demonstrated for Black people and Black 

communities and a pervasive lack of focus on the part of Black educators.46  Here are some of those 

descriptions: 

The largest thing that has happened in terms of community are the fact that the teachers that 
we’re talking about lived in the same community, we no longer live in this community that 
the drugs happened.  And there’s a lot of those things have happened to our community that 
doesn’t allow us to take the street politics and do what is necessary.  We kind of just are 
doing nothing.  We’re not doing what we’re supposed to do.  You know.  Like my Grandma 
used to say, You wrong as two left feet.  How you going to be complaining about A when you ain’t taking 
care of B?  You know?  You can’t do that, you know.  That’s what I think.   So me, that’s what 
I saw.  We’ve just got to take care of business [in SDP].  We’re not, as a community, but also 
African-American educators are different now.  You know what I mean?  We’re not fighting 
as hard as we used to.  I don’t know if it’s a sell out because I think that would be 
disrespectful to say to people who probably feel like they’ve worked hard on it.  I don’t think 
they, some people just don’t know what they don’t know.  And some people just do what 
they do to get by.  We have some burn out.  And I think we have to blame the HBCUs.  
They shouldn’t have been a - Teach For America should’ve been Teach For Black America.  
The HBCUs have more schools than any other cultural group.  We couldn’t put together a 
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plan to take young people who were majoring in education and send them to urban 
centers?47 

 
I’ve seen a lot of especially older African-Americans that are over 50.  And I tell this all the 
time.  I don’t want to be this person, ‘cause they’re close to their retirement and you had to 
struggle with all these different things you had to go through, through good old boy 
networks and so on and so forth.  They’ve now begun to create their own, what I call the 
New Negro Network, kind of emulating what they do...  And some of them don’t care as much 
anymore.48 

 
Additionally, Black educators described having seen a shift in their work with SDP from 

issues of race to issues of power underscored by complicated racial alliances.49  In the 1970s, they 

described more obvious efforts to move resources to the Northeast section of Philadelphia and 

away from North Philadelphia, particularly in special instruction areas such as music and art.50  This 

movement of the special areas of instruction to the Northeast is evidence of Ladson-Billings and 

Tate’s notion of Whiteness as property.51  Music and art classes were resources viewed as limited and 

special and District officials sought to move these special resources to the mostly White Northeast 

section of Philadelphia, away from mostly Black North Philadelphia.  One Black educator, who 

taught music early in her career and was placed in nine different schools in one school year, 

described how she was counted nine times on the District’s staffing rolls so it would appear to have 

greater diversity, more Black educators, than what it actually had.52  However, in the new 

millennium, Black educators described seeing a shift in power based on the racial group in power at 

the time and the allegiances established between and among people in those groups.  Here is how 

two Black educators described that situation: 

What I notice is the politics reflect the leadership, meaning that when we had Hispanics in 
charge, those were the people, then all of a sudden all the Hispanics have power throughout 
the District.  The Hispanic principals had a different level of power, they had a different 
attitude.  Nilsa [Gonzalez] was one of the women that I described.  I’m close to retirement, 
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nothing you can do to me.  And she wasn’t scared to say that to Vallas.  So she had a different 
leverage than others.  He ain’t mess with her.  So that was the year of the Hispanics. And 
you saw promotions coming.  I mean, even the clerks.  And I mean, all you could do was be 
envious.  You couldn’t be mad.  Okay.  So ours is going to come.  It’s just like, and then 
when ours comes, it didn’t come the way that we expected.  Everybody came from outside.53 
 
I was in a heavily Latino area, and that was a different political landscape.  I was probably the 
only African-American principal at Jamison54.  During that time, Latino power was very, 
very, very apparent and strong, and Nilsa Gonzalez was at the helm… they had power 
brokers in the right places.  And they did not hide the fact that they were moving their 
people up.  So, my road blocks came because I wasn’t Latina.  And I wasn’t in enough with 
Latinas.  And the only reason why I say I wasn’t in enough was because I do know a sister 
who was embraced by them.  So, I don’t know what she did, but she was in.  She seemed to 
be in…  What you need to know is that power transcends race, gender, and everything else.  
The pursuit of power, the distribution of power, all that.  Why I say that is Lavonne 
Sheffield is a perfect example.  Here is a Black female.  I was happy, happy, happy because a 
SISTER is gonna have this powerful position.  I couldn’t wait to meet her.  We’re like 
planning: we’re gonna welcome her and all of that.  Well, the power trip that she was on 
didn’t have anything to do with relating to other Black females.  It was just about power 
breeding power.  So, she was attracted to Nilsa, who is Latina.  So, it wasn’t a racial 
connection but this power thing.  Definitely in the Vallas camp.  She was a Broad graduate 
and that’s a whole other power thing.  Now, that’s not to say that people in power don’t 
look to bring in people that they like and who are like them and many times, that’s what 
makes it look racial.  But my theory is that it’s less about that and more about power 
attracting power.55 

 
 Lastly, Black educators in this study described how their own allegiances shifted based on 

their personal situations and where they were in their careers.  For most, career decisions were 

personal and were most closely influenced by their personal situations (i.e., family responsibilities) 

rather than the political situation.  Here are the choices they made regarding whether to stay or to 

go: they would wait for reforms’ glory to pass until something or some new superintendent came 

along; they would remain in the District until retirement; they left SDP to work in a charter school; 

they left SDP to work for a suburban district.  Here are some descriptions of narrators’ experiences 

with how they saw the professional commitments and allegiances impacted by politics: 

I guess ‘cause I’ve gotten older, I guess I was more bright-eyed or wide open… But at the 
same time, I got a chance to see a lot of political things…  So I began to become somewhat 
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disillusioned.  And I thought that everybody who was in the District was for the kids.  And I 
saw that it wasn’t really like that.56 
 
I saw so much stuff and not always good.  It was very, very, more political.  I felt that, I 
didn’t really get a sense that it was about children.  Back at the beginning of my time, I think 
it was a façade that it was and people really believed it, but when I look at, you know, the 
higher up in administration you get, and you see and the folks that he was hiring and the 
kinds of things that were being done, not illegal or anything like that, but just, it was the first 
time that I really got a sense that it wasn’t about children.  It was about the politics and what’s 
in it for me.57 
 
I loved it.  I loved going to work. I loved working in my schools. And I really mean that.  I 
took my children to my schools.  Before, you were allowed to take your kids to school.  They 
loved coming.  They’d get so excited to go to my schools that I taught at.  There was a joy of 
life for the schools.  Yes, there were some trying times and some taxing times…  But you 
also saw growth, you saw community among teachers, it was like a camaraderie, a real 
purpose, accomplished and motivation…  It was an exciting time.  I guess as the budgets 
disappeared, the political stuff in Harrisburg with the anti-Philadelphia, anti-urban education 
move… things changed.  The kids weren’t as well prepared by 1999, 2000.  You had these 
attitudes of the kids can’t do this, the kids don’t want to do this.58 
 
I started teaching as a very energetic person who wanted to work with kids and just knew 
that education was what I wanted to do.  But the closer you get to the top and the more you 
realize the politics, about the politics of education, sometimes it’s challenging to remain 
positive and not become cynical.  And the politics of education is so strong that it’s almost 
devastating.59 
 
Your eyes are opened, when your feelings are hurt enough, when you are terminated enough 
for no apparent reason, you start picking up the rhythm of this whole thing and you start 
understanding and you start talking to other people and you see that is systematic. So now 
I’m seasoned and you know what the deal is and try to school young teachers as much as I 
can without jading them. So, it is what it is and I am sure it’s not just in school districts. I’m 
sure it’s in every kind of business.60 

 
There’s always politics in everything.  If you become a Regional Superintendent and you 
knew me as a teacher, you might pull me in.  And you might pull me in because you know 
me and that I’m the person you want.  But you know, on the other hand, this other person 
might be more qualified.  But because you feel comfortable working with me, you pull me in.  
That might be deemed by that other person as oh the politics.  They’re playing the game here.  So 
that’s another thing where you got to look at the whole situation in terms of how the politics 
are done.  I’ll say that for a long time there were politics.  Everybody knows that Black men 
were kept out [from being] principals, and superintendent and so on and so forth.  And 
that’s changed for the better, but I don’t think we’re where we need to be.61 
 

                                                           
56 Interview, June 21, 2010 
57 Interview, June 28, 2010 
58 Interview, July 2, 2010 
59 Interview, July 29, 2010 
60 Interview, June 17, 2010 
61 Interview, July 20, 2010 



204 

 

Summary of emergent themes. 

Power struggles and shifts.  Numerous comparisons were made about the 

superintendents’ leadership and governance styles, which contributed to Black educators and 

community members’ interpretations of the landscape of the District.  Though each superintendent 

studied in this research struggled as an administrator of SDP, the struggles were very different from 

one another.  Within CRT, objectivity, neutrality, colorblindness, and merit are considered 

falsehoods.  With regard to funding and budgets, specifically the insufficient funding of the budgets 

for SDP, none of the superintendents were objective.  Some may have espoused notions of fair and 

equal education for all, but all were forced to make subjective choices because resources were 

limited. 

 With regard to working styles, Clayton and Vallas worked well with unions while Shedd, 

Costanzo, Marcase, and Hornbeck did not.62  From a distance, people saw Hornbeck as cold and 

unapproachable.  Clayton had been formal and hierarchical, many but people described her as 

humanistic.  Most considered Vallas to be approachable and personable, except for those who 

deemed him a bully.  Narrators and witnesses suggested that the belief systems of these 

superintendents played a significant role on how they governed the District and what happened in 

the District.  Hornbeck and Vallas both had problems with the funding that the state provided, but 

only Hornbeck led an ongoing fight with the state for funds and enlisted the mayor for help.  By 

contrast, Vallas made friends with power players, yet still complained that the state was under 

funding SDP.63 

Doing and undoing .  Throughout the eras, there has been a constant doing and undoing, 

such that there are surface level changes but the core issues that existed in 1967, remained in 2007.  

                                                           
62 Interview, July 6, 2010, Interview, July 26, 2010, Interview, August 19, 2010 
63 Parting words, Regan Toomer. Philadelphia Tribune. Jun 17, 2007.  According to this article, after waiting for additional 
funding from the state, Vallas said, “The state has got to step up to the plate.” 
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Minor SDP improvements include new buildings, new hiring processes, and no teacher strikes since 

1981.  However, the political landscape is still a constant struggle for limited resources and efforts to 

ascertain power.  Not even the shift from the Board of Education to the School Reform 

Commission has changed the highly political nature of Philadelphia’s public schools, nor has it 

changed the fiscal insolvency that has plagued SDP for years.  Black educators described change as 

expected with new superintendents, but they also explained that these changes, far too often, meant 

undoing or eliminating the things that worked for students, educators, families, and communities.  

Too often, change in leadership meant institutional memory was lost.64 

Insider-outsider tension.  Black educators also described an insider-outsider tension that 

exists within SDP.  An insider is one who is from within the unit (Philadelphia, for instance), was 

educated in its public schools, or has worked within the School District of Philadelphia.  An outsider 

is someone who may be from outside the unit (Philadelphia, for instance) was not educated in its 

public schools, maybe never worked in the School District of Philadelphia, or may not have ever 

lived in Philadelphia.  An outsider is someone perceived to not understand the local context, 

whether that context is geographical or racial.65  When Shedd arrived in Philadelphia to run its public 

schools, he was an outsider.  Costanzo, Marcase, and Clayton were all District insiders who had 

“risen through the ranks”.  But Clayton was also an outsider, as she was the first Black person to 

lead the District that had only been led by White men.66  Since her 11-year tenure ended in 1993, 

there has not been another District insider to lead its schools.  Hornbeck, Vallas, and the most 

recent superintendent, Ackerman, were all transplanted to Philadelphia from other locations.  Of 

those three, only Hornbeck had previous experience with Philadelphia and Pennsylvania before 

                                                           
64 Interview, June 24, 2010, Interview, July 27, 2010, Interview, July 26, 2010, Interview, July 29, 2010, Interview, June 
24, 2010, Interview, July 19, 2010, Interview, June 28, 2010, Interview, July 20, 2010 
65 Having Your Say, James Sutton, 6.28.94, The Philadelphia Tribune 
66 Interview, October 25, 2010 
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assuming the leadership post here.  The choice to value outsiders over District insiders calls into 

question the merit and value of the educators who are already in Philadelphia.  This then 

exacerbated the insider-outsider tension because veteran SDP educators felt disrespected by the 

unspoken reality of a lack of promotions for themselves.  Several Black educators lamented the 

disrespect and disregard they believed Black educators received because of the hiring and promotion 

policies of the outsider educators who came to lead SDP.67  This insider-outsider tension is not 

limited to the role of the superintendent or CEO.  This tension has existed at multiple levels within 

SDP: on the School Board and the School Reform Commission; in the relationship between schools 

and the District's central office.  At all levels, the insider-outsider tension apparent within SDP 

reveals a need for outsiders to prove themselves to the insiders of the community they seek to lead.  

Philadelphia is provincial, peculiar, and particular; its racial politics are so deeply embedded within 

SDP’s fabric.68 

Racial retrenchment.  Each superintendent handled issues of race differently during their 

tenures.  Shedd was viewed as advocating Black rights over those of Whites, but he would not 

guarantee that vacant, top SDP positions would be filled by African-American educators.  He 

attempted to confront racial issues and is credited with giving promotions and causing advancement 

for Black professionals within SDP.  Like Shedd, Costanzo made an effort to convince Black 

educators and community members that he understood them and was advocating for them.  Both 

Shedd and Costanzo became weary in their working relationships with Rizzo, and much of their 

weariness surrounded issues of race within SDP.  Conversely, Marcase had no public fights with 

Rizzo.  Perhaps it was because of Marcase’s racial politics that Clayton’s resistance to ethnic politics 

                                                           
67 Interview, July 2, 2010, Interview, July 12, 2010, Interview, January 5, 2011, Interview, July 27, 2010, Interview, July 
19, 2010 
68 Clayton challenges ‘old buddy’ system, 6.10.83, Deborrah Wilkinson, The Philadelphia Tribune; Interview, October 25, 
2010; Interview, July 12, 2010; Interview, July 26, 2010 
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was so important.  However, when she used the term “historically privileged”, there were calls for 

her to be removed from leading the schools.   

 Ladson-Billings described White supremacy as pathology within localities and school 

districts.69  Hornbeck looked beyond the local landscape and identified this pathology within the 

state’s public school funding formula, describing it as racist.  He then admonished other Whites for 

their White privilege.  However, his ability to use this language was, itself, the result of White 

privilege.  Black educators were mute on issues of race during Vallas’ tenure.  This absence of 

discussion about race reflects Pollock’s concept of “color mute”: the idea that in an effort to not 

project an image of racism, one’s color-blindness prevents one from speaking about issues of race.70  

The colormuteness of Vallas’ superintendency further demonstrates the power of CRT in explaining 

the work of Black educators in the District.  CRT asserts that colorblindness is a falsehood, and 

though racial issues were at play, they were not discussed at large during the Vallas era. 

Allegiances and alliances.  Black educators and other community members in this research 

described the most significant changes they saw in the profession, the District, from their colleagues, 

and with themselves.  There were changes with regard to the understood dress code, how educators 

were addressed by students and colleagues, how educators interacted with one another, and the 

pride educators had for their positions.  Narrators and community members also communicated a 

loss of reverence for the education profession and for the District, a lack of professionalism, and 

instability more intense than what they experienced when they first entered SDP.  Furthermore, 

Black educators commented on elder Black educators having low expectations for Black students 

and half-heartedly working in the District until retirement.  Narrators also foretold of a shift in the 

level of responsibility Black educators demonstrated for Black people and Black communities and a 

                                                           
69 Ladson-Billings, 2004 
70 Pollock, Colormute: Race Talk Dilemmas in an American School 
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pervasive lack of focus on the part of Black educators.71  Additionally, Black educators described 

having seen a shift in their work with SDP from issues of race to issues of power underscored by 

complicated racial alliances.72  In the new millennium, Black educators described seeing a shift in 

power based on the racial group in power at the time and the allegiances established between and 

among people in those groups.  Black educators in this study also described how their own 

allegiances shifted based on their personal situations and where they were in their careers.  For most, 

career decisions were personal and were most closely influenced by their personal situations (i.e., 

family responsibilities) rather than the political situation. 

                                                           
71 Franklin, 1979; M. Foster, 1997; Hayre and Moore, 1997; Interview, June 21, 2010, Interview, July 22, 2010, Interview, 
September 30, 2010 
72 Interview, July 27, 2010, Interview, July 6, 2010, Interview, July 19, 2010 
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CHAPTER SIX. CONCLUSIONS 

Summaries, Interpretations, and Implications 

Introduction.  This chapter of the dissertation summarizes how the research was 

conceptualized and conducted, and it explains the limitations of the study.  First, critical race theory 

is reviewed as the underlying assumption with which this work was approached and the lens through 

which the data were analyzed.  Next, the historical and thematic findings are summarized, and there 

is a description of what this research adds to the existing body of knowledge on Black educators.  

Following that, the professional, policy, and practice implications of this research are presented.  

Lastly, this chapter closes with questions, issues, and topics stimulated by this research to be further 

probed by historians and social scientists. 

This study explored how urban educators experience their profession amidst constant 

reforms and school district politics.  Prior to this research, extant literature did not demonstrate how 

reforms were implemented by school district educators at various levels given the local political, 

racial, and ethnic issues within cities and, therefore, school districts.  More study in urban schools 

was needed to examine the relationship between the intricacies of professional context—such as 

school/community poverty, students’ academic performance, reform policies, and professional 

culture—and how educators view themselves and their capacity within the profession.   

Additionally, further research was needed to determine how reform policies combined with the 

efficacy and satisfaction of the educators to impact how they define their professional situations and 

themselves in the profession. 

To these ends, this study sought to answer the following questions:  What were the 

competing narratives that Black educators, specifically, and Philadelphians, generally, used to 

understand and explain the educational eras and reform policies of the school district from 1967 - 

2007?  Given the changing sociopolitical climate and reform policies within the school district 
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throughout these five educational eras, how did Black educators experience shifts in SDP’s 

professional culture?  How do Black educators’ narratives about SDP’s administrators shape the 

perceptions they now have of their professional experiences?  How did changes in superintendents 

impact Black educators’ perceptions of district policies, governance, and practices within SDP?  

How does Critical Race Theory explain the role of race in the practices of SDP’s superintendents 

and Black educators’ perceptions of SDP’s professional culture? 

Limitations.  This research presents an historical analysis and the themes which emerged 

from it, explicating some of the ways in which the School District of Philadelphia changed over time 

through the lens of a group of its Black educators.  Stories that could be corroborated using The 

Philadelphia Tribune, primarily, as well as The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, The Daily News, and The 

Philadelphia Inquirer were included in this study.  There were notions of political corruption that were 

not explored in this study.  While there were some limited narrator accounts of such instances, they 

could not be corroborated with these sources.  Additionally, this study does not present the shifts in 

the District’s faculty and student desegregation policies.  SDP’s voluntary transfer policy for faculty 

began in 1965, before this study began, and no narrator mentioned it.  As students were not the 

focus of this study, issues regarding student desegregation in schools were also not included here.  

Narrators’ issues with race-based gender expectations for and from themselves and their colleagues 

were mentioned by some but not explored in this research. 

Critical race theory in this study.  Critical race theory served to support my underlying 

assumptions, methodological choices and to explain some of this research’s findings.  Meanings and 

themes within this research were informed by CRT and by the fact that the District has a 

predominately Black constituency.  Since social reality is constructed through ongoing interactions, 

specifically through narratives, and CRT has as one of its components the significance of counter-

narratives, CRT and race as significant provided the initial assumption from which this research 
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extended.1  As explained by Lynn, CRT begins with the notion that racism is a natural and, in fact, 

necessary part of a society that is founded on white supremacist principles” and “the educational 

system becomes one of the chief means through which the system of white supremacy regenerates 

and renews itself.” 2  CRT’s focus on the endemic nature of racism to American society and its 

institutions, meritocracy and colorblindness as farce, interest convergence, and the importance of 

storytelling and counter-narratives were the most significant tools employed in this research.3  For 

the purposes of this study, understanding the role of story-telling and counter-narratives was 

informed by narrative identity theory, which argues that people make sense of their lives through the 

stories they tell about them.4  Identities are socially and historically constructed, context matters, and 

one needs a narrative in order to process one’s identity.5  By extension, the race narratives of these 

educators demonstrated that their identities and experiences were socially and historically 

constructed and informed by the context in which they worked within SDP. 

 This study extended the use of CRT in analyzing inequality in schools and school systems as 

it juxtaposes two, sometimes diametrically opposed, entities: the historical trajectory of an urban 

district engaged in constant reform efforts and a group of its historically marginalized educators, 

specifically, Black educators.  Ladson-Billings described White supremacy as pathology within 

localities and school districts.  CRT is used to explore and analyze “the ways in which school [and 

school district] practices are shaped by racist notions regarding the abilities of African American[s]” 

as well as how “systematic forms of racial privilege impede the ability of schools [and school 

                                                           
1 Berger and Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality; Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995 
2 Lynn, Race, Culture, and The Education of African Americans 
3 Milner, Race, Culture, and Researcher Positionality; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Delgado, When a Story is Just a 
Story:  Does Voice Really Matter?; Bell, Learning From Our Losses: Is School Desegregation Still Feasible in the 1980s?; 
Bell, The Politics of Desegregation; Bell, Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence Dilemma. 
4 Bruner, 1991; 1998 
5 Vila, 2000 
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systems] to function as tools of empowerment for racially marginalized” professionals.6  This study 

extended Ladson-Billings and Tate’s use of race as an analytic tool to understand the different 

racialized experiences of professionals within a racialized political state system, namely, the school 

district.7 

The argument/ findings.  This research was conducted under the assumption that race 

matters and has been significant in the experiences and, therefore, the stories of Black educators 

within SDP.  CRT argues that the experiential knowledge of people of color matters.  These Black 

educators' accounts of their opinions and experiences within SDP demonstrate counter-narratives, 

contradictions to the nostalgic memory of education as the great equalizer and public schools the 

vehicle of social mobility.  Rorrer et al. advocated conducting research on districts that would 

examine the complexity and interrelatedness of districts’ various components over time to capture 

the social, political, and economic contexts of districts.8  This dissertation research has argued that, 

based on the race narratives of education professionals, SDP is peculiar, particular, unforgiving, and 

deeply politically entrenched.  Its politics are complicated by issues of race and insider-outsider 

tensions and are compounded by state politics and the national political landscape.  The politics 

within SDP were also influenced by the interpretation of the contemporary political narrative by the 

superintendent and his or her epistemological beliefs and ontological bent within that narrative.  

Politics and issues of power always get in the way of education reform.  The politics are inter-

racialized and intra-racialized because of the context of the city, the composition of the students in 

the District, the history of the District, and the limited funds with which the District exists.  No 

educator is immune to the politics that plague and thwart attempts at reform in SDP.  The politics 

are too entrenched.  Until people in power value other people and the education profession over 

                                                           
6 Ladson-Billings, Wrong Note, 2004; Lynn, Race, Culture, and The Education of African Americans.  
7 Ladson-Billings and Tate, Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education 
8 Rorrer et al, 2008 
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their own pursuit of power, prestige, wealth, and influence, improvement for the masses in SDP 

and, by extension, many similar large school districts, is not likely to happen. 

Black educators and the political/professional culture.  M. Foster lamented that “the 

paucity of contemporary accounts by African-Americans about their… experiences… will limit 

current and future historians’ and sociologists’ complete understanding of schools and schooling.”9  

While her works on Black teachers focused on their relationships with students, Black educators’ 

relationships with one another and how they understood their jobs, the school district, and 

themselves in the district performing their jobs is unknown.10  She asserted that “we know little 

about the thinking… nor do we understand how many of these teachers define their teaching 

situations, decide which roles and responsibilities to assume, and apply this knowledge to their 

practice.”11  Dingus elucidated the presence and impact of community reciprocity on three 

generations of Black educators throughout their professional socialization, but prior to this research, 

extant literature did not demonstrate how the professional socialization and professional situations 

of Black educators are influenced by the policies and politics of the school and school district in 

which these educators work.12  This research provides information about the nexus between 

educators’ interpretations of their professional situations and the local politics of the district in 

which they work. 

 Literature reviewed for this study left questions regarding educators’ professional 

experiences and how they define their professional culture.  Wong and Shen take issue with 

“underachieving urban school districts that have failed to improve, even after reform policies have 

                                                           
9 Foster, Constancy, Connectedness, and Constraints in the Lives of African-American Teachers, p. 239 
10 e.g. Foster, Black Teachers on Teaching; Foster, Constancy, Connectedness, and Constraints in the Lives of African-
American Teachers; Foster, Educating for Competence in Community and Culture: Exploring the Views of Exemplary 
African-American Teachers; Foster, The Politics of Race: Through the Eyes of African-American Teachers 
11 Foster, Educating for Competence in Community and Culture: Exploring the Views of Exemplary African-American 
Teachers, p. 390 
12 Dingus, 2006 
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been implemented.”13  SDP could be considered one such district, only it is difficult to know if 

improvement has been made, in spite of the changes, reforms, and shifts, considering the 

vehemence with which people question students’ academic gains and plateaus and the assessments 

used to measure them.14  This research speaks to the relationship among the intricacies of 

professional context, such as the political landscape of the District, financial and budgetary 

constraints, reform policies, and professional culture.  This research demonstrates how the 

interpretation of reform policies combines with educators’ professional satisfaction and definition of 

their professional situations.15  Several studies alluded to the importance of the relationships 

between colleagues for educators, specifically issues of social persuasion and participation in a 

professional community, but these works stopped short of exploring how these relationships relate 

to educators’ definitions of their professional situations.16  Black educators and other community 

members in this research described a shift in the professional culture of the School District of 

Philadelphia throughout this time period.  These narrators and community members communicated 

a loss of reverence for the education profession and for the District, a lack of professionalism, and 

instability more intense than what they experienced when they first entered SDP. 

Historical literature points to White educators’ low expectations for Black students, and 

narrators in this study confirmed those low expectations.17  However, Black educators who had 

moved beyond the classroom into leadership positions rarely described this phenomenon.  Instead, 

more Black educators commented on elder Black educators having low expectations for Black 

students and half-heartedly working in the District until retirement.  Narrators also foretold of a 

shift in the level of responsibility Black educators demonstrate for Black people and Black 
                                                           
13 Wong and Shen, 2003, p. 6 
14 Interview, July 12, 2010; Interview, August 19, 2010.  Both these persons interviewed questioned the academic gains 
made during the Vallas era in Philadelphia, calling them “false”. 
15 Patterson et al, 2004; Bobek, 2002 
16 e.g. C. Jones, 2002; Kelly, 2007; Agee, 2004; Milner and Woolfolk Hoy, 2003; Nieto, 2003 
17 Interview, October 14, 2010; Interview, June 24, 2010; Interview, July 6, 2010 



215 

 

communities and a pervasive lack of focus on the part of Black educators.18  Additionally, Black 

educators described having seen a shift in their work with SDP from issues of race to issues of 

power underscored by complicated racial alliances.19 

 The impact of SDP’s reforms on Black educators was based on where they were in their 

careers.  For most, career decisions were personal and were most closely influenced by their personal 

situations rather than the political situation.  This research suggests that the professional culture of a 

school and school system is based on the people and the politics within that profession.  Educators 

and other education professionals’ purposes and interpretations of the school district and the 

professional definitions of the situation matter.  This research confirms Dworkin’s work that 

constant reforms can make educators weary, especially if those educators have significant historical 

knowledge and institutional memory.20  The multiple ways in which these narrators approached the 

teacher strikes demonstrates how Black educators navigate their relationships with colleagues, 

students, and support their communities when District policies or professional practices seem 

counter-intuitive and counter-productive.21  This research demonstrates that the context in which 

Black educators live and work, combined with local urban districts’ histories and socioeconomic 

disparities strained the capacity of reform implementation within the District.  Data regarding Black 

educators' decisions to move beyond classroom positions into other roles as they navigate policy 

reforms and school district politics, and data regarding their degrees of satisfaction, resilience, and 

efficacy in making these decisions, yielded several findings.22  The professional socialization and 

professional situations of Black educators are influenced by the policies and politics of the school 

and school district in which these educators work.  District reform policies combine with educators’ 
                                                           
18 Franklin, 1979; M. Foster, 1997; Hayre and Moore, 1997; Interview, June 21, 2010, Interview, July 22, 2010, Interview, 
September 30, 2010 
19 Interview, July 27, 2010, Interview, July 6, 2010, Interview, July 19, 2010 
20 Dworkin, 2001 
21 Dingus, 2006 
22 Patterson et al,; Bobek, 2002 
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efficacy and job situation and the sum of these combinations became these educators’ definitions of 

their professional situation.  Here are the choices they made regarding whether to stay or to go: they 

waited for reforms’ glory to pass until something or some new superintendent came along; they 

remained in the District until retirement; they left SDP to work in a charter school; they left SDP to 

work for a suburban district. 

This research extends the use of CRT in analyzing inequality in schools and school systems 

by examining two sometimes diametrically opposed entities: SDP under the pressure of politics and 

reform and Black educators.  CRT supposes that racism is natural and permanently embedded 

within social structures.  This study finds that to be true of the School District of Philadelphia, 

though how this institutional racism manifested and impacted Black educators has been different 

over time.  In examining the post-slavery Black quest for education, Anderson articulated this 

conundrum: “it is difficult to comprehend how a subordinate institution such as a state-controlled 

public education system might advance a class of people against the racist oppression of government 

and other dominant social institutions.”23  This research demonstrates that this conundrum remains 

unresolved.   

Implications.  This study focused on SDP, but this research asked larger questions and, 

thus, draws conclusions regarding the professional politics for Black educators within a large, urban, 

under-resourced school district with a history of racist practices and racial politics.  Therefore, this 

research used race narratives of Black educators to examine the larger context regarding issues of 

inequality in schools.24  Though Philadelphia is provincial, peculiar, and particular, it shares elements 

of other large urban school districts, such as those located in Washington, DC, Baltimore, New 

York City, and Chicago, specifically the deeply political entrenchment of the districts.  The contexts, 

                                                           
23 Anderson, 1988, p. 79 
24 Creswell, 2008, p. 477; Lynn, Yosso, Solorzano, and Parker, 2002; Yin, 2002 
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histories, and politics of these cities and their local public school districts are specific to their 

locations; but what this dissertation research has revealed about SDP is likely to be true for other 

large urban school districts as well.  Sizemore, the first Black woman superintendent of a major 

urban school district in the nation argued that successful school reform is usually short-lived because 

of the deliberate sabotage brought about by those who are deeply financially, politically, or racially 

invested in the ineffective system thriving.25  Politics and issues of power always get in the way of 

education reform in large urban school districts.  The politics are influenced by inter- and intra-racial 

politics within the city, the composition of the students in these districts, the histories of these 

districts, and the limited funds which large urban districts receive.  No educator is immune to the 

politics that plague and thwart attempts at education reform.  The politics are too entrenched.  Until 

people in power value other people and the education profession over their own pursuit of power, 

prestige, wealth, and influence, improvement for the masses in SDP and, by extension, many similar 

large school districts, is not likely to happen. 

 With regard to District governance and policy, interest convergence is insufficient as the 

motivator for stakeholders' choice-making.  As long as this undergirds how those in positions of 

power make choices in large, under-resourced, urban school districts, nothing will change and 

improvement for the disadvantaged is impossible.  People in power must start to make hard choices 

that do not benefit them and may actually cause them to lose power and/or the advantage their 

constituencies have.  Stakeholders concerned with improving urban education, with making it more 

equitable and accessible, with having a professional culture that maintains its educators, must make 

decisions based on the greater good and not on maintaining one's lead or advantage over others.  

Professionals operating within large urban school districts and stakeholders who influence its 

governance, politics, policies, and practices must choose to operate against any existing negativity 

                                                           
25 Sizemore, 2004, Walking in Circles 
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that exists within the culture of the organization.  Since the professional culture may have bred waste 

and been dysfunctional, professionals have become demoralized and have operated from a sense of 

professional hopelessness.  That apathy operates like a cancer and is rapidly eroding the professional 

culture of the District (and of districts like it) and disrupts the quality of education students receive, 

as well as causes the greater citizenry to constantly question the credibility of SDP as an education 

organization.  People must deliberately choose to operate in ways that seem counterintuitive to what 

exists.  Professionals must choose to be different and to treat colleagues better than they have been 

treated; choose to value that which seems abandoned and unimportant; choose to see the good in 

what exists instead of dismissing it as inconsequential.  Only then will there be differences in what 

happens in large urban school districts. 

 This research has raised questions to be addressed by both historians and social scientists or 

through the merging of those disciplines.  From an historical perspective, there is more to tell about 

this story of counter-narratives on the professional and political culture of SDP using more 

information from The Philadelphia Tribune and other local publications.  Due to the privileging of 

narrators' accounts of the events that took place, some events, circumstances, and elements (such as 

student and faculty desegregation stories, voluntary transfers, racial balance, corruption, etc.)were 

excluded because memories are selective.  This narrative will also be enriched by adding Black 

educators' stories and perspectives on superintendent Arlene Ackerman, another SDP outsider, who 

ended her tenure leading SDP schools late in 2011. 

 For social scientists, this research leads to questions regarding race-based school district 

policy terms (such as "racial balance").  Were such race-based/racialized terms mapped across the 

nation, it would expose how these terms and concepts are defined, understood, and implemented as 

policy differently based on location, political history, and social context.  Compounding this 

situation, how were these concepts and terms locally understood and applied given the 
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superintendents that led the districts where these terms were used, specifically when the 

superintendents have led multiple districts with similar issues but different contexts (such as Vallas 

leading Chicago, Philadelphia, and New Orleans; Ackerman leading Washington, DC, San Francisco, 

and Philadelphia; Hornbeck leading Kentucky, Maryland, and Philadelphia). 

 Using this research as a springboard, at the nexus of history and social science, a compelling 

study would examine the superintendencies of Black women, specifically comparing and contrasting 

Barbara Sizemore with Constance Clayton with Arlene Ackerman.  Sizemore and Clayton were both 

the first Black superintendents of DC and Philadelphia, respectively.  Ackerman was superintendent 

of DC and Philadelphia.  This research could pursue the following questions: What social and 

political forces prompted each local school district to call on the expertise of each Black woman at 

the time of their tenure?  How did the local, state, and national politics of the time impact each 

woman's leadership?  What does the historical record say about their superintendencies, and how 

might counter-narratives contrast the public narrative of their tenures?  In what ways were their 

ontologies informed by their racial affiliation and the intersection of their race and gender?  What 

were the controlling images purported about each woman?  In what ways did their familial choices 

intersect with their governance and interpretations of their leadership? 
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APPENDIX B. 
KEY NARRATOR SCREENING QUESTIONS 

 
• What is your current occupation? 
• In what year did you first begin working (in a professional capacity) in the School District of 

Philadelphia (SDP)?   
• If you are no longer working in SDP, when did you leave?  
• Have you worked for another school district as an educator?   
• If so, which school district?   
• Were you reared in Philadelphia?   
• If not, where were you reared?   
• Were you educated in the School District of Philadelphia?   
• If not, where were you educated?   
• What positions did you hold within SDP during your tenure there? 
• If you were a classroom teacher, what grade(s)/ subject(s) did you teach? 
• If you held a school-based position (counselor, administrator, etc.), with which grade levels did you 

work? 
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APPENDIX C. 
KEY NARRATOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
 

1. If you feel comfortable with it, please state your date of birth or your approximate age. 
2. What schools did you attend?  From where did you graduate? 
3. Who in your family went to college? 
4. Did you have Black teachers when you were in school?  What were your impressions of them? 
5. Describe what your typical day was like when you were a classroom teacher during X era.  How did 

that change during Y era? 
6. How did your opinions of SDP shift over time? 
7. What were your experiences with strikes in SDP? 
8. Did you see differences between how Black men and women educators were treated by colleagues 

and supervisors?  How students were treated?  Describe those differences. 
9. Did you see differences in how educators of different races were treated?  How so? 
10. What schools did your children go to?  How did you choose those schools?  Did they ever attend 

school where you worked?  What was that like for you? 
11. How did you and your colleagues operate with one another—in the spirit of cooperation or 

competition? 
12. What are your present perspectives on the School District of Philadelphia? 
13. What were their impressions of district leadership and district culture? 

a. Shedd 
b. Costanzo 
c. Marcase 
d. Clayton 
e. Hornbeck 
f. Vallas 

14. How would you describe the culture of the school district?  How do you think that culture has 
changed throughout your time with the District? 

15. Did you see a difference between your school culture and the District culture?  If so, how? 
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APPENDIX D. 
CODING GUIDE 

 
Job Placement & 
Movement Practices 

(describes specific 
instances) 

• Hiring issue 
• Removing teachers 
• Job Mobility (includes movement between positions, promotion, 

demotion, dismissal, forced retirements, and exit from SDP) 
• Hiring story (includes reason for selecting school) 
• Position issues 
• Hiring Politics (qualifications, merit as a farce & patronage jobs, role 

lock by race/ race-based glass ceiling) 
• Staffing issues 
• Entrance into education profession 
• Beginning experience as an educator (athletic interest, another career 

choice first) 
• Seniority 

Educators at Work • Educator/ professional Resilience (what makes them stay, persist, in 
spite of conditions) 

• Educator opposition (includes Physical attack on teacher) 
• Work Stories & ethic (stories of how work was/not done) 
• Collegial interactions (includes conflicts) 
• How Black educators were treated 
• Job dis/satisfaction 
• Mistrust for incomers/ newcomers 
• Professional Isolation 
• Job purpose & issues (includes roles & responsibilities) 
• Career trajectory and choices 
• Moral/ emotional demotion (moving from office to cubicle) 
• Opportunity cost 

Inter-Racial Dynamics • Racial Issues (includes with non-educators ie parents or community) 
• Inter-racial dynamics (includes racial tensions & power struggles/ 

resistance, communication) 
• Differences by race (White educators treated or regarded differently 

than Black educators) 
• White fight for Black rights 
• Across minority group issues 
• White authority questioning Black intellect or academic ability 
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Coding Guide, continued 

Black & Gender 
Interactions 

• Black Gender Differences & issues 
• Black Male impressions 
• Black Male Typology 
• Black male physicality 
• Black male presence 
• Black female leadership typology 
• Young-old tension/ Generational issues 
• Black educators’ impact 
• Resentment for Black women 
• Misjudment of Black affiliation 
• Black division 
• Assigning behavior problems to Black men 
• Black women administrators 
• Black educator relations and typologies 

Projects, Programs, 
and Policies 

• New school policy/project 
• Racial balance policy 
• Reform Effort 
• Policy/ reform implementation & interpretation issues 
• Policy critique 
• Site-selection policy 
• New SDP policy (SDP staffing/ position) 
• State policy locally detrimental 
• School-based implementation of district, state, or federal policy 
• SDP program 
• District implementation of state or federal policy 
• Outside mandates on SDP 
• Gerry-mandering 
• Desegregation issues 
• School designed race-based policies 
• Professional disinterest/ disregard for policies (only responding to 

punishment, not mandates) 
Professional Culture 

(communication, 
customs, artifacts; 
describes trends or 
general practices) 

• Position tests (ie athletics, administrators) 
• Political infighting 
• Withholding of political support 
• Political staffing (impacts on transience) 
• Political Games, Moves, Punishments & Rewards (includes 

exchanges of favors, zero sum) 
• Commodification of quality/ teachers/ education 
• Political context of SDP  
• Money over people 
• Professional culture issues 
• Retribution for speaking out 
• [Subversive] Curriculum/ Instructional Issues 
• Internal SDP Districts, Regions, Clusters 
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Coding Guide, continued 

SDP impressions • Black educators’ experiences as students (specifically within SDP; 
including having Black teachers as students) 

• SDP building story 
• SDP impressions (includes educator issues with SDP) 
• Instability 
• SDP as political 
• Mistrust for leadership & SDP governance 
• Unforgiving District 
• Building v. district 
• Impression management 
• SDP dysfunction 
• SDP changes over time 
• Transition between leadership/ superintendents 
• Black presence in SDP 
• Expectations of district leadership 
• Racial presence in SDP 
• Conspiracy theories 
• Professional Expectations 
• Professional interpretation 

Person-to-Person & 
Person-to-Institution 
Interactions (Issues of 
Power & Access) 

• Outsider-insider tension (includes city-state/ racial, outsiders as 
seeing what insiders can’t, etc) 

• Rhetoric of difference between colleagues 
• Community Issues 
• Leadership Issues (credit but no responsibility; conspiracy theories; 

figureheads, manager with no teeth 
• Humanity/ Humanistic leadership approach 
• Communication between SDP & educators 
• Principal issues 
• School politics 
• Power Issues/ Struggles 

Union & Strikes • General Strike Issues (includes experiences with strikes, backlash for 
strike breakers, Black resistance to strikes & non-strikers, money 
issues during strike, opposition during strike) 

• Specific Strike 
• Union involvement 
• Union issues (includes Black ambivalence on union & union 

opposition) 
• Black caucus of PFT 
• Union Politics 
• Opinion of PFT 
• Backlash for strike breakers 
• Racial issues during strike 
• Lingering issues after strike 
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APPENDIX E.  
CODES, TOPICS, AND THEMES 

 
Theme Topics Codes 

Power Struggles and 
Shifts 

refers to the shift in how 
power was enacted in SDP 

by its superintendents 

Union & Strikes • General Strike Issues (includes 
experiences with strikes, backlash for 
strike breakers, Black resistance to 
strikes & non-strikers, money issues 
during strike, opposition during strike) 

• Specific Strike 
• Union involvement 
• Union issues (includes Black 

ambivalence on union & union 
opposition) 

• Black caucus of PFT 
• Union Politics 
• Opinion of PFT 
• Backlash for strike breakers 
• Racial issues during strike 
• Lingering issues after strike 

Person-to-Person & 
Person-to-Institution 
Interactions 

• Community Issues 
• Leadership Issues (credit but no 

responsibility; conspiracy theories; 
figureheads, manager with no teeth 

• Humanity/ Humanistic leadership 
approach 

• Communication between SDP & 
educators 

• Principal issues 
• School politics 
• Power Issues/ Struggles 
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Theme Topics Codes 

Doing and Undoing 
refers to the notion that 

throughout the eras 
examined, surface level 
changes have been made 

but the core issues remain 

SDP Impressions • Black educators’ experiences as students 
(specifically within SDP; including 
having Black teachers as students) 

• SDP building story 
• SDP impressions (includes educator 

issues with SDP) 
• Instability 
• SDP as political 
• Mistrust for leadership & SDP 

governance 
• Unforgiving District 
• Building v. district 
• Impression management 
• SDP dysfunction 
• SDP changes over time 
• Transition between leadership/ 

superintendents 
• Black presence in SDP 
• Expectations of district leadership 
• Racial presence in SDP 
• Conspiracy theories 
• Professional Expectations 
• Professional interpretation 

Professional Culture • Position tests (ie athletics, 
administrators) 

• Political infighting 
• Withholding of political support 
• Political staffing (impacts on transience) 
• Political Games, Moves, Punishments & 

Rewards (includes exchanges of favors, 
zero sum) 

• Commodification of quality/ teachers/ 
education 

• Political context of SDP  
• Money over people 
• Professional culture issues 
• Retribution for speaking out 
• [Subversive] Curriculum/ Instructional 

Issues 
• Internal SDP Districts, Regions, Clusters 
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Theme Topics Codes 

Insider-Outsider 
Tension 

refers to how Black 
educators described the 

relationship between people 
who are native to or 

familiar with an entity and 
those who are not 

Person-to-Person & 
Person-to-Institution 
Interactions 

• Outsider-insider tension (includes city-
state/ racial, outsiders as seeing what 
insiders can’t, etc) 

• Rhetoric of difference between 
colleagues 

• School politics 
• Power Issues/ Struggles 

Educators at Work • Educator/ professional Resilience (what 
makes them stay, persist, in spite of 
conditions) 

• Educator opposition (includes Physical 
attack on teacher) 

• Work Stories & ethic (stories of how 
work was/not done) 

• Collegial interactions (includes conflicts) 
• Mistrust for incomers/ newcomers 
• Professional Isolation 
• Moral/ emotional demotion (moving 

from office to cubicle) 
SDP Impressions • SDP building story 

• Mistrust for leadership & SDP 
governance 

• Unforgiving District 
• Building v. district 
• Impression management 
• SDP dysfunction 
• Transition between leadership/ 

superintendents 
• Black presence in SDP 
• Conspiracy theories 
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Theme Topics Codes 

Racial Retrenchment 
refers to the stark 

differences and approaches 
each superintendent took to 
issues of race, which usually 

were in response to the 
superintendent who had 

immediately preceded them 

Inter-Racial Dynamics • Racial Issues (includes with non-
educators ie parents or community) 

• Inter-racial dynamics (includes racial 
tensions & power struggles/ resistance, 
communication) 

• Differences by race (White educators 
treated or regarded differently than Black 
educators) 

• White fight for Black rights 
• Across minority group issues 
• White authority questioning Black 

intellect or academic ability 
Educators at Work • Educator opposition (includes Physical 

attack on teacher) 
• Professional Isolation 

Job Placement & 
Movement Practices 

• Hiring story (includes reason for 
selecting school) 

• Hiring Politics (qualifications, merit as a 
farce & patronage jobs, role lock by 
race/ race-based glass ceiling) 

• Staffing issues 
Projects, Programs, & 
Policies 

• Racial balance policy 
• Gerry-mandering 
• Desegregation issues 
• School designed race-based policies 

SDP Impressions • Black educators’ experiences as students 
(specifically within SDP; including 
having Black teachers as students) 

• Black presence in SDP 
• Racial presence in SDP 
• Conspiracy theories 

Union & Strikes • General Strike Issues (includes 
experiences with strikes, backlash for 
strike breakers, Black resistance to 
strikes & non-strikers, money issues 
during strike, opposition during strike) 

• Specific Strike 
• Union involvement 
• Union issues (includes Black ambivalence on 

union & union opposition) 
• Black caucus of PFT 
• Union Politics 
• Opinion of PFT 
• Backlash for strike breakers 
• Racial issues during strike 
• Lingering issues after strike 
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Theme Topics Codes 

Allegiances and 
Alliances 

refers to how Black 
educators and other 

community members in this 
research described the most 
significant changes they saw 

in the profession, the 
District, from their 
colleagues, and with 

themselves 

SDP Impressions • Black educators’ experiences as students 
(specifically within SDP; including 
having Black teachers as students) 

• SDP building story 
• SDP impressions (includes educator 

issues with SDP) 
• Instability 
• SDP as political 
• Mistrust for leadership & SDP 

governance 
• Unforgiving District 
• Building v. district 
• Impression management 
• SDP dysfunction 
• SDP changes over time 
• Transition between leadership/ 

superintendents 
• Black presence in SDP 
• Expectations of district leadership 
• Racial presence in SDP 
• Conspiracy theories 
• Professional Expectations 
• Professional interpretation 

Professional Culture • Position tests (ie athletics, 
administrators) 

• Political infighting 
• Withholding of political support 
• Political staffing (impacts on transience) 
• Political Games, Moves, Punishments & 

Rewards (includes exchanges of favors, 
zero sum) 

• Commodification of quality/ teachers/ 
education 

• Political context of SDP  
• Money over people 
• Professional culture issues 
• Retribution for speaking out 
• [Subversive] Curriculum/ Instructional 

Issues 
• Internal SDP Districts, Regions, Clusters 

Inter-Racial Dynamics • Racial Issues (includes with non-
educators ie parents or community) 

• Inter-racial dynamics (includes racial 
tensions & power struggles/ resistance, 
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communication) 
• Differences by race (White educators 

treated or regarded differently than Black 
educators) 

• White fight for Black rights 
• Across minority group issues 
• White authority questioning Black 

intellect or academic ability 
Projects, Programs, 
and Policies 

• New school policy/project 
• Racial balance policy 
• Reform Effort 
• Policy/ reform implementation & 

interpretation issues 
• Policy critique 
• New SDP policy (SDP staffing/ 

position) 
• State policy locally detrimental 
• School-based implementation of district, 

state, or federal policy 
• SDP program 
• District implementation of state or 

federal policy 
• Outside mandates on SDP 
• Professional disinterest/ disregard for 

policies (only responding to punishment, 
not mandates) 
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