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ABSTRACT
As the first city with a majority African American population and a school system that has long
served majority low-income African American children, DC offers a compelling case study about
public education and school choice in an increasingly affluent city. Using The Washington Post
archive, this dissertation considers how discourse about one of the most vital public goods evolved
between 2007 and 2012, a period of rapid economic, political, and social change in the city. DC is
a civically engaged and diverse city and, The Washington Post has one of the most diverse
newsrooms in the country. Post leadership and most writers and contributors were critical of policy
and rulings that might cause greater racial segregation in American public schools. Yet, there was
no discourse in this archive to suggest that encouraging greater racial or economic integration
would be a successful campaign. Instead, The Post advocated for school reform and choice for the
neediest students while seemingly absolving families with means who chose to opt out of the public
school system. Failing to interrogate the school choices made by middle-class families represents
a silence in the archive and illustrates how silence can be productive because it contributes toward
the maintenance of a segregated public school system.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND DISSERTATION STRUCTURE
When the 2010 Decennial Census data was released, it confirmed that in Washington,
DC, America’s first “Chocolate City,” the black population had dropped below 50% of the total for
the first time in nearly fifty years. The period leading up to the Census release was rife with
material and symbolic change. The Great Recession. Barack Obama’s Presidential election.
Intense gentrification. In the District, the neighborhood development promised by former Mayor
Anthony Williams had encouraged a population increase of roughly 100,000 residents in ten
years (Asch & Musgrove, 2016). The resulting population change saw some long black
neighborhoods become majority white and the cost of living in most of the city skyrocket. Amid so
much change, in 2007, the newly elected Mayor Adrian Fenty was given control of DC’s public
schools.
There’d been talk about DC’s public school “crisis” for decades (Gale, 1987). In 2006,
Fenty’s mayoral campaign pledged, among other things, radical public education reform.
Following his inauguration, Fenty convened with staff and experts; and, his administration and
city council members held public hearings about DC’s public schools. Within six months, they
produced the 2007 Public Education Reform Amendment Act (“PERAA”). By summer 2007, city
council voted favorably, the House of Representatives ratified, the Senate unanimously approved,
and President George W. Bush signed a bill authorizing mayoral control of DC’s public schools
(Nakamura, 2007, May 23). Reforming a traditional neighborhood public school system that
began losing thousands of students to suburban flight in the 1950s and had been competing with
public charter schools since the 1990s would prove a daunting task.
This dissertation explores how rampant economic, political, and population change
influenced public education discourse, choice, and policy in Washington, DC. Analysis of
discourse is centered on The Washington Post archive between 2007 and 2012, the first five
years of reform. As the first city with a majority African American population and a school system
that continues to serve majority low-income African American children, DC offers a compelling
case study about public education and school choice in an increasingly affluent city. How did
2

discourse about one of the most vital public goods evolve in the pages of the most widely
consumed local newspaper during a period of rapid social and economic change?
Research Design
This dissertation is an unobtrusive qualitative analysis of discourse published in The
Washington Post between 2007 and 2012. Just as interviews and focus groups do not represent
the entire spectrum of opinions, views, or experiences about a given topic, this dissertation
considers how The Post reported and contributed to debates about public education and school
choice during a period of rapid social and economic change. Central to this analysis is the reality
that newspapers are not required to make explicit political or policy interventions. Rather,
discourse analysis presupposes the act of participating in and shaping discourse is an inherently
political activity. This dissertation focuses solely on The Washington Post, the most widely
circulated newspaper in the DC metro and one of the most powerful institutions in the District.
The newspaper serves as a watchdog and moral compass for this community. Moreover, as one
long-time publisher described it, the discourse produced and disseminated by this institution is “a
first rough draft of a history” (Graham, 1997, 324).
Research Questions
When evaluating articles, opinion columns and editorials published in The Washington
Post archive, the following research questions guided the interpretation of the archive.
•

Is the unequal distribution of school quality treated as inevitable?

•

Does The Post grapple with the relationship between place, race, income, and school
quality?

•

Is middle-class migration from DC in pursuit of “better” suburban schools or the choice to
enroll in private schools treated as normal and rational consumer behavior?

•

How is the proliferation of Charter schools in the District interpreted?

•

What institutions and individuals are granted the authority to speak?

•

What perspectives are treated as true or false, right and wrong?

•

How is the concept of fairness articulated?

•

Is gentrification complicating discourse on education choice?
3

Summary of Findings
Policy Implications
The literature review helps illustrate how common sense regarding public education and
school choice has been shaped by racial and economic segregation, economic and political
ideology, and federal case law. The review argues that patterns of migration, segregation, and
competitive access to the “best” neighborhood public schools have contributed to the
normalization of the relationship between place, race, and school quality. How does this process
manifest at the local level? More than ten years after the reform of DC’s public school launched,
disparate student outcomes and the unequal distribution of school quality persist (National
Research Council, 2015). Schools with the highest student outcomes are still concentrated in the
majority white and affluent Ward Three. Schools with the lowest student outcomes persist in the
majority low-income and African American Ward Eight. Housing in Northwest DC neighborhoods
with the most coveted schools is cost prohibitive to most middle- and low-income families.
Each year, thousands of self-selected DC families apply for out of boundary and charter
school lottery slots. Mobility is an indicator of real and perceived school quality and choice. In
2016, 46% of DC public school students attended a charter, 27% attended the public school they
were assigned, and 21% attended an out-of-boundary public school (Office of the Deputy Mayor
for Education, 2017). After the lotteries are drawn, many low-income families are stuck in place
while middle-income families leave the city with their school-age children (Moored & Metcalf,
2015).1 Although luck is paramount, competitive access to the most popular schools has been
normalized in this place.

1

The changing demographics of the city do not mirror the public school population. In 2016, the
DCPS student population had grown to nearly 49,000, and there were modest shifts in the racial
and ethnic percentages (District of Columbia Public Schools, 2017). The African American public
school student population was 62%, students identifying as white comprised 14% and, the
percentage of students considered economically disadvantaged was 77% (District of Columbia
Public Schools, 2017). Although the percentage of Latinx residents was only 8.3%, nearly 20% of
DC public school students identified as Latinx (District of Columbia Public Schools, 2017). Recent
public charter school data (SY2015-2016) showed the majority (76%) of charter students were
African American, 16% were Latinx, and 5% white (DC Public Charter School Board, 2017).
4

Discourse in The Post suggests that the seemingly insurmountable cultural and
sociopolitical differences between white and black, rich and poor, old and new residents have
also been normalized. These differences, real and imagined, run through the gentrification
discourse described in Chapter 8 where neighbors fail to integrate because of practices of
exclusion that are animated by social, cultural, racial, and economic difference. As an institution
of power, The Washington Post is expected to champion the vulnerable. However, discourse in
The Post suggests the paper also helps maintain a psychosocial wedge between old and new
residents in addition to families who are stuck in place and those with the means to leave.
Because race and income are frequently conflated with student outcomes and student quality, the
impulse to self-segregate as a form of inoculation is widely treated as rational behavior. Motivated
by a desire to protect and advance the interests and future of one’s children, school choices
sustain segregation in DC and other cities. In Chapter 9, it is argued that the distribution of
school quality (teacher talent, curriculum, AP courses) is likely the most actionable problem DC
public schools face. It is also a problem that demonstrates the shared stakes and potential for a
sociopolitical alliance between middle- and low-income families.
The Washington Post as an Institution
Discourse in The Post around school quality, reform, and fairness routinely projected a
socially liberal orientation. In the archive, The Post leadership and most writers were critical of
policy and legal rulings that might cause greater racial segregation in American public schools.
They simultaneously refrained from launching a moral critique about segregation in the District.
Such a critique would require questioning the school choices DC families make for their children
even when those choices contribute to the de facto racial and economic segregation of DC’s
public schools. DC is a progressive, civically engaged, racially, and ethnically diverse city. Yet,
there was no discourse in this archive to suggest that The Post or equal education advocates
encouraging greater racial or economic integration would be a successful campaign. Instead, The
Post leadership consistently advocated for school reform and increased choice for the neediest
students while simultaneously absolving families with means who chose to opt out of the public
school system.
5

The Post’s disciplined discursive framing implies there are cultural and sociopolitical
differences between the parents of school-age children founded on race and class.
Consequently, there was little discourse in the archive that recognized the stakes shared by all
DC families who are dependent upon or would like to opt into DC public schools. Tipping points
rooted in racial and class difference are not only barriers to integrated school systems but a
sociopolitical alliance.
The research design used for this project discourages declarations about intentionality or
what is discursively true or false. What is gleaned with certainty from this project’s interpretation
of the archive is that most Post reporters, leadership, columnists, and their interlocutors articulate
the needs and choices of DC families with school-age children through the prism of race and
class. The Washington Post newsroom is one of the most diverse – in terms of race, ethnicity,
and gender – in the United States. The influence of institutional diversity is not guaranteed but
can certainly inform editorial practices, institutional culture, opinion writing, and reporting (Vernon,
2018). Discourse in The Post implies that many middle-class families do not opt into DC public
schools because they are not satisfied with school quality. Further, The Post’s remarkably
consistent advocacy for the most vulnerable children and criticism of Parents Involved holding
fulfill American societal expectations of a socially liberal institution. Similarly, the lack of
interrogation of the school choice decisions made by middle-class families in the District not only
represents a silence in the archive but the way silences can be productive. In this instance,
silence contributes toward the maintenance of the status quo – a highly segregated and unequal
public school system.
Discourse Analysis as a Method
Embracing the advice of researchers and projects employing discourse analysis, the first
part of the study is devoted to the research design, review of the literature and foundational
research to contextualize the archival findings (Jacobs, 2006; Barnett, 2005; Graham, 2005;
Lees, 2004). The foundational research includes consideration of DC’s history as a federal city,
demographic and school outcomes data, the District’s geography of inequality, and the structure
of the school system. It is also attentive to the reality that The Washington Post is an institution
6

that is responsible for reporting about local matters and serves a critical leadership role in this
city. The second part of the study offers an analysis of discourse published in The Washington
Post. It considers discourse around the history of segregation, desegregation, integration, and
gentrification as those discursive streams are associated with school policy formation in the
present. It is also attentive to discourse specifically about public school choice, reform, and
quality between 2007 and 2012.
In addition to drawing attention to the narrative and sentiment that dominated or
contrasted discourse in the archive, a more difficult task involved identifying silences. There was
conspicuous silence from residents and families with school-aged children living in Ward Three.
The schools in this ward have the highest student outcomes, and exorbitant housing prices foster
an exclusionary and privileged geography. The families and children living in this ward are not
represented in the archive beyond comparisons between Ward Three’s high and Ward Eight’s
low student outcomes. Similarly, a great deal of reporting and opinion was devoted to
consideration of how reform might benefit the most vulnerable children in the District.
Nonetheless, the representation of those children and families barely exists in the archive.
Editorial and reporting by white and non-white reporters and columnists at The Post mostly
voiced the concerns and needs of DC’s diverse black communities.
Qualitative research is messy and generative, and this project is no exception. This
discourse analysis contributes to urban education studies and research about race, place, and
policy formation. Discourse published in The Post about public education, educational
opportunity, and school choice sheds light on the strengths and confines of social liberalism,
identity-based political alliance, and policy development. This project helps illustrate the value
and limitations of qualitative research dependent upon a single media archive and attempts to
differentiate between things said and material outcomes. This dissertation demonstrates the
benefits of historical and geographic contextualization in the analysis of public education policy. It
also helps illuminate the conditions of possibility in a given place.

7

Dissertation Structure
This first chapter introduces the dissertation research design, the questions used to guide
the interpretation of the archive, and a summary of findings. Chapter 2, Review of Literature,
draws on research from multiple disciplines including urban studies, economics, education, law,
and American politics and history. The review is divided into three parts and integrates literature
from a variety of disciplines that are not often in conversation with one another in debates about
urban public education and school choice. This literature helps illustrate the normalization of the
relationship between place, residential real estate, and public school quality. This dissertation
argues that this relationship undermines attempts to increase educational opportunity. In
Liberalisms, there is consideration of dominant economic theory and policy since the New Deal to
understand how ideas about the role of the State, social welfare, and distributive justice helped
foster the competitive nature of educational opportunity in the US.
In the second section, The Court Cases, three Supreme Court rulings that define the
current parameters of equal educational opportunity in the United States are summarized. The
cases include Brown v. Board of Education (1954); San Antonio Independent School District v.
Rodriguez (1973); and, Parents Involved v. Seattle School District No. 1 (2007). Collectively,
these legal cases helped consolidate the relationship between residential real estate and
education opportunity. The third section, The Continuing Significance of Segregation, is centered
on the de facto segregation that began with Brown v. Board of Education (2) (1955), the
conservative school choice movement, and suburbanization. It also considers why racial, ethnic,
and economic segregation matter. This literature helps explain how the United States became a
nation that espouses the promise of liberty and pursuit of happiness while facilitating a public
education system that is driven by market principles.
The third chapter, Discourse Analysis Theory and Method, discusses approaches to
discourse analysis and its use in this project. Jacobs (2006) argues that discourse analysis offers
urban studies scholars the opportunity to examine “some of the power and ideological conflicts
that influence the deliberation of policy implementation” (p. 40). This chapter summarizes the
primary differences between Foucauldian discourse analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis
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(“CDA”) in addition to the strengths and weaknesses associated with the method. Chapter three
also considers several projects that employ discourse analysis including theoretical, applied, and
ethnographic monographs, graduate theses and peer-reviewed articles. Foucauldian discourse
analysis offers researchers tools for unpacking “the long-term rhythms of socio-cultural change”
(Barnett, 2005, 9). Using the economic and social history of a place to contextualize discourse
allows researchers to gain insight into the formation of common sense and public policy. The final
section of this chapter introduces the use of discourse analysis for this unobtrusive qualitative
study.
The dissertation research design is explicated in Chapter 4, Unobtrusive Qualitative
Study. There is an introduction summarizing the chapter, and the second section outlines The
Washington Post’s mission, history, and circulation. The original hypotheses and guiding
research questions are discussed in the third section with an understanding that this project
seeks to explore how discourse about public education and school choice evolved during a fiveyear period. Following the advice of Foucauldian discourse analysts Graham (2005) and Lees
(2004), the sample, manual coding, and content summaries of the Post archive are discussed at
length in the Research Design section of this chapter. Supplemental data were collected to
interpret representation in the Post newsroom, and the logic behind the keyword searches used
to create the original sample is offered. In the final sections of this chapter, the discourse analysis
themes derived from the manual coding are identified as well as the use of the guiding research
questions.
Chapter 5, Washington, DC History and Demography, provides essential context for the
analysis of discourse in The Washington Post archive. This dissertation is designed to interpret
discourse around public education and school choice. Such interpretation requires contextualizing
“things said.” In this chapter, there is an introduction to Washington, DC that is particularly
attentive to the city’s African American sociocultural and political history. The chapter also
introduces the structure of DC’s public school system, demographics, and summaries of Wards
Eight, One, and Three. These wards are used to consider geographic pockets of affluence,
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poverty, racial segregation, and, how those metrics correlate with public education quality and
student outcomes.
In Chapter 6, Reformation: Public School Reform and Choice, the broad coverage of
public education and choice between 2007 and 2012 are discussed. Post reporters, opinion
columnists, the Editorial Board, and their interlocutors debated the need for reform as well as the
stakes involved. The chapter includes the sections Public School Choice, Public School Quality,
Public School Reform, and The Legend of Michelle Rhee. Themes that emerged in the archival
search and content summaries ranged widely but included consideration of neighborhood and
public charter school quality, school vouchers, and families who pay to enroll their children in
public schools outside the District. The archive also revealed the geography of educational
opportunity as well as the widely held belief that teachers were targeted during the reformation
process. The final section of the chapter considers Michelle Rhee’s tenure, how her ethnicity and
gender influenced how residents and reporters perceived her, and, how she contributed toward
discourse around race, education opportunity, and school choice.
History and Memory: Segregation is the seventh chapter and considers how narrative in
The Post memorializes the history of segregation. It is also concerned with the ways The Post
attends to the persistence of racial, ethnic, and economic segregation in the city and school
system. As an institution of power that serves as a watchdog and helps define deservingness and
quality of life in this city, the ways this media institution frames the past and present are not trivial.
The roots of public education equity and school choice discourse can be traced directly to the
long history of segregation, desegregation, and integration. Most Post reporters do not hesitate to
cast judgment when evaluating past racial injustice or horror. Nonetheless, they struggled to
interrogate the relationship between past and present economic and racial segregation in the city.
In the eighth chapter, The Discourse of Gentrification, there is an explanation regarding
the use of the keyword “gentrification” as well as the themes that emerged in the archive.
Gentrification impacts, and is influenced by, public policy formation and, the discourse around the
process of gentrification informs public education reform and school choice policy in cities like
Washington, DC. This chapter includes highlights from reports, opinion columns, and interviews
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with residents, realtors, small business operators, developers, clergy, nonprofit organization
leaders and their beneficiaries. Gentrification discourse speaks to the social and political
conditions of possibility in Washington, DC during a period of intense economic and social
change.
In Chapter 9, Research Questions and Answers, the findings from the archive are used
to answer the questions that guided this study. There is consideration of the role of media and
representation in The Post, common sense, and discussion about how suburbanization,
gentrification, racism, and classism continue to influence school choice in DC. Appendix A,
Washington, DC Tables and Figures, includes recent population statistics and the black and white
population over time; maps of DC’s wards, neighborhoods, and racial segregation since the
1940s; economic indicators like home sales prices, unemployment, and income; and, public
school enrollment data. Appendix B, Washington Post Data, features tables identifying the
number and category of articles and editorials slated for inclusion in this study. There is an
account of the racial, ethnic, and gender identity of Post reporters, columnists, and editors based
on publicly available information. Finally, Appendix C contains the Content Summary of The
Washington Post, features the original tabulation, representation, and geography.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
Soon after the nation’s founding, education opportunity emerged as one of the primary
benchmarks for measuring equality in the United States (Aptheker, 1951). After decades of pleas
and court cases from non-white Americans slowly chipped away at the separate but equal
doctrine established with Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) (Plessy), when the Supreme Court ruled
unanimously in the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) (Brown) and Bolling v. Sharpe (1954)
(Bolling) holdings those Justices overturned fifty-eight years of entrenched legal precedent when
determining the racial segregation of public schools was unlawful.2,3 Further, the Court asserted
the right to equal educational opportunity for all American children when it proclaimed: “In these
days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the
opportunity of education. Such an opportunity, where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a
right which must be made available on equal terms” (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954, 347
U.S. 483, 493).

2 The Brown v. Board of Education decision ruled on six consolidated cases appealed to the US
Supreme Court. The originating cases challenged individual school districts that prohibited black
students from attending white schools and were geographically dispersed. They include Briggs v.
Elliott (South Carolina); Davis v. County School Board of Prince Edward County (Virginia); Brown
v. Board of Education of Topeka (Kansas); Bolling v. Sharpe (Washington, DC); Belton v.
Gebhart (Delaware); and, Bulan v. Gebhart (Delaware). Brown was originally argued on appeal to
the Supreme Court in 1952. Chief Justice Vinson was unable to forge a consensus among the
nine justices of the Court. The case was reargued in 1953 after former governor of California Earl
Warren was appointed Chief Justice. Announced in 1954, the justices unanimously determined
that segregation in public schools violated the 14th Amendment equal protection rights of the
students residing in states and denied due process of the law, a 5th Amendment guarantee, of
students living in the District of Columbia. NAACP attorney and future Supreme Court Justice
Thurgood Marshall served as chief counsel for the plaintiffs during the Brown oral arguments. In
1892, African American Homer Plessy was arrested for violating Louisiana State law when he
refused to vacate a “whites only” railway carriage. Plessy’s case eventually moved through the
judicial ranks and arrived at the Supreme Court in 1895.
3 In 1896, the majority of the Court ruled that as long as the state provided separate but equal
facilities for white and non-white citizens, no Equal Protection Rights were violated. The Brown
holding ended the entrenched “separate but equal” legal doctrine established with Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896).
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This chapter offers a review of the literature associated with equal education opportunity.
The literature is drawn from multiple disciplines including urban studies, economics, education,
law, and American politics and history. Divided into three parts, the literature review integrates
research from a variety of disciplines that are not often in conversation with one another in
debates about urban public education choice. This literature helps illustrate how the relationship
between place, residential real estate, and public school quality was normalized. This relationship
undermines attempts to increase educational opportunity.
The first section, Liberalisms, considers dominant economic theory and policy since the
New Deal to explore how competing ideas regarding the role of the State, social welfare, and
distributive justice helped foster the competitive nature of educational opportunity in the US. The
second section, The Court Cases, summarizes three Supreme Court rulings that define the
current parameters of equal educational opportunity in the United States. They include: (1) Brown
v. Board of Education (1954) (Brown) which ruled on de jure segregation and education
opportunity; San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez (1973) (San Antonio), a
decision about place, finance, and school quality; and, Parents Involved v. Seattle School District
No. 1 (2007) (Parents Involved), a recent decision about school choice, quality, and place.
Together, these cases constitute the legal arguments that led to the consolidation of the
relationship between residential real estate and education opportunity. The final section, The
Continuing Significance of Segregation, considers how the Brown v. Board of Education 2 (1955)
(Brown 2) directive to desegregate public schools “with all deliberate speed” fueled the
conservative school choice movement and coincided with suburbanization. These varied
research streams shed light on how we came to be a nation that espouses the promise of liberty
and pursuit of happiness while facilitating a public education system that is driven by market
principles.
Liberalisms
Economic Liberalism
In narratives about American politics and economics, economic liberalism tends to be
framed neatly as fiscal conservatism or the “opposite” of socially liberal welfare policy (Steger &
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Roy, 2010; Harvey, 2005). Dominant tenets associated with economic liberalism include the belief
that in a free society, the role of the State should be limited to the protection of private property
and the creation of infrastructure necessary to facilitate individual opportunities, entrepreneurial
growth, and general well-being (Steger & Roy, 2010; Harvey, 2005). Economic liberal theory
holds that private corporations should conduct non-core government functions where the skills
and expertise of private actors will create greater efficiency and higher rates of accountability
(Steger & Roy, 2010; Harvey, 2005). Another tenet frames taxation and public welfare as the
unfair redistribution of wealth and theft of private property (Fleischacker, 2004, 4-5). In an
economically liberal state, it is argued that individuals should be free to compete in a market
system that maximizes the potential for individual growth (Wapshott, 2011; Steger & Roy, 2010;
Harvey, 2005). Growth is one of the central tenets of economic liberalism, and many proponents
believe over-regulation stifles growth for individuals, corporations, and the State (Noah, 2012;
Wapshott, 2011).
Milton Friedman began championing the cause of economic liberalism in popular
American media in the 1950s. Friedman (1912-2007), a protégé of the liberal economic theorist
Fredrich von Hayek, was an American economist and is widely recognized as the founder of the
“Chicago School” of economic theory (Steger & Roy, 2010; Becker, 2007). He is also credited
with strategically saturating American public discourse with truth-claims offering “idealized images
of a consumerist, free-market world” (Steger & Roy, 2010, 11). As a columnist for Newsweek
(1966-1984), in commercially marketed texts and television programs geared toward the
“average” American, Friedman was a libertarian evangelist who expressed great faith in the
rational decision-making skills of individuals. In mass-mediated narratives, he focused on a few
key ideas he hoped would become “common sense” including the primacy of the market and the
reduction of government intrusion in private life. Centering on the cause of school choice,
Friedman argued “governments should continue to fund kindergarten through grade 12
education, but they should [also] provide parents with vouchers they could spend on the public
education of their choice” [emphasis added] (Becker, 2007, 185). He also believed there was no
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need for State intervention because racial injustice was bad for business and would inevitably be
defeated by the market system (Omi & Winant, 1994, 25).
In addition to ushering in a period of conservative leadership and discourse about the
social and economic welfare of American citizens, Friedman helped pave the way for Ronald
Reagan’s “revolution” and the introduction of a wave of economically liberal public policy. David
Harvey (2005) defines “neoliberalism,” the iteration of economic liberalism that became prominent
during the Reagan era, as a “theory of political economic practices that proposes that human
well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills
within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and
free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to
such practices” (p. 2). In addition to pro-market policy and ideology, the Reagan era gave rise to
critics who questioned the overreach of the State, reasserted the primacy of local authority and
States’ rights, and manufactured a new generation of raced and classed bogeymen including
“welfare queens,” “illegals,” and the undeserving poor (Duggan, 2006; Omi & Winant, 1994;
McGirr, 2001; Wilson, 1987).
Social Liberalism
Responding to the hardship Americans were experiencing during the Great Depression,
Franklin Delano Roosevelt administration’s socially liberal New Deal policy spurred great debate
about the duty of the State, the limits of philanthropy, and what basic public goods and social
insurance American’s deserved (Noah, 2012; Wapshott, 2011; Fleischacker, 2004). These
questions of duty, citizenship, and deservingness are key to understanding how our society
defines “distributive justice.” The Oxford Dictionary of the Social Sciences (2003) explains that
distributive justice is “concerned with how goods, honors, and obligations are distributed within a
community. Distributive claims can be (and have been) justified on the basis of need, moral
standing, precedent, rights (especially property rights), and aggregate social welfare, among
others” (Calhoun, C. J., & Oxford University Press). And, Fleischacker (2004) holds that “In its
original, Aristotelian sense, ‘distributive justice’ referred to the principles ensuring that deserving
people are rewarded in accordance with their merits” [emphasis added] (p. 2). Enduring faith that
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hard work, tenacity, and Providence will deliver riches to the deserving is a sentiment that
continues to permeate American culture and politics.
New Deal policy remedies, social insurance, and temporary relief programs were created
during a period of crisis when the ability of millions of Americans to “pull themselves up”
dramatically faltered. During Roosevelt’s tenure, safety net measures including aid to children
and seniors, employment initiatives, and Social Security were introduced to Americans (Hiltzik,
2011; Stiglitz, 2012). The safety net also re-asserted the importance of self-sufficiency and hard
work in addition to the notion of mobility and self-improvement. The programs were designed to
protect vulnerable children, seniors and, during a unique period of distress, innocent and
hardworking adults who, through no fault of their own, found themselves in need due to a
collapsed economy (Hiltzik, 2011; Noah, 2012; Stiglitz, 2012; Wapshott, 2011).
Differing from New Deal reform and relief, Lyndon B. Johnson’s social welfare reforms
including Medicare, Medicaid, aid for higher education and civil rights legislation were not
motivated by a desire to provide temporary aid or grow a consumer class (Sitkoff, 2009). The
Great Society programs and policies were intended to relieve the burdens and barriers facing the
working class and the poor. Radical and abundant, Johnson’s Great Society policies “surpass[ed]
even Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal in its range and in its ambition to transform the country” (The
Washington Post, 2014). The social safety net expansion that occurred with Johnson’s Great
Society initiatives also had a lasting impact on public education. During that period, multiple civil
rights acts “finally empowered the attorney’s general to bring desegregation suits” and “the
federal government the power to cut off federal funds to school districts that discriminated on the
basis of race” [emphasis added] (Rosenberg, 1991, 47).
In addition to enforcing the 1954 desegregation ruling, in 1965 Congress enacted the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (“ESEA”). One of the central goals of ESEA was to
create greater equality of educational opportunity by devoting federal funds to K-12 public
schools. Title I (“Education of Children of Low Income Families”) of the ESEA was a particularly
significant intervention because it provided additional federal subsidies for school districts serving
large numbers of low-income children (Rosenberg 1991, 47; Hanna 2005; The Social Welfare
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History Project 2014). The color-blind ESEA was attentive to economic barriers associated with
equal education opportunity and concluded:
…the Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the United States to provide
financial assistance… to local educational agencies serving areas with
concentrations of children from low-income families to expand and improve their
educational programs by various means (including preschool programs) which
contribute to meeting the special educational needs of educationally deprived
children. (Section 201, Elementary and Secondary School Act, 1965)
As of this writing, the ESEA continues to be the most significant economic investment the federal
government makes each year in American public schools.
Paradigm Shift or Convergence?
In addition to introducing social welfare relief and reform, to help resuscitate the economy
during the Great Depression, the Roosevelt administration embraced Keynesian economic
theory. John Maynard Keynes’ (1883-1946) theory of demand management hypothesized that
when unemployment was high, market forces drove wages down and reduced demand for goods
and services (Noah, 2012; Wapshott, 2011). Though in the short-term it will create a budget
deficit, Keynes believed capitalist economies could promote long-term economic growth through
interventions including increased public spending and tax cuts (Steger & Roy, 2010). Keynes’
demand theory has been widely credited with facilitating the growth of the US economy in the
post-war period and growing the American middle-class (Hiltzik, 2011; Noah, 2012; Stiglitz, 2012;
Wapshott, 2011). Importantly, growth has historically been dependent upon full employment and
consumption (Hiltzik, 2011; Noah, 2012; Stiglitz, 2012; Wapshott, 2011).
When Keynesianism and New Deal policies became popular with the American people,
Fredrich von Hayek (Milton Friedman’s mentor) predicted “it would probably take at least a
generation for [the] battle to be won, not only against Marxism but against socialism, state
planning, and Keynesian interventionism” (Harvey, 2005, 21; Klein, 2007). Indeed, faith in
Keynes’ demand theory eroded when it did not explain (or anticipate) stagflation, a confounding
combination of high inflation, unemployment, and stagnant demand, in the 1970s (Steger & Roy,
2010; Klein, 2007; Harvey, 2005). Projected by fiscally and ideologically conservatives as a
necessary intervention, economic liberalism was “revived” in the United States “as the welfare
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state was called into question and in its place, free-market solutions to [the] economic problems
of the 1970s and 1980s were proposed” (Hartmann-Mahmud, 2009, 746).
Though the embrace of economic liberalism during this period is often framed as radical,
some scholars argue it was merely a return to America’s ideological and fiscally conservative
norms. This logic holds that feelings of resentment associated with the social and political justice
movements of the 1950s and 1960s encouraged the rise of economic liberalism. Alesina (2012)
asserts that the popularity of economic liberalism was a response to state sociopolitical and
economic interventions of the previous generation. Resentment of state intervention combined
with an economic recession, high unemployment, and wage stagnation in the 1970s and 1980s
created the psychosocial conditions of possibility Hayek predicted would “defeat” social liberalism
(Duggan, 2006; Harvey, 2005; Klein, 2007; Steger & Roy, 2010). Finally, Mackenzie and
Weisbrot (2008) believe the conditions of possibility for the kinds of radical welfare reform
introduced during the Johnson administration illustrate how “reform energies build slowly and
flower in the short spaces between periods of conservative dominance” [emphasis added] (p.
373).
Critiques of economic liberalism argue that it fuels discourse, sentiment, and policy that
privileges market principals and helps foster the marketization of public and private life (Duggan,
2006; Harvey, 2007). Nonetheless, socially liberal economic policy and discourse in the US also
invokes some tenets associated with economic liberalism. For example, in Consumer’s Republic
(2003), Lizbeth Cohen explores the relationship between socially liberal economic policy, the civil
rights movement, and consumption. She argues that during Roosevelt’s tenure, the US
government “aim[ed] at expanding mass consumption to restabilize the American economy” (p.
54). She also holds that until the 1970s, social welfare programs were popular – even with
economic liberals – because “entitlements” like public assistance, unemployment insurance,
Social Security and minimum wages were regarded as “transfer payments” that helped maintain
consumer purchasing power (Cohen, 2003, 118).
Even the Johnson administration’s Great Society and War on Poverty initiatives were
influenced by the pervasive consumer-oriented and individualist culture that permeates American
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society.4 When pitching his ideas, President Lyndon B. Johnson spoke of poverty as a
circumstance similar to bondage and his goal was to “free thirty million Americans” by giving the
m an education “so they can make their own way” [emphasis added] (McCullough, Grubin, David
Grubin Productions & KERA Dallas/Ft. Worth, 2006). Moreover, President William Jefferson
Clinton employed economically conservative discourse and policy including welfare reform, family
values, and personal responsibility to appeal to white suburbanites (Omi & Winant, 1994).
Dominant economic ideology and policy reveal competing and contradictory ideas about the role
of the State, social welfare, and distributive justice. They also shed light on the inherently
competitive nature of educational opportunity in the United States.
The Court Cases
Brown v. Board of Education, 1954
One of the most frequently cited US Supreme Court rulings in American history, Brown v.
Board of Education (1954) (Brown) has been front and center in debates about public school
choice and educational opportunity for more than sixty years. With the unanimous Brown ruling,
the Supreme Court affirmed the right and value of equal educational opportunity for all American
children. The written opinion proclaimed: “Segregation…has a tendency to [retard] the
educational and mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some of the
benefits they would receive in a racially integrated school system” (Brown v. Board of Education,
347 U.S. 483, 495). When the Brown decision was made, twenty-one states and the District of
Columbia legally required or permitted racially and ethnically segregated public schools
(Rosenberg, 1991, 42). In addition to challenging legal precedent, the ruling confronted social
norms and racial hierarchy that was entrenched by that time across the entire country.
Brown continues to be widely celebrated as a pivotal event in US civil rights history. The
Warren Court Justices affirmed the equal protection rights of all American citizens and implied
there were material benefits including greater educational opportunity and improved outcomes for

4 The US has limited social welfare because the majority of the electorate does not demand a
stronger safety net. This reality has been caused by many factors including a culture of
deservingness and conditioning that persuades Americans to function independently rather than
as a community with shared interests and needs (Hamedani, Markus, & Fu, 2013).
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non-white children. Today, Brown’s decimation of the legal doctrine “separate but equal” can be
understood as the foundation for many public education policies intended to expand educational
opportunity for all American children.
The Brown case continues to be discursively framed as an aspiration American’s failed to
achieve because of persistent racial prejudice and this nation’s flawed moral compass (HannahJones, 2014). Some critics argue that the most significant outcomes of the holding are the
opposition it generated as well as the unintended ruin of black institutions and community
(Fairclough 2004; Gaines 2004). Goldsmith (2003) and others found segregation does not
inevitably cause injury and many non-white families did not care for reform policies like busing
even when their children attended racially isolated schools (Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, &
Wildman, 2000). Looking at long-term outcomes, Gamoran (2006) holds that while outcomes for
black students improved during the 1970s and 1980s, “desegregation has not been a prominent
source of changes in the [racial] achievement gap” (p. 6). Other scholars have trained their
attention on the psychological and social burdens associated with racial integration policies
(Gamoran, 2012; Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000).
Arguably, two of the most important critiques of Brown are offered by Lopez and Olivas
(2008) and Gaines (2004). Lopez and Olivas believe that by emphasizing the psychological
damage segregation caused and not describing the benefits non-white children might enjoy in
desegregated classrooms, the structural inequalities African Americans and other non-white
children faced (and continue to face) were mainly outside the scope of the “separate is unequal”
legal remedy (Lopez & Olivas, 2008)5. This critique builds on Gaines (2004) where he argues the
primary failures of Brown included a lack of attention focused squarely on distribution and the
injury inflicted on black self-determination. He writes,
The decision repudiated the overt racialism of Plessy, but its reformulation of
constitutional theory effected an erasure of black agency and interests that
ultimately rendered Brown’s egalitarianism more symbolic than real. Brown fell
5

This critique of the Brown legal strategy and judgment is not without qualification. Taking the
emphasis off educational facilities was necessary to defeat the long-standing legal and social
strategies born out of the separate but equal doctrine. In pre-Brown cases, when educational
facilities were cited as evidence of inequality, rather than integrate the superior facilities, new,
racially segregated school buildings would be proposed or constructed (Caldas & Bankston,
2005, 28-29; Lopez & Olivas, 2008; Nowak & Rotunda, 2007, 400-401).
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considerably short of the structural vision of equality and redistributive justice
sought by African American litigants and many black parents. Instead, what
triumphed through Brown’s interpersonal logic of eliminating separateness by
placing black and white students in proximity to one another was attenuated
formal equality that failed to address the inequitable distribution of resources and
opportunities. (Gaines, 2004, 21)
The vulnerabilities Gaines identifies became roadblocks that hindered greater equality of
educational opportunity after the Brown v. Board of Education holding.
San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, 1973
The current normalization of the relationship between school quality and residential real
estates has deep material and discursive roots in the post-war period.6 Nearly twenty years after
the Brown ruling and close to a decade after the implementation of ESEA and Civil Rights Acts,
the Supreme Court ruled that even though local property taxes caused disparities in educational
funding streams, the San Antonio, Texas education system did “not operate to the peculiar
disadvantage of any suspect class” (San Antonio v. Rodriguez, 1973, 411 U.S. 1; Perea,
Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000, 769).7 The most consequential case elevated to the
Court contesting the lawfulness of unequal funding “mechanisms” in public education, this holding
“ended” litigation focused on the federal right to equal protection for education funding and shifted

6 The normalization of the relationship between school quality and residential real estate has
origins in: (1) the migration of African Americans pursuing opportunity and fleeing domestic
terrorism (primarily in the South) to cities across the US; (2) the migration of white Americans,
particularly from cities to suburbs; (3) racist residential real estate policy and practice; and, (4)
resistance to the desegregation of public schools. This relationship has resulted in patterns
throughout the United States where residential real estate value and place tend to correlate with
education quality and outcomes. In many American cities, these patterns also correlate with race,
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. These outcomes are due to policies that privilege particular
places as well as the concentration of advantage and disadvantage. They are also related to a
highly-fragmented finance and governance structure as states and local real estate taxes largely
fund public education.
7 Over time, the fragmentation of school governance and financing in the US has resulted in more
than 13,000 school districts managing 98,500 public schools for fifty million pre-K through 12
public school students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015). The US Department of
Education estimated that in 2016, the federal government provided about eight percent of public
school financing and the majority of that money is allocated for school districts that serve large
numbers of low-income students (US Department of Education, 2017). A consequence of our
fractured “states’ rights” system, nearly six thousand US school districts manage school systems
serving less than 1,000 students (Maciag, 2016). Benabou (1996) describes school expenditures
as a “segregating force” with material consequences for the reproduction of inequality.
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funding reformers’ focus toward “adequacy” or differences in education quality in individual states
(Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000, 779).
The United States Constitution and Bill of Rights outline federally guaranteed rights and
those rights do not include the education of American citizens. The Brown decision was related to
the constitutional guarantee of equal protection under the law. Because states assume the duty of
governing public education, they are required to offer educational opportunity “equally” (Nowak &
Rotunda, 2007). San Antonio v. Rodriguez clarified an argument about the unequal distribution of
educational opportunity that was not made explicit with the original Brown ruling. Despite clear
disparities, Justice Lewis Powell claimed: “Education, of course, is not among the rights afforded
explicit protection under our Federal Constitution. Nor do we find any basis for saying it is
implicitly so protected” [emphasis added] (San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez,
1973, 411 U.S. 1).
Justice Powell’s opinion corresponded with the revival of conservative economic and
political ideology as well as the rejection of some of the hard-won battles of the long civil rights
and social justice movements. The ruling also privileged a re-emerging sense of entitlement
regarding the protection of individual rights associated with consumption and private property at
the expense of broadening education opportunity. In his dissent, Justice Thurgood Marshall
wrote:
In my judgment, the right of every American to an equal start in life, so far as the
provision of a state service as important as education is concerned, is far too vital
to permit state discrimination on grounds as tenuous as those presented by this
record….That a child forced to attend an underfunded school with poorer
physical facilities, less experienced teachers, larger classes, and a narrower
range of courses than a school with substantially more funds— and thus with
greater choice in educational planning — may nevertheless excel is to the credit
of the child, not the State. Indeed, who can ever measure for such a child the
opportunities lost and the talents wasted for want of a broader, more enriched
education? (San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, 1973, 411
U.S. 1)
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With this dissent, Marshall acknowledged that the structural inequalities de-emphasized during
the Brown arguments were as critical as the psychological injury caused by the separate but
equal doctrine (Gaines, 2004; Lopez and Olivias, 2008).8
Because there are no federal constitutional guarantees associated with public education,
the majority opinion in San Antonio severely curtailed the feasibility of federal intervention in
education finance (Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). Contrary to that holding,
disparities between neighboring school systems and within school districts persist (Maciag,
2016). Since 1973, the Education Law Center has argued that funding for public education should
be calculated as the “actual cost of providing all students, including low-income students and
students with special needs, the opportunity to meet [a] state’s established [education] standards”
by distributing funding based on the “additional needs generated by student poverty” (Baker,
Sciarra, & Farrie, 2012, 1-5). The continuing challenge for equal education opportunity activists is
that arguments about inequitable funding are difficult to advance, must be made on a state by
state basis, and are subject to the political possibilities and priorities of voters, state and local
leadership.
Parents Involved v. Seattle School District No. 1, 2007
The way desegregation has been defined, and the tactics used to achieve integrated
public schools since the Brown ruling, evolved with time to include the consolidation of
neighboring school districts, court-mandated integration policy, and busing. When full
enforcement of the desegregation ruling began in the 1960s, it became increasingly evident that
the racism liberal news organizations, activists, and policymakers attributed to white Southerners
was, in fact, a dominant sentiment among white Americans across the US (Klarman, 1994;
Rosenberg, 1991). This reality became hyper-visible when white public school families resisted
racial integration in American cities including Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, and New York
(Roberts and Klibanoff, 2006).

8

Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall was an attorney with the NAACP before joining the
Court and served as chief counsel for the plaintiffs in Brown v. Board of Education.
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White liberals, particularly in Northern and Midwestern cities and suburbs, had been
relatively insulated from school integration because of residential segregation in the post-war
period (Klarman, 1994, 98-99). However, schools in those cities and metros were not immune to
integration policy mandated by federal and state courts to relieve patterns of de facto
segregation. The dominant narrative inspired by “Southern resistance” was upended when white
families living above the Mason-Dixon Line rejected busing and the consolidation of neighboring
school districts.9 UCLA Civil Rights Project researchers found resistance to integration led to
“intensely segregated nonwhite schools” tripling since the 1970s (Orfield, Ee, Frankenberg, &
Siegel-Hawley, 2016). Northern and Midwestern resistance has resulted in a higher percentage of
racially segregated public school systems in those regions when compared with school districts in
the South (Orfield, Ee, Frankenberg, & Siegel-Hawley, 2016).
Between the late 1960s and mid-2000s, public school systems that once operated under
federal desegregation mandates were deemed unitary. When released from court-mandated
desegregation orders, some of those districts elected to continue integration policy voluntarily to
prevent their schools from becoming re-segregated. In the Louisville, Kentucky metro, the
Jefferson County School District kept their nearly three-decade-old integration policy in place
when the district was released from a federal mandate in 2000. Administrators in that community
feared their schools would become de facto segregated because of patterns of residential
segregation (Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007). Other
school districts proactively sought to disrupt de facto segregation when incorporating “voluntary”
integration programs. The Seattle, Washington school district used a “pupil placement policy”
administrators believed was warranted because of racial and economic residential segregation

9

The limits of Court mandated desegregation plans were made clear in 1974 with the Supreme
Court case Milliken v. Bradley. “In a 5-to-4 decision, the Court held that ‘[w]ith no showing of
significant violation by the 53 outlying school districts and no evidence of any interdistrict violation
or effect,’ the district court's remedy was ‘wholly impermissible’ and not justified by Brown v.
Board of Education. The Court noted that desegregation, ‘in the sense of dismantling a dual
school system,’ did not require ‘any particular racial balance in each 'school, grade or classroom.'
The Court also emphasized the importance of local control over the operation of schools” IIT
Chicago Kent School of Law, ND).
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and the district’s commitment to providing “equal access” to the most “popular schools” (Parents
Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007).
These kinds of voluntary integration plans were embraced by families who valued racial,
ethnic, and economic diversity as well as those who appreciated greater “school choice” within
their respective school district. School choice in this context refers to the ability to opt out of an
undesirable neighborhood school or into a “better” school outside a catchment assigned by
residence. These voluntary integration plans were not welcomed by families who wanted strict
school catchment boundaries based on the student’s address or those who felt their school
choice was being curtailed by “unproven” liberal education policy (Parents Involved in Community
Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007). Integration plans were also disliked by families with
children who were transported miles away from home to attend racially, ethnically, and
economically “balanced” public schools (Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle
School District, 2007).
Comparable to the trajectory of the original Brown holdings, consolidated cases
originating in Kentucky and Washington contesting voluntary school integration plans were
eventually appealed to the US Supreme Court. In 2007, the majority (5-4) of the John Roberts
Court held the de facto segregation of public schools was beyond legal remedy (Parents Involved
in Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007). American schools may be racially,
ethnically and economically segregated, but the de facto segregation of public schools is primarily
caused by residential segregation and legal residential real estate decisions (Parents Involved in
Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007, 127 S. CT 2738, 2746). In keeping with
socially liberal public school policy arguments originating with Brown, the dissenting Justices
argued that racial integration policies continued to be a valuable tool. Ironically, both factions of
the Court invoked the 1954 Brown ruling. The dissenting Justices accused the majority of
betraying the legacy of Brown v. Board of Education while the majority claimed the dissenters’
logic about the Brown ruling was flawed. In the majority opinion, Chief Justice Roberts concluded:
“It was not the inequality of the facilities, but the fact of legally separating children based on race
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on which the Court relied to find a constitutional violation in that case” (Parents Involved in
Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007, 127 S. CT 2738, 2768).
Although Milliken v. Bradley (1974) defined the boundaries of Court mandated
desegregation and the Brown holding did not promise the kinds of race-based pupil placement
policy the Parents Involved (2007) majority found unconstitutional, Chief Justice Roberts and his
colleagues went beyond the logic of Brown when offering patronizing rationalizations about
school choice (Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007, 127 S.CT
2738). Roberts and his colleagues conflated school choice with consumption when casually
asserting that some schools were “simply” more popular than others (Parents Involved in
Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007). In a remarkable departure from the
unanimous decision in Brown, the divisive 5-4 Parents Involved decision prompted five separate
written opinions. Justice Thomas, Justice Scalia and Chief Justice Roberts were unshakable in
their conviction that market forces lawfully dictate where people live and, subsequently, the
neighborhood public schools children attend. They also concluded there are no meaningful
differences between schools regardless of their location, subjective qualities or quantifiable
differences including income, race, and ethnicity (Parents Involved in Community Schools v.
Seattle School District, 2007).
In their analysis of the Parents Involved case and opinions, Lopez and Olivas (2008)
argue that Brown’s emphasis on race rather than measurable unequal opportunity allowed Chief
Justice Roberts to deny apparent differences that exist in school quality. Knowing the history of
white supremacy and racial segregation in the US, it was in bad taste and form when most of the
Court used Brown to judge voluntary integration plans unconstitutional. In this case, the
application of color-blind logic, in this case, undercut a history of policy and law intended to
protect vulnerable children. However, the more significant consequence of the Parents Involved
ruling is the Roberts’ Court normalization of the relationship between public school quality, real
estate, and place.
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The Continuing Significance of Segregation
The desegregation of American public schools that equal education activists, the socially
liberal, and families envisioned since the Brown holding never materialized for an array of
reasons that include suburbanization, housing policy, classism, and racism. This section of the
equality of education opportunity literature focuses on the continuing significance of segregation.
It considers how the desegregation of public schools fueled the segregation of neighborhoods,
coincided with suburbanization, and helped consolidate the relationship between place,
residential real estate, and school quality.
Resisting “‘All Deliberate Speed”
Before Brown, the racial and ethnic segregation of public and private facilities, housing,
and schools varied with geography. Nonetheless, de jure (segregation by law) and de facto
(segregation in fact) segregation impaired the lives of Black Americans, Jewish Americans,
Chinese Americans, Native Americans, Filipino Americans, Japanese Americans, and Mexican
Americans – anyone defined by contradictory and distressing law or merely opinion as non-white
(Nowak & Rotunda, 2007; Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). Segregation
constrained where non-whites could live, eat, and shop. It defined where, when, and if non-whites
could enjoy recreational activities like swimming or watching a film. It limited where non-whites
could buy a meal, drink fountain water, use the toilet, or be interred. Violating segregation policy
and custom invited humiliation, bodily harm, and death. Among the essential public functions and
goods, segregation blocked or inhibited were suffrage, jury duty, and public education (Nowak &
Rotunda, 2007; Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000).
In 1954, the US Supreme Court found the segregation of public schools unlawful. The
Court reconvened in 1955 to issue Brown v. Board of Education 2 (Brown 2), a holding which
instructed all US public schools be desegregated “with all deliberate speed” (Brown v. Board of
Education (2), 1955, 349 US 294). Respecting the fact that the federal Constitution’s 10th
Amendment powers do not include the education of American citizens, the Court made state and
local officials responsible for desegregating American schools (Nowak & Rotunda, 2007; Perea,
Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). While millions of Americans celebrated the Brown
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ruling, many others greeted the holding with disdain because they believed it infringed on the
choices they could make for the education and social lives of their children (Roberts & Klibanoff,
2006; Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). Between the Brown and Brown 2
announcements, “Citizen’s Councils, the Defenders, and a raft of similar segregationist
organizations across the South had solidified their hold on local school boards, governments,
businesses, and no small number of small newspapers” (Roberts & Klibanoff, 2006, 71).
The first decade after Brown revealed the weak will of the State to guarantee full equal
protection rights to non-white Americans and demonstrated the limits of judicial action
(Rosenberg, 1991; Klarman, 1994). The Civil Rights Acts “finally” gave the judicial branch the
tools required to mandate desegregation and cut-off school funding to resistant school districts
(Rosenberg, 1991, 47). Early resistance to desegregation was fierce, and Rosenberg (1991)
explains that between 1954 and 1971, the Court was the only branch of the federal government
to consistently assert that segregated schools were unlawful. Non-compliance with Brown fueled
court mandates and other desegregation policy including the consolidation of school districts,
racial auditing, and busing.10 The desegregation of most public schools began to notably increase
with the Johnson administration’s Civil Rights and ESEA Acts (Rosenberg, 1991). Nonetheless,
the hardy roots of the conservative States’ rights and “school choice” movement were established
in response to the Brown ruling.
Desegregating Public Schools, Segregating Residential Communities
The long-term goal of desegregating American public schools failed in large part because
of residential segregation and the multigenerational impact of public policies that fostered racial
hierarchy and social custom. Before the Brown holding and Civil Rights Acts of the 1950s and
1960s, federal agencies including the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the
Federal Housing Administration’s Mortgage Insurance Division and the Home Owner’s Loan
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An indication of the relentless resistance to Brown, desegregation and integration orders were
issued so haphazardly there are no complete public records of the judicial mandates. In 2015,
ProPublica attempted to construct an archive of the mandates and located nearly 800 records of
involuntary, court-mandated desegregation orders issued since 1955 and, an additional 334
records of voluntary integration policy negotiated through the legal system (ProPublica, 2015).
Among those cases, 330 were still technically active (ProPublica, 2015).
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Corporation helped finance suburban development and the construction of segregated private
and public housing (Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). For decades, housing
covenants restricted the sale of private property based on race, ethnicity, and religion. Though
the US Supreme Court decision Shelley v. Kraemer (1948) found that racially restrictive housing
covenants violated the 14th Amendment, other forms of housing discrimination continued to
foster residential segregation (Nowak & Rotunda, 2007; Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, &
Wildman, 2000).
Public housing segregation was facilitated and financed by the Department of Housing
and Urban Development (Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). Moreover, the
federal government dictated redlining in the mid-1930s, a practice that continued openly in the
residential real estate market until the 1968 Fair Housing Act (Crossney and Bartelt, 2005; Perea,
Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000). Redlining practices by the real estate and insurance
industries were enforced by white buyers and sellers enticed by the economic value of racial
solidarity or terrified by the prospect of racial-block-busting tactics (Massey, 2007). Federal and
local agencies exacerbated these policies and practices by privileging white homeownership, the
value of white residential enclaves, and subscribing to the unfounded notion that non-whites,
especially black people, were detrimental to housing value and neighborhood stability (Perea,
Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, & Wildman, 2000).
Passive Resistance and Suburbanization
Much discourse around desegregation is dominated by narratives recounting violent acts
of resistance. There are many examples of overtly racist public officials who pledged to prevent
integration (Roberts and Klibanoff, 2006; Von Eschen, 2004; Sugrue, 1996). There are also
indelible images documenting the horrific racism espoused by white men, women, and children
who shouted, spat, and intimidated mostly black students attempting to integrate American public
schools (Roberts and Klibanoff, 2006; Von Eschen, 2004). In addition to the overt resistance to
segregation that occurred in the years following the Brown holding, passive resistance to the
integration of public schools was achieved through increased enrollment in private and parochial
schools as well as suburbanization.
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The history of human geography suggests that movement to US suburbs occurred (and
continues) for a variety of reasons. However, passive resistance to the integration of urban
American schools was originally led by white and later non-white families with the economic
means to depart cities in favor of suburbs after World War II, the Brown v. Board of Education
and Bolling v. Sharpe holdings, and the passage of the Civil Rights Acts (Massey & Denton,
1993). While it is impossible to assess the motivation of individuals, it is known that some people
were driven by the prospect of racially integrated public schools to seek out neighborhoods that
were majority or exclusively white. It is also known that the migration of nearly six-million African
Americans to cities between 1915 and 1970 inspired white Americans to “flee” (Wilkerson, 2010;
Massey, 2007). Some families were enticed by the allure of suburban living including new
detached homes and the seemingly higher quality of homogeneous life suburbs “promised”
(McGirr, 2001). Suburban living also appealed to non-white Americans who did not want their
aspirational children attending schools that were majority non-white or low-income (Gale, 1987).
With time, middle-class urban dwellers quitting cities for the sake of their children and
more specifically, their children’s education, was not merely normal or logical but a rite of
passage (Putnam, 2000). Whether motivated by racial, ethnic, and class animus or in the pursuit
of a higher quality of life, the growth of segregated communities in the US helped consolidate the
relationship between school quality, place, and residential real estate. It also helped normalize
competitive access to the best public schools and the presumption that neighborhood schools are
an amenity associated with residential real estate rather than a public good.
No Child Left Behind
After the Johnson administration’s introduction of ESEA, the No Child Left Behind Act
(2002) (“NCLB”) is regarded by some scholars as the most radical (and invasive) investment the
federal government has made in public education (Foorman, Kalinowski, & Sexton, 2007, 17).
Framed at “compassionate conservatism,” NCLB was like other reforms and policies attempting
to foster greater equality of educational opportunity. It was designed to “ensure that all children
have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a
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minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and State academic
assessments” (United States, 2001).
NCLB promised a great deal. As a reform, the Act strove to create greater transparency,
accountability, and standardization of public schools. By requiring schools to test students and
rate the achievement of a given student body, NCLB also required making that data public
(United States, 2001). In addition to publishing achievement data by school, student
demographics including race, ethnicity, poverty, and ESL were made publicly accessible. This
transparency offers valuable information to families about public school outcomes. Beyond
making data public, it was theorized that test score baselines would help establish long-term
student achievement goals and, with time, improve the overall quality of education in American
public schools. In cities with limited school choice options, NCLB’s punitive measures promised
students could opt-out of persistently low-performing neighborhood schools (Finn & Hocket,
2012).
In practice, NCLB was deeply flawed. One of the chief problems with NCLB is that the
reform was centered almost entirely on student outcomes. A departure from ESEA’s emphasis on
educational opportunity and the disadvantage linked with poverty, NCLB focused on outcomes
while ignoring inputs and disparate distribution (Gamoran, 2006).11,12 Opting out of a “failing
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As noted in the Liberalisms section, the Johnson administration passed a radical wave of social
welfare and civil rights policy. In addition to desegregation enforcement via the Civil Rights Acts,
in 1965 Congress enacted the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (“ESEA”). One of the
central goals of ESEA was to create greater equality of education opportunity through the
injection of federal funding to American public schools. Title I of ESEA, the Education of Children
of Low Income Families, was an especially significant intervention because it provided additional
federal subsidies for school districts serving large numbers of low-income children (Rosenberg,
1991; Hanna, 2005; The Social Welfare History Project, 2014). The color-blind ESEA was
attentive to economic barriers associated with equal education opportunity and noted, “the
Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the United States to provide financial
assistance…to local education agencies serving areas with concentrations of children from lowincome families to expand and improve their educational programs by various means (including
preschool programs) which contribute to meeting the special educational needs of educationally
deprived children” (Section 201, Elementary and Secondary School Act, 1965; The Social
Welfare History Project, 2014).
12 NCLB’s approach to reform was similar to arguments made in James Coleman’s Equality of
Education Opportunity Report (1966) where Coleman “redefined equality of opportunity by
focusing on results…” (Gamoran, 2006, 18; Coleman, Equality, 1990). Gamoran insists that
Coleman’s emphasis on results placed “an extraordinary burden on schools” because it asserted
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school” was often not possible because there were not enough transfer options which left
“average” academic achievers stuck in schools deemed persistently failing (Finn & Hocket, 2012).
Perhaps more consequential, NCLB data was used by families to make decisions about where to
send their children to school (The Reinvestment Fund 2009; Seo and Simons 2009). Contributing
to the market-driven nature of US public schools, NCLB data has been employed as a residential
real estate marketing tool and helped harden the seemingly normal relationship between school
quality, real estate, and place.13
Integrating Neighborhood Public Schools
A narrow interpretation of Brown suggests that the ruling guaranteed equality of
educational opportunity to American children through unfettered access to neighborhood public
schools without regard to race or ethnicity. (Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle
School District, 2007). Concentrated poverty and affluence encourage many educators and
researchers to focus on school integration as a path toward greater equality.14,15

that “educators are charged with obtaining equal results among students who come to school with
varying individual resources and experiences” (Gamoran, 2006, 18). With NCLB, public schools
were conceived as interventionist institutions with the capacity to equalize student outcomes even
when student inputs and the distribution of school quality varied.
13 Fourth grade elementary test scores have been identified as key factors in residential real
estate purchase decisions for parents of elementary school-aged children and the “quality” of
schools, as measured by NCLB proxies including test scores, influences the value of residential
real estate (The Reinvestment Fund 2009; Seo and Simons 2009).
14 Since the Parents Involved v. Seattle (2007) holding, close to one-hundred public school
districts and charter school networks have used socioeconomic integration policy that falls within
the constitutional boundaries outlined in Justice Kennedy’s opinion (Potter, Quick, & Davies,
2016; Parents Involved v. Seattle, 2007). Most of the nearly thirteen thousand American school
districts continue to operate a mix of “traditional” neighborhood and competitive or lottery driven
magnet and charter schools.
15 Justice Anthony Kennedy concurred with the majority but wrote his own opinion in the 2007
Parents Involved v. Seattle ruling. He disagreed with the majority reasoning that racism and racial
inequality no longer exist in the US. In this spirit, Kennedy outlined race-neutral tactics school
districts might use to achieve greater equality of education opportunity including: “strategic site
selection of new schools; drawing attendance zones for special programs; recruiting students and
faculty in a targeted fashion; and tracking enrollments, performance and other statistics by race”
(Parents Involved v. Seattle School District No. 1, 2007, 127 S.CT 2738, 2792). Diverse school
districts like the consolidated county-wide Jefferson County, Kentucky system have employed
socioeconomic policy to disrupt normal “distribution” patterns that would produce majority poor,
non-white or white schools. The Jefferson County policy also reveals the long-term limitations of
integrated schools and residential segregation. Though their policy is often touted as a success
because it is valued by most of that community, patterns of economic and racial segregation that
existed in the county during the 1950s are comparable to residential segregation patterns there
today.
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To achieve greater equality of educational opportunity within school districts, Ryan
suggests district administrators encourage more income diversity because middle-class
consumer interest in public schools will benefit youth from lower-income families (Ryan, 2010,
278-285). There is evidence that socioeconomic integration in county-wide, unified, and economic
and racially diverse communities can help produce positive outcomes for low-income students
(Kahlenberg, 2012; Rothwell, 2012). However, Cucchiara & Horvat (2009) found there are no
guaranteed trickle-down or proximity benefits for low-income children even when middle-class
families bring formidable resources to urban public schools. In her work on the geography of
opportunity, Charles (2005) learned neighborhood racial composition preferences reveal a racial
hierarchy in which whites are always the most preferred out-group and blacks are unequivocally
the least preferred” (p. 51). She also found that American support for integration is “lowest
regarding efforts to integrate more personal domains, such as neighborhoods and public schools”
(Charles, 2005, 50). Racial and economic integration policy strategies face significant obstacles
in highly segregated American cities and our increasingly polarized society.
Though public school integration policy as a means of closing achievement gaps and
expanding educational opportunity will not be widely adopted, it remains essential to confront the
continuing significance of racial, ethnic, and economic segregation. In the US, the social and
historical forces that continue to foster de facto segregation help explain the relationship between
distribution, place, and the development of capital (Sharkey, 2013; Reardon, 2011; (Oliver &
Shapiro, 1999; Lowry, 1976). When the intangible boundaries associated with social, economic,
and human capital are coupled with hardened spatial boundaries, access to both public goods
and social processes associated with human development can be stunted. Sean Reardon (2011)
finds that while in the 1970s, fifteen percent of families were segregated into either “poor” or
“affluent” neighborhoods, by 2007 that number reached thirty percent (Reardon, 2011).
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Segregation inhibits mobility by reproducing unequal distribution, poverty, and affluence in place
(Oliver and Shapiro, 1999, 136-137).16
The Racist Roots of School Choice
The discourse around public school choice is fuzzy as claims are made simultaneously
by disparate political and social actors. Friedman (1955), Chubb and Moe (1990) and, with much
more subtlety, A Nation at Risk (1983) claimed that tenets associated with economic liberalism
including market forces, individualism, higher standards, and accountability were necessary for
education reform. Behind the cover of an opaque catch-phrase, staunch segregationists and
racial separatists originated the euphemism “school choice” to assert their rights as individual
citizens and consumers when rejecting efforts to desegregate public schools. Milton Friedman’s
libertarian arguments about individual choice and states’ rights have always been a politically
expedient nod to families, politicians, and administrators who resent and resist integrated
neighborhood public schools (Omi & Winant, 1994). In current school choice discourse, his
arguments also weirdly echo the sentiment expressed by liberal, urban-dwelling, middle-class
families who conflate school quality and rights to neighborhood public schools when they imply
public schools are amenities associated with private property (Gregory, 2011).
While this thorny school choice discourse will never be disentangled from its prosegregation, relative consensus regarding the need for greater school choice has developed
among an unlikely coalition of actors (Lopez, 2014; Orfield & Frankenberg, 2013). Religious
conservatives argue for greater choice related to “family values,” school curriculum and prayer;
neoconservatives want to reform “traditional pedagogy”; libertarians seek freedom from
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Focusing on social and human capital, Glenn Loury was the first economist to conceptualize
social capital as “informal relationships and connections that, as much as money or brains, pave
the way for success in the labor market” (Shatz, 2002; Coleman, Social Theory, 1990; Loury,
1976). Loury’s theory of social capital is related to his understanding of distribution, access, and
race after the civil rights victories of the 1960s. As developed in his 1976 dissertation, Loury
argued that regardless of the legal victories gained with the “long” African American civil rights
movement, “as long as whites enjoyed superior access to social capital,” an “intangible
commodity” determined by social relations, racial inequality in the US would continue (Shatz,
2002; Loury, 1976). The value of a community’s social capital is bound up with that economy’s
human and financial capital as communities are defined by human networks and geography
(Evans & Syrett, 2007, 58).
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“government” schools; and, many urban activists and families view school choice as a means of
increasing opportunity for escape from failing and unsafe neighborhood public schools (Smith,
Miller-Khan, Heinecke, & Jarvis, 2004; Apple, 2001). After years and in some instances more
than a generation of frustration and disappointment, alternative public school choices offer
families a greater sense of control in our intensely market-driven public education system
(Guggenheim, et al, 2010; Gamoran, 2007; Apple, 2001; Perea, Delgado, Harris, Stefanic, &
Wildman, 2000).
Conclusion
The dominant economic theory and policy outlined in the Liberalisms section illustrate
some of the competing ideas about the role of the State, social welfare, and distributive justice.
The Court Cases summarized three Supreme Court rulings that helped define the current legal
state of equal educational opportunity in the United States. Brown, San Antonio, and Parents
Involved collectively outline the legal arguments that led to the consolidation of the relationship
between residential real estate and education opportunity. Finally, The Continuing Significance of
Segregation considered how Brown v. Board of Education coincided with suburbanization, fueled
the conservative school choice movement, and the persistence of racial, ethnic, and economic
segregation. These interdisciplinary research streams help illustrate how and why we came to be
a nation that espouses the promise of liberty and pursuit of happiness while facilitating a public
education system that is driven by market principles.
In a recent lecture about economic inequality, the geographer Danny Dorling asked his
audience to “imagine living in a country that said, ‘we will take care of you, no matter what
happens to you’” (Dorling, 2017). Dorling’s prompt is a reminder that gross inequalities in a
democratic society are not merely the “doing” of the rich or elected officials but require the
ideological and political consent of the governed. Americans decide as a people what goods,
services, and policies should be universal. Because education is an essential public good very
much associated with quality of life and life outcomes, the way Americans understand education
opportunity is bound up with their views on fairness, social welfare, and distributive justice. It is
also reflective of views about race, ethnicity, income, and place.
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The impact of the Great Recession (2007-2009) demonstrated that now, perhaps more
than ever, education attainment is not only predictive of social and economic mobility in the US
but employment futures, life outcomes, and trajectory (The Economic Mobility Project, 2013; Fry
& Taylor, 2012). Education attainment does not guarantee success, but it is undoubtedly a critical
foundation for living a self-determined life in today’s economy. In some countries, people migrate
for food, water, work, or shelter. In the United States, it is normal for families to relocate in pursuit
of educational opportunity for their children. Imagine living in a country where the equal
distribution of public school quality was normal.
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CHAPTER 3

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS THEORY AND METHOD
Introduction
Foucauldian discourse analysis is the primary theory and method for this dissertation.
Jorgensen and Phillips (2002) describe discourse analysis as a social constructionist approach
used to explore taken for granted knowledge about the world, historical and cultural specificity,
and the relationship between knowledge and truth, social processes and social action (p. 5-6).
Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & Joseph (2005) explain that the “word ‘discourse’
comes from the Latin discursus, which means ‘to run to and fro.’ The word ‘current’ comes from
the same Latin root” (p. 369). Hall, Held, Hubert, & Thompson (1996) define a discourse as “a
group of statements which provide a language for talking about…a particular kind of knowledge
about a topic. When statements about a topic are made within a particular discourse, the
discourse makes it possible to construct the topic in a certain way. It also limits the other ways in
which the topic can be constructed” [emphasis added] (p. 201). Discourse analysts seek to do
interpretive or descriptive work where they articulate the “flows” of the historical and social setting
of the discourse in question; or explanatory work where they reveal “the rhetorical organization of
the discourse” (Lees 2004, 104).
This chapter begins with a review of the literature considering two dominant approaches
to discourse analysis: Critical Discourse Analysis (“CDA”) and Foucauldian discourse analysis.
The second section summarizes some projects that employ discourse analysis. In the third
section, there is a reflection on the strengths and limitations associated with the method. The
concluding section introduces the research design for this project.
Discourse Analysis Literature Review
Critical Discourse Analysis
Critical Discourse Analysis (“CDA”) is a highly systematic form of analysis practiced by
Fairclough, van Dijk, Wodak and others through which analysts explore the relationship between
language and power. The CDA approach defines discourse as “language use as social practice”
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and practitioners tend to believe that “language cannot be seen as neutral because it is caught up
in political, social, racial, economic, religious and cultural formations” (Rogers, MalancharuvilBerkes, Mosley, Hui, & Joseph, 2005, 369). Another critical distinction between CDA and
Foucauldian discourse analysis is that CDA moves beyond the interpretive and descriptive toward
explanation at the textual level while Foucauldian and poststructuralist approaches tend to
interpret and describe at the social level (Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & Joseph,
2005, 380).
Howarth argues that “Traditionally, discourse analysis is concerned with the investigation
of ‘language in use’ and attention is focused on the analysis of ‘talk and text in context’” (Howarth,
2000, 6). While this perspective is the foundation of CDA, Howarth contends it is “rather narrowly
construed and focuses primarily on the rules governing sets of sentences in speech or writing…”
(Howarth, 2000, 6-8). Many practitioners of CDA believe that because it is systematized, it is less
vulnerable to methodological critique (Jacobs, 2006; Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui,
& Joseph, 2005). The literature submits a criticism CDA proponents hold against analysts “doing”
discourse analysis outside the CDA tradition is concern about diluting the legitimacy of the
method (Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine, 2008).
Foucauldian Discourse Analysis
Differing in a variety of ways from CDA, there are no established methodological rules for
conducting Foucauldian or post-structuralist discourse analysis which is attributed to a desire to
avoid the “positivist trap.” Instead, Foucauldian discourse analysis involves genealogy (historical
inquiry); techniques of power; and “subjectification - the material/signifying practices in which
subjects are made up” (Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine, 2008, 91). Jacobs (2006) notes that
Foucauldian discourse analysis claims, “the exercise of power is contingent on the relationships
formed between individuals within and beyond organizations” and that power is not “simply a
reflection of power relations” because “language practices both shape and are shaped by power
relations” (p. 41). Relations of power involve discursive struggle, and while there are always
dominant discourses, many are in competition at once. Dominant discourses exist “not only

38

because they [are] located in socially powerful institutions…but also because their discourses
[claim] absolute truth” (Rose, 2007, 143-144).
Per Graham (2005), one of the primary differences between Foucauldian discourse
analysis and CDA is that the poststructuralists seek to avoid “claims to objectivity and truth and
the substitution of one truth for another” (p. 2). Foucauldian discourse analysts explore “the way
in which discourses are shaped by social practices and the way they in turn shape social
relationships and institutions” (Howarth, 2000, 6-8). Poststructuralists (including Foucault) believe
“the process of analysis is always interpretive, always contingent, always a version or a reading
from some theoretical, epistemological or ethical standpoint” (Graham, 2005, 3; Wetherall, 2001,
384). Once more, this speaks to a rejection of positivism and truth claims grounded in scientific or
precise methodology. Data sources for a Foucauldian analysis might include authoritative texts
like speeches or newspaper articles but are also concerned with the ways that texts are
contested, and the social and institutional practices associated with their production.
Models of Discourse Analysis
Developing the research design for this dissertation involved reviewing an array of
projects that employ discourse analysis to think through methodological choices. This section
summarizes some findings from doctoral dissertations, critically lauded monographs, and peerreviewed articles that informed this dissertation’s research design.
Monographs
The oldest project referenced, Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and Order
(1978), was written by a team of researchers led by the late cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall
(Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts). Hall and his colleagues interrogate the racialized
“moral panic” around mugging, law and order discourse they argue was recklessly crafted and
disseminated by news media in service to the State to rationalize increased policing of non-white
men in the 1970s. This project uses cultural theory, historiography, media, discourse, and content
analysis to explicate the social production of news. Differing from Hall’s theoretical essay
Encoding, Decoding (1973), this project analyzes a discursive formation, the events leading to its
formation, and the material consequences associated with a manufactured “moral panic” that was
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legitimated and disseminated by British news media (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts,
1978). In Policing the Crisis, the authors sought to understand how:
[s]ociety comes to perceive crime in general, and ‘mugging’ in particular, as an
index of the disintegration of the social order, as a sign that the ‘British way of
life’ is coming apart at the seams…. It tries to examine why and how the theme of
race, crime and youth — condensed into the image of ‘mugging’ - come to serve
as the articulator of the crisis, as its ideological conductor. (Hall, Critcher,
Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 1978, vii-viii)
Policing the Crisis revealed the news media’s capacity to influence public opinion, perpetuate
racist stereotypes, create common sense, and operate in service to the State.
This dissertation’s research design was further inspired by two very different projects
published by Duke University Press. Drawing from published work, recorded lectures, and
archival material, the New School scholar Ann Stoler conducted an analysis of discourse on race
in the work of Michel Foucault through which she considers “the tensions between what he wrote
and what he said” (Stoler, 1995, viii). In Race and the Education of Desire Stoler convincingly
argues that “Volume 1 of The History of Sexuality introduces the question of racism in a muted
way that resurfaces” in a lecture series Foucault gave in Paris in 1976 (Stoler, 1995, x). A
“student of colonialism,” in this project, Stoler holds that “…Foucault’s history of European
sexuality misses key sites in the production of that discourse, discounts the practices of racialized
bodies, and thus elides a field of knowledge that provided the contrasts for what a “healthy,
vigorous, bourgeois body” was all about” (Stoler, 1995, 7). According to Stoler, when doing
discourse analysis, Foucault asked,
…how seemingly shared vocabularies of sexual and social reform may
sometimes remain the same and sometimes diverge and/or transpose into
distinct and oppositional political meanings. Foucault turns to this process in The
History of Sexuality with respect to the discourses of sexuality and again even
more boldly as he traces the strategic mobility of racial discourse in his lectures.
In each of these projects, Foucault offers ways to rethink the colonial order of
things, ways that challenge — and sometimes derive from him. (Stoler, 1995, 1213)
Inspired by the lack of explicit attention Foucault devoted to race in the History of Sexuality, Stoler
argues that reading that text in conversation with his lectures uncovers his substantive knowledge
and engagement with race, racial discourse, and racial difference (Stoler, 1995).
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Another Duke University Press project was written by University of California Berkeley
geographer and social theorist Jake Kosek. In Understories: The Political Life of Forests in
Northern New Mexico (2006), Kosek uses ethnographic interviews and participant observation to
unpack that “political life,” and, his project required consideration of history, memory, and identity.
In this text, Kosek explores discursive threads ranging from the conquest of Native Pueblos by
Spanish colonialists, the rise of Anglo environmentalism, and a heroin epidemic with roots in
decades-old land disputes between the State and Hispano farmers and grazers. With this work,
Kosek considers how the history of a place contributes toward politics and relations of power in
the present. He is also attentive to the ways memory and identity inform and, in some instances,
cloud contemporary claims and attachment to particular histories and geographies. Kosek’s work
illustrates the possibilities and limitations of discourse analysis derived from an obtrusive
qualitative research project when the author relocated to Northern New Mexico for several years
specifically for this study (Kosek, 2006). Differing from the critical distance maintained by
journalists and other qualitative researchers, ethnography and participant observation model is
unapologetically subjective.
Dissertations
Closer in size and scope to this dissertation than the monographs described above, this
section considers several doctoral theses by scholars at the London School of Economics. In one
dissertation, Sharman (2015) deconstructs what she calls a “knowledge controversy” created by
competing discourses about climate change. Using qualitative data including close to one
hundred interviews in New Zealand and the United Kingdom, Sharman’s project is supplemented
by a quantitative social network analysis which illustrates how individuals are connected in the
climate change “blogosphere” (Sharman, 2015). With this project, the author considers how the
production of knowledge informs policy formation, public opinion, and polarization. Her analysis
sheds light on relations of power in the formation of common sense about climate change. She
argues that “identifying and emphasising these commonalities can be seen as a possible
mechanism to defuse the antagonism evident in the [climate change] debate” (Sharman, 2015,
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116). This discourse analysis is activist-oriented as Sharman attempts to intervene by
encouraging more significant climate change debate participation (Sharman, 2015).
Benequista’s (2016) dissertation uses discourse analysis to explore the moral orientation
of Kenyan journalists and how a “politics of belonging” informs their normative theory of morality
and impacts their reporting. Using qualitative data collected through interviews with ten
journalists, participant observation, and workshops, Benequista analyzes how journalists practice
their craft given the “social pressures in their professional relationships” (Benequista, 2016). He is
also interested in how journalists can and do “evade identity politics” because he believes the
“politics of belonging” and categories of identity impair journalistic autonomy (Benequista, 2016,
191). Like Sharman (2015), Benequista hopes this project will influence change in Kenya’s media
industry practices (Benequista, 2016).
Finally, Franchi’s (2015) dissertation is a state-level analysis of discourse around the
institution of marriage in contemporary Italy. Using the two most widely circulated newspapers in
the country, Franchi found both papers “produced narratives that both sustained the exclusion of
those who do not conform” to heteronormative traditions associated with matrimony and
“enhanced the visibility of” conservatives who opposed a law recognizing the rights of couples
outside the institution of marriage (Franchi, 2015). One part media analysis, one part assessment
of the “politics of sexuality” in modern Italy, the author outlines the discourse of matrimony and
related discursive threads including citizenship, social norms, and the family (Franchi, 2015).
Similar to the ways race and ethnicity complicate national identity in the US, this project
considers how religion, gender, sexual orientation, and social norms complicate national identity
in contemporary Italy. Franchi believes the media was “ambivalent” in their reporting about the
heteronormative institution of marriage because “conservative forces” and the Catholic Church
opposed recognition of non-traditional unions (Franchi, 2015). Franchi also argues that
newspapers contributed to “fostering narratives that sustain exclusion” by constructing coupling
outside the Italian tradition of marriage a “contentious issue” (Franchi 2015).
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Peer-Reviewed Articles
Moving beyond monographs and doctoral theses, this section considers peer-reviewed
articles with differing approaches toward discourse analysis. Demonstrating the radical difference
between the messy conclusions drawn from qualitative discourse analysis, Elmasry and el
Nawawy (2017) analyzed discourse using quantitative content analysis. Their project considered
coverage of the Black Lives Matters protests of 2014 and 2015 in The New York Times and St.
Louis Post-Dispatch and, the authors make explicit declarations about their findings. In response
to their primary research questions, they found sympathetic depictions of the Black Lives Matters
protests in both newspapers (Elmasry & el Nawawy, 2017).
Contributing to research about race and representation in the media, these researchers
found both newspapers “provided sympathetic coverage of Black Lives Matter protests and
adopted a “positive frame” including quotations from protesters more frequently than law
enforcement officers (Elmasry & el Nawawy, 2017). Content analysis is theoretically more
objective than qualitative discourse analysis because it is replicable. However, the limitations of
quantitative work are displayed in Elmasry & el Nawawy’s conclusions as they are based entirely
on the frequency of words and phrases in their computer-coded analysis. This method offers no
insight regarding the evolution of discourse within those media institutions or American society;
nor do they consider how consumer interaction with news media in response to racial
representation changed during the period of their study (Vernon 2018). That kind of analysis and
insight is only possible with interpretative, generative, and contingent qualitative methodologies.
In Ideology in the U.S. Welfare Debate (de Goede, 1996), the author presents an
“inquiry” regarding the ideological dimensions of discourse on poverty and welfare in the United
States. Using discourse analysis, the author identifies “images and arguments” about poverty and
welfare that have acquired “the warrant of common sense” in the public sphere; contemplates the
origins of those images and arguments and how they align with specific political ideologies; and,
explores the role the “mainstream media” play in the “production and reproduction” of the images
and arguments about poverty and welfare (de Goede, 1996, 318). De Goede explains that her
project is devoted to exploring if a “liberal” news magazine “passively” reproduces conservative
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discourse on poverty and welfare in the United States. Using a single magazine archive, she
analyzed articles to consider presupposition or common sense; out-group construction; universal
norms and values; and stereotypes (de Goede, 1996, 330). She argues that “it is striking to see to
what extent the articles openly accept the conservative argument that the welfare system is to
blame for much of the current poverty in the US” (de Goede, 2006, 348). This critique implies
there is a “liberal” counterargument although one is not cited.
Suspitsyna’s (2012) Higher Education for Economic Advancement and Engaged
Citizenship explores “how the market role of higher education is supported by the government
rhetoric” and impacts “the ability of colleges and universities to prepare students for engaged
citizenship” (p. 50). The first part of her analysis focused on coding for dominant themes and the
second centered on “proper discourse analysis” of three speeches Suspitsyna believed answered
her research question. The author's primary argument is that the economic role of higher
education should not subsume the social role of universities. Accepting this argument requires
the reader agree: the primary goal of higher education is social, not economic; and, that costbenefit analysis informing the economic role of higher education originates with elites rather than
the families of college students.
In total, she analyzed 164 speeches conducted between 2005 and 2007, during the
tenure of Margaret Spelling, Secretary of Education in the George W. Bush administration. Using
Nvivo, a qualitative analysis application, Suspitsyna went through two rounds of coding. The first
revealed dominant themes in all the speeches while the second focused specifically on the
economic and social roles of higher education (Suspitsyna, 2012, 54). During her second round
of coding, Suspitsyna found the Department of Education speeches she analyzed were primarily
focused on the economic rather than the social role of American universities. She argues that the
rhetorical schemata “supported arguments grounded mainly in economic rationality” (Suspitsyna,
2012, 55).
With this evidence, Suspitsyna argues the position of power the Secretary of Education
enjoys lends authority to claims made in the Department of Education speeches. As well, the
Department of Education, as the location of scientific authority, data, and expertise, is uniquely
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positioned to employ discourses of equality and social justice while simultaneously advancing a
market or consumer-oriented discourse that will ultimately subsume the social justice rhetoric by
moralizing individual choice (Suspitsyna, 2012, 60). These kinds of details demonstrate the ways
that discourse analysis can reveal how discourse is productive and becomes normalized.
The final peer-reviewed article that informed this project’s research design was initially
published in the American Quarterly. “We Know This Place”: Neoliberal Racial Regimes and the
Katrina Circumstance (Camp, 2009), interrogates the “discourse of criminality” the author claims
were circulated in post-Hurricane Katrina media narratives. The author finds that in the days and
weeks following the hurricane, American media depicted “the Black poor as either hapless victims
or as the source of the social problems they endured” (Camp, 2009, 694). Camp suggests that
relations of power dictate not only access to the media but that the authority of the State tightly
controls the production of negative media narratives. Camp makes a power move of his own
when he privileges working-class Ninth Ward resident discourse as a counter-narrative to the
dominant, racialized security discourse.
Camp’s scholar-activist approach to discourse analysis does not flesh-out methodology
as recommended by Lees (2004) and Graham (2005) and others. Nor, does he employ the kind
of systematic analysis required by CDA researchers (Howarth, 2000). Camp’s methodological
approach has more in common with cultural theory and analysis as he identifies some of the
dominant images and tropes associated with Black poverty and the ways the language of security
was employed to “hide” anti-Black racism and the “white supremacist and capitalist conditions
that produced poverty for the many” (Camp, 2009, 696). This author is interested in the ways that
media narratives circulate stereotypes and cultural explanations about the urban poor while
simultaneously erasing the structural conditions that created (and sustain) poverty. The
significance of racialized mass-mediated discourse about the poor and the ways they are not only
marginalized but silenced and punished is essential work. However, social scientists might
question Camp’s decision to privilege one discourse over another. Rather than merely offering a
counter-narrative, Camp makes claims about what is and is not discursively true.
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Strengths and Limitations
As with all research methods, discourse analysis has strengths and weaknesses. Jacobs
concludes that where traditional research methods employed by urban studies scholars have
failed, discourse analysis offers the opportunity for examining “some of the power and ideological
conflicts that influence the deliberation of policy implementation” (Jacobs, 2006, 40). Further, he
believes that discourse analysis can “excavate the subtleties that are so often ignored from more
structurally based approaches to policy changes” (Jacobs, 2006, 43). Scholars working in the
Foucauldian tradition also insist analysists be explicit about their methodology when “doing”
discourse analysis. Failure to do so has left many authors “skirt[ing] over their
theoretical/methodological assumptions” (Lees, 2004, 104) and “unsystematized speculation”
(Graham, 2005; Jacobs, 2006; Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & Joseph, 2005).
Most of the projects discussed in the previous section are concerned with the ways
dominant discourses displace others. Those analyses are descriptive and interpretive. They also
attribute meaning and history to specific discursive formations. Some of the projects are also
investigative because they attempt to identify origins or attach specific discourses to particular
actors or institutions. Some authors are more daring than others when making explanatory claims
about a discourse they desire to confront or unseat. While Camp is very liberal in this regard, he
is also the only author to exhibit reflexivity (Camp, 2006). Several of these projects are activist
because they attempt to intervene (Sharman, 2015), privilege (Camp, 2006), recuperate
(Suspitsyna, 2012), or reveal (De Goede, 1996) the ways that discourses and discursive
formations are not merely words spoken or written but productive.
When evaluating the model projects, it appears the success of discourse analysis and
other interpretive methods is highly dependent upon the logic of the analyst’s argument, the
willingness of the author to engage theory and politics beyond their own, and the ability of the
researcher to convince the reader to give her interpretive analysis a “fair hearing.” For the social
scientists conducting discourse analysis, the method provides an ideal framework for
investigating how discourse informs and leads to potential bias in public policy formation; and,
how discourse has social, economic, and political consequences. Foucauldian discourse analysis

46

offers the researcher a toolkit for exploring the history and ideological conflict that inform policy
development and the creation of common sense while simultaneously unpacking “the long-term
rhythms of socio-cultural change” (Barnett, 2005, 9).
This Project’s Use of Discourse Analysis
After reviewing the literature and multiple projects employing discourse analysis, this
section addresses the way this project approaches Foucauldian discourse analysis. Vikki Bell
describes Foucault’s genealogical approach to discourse analysis as: “the idea that when we’re
studying things historically, we’re doing so in order to study the values that we hold today. So,
genealogy submits our present truths to historical scrutiny and locates them instead at a level of
practices asking, ‘what has happened?’” (Thinking Aloud, 2013). This dissertation works through
“what has happened” regarding discourse on public education and school choice published in
The Washington Post between 2007 and 2012. Embracing the Foucauldian/post-structuralist
approach to discourse analysis, this project seeks to interpret and describe discourse on public
education choice at the social, not textual level. This dissertation contextualizes public education
and school choice discourse using history, demographics, and school outcomes data. Further, it
uses a newspaper archive to explore “what happened” and what was deemed possible based on
the views of reporters, columnists, editors, editorialists, subjects, and consumers of The Post.
Departing from some of the research cited in the discourse analysis literature review, this
project does not make declarations regarding what is discursively “right or wrong.” It is, in part, a
case study of a particular place, policy trajectory, and discourse by an outsider with no personal
stakes. This project is concerned with how the relationship between school quality,
socioeconomics, and place was written about, what was treated as normal, what The Post told
readers was important, and how readers responded to the institution and discourse about public
education. Like Camp (2009), De Goede (1996), and Hall (1978), this project is centered on the
way news media producers are complicit in the production and circulation of cultural explanations
about the urban rich and poor and how that discourse tends to erase the structural conditions that
create and reproduce affluence and poverty. Departing from those researchers’ methods, this
project will not make claims about the politics of The Washington Post or what an authentically
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“conservative” or “liberal” perspective might look like. As one of the most powerful institutions in
DC, interrogating the moral orientation and stance of The Post is critically important. However,
rather than making arguments about an individual or institution’s intentionality, this project seeks
to link discourse with the material realities of DC’s public schools and students as well as how
that discourse reveals conditions of possibility in this place.
Qualitative studies about urban education tend to focus on interviews and focus groups
with bureaucrats, students, teachers, and families. This project is an unobtrusive qualitative
analysis that explores how public school choice has been framed in the pages of The Washington
Post. Just as interviews and focus groups would not represent the entire spectrum of opinions,
views, or experiences about school choice in the District, this dissertation considers how The
Post reported, contributed to, and shaped debates about public education and school choice
during a period of rapid social and economic change in the District of Columbia. Central to this
analysis is the reality that newspapers are not required to make explicit political or policy
interventions. Rather, discourse analysis presupposes the act of participating in and shaping
discourse is an inherently political activity. This dissertation focuses solely on The Washington
Post because it is one of the most powerful institutions in Washington, DC and, as one long-time
publisher described it, the discourse produced and disseminated by this institution is, fairly or not,
“a first rough draft of a history” (Graham, 1997, 324).
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CHAPTER 4

UNOBTRUSIVE QUALITATIVE STUDY
Introduction
In September 2013, The Washington Post made a bold intervention when it published an
investigative series about foreclosures in the District of Columbia. Between 2005 and 2012, the
city sold nearly 13,000 tax liens to private investment firms who subsequently foreclosed on
“hundreds” of homeowners in primarily “minority” neighborhoods (Sallah, Cenziper & Rich, 2013).
The tax delinquencies averaged $2,500 (one was reported to be $44) and resulted in the sale of
the primary residences of many senior and disabled residents for six-figures while, as the title of
the exposé captured, the residents were “left with nothing.” By the 13th of September 2013, the
paper reported: “changes to the century-old [tax lien] program were prompted by a 10-month
Washington Post investigation” which encouraged the city to immediately enact “broad reforms
that would protect property owners from losing their homes over small debts” (DeBonis, Sallah &
Cenziper, 2013).
The Post’s foreclosure investigation illustrates one of the ways newspapers and
journalists go beyond reporting facts and disseminating information they deem relevant to their
readers. In this case, The Post exercised power in local politics and policy formation when
marshaling evidence and flexing enough muscle to help “end” a “century-old” policy that injured
some of DC’s most vulnerable citizens. Admittedly, for the so-called “power of the press” to be
effective, news organizations must exercise their authority judiciously and strategically. Further,
the newsroom must include reporters and editors with awareness of and interest in the lives of
the diverse constituencies the institution is designed to serve. While a deliberate media
intervention like the foreclosure series was dramatic, strategic and successful, this project is
primarily concerned with learning from the daily, subtle discursive practices of an individual news
organization. School choice is one of the most urgent, personal, and consequential topics
American families are confronted with. How, during a period of significant change in the United
States and District of Columbia, did The Washington Post handle the topic of public school choice
in Washington, DC?
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In the United States, public school “quality” tends to be associated with socioeconomics,
real estate, and place. This logic is often reproduced in media narratives that assert there is a
natural and therefore inevitable relationship between race, ethnicity, income, place, and public
school quality. Manifestations of this logic suggest that majority white, suburban schools are
inherently good and majority non-white and urban schools are routinely bad. Although there is
nothing natural or inevitable about the relationship between public school quality and student
outcomes, race, ethnicity, and place, the very human reporters and editors at The Washington
Post are not immune to these biased tendencies. With one of the most diverse newsrooms in the
country producing news in a city that until very recently was majority African American, discourse
on public education and school choice published in and circulated by The Post offers insight
regarding the social and political possibilities and barriers faced by education administrators,
researchers, and families.
The Washington Post
So let us today drudge on about our inescapably impossible task of providing
every week a first rough draft of a history that will never be completed about a
world we can never really understand.
Phil Graham, longtime publisher of The Washington Post, 1946-1963 (Graham,
1997, 324)
The Washington Post is pledged to an aggressive, responsible and fair pursuit of
the truth without fear of any particular interest, and with favor to none.
Washington Post reporters and editors are pledged to approach every
assignment with the fairness of open minds and without prior judgment.
Excerpt from The Washington Post Standards and Ethics (American Society of
News Editors, N.D.)
Truth knows no party or ideology. Truth must be honestly pursued. And honesty
demands we acknowledge the truth, no matter our loyalties or preconceptions or
preferences. This requires you to be open to ideas and evidence and facts.
Progress depends on it, as does our democracy.
Martin Baron, Executive Editor, The Washington Post, 2013-present (Washington
Post PR, 2014)
The Washington Post is a daily newspaper that enjoys international circulation, in print
and online, and provides in-depth reporting about the US federal government, politics, and the
world. This award-winning institution is renowned for publishing portions of the “Pentagon
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Papers,” breaking the Watergate debacle, and becoming the first newsroom in the country to
employ an Ombudsman in 1970 (Kaiser, 2014).17 In addition to the US and world news, The Post
is also responsible for reporting on local politics, sports, entertainment, community, education,
and real estate for the DC metropolitan area including portions of Northern Virginia and Southern
Maryland. The Post is the most widely circulated paper published in the District (Edmonds,
Guskin, Mitchell, & Jurkowitz, 2013). When visiting www.washingtonpost.com, the reader has the
option of setting the homepage to “U.S. & World” or “Regional.” The Post ethics and standards
statement makes it plain that the paper is concerned with both “the national interest and with the
community interest” (American Society of News Editors, N.D.).
The Washington Post was founded in 1877 and privately owned until it went public in
1971. After many years of publishing ownership and governance by multiple generations of the
Graham family (1946-2013), the paper was purchased by Amazon.com founder Jeff Bezos in
2013. In 2012, The Washington Post was ranked number eight among the top twenty-five daily
print newspapers in the US and ranked number seven (nationally) for the local audience (print
and online readership combined) with 2.79 million DC metro readers (Edmonds, Guskin, Mitchell,
& Jurkowitz, 2013, 16-17). The www.washingtonpost.com was launched in 1996. The paper is
among the top ten online newspapers and was internationally ranked number eight in 2012
(Edmonds, Guskin, Mitchell, & Jurkowitz, 2013, 16).
Nearly sixty percent of adults in The Washington Post’s metro-market consume the paper
in print and/or online (Edmonds, Guskin, Mitchell, & Jurkowitz, 2013, 17). In 2015, The
Washington Post adopted a digital paywall comparable to The New York Times which limits nonsubscribers to ten articles per month. Until January 2018, The Post offered educators and
students free annual subscription to the electronic edition. The paper currently offers education
subscriptions at a reduced rate.
The mission of the newspaper pledges that reporters are committed to pursuing “truth”
with both fairness and objectivity (American Society of News Editors, N.D.). This noble goal is
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The Ombudsman position was responsible for engaging with the public, clarifying reporting,
and critiquing the paper. It signaled the progressive institutional culture of The Washington Post
before the position was ended in 2013, just before Jeff Bezos purchased the paper (Farhi, 2013).
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always in competition with the human condition as objectivity is aspirational. The Post standards
and ethics statement further acknowledges the great power and social responsibility the
newspaper owes its constituency: “We fully recognize that the power we have inherited as the
dominant morning newspaper in the capital of the free world carries with it special responsibilities:
to listen to the voiceless; to avoid any and all acts of arrogance; to face the public politely and
candidly” (American Society of News Editors, N.D.). The essential role news media play in
keeping the powers-that-be in check also applies to news media as institutions of power.
Finally, The Post strives to establish clear boundaries and declares “the separation of
news columns from the editorial and opposite-editorial pages” because readers are “entitled to
the facts in the news columns and to opinions on the editorial and ‘op-ed’ pages” (American
Society of News Editors, N.D.). This important distinction has the potential to be lost on some
readers. An American Society of News Editors newsroom diversity survey revealed that in 2014,
nearly one-third (31%) of Washington Post journalists were non-white (American Society of News
Editors, 2015).18 In October 2017, The Nieman Lab reported that The Washington Post had the
greatest gender diversity among the “big newsrooms” across the United States (Owen, 2017).
They found the nationwide average for “male” staff among the traditional print papers is 63%
while The Washington Post was significantly more diverse with a fifty-fifty split between writers
self-identifying as male or female (Owen, 2017).
Hypotheses and Guiding Questions
This project is not conspiratorial or in pursuit of a problem but instead seeks to explore
the ways discourse about public education evolved during a five-year period when the mayor
assumed control of DC public schools, American voters elected the first African American man
president, the Great Recession impacted the city and world, the cost of living in the District rose
significantly, and the population of DC became increasingly young, white, and affluent. How did

18 Newsroom diversity among the major newspapers in the US ranges widely. In 2014, the US
average for print-newsrooms was 12.76% non-white journalists. Among the major newspapers,
The Washington Post reported the most diverse newsroom with 31% non-white journalists. The
Boston Globe reported 20% non-white, The New York Times 19%, and the Los Angeles Times
was 24% non-white (American Society of News Editors, 2015).
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The Post negotiate discourse on public school choice when the policy “problem” in question was
public education?
The title of the proposal for this dissertation was Stacking the Deck: Public School Choice
Discourse in Washington, DC which hints at some of the predictions and bias that shaped the
development of this project. When considering how The Post would present discourse on public
education and school choice, it was presumed that white, middle-class, male writers would
dominate the newsroom. There was great population change in the District between 2000 and
2010 and, this researcher anticipated city leaders, school administrators, and journalists would be
preoccupied with that change and the implications it held for DC public schools. Given the
national media attention she attracted during her tenure, negative coverage in The Post about DC
public school Chancellor Michelle Rhee was expected. Moreover, biased reporting and
representation in the pages of The Post with more attention paid to the wants and needs of white
and black middle- and upper-income residents was anticipated.
The majority white and male Post journalists and opinion writers frequently revert to a
white, normative default even when writing about race and racial difference. Some reporters and
commentators are more critical about geographically and temporally distant racial history and
oppression than about present race matters impacting District residents. Despite these tics, there
was also thoughtful and compassionate reporting, debate, and analysis about school reform that
would benefit the mostly black and brown children dependent on DC’s public school system. The
work of African American reporters and columnists highlighted in this analysis suggest those
newspersons make critical contributions to The Post that include complex representations of race
and racial difference, particularly in local reporting and opinion writing. In The Post archive, there
are many writers and readers of the paper confronting the pain and possibilities born out of the
city’s history of racial and economic segregation as well as the anxiety associated with DC’s
current wave of gentrification and dramatic population change. Importantly, the diverse
representation in the paper’s newsroom does not excuse the failure to engage the history and
social dynamics that sustain the present racial, ethnic, and economic segregation of DC’s public
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schools. There were conspicuous silences and yet, there was healthy, inclusive, and insightful
self-reflection in the pages of The Post about the past, present, and future of the nation’s capital.
Research Design
Sample
The data collection was conducted using the ProQuest Global Newstream database of
The Washington Post digital archive from 2007 through 2012 and included web-based media
products like columnist blogs and The Root.19 The keyword searches returned 451 articles, letters
to the editor, letters from the editorial board, and opinion columns. Each article was read once to
evaluate relevance. After the first read, there were 136 articles, a 30% return, marked for
inclusion in the study. The keyword search returns for news items included in the discourse
analysis include “race” and “public school” (21); “public school quality” (68); “gentrification” (22);
and, “integration” and “public school” (25). Most of the discarded articles were not relevant to this
project as they had been erroneously captured in the keyword searches. For example, when
searching for “race” and “public school,” many articles and opinion pieces were returned about
political “races” rather than categories of racial difference.
Manual Coding and Content Summaries
The articles slated for inclusion were read a second time, highlighted manually for
principal language, themes, quotes, and representation. Each article was then cataloged in a
table identifying the author, publication date, title, theme, emergent themes, type of article, spatial
attributes (wards, neighborhoods, neighborhood clusters), key quotes, as well as the authoritative
voices and institutions featured or referenced (See Appendix C: Content Summary of The
Washington Post). For the sake of space, the key quotes and summaries have been removed
from the content summary tables. After these tables were created, the findings were reviewed for
dominant and emergent themes which are explicated in the discourse analysis chapters. In
addition to the thematic discourse analysis, one final task required researching individual

19

The Root, an online publication centered on African American news and culture, was among
the media platforms the Graham Family Holdings did not sell to Jeff Bezos with The Washington
Post in 2013 (Farhi, 2013).
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Washington Post journalists to consider how gender, racial, and ethnic representation played out
in the news and opinion items interpreted in this project.
This dissertation’s systematic data collection in The Washington Post archive was
inspired, in part, by DC’s 2007 Public Education Reform Amendment Act (“PERAA”). In their
exhaustive evaluation of the DC public school system, the National Research Council reported
that PERAA “gave primary control of the schools to the mayor and a mayor-appointed chancellor
and instituted a host of major changes to management and governance” of DC public schools in
2007 (National Research Council, 2011, vii). Under PERAA, there were several reforms
specifically related to the topic of public school choice. They included: (1) a mandate to improve
management of school quality and the equitable distribution of public schools; (2) the
establishment of an Office of the Ombudsman for Public Education designed to provide parents
with a formal office through which to express concerns about public schools; (3) the creation of a
Public School Charter Board; (4) the granting of authority to the DC State Board of Education
(composed of elected representatives) to determine rules of residency; and, (5) a mandate to
increase the number of public schools offering “above basic” education programs (National
Research Council, 2011).
Implementation of the PERAA reformation of the DC public schools began during Mayor
Adrian Fenty’s administration (2007-2011) and was overseen during that period by DC public
school Chancellor Michelle Rhee and other elected and appointed education administrators. The
school reform process continued under the leadership of Mayor Vincent Gray (2011-2015) and
Mayor Muriel Bowser (2015-present). Chancellor Kaya Henderson governed DC public school
reform after Rhee’s departure in 2011. Ms. Henderson was second in command under Rhee and
served as Chancellor until September 2016.
Chancellor Rhee’s tenure gained considerable attention when she became a poster-child
for the public school reform movement. During that time, Rhee was featured in national media
including a TIME magazine cover story and the documentary Waiting for “Superman.” While the
policy trajectory started by the Fenty administration and overseen by Rhee was aggressive and
unapologetic, the reform of DC public schools did not end with her tenure. Chancellor
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Henderson’s approach to reform was reported in The Post as empathetic yet assertive. She
stressed open communication with all stakeholders, hosted frequent public community meetings,
and made good on a progressive pledge to incorporate a student and family Ombudsman into the
DC public school administrative hierarchy (National Research Council, 2015). Chancellor Antwan
Wilson succeeded Henderson in 2017.
Though the transformation of public education continues in Washington, DC, the data
collection for this dissertation was limited to news items published between 2007 and 2012, the
first phase of reformation. This project is also focused primarily on DC public schools because
they were the principal target of reform and center of media attention during this period. Using
keyword searches facilitated the creation of a portrait of the local news coverage and discourse
beyond the journalists assigned to the education section of The Post. As a result, the diversity of
the articles, opinion pieces, and letters to and from the editors shed light on the variety of
reporters, columnists, and readers of the paper writing about public education and race, the
history of segregation and integration in DC and the metro, and new problems the city is
confronting with the process of gentrification. The Post journalists writing about these topics come
from all areas of the newsroom including education, politics, real estate, opinion, and The Post
editorial board.
Washington Post Reporters, Columnists, and Editorialists
After completing the first draft of the content summaries for the articles included in the
discourse analysis, in August 2016, a list of authors was created. The title, race, ethnicity, and
gender of the reporters, columnists, and editorialists that appear in this study were compiled
based on observation of online biographical, networking, and employment profiles (See Appendix
B, Table 7: Washington Post Authors). The table also includes hyperlinks to the most current
public profile for each reporter, columnist, editor, and opinion writer captured in the archival
search. This data was not quantified until after the first draft of the content summaries was
completed to avoid contemplating the race, ethnicity, and gender of The Post writers during the
first phase of the interpretation.
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The articles and columns cited in this study were primarily written by white men (51) and
white women (24). Fifteen articles and columns were written by black men and 12 by African
American women. Only three pieces were written by Asian women, one by an Asian man, and
two by a Latina. The racial/ethnic identity of one male author is unknown (See Appendix B, Table
13: Washington Post Authors’ Race, Ethnicity, and Gender). This count does not include
editorials written by The Post Editorial Board or letters to the editor.
In addition to articles and opinion pieces, The Washington Post Editorial Board authored
12 opinions captured in this search including two about integration, two about race, and eight
addressing public school quality (See Appendix B, Table 9, Editorials and Letters to the Editor).
There were no Editorial Board authored editorials about gentrification captured in the search. Men
wrote the majority of guest editorials or letters to the editor. Thirteen out of fourteen individually
penned editorials about school quality were written by men as were three out of four editorials
about integration. Three women and two men wrote letters to the editor about gentrification. One
man and a mixed gender group submitted editorials about race.
Most articles captured in the archival search were written by reporters and columnists
who, as part of the official newsroom, are held to a higher editorial standard than opinion and
editorial writers (See Appendix B, Table 10: Washington Post Author Title Count). When
considering the highest number of articles by individual writers, eight articles were written by Jay
Mathews, a white, male columnist and, 18 were penned by Bill Turque, a white, male reporter.
After these individuals, the Editorial Board, which is majority white and male, contributed twelve
articles included in this study (See Appendix B, Table 10: Washington Post Author Title Count).
Keyword Search Rationale
When designing any research project, each choice the researcher makes will influence
the outcomes of a study. One of the first critical research design choices made for this project
was using a single newspaper archive. Given the stature of the institution in Washington, DC,
trust in local news media, consumption by DC residents, and diversity of newsroom staff at The
Washington Post, the paper offers a rich qualitative archival source for an outsider to investigate
public education and school choice discourse (National Conference on Citizenship and Serve DC,
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The Mayor’s Office on Volunteerism, 2014). Another vital research design choice involved the
selection of the keywords used to search the archive. Before selecting the keywords, the
education section of The Washington Post was considered. The Post education department is
better staffed than most newspapers. However, this study was developed with the understanding
that urban school choice is inextricably linked with race, ethnicity, income, and residential real
estate. Consequently, focusing solely on articles published by education writers or in the
education section of the paper would be too narrow for this project. To cast a wider net, the entire
archive between 2007 and 2012 was searched using keywords including: “integration” and “public
school”; “public school quality”; “public school” and “race”; and, “gentrification.”
The keyword search choices were determined by this project’s interpretation of the
evolution of school choice discourse. “Integration” was included as a keyword search to gain an
understanding of how The Post writers, editorialists, opinion writers, and readers reported and
memorialized the history of segregation, desegregation, and integration in DC and the US.
Interpreting present challenges facing a school system that mostly serves black children requires
an appreciation of this history and consideration of how it might inform current discourse on
school choice. The process of “gentrification” was selected as a keyword because it is a reversal
of the “flight” of capital and people from the city after World War II, suburbanization, the 1954
Brown and Bolling holdings, and the 1968 riots. Gentrification is largely about relations of power,
and the current wave of gentrification in DC undoubtedly influences public policy development as
more affluent residents reoccupy the District. Gentrification also inspires fear that “those who
remained” will be marginalized by a more “valuable” population. Once more, with a public school
system that serves majority African American children, “race” was included in the keyword search
to learn whether there were explicit conversations and reporting about racial inequality and
education opportunity in the archive. Finally, the “school quality” keyword search is integral
because quality frequently serves as a euphemism for “tipping points” related to race, class, and
ethnicity in discourse about urban school choice. This holds true, even in a city populated mainly
with civically active, well-intentioned, and socially liberal residents.
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Discourse Analysis Themes
The findings associated with the keyword search are presented in Appendix C: Content
Summary of The Washington Post. The dominant themes generated from the content summaries
are described in three discourse analysis chapters including Chapter 6 Reformation: Public
School Reform and Choice; Chapter 7 History and Memory: Segregation; and Chapter 8 The
Discourse of Gentrification. Reformation: Public School Reform and Choice examines school
reform during Michelle Rhee’s tenure, debates about school quality in a majority African American
school system, and how Rhee was subject to racial, ethnic, and gendered stereotypes she
courted and was unduly burdened with. History and Memory: Segregation explores reaction to
the Parents Involved ruling, events, and individuals who participated in desegregation and
integration, and recent perspectives on integration policy. The Discourse of Gentrification
considers the psychic and social impact of gentrification in the District between 2007 and 2012.
Research Questions and Answers
The final section of the dissertation returns to the original research questions and
hypotheses to think through representation, relations of power, and “what has happened” based
on the data gathered from the archive.
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CHAPTER 5

WASHINGTON, DC HISTORY AND DEMOGRAPHY
Introduction
This dissertation is designed to contemplate discourse around public school choice in
Washington, DC to better interpret what “has happened” and gain insight about what is socially
and politically possible concerning public education policy in this place. The Post archive is used
to gauge discourse on public education choice at the social level. Before doing so, this chapter
provides the context necessary for conducting discourse analysis. In keeping with the counsel of
Foucauldian discourse analysts, it offers a brief introduction to Washington, DC and is attentive to
the city’s African American sociocultural and political history. It also includes an overview of DC’s
public school system, demographics, and summaries of Wards Eight, One, and Three.
History and Demography
After years of contentious negotiation between politicians with divided loyalties toward the
states they represented and the unification of a new Republic, the District of Columbia was
originally a ten-square-mile diamond carved out of land contributed by the Southern slave-holding
states of Maryland and Virginia (Bordewich, 2008; Masur, 2010).20 Founded in 1791, DC is a
gateway city located between the North and Southeastern United States and below the MasonDixon Line. In Washington Odyssey: A Multicultural History of the Nation’s Capital (2003),
historian Lois Horton characterizes the District as a Southern city facing North (Horton, L.E.,
2003, 65). The capital of the US government, the federal city became a destination for free black
migrants as early as the 1790s (Singer, 2012; Boyer, 2001). In Table 1, Decennial Census
records indicate the African American population in the District averaged 30% of the total
population between 1810 and 1950.

20 Virginia demanded return of their land in 1846 because its leaders feared slavery would be
outlawed in the District and disrupt the state’s slave trade (Horton, L.E., 2003).
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Table 1: DC Black and White Population, 1810-201421,22
Year

Total Population

Black

Black Percentage

White

1810
1830
1840
1850
1870
1890
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010
2014

24,023
39,834
43,712
51,687
131,700
230,392
331,069
437,571
486,869
663,091
802,178
763,956
756,510
638,333
606,900
572,059
601,723
633,736

7,944
12,271
13,055
13,746
43,404
75,572
94,446
109,966
132,068
187,266
280,803
411,737
537,570
448,906
399,604
343,312
305,125
314,138

33.07%
30.81%
29.87%
26.59%
32.96%
32.80%
28.53%
25.13%
27.13%
28.24%
35.01%
53.90%
71.06%
70.32%
65.84%
60.01%
50.71%
49.57%

16,079
27,563
30,657
37,941
88,278
154,695
236,128
326,860
353,981
474,326
517,865
345,263
210,878
171,768
179,667
176,101
231,471
254,955

White
Percentage
66.93%
69.19%
70.13%
73.41%
67.03%
67.14%
71.32%
74.70%
72.71%
71.53%
64.56%
45.19%
27.88%
26.91%
29.60%
30.78%
38.47%
40.23%

During the Civil War, DC was “the organizational center for northern resources in the
struggle to restore the Union” prompting Southern politicians and civil servants to evacuate while
enslaved African Americans sought sanctuary in the District (Horton, L.E., 2003, 66). Before
enacting the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, the Lincoln administration committed to
returning those enslaved African Americans to their “owners” if they had fled from slave-holding
states that were loyal to the Union. This policy survived until the federal government emancipated
enslaved persons in the District in 1862, a year before the states, which encouraged further
migration of African Americans to the city (Horton, L.E., 2003). DC’s population doubled between
1860 and 1870.
Racially segregated public schools for black students were opened in the District in 1874
and described as “close to equal” when compared with white public schools by the Leadership
Conference on Civil Rights and Human Rights (N.D.). In the post-Civil War period, as the racial

21

US Census Bureau. 2016. American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, 2014. Social
Explorer.
22 US Census Bureau. 2016. Decennial Census Data, 1810-2000. Social Explorer.
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segregation of the city became more consolidated and Reconstruction faltered, DC’s black
middle-class continued to grow as African American merchants and entrepreneurs built wealth
and community in “a separate city within the newly modernized federal city” (Horton, L.E., 2003,
74-77). President Woodrow Wilson imposed racial segregation policy in the federal government
during his administration which fueled the marginalization of black Washingtonians. While Wilson
brought white supremacy to the White House, encouraged the revival of the Ku Klux Klan in
Maryland and Virginia as well as the segregation of public and private spaces in the District, he
could not kill the spirit of DC’s diverse African American communities (Yellin, 2013).
Throughout the summer of 1919, false rumors about white women being sexually
assaulted or the robbery of a white person by an African American man set off “race riots,”
extrajudicial violence inflicted by lynch mobs of white men, in cities across the United States
(Boyer, 2001). The tension between white and black DC residents was already high that summer
as veterans returned home to find a housing and jobs shortage (Perl, 1999). The “Red Summer”
riots in DC were fueled by bar-room rumor and irresponsible media speculation (Perl, 1999). The
violence that occurred in DC differed from events in other cities because African Americans took
matters into their own hands when they realized that police would not protect them (Perl, 1999).
According to this report,
More than 500 guns were sold by pawnshops and gun dealers that Monday
when the worst violence occurred. White mobs were met by black mobs up and
down the Seventh Street commercial corridor. Black Army veterans took out their
old guns; sharpshooters climbed to the roof of the Howard Theatre; blacks
manned barricades at New Jersey Avenue and U Street. (Perl, 1999)
DC’s diverse African American communities overcame class cleavages when life, limb, and
liberty were at stake.
Jim Crow oppression, domestic terrorism, and the Great Depression continued to fuel
black migration to the city, and the number of black residents increased from 132,000 to 187,300
between 1930 and 1940. While many found respite and opportunity, there were also active
Citizens’ Councils that encouraged racial segregation (Modan, 2007). During this period,
residential real estate transactions often included racial and ethnic restrictive covenants that
excluded Jews, Italians and African Americans from white, Protestant neighborhoods (Modan,
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2007, 50). Black families sued the DC Board of Education when racially segregated public
schools were not expanded to accommodate the growing population of African American
children. Despite overcrowding at schools reserved for African American youth, the school district
refused to admit black students to a new school reserved for white children in Anacostia (Ward
Eight) (Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, N.D.). That lawsuit, Bolling v. Sharpe
(1954), was decided by the US Supreme Court the same day as Brown.23 Setting an example for
the states, DC public schools were the first to desegregate after the Brown and Bolling decisions.
As noted in the literature review, the desegregation of American public schools
envisioned by education activists, the socially liberal, and families since the Brown holding never
materialized for a variety of reasons including suburbanization, housing policy, classism, and
racism. As occurred in other cities, after World War II, DC’s population began shifting from
majority white to black (See Figure 1: Race Over Time, DC Black and White Population 18102014). In 1950, the population of the city peaked at 802,000 inhabitants. The 1950 Decennial
Census recorded nearly 300,000 African American residents.

23

The Brown v. Board of Education decision affirmed 14th Amendment protection for states. The
same day Brown v. Board of Education was decided, the Supreme Court ruled de jure
segregated schools in DC denied students due process of the law, a 5th Amendment guarantee.
Like the Brown v. Board of Education holding, Bolling v. Sharpe was focused narrowly on the
unconstitutionality of separate but equal public education, not inequality (Leadership Conference
on Civil and Human Rights, N.D.).
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Figure 1: Race Over Time, DC Black and White Population 1810-201424,25

Following the Brown and Bolling rulings, “an enormous exodus of whites” began
departing the District as (Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010; Modan 2007). Suburbanization raged
throughout the DC metro as the public schools were desegregated and demand for the equal
protection of voting rights and fair housing access increased. In a remarkable population shift,
between 1950 and 1970, the percentage of DC’s black population jumped from 35 to 71%. During
the same period, the federal government had become “the city’s largest employer of black men”
(Crew, 2003, 216). After domestic service, employment with the federal government was “the
second largest occupational category among African American women” (Crew, 2003, 216).
The 1960s brought significant changes in civil rights, demographics, and self-governance
to the District. Between 1950 and 1970 more than 300,000 white residents left the city. Because
African Americans continued to migrate to the District, the total population only declined by
50,000 persons during the “white flight” period. Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration appointed
DC’s first mayor-commissioner, the African American centrist Walter Washington, in 1967 (Jaffee

24

US Census Bureau. 2016. 2010-2014 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. Social
Explorer.
25 US Census Bureau. 2016. Decennial Census, 1810-2000. Social Explorer.
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& Sherwood, 1994). The federal government granted the District limited self-rule with the passage
of the Home Rule Act in 1973 and Washington became the first mayor elected by popular vote in
1975. While the District continues to have only one non-voting congressional delegate, residents
began voting for President in 1961. The city is governed by a mayor, city council (eight ward
representatives and four at-large members), and forty advisory neighborhood commissioners
(DC.gov, 2017). To date, all DC mayors have been African American.
Despite the many civil rights gains of the 1960s, many of DC’s African American
residents continued living in segregated neighborhoods with de facto segregated schools and
public facilities that were unequal to those in majority white neighborhoods (Jaffe & Sherwood,
1994). Though the total population was “stable” and there were a considerable number of middleclass, African American households, there were also thousands of relatively young, poor, lowskilled, under- and unemployed black men (Gilbert, 1968). In 1968, many city leaders presumed
the District was “riot-proof” because of the city’s strong black leadership and sizeable African
American middle-class population (Jaffe & Sherwood, 1994; Gilbert, 1968). In retrospect, The
Washington Post and others argue the DC police overestimated their “good relationship” with the
District’s black residents particularly given the disparity between an institution that was 80% white
policing a population that was 70% African American (Jaffee & Sherwood, 1994; Gilbert, 1968).
District police and politicians both underestimated how poverty, unemployment, and a traumatic
event might spark days-long rioting and protest by despondent youth enraged by the murder of a
civil rights icon (Gilbert, 1968).
When Martin Luther King was murdered in April 1968, his assassination set off a wave of
unrest in cities across the country. For three days, DC department stores, corner shops, and
adjoining residences were vandalized, looted and burned until the chaos was brought under
control by federalized National Guard soldiers (Jaffee & Sherwood, 1994; Gilbert, 1968). This
event helped fuel a second “exodus” from the District when thousands of middle- and workingclass African Americans began quitting the city in the years that followed (Comey, Narducci, &
Tatian, 2010, 7). The greatest number of black residents (537,570) was recorded in the 1970
Decennial Census. By 1980, the African American population fell to 449,000. In 2000, the total
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black population had dropped to 343,000. Gale argues the “substantial out-migration” of African
Americans to suburbs for safer neighborhoods, better housing, and education opportunity,
“fulfill[ed] one of the major goals of the Civil Rights Movement at the expense of another…” (Gale,
1987, 167-168).
During the 1980s and 1990s, the population of the District was majority black and African
American politicians mostly governed the city. The city also developed a horrible reputation as the
“murder capital” of the US and became a “poster child for governmental corruption” (Hyra &
Prince, 2016, xiv). Asch and Musgrove (2016) believe “years of speculation, discriminatory
lending practices, and segregation (not to mention the 1968 riots, the heroin epidemic, and a
spike in crime) had left huge sections of the center city nearly uninhabitable and many poor
African Americans and Latinos scrambling for decent places to live” (Asch & Musgrove, 2016,
109). And, Kofie (1999) explains that poverty, disinvestment, low education attainment, a high
percentage of juvenile delinquents, and persistently high rates of unemployment for young black
men were rampant. These conditions helped fuel the development of entrenched open-air drug
sales and violent gangs in DC neighborhoods (Kofie, 1999).
When conducting an ethnography of a Northeast DC neighborhood, Kofie learned that
drug dealers were especially attracted to the city’s “depressed and defenseless” communities
(Kofie, 1999, 69). Once a vibrant, majority black working and middle-class community, by the
1980s, his case study neighborhood was a “socially disorganized area without mediating
institutions, where law enforcement was infrequent and where potential buyers and users could
buy drugs discreetly. Moreover, it was a neighborhood where many of the residents were too
impoverished to resist the drug dealers’ overtures for money in exchange for the use of their
apartments for illegal activities” (Kofie, 1999, 69). During this period, Mayor Marion Barry and
other city leaders worked cooperatively with private developers who sought to capitalize on low
housing costs and the city’s hard times (Jaffe & Sherwood, 1994). While there was a
gentrification wave during Barry’s first tenure as mayor, the incredible real estate boom to come
would dramatically alter the city (Asch & Musgrove, 2016).
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In their recent study of the history of gentrification in the District, Asch and Musgrove
(2016) identify four significant gentrification periods in DC’s history. They include: (1) Georgetown
(1920s-1950s); (2) Capitol Hill, Foggy Bottom, and Kalorama (1940s-1950s); (3) Capitol Hill, Hill
East, Logan Circle, Dupont Circle, Mount Pleasant, Adams Morgan, and LeDroit Park (1970s1980s); and, (4) the city-wide fourth wave (1990s-present) (Asch & Musgrove, 2016, 108). The
total population of the District reached a high of 802,000 in 1950, dropped to 757,000 in 1970,
and dipped to a low of 572,000 by 2000 (See Appendix A, Table 1: Black and White Population
1810-2014). Asch and Musgrove hold that in 2003, Mayor Anthony Williams’ public proclamation
that the city would attract “100,000 new residents in 10 years” began to materialize when his
administration’s pro-neighborhood development policies coincided with a remarkable
constellation of factors (Asch & Musgrove, 123, 2016). The most recent wave of gentrification
was fueled by the growth of defense and IT industries and accompanying six-figure salaries; the
end of the crack cocaine epidemic and a decrease in violent crime; and, “the housing boom of the
early 2000s” (Asch & Musgrove, 123-124, 2016). In Figure 2, Mapped Decennial Census data
illuminate patterns of black and white segregation in the District from 1940 until the present. The
maps also illustrate several decades of African American migration eastward as those residents
concentrated in North- and Southeast DC and suburban Maryland.26

26

Because much of the District has historically been black and white, this project deliberately
utilizes the maligned practice of constructing a black/white narrative. Scholars writing about race
and ethnicity discourage black/white binaries because such discourse contributes toward the
erasure of Asian, Latina/o, and other non-white Americans. In this instance, there is an argument
to be made given the very low percentage of non-Hispanic African American or white residents in
the District. Washington, DC experienced little industrialization and, until very recently, low levels
of foreign immigration to the urban core (Singer, 2012; Boyer, 2001). Even though there has been
an increase in other racial and foreign origin categories, DC continues to be a predominantly
black and white city. The DC metro has a large immigrant population (one in five residents) and
most immigrants settle in suburbs. This settlement means that “residential ethnic enclaves, in the
traditional sense, are virtually nonexistent in Washington” (Singer 2012, 3-13). Singer argues “the
foreign born have shifted from being highly concentrated in the inner core jurisdictions of the
District of Columbia (25%) and Arlington and Alexandria (12 percent) during low levels of
immigration in 1970 to a much more regionally dispersed population” (Singer 2012, 20). American
Community Survey projections (2000-2014) show 40.2% of DC residents identified as nonHispanic whites and 49.6% as non-Hispanic African American.
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Figure 2: DC Percentage African American, 1940 - 2010
During the period of this study, DC experienced considerable change including the Great
Recession, intense gentrification, and the mayoral takeover of the public school system. Another
indication of change, the percentage of DC’s black population slipped just below 50% for the first
time since the 1960s. Growing inequality and persistent racial and economic segregation in the
District demonstrate that the city is far from a perfect union. Nonetheless, since its founding,
Washington, DC has been home to diverse socioeconomic classes of African Americans with
occupations ranging from low-skilled labor and domestic servants to highly skilled craftsman,
scholars, and entrepreneurs. DC’s black residents have occupied positions in all tiers of local and
federal government. Because the District had very little industry, it did not suffer the economic
and labor consequences associated with deindustrialization and globalization. Finally, the high
proportion of administrative and service-oriented work facilitates interracial relationships.
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The Wards
As illustrated in Figure 3, the District is divided into eight geographic sectors with roughly
75,000 residents per ward. This project drills down to Ward Eight, One, and Three to demonstrate
the geography of difference between demographics, school choice, quality, and student
outcomes in DC. Household incomes, unemployment rates, educational attainment and student
outcomes in Wards Eight, One and Three indicate patterns and pockets of concentrated poverty
and privilege. These indicators also align with long-term spatial patterns of racial and economic
racial segregation in the District.

Figure 3: DC Ward Map. Source: NeighborhoodInfo DC.

Ward Eight
Located in Southeast DC, Ward Eight is majority African American. The average family
income for this ward was $43,000 in 2012, the lowest in the District (See Table 2: Ward 8
Economic Indicators). Ward Eight includes the neighborhood clusters: Barry Farm, Bellevue,
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Buena Vista, Congress Heights, Douglas, Garfield Heights, Historic Anacostia, Knox Hill,
Sheridan, Shipley Terrace, Washington Highlands, and Woodland/Fort Stanton (See Appendix A,
Figure 13: DC Neighborhood Map). Ward Eight is virtually the opposite of the very white, highly
educated, affluent, and stable Ward Three. The concentrated disadvantage in this ward includes
the highest rates of poverty and unemployment in the District. Ward Eight has the lowest home
prices, public school outcomes, and educational attainment rates in the city (Neighborhood Info
DC, 2013; Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010).
Table 2: Ward 8 Economic Indicators27
Ward
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Average Family Income
(2012)
$ 99,428
$222,345
$240,044
$115,482
$ 79,153
$129,674
$ 57,387
$ 43,255

Median Home Sales Price
(2012)
$ 576,000
$1,160,000
$ 915,000
$ 475,000
$ 395,000
$ 621,000
$ 231,000
$ 212,000

Percentage Unemployed
(2016)
4.6
4.4
4.1
5.7
7.9
5.1
11.1
13.7

During the height of the Great Recession, in 2009 when the unemployment rate for DC
was 11.9%, in Ward Eight it was reportedly 28.7% (Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 16). This
was significantly higher than the city-wide African American unemployment rate of 15.6 percent,
the Latinx rate of 8.4 percent, and the unemployment rate for non-Hispanic whites of 4.7 percent
(Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 16). Per 2007-2011 American Community Survey estimates,
the percentage of children living in poverty totaled forty-nine percent while nineteen percent of
Ward Eight residents did not hold a high school diploma (Neighborhood Info DC, 2013). Using
ward level data, in 2012, the average family income in the District was roughly $124,000, nearly
three times the average family income in Ward Eight (Neighborhood Info DC, 2013).

27

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html. Unemployment
Data by Ward, DC Department of Employment Services. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://does.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/does/page_content/attachments/2016%20Unemploy
ment%20Rate%20by%20Ward_5.pdf.
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Of all the wards, Ward Eight is home to the highest percentage (30% of the total) of
young people under the age of 18 in the city. In 2010, Ward Eight also had the fewest “above
basic” schools and the lowest percentage of students testing proficient in reading (33%) and math
(32%) (National Research Council, 2011). The Urban Institute notes “The difference in average
tests between Ward 3 public schools and Ward 8 public schools was 47 percentage points
reading and 45 percentage points in math” (Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 61). As illustrated
in Table 3: Ward 8 DC Public and Charter Schools 2013 and Table 4: Ward 8 DC Public School
and Charter School Enrollment, in 2013, there were 22 public charter schools and 19 DC public
schools in Ward Eight. More than eight thousand Ward Eight youth attended DC public schools in
2013 and, another 6,944 were enrolled in public charters (Neighborhood Info DC, 2013).
Table 3: Ward 8 DC Public and Charter Schools 201328
Ward

Total School Enrollment
(2013)

Number of DC
Charters (2013)

Number of
DCPS (2013)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

12,132
3,502
6,339
12,288
11,201
10,720
11,758
15,018

20
2
0
19
20
15
17
22

11
8
10
15
16
18
16
19

28

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
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Table 4: Ward 8 DC Public School and Charter School Enrollment29
Ward

DCPS Enrollment
(2013)

DC Charter
Enrollment (2013)

DCPS Enrollment
(2001)

DC Charter
Enrollment (2001)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

5,522
2,845
6,339
6,812
4,590
6,727
5,484
8,074

6,610
657
0
5,476
6,611
3,993
6,274
6,944

6,850
2,923
5,056
8,006
8,731
10,395
10,168
13,536

2,031
265
0
1,558
1,161
2,135
2,455
1,074

Ward One
Located in the heart of the city, Ward One is the smallest and most densely populated
ward in DC (Office of Planning, 2013). Home to Howard University, “Black Broadway,” and the U
Street Corridor, this ward has long been one of the most storied communities in African American
history (Ruble, 2010). Ward One includes the neighborhood clusters: Adams Morgan,
Cardozo/Shaw, Columbia Heights, Howard University, Kalorama Heights, Lanier Heights, Le
Droit Park, Mt. Pleasant, Park View, and Pleasant Plains (Appendix A, Figure 13: DC
Neighborhood Map). The residents of this ward are majority white and, the population of this ward
increased 3.8% between 2000 and 2010 (See Table 5: Ward 1 DC Population and Table 6: Ward
1 DC Black and White Population).

29

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
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Table 5: Ward 1 DC Population30
Ward

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Total
Population
(2010)
74,462
76,883
78,887
75,773
74,308
76,000
71,748
73,662

Percentage
Population Change
(2000-2010)
3.8
21
4.7
1
3.8
7.2
2.5
-0.5

Percentage Population
Under 18 (2010)
12
4.8
13
20
17
14
24
30

Percent Change
Under 18
(2000-2010)
-31
-6.1
16
-0.9
-17
-19
-7.1
-16

Table 6: Ward 1 DC Black and White Population31
Ward

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Total
Population
(2010)
74,462
76,883
78,887
75,773
74,308
76,000
71,748
73,662

Percent Black
(non-Hispanic)
(2010)
33
9.8
5.6
59
77
43
95
94

Percent White
(non-Hispanic)
(2010)
40
70
78
20
15
47
1.5
3.2

Percent Black
(non-Hispanic)
(2000)
47
15
6.2
71
88
64
97
93

Percent White
(non-Hispanic)
(2000)
24
66
80
15
7.4
29
1.5
4.9

American Community Survey data from 2007-2011 show that sixteen percent of Ward
One residents did not hold a high school diploma, twenty-one percent of children were living in
poverty, and the average family income was close to $100,000 (Table 7: Ward 1 Economic
Indicators). Using ward level data, during the same period, the average family income for the city
was $123,346.

30

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
31 Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
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Table 7: Ward 1 Economic Indicators32
Ward
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Average Family Income
(2012)
$ 99,428
$222,345
$240,044
$115,482
$ 79,153
$129,674
$ 57,387
$ 43,255

Median Home Sales Price
(2012)
$ 576,000
$1,160,000
$ 915,000
$ 475,000
$ 395,000
$ 621,000
$ 231,000
$ 212,000

Percentage Unemployed
(2016)
4.6
4.4
4.1
5.7
7.9
5.1
11.1
13.7

Between 2000 and 2010, residential real estate prices in the District rose faster than
incomes and most home sales in Ward One were to white homebuyers. This speaks to the
gentrification of this ward where, in the Howard University and Le Droit Park neighborhoods,
“high-income purchasers in this cluster went from 24% of borrowers [in 2000] to 66% of
borrowers [in 2008]” (Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 40).
In 2013, there were 31 public schools in Ward One including 12 DC public schools and
19 charter schools. That year there were 5,522 DC public school students and 6,610 public
charter students (See Table 8, DC Public and Charter Schools 2013 and Table 9: DC Public
School and Charter School Enrollment). In 2011, The National Research Council reported the
highest number of “above basic” public schools in the city were in Ward One (National Research
Council, 2011).33

32

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html. Unemployment
Data by Ward, DC Department of Employment Services. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://does.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/does/page_content/attachments/2016%20Unemploy
ment%20Rate%20by%20Ward_5.pdf.
33 In their evaluation of the DC public school system, the National Research Council (2011) found
coursework, including advanced placement courses, in DC schools were distributed unequally.
The categories they defined include above basic, basic and below basic curriculum.
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Table 8: Ward 1 DC Public and Charter Schools 201334
Ward

Total School Enrollment
(2013)

Number of DC
Charters (2013)

Number of
DCPS (2013)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

12,132
3,502
6,339
12,288
11,201
10,720
11,758
15,018

20
2
0
19
20
15
17
22

11
8
10
15
16
18
16
19

Table 9: Ward 1 DC Public School and Charter School Enrollment35
Ward

DCPS Enrollment
(2013)

DC Charter
Enrollment (2013)

DCPS Enrollment
(2001)

DC Charter
Enrollment (2001)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

5,522
2,845
6,339
6,812
4,590
6,727
5,484
8,074

6,610
657
0
5,476
6,611
3,993
6,274
6,944

6,850
2,923
5,056
8,006
8,731
10,395
10,168
13,536

2,031
265
0
1,558
1,161
2,135
2,455
1,074

Ward Three
While most wards in the District are a mix of residential and commercial space, Ward
Three is primarily a residential community located in Northwest DC and bordering Bethesda,
Maryland. Ward Three is also home to many parks and newer high-end commercial corridors like
Chevy Chase and Friendship Heights (DC Office of Planning, 2013). As noted previously,
Washington, DC had a white majority population until the late 1950s. Suburbanization during the
1950s and 1960s accounted for the loss of more than 300,000 white residents and stabilized by

34

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
35 Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
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the 1980s. One reason for this calming was Ward Three. This ward has long been the location of
the largest pocket of affluent, white residents in the District. Even when the District became
majority African American in the 1960s, Ward Three remained a majority white, prosperous
community.
Ward Three includes the neighborhood clusters: American University Park, Cathedral
Heights, Cleveland Park, Forest Hills, Foxhall Crescent, Foxhall Village, Friendship Heights,
Georgetown Reservoir, Glover Park, Massachusetts Avenue Heights, McLean Gardens, North
Cleveland Park, Palisades, Spring Valley, Tenleytown, Van Ness, Wesley Heights, WoodlandNormanstone Terrace, and Woodley Park (Appendix A, Figure 13: DC Neighborhood Map). Per
American Community Survey data for 2007-2011, the average family income for Ward Three
residents was $240,000, the median home sales price was $915,000, and the unemployment rate
was 3.5%. In this affluent ward, only 3% of adults lack a high school diploma, and less than 2% of
Ward Three children live in poverty (Neighborhood Info DC, 2013).
Many education advocates have been critical of the uneven distribution of public school
quality and lopsided geography of student outcomes in Washington, DC. Urban Institute
researchers find that “Public schools in Ward 3…outperform the average public schools in all
other wards by an extremely large margin. More than three-fourths of all students in Ward 3
public schools (80 percent) tested proficient or advanced in reading, and 77 percent tested
proficient or advanced in math…” (Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 61). In 2013, there were ten
DC public schools in Ward Three serving 6,339 public school students (See Table 10: DC Public
and Charter Schools 2013 and Table 11: DC Public School and Charter School Enrollment).
Although nearly half of DC public school students attend charters, there are no public charter
schools in Ward Three. Alternatively, the highest number of private schools in the District are
concentrated in this ward (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013).
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Table 10: Ward 3 DC Public and Charter Schools 201336
Ward

Total School Enrollment
(2013)

Number of DC
Charters (2013)

Number of
DCPS (2013)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

12,132
3,502
6,339
12,288
11,201
10,720
11,758
15,018

20
2
0
19
20
15
17
22

11
8
10
15
16
18
16
19

Table 11: Ward 3 DC Public School and Charter School Enrollment37
Ward

DCPS Enrollment
(2013)

DC Charter
Enrollment (2013)

DCPS Enrollment
(2001)

DC Charter
Enrollment (2001)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

5,522
2,845
6,339
6,812
4,590
6,727
5,484
8,074

6,610
657
0
5,476
6,611
3,993
6,274
6,944

6,850
2,923
5,056
8,006
8,731
10,395
10,168
13,536

2,031
265
0
1,558
1,161
2,135
2,455
1,074

DC Public Schools
Families living in some DC neighborhoods enjoy desirable, safe, high performing public
schools and, those families generally want the “choice” to attend the schools associated with their
residence. It is also true that aspirational families want the “choice” to attend schools outside their
respective school catchment if their neighborhood or assigned schools are unsafe, offer below
basic curricula, or a have a history of poor student outcomes. Some families covet the limited
number of lottery-vouchers financed by the federal government for DC students to attend private
school. A handful of students opt out of DC public schools and pay tuition to attend schools in

36

Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
37 Neighborhood DC Ward Level Data. September 2016. Retrieved from
http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/comparisontables/comparisontables.html
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neighboring public school districts. Finally, school choice in DC allows self-selected students to
opt out of DC public schools and into the DC public charter school system through a lottery.
Charter schools in the District are so popular there were nearly 21,000 students on waitlists for
the 2016-2017 school year (DC Public Charter School Board, April 2016). Defining “school
choice” in DC is highly dependent upon race, income, and place. Yet, the economy of public
school choice in the District is more dynamic than other cities with strict neighborhood school
assignments or limited magnet, selective, and charter school options.
There are three primary public school “choices” in the District. Children are assigned to a
DC public school based on spatial boundaries and residence; children apply to public charter
schools through a lottery system; or, children apply to out-of-boundary public schools via lottery.
Charter schools were first authorized in the District of Columbia in 1997, and by the 2009-2010
school year, nearly forty percent of DC public school students were enrolled in public charter
schools (Comey, Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 55). Today, about one-half of DC public school
students attend public charter schools (DC Public Charter School Board, 2016). In 2017, threequarters of DC public school students attended a school outside their respective neighborhood
catchment and, more than 22,000 applied for the out-of-boundary DC public school lottery
(Matos, 2017).
In a study about public education, researchers offered insight into the evolution of DC’s
population change, racial and economic segregation, the decline of DC public schools and, the
rise of DC public charter schools. According to a summary reported by Turque:
In 1954, the year of the U.S. Supreme Court's Brown v. Board of Education
decision, D.C. schools were less than 60 percent black. Over the next 12 years,
30,000 white students left. At the same time, many middle-class black families
departed. That has left a system overwhelmingly black, Hispanic and poor. From
1960 to 1980, the D.C. public school population declined from 146,000 to 80,000.
Enrollment in 2006 was 52,645, with an additional 19,733 in charter schools. The
District has the second-highest level of charter school participation of any city in
the country, behind only New Orleans, researchers said. Since 1997, the number
of students attending D.C. public schools has dropped by almost a third, while
public charter enrollment has grown by more than 400 percent. The study also
underscored charter schools' popularity with minority parents. Twenty-eight
percent of D.C. African American public school students and 24 percent of its
Hispanic students attend charters. (Turque, 27 June 2010)
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When exploring The Post archive, it became clear that even though DC’s population had
become whiter and more affluent, the school district continued to serve majority African American
and increasingly Latinx children. White children continue to be a small percentage of DC public
(11%), and charter school (5%) students and many families continue to pull their kids out of DC
public school during the late elementary school years (Brown & Clement, 2014).38 The city is
gentrifying and among the maladies researchers and residents attribute to gentrification are the
loss of homes, culture, and the opportunity to enjoy the city’s redevelopment. DC ranks high in
the Civic Health Index for levels of engagement in electoral politics and confidence in media, but
residents also report low confidence in public schools and the least trust in neighbors in the US
(National Conference on Citizenship & Serve DC, The Mayor’s Office on Volunteerism, 2014).39
Gentrification undoubtedly contributes toward this discord. While DC public schools continue to
serve mostly low-income black and brown children, there are deep, legitimate fears that with time,
more affluent residents will be privileged over the poor.40
During and after the period of the study, patterns of racial and economic segregation
correlate with school quality and student outcomes (Neighborhood Info DC, 2013; Comey,
Narducci, & Tatian, 2010, 66). There is also a spatial mismatch where DC wards with the highest
number of school-age children have the smallest number of “high-performing” public schools

38 Since the 1950s, middle-class residents have left DC in favor of the suburbs because of the
“quality” of the public school system. Gale explains that “By 1970 whites made up 4.5 percent of
the city’s public school enrollment. From 1970 to 1981 white enrollment continued to drop,
declining by almost 49 percent. Whites composed less than four percent of total 1981 public
school enrollment” (Gale 1987, 85). Regarding African American suburbanization, he argues,
“Like many suburban-bound whites, [the African American middle class has] exercised a
preference for the attractions of communities outside the city” [emphasis added] (Gale 1987,
162). Brown and Clement (2014) confirm this pattern of middle-class flight persists even with
intense gentrification.
39 The National Conference on Citizenship’s civic health index is a measure of rates of
volunteerism, social capital and embeddedness, participation in community organizations and
electoral politics. The index is based on the federal Current Population Survey’s 2011 and 2012
Supplements. DC has a high level of engagement in local and presidential elections. DC
residents also have high rates of political involvement including sharing their opinions and
contacting public officials. Yet, the city is ranked as one of the “least neighborly” places in
America (51st for least “trust in neighbors”). DC residents also have low confidence in
corporations and public schools. Nonetheless, they report the highest rate of confidence in media
in the country (National Conference on Citizenship & Serve DC, The Mayor’s Office on
Volunteerism, 2014).
40 District of Columbia Public Schools. (ND). DCPS at a glance: Enrollment. Retrieved from
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/dcps-glance-enrollment.
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(National Research Council, 2011; 2015). Given discourse around charter schools, it is worth
noting that most public school students in Wards One, Five, and Seven attend charter schools.
School performance in the District is primarily measured by student outcomes. The poor
student outcomes recorded in Ward Eight suggest there is a relationship between student
performance, race, income, and educational attainment for that geography. However, one reason
public school reform was launched in the District was the unequal distribution of school quality
including indicators like curriculum (above, basic and below basic) and the placement of
experienced, credentialed, and talented teachers (National Research Council, 2011; 2015). The
PERAA reform recommendations were attentive to the geography of inequality and the unequal
distribution of educational opportunity in the DCPS system (National Research Council, 2011;
2015). Improving the geography of educational opportunity in the District for all students was a
recurring theme in The Washington Post archive.
Washington, DC has a complex public school system. After decades of poor outcomes
and student population decline in DC public schools, the mayor was given control of DC public
and charter schools in 2007.41 During the period of this study, the Mayor’s office hosted a State
Board of Education that is led by an Executive Director in addition to the Office of the Deputy
Mayor for Education. There are two main branches of direct school governance - the DC public
schools (“traditional neighborhood public schools”); and, DC charter schools. DC public schools
are led by a chancellor who is appointed by the Mayor’s office and an independent Chief
Financial Officer (See Figure 4: DC Public Education Governance and, Appendix A. Figure 14:
DCPS Administrative Hierarchy). DC public charter schools are managed by an Executive
Director and the DC Public Charter School Board comprised of seven members nominated by the
mayor “with advice and consent” of the DC City Council (DC Public Charter School Board, 2016).
DC’s City Council also has an Education Committee with representation from each of the city

41

Because DC has limited home rule, the mayoral take-over of DC’s public school system
required approval by the DC City Council, the US House of Representatives and Senate, and the
President of the United States (Nakamura, 2007, May 23).
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wards. This study focuses primarily on DC public schools during the initial years of mayoral
control because that is where reform was concentrated.42

Figure 4: DC Public Education Governance. Source: DC State Board of Education, September
2016. Source:
http://sboe.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/sboe/page_content/attachments/Public%20Education
%20Governance%20Structure%20of%20the%20District%20of%20Columbia%20-%20r1.pdf.

42 In 2016, DCPS served 46,500 students. Sixty-four percent of those students are black, 13%
white, and 18% identify as Latino/a (DC Public Schools, 2016). In 2015, DC Public Charters
served 41,000 students including 5% white, 16% Latino/a, and 76% African American (DC Public
Charter School Board, 2016). National Center for Educational Statistics data indicates there are
71 private (parochial and non-sectarian) schools in DC serving 16,000 students (National Center
for Educational Statistics, 2016).
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CHAPTER 6

REFORMATION: PUBLIC SCHOOL REFORM AND CHOICE
Introduction
There’d been talk about DC’s public school “crisis” for decades (Gale, 1987). In 2006,
Adrian Fenty’s mayoral campaign promised, among other things, radical public education reform.
Within six months, years of talk were consolidated in the 2007 Public Education Reform
Amendment Act (“PERAA”). During the summer of 2007, city and federal officials authorized the
mayor to take control of DC’s public schools (Nakamura, 2007, May 23). The National Research
Council reported that PERAA “gave primary control of the schools to the mayor and a mayorappointed chancellor and instituted a host of major changes to management and governance”
(National Research Council, 2011, vii).
Under PERAA, there were specific duties relating to public school choice, quality, and
reform. They included: (1) a mandate to improve management of school quality and the equitable
distribution of public schools; (2) the establishment of an Office of the Ombudsman for Public
Education designed to provide parents with a formal office through which to express concerns
about public schools; (3) the creation of a Public School Charter Board; (4) granting authority to
the DC State Board of Education’s elected representatives to determine rules of residency; and,
(5) a mandate to increase the number of public schools offering “above basic” education
programs (National Research Council, 2011). Mayor Fenty appointed Michelle Rhee the first
schools’ chancellor in June 2007, and she served until the end of 2010. In November 2010, DC
voters elected Vincent Gray mayor, and he appointed Rhee’s second in command, Kaya
Henderson, to succeed her as chancellor.
In The Washington Post archive, there was broad coverage of the first five years of that
takeover from an array of writers and their interlocutors about public education quality, race, and
choice. If there is a marked difference between this discourse analysis chapter and the others,
discourse in The Post is dominated by articles and opinions centered on process, politics,
personalities, and factions. The stance of the Editorial Board in the documents captured in this
search is that reform was urgent and necessary, and this institutional perspective was bolstered
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with the evidence presented through investigative and documentary reporting on the state of DC’s
public school system. The discourse was primarily defined by people in power including reporters,
columnists, school administrators, city leaders, teachers, and their unions. The perspective of
families and youth was mostly presented through surveys, the occasional letter to the editor, and
anecdotes. The perspective of the “people” was used by some opinion writers to anchor
arguments critical of Rhee and reform. Those columns were tempered by reform advocate
remarks, including the Editorial Board, about the inevitable pain associated with necessary
change. Blame regarding the challenges associated with school reform alternated between
teachers, families, city and school leadership, and children.
This chapter includes the sections Public School Choice, Public School Quality, Public
School Reform, and The Legend of Michelle Rhee. Public School Choice considers the economy
of choice in the District including public charters, non-resident tuition, vouchers, and DCPS.
Public School Quality parses how Post reporters, opinion writers, and residents defined school
quality, the unequal geographic distribution of school quality, the relationship between poverty
and student outcomes, privilege and choice. The third section, Public School Reform, considers
reform between 2007 and 2012 which entailed streamlining the administration, closing schools
with low student outcomes and enrollment, and the dismissal of teachers deemed underperforming or un-credentialed. The final section, The Legend of Michelle Rhee, contemplates the
impact Rhee’s tenure had on discourse about public education in DC. It also considers how
Rhee’s age, gender, and ethnic identity complicated public opinion and media coverage of her
work as a “reformer” and the first non-black head of DCPS in modern times.
An indication of the kinds of articles reporters pursue and are assigned by their
respective editors, many of the news items cited in this chapter are attentive to the history of DC’s
public schools, racial achievement gaps within DC’s public and charter schools, unequal
geography of educational opportunity, and how racial politics inform, for better or worse, policy
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making and school choice in Washington, DC.43,44 Some articles and editorials are reactionary
and preoccupied with Michelle Rhee as a personality. While other keyword searches would have
produced a different outcome, this search did not reveal meaningful consideration of magnet
schools, the non-existence of charter schools in Ward Three, or the concentration of high
performing schools in majority white and affluent neighborhoods much further than eye-popping
comparisons between student outcomes in Wards Three and Eight. There was also little overlap
between reporters and columnists who wrote about gentrification, integration, public school
quality and race45 (See Appendix B, Table 7: Washington Post Authors).
Public School Choice
As outlined in Chapter 5, Washington, DC History and Demographics, children of school
age in the District attend private, parochial, charter, magnet, and DC public schools (DCPS).46 All
children and youth are assigned to a school based on their residence. Students can also apply to
attend a DCPS school outside their catchment or a public charter school lottery through lotteries.
A small number of families pay tuition to attend public schools in neighboring school districts or

43

This chapter includes items captured in the “race” AND “public school.” The search findings
were determined to be related to the public school quality and segregation chapters. In discourse
about public education, “public school quality” is often employed as a euphemism for the “tipping
points” like race, ethnicity, and income that influence school decision-making.
44 When testing the keyword search, the words “education” AND “DC” AND “quality” returned
hundreds of articles and columns. The search was refined to include public education AND DC
AND quality between January 1, 2007, and December 31, 2012, which yielded 198 articles. After
reading each item for the content analysis, sixty-eight reports, columns, and editorials were slated
for inclusion in this study.
45 Most of the articles captured in the public education quality keyword search were written by the
Post Editorial Board and individual white men. Jay Mathews, a best-selling author and opinion
columnist, has written about education policy for The Post for forty years and penned seven
articles captured in this search. The mayor’s control of public education was very much a story
about DC politics and veteran political reporter Bill Turque authored thirteen of the articles
featured in this study. Finally, eight editorials written by the majority white and male Post Editorial
Board about public school quality were captured in the keyword search and deemed relevant to
this study.
46 Public school students in the District either attend publicly financed DC public schools (DCPS)
or DC charter schools. DCPS serves about half of DC’s public school students. DC public schools
are often described as “traditional” and/or “neighborhood” public schools because they are
assigned based on residence. Alternatively, DC charter schools function like magnet schools and
draw students city-wide. This analysis attempts to avoid the descriptors “traditional” and
“neighborhood” because that framing might imply some schools are superior to others.
Alternatively, those descriptors might suggest DC’s “traditional” public schools are stagnate or old
fashioned when compared with charter schools.
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are awarded tuition vouchers through the Opportunity Scholarship lottery for low-income
students.
Charter Schools
Charter schools are so popular in DC that in recent years, applicant waitlists have totaled
more than 20,000 students annually. Bill Turque is a seasoned political reporter who covers
politics for The Post and, in a report that was more than three thousand words in length, he
compared public charters with DCPS schools. Documenting the growth of the charter school
sector, Turque explains:
In 1998, the District's traditional system served 95 percent of public school children.
However, what began as a congressionally mandated experiment to spur improvement in
established public schools is now an institution. Enrollment has grown nearly tenfold since 2001.
Although charter schools represent just 4 percent of the nation's public school enrollment, they
serve 41 percent, or 31,562, of Washington's 76,753 public school students - the highest
concentration in any school district besides New Orleans. The city's 123 traditional schools have
shown more overall growth on standardized tests over the past six years, but charters posted
higher scores on the 2012 D.C. Comprehensive Assessment System. Their four-year graduation
rate (80 percent) is 20 points higher than that of traditional D.C. high schools. (Turque, 2012,
August 22)
Though DC residents exercise agency when choosing public charter schools over DCPS
and there was evidence some charters outperformed DCPS schools, discourse in The Post
revealed considerable debate among charter school skeptics about charter school quality.
For example, in an editorial, a DC charter school graduate told readers of The Post he
felt inadequately prepared for college at Georgetown by his Ward 7 charter high school
(Robinson, 2012, April 15). Also, in 2009, education columnist Jay Mathews argued that charter
schools should be subject to a higher level of accountability than DCPS (Mathews, 2009,
December 14). He asserted that some families chose charter schools even when the DCPS
schools their children are assigned to have new or superior facilities, programs, and resources
(Mathews, 2010, February 15). Like millions of families across the US, DC parents gain
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knowledge about public school quality through social networks that might contradict empirical
data. In a later column, Mathews encouraged readers of The Post to avoid generalizing about
charter school quality because their creation, standards, outcomes, and transparency varied
widely (Mathews, 2012, May 24).
Beyond exploring the popularity, performance, and challenges of charter schools, Post
writers were also attentive to the ways the discourse of economic liberalism is present in charter
school philosophy and critiques. Turque’s reporting suggested that charter schools pose an
existential threat to “traditional neighborhood” school systems, unionized public school teachers,
administrators, and staff (Turque, 2012, August 22). He cited evidence that DC’s charter schools
operated at a disadvantage because they received less per pupil funding and difficulty securing
facilities (Turque, 2012, August 22). His analysis implies that if there were more physical space
available, DC’s charter school population would eclipse DCPS (Turque, 2012, August 22).
Describing charters as entrepreneurial and unbridled institutions driven by market
demand, Post reporter Stephanie McCrummen outlined her perspective on tenets of charter
school philosophy. She wrote, “…public education should be a competitive marketplace of
choices. Charter schools are supposed to encourage innovation, provide parents with a viable
option to traditional public schools and spur struggling schools to improve” (McCrummen, 2010,
November 15). Discourse in the archive implied “competition” between DCPS and charter schools
compelled DCPS administrators to get serious about school reform.
DCPS administrators including Rhee and Henderson lamented the autonomy charter
schools enjoy. In 2012, Henderson told The Post “the traditional school system would benefit by
giving schools the kind of freedom that charters enjoy. ‘What we know is that autonomy leads to
innovation and success’” (Turque, 2012, February 24). She nonetheless rejected the philosophy
of market competition and concluded that DC charter schools and DCPS were both “failing
systems” (Turque, 2012, February 24). Further, she argued that if the end-goal was to improve
educational opportunity for public school students, administrators should focus on collaboration
not rivalry (Turque, 2012, February 24).
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The Post Editorial Board encouraged residents to be wary of politicized critiques and
endorsements of charter schools (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, June 23). However, the
Editorial Board favored increasing school choice whenever possible. For example, they
applauded a move by the Archdiocese to convert twenty-eight Catholic schools to publicly funded
charter schools (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, September 12). Explaining “no child
should have to wait to learn,” the Editorial Board consistently expressed support for both DCPS
reform and charter school expansion to broaden the universe of school choice in the District –
particularly for low-income children (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, September 12).
Out-of-Boundary Resident Tuition
A unique public school alternative reported in The Post, a small number of families
residing in DC pay tuition to attend public schools in neighboring districts. Reporter Daniel de
Visé overstated his case when describing the 109 families paying tuition for their children to
attend schools in Montgomery County, Maryland and three suburban Virginia districts as “small
but significant” (de Visé, 2008, March 30). What made this practice “significant” was not the
number but the fact that parents “who aren’t satisfied with their neighborhood schools and don’t
want to pay or can’t afford to pay for private school seek this as an option” (de Visé, 2008, March
30). Even though public school tuition is a fraction of the cost of private school attendance, this
option is a luxurious choice for most DC residents.
Opportunity Scholarship
Some of the most contentious divisions about educational opportunity in the United
States are thoroughly illustrated in the discourse around DC’s Opportunity Scholarship program,
a lottery private school voucher lottery for low-income students. Interpreting discourse about the
Opportunity Scholarships demands consideration of factions operating at the local and federal
level.
At the federal level, Republicans are inclined to use the language of equal education
opportunity to advocate for greater school choice while Democrats argue vouchers take money
away from public school systems. DC’s voucher program does not take money away from the
local school system, but the program has been used as a divisive wedge-issue for more than a
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dozen years (Layton & Brown, 2012, November 20). According to a 2012 report, Congressional
Democrats and President Obama’s administration argued vouchers were not “the answer to
America’s educational challenges” (Layton & Brown, 2012, November 20). DC’s Mayor Vincent
Gray and DC Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton agreed “public dollars should go toward
improving public schools where they can help the most students” (Layton & Brown, 2012,
November 20).
Created by Congressional Republicans, DC’s vouchers are an exceptional investment in
local education finance and, since 2004, “the federal government has appropriated $133 million
for the program” (Layton & Brown, 2012, November 20). This investment contradicts traditional
conservative arguments regarding local autonomy and federal intervention. Ultimately, for
Republican politicians, this wedge-issue is a calculated investment in a school choice movement
that began during the desegregation period. Though they float discourse insisting this program
broadens opportunity, conservative proponents of vouchers are so ideologically radical they
believe the expansion of vouchers and other forms of choice will facilitate the restructuring, if not
dismantling, of America’s public school system (Smith, Miller-Khan, Heinecke, & Jarvis, 2004;
Apple, 2001).
An indication of how stakes differ with one’s standpoint, President Obama’s Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan called the Opportunity Scholarship “unfair” because it only benefits “1 or
2 percent” of DC’s public school students (Birnbaum, 2009, August 21). In the summer of 2009
when the Democratic Congress voted to end the voucher program, Duncan rescinded the $7500
vouchers promised to finance private school tuition for more than two-hundred DC youth
(Birnbaum, 2009, August 21). This prompted scholarship recipient families and supporters to rally
outside the Department of Education to protest a Democratic administration (Birnbaum, 2009,
August 21). In this instance, Republicans successfully muddied the ideological waters, and the
Opportunity Scholarship funding was reauthorized when they reclaimed control of Congress in
2011 (Layton & Brown, 2012, November 20).
While Duncan, Gray, and DC’s sole congressional delegate opposed school vouchers,
news and opinion columns in The Post framed the Opportunity Scholarship program as popular

88

with voucher recipients and others at the local level. Kevin Chavous, former city councilman and
current Chairman of the Black Alliance for Education Options (BAEO) argued in an editorial that
vouchers are not a “partisan issue” but valued by families who believe “all children deserve a
chance to receive a quality education by any means necessary” [emphasis added] (Chavous,
2011, April 3). This African American Ward Seven Democrat links “school choice” for low-income
families with the discourse of black militancy (Chavous, 2011, April 3). Echoing these talking
points, in an editorial published in The Root in 2012, the President of BAEO urged black families
“to become savvy educational consumers who will look for measurable indicators on school
quality” [emphasis added] (Campbell, 2012, November 27). According to that column, BAEO
supported the Opportunity Scholarship program because it provided a vital alternative for lowincome children when the socioeconomics of a given neighborhood overdetermines
"neighborhood" public school quality. Arguments in favor of vouchers speak to the breakdown of
public education as an exact, politically partisan policy issue.
Whether charters or vouchers, publicly financed alternatives to traditional neighborhood
public school systems threaten the status quo and are subject to skepticism regarding their
efficacy. As dueling narratives about the value of the scholarship program raged back in 2007,
The Post Editorial Board cautioned the public about early evaluations made by Republicans and
Democrats (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, June 23). Instead of waiting for a nonpartisan assessment, The Post conducted its own. In a lengthy November 20, 2012 report, The
Post found that “At a time when public schools face increasing demands for accountability and
transparency, the 52 D.C. private schools that receive millions of federal voucher dollars are
subject to few quality controls and offer widely disparate experiences” (Layton & Brown, 2012,
November 20). Though the investigative report raised questions about the quality of the private
schools some voucher recipients attended, The Post and its reporters tended to fall in line with
the Editorial Board’s support of school choice when they refrained from criticizing the scholarship
recipients and their families for their decision making.
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DC Public Schools
In 2007, the mayor was given control of DC’s public schools and the PERAA “reduce[d]
the power of the D.C. Board of Education and put [Fenty] in charge of the school superintendent,
budget and capital program” (Nakamura, 2007, May 23). Fenty appointed Michelle Rhee
chancellor and, she became responsible for managing and reforming a school system that served
close to 50,000 students. Her responsibilities included stemming the loss of public school
students to charter and suburban schools in addition to improving DCPS student outcomes. The
takeover of DC’s public schools was a chief campaign promise by Fenty and supported by most
of the public and the paper. Nonetheless, discourse in the Post indicates that between 2007 and
2012, there was tension between The Post Editorial Board and newsroom’s push for reform when
compared with the views of some opinion writers.
An investigative exposé running 3500 words was published in the Sunday, October 7,
2007, edition of The Post about Ward One’s Cardozo High School class of 2005 (Haynes & Jain,
2007, October 7). This report demonstrated the institutional power of the paper as The Post had
deep resources to devote to investigative and research-rich reporting about DC’s public schools.
Through this project, The Post surveyed 127 students who were part of Cardozo’s freshman class
in 2001. Reporters V. Dion Haynes and Aruna Jain chose to profile this high school as “a case
study” “because it falls between the highest- and lowest-performing schools in the District” and
illustrated “how a struggling urban school system often fails to shepherd its students and set them
on a promising path to adulthood” (Haynes & Jain, 2007, October 7). The portrait these reporters
(an African American male and Asian American female) presented of Cardoza was damning.
Only 69 of the original 243 Cardoza class of 2005 graduated high school and, “many
students…link their current situation to what happened to them at Cardozo – both good and bad”
(Hayes & Jain, 2007, October 7). This report explicitly linked the employment and economic
futures of DCPS graduates with the quality of education they received. While it is difficult to gauge
how much the paper influenced public opinion about reform, The Post repeatedly published
evidence and anecdotes illustrating the failures of DCPS schools.
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Public School Quality
Dominant discourse about school quality in The Post ranged from the unequal
geographic distribution of school quality, the relationship between poverty and student outcomes,
to the relationship between privilege and choice. As Mayor Fenty planned school reform, most
Post reporters and editorialists helped make the case about the need to improve school quality –
though there was little consensus about how to achieve that mission. Contrasting the aggressive
investigative reporting of his newsroom colleagues, columnist Colbert King was initially irritated
with portraits of DCPS as a failing system. His frustration was exacerbated by the speed the
Fenty administration moved to begin implementing reform. In a column titled Something to
Celebrate in D.C. Schools, King wrote in defense of current students and recent college-bound
graduates of DCPS in the wake of a Post series about “the school system’s breakdown” (King,
2007, June 16). King feared the barrage of negative reporting about DCPS diminished the
accomplishments of successful DC public school students.
King also used this column to remark upon events to date: Mayor Fenty fired DCPS’s
superintendent, an African American man; hired a non-black woman with only “three years’
experience” to replace him; and, that newcomer overstated her case that teachers are
“everything” to the success of a public school system (King, 2007, June 16). As a graduate of
DCPS, King proposed a holistic approach to school reform. He wrote:
Rhee's the expert, but I demur. Teachers are critical, but they are neither
"everything" nor the only thing. Good schools need good principals. Schools
prosper with students who show up each day ready to learn and in facilities
conducive to learning. Without proper resources, supplied by school
management in a timely fashion, a teacher is like a doctor without medical
equipment. But even more is required. Many urban schools have family deficits.
Principals and teachers can't do it alone. Schools cited in this column, and most
of the other better-performing D.C. schools, have outside help. They partner with
businesses, labor, academia and the like. They make good use of mentors,
tutors and other volunteers. (King, 2007, June 16)
Beyond offering a wide-ranging perspective on reform, the hostility in King’s column was
rooted in his personal experience as a DC public school student. Though he never offers such, it
is also possible he was giving voice to rumblings festering in some of DC’s African American
communities. This opinion column also brings into question the integral role The Post played in
fostering school reform and circulating discourse intended to fuel a sense of urgency.
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One of the most pressing problems documented by the National Research Council in
their evaluation of DC’s public schools was the unequal geographic distribution of school quality
(National Research Council, 2015; National Research Council, 2011). In their research, proxies
for school quality include teacher quality (training, tenure), level of curriculum, and AP course
offerings (National Research Council, 2015; National Research Council, 2011). Like those
evaluations of DCPS, articles in The Washington Post repeatedly drew attention to the fact that in
DC, public school quality was overdetermined by place.
Different actors and institutions are inclined to bring attention to the problem of
distribution depending on their respective interest in the public education ecosystem. Most are
motivated by a desire to measure and evaluate the distribution of public school quality for the
sake of equity and benefit of all DC children and youth. For others, there is a profit motive. For
example, Appleseed Research, a firm that “provides economic impact analysis studies, economic
development planning, social research and analysis, and strategic planning and program
development services to government, non-profit and corporate clients” wrote a letter to the editor
about a 2010 study on the unequal distribution of teacher quality in DC public schools (Appleseed
Research, 2010, November 20). In that editorial, they argued school systems across the US
foster “opportunity gap[s]” when the distribution of resources privileges more affluent families
(Appleseed Research, 2010, November 20).
Similarly, during the winter of 2012, Bill Turque reported that the finance, real estate, and
development consultancy IFF had conducted a study and made recommendations about the
geographic distribution of public school quality and collaboration between DC public and charter
schools to improve school choice (Turque, 2012, February 6). This article emphasized the
underdeveloped and, yet, un-gentrified Wards Seven and Eight in Southeast DC. Without making
assertions about Appleseed or the IFF’s intentionality, the Southeastern wards have the highest
percentage of school-aged children and schools with the lowest student outcomes. These wards
have been insulated from gentrification in large part because of low student outcomes and school
quality. If school district administrators moved aggressively to close DCPS schools with low
student outcomes or open new charter schools in those wards as IFF suggests, it would likely
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inspire fear among residents already concerned about the forces of gentrification. Do school
administrators and city leaders have an obligation to improve the distribution of school quality
while simultaneously ensuring new schools will meet the needs of currently under-served children
first?
When DC’s population was growing at a rapid clip, Washington Post staff writer Mary
Ellen Slayter contributed pragmatic advice about the relationship between real estate and public
schools. Written for the real estate section, Slayter told home buyers they should not assume
school boundaries would be permanently associated with residential real estate because
“populations shift, schools are built or closed, and boundaries may be redrawn” (Slayter, 2008,
April 6). Although the relationship between residential real estate, place, and school quality has
been normalized, an agent Slayter spoke with expressed caution. The agent explained that,
"When my clients begin to ask questions about the quality of the school system, I try to be careful
with labeling schools as 'good' or 'bad' that could be construed as code words to discourage
certain groups of people from buying a home in a particular neighborhood, which is a violation of
the Fair Housing Act" [emphasis added] (Slayter, 2008, April 6). Concerned about word-of-mouth
recommendations and the use of “proxies” including race, ethnicity, income, and test scores to
measure the quality of a school system, this agent’s comments speak to the power of social and
economic capital as well as the legacy of residential segregation in the city.
While there is agreement that children with multiple socioeconomic disadvantages go to
school with deficits and those with higher economic and social capital enjoy benefits that propel
student outcomes, there is no consensus that low-income children cannot excel academically. A
narrative that emerged in discourse about public education quality and reform in The Post archive
questioned the academic aptitude of low-income students. It was present in debates about
teacher quality and evaluation; and, it lurked in conversations about the geographic distribution of
school curriculum and student outcomes.
In a 2011 editorial, the education columnist Jay Mathews claimed “there is a reluctance,
even among the most energetic and reform-minded educators to push low-income kids too hard”
[emphasis added] (Mathews, 2011, May 18). In this column, Mathews argued that Michelle Rhee
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failed to increase the distribution of Advanced Placement courses at schools with a high
percentage of low-income students. His “concern” about rigor and pushing kids harder was
inspired by a new charter school that proposed offering the most academically rigorous public
school curriculum in the District. The new charter “requires students to take at least eight AP
courses and pass at least six of the three-hour, independently written and graded exams” and,
according to Mathews, was “too tough and too smart for D.C.” (Mathews, 2011, May 18).
Deviating from the remarkably consistent discourse around race, equity, and deservingness, it
was jarring to encounter an overtly racist and classist assessment by a Post columnist. With this
column, a white reporter, who specializes in public education, used his authority and, implicitly,
that of The Post, to legitimize assumptions he and others hold about the academic potential and
intellectual capacity of DC children and youth.
School choice in The Post was most typically framed as a condition that should be
expanded for families who depend on public education or, for those with greater economic
means, an exercise in privileged decision-making. For most DC residents, school choice is
determined by where one lives, can afford to move to, or the luck of the charter school or out of
boundary DCPS lottery-draw. Some families of means who opted out of DCPS were apologetic.
Among those sharing anguished school choice stories with The Post, one father admitted he and
his family were relocating for “better” schools in a letter to the editor titled, “I just couldn’t sacrifice
my son” [emphasis added] (Nicholson, 2007, October 27). In another editorial, a white mother
living in Bethesda, Maryland took pride in her family’s public school choice, Chevy Chase High
School (Toutant, 4 November 2007). This well-intentioned person embraced the language of
performative social liberalism to articulate “the benefits” of racially and economically diverse
classrooms and institutions (Toutant, 4 November 2007). Even though this blue-ribbon, majority
white school is in one of the most affluent neighborhoods in the United States, this letter writer
seemed unaware of the incredibly privileged public school choice she made for her children.
A prominent figure who was unapologetic for the private school choice he made for his
children, in 2010, President Obama contributed to discourse on school quality and choice. After
discussing his choice to enroll his daughters in private school, The Post conducted a survey and
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found nearly sixty-percent of respondents believed that “President Obama’s remarks on NBC’s
“Today” show that his daughters could not get the same level of education from D.C. public
schools that they receive at their elite private school will only worsen perceptions and morale”
[emphasis added] (Anonymous, 2010, September 28). Though President Obama did not refer to
Sidwell Friends as an “elite private school,” during the early years of DC’s public school reform,
most Post survey respondents regarded his decision-making a betrayal. In an open letter to
Obama, the former president of Ward One’s Bancroft Elementary School’s Parent Teacher
Association said, “I’m sure it was not intentional, but you just sent a message that anyone with
school-age children in the District who can scrape together the money to pay for private school
tuition ought to do so” (Solewey, 2010, October 3).
Public School Reform
This section considers aspects of DCPS reform between 2007 and 2012. The discourse
around reform circulating in The Post addresses how administrators attempted to streamline the
central office and facilities management, closed schools that were low-performing or attended,
and dismissed teachers who lacked credentials or were deemed low-performing. Narratives about
public school reform veer from the economic and social imperatives of reform to teachers with low
morale, incremental pragmatism and radical disruption of the status quo. Reform discourse in The
Post was dominated by grievance toward Michelle Rhee and the plight of public school teachers.
As noted in Chapter 7, History and Memory: Segregation, Desegregation, and Integration
in the US and DC Metro, Colbert King is a prominent African American columnist at The Post,
and he uses his space in the paper to speak frankly from his perspective as a black, male
graduate of DC’s public school system. King was defensive in his June 2007 column when he
openly questioned Fenty’s decision to hire Michelle Rhee and narratives about the failure of
DCPS. By September 2007, King had come around and argued that reform was not only
necessary but urgent. King called out city council members facing re-election and DCPS staff and
teachers. Critical of low student outcomes, he also aimed at “suburban labor” when writing,
Truth be told, the D.C. school system is a job center for suburbanites -- and they
can't vote in the District. Twelve years ago, I reported that 65 percent of the
school system's principals lived outside the city, as did 50 percent of teachers ["A
Radioactive School Board," op-ed, Aug. 26, 1995]. The central office itself is a
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commuter haven. Roughly 520 of the 914 employees at headquarters, or 57
percent, are not D.C. residents. Those numbers ought to strike home with D.C.
taxpayers: Most of the school system's payroll ends up in Maryland and Virginia
coffers. That's because the majority of the school system's workers collect D.C.
paychecks but don't pay D.C. income taxes. And Congress prohibits the city from
imposing a commuter tax. So what does the District get in return? Poor
performance, as measured by student test scores, and a school system facilities
program that, according to Allen Y. Lew, the new D.C. schools construction czar,
"is in gridlock and paralysis.” Consider: 51 percent of fourth-graders score below
basic skill levels in math and 61 percent score below basic in reading. District
eighth-graders score even lower: 66 percent below basic in math; 52 percent
below basic in reading. Those results, compiled on this year's National
Assessment of Educational Progress, show D.C. students falling far short of
national averages. They are outperformed by students in Maryland and Virginia,
by wide margins and in every category. Crumbling school buildings speak for
themselves. So when the howling starts in a few weeks, city legislators should
remember those records of failure, who's responsible and where most of them
live. The days of sweeping poor performances under the rug are over. The time
to reshape the school system's culture is now. (King, 2007, September 29)
In King’s view, the majority of DCPS staff and teachers had no stake in DC public education
beyond their employment. Like Rhee, King argued that adults should be held accountable for
student outcomes and school quality.
As occurred with the discourse around charter schools and vouchers, there are an array
of opinions about reform that cannot be defined solely by politics or partisanship. Joel Klein, the
former chancellor of New York City public schools, is an advocate for public school reform who
penned an editorial in The Post challenging the teachers and unions he believed resisted reform
because of their self-interest (Klein, 2011, June 12). Klein insisted that reform should benefit
public school students and families while also admitting reform would inevitably disrupt the status
quo (Klein, 2011, June 12). Employing the language of economic liberalism to frame a crafty
rhetorical argument, Klein inverted critiques usually reserved for reform proponents when
charging “traditional neighborhood schools” and unionized teachers enjoy a competitive
advantage in the public education market (Klein, 2011, June 12). He contended, “A monopoly
public provider that locks families into a single community school hasn’t worked and won't work.
Not surprisingly, middle-class and affluent families have always insisted on choice for their kids,
meaning that, if they don’t like the neighborhood school, they go elsewhere, even moving to a
different community or sending their kids to private school. For the poor, who can’t move or pay,
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it’s one and done, good or bad” (Klein, 2011, June 12). Klein’s appeal was not aimed at families
but squarely at DCPS teachers and their union representation.
The Post published “both sides” of the public school reform debates at the local and
national level. Taking the temperature of reform advocates he described as the “Obama-DuncanGates-Rhee” contingent, Washington Post editor and columnist Fred Hiatt spoke with Microsoft
founder Bill Gates about philanthropic investment in public education reform (Hiatt, 2009, March
30). During their conversation, Gates told Hiatt that like any other profession, public school
teachers should be evaluated, and excellence incentivized and rewarded (Hiatt, 2009, March 30).
After investing more than $4 billion in public education and college access, in 2009, the Gates
Foundation committed to new goals that included “helping successful charter school
organizations, such as KIPP, replicate as quickly as possible; and improving teacher
effectiveness at every other school” (Hiatt, 2009, March 30).
Another prominent player in the discourse of reform, Diane Ravitch served as an
assistant education secretary in George H.W. Bush’s administration. An early advocate of George
W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act, Ravitch offered a counterpoint to the dominant
representations made by men like Joel Klein and Bill Gates (Anderson, 2010, February 26). She
publicly revoked her support of the “market-oriented policies she promoted as a former federal
education official with close ties to Democrats and Republicans” (Anderson, 2010, February 26).
In this report, Ravitch also admitted she did not believe the current emphasis on accountability
and choice will produce lasting results and is critical of philanthropic priorities like those
expressed by Gates because they “rely too much on business principles to improve schools”
(Anderson, 2010, February 26).
Whether reform proponents relied too heavily on business principles, it is undeniable the
performance and quality of a public school system have an economic impact. The quality of a
school district can impact the employment and economic futures of students. As well, the quality
of a school system can determine prospects for development and profoundly influence the
attractiveness of a place for businesses and prospective employees. Like Colbert King, finance
reporter Steven Pearlstein reasoned the reformation of DC’s public schools was “everyone’s
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business” and the process of reform should begin with the mayor confronting “a culture and
governance structure that allowed everyone to evade responsibility and always put some other
objective ahead of delivering quality education” [emphasis added] (Pearlstein, 2007, March 9).
Pearlstein was principally concerned with the economic imperative at hand. Describing
public education as the most pressing policy issue the region will confront during the next twenty
years, this reporter spoke directly to DC metro residents who “fled” DC and other communities
with struggling school districts (Pearlstein, 2007, March 9). He warned:
If these school systems continue to churn out large numbers of graduates and
dropouts who don't have the hard knowledge and soft social skills required by a
post-industrial economy, then the income support and health care they will
require, and the crime and social pathology they will cause, will be a huge fiscal
burden on households and businesses throughout the region. Just as important,
businesses won't be able to find the workers they need to grow. That will force
them to pay premium (read: uncompetitive) salaries. And it will require them to
recruit workers from outside the region, pushing housing costs even higher and
exacerbating all the problems associated with urban sprawl. Put another way, if
the Washington area economy is going to continue to grow, much of the growth
will have to be in the District and Prince George's County, which won't happen as
long as the schools are inadequate. [Emphasis added] (Pearlstein, 2007, March
9).
Differing from the morally grounded normative arguments made by many of his
colleagues, Pearlstein appealed for education reform as a self-interested, economic policy issue
the city and region cannot outrun in the long term.
Several years into reform, former Mayor Marion Barry was serving as Ward Eight’s City
Council Representative. In an editorial he wrote in The Post, he complained about the unequal
distribution of educational opportunity and reform policy. Barry told Post readers that under Rhee,
reform privileged some sectors of the city over others like the $225 million allocated to improve
Ward Three schools compared with $94 million devoted to Ward Eight which hosts the highest
percentage of school-aged children and youth (Barry, 2011, April 10). Outlining his vision of
reform, Barry called for increased accountability from administrators and principals, recruitment of
African American male teachers, distribution of the most talented teachers to the lowestperforming schools, and the adoption of charter school KIPP model of in-school suspensions
(Barry, 2011, April 10). Speaking of the intergenerational nature of education and poverty, Barry

98

also wanted DCPS to include job training and placement for under- and unemployed adults
(Barry, 2011, April 10).
In addition to concern about the geography of educational opportunity, sentiment about
the loss of teachers and closure of long-standing neighborhood schools ran high. In The Root,
former city council member Kevin Chavous suggested resistance to Chancellor Kaya
Henderson’s plan to close persistently low-performing or low-attended public schools “dismissed
the logic behind the superintendent’s arguments” in favor of sentiment about the loss of
neighborhood institutions (Chavous, 2012, November 19). Further, The Washington Post Editorial
Board called on city council members to “help build support for the hard choices that need to be
made” (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2012, November 13). Making an empathetic yet
pragmatic appeal to the public, the Editorial Board concluded: “The shuttering of a beloved school
can be one of the hardest blows to a neighborhood. But some schools have to close, and facts
ought to trump emotion or nostalgia in the process” [emphasis added] (Washington Post Editorial
Board, 2012, November 13).
School closures were a point of contention between 2007 and 2012, but discourse in The
Post about teacher quality and morale was intense. Teacher unions are among the most
respected and long-standing labor organizations in the United States. Some proponents of reform
argued in The Post that teacher unions protected the livelihoods of the most talented public
school teachers in addition to those who were unqualified or ineffectual. One of Michelle Rhee’s
early goals was to ensure that DCPS teachers were the most talented the district could hire.
Further, she argued that increasing student outcomes meant improving the quality and
distribution of DCPS teachers. After Rhee’s departure, Kaya Henderson continued the
reformation of DCPS including the dismissal of teachers deemed poor-performing and those who
lacked credentials.
In an article that argued reform had “taken aim squarely at teachers” McCrummen held
that proponents of reform, including the Fenty and Obama administrations, believed that teachers
“are the main factor in student growth - more than poverty, parents, curriculum, principals or other
circumstance. Improve the quality of instruction, the logic goes, and you will improve the public

99

schools, a conviction that has led districts to adopt more-rigorous ways of evaluating teachers”
(McCrummen, 2011, March 18). Teacher quality was the centerpiece of reform, and the
administration used IMPACT, a teacher evaluation tool, to measure teacher quality and remove
teachers from their posts.
According to discourse captured in the archival search, resistance from teachers and
union leaders to evaluation was driven, in part, by their belief that low-income students were more
challenging to teach. In one key passage, McCrummen reported:
Beers Elementary, a 350-student school off shaded Alabama Avenue, is neither
one of the best nor one of the worst schools in the city. Last year, 44 percent of
its students scored proficient in math, 46 percent in reading. Most of its students
receive free or reduced-price lunches, a standard measure of poverty. According
to Nathan Saunders, president of the Washington Teachers' Union, poverty is
among the reasons that [DC’s teacher evaluation] IMPACT is unfair: It is more
difficult for teachers in such schools to earn a decent rating than for those in
wealthier areas. [Emphasis added] (McCrummen, 2011, March 18)
During observation with a master educator and teacher, the teacher was pretty stressed
out when he admitted to McCrummen:
‘It seems like I'm getting penalized possibly because I didn't do that exact lesson
I set out to do,’ Harris said, explaining that many of his students were three grade
levels behind. ‘I'm trying to get the kids up to a speed where they could learn that
lesson. A lot of our kids, they fundamentally don't know.’ He apologized for being
politically incorrect. Then he continued. He said that all children do not learn
equally and that ‘our children, especially, don't learn equally.’ [Emphasis added]
(McCrummen, 2011, March 18)
Notably, the master educator conducting the evaluation did not agree with this teacher’s
assessment.
IMPACT, DC’s teacher evaluation rubric, was introduced during Rhee’s tenure and
criticized for many reasons. According to Mathews, he never wrote about IMPACT’s value-added
assessment because Post education columnist Valerie Strauss “eviscerates value-added several
times a week on her Answer Sheet blog with the verve of a samurai” (Mathews, 2012, May 14).47
Value-added assessments are used “to measure the long-term impact that a teacher or school
had on student achievement” (Center for Greater Philadelphia, 2004). In his column, Mathews
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During the period of this study, Valerie Strauss was, arguably, the most popular Washington
Post education columnist and her blog, The Answer Sheet, covered all aspects of education
reform throughout the United States.
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said he was convinced by teacher trainer Grant Wiggins assessments were not working because
schools were “looking at individual teachers, over only one year” rather than the three years
recommended by research designers (Mathews, 2012, May 14). Between the Editorial Board and
reporters who wholeheartedly endorsed reform and opinion writers who offered counternarratives about teacher evaluation, surveys with Post readers revealed similarly “conflicted”
views (Mathews, 2010, February 15).
During a period when Rhee frequently appeared on nationally broadcast network and
cable news to discuss school reform, a teacher she dismissed wrote to Post reporter Bill Turque
about his experience. He confided:
I am a terminated teacher. I am also a grown-up and understand the national
conversation that is occurring regarding the standards and the quality of
education in this country and Washington in particular. I am cognizant of the
political implications of DCPS being a paradigm for school systems across the
country. I worked hard to provide the best education for my students that I could.
I would be willing to accept that others did not view my work as quality work if it
had been done fairly. I do not think that it was appropriate for me to hear of my
termination on CNN. I do not think that it was appropriate for statements
regarding my performance to be broadcast around the country even before the
appeals process has been completed. My termination is my private pain and not
a topic of conversation for persons who do not know what they are talking
about…We are a better people than this. I say this not for myself [but] for those
persons who have been caught up in this political morality play. (Anonymous,
2010, September 13)48
Whatever criticism she cultivated, before and after Rhee’s departure, The Post Editorial
Board continued making public pronouncements in support of school reform including the
dismissal of teachers. During Henderson’s tenure, when the first teacher dismissals were
announced, the Editorial Board wrote:
The school system announced Friday that 309 employees, 206 of them teachers,
were being dismissed for poor job performance. No pleasure can ever be taken
from people losing their jobs. But there is cause for celebration if the rights of
children to a quality education trump the self-interest of adults. Friday’s
dismissals are a departure from recent practice when typically only a handful of
teachers would be fired and then only because of gross misconduct. “If we are to
provide a world-class public education to the residents of the District of
Columbia, we must have the most effective educators in the country,” said
Chancellor Kaya Henderson as she unveiled results of the second year of the
system’s employee evaluation system, IMPACT. Of the 206 teachers fired this
48

Rhee appeared on CNN to discuss teacher dismissals
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fJtUKsfOA-I). She did not mention individual teachers during
this interview but, she was candid, composed, and firm when reiterating her belief that students
should “come first.”
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year, 65 were rated ineffective and 141 were judged minimally effective for the
second consecutive year. Another 104 employees were dismissed for not
complying with licensure requirements. [Emphasis added] (Washington Post
Editorial Board, 2011, July 16)
Differing from discourse framing Rhee as cruel and disrespectful, media analysis shifted during
Henderson’s tenure. In this instance and others, Henderson’s media coverage was tempered.
Rather than bearing the brunt of criticism, her work was portrayed as a function of the school
system, not an individual personality as commonly occurred during Rhee’s tenure.
The Legend of Michelle Rhee
Analysis of discourse around public education and school choice between 2007 and 2012
would be incomplete without reflection on Michelle Rhee, the first schools’ chancellor appointed
by Mayor Fenty. The final section of this chapter contemplates the impact of Rhee’s approach to
reform had on discourse about public education quality and choice during a turbulent period in the
city’s history. After reading the articles, editorials, and opinion columns in The Post, it is possible
to understand how and why Rhee came to be regarded as a polarizing figure for many reporters,
opinion writers, and DC residents. She was tasked with reforming DCPS, and that demanded
increasing equality of educational opportunity, student outcomes, and a student population that
had been declining for more than fifty years. The kinds of change that reform necessitated would
never be universally popular and required policy decisions addressing how and why the quality of
the school system had become so “poor.”
Reforming DCPS
On the 12th of June 2007, Mayor Adrian Fenty formally took charge of DCPS. The
following day, he fired the superintendent and announced the appointment of Michelle Rhee.
Many in the city were reportedly shocked by his choice because Rhee was the leader of a
nonprofit organization that worked with school systems to implement reform, not an experienced
public school administrator. The earliest articles in The Post archive question the logic and
transparency associated with Rhee’s appointment in addition to the lack of community decisionmaking involved with her hire. Even before her confirmation by the city council, she was greeted
with skepticism, hostility, and critique.
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The goals associated with reforming DC public schools included improving student
outcomes; making the distribution of public school quality including facilities, talented teachers,
and curriculum more equitable; and, curbing the loss of public school students to charter and
suburban school districts. From the start, Rhee stated her belief that good teachers were
essential to creating a more equitable and desirable school system (Haynes, 2008, June 13).
Among the controversial steps she took to realize the goals associated with her position as
schools’ chancellor, Rhee closed schools with low attendance or a history of poor outcomes; and,
she dismissed teachers and staff judged redundant, poor performing, or un-credentialed (Turque,
2009, January 8). As indicated by the election of Mayor Fenty, reform was desired by most DC
voters. However, when implemented, reform was subject to sustained critique in The Post by
opinion writers, reporters, residents, and teachers who found Rhee impolitic and dishonest, who
resented neighborhood school closures, and viewed teachers as unfair targets.
The first several months of the mayoral takeover of DCPS were primarily devoted to
administrative matters like streamlining the central office and clearing backlogged facilities
maintenance (Haynes, 2008, June 13). According to one report, Rhee had “lofty goals” for year
two and intended to focus on ensuring the DC’s public school system was the “best in the nation”
and employed “the most highly compensated and competent” teachers in the United States
(Haynes, 2008, June 13). She also restated her commitment to DC families to “provide every
single child an excellent education” (Haynes, 2008, June 13). The more difficult work of reform
began in earnest during the 2008-2009 school year.
Teacher and school evaluation were controversial from the start, and Rhee was operating
with an urgent sense of purpose. A year into her appointment, Post columnist Jay Mathews
dubbed Rhee and her peers a “Brat Pack” of Teach for America alum and described her
approach to reform as an “educational insurgency” (Mathews, 2008, October 27).In addition to
the reports noted earlier in this chapter, Mark Simon was the parent of a DCPS eighth-grader and
served as a community representative for a “Quality Review Team” tasked with evaluating
Woodrow Wilson High School in Northwest DC (Simon, 2008, February 3). Simon wrote to The
Post to report that he regarded the school evaluation process insufficient given the high stakes
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involved (Simon, 2008, February 3). Like other critiques made about Rhee’s incorporation of
classroom and teacher observations, Simon feared hasty decisions would be made even though
the school he was evaluating had been judged “persistently failing” the previous five years
(Simon, 2008, February 3). Simon believed Rhee should invest resources toward developing
richer evaluation tools, technical support, and systems designed to improve teacher and school
quality (Simon, 2008, February 3).
Rhee must have known when she accepted her post that negotiating with teachers and
their unions would likely be the most challenging aspect of her job. How could she make school
quality more equitable without dismissing poor performing teachers and confronting the
distribution of teacher quality? Those actions were primarily protected, stymied, or prohibited by
union contracts. Public opinion, federal and state law was on her side regarding teacher
credentials. In January 2009, Turque reported that while neighboring school systems had a small
percentage of teachers lacking credentials, “In the 2007-2008 school year, 49.2 of District classes
were led by teachers deemed unqualified” (Turque, 2009, January 8). In DC, “highly qualified”
teachers hold a bachelor’s degree and are licensed to teach their respective subject (Turque,
2009, January 8). Un-credentialed teachers were given the opportunity to remedy their licensing
or lose their posts during Rhee’s tenure.
Beyond credentialing, Turque’s in-depth reporting about DCPS reform shed light on the
extremes Rhee considered to implement teacher evaluations and re-negotiate the terms of
teacher tenure with the Washington Teachers Union. When negotiations with the union were
strained, Turque learned that Rhee had considered pursuing “federal legislation declaring the
school system in a ‘state of emergency’” that would invalidate the teachers’ union contract
(Turque, 2009, February 29). Through a Freedom of Information Act request, The Post obtained
copies of a draft plan which was ultimately not acted upon by Rhee. She wanted the union to
consider ending tenure in place of performance-based salaries, raises and bonuses (Turque,
2009, February 29). Though she did not pursue the “state of emergency” plan, this report and
others revealed the relentlessness with which Rhee approached her job. Her intensity was
viewed as cynical, uncaring, and unfair by many educators, families, and students.
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An indication of the disdain many developed for her, in a fall 2009 column, opinion writer
Courtland Milloy celebrated students who organized a protest when they were upset with Rhee’s
administration for firing beloved school teachers and having them escorted by police from school
buildings (Milloy, 2009, October 14). Also, in 2011, McCartney lamented the “low morale” public
school teachers were experiencing because of the “negative environment” reformers like Rhee
created (McCartney, 2011, September 4). In a piece that cast teachers as victims, one of
McCartney’s interlocutors explained the film Waiting for “Superman” “sharply criticizes U.S. public
education and puts much of the responsibility on poor teachers and unions” (McCartney, 2011,
October 3). Curiously, McCartney does not mention that Michelle Rhee was featured prominently
in that film. The persistent implication by critics was that Rhee was anti-union and anti-teacher.
Political Liability
Rhee’s role in the Fenty administration was a historical event in DC politics, yet the media
coverage about her seems excessive given the reality she was one of many public education
administrators tasked with reform. When searching “Michelle Rhee” in the ProQuest Global
Newsroom database, she was mentioned in 493 articles and opinion columns published in The
Washington Post during the period of this study (January 1, 2007 -December 31, 2012). For the
sake of comparison, when searching the archive during Rhee’s tenure (2007-2010), there are 423
articles and columns. During Kaya Henderson’s tenure (2011-2016), her name appeared in 310
Post articles and opinion columns.
The first report culled from the school quality search was by Washington Post reporter
Theola Labbé who wrote about Rhee and others who were hired to lead the reformation of DCPS
(Labbé, 2007, June 23). The report noted the new chancellor was 37-years-old and the “former
director of the New York-based New Teacher Project” (Labbé, 2007, June 23). Rhee announced
she would be joined by the former vice president of that nonprofit, 36-year-old Kaya Henderson
(Labbé, 2007, June 23). In this article, Rhee and the women working with Fenty’s administration
are subject to a level of scrutiny men do not endure. When Labbé notes that DC’s city council
confirmation of Rhee will take place the same day a confirmation vote was scheduled for the
Deputy Mayor for Education Victor Reinoso, there is no comment regarding Reinoso’s credentials
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or age. In another article, Labbé reported that Ward Two’s Ross Elementary School parents were
angry when Rhee asked “their” principal to join her administrative staff (Labbé, 2007, July 4).
Exhibiting a healthy sense of entitlement and territorialism, the school’s Parent Teacher
Association president told Labbé the move was “very sudden and shocking” which indicates it
was his view that the principal and Rhee were obligated to consult with the PTA (Labbé, 2007,
July 4).
Perhaps in response to those inside and out The Post newsroom and editorial desks with
questions about her appointment, The Post Editorial Board offered their counsel in a column
titled, “It takes a city: Improving D.C.’s schools will be Michelle Rhee’s job but everyone’s
responsibility” (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, July 4). The day before Rhee’s
confirmation hearing before city council, The Post leadership outlined their expectations of the
incoming chancellor and others responsible for reforming DCPS while simultaneously
acknowledging criticism about transparency and lack of community involvement in her
appointment (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, July 4). The Editorial Board offered its
support of Rhee, launching a cycle of endorsement and critique that contributed to the suspicion
she was subject to, fairly and not, during the entirety of her tenure as chancellor of DC’s public
schools.
Professional performance and likeability are often judged more harshly for women in
leadership positions (Lawson & Lips, 2014; Ben-Zeev, Dennehy, Sackman, Olide, & Berger,
2011; Burrell, 2008). This reality might help explain repeated suggestions that Rhee deserved
blame for Adrian Fenty’s failed 2010 reelection bid (McCartney, 2010, September 23; Washington
Post Editorial Board, 2010, July 18; Mathews, 2010, February 15). Columnist Robert McCartney
was no fan of Michelle Rhee and, in a 2010 opinion column, he scolded her for not “convincing”
city residents that dismissing teachers was necessary to improve the quality of DCPS
(McCartney, 2010, September 23). In McCartney’s view, voters were angry with Rhee, and Fenty
paid the price because she did not appreciate “the prestige that the job of teaching enjoys in the
African American community” (McCartney, 2010, September 23). McCartney concluded that
Rhee was particularly unpopular in Ward Five, a majority black and middle-class sector that voted
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overwhelmingly for Vincent Gray (McCartney, 2010, September 23). While McCartney was angry
with her, the Editorial Board argued that “everyone in the city” should work to make sure Rhee did
not resign (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2010, October 2).
Not Your Model Minority
It was easy not to like her. At least that is readily gleaned from the articles, reports,
opinion columns, and quotes about Rhee captured in The Washington Post archive. In the
earliest reports about Michelle Rhee’s tenure as chancellor of DCPS, reporters, columnists,
residents, city leaders and teachers questioned her appointment, motives, expertise,
transparency, and demeanor. Discourse about Rhee and school reform was informed by her age,
gender, and ethnic identity.
Asian Americans have long been subjected to crude stereotypes. The earliest related to
“yellow peril” which questioned the trustworthiness, loyalties, and capacity for assimilation of
Asian laborers in the late 19th century and continued through the internment of Japanese
Americans during World War II (Tchen & Yeats, 2014). Contrasting fears of unassimilable Asian
Americans, the notion of the Asian “model minority” has circulated concurrently with tropes about
predatory Asian immigrant and Asian American merchants and restaurateurs for the last sixty
years (Tchen & Yeats, 2014). The model minority myth “romanticizes Asian Americans as
hardworking, successful, ethnic minorities, who fulfill the “American Dream” by overcoming harsh
circumstances and discrimination while remaining quiet and submissive” (Chao, Chan, MendozaDenton, Chiu & Kwok, 2013, 85). Some scholars suspect the model minority myth normalizes
stereotypes, inhibits the professional development of Asian Americans, and fuels tension
between and within racial and ethnic groups (Chao, Chan, Mendoza-Denton, Chiu & Kwok, 2013,
85). Beyond that discourse, tensions between Asian and African American urbanites became
hyper-visible during the violent unrest that erupted in Los Angeles in 1992 following the acquittal
of officers who had beaten African American motorist Rodney King (Tchen & Yeats, 2014).
Most non-Asian Americans would be hard-pressed to name more than a handful of Asian
Americans who are not artists or entertainers. Even the visibility of Asian American actors,
athletes, and writers is modest when compared with other racial and ethnic groups in the United
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States. The model minority myth, concurrent tensions that exist between some African and Asian
American communities, minimal visibility in the public sphere, and popular culture fosters
discourse about Asian Americans that is shallow and reductive. These reductive notions facilitate
narrow expectations where it concerns the comportment of Asian Americans in the public arena.
An indication of the some of the discourse and very real conflict in the District, former
mayor and Ward Eight city council member Marion Barry described Asian American merchants
as predatory and abusive to a captive, low-income African American consumer base (DeBonis,
2012, April 5). In 2012, DeBonis wrote that Barry “gave voice to decades-old tensions between
the largely black residents of the District’s poorest neighborhoods and the many Asian owners of
the carryout, convenience, and liquor stores that serve them. The shops, he said, are dirty and
unwelcoming, often placing thick bulletproof plexiglass between the customers and employees”
(DeBonis, 2012, April 5). An Asian American grocer DeBonis interviewed stated that while he
agreed some Ward Eight, Asian American businesses were unkempt and unwelcoming, there
were also legitimate fears that merchants held about safety when he admitted “relations between
Asian businesses and the black residents they serve are ‘a sensitive issue’” (DeBonis, 2012, April
5).
While Rhee, a Korean American woman, held a highly visible leadership position in DC, it
is possible that African Americans who felt slighted by Asian American merchants might not have
the highest confidence in an Asian American woman reforming a school system that serves
majority black children. Many of the reports and columns in The Post implied that Rhee was
untrustworthy, secretive, and not community minded. In one of the first articles about her
appointment, Rhee’s ethnic identity was discussed in frank terms. As the public debated the racial
and ethnic composition of Fenty’s cabinet, Nakamura, Woodlee, & Harris reported:
The criticism in large part comes from older Afro-American people who grew up in a time
when we were very racially conscious because there was a great deal of segregation," said
Lightfoot, who is black. "Today we live in a world where people of Adrian's age did not live
through segregation." However, Guitele Nicoleau, a black Ward 7 resident who headed the
education committee on Fenty's transition team, said Fenty would be unwise to disregard race as
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an issue that could have a direct bearing on his ability to govern. Nicoleau said that whether
parents, teachers, and administrators in a school system whose student body is 84 percent
African American will respond to Rhee is a real question explaining, “It's an issue of visibility and
trust in a city where race matters" (Nakamura, Woodlee, Harris, 2007, July 3). Nicoleau
elaborated:
Race matters in this case for another reason. There's an element of shame in
this system because it is [predominantly] black and has the money it needs but
still can't produce results. People hold a private shame because they have not
been able to self-govern. They may not want her to succeed as an Asian
American. (Nakamura, Woodlee, Harris, 2007, July 3)
It is possible Rhee was threatening to African Americans who felt they had little control over their
children’s educational opportunity and the majority African American staff and teachers who serve
DC public schools.
In addition to feelings that may have been exacerbated by tensions that already existed
between African and Asian Americans, when she spoke publicly about public school reform,
Rhee flouted ingrained cultural expectations associated with model minorities and women. It was
unusual for an Asian American woman to hold such a highly visible leadership role let alone the
“face” of public school reform. She defied performative norms associated with Asian Americans
and women because she did not present as warm, submissive, or friendly. Willful, passionate,
and determined, Rhee, a first-generation Korean American woman, was ostensibly on a mission
to improve education quality and opportunity for public school students in Washington, DC. Rhee
sided with DC’s children and youth in opposition to public school teachers and staff when
evaluating what changes needed to be made to improve DCPS for the benefit of black children
and youth.
What happens when the model minority myth and dispositions about powerful women in
media narratives collide? How do media narratives shake out when an Asian American woman is
not only ambitious and powerful but hyper-visible, assertive, and unapologetic? Rhee was aware
of the racial and ethnic issues she would endure when she cannily admitted she expected Fenty
to hire an African American for the chancellor position (Nakamura, 2007 May 23). Nonetheless, it
is not clear if Rhee anticipated how consequential the reformation of DCPS would be when that
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process involved eliminating career-oriented, middle-class jobs coveted by African American
teachers, administrators, and staff (Nakamura, Woodlee, & Harris, 2007, July 3). In his fall 2007
column endorsing reform, King plainly stated that reform called for firing poor performing teachers
and staff and would impact African Americans more than others because “an overwhelming
majority of the school system’s workers are black” (King, 2007, September 29).
Though she appeared astute when it came to race-matters, she also made missteps.
Rhee described the first Baltimore classroom she was assigned to as a Teach for America
instructor as a “zoo” before explaining it was her fault that her classroom was not under control
(Mathews, 2008, October 27). In another instance, Rhee was criticized when she publicly stated
that if white families began enrolling their children in DCPS schools in higher numbers, she would
regard that movement an indication of success (Turque, 2010, June 27). Chancellor Henderson
made similar comments during her tenure (Turque, 2011, September 3).
Speaking approvingly of Henderson’s presentation as a woman entering a very public
leadership position, when DC’s city council met to vote on her appointment as chancellor, Turque
wrote that “The seven-hour hearing was a stark contrast to council chamber confrontations of
previous years when members bridled at Rhee’s sometimes-abrasive style. Henderson’s more
personable demeanor has made a difference” [emphasis added] (Turque, 2011, June 17).
Similarly, Mike DeBonis fleshed out differences he saw between the Asian American Rhee and
African American Henderson. Noting that Rhee had become a political liability to outgoing Mayor
Fenty, “Henderson [is] a politically astute substitute who also has strong reform credentials –
strong enough to allay the fears of a philanthropic community that put big bucks behind Rhee”
(DeBonis, 2011, June 17). Although Henderson was frank about her intention to continue
pursuing the reform Rhee started, she was never subject to the level of criticism Rhee seemingly
courted and endured. Rhee’s approach to education reform meant she not only had to negotiate
highly contested policy positions but a raced and gendered social terrain that was not in her favor.
In anticipation of the first full year of her service as chancellor, Rhee penned an open
letter to DCPS families during the summer of 2008 in The Washington Post. Rejecting common
sense and discourse about public education, she wrote, “I am often told that urban districts

110

cannot be held to high expectations and that suburban districts are always going to be held to a
higher standard because of our higher poverty rates and greater percentages of minority
students. This is simply not true” (Rhee, 2008, August 21). Differing from other elected officials,
Rhee informed readers of The Washington Post that her children attend DC public schools and
she invited families to do what she did as a parent and administrator by “hold[ing] us to high
expectations for achieving results for your children” (Rhee, 2008, August 21). She strove to
establish a rapport with DC residents as a fellow parent who believed all DC children and youth
were entitled to good teachers and schools. As a public servant, she invited the scrutiny of DC
public school families.
In The Post archive, it is possible to glean that Rhee’s age, gender, and ethnic identity
influenced public opinion and media coverage of her work as the first non-black head of DCPS in
the modern era. As a Korean American woman, she upset banal expectations held of Asian
Americans when speaking publicly, confidently, and unapologetically about her approach to
reform and the unpopular duties her job required. She insisted that DC’s low-income and majority
black public school students could excel academically and deserved teachers and schools of the
highest caliber. Nonetheless, Rhee’s Asian American identity appeared to confound a mostly
white and male media institution and, likely complicated her ability to win the confidence of the
majority of African American families served by DCPS. Among the greatest ironies, a Washington
Post reader survey found that many respondents did not approve of Rhee or Fenty but supported
the school reform they introduced (Mathews, 2010, February 15).
When Rhee announced she would step down, comments from Washington Post readers
varied widely. In comments posted electronically, a person with the username “RetiredSoldier”
said, "As someone who worked in the District for four years and observed the challenges faced
by a series of public school leaders, I truly admire the willingness of Michelle Rhee to get to the
heart of the issue of incompetent faculty" (Anonymous, 2010, October 14). Another reader
offered, “True learning, discipline, and growth start at home. The schools and teachers cannot do
it all. Parents have to do their part and get involved in their child's life and raise their children"
(Anonymous, 2010, October 14). Moreover, summing up the feelings of many, a third respondent
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concluded, “I'm not sorry to see Ms. Rhee go” (Anonymous, 2010, October 14). Based on this
search of The Washington Post archive, it was easy not to like her. Even so, Michelle Rhee
contributed toward shifting discourse, expectations, policy, and sentiment about the public
education of black and low-income children in Washington, DC.
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CHAPTER 7

HISTORY AND MEMORY: SEGREGATION
Introduction
The sting inflicted by the process of gentrification is due, in large part, to the lingering and
unresolved residue of history and memory. The history of racial and ethnic segregation,
desegregation, and attempts at integration are always present in gentrification discourse. Some
of the anger and distrust gentrification inspires are bound up with the history and memory of
African Americans fleeing slavery, oppression, and domestic terrorism for opportunity and
sanctuary in cities. Anxiety and rage also percolate among other non-white city dwellers,
especially Latinx and Asian Americans who have long lived in segregated “ethnic enclaves.”
Gentrification talk unearths feelings of rejection and abandonment related to the white
(and non-white) Americans who “fled” cities in favor of suburbs. Frustration is expressed by white
city folk who chose to remain, invest, and build community in racially diverse neighborhoods.
Other white urban dwellers who stayed and sequestered themselves in hyper-segregated
neighborhoods tend to remain silent in debates about gentrification unless the rare event or
development plan threatens their respective territory. When confronted with gentrification, the
resentment expressed by African Americans and other non-white Americans reveals not only
anger but disgust with the raced and classed dynamics of power in the US as the stakes are
personal and rooted in a stubborn historical continuum. The most recent waves of gentrification
prompt many to ask: Who has the “right” to the city? Of course, this is not the first time black,
brown, and working poor city dwellers have faced this question.
Like the gentrification keyword search, The Post archive offers a unique view of the
discursive threads associated with public education choice. This chapter considers History and
Memory: Segregation, Desegregation, and Integration in the US and DC Metro. That history is
documented through interviews, commentary, and reports including articles that contemplate the
persistence of public school segregation in the present. Debates about equal public education
opportunity and race have occurred at least since free African Americans began demanding
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equitable public services in return for their tax dollars in the years following the American
Revolution (Aptheker, 1951).49
The roots of public school choice discourse can be traced directly to the history of
segregation, desegregation, and integration. Because the period of the archive search was 2007
through 2012, there are multiple articles related to the 2007 Supreme Court ruling in Parents
Involved. In addition to that case, other articles commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of landmark
events in the history of desegregation and integration. Events and individuals from that period are
memorialized with exceptional care and detail in obituaries, editorials, and reflective interviews. In
some instances, reporters and columnists needlessly valorized people who successfully
integrated formerly segregated public schools and other institutions. Most Washington Post
writers cast judgment, condemn, or at least choose a side when evaluating past racial horrors.
For all the profound reflection on the history of segregation and integration in the United States
and DC metro, there remains a conspicuous silence about the relationship between that history
and the present.
A First Draft of History
As summarized in Chapter 2 Review of Literature, the 2007 Supreme Court case
Parents Involved ruled the use of voluntary racial integration plans was unlawful. There was a
vigorous response to that holding in the print and electronic edition of The Washington Post.
Between June and September 2007, eight articles and opinion pieces addressing the Parents
Involved ruling were captured in the “integration” keyword search and included in this study. The
day after the holding, several reports published in The Washington Post addressed the Parents
Involved v. Seattle facts and five written opinions. Laying out the arguments made by the different
factions of the Court, Post reporter Robert Barnes explained the majority of the Court found
voluntary integration plans violated the equal protection rights of students (Barnes, 2007, June

49 The earliest documented plea for equal education opportunity was recorded in a petition written
by Prince Hall on behalf of freemen of color to the Massachusetts State Legislature in 1787. Hall
told the elected officials that while the freemen were taxpayers, their children were excluded from
Boston public schools and they “fear[ed] for our rising offspring to see them in ignorance in a land
of gospel light when there is no provision made for them as well as others and yet can’t enjoy
them, and for not other reason can be given this they are black” (Aptheker, 1951, 19).
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29). Beyond straight reporting, the immediate reaction to the holding in The Washington Post also
included an editorial by longtime, socially liberal columnist Eugene Robinson, the conservative
opinion writer George Will, and a blistering critique by The Post Editorial Board.
The Washington Post Editorial Board’s opinion about Parents Involved was titled “A blow
to Brown” and assailed the conservative Justices for “invoking the language of Brown but ignoring
its context and undermining its intent” (The Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, June 29). The
editorial warned it was possible the “nation’s schools” would re-segregate because of the ruling.
As a paper committed to local, national, and international news, The Post Editorial Board
conveyed strong views about the potential national impact of Parents Involved but was never
attentive to the existing racial, ethnic, and economic segregation in DC’s public schools. This
omission was especially conspicuous when the Editorial Board argued, “…we believe school
systems have a compelling interest in operating schools that are as diverse as possible and in
taking reasonable steps to overcome patterns of residential segregation that would otherwise
frustrate that goal” (The Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, June 29).
In a commentary published about a month after the Parents Involved holding, the
Editorial Board lauded presidential candidate John Edwards’ support for economic integration
policy. The Board wrote,
Promoting socioeconomic diversity in schools makes sense in its own right; it can
be a backdoor way of achieving more racially integrated schools, which also is a
plus. African American and other minority students are nearly three times as
likely to be poor as white students. And the evidence is strong that low-income
students thrive in higher-income schools -- in fact, after the socioeconomic status
of a student's family, the biggest predictor of academic success is the
socioeconomic level of the school. In the 2005 National Assessment of
Educational Progress given to fourth-graders in math, low-income students
attending more affluent schools scored 20 points higher -- the equivalent of
almost two years' learning -- than low-income students in high-poverty schools.
Low-income students in middle-class schools did better than middle-class
students in high-poverty schools. (The Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007,
July 23)
Once again, the Editorial Board spoke eloquently about the continuing significance of segregation
and concentrated disadvantage while simultaneously failing to acknowledge the segregation
thousands of DC children endure. A genuinely thoughtful moral critique would question why so
many children living in one of the most affluent cities in the country are attending economically,
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racially, and ethnically segregated public schools. It is possible the Editorial Board confronts this
problem elsewhere in the archive, but the “integration” search did not yield vigorous inquiry or
concern from that body about in DC.
Similar to The Post Editorial Board, Eugene Robinson, an African American writer and
longtime columnist for The Post did not discuss DC public schools in his commentary about the
Parents Involved ruling. Critiquing the Roberts Court, he wrote, “We need to realize that for the
foreseeable future any progress our increasingly diverse country makes toward fairness and
equality will come despite the nation’s highest court, not because of it” (Robinson, 2007, June
29). Robinson also argued that racially integrated schools are “good for the community” and
noted his opinion was informed by his personal experience attending an integrated public high
school in South Carolina (Robinson, 2007, June 29). With his attention focused on the
conservative Justices, Robinson never mentions DC’s African American communities or students
attending majority black DC public and charter schools.
Diverging dramatically from the Robinson and the Editorial Board, the white, conservative
columnist George Will unabashedly cheered the Parents Involved ruling. In an editorial, Will
blamed liberal “elites” who prevented “a colorblind mentality” from taking hold in the United States
because of their insistence on manufacturing “diversity” (Will, 2007, July 5). In his view, the
“promise” of Brown was “a colorblind society” (Will, 2007, July 5). Will argued that liberal social
endeavors insisted on an “exception” to the rule of law that “allow[ed] white majorities to feel
noble while treating blacks and certain other minorities as seasoning -- a sort of human oregano - to be sprinkled across a student body to make the majority's educational experience more
flavorful” (Will, 2007, July 5). While there is no such thing as color blind law or society, Will also
neglects the history of racial segregation and the non-elite children and families who petitioned
the Court in the original Brown holding.
As a paper whose duties include reporting about DC and the DC metro, several articles
were attentive to school policy in suburban Maryland and Virginia. Just days after the Parents
Involved ruling, reporters Amit Paley and Brigid Schulte talked with education experts who mostly
predicted that public schools would become more segregated (Paley, Amit and Brigid Schulte, 30
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June 2007). In addition to concern about the relationship between segregation and school
outcomes, an expert they spoke with predicted “We are going to see a major increase in racial
segregation that will cause our children to be less prepared to live in our diverse society”
[emphasis added] (Paley & Schulte, 2007, June 30). The racial and ethnic groups who might be
impaired by re-segregation is not explicated. This analysis of segregation reproduces discourses
asserting the inevitably of deficient student outcomes and impaired social relationships.
Discussing the implications of the holding, Paley and Schulte offered context about the
potential impact on schools in the DC metro. Speaking with representatives from Fairfax and
Arlington, Virginia, those school administrators admitted that even though their Northern Virginia
schools use geographic boundaries to help determine more equitable public school assignments,
some schools were racially, ethnically, and economically segregated long before the Parents
Involved ruling. Reporters often claim objectivity, but Paley and Schulte’s liberal bias was
unmistakable in this report when they defined some think tanks as “conservative” but did not
similarly situate non-partisan, apolitical, or left-leaning research centers and experts (Paley &
Schulte, 2007, June 30). Finally, as with the previous articles cited in this section, these reporters
did not offer a reflection on segregation in DC’s public school system.
In another article focused on the DC metro, Post reporter Ian Shapira wrote about public
school systems and the use of voluntary integration policy. Shapira framed his article around an
interview with a Northern Virginia administrator and the use of racial diversity school policy the
Court just ruled unconstitutional in Parents Involved. Why ask an administrator if they would
consider policy deemed unconstitutional? Departing from the socially and politically liberal
leanings of other reports and commentary, Shapira creates a platform for school administrators
with conservative worldviews to reject hypothetical integration policy. In Prince William County,
Virginia, Shapira reported that the School Board Chairwoman told him they used socioeconomic
indicators and race to help decide “fair” school boundaries but would “never” use “forced”
integration policy or “mandatory busing” (Shapira, Ian, 7 July 2007). Invoking the racialized
discourse of school choice that emerged with Brown, the administrator explained that “forced”
integration policy “does not naturally push students to perform better in schools” [emphasis
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added] (Shapira, Ian, 7 July 2007). Countering some of the morally grounded perspectives
featured in The Post archive, this article sheds light on the persistence of racist, classist, and
ideologically driven discourse about public school choice, “social engineering,” and “unnatural”
public policy (Shapira, 2007, July 7).
A few months after the Parents Involved ruling, The Post published a report exploring the
kinds of public school integration that Justice Kennedy suggested would survive the scrutiny of
the Court. One of the few articles captured in the keyword search that focused intently on the DC
metro, this lengthy piece explored policies that used geography and socioeconomics to determine
student placement. Differing from Shapira’s piece, Tara Bahrampour highlighted administrative
practices in Northern Virginia public schools and cited Arlington as a model other districts might
consider when developing socioeconomic integration policy (Bahrampour, 2007, September 8).
Though the strategies considered in this article could only work in racially, ethnically, and
economically diverse school systems, she notes that several districts in the DC metro use
geography and socioeconomics to create greater equality of opportunity, particularly for
competitive admission schools.
For example, in 1997, the “popular” H-B Woodlawn Secondary Program and Arlington
Traditional School (“H-B Woodlawn”) in Arlington was barred from using race to help determine
admissions. School administrators opted to use proxies including place and income to help
ensure the school remained “diverse” (Bahrampour, 2007, September 8). In Bahrampour’s report,
integration and diversity are treated as self-evident and not delineated. Although it is suggested
the diversity policies of high schools like H-B Woodlawn are “successful,” the report also admitted
there was a higher percentage of white students at the school (67%) than white students living in
the county (46%) (Bahrampour, 2007, September 8).
Another school cited in the article was Thomas Jefferson High School, one of the most
competitive and desirable high schools in Northern Virginia. Bahrampour described this school as
“diverse” because the student population was “52 percent white, 38.5 percent Asian American,
1.4 percent black and 2.6 percent Hispanic” (Bahrampour, 2007, September 8). Bahrampour’s
article implies that the use of socioeconomics and geography as proxies for race and ethnicity
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would inevitably lead to a higher percentage of black and disadvantaged black and Latinx
students. It is likely that many high income, skilled, and educated non-white professionals in the
DC metro complicated race-neutral proxies. As well, the academic advantage some Asian
American students experience with competitive admission programs and the achievement gap
between white and Asian American students also muddy the prospects of integration in DC metro
schools.
In a departure from most of the commentary and reports about the Parents Involved
ruling, Colbert King argued the original Brown ruling “failed to produce the kind of integration the
court promised” (King, 2007, July 7). While King’s interpretation of Brown is hyperbolic, this was
the first piece in the archive that not only criticized the Parents Involved majority but placed that
holding in conversation with the racially, ethnically, and economically segregated DC public
schools.
An African American opinion writer and a graduate of DC public schools, King offered
historical context when explaining why the District’s public schools were not racially “integrated.”
He also asked uncomfortable questions about barriers to educational opportunity in a majority
black school system and the duty of DC’s African American leadership and educators. After
confronting the Parents Involved ruling, he centered DC public schools. King wrote,
Which gets us back to [Mayor] Fenty and leaders of other urban and
overwhelmingly minority school districts. With the racial integration the court
promised in '54 beyond their capacity to deliver, can they still provide equal
opportunity for students? And on whose terms? Overcoming the harms that
[Associate Justice] Breyer describes as "a caste system rooted in the institutions
of slavery and 80 years of legalized subordination" is still, I maintain, America's
moral obligation. But Fenty's immediate challenge is to get District children the
schooling necessary for them to make it in this competitive world. That's where
his sights must be fixed. (King, 2007, July 7)
King reminded Post readers the creation of equal educational opportunity in a de facto
segregated school system has been a problem in the District since the 1950s and is a challenge
that DC public school administrators, and city leaders could no longer ignore.
The Editorial Board, commentators, and reporters writing in the pages of The Washington
Post about the Parents Involved v. Seattle ruling and current state of racial, ethnic, and economic
integration in some DC metro public schools demonstrate how that case was interpreted as an
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immoral decision by the politically and socially liberal and a victory for conservatives who value
liberty and “school choice.” Why was Colbert King the only Post writer to explicitly question the de
facto segregation of DC’s public schools? If a Supreme Court ruling about “voluntary” racial
integration policy is deemed immoral in most of the articles captured in the archival search, is the
racial, ethnic, and economic segregation of DC’s public and charter schools also immoral? If so,
should that “problem” be confronted by The Washington Post? How productive are these kinds of
liberal critiques about the moral failings of an increasingly conservative Court and nation? Are
these critiques merely therapeutic or performative expressions of the socially and politically
liberal?
Segregation, Desegregation, and Integration in the US and DC Metro
In the weeks that followed the Parents Involved ruling, there was a sense of shock and
urgency for many about the meaning and potential outcomes associated with the ruling. The
controversial opinion also coincided with the fiftieth anniversary of pivotal and little-known events
that took place during the long African American civil rights movement. In letters to the editor,
reports, opinion pieces, and obituaries, The Post archive produced some deeply researched and
intimate portraits memorializing the desegregation of public and private places, spaces, and
institutions – undoubtedly, one of the most painful periods in American history.
As outlined in Chapter 2, Equality of Education Opportunity Literature Review, in May
1954, the Supreme Court ruled that the racial segregation of American public school children was
unlawful and, in 1955, the Court instructed public school administrators to desegregate “with all
deliberate speed” (Brown v. Board of Education 2, 1955). Fifty years before Parents Involved, the
governor of Arkansas defied a federal court’s order to desegregate the Little Rock Central High
School. In one of the most flagrant abuses of power during the desegregation period, Governor
Orval Faubus ordered the Arkansas state National Guard to block African American students
from entering Central High School physically. Dubbed the “Little Rock Nine,” those students and
their desire to attend an integrated public school were documented thoroughly in the international
press (Roberts & Klibanoff, 2006).
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Casting shame on the United States’ post-war, super-power glow, the Little Rock Nine
incident became a worldwide spectacle (Dudziak, 2004; Von Eschen, 2004). The event prompted
the musician and US State Department cultural ambassador Louis Armstrong to leverage his
power in an open letter to President Eisenhower. Floating his status as a US asset in the “war”
against communism, “Armstrong sent the president a provocative telegram saying: ‘If you decide
to walk into the schools with the colored kids, take me along, daddy. God bless you’” (Von
Eschen, 2004, 63). In a contest that pitted the federal government against state powers,
President Eisenhower eventually intervened, and the Little Rock Nine were admitted to Central
High School, escorted by the US Army’s 101st Airborne Division (Thomas-Lester, 2007,
September 25).
In a profile about the fiftieth anniversary of the integration of Central High School,
Washington Post staff writer Avis Thomas-Lester recounted the experience of Little Rock Nine
student, Ernest Green. Even though Green only attended the integrated high school during his
senior year, he attributed his success in work and life to that experience (Thomas-Lester, 2007,
September 25). Green recounted to The Post, “Clearly, none of us anticipated that it would be as
difficult as it was…But once we got there, all nine of us knew how important it was to stay”
(Thomas-Lester, 2007, September 25). This admission illustrated the high personal stakes
involved for those children and their families.
Thomas-Lester’s profile of Green attributed his positive life outcomes to an event that
was deeply traumatizing if not debilitating for others. In Thomas-Lester telling,
[Green] spends his days negotiating multimillion-dollar deals as managing
director of public finance for Wall Street stalwart Lehman Brothers with clients
including the City of New York and the State of Connecticut. He has a big house
in Northwest Washington, “a beautiful wife, three wonderful kids” and a lot of
gratitude for the circumstances that catapulted him from segregated Little Rock
into U.S. history as one of nine students to integrate Central High School 50
years ago today. (Thomas-Lester, 2007, September 25)
This staff writer understandably expressed pride in Green because he not only survived a
tumultuous period in American history but was enjoying a bountiful life. This kind of discursive
framing raises questions about how events like Little Rock are remembered and the thousands of
students who integrated public schools and did nothing remarkable after that period but live their
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lives in anonymity. What of those who suffered traumatic stress and other anxiety disorders?
What of those who were compelled to attend segregated schools because of white flight?
Nostalgic narratives of heroism and triumph demand both empathetic and critical assessment.
Comparable to Thomas-Lester’s report on Little Rock, the Panamanian American
journalist Juan Williams wrote an editorial about the fiftieth anniversary of the integration of
Central High School through which he critiqued Parents Involved and celebrated the Little Rock
Nine. While Thomas-Lester’s reporting validated Green’s narrative attributing the success he
enjoys in life and work to his Little Rock experience, in this opinion column, Williams went further
when arguing the successful lives of the black, middle-class, Little Rock Nine can be traced to
their experience with integration (Williams, 2007, September 25). In a piece subtitled, “Nine
pioneers showed why school integration matters,” Williams offered evidence-based benefits of
integrated school experiences including higher rates of educational attainment and “more varied
occupations than graduates of all-black schools” (Williams, 2007, September 25). Williams also
made the dubious claim “Part of their success comes from their ability to mix easily with black and
white people and to comfortably join the social and professional networks that segregation kept
from black people” (Williams, 2007, September 25). It is difficult to imagine Williams attributing
the successful work and life outcomes of white people to attending racially integrated public
schools. Respecting the impulse to laud these survivors, this logic places a significant burden on
individuals who experienced racism because it implies racial terror was character building and
strengthening.
While events like Little Rock loom large in American history, there were other articles in
The Post archive documenting individual and collective remembrances of the desegregation and
integration period in DC, Maryland, and Virginia. In a 2008 article, Ian Shapira wrote about a
Prince William County, Virginia elementary school named after Fannie W. Fitzgerald, an African
American public school teacher. Ms. Fitzgerald began teaching in African American public
schools in 1952. In 1964, after Virginia’s prolonged resistance to desegregation, she was one of
the few black teachers assigned to white schools to help “ease” the process of public school
integration (Shapira, 2008, September 20).
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Shapira attempted two things with this article. First, he offered a portrait of Ms.
Fitzgerald’s career as an educator and a school named in her honor. That profile was muddled
with his second journalistic agenda to explain how that the historical honor was sullied by a
school attendance boundary fight related to race and class bias in the present (Shapira, 2008,
September 20). This was the second article written by Shapira dealing with race and class
captured in the archive search and, like a report he wrote about gentrification, his rambling
betrays his discomfort with this subject. The title of the article, “Sign of a family’s perseverance all
around,” signals Shapira’s intent to celebrate a DC metro teacher yet, the article merely skims the
surface of Fitzgerald’s life story.
The Washington Post archive did offer a rich source of material in the form of obituaries
that demonstrated how some individuals who participated in the civil rights movement are
memorialized. In the October 3, 2007, obituary for a certified public accountant named Elmo
Denton, Washington Post reporter Matt Schudel recounted the integral role Denton played in the
history of finance in Washington, DC. The racial segregation of African American consumers
started before and continued long after the Brown ruling and civil rights acts primarily because of
residential segregation. Schudel explains that “In the early 1960s, [Mr. Denton] and other
business leaders saw the need for a bank that would cater to District residents, primarily African
Americans, who lived in the eastern quadrants of the city” (Schudel, 2007, October 3). Illustrating
the diversity of DC’s African American population, Mr. Denton was a World War II veteran and a
graduate of George Washington University. The bank he helped found was the first with a racially
diverse board of directors and “the only bank of its era with headquarters east of the Anacostia
River” (Schudel, 2007, October 3).
Similar to Mr. Denton, Frank Batten, Sr. was recognized by The Post for his contribution
to the long civil rights movements. Schudel described Batten as a “Virginia publishing magnate
and philanthropist who launched the Weather Channel” (Schudel, 2009, July 1). Though he was
not “an ardent integrationist,” the obituary credited Batten with understanding the impact “massive
resistance” to the desegregation of public and private institutions would have on the state of
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Virginia. Batten was the publisher of various Virginia newspapers during the segregation period.
Schudel explained,
In his home town of Norfolk, Mr. Batten was seen as the guiding force of the VirginianPilot, where he began working as a copy boy. In the late 1950s, after Gov. J. Lindsay Almond Jr.
closed six schools in Norfolk and other schools throughout the state rather than follow court
desegregation orders, the Virginian-Pilot was the only major newspaper in the state to oppose
Virginia's official policy of "Massive Resistance" to integration. Under that system, state funds
were denied to any school that accepted black and white students. Encouraged by Mr. Batten,
the Pilot's editor, Lenoir Chambers, won the 1960 Pulitzer Prize for his editorials protesting the
school closings. Norfolk's afternoon paper, the Ledger-Dispatch, stubbornly supported Massive
Resistance until Mr. Batten fired the editor. (Schudel, 2009, July 1)
In another obituary, Schudel venerated Blair Ewing, a longtime proponent of racial and
socioeconomic integration policy. In the 1980s, Ewing took what was regarded as a radical stand
for a white executive employed by the federal government. While conservative Montgomery
County, Maryland public school board members opposed racial integration policy, Ewing was an
unapologetic advocate for county-wide busing and supplemental services for students living in
poverty. Schudel clarified,
[Ewing] engaged in some of his fiercest battles in the early 1980s when he
opposed an entrenched conservative coalition on the school board. That faction
aimed to reverse a 1976 busing plan that sent affluent, predominantly white
students from Chevy Chase to the heavily black Rosemary Hills Elementary
School in Silver Spring. It was the county's first busing program to achieve racial
balance. (Schudel, 2009, September 11)
In a public critique of conservative school board members who sought to close Rosemary Hills,
Ewing told the press, “Frankly, this board doesn’t give a damn about minorities…. The evidence
of worsening race relations in Montgomery County is clear for all to see. It is clear to me that the
majority members of the board appeal, in steadily less subtle ways, to the worst instincts of some
of their fellow citizens” (Schudel, 2009, September 11). Ewing served as an elected official for the
Montgomery County, Maryland Board of Education for more than twenty years and the school
integration programs he advocated have been “recognized nationwide as a successful example
of voluntary integration” (Schudel, 2009, September 11).
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In addition to celebrating the lives of individuals who contributed to the long civil rights
movement in the District and DC metro, an April 2010 obituary published in The Post honored the
life of Benjamin Hooks, an African American lawyer, minister, activist, and former head of the
NAACP (Brown, E., 2010, April 16). This reporter used Hooks’ words to selectively convey how
horrendous racial segregation was for the mind and the body. In an interview before his death
about the success and limitations associated with desegregation, Hooks recalled,
I wish I could tell you every time I was on the highway and couldn't use a
restroom," he said. "My bladder is messed up because of that. Stomach is
messed up from eating cold sandwiches. So I can't tell you how I feel about the
question, 'Has integration worked?' All these intellectual superegoists sit around
trying to pinpoint where it hasn't. But I have to begin at the fundamental issue
that I can drive from Houston to my home in Memphis and stop for a hamburger.
(Brown, E., 2010, April 16)
These obituaries help illustrate how The Post contributed toward discourse about race and civil
rights that speak to the interest of the institution and individual reporters honoring those on the
“right side” of American history. It also contributes toward understanding the limitations and
boundaries of discourse around public education and race in the present.
While readers might anticipate affecting discourse obituaries honoring the lives of
individuals who participated in the desegregation of public and private institutions, there were also
articles in The Post archive this reader found impactful because they documented the lives of the
living. An October 8, 2012, Washington Post report described the reunion of African American
students who graduated from racially segregated Montgomery County, Maryland high schools
between 1927 and 1960. Those interviewed by The Post recalled “separate and unequal” schools
at a reunion attended by nearly 300 graduates. According to Reverend Jane Wood, a black
graduate of Montgomery County schools, “We grew up in a unique community, and that
community survived out of tenacity, out of love and out of helping one another” (Lynh, 2012,
October 8).
Many of those who spoke with Washington Post reporter Bui Lynh said that while they
were aware of segregated facilities and unequal resources, they did not receive an inferior
educational experience. One attendee explained to Lynh, “We had the best doggone teachers….
The only difference was we always got hand-me-down books” (Lynh, 2012, October 8). Another
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remembered supportive teachers and staff when recalling, “If you came to school with no lunch,
they would give you lunch…. They cared, and they worked hard. Because of that, I worked hard”
(Lynh, 2012, October 8). Offering further insight to Blair Ewings’ effort to integrate Montgomery
County, Maryland schools in the 1980s, Lynh reported the school system began racially
segregating public school students just after the end of the Civil War (Lynh, 2012, October 8;
Schudel, 2009, July 1). Like scholars who lament the marginalization of black teachers and
institutions, this report and others suggested there were losses and gains associated with Brown
and the long African American civil rights movements.
Offering a unique perspective on school integration and the 1968 riots, in October 2008,
reporter Theresa Vargas wrote about the reunion of the Northern Virginia T.C. Williams High
School’s racially integrated class of 1968. The critically acclaimed film Remember the Titans was
based on the integration of the T.C. Williams High School football team. During an interview with
a white graduate, John Mitchell told Vargas that in 1966 he sat alone in the bleachers watching
black students play basketball until:
Sam Zellars, an African American student, reached out a hand and invited him to
a game. ‘It was the beginning of my two years playing on the varsity team there,’
Mitchell said, adding that he is still thankful to Zellars for it. ‘That moment when
you're feeling lost or a bit bewildered by everything around you, and all of a
sudden there is a friendly hand, that is a very poignant moment. And it's the way
the school was. This was T.C. Williams's Class of 1968. They were eighthgraders when John F. Kennedy was assassinated and seniors when the Rev.
Martin Luther King Jr. was killed. The civil rights movement, not yet a history
lesson, played out every day in their integrated halls. (Vargas, 2008, October 9)
The assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. sparked unrest in DC and other American
cities during the spring of 1968. Although T.C. Williams was located beyond the District
boundaries, the uprising was felt by the Northern Virginia students, teachers, and staff. William
Euille, mayor of Alexandria in 2008, was a student at T.C. Williams in 1968. Euille told Vargas “he
remembers getting to school early that morning and suggesting to the principal and an African
American teacher ‘that we needed to do something to calm the waters’" (Vargas, 2008, October
9). Rather than erupting with anger, T.C. Williams school administrators, teachers, and students,
gathered in the auditorium to discuss the murder of King and helped moderate the feelings of
anguish, rage, and helplessness the event elicited (Vargas, 2008, October 9). The former
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students were proud of their collective response to King’s assassination was to come together as
a community. One alum told Vargas, “We have many PhDs and people who have gone on to try
and make a difference in the world…. By and large, we are a socially conscious class. We were
then, and it’s interesting to see most of us still are” (Vargas, 2008, October 9). Differing from
conflations about racial strife and favorable life outcomes, these students believe the trajectory of
their lives were influenced by the progressive racial politics of their public school. The social
consciousness articulated by many DC and DC metro residents makes the silences around
current racial, ethnic, and economic segregation even more pronounced.
It is notable that while celebrating some who lived through the desegregation and
integration of public and private institutions and spaces, The Post archive search results did not
capture interviews or reports about individuals who resisted or caused injury during the
desegregation period. This project's search only returned narratives that were critical of
segregation and of individuals who survived or challenged the resistance to desegregation. As
Schudel pointed out Frank Batten’s obituary, the state of Virginia fiercely resisted desegregating
public schools for many years after the Brown holding. In another report by Post reporter Theresa
Vargas, when the integration of Virginia’s schools began in 1959, it was by court order and
required armed law enforcement officers. In that state, resistance to desegregation varied in
intensity with geography and involved state officials, local administrators, and the parents of white
children. Differing from some of the articles in The Post celebrating the moral victory of the brave,
black children who were first in line to integrate public schools, Vargas captured some of the sad,
angry, and chilling recollections of the injured (Vargas, 2009, February 26).
In this report, Vargas introduced students who attended the first integrated public schools
in the state of Virginia (Vargas, 2009, February 26). In an interview with a black student who
enrolled in Arlington, Virginia’s Stratford Junior High School in 1959, Ron Deskins spoke with her
about the climate his first day at an integrating school. Police protected the school campus, and a
perimeter was installed so he and his African American classmates did not have to suffer insults
and taunts by angry white protesters. Deskins told Vargas,
He never feared for his safety, he said, but the social isolation weighed on him.
For the most part, students were neither friendly nor unfriendly, he said, and only
127

a handful went out of their way to sling insults at him and the others. He and the
other African American students also weren't allowed to compete in sports, and
all school dances were canceled after they enrolled. “Gradually, we did make a
few friends, not a lot of friends, but a few,” Deskins said. “The one thing that I
give a lot of credit to Arlingtonians for was actually how smoothly the integration
went. You have to understand, in a lot of other places, even in other places in
Virginia, it did not go as smoothly as that.” (Vargas, 2009, February 26)
Differing dramatically from the integration of that Arlington, Virginia school, the
desegregation of Warren County public schools was more volatile. Located just east of the West
Virginia border, when twenty-three African American students were enrolled in Warren County
High School, they “entered an empty school because white families refused to send their
children” (Vargas, 2009, February 26). In an interview with James Kilby, one of the students who
integrated the high school in 1959, Vargas learned that the following, “the school became truly
integrated as white students returned. ‘And of course, that was when the trouble really started’”
(Vargas, 2009, February 26). According to Kilby, he and the other black students were taunted
regularly but learned to ignore antagonistic white classmates. In a testament to the heavy burden
placed on those students and the danger they faced, Kilby told Vargas he was obligated to
maintain his composure both in and outside the school. He recalled that after graduating, he
drove to the high school “one day” in his “new,” used car to pick up his younger brother (Vargas,
2009, February 26). According to Kilby, “The car had been waxed to a shine. Two boys spit on it.
I looked out the side-view mirror, but I wasn’t about to say one word” (Vargas, 2009, February
26). Though the integration of public schools is and should be celebrated, the ways that history is
told can minimize or mask the psychological toll many African Americans endured during the
desegregation period.
The Past Isn’t Past
Among the dominant narratives documenting remembrances of desegregation and
integration in the 1950s and 1960s, there were a handful of reports captured in the archival
search that offered biting reminders of the persistence of segregation and the maddeningly
uneven progress in equalizing public education opportunity since Brown v. Board of Education.
The country has undoubtedly made remarkable advances in racial equity since the desegregation
period. Persistent racial achievement gaps, particularly in racially integrated schools, in and the
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continued resistance to integration in urban school systems reveals that while integration
continues to be advanced as a worthy goal by the socially liberal, there are many forces and
people operating against that ideal.
In a 2007 article by Post reporters Stephanie McCrummen and Michael Birnbaum, the
authors summarized a study that found low-income Montgomery County, Maryland elementary
school students performed better academically in public schools with a higher percentage of
“affluent” students than those attending schools with higher concentrations of low-income
students (McCrummen & Birnbaum, 2007, December 27). It is possible these reporters were
investigating integration policy success in the wake of the Parents Involved. This report places
great faith in one study particularly when the reporters asserted that economic integration policy
might be more impactful than “directing extra resources” to high poverty schools (McCrummen &
Birnbaum, 2007, December 27). There are no perfect solutions concerning public school policy
efficacy. Moreover, past policy debates have illustrated there is considerable danger when it is
argued that a single policy can be more impactful than increased education funding.
The following year, Washington Post reporter Michael Birnbaum continued writing about
public school and integration. In a fall 2008 piece, he argued that while President Obama’s
election “broke a racial barrier at the highest level of political power” school cafeterias remain
“almost as segregated as ever” (Birnbaum, 2008, November 14). Like places of worship and
other intimate spaces, some regard segregated spaces and institutions as problematic and in
need of intervention. Birnbaum reported that the Southern Poverty Law Center sponsored an
annual event to encourage students to integrate lunchrooms by switching up their typical dining
partners. In 2008, students in DC, Virginia, and Maryland participated in “The Mix It Up,” a
nationwide event that encouraged students to break with their self-segregating lunchtime habits
and was held in roughly ten thousand US public schools that year (Birnbaum, 2008, November
14). After all the political effort and societal strife endured with attempts to integrate public
schools once segregated by law or custom, Birnbaum does not question why students selfsegregate in today’s public school cafeterias. Instead, this report reproduces the notion that
segregation, even when self-determined by non-white students, is detrimental.
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While self-segregated school spaces are viewed as problematic by some education and
civil rights organizations, the persistent racial and ethnic achievement gaps in integrated public
schools were on the minds and political agendas of others. Achievement gaps emerged as a
theme in an article by Donna St George about the T.C. Williams High School, Alexandria’s only
public high school and one of the first schools in the state to be racially integrated. In this report,
T.C. Williams was described as a diverse institution that offers AP classes in a school where
nearly half the students live in poverty (St George, 2010, December 27). One parent St George
spoke with described T.C. Williams as “two schools in and one” because it offered “the equivalent
of a private education for high achievers, but a different experience for teens who struggle” (St
George, 2010, December 27). This parent suggested that school administrators “get closer to the
students who are having the problems” (St George, 2010, December 27). A diverse student body
can mask the segregation that occurs within a public school, and T.C. Williams was targeted for
reform because of persistent racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps revealed with No Child
Left Behind data. Despite the school’s diversity, T.C. Williams “sends 85 percent of graduates to
college. However, school system data show that nearly one in three Hispanic students and one in
five African Americans fail to graduate on time” (St George, 2010, December 27).
St George’s article conveyed the willingness and desire of administrators and families to
learn what causes racial achievement gaps. Beyond the DC metro, The Post also documented
efforts by Tea Party conservatives to dismantle one of the most successful county-wide public
school socioeconomic integration programs in the United States (McCrummen, 2011, January
12). In Wake County, North Carolina, the city and county merged their public school system
during the “white flight” period, and since that time, the school district maintained school
placement policies designed to disrupt the patterns that typically foster racially and economically
segregated schools. In 2000, long before the Parents Involved ruling, the district made a shift
from racial to socioeconomic integration policy administrators believed would survive the current
standards of the US Supreme Court.
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As Post reporter Stephanie McCrummen documented, the modified integration policy
involved:
…adopting a goal that no school should have more than 40 percent of its
students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches, the proxy for poverty. The
district tried to strike this balance through student assignments and choice,
establishing magnet programs in poor areas to draw middle-class kids. Although
most students here ride buses to school, officials said fewer than 10 percent are
bused to a school to maintain diversity, and most bus rides are less than five
miles. ‘We knew that over time, high-poverty schools tend to lose high-quality
teachers, leadership, key students – you see an erosion,’ said Bill McNeal, a
former superintendent who instituted the goal as part of a broad academic plan.
‘But we never expected economic diversity to solve all our problems.’ Over the
years, both Republican and Democratic school boards supported the system. A
study of 2007 graduation rates by EdWeek magazine ranked Wake County 17th
among the nation's 50 largest districts, with a rate of 64 percent, just below
Virginia's Prince William County. While most students posted gains in state
reading and math tests last year - more than three-quarters passed - the
stubborn achievement gap that separates minority students from their white
peers has persisted, though it has narrowed by some measures. And many
parents see benefits beyond test scores. (McCrummen, 2011, January 12)
Although the integration policy was popular and, by many measures successful, in 2011, several
new conservative school board members sought to make the school district placement policy a
“traditional” neighborhood boundary system which would most certainly result in isolated school
populations that mirror the segregated housing patterns of the district.
Seizing on the fact that racial achievement gaps in Wake County public school have
persisted with the socioeconomic integration policy in place, the new board members fueled a
contentious debate about school choice and the efficacy of “diversity” policy that caught the
attention of national media. McCrummen reported that in addition to the school board members, a
parent lobby also gained media notice when they unapologetically argued for their “right” to
choose neighborhood schools. One member of the lobby told McCrummen, “These people are
patting themselves on the back and only 54 percent of [poor] kids are graduating. And I’m being
painted as a racist. But isn’t it racist to have low expectations” [emphasis added] (McCrummen,
2011, January 12)? Using publicly available No Child Left Behind Act data published since 2002,
these activists used student outcomes data to argue against a socioeconomic integrated school
system. Did Parents Involved usher in a change in sentiment, offer a license to conservative
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activists to become more vocal, or trigger the attention of media organizations about the
“newsiness” of contemporary debates about integration policy?
Generations of Americans born since the height of the long civil rights movements grew
up hearing stories about segregation, integration, law, and social custom designed to exclude or
isolate non-white Americans. Families told these stories to encourage their children to stand up to
bullies and come to the aid of others. Some did not want their children to take their American
citizenship for granted. Many families wanted to share what they endured so their children could
play a role in ensuring the past was not repeated. Others wanted to be sure their children knew
this “history” was just one generation removed. They believed it was important to celebrate the
significant progress made and to foster awareness of how much more work remains.
Among the articles and commentary written in the wake of the 2007 Parents Involved
holding was an opinion piece written by a white Washington Post reporter that offers a fitting
close to this chapter. The long column ran just over 2000 words and, without suggesting his
perspective speaks for “all white people,” Joel Achenbach offered a testament to the experience
of public school integration from a white man. Achenbach is a fine writer, and his recollection was
lyrical, critical, and nuanced. It is a narrative that appeals to sense and sensibility. This Post
reporter grew up in Gainesville, Florida and attended an integrated elementary school that was
desegregated by court mandate. While many white families “bailed” in favor of private schools,
Achenbach said, “most white folks hoped for the best, and their kids headed to what many of
them had always considered the wrong side of the tracks” (Achenbach, 2007, July 8). Hinting at
the residential segregation in his hometown, he held no illusions about that history, the
“experiment” he participated in, and the dissatisfaction felt by white and black families about
“forced busing” (Achenbach, 2007, July 8). Achenbach was also attentive to the radical difference
between white children integrating a majority black elementary school when compared with
sending black youth to a traditionally white high school “amid flaring violence” (Achenbach, 2007,
July 8).
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In one section of his commentary, Achenbach contextualized his experience as a white
student who was bused to a traditionally black elementary school in 1970. He wrote,
Hark back to 1970. The Vietnam War was dragging along, bleeding into
Cambodia. Student protests shut down campuses. National guardsmen gunned
down four students at Kent State. Feminism found its voice. The environmental
movement took off. And the Jim Crow era was finally ending. Racism remained.
It was like humidity – always there, saturating the atmosphere. North Florida is
part of the deep South. Even a college town – Gainesville is home to the
University of Florida – wasn’t immune. Alachua County was among the last
places in America to integrate. All through the 1960s, the white public schools
had just a token black student or two. For every KKK lunatic, there were
countless good folks who were frightened by the idea of mixed-race schools. To
put it in perspective: Even the Florida Gators, the university football team, didn’t
field a single black player until wide receiver Willie Jackson got his chance.
(Achenbach, 2007, July 8)
It is noteworthy that Achenbach never attempted to excuse or explain the racism and fear that
permeated Gainesville in the 1970s.
This reporter cheerfully recalled that his first elementary school teacher, Mr. Terrell, was
an African American Army veteran who told Achenbach “I could do anything I set my mind to – a
potent spell from a teacher’s magic wand” (Achenbach, 2007, July 8). In this column, Achenbach
refused to reduce his foundational educational experience with Mr. Terrell to racial identity
because he believed Terrell’s talent as a teacher is what resonated, then and now. Achenbach
offered that attending a racially integrated school was a “good experience” for him but also
questioned, “whether it was truly a major step toward a more egalitarian nation, or just a
momentary spasm in a society that has remained essentially befuddled by race” (Achenbach,
2007, July 8). Two years before the first African American man was elected President of the
United States, Achenbach openly struggled to make sense of race in America. This reporter’s
willingness to place contemporary debates about racism, racial difference, and school
segregation in conversation with his individual experience and our nation’s history of racial
discord resonated because he did not treat the Parents Involved ruling as an opportunity to
quibble with the limits of public policy or human progress. Instead, he demonstrated that real
progress demands uncomfortable reckoning.
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CHAPTER 8

THE DISCOURSE OF GENTRIFICATION
Introduction
Public education, integration, and gentrification are among the most contentious streams
of discourse in the United States because each subject involves very high and personal stakes.
When combined, this blend prompts furious debate. “Gentrification” was selected as one of the
keywords searched for this study because urban school choice is impacted and, in some
instances, defined by the process and outcomes associated with gentrification including
(re)development, population change, and the public goods and services linked with residential
real estate like public schools. Gentrification in the American urban context is inextricably linked
with race, ethnicity, class, privilege, and dispossession. Materially, gentrification influences policy
and development that privileges particular classes of people at the expense of others. It also
concerns individual and collective decision-making related to residential real estate transactions
that are, unfairly or not, interpreted as predatory and invasive.
The history of human geography and migration tells us that people have long moved to
(and from) cities for opportunity, resources, and improved quality of life which is defined by
individuals, families, and communities. In the US, migration patterns have also been deeply
influenced by a history of conquest, enslavement, racial and ethnic inequality, and white
supremacy. The current discourse about gentrification cannot be disassociated from patterns of
migration that have occurred during the last two centuries. Between the American Revolution and
the long African American civil rights movements, millions of black Americans sought opportunity
and sanctuary in cities while escaping domestic terrorism. And, as the full citizenship and rights of
African Americans were legally affirmed, at least two generations of white Americans (and capital)
began leaving cities to develop communities in racially and economically exclusionary suburbs.
Current patterns of gentrification see mostly young, highly educated white people concentrating in
some cities, the cost of living in those places rising dramatically, and suburbs increasingly
becoming a destination for people of color and the working poor.
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Washington Post columnist Robert McCartney describes the gentrification of DC as a
process through which “decayed urban neighborhoods are renovated and then draw in more
affluent (often white) residents to replace poorer (often black) ones” and argues that gentrification
has been “the key force shaping the city since the 1990s” (McCartney, 2010, August 29). As
noted in Chapter 5, Washington, DC History and Demographics, this is not the first time the
District of Columbia has experienced gentrification, but it is certainly the most impactful wave to
date. In this most recent iteration of gentrification, Asch & Musgrove (2016) suggest that
politicians, developers, and realtors appealed to the best instincts of young, highly educated and
childless millennials who reject “suburban sprawl” and value walkable cities, bike lanes, the idea
of diversity, environmental consciousness, local-sourced restaurants, and grocers. The incredible
shift in the racial and economic composition of DC during the last two decades continues to
generate anxiety and fear that the young and affluent will be privileged over long-term residents
who are dependent upon DC’s public schools.
The Post archive search yielded an array of perspectives about gentrification in the city
and included commentary and in-depth interviews with old and new residents, seniors, parents
and youth; nonprofit organizations, religious institutions and clergy, social service agencies, and
community organizations; elected officials and other government representatives; and,
developers and real estate agents. Absent, are the voices of DC residents who’ve already been
displaced as well as the most affluent residents living in secure, North West pockets of the city.
This chapter considers Resistance, Adaptation, and Mourning – emerging themes related to
gentrification and captured primarily through that keyword search. The recurring themes speak to
the experience, feelings, and material consequences associated with the process of gentrification
as well as residents and writers who refuse to allow such dramatic economic and population
change occur without comment and, in some instances, confrontation.
Resistance
Forms of resistance to gentrification documented in the archive include overt political
resistance related to development as well as resistance to raced and classed discourse. There
have been at least four waves of gentrification in the District (Asch & Musgrove, 2016). This most
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recent wave of population changes and (re)development have increased racial and economic
segregation in DC as African Americans steadily migrated east, both within the District and into
suburban Maryland. DC is recognized for having high levels of civic engagement (National
Conference on Citizenship & Serve DC, The Mayor’s Office on Volunteerism, 2014). Though
political and community engagement tends to decline with household income, there are examples
of lower income District residents organizing and actively resisting gentrification in The Post
archive.
Overt political resistance to gentrification revived an urban legend that helps explain the
anxiety and distrust many long-term residents feel about newcomers. In 2012, a grassroots
organization called Empower DC and residents of Ivy City (Ward Five) organized, protested, and
filed a lawsuit against the city when a bus depot was arbitrarily located in their majority black and
low-income neighborhood. In The Washington Post, African American columnist Courtland Milloy
believes the lawsuit is an example of environmental racism as government officials and
developers attempted to victimize less affluent city residents by circumventing regulation (Milloy,
2012, December 12). Milloy argues this event proves African American residents weren’t
paranoid for believing a decades-old urban legend called “The Plan” which purported politicians
and developers had “plans” to remove low-income African American residents from the city
(Milloy, 2012, December 12).
In his Washington Post column, Milloy explains to readers, “The only difference between
this plan and The Plan as low-income people envisioned it is that instead of being pushed out by
whites returning to take over the city, they were being pushed out by black elected officials
operating as if in the employ of developers” (Milloy, 2012, December 12). Resistance to
gentrification is openly celebrated by this Post columnist as the opposition to a very real threat to
the well-being of a frustrated neighborhood in a city where critics hold the government is investing
in “bike lanes” for newer residents rather than assistance like job training for those left on the
margins after the recession (Milloy, 2012, December 12). Milloy defies dominant discourse about
gentrification when claiming the “revitalization” of the city has occurred while the District has been
governed by majority African American leadership since the 1960s. Lauding the agency of black,
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low-income residents who successfully organized against powerful people and institutions to
protect their neighborhood, the author simultaneously scores passive digs at city policies geared
toward new residents and their preferred mode of transportation, the bicycle. This pointed critique
questions how and what and whom “re-development” favors in the District of Columbia where
many gentrifying neighborhoods had been excluded from investment and development projects
since the 1968 riots. Would this kind of critique exist if not for black writers and columnists in The
Washington Post newsroom?
Broadening the parameters of civic engagement, DC’s artisan activists also make
interventions and inspire action in their respective neighborhoods. In one community, a playwright
worked with neighborhood youth to develop a theater production about gentrification. The
Congress Heights neighborhood (Ward One) was home to an artist who wanted to help empower
African American and Latinx youth who felt marginalized by the social forces accompanying
gentrification. She worked with Young Playwrights’ Theater students to help them develop a
vocabulary and medium to actively confront stereotypes the teens believed new neighbors held of
older residents and youth of color (Brown, D., 2010, February 24). This article and the play the
teens wrote and performed for their neighbors bring needed attention to practices of exclusion
conducted by the new residents who created or took over neighborhood organizations and social
media to pursue “their” agenda while non-white youth felt shunned. Through writing and
performance, the young people “are illustrating the struggle over who controls gentrified
neighborhoods. Who ‘belongs.’ Who has to go. Who stays” (Brown, D., 2010, February 24).
In addition to overt acts of political and performative resistance, there is a refusal
expressed by a range of residents including social science researchers to accept the status quo.
One factor that makes DC unique is that the city and metro is a knowledge-based economy
populated with loads of social scientists and analysts studying and critiquing their city and region.
In a study about poverty that was produced by a collaborative of researchers, it was reported that
contrary to the growing numbers of affluent residents that seem to accompany the post-recession
real estate boom, thirty percent of children in the District live in poverty and, that poverty is
geographically concentrated (Wheeler, 2012, October 4). This kind of research and reporting
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keeps attention trained on geographic inequality in the city and offers evidence for policymakers.
Pushing against acceptance of economic inequality as normal and serving as proponents of
shared prosperity, some more affluent and knowledgeable stakeholders in this data and
research-rich city keep the pressure on the city officials, public school administrators, and fellow
residents when disseminating their work to readers of The Washington Post. These researchers
confront economic and spatial inequality by explaining to a general audience how concentrated
multiplier effects like crime, food access, race, income, and single motherhood impair individual
and collective school outcomes (Wheeler, 2012, October 4).
In addition to evidence-based critiques from experts, in a letter to The Post, a selfidentified, longtime African American resident of the city wrote to offer his observations about
gentrification (Foster, 2012, February 5). Echoing the frustration expressed by Congress Height’s
youth, Mr. Carl Foster argues that black residents are being forced out of the city or inundated
with new, white neighbors who aren’t very neighborly. Mr. Foster claims he is so blatantly ignored
by and invisible to his new white neighbors that some mistook him for hired help after a
snowstorm (Foster, 2012, February 5). This man insists he is “pro-gentrification” and appreciates
the increased safety and value of homes in his Northwest DC neighborhood. However, he can’t
help feeling angry as he struggles to understand if his new neighbors have poor social skills or
harbor racist views as they congregate among themselves and do not interact with people who’ve
long inhabited this once majority black neighborhood.
Mr. Foster’s letter to the editor prompted some white residents to push back against his
critique. Among the published reactions, white residents explained they either live or have lived in
majority black neighborhoods in the District and value the welcome and sense of community they
experienced (Hoffman, 2012 February 12; Lanning, 2012 February 12). Writing in response to Mr.
Foster’s letter, a white Capitol Hill East resident insists new residents want to fold into their new
neighborhoods yet some fear being “shunned” by older residents (Hoffman, 2012 February 12).
He writes,
My wife and I grew up in the suburbs…Living in the city is different. The
community is tighter-knit. When we walk the dog, everyone stops to say hello. In
the evenings, neighbors sit on their porches and talk about the Redskins or
holiday plans. That doesn’t happen as much in the suburbs, where the houses
138

are farther apart. There, you can leave your home, get in your car and drive to
work without seeing any of your neighbors. That’s not possible here. (Hoffman,
2012 February 12)
These letter writers are frustrated with the suggestion all white newcomers are interlopers taking
advantage of African Americans (Hoffman, 2012 February 12; Lanning, 2012, February 12). How
often do new DC residents work to intentionally integrate established neighborhoods? How often
do they receive the kind of welcome enjoyed by the Hoffman’s? Who is responsible for nurturing
relationships between the old and new?
While Mr. Foster’s letter was the most openly disdainful, his was far from the only
complaint made by longtime African American residents about new neighbors with “poor social
skills.” In a 2011 real estate feature, black residents described growing tension between
neighbors. Amanda Abrams reported,
Bryon Fulton, Tom Long and Darryl Johnson were in front of Fulton's house one
evening, talking about the neighborhood. All three grew up in the area and still
live there. ‘People won't speak to you - they look at you like you're crazy,’ said
Johnson, 27, trying to explain what it feels like to watch his neighborhood shift.
‘Change is good, but it's only good when everyone's involved in the change. We
need to come together more,’ he said. (Abrams, 2011 May 28)
The letters and reports in The Post archive illustrate that some residents are enjoying their new
neighborhoods and successfully integrating into the social fabric of existing communities. They
also demonstrate how racial and class difference, divergent social networks, and a culture of
suspicion creates barriers to successfully integrating DC’s changing neighborhoods. If neighbors
feel they have so little in common with one another that they don’t even acknowledge one
another’s presence, it is no wonder the public schools remain majority African American.
The raced and classed discourse of gentrification was another site of resistance located
in The Post archive. In some reporting about re-development in the District, the language of
gentrification is highly racialized. Some articles and letters to the editor invoke the kind of raced
discourse that circulated when segregation was legal or echoes the white supremacy discourse of
Western expansion and conquest. Low-income neighborhoods are described as the “wild west”
and it is implied the movement of white and affluent residents to majority poor and/or black
residential communities indicate those “‘hoods” are now safe and home prices will improve
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because the neighborhood has been “tamed” (Aratani, 2012, April 9). Among the many ironies of
the fierce gentrification of this place is that by 2012, even the so-called “pioneers” – black and
white middle-class residents who began moving into the District in droves in the early 2000s –
now fear being priced out of the city (Aratani, 2012, April 9). In one letter to The Post editor, a
writer critiqued a reporter who described DC’s newest residents as “gentrifying” “pioneers”
because it “impli[ed] that there was something other than civilization in these areas” and
“slander[ed] the families and businesses that happen to live and operate in parts of our city that
were neglected after the 1968 riots” (Anonymous, “The undertone of gentrification,” 2010,
January 9). Some black and white residents of the District actively resist narratives of
gentrification that invoke stereotypes related to race, class, or inevitability.
Adaptation
The social and economic impact of the last wave of gentrification in DC has been
staggering. Emerging discourse invoking shared prosperity and inclusive development is present
in the archive and has a sense of urgency. Residents and other stakeholders bring attention to
the high-stakes involved and openly question who has the “right” to the city and why? Though
racial and economic segregation has increased in the District, there also appears to have been
some cooperative projects between developers, clergy, community development organizations,
and small businesses. These stakeholders are attempting to move past feelings of despair,
resentment, and loss in favor of adapting to the new socioeconomic and political realities of this
gentrifying city.
Among the narratives that flowed through The Post about gentrification, some linked the
redevelopment of the city to beautification and disappearing remnants of crime and poverty that
have existed in some places since the 1960s (Wax, Emily, 6 April 2012; Yates, Clinton, 14
September 2012). The impulse to cleanse neighborhoods and business corridors of reminders of
the 1968 riots, crack era and post-riot neglect of a majority black city is embraced by some and a
cause for concern for others. Most African Americans represented in The Post archive regard
gentrification as a mixed blessing. They readily admit they are pleased that their neighborhoods
are safer and property values have increased. Nonetheless, many also remain concerned that the
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revival of the city appears to be at the expense of less affluent residents. This view is particularly
bleak for those who continued living and working in the city after hundreds of thousands of others
relocated to suburban Maryland and Virginia (Schwartzman, 2012 April 5).
Once regarded as vital neighborhood anchor institutions, the clergy of some of DC’s
historically black churches have been watching their congregations shrink, age, and relocate to
the suburbs since the 1950s and 1960s (Harris, 2012, March 24). Reporter Hamil Harris asks,
“How does a church remain relevant in a neighborhood that has changed dramatically, and where
most of its congregants do not live?” (Harris, 2012, March 24). Though tackling a difficult subject,
Hamil appears reluctant to explore the relationship between race, income, and gentrification. A
more direct line of inquiry would ask: Can historically African American churches remain relevant
in a neighborhood that is now majority white? Differing from entertainment venues and
restaurants that have been rehabbed, repurposed, or manufactured to pay homage to black arts
and culture, African American religious institutions face many obstacles to outreach and
sustainability planning.
After serving their respective neighborhoods for nearly a century, “dozens” of DC’s
African American churches followed their congregants and relocated to DC metro suburbs
(Harris, 2012, March 24). Others attempted to adapt to the new conditions because the number of
their parishioners continued to decline. Determined to stay relevant, some DC-based clergy
strived to maintain worshippers, attract new flocks, and build relationships with new residents and
developers. Harris found that one church in desperate need of repair worked with a developer to
secure funds for that purpose by selling a plot of valuable land where that developer planned to
build condominiums (Harris, 2012, March 24). Other clergy remodeled and proactively market
their space for rent to other community organizations. An African American clergyman in
Georgetown told The Post he deliberately leaves the doors of his church open, particularly during
music performances, with hope new congregants will wander in (Harris, 2012, March 24).
Through proactive and passive measures, religious institutions that have long served
DC’s African American neighborhoods are trying to adapt to new residents. Some admit there are
challenges like neighbors who complain about parking issues during Sunday services. What goes
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unsaid is that houses of worship are historically among the most segregated institutions in the
United States of America. Although these institutions are making a good faith effort, what are the
chances that the “new” neighbors will value the role they’ve played and hope to continue in DC’s
changing residential neighborhoods? Like the persistent racial and economic segregation of DC’s
public schools, it isn’t likely these churches will be integrated.
The idea of inclusive development was most vivid in a profile about highly educated,
middle-class African American’s relocating to the city. Southeast DC continues to be majority
African American, and as noted in Chapter 5, Washington, DC History and Demographics, Ward
Eight has the highest concentration of poverty, unemployment, school-age children, and lowperforming public schools. Depending on one’s view, Ward Eight has either been neglected or
insulated from rampant development and gentrification. A blessing and curse, the rehabilitation
and accompanying cost of living increases seen in more “desirable” parts of the city have eluded
this ward – leaving some residents feeling vulnerable and defensive. Many residents living in this
ward are fiercely resistant to gentrification and, as displayed by the “no whites” graffiti left on
some home-sale signage, some are unambiguously anti-white (Wax, 2011, July 29).
According to the residents Washington Post reporter Emily Wax spoke with, raw feelings
about gentrification and population change in Southeast DC are directed toward white and selfdescribed middle-class, African American gentrifiers alike. In a lengthy 2011 profile, Wax talked
with a group of young, African American professionals who were intent on “consciously
gentrifying” Southeast DC neighborhoods. These middle-class African Americans deliberately
sought to purchase residential real estate in low-income, majority black DC neighborhoods – not
because real estate prices were low but because they desired to live and invest in majority black
residential communities. In this instance, Wax’s interlocutors already lived in Southeast DC or
planned to purchase in the Anacostia neighborhood. These home-buyers were hurt but
understood why they faced the kind of suspicion some long-time black residents stereotypically
reserve for white newcomers (Wax, 2011, July 29).
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Like other examples found in The Post, Wax’s reporting demonstrates that white
reporters can and do write insightfully, frankly, and empathetically about the racial and class
dimensions of gentrification. She reports,
A group of young black professionals in Anacostia has gathered over spinachstrawberry salad and white wine, when the conversation turns, as if often does,
to what they call the “G-word”: gentrification. “I used to think it was about race when white people moved into a black neighborhood," said lawyer Charles
Wilson, 35, who lost to Marion Barry in the 2008 Ward 8 D.C. Council race.
"Then, I looked up the word. It's when a middle-class person moves into a poor
neighborhood. And I realized: I am a gentrifier. I couldn't believe it. I don't like
that word. It makes so many people uncomfortable." But black professionals said
more than bargain-hunting is drawing them to the area. They prefer to live east of
the river, they said, because they feel at home in the black community and they
like investing there. Still, skin color alone has not been enough to inoculate them
against criticism that they are outsiders and interlopers. Anacostia has benefited
from development brought by investment, but the G-word is still freighted with
racial and class sensitivities. Some black gentrifiers said they feel some of the
friction felt by whites when buying property in the area. (Wax, 2011, July 29)
Can black “gentrifiers” help protect the historical and cultural integrity of the majority black
communities like Anacostia? Or, will relationships fray along class lines? Can the presence of
young African American professionals disrupt concentrated disadvantage in ways that are
beneficial to low-income Ward Eight children?
It is difficult – psychologically, socially, and economically – to adapt to such quick and
radical change happening in the District. Neighborhoods that were mixed-income and majority
black for at least three generations have seen median home sale prices triple and the population
shift to majority white during the last decade (Schwartzman, 2012 April 12). Despite the immense
change and challenges, residents and institutions are struggling to adapt to their new
circumstance. As suggested in the previous sections, feelings about gentrification in the District
are complicated. Many African Americans interviewed by Post reporters are saddened but
resigned to the changes occurring in their neighborhoods and the city. There are some who feel
their neighbors are not trying to integrate into their new communities while other longtime African
American residents are suspicious of new residents because they organize exclusionary groups,
forms of communication like neighborhood blogs, or neighborhood associations where older black
residents are not invited or feel unwelcome (Brown, D., 2010, February 24; Abrams, 2011, May
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28; Foster, 2012, February 5). In Post discourse, black homeowners and longtime residents felt
marginalized and disrespected in their communities.
Admittedly, this is a confusing time for black, white, and other residents in the District. For
white people who genuinely love the city and value diversity of all kinds because integration and
inclusion are mutually beneficial and morally just, The Post documents sentiment ranging from
confusion, resentment, indifference, and guilt about the role white residents play in gentrifying the
city. Though many of the narratives cast blame on younger, more affluent newcomers, not all feel
implicated in the marginalization of non-white DC residents. In addition to the multiple
perspectives of black residents documented in The Post articles and commentary, the opinions of
white readers are also represented in letters to the editor. In one letter, a longtime white resident
explains she moved to the District in 1935 and had witnessed monumental change ever since.
Pushing back on a Washington Post reporter’s analysis of race and gentrification in the
District, the resident informs The Post that her white family and thousands of others did not “flee”
DC during the mass-white exodus. Instead, they built homes, adapted to population change, and
helped build community in “their” city (Curtis, 2010, September 5). She asks the editor, “Why
should African Americans be upset about white people moving into the city or the fact that the
black population may slip below 50 percent” (Curtis, 2010, September 5)? Ms. Curtis and her
family settled in the city when it was majority white and, when the District became majority black,
they “welcomed [their] black neighbors, who now live on four sides of us” (Curtis, 2010,
September 5). Differing from some of the other defensive white letter writers, this woman has
cultivated intimate, longstanding relationships with her neighbors beyond greeting one another on
the street. “We visit each other’s homes, celebrate important occasions together and help each
other when we are in distress” (Curtis, 2010, September 5). While thousands of white residents
sequestered themselves in majority white neighborhoods in North West DC, it is equally important
to acknowledge families like the Curtis’s who did not. How do narratives about gentrification
marginalize longtime white residents?
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Mourning
There are material and symbolic losses that accompany gentrification and
(re)development in the District of Columbia and other American cities. One indicator of the health
of an institution that records the “first draft of history,” The Post archive is attentive to
documenting change, conflict, and mourning associated with gentrification. Like other news
media, the paper creates space for “gentrifiers” to air grievances about a public school system
that has “compelled” them to leave the city. However, based on the documents captured in the
keyword searches, the paper appears to devote even greater attention to documenting first-hand
accounts of the loss of institutions and cultural history, eroding racial solidarity, and the shifting
political power of residents and elected officials alike.
In some cities, news media producers devote a lot of broadcast time and print space to
the struggles faced by white residents who are frustrated with the quality of their respective city’s
public schools or engaged in contentious battles over access to the highest quality neighborhood
schools (Gregory, 2011). As noted in Chapter 5, Washington, DC History and Demographics, in
the District of Columbia, schools with the highest student outcomes are concentrated in Ward
Three, a place that is cost prohibitive for many young and highly affluent gentrifiers of all races. In
The Post archive, narratives about the challenges faced by young, white families are attentive to
the constrained school choices they experience and the seemingly guilt-induced mourning that
occurs when some of those families relocate to suburbs when their children reach school age.
Several of the articles captured in the archival search include narratives of mourning by white
residents who are frustrated with the quality of DC public and charter schools, critical of their
neighbors’ views about public education, or angry with school administrators for giving them no
choice but to abandon the city.
In one high-profile article, Michael Petrilli, President of the Fordham Institute, former US
Department of Education official, and author of texts about public school diversity, explained his
decision to relocate his family to Bethesda, Maryland. They had been living in the economically
and racially diverse DC neighborhood of Takoma Park but, when his children reached school
age, Petrilli says he “faced a dilemma” (Layton, 2012, October 15). Their Takoma Park
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neighborhood was 33% low-income, and he feared his son would “get lost in a classroom that
has a high percentage of poor children” if more attention was (appropriately) devoted to students
with more significant needs (Layton, 2012, October 15). While Petrilli and families like his can
afford the increasingly high cost of living in the District, gentrification has not fostered the mass
enrollment of white children in DC public and charter schools. Like thousands of white (and black
families) have done since the 1950s, families like Petrilli’s continue to depart the city once they
have children or their children reach school age (Moored & Metcalf, 2015; Taylor, Y.S., 2015).
Saying he thinks “daily” about his decision to leave the city for Bethesda, Maryland – one
of the most affluent and white communities in the United States – Petrilli’s explanation and
sadness about the school choice he felt compelled to make for his family is guilt-ridden (Layton,
2012, October 15). This discourse is very present in the school quality keyword search. Without
attributing intentionality to Petrilli, guilt is sometimes employed strategically as a power move to
shutter accusations of complicity. Why do parents like Petrilli exude guilt for pursuing the highest
quality schools for their children? Would the guilt-ridden socially liberal’s choice to leave the city
“for the sake of one’s children” exist without the emotional and economic residue of gentrification,
history of “white flight,” and segregated schools? Schools and school systems with a high
percentage of low-income, brown and black students serve as a proxy for evaluating school
quality in city schools and create psychosocial barriers to white integration. These tipping points
have long driven those with means out of DC’s public school system.
The Post archive includes opinion pieces and reports that challenge narratives about the
inevitability of negative outcomes wrought by gentrification. Some black writers at the paper
encourage readers of The Post to appreciate and respect the losses, gains, and contradictions
accompanying DC’s “renaissance.” Clinton Yates, an African American Washington Post
columnist and sports writer, demonstrates a “refusal” to quietly accept the loss of black residents
and culture while simultaneously creating space for mourning. In a profile about a new upscale
market that replaced an old market destroyed by fire, Yates confronts the loss of an institution
once patronized by long-time African American residents. During an interview, the manager of the
new market admits he failed to do “community outreach” before opening the new marketplace

146

which Yates describes as feeling like “Crate and Barrel” (Yates, 2012, September 14). Noting the
old market was so decayed Washington City Paper described the old food court as “the most
putrid spot in the city,” Yates and former patrons argue it was nonetheless an anchor institution
for black residents in this Northeast DC neighborhood (Yates, 2012, September 14).
An older, African American resident explained to Yates, “This here was a historic market
where you could get your greens, your collards, your ham hocks, your country bacon” (Yates,
2012, September 14). The new market is stripped clean of any historical or cultural remnants of
the old. The new manager told The Post he believed “the quality of the old market…was subpar
to what people deserve” but, as Yates indicates, the people the new market is geared toward are
affluent, white shoppers, not the African American residents who used to patronize this space
(Yates, 2012, September 14). Yates personal interpretation of the changed marketplace captures
what is both lost and gained. As an African American reporter, his insight is particularly valuable
for it offers old residents the opportunity to speak frankly about the change happening and newer
residents the chance to learn some of this shifting neighborhood’s cultural history.
Differing from the glossy, culture-free Northeast market, the reinvention of other
neighborhoods and institutions are approached quite differently by other developers and
entrepreneurs. In the H Street corridor, a black entrepreneur focused on ridding businesses of
protective gates to improve the aesthetic of the neighborhood which he views as a reflection of
the increased safety and new economy (Wax, 2012, April 6). “Known in the security industry as
riot architecture,” the store owner sought to convince others to abandon roll down metal grates in
favor of less conspicuous security (Wax, 2012, April 6). Attentive to the historical relationship
between the grates and neglect this community long endured, there is a desire to rid the
neighborhood and business corridor of remnants of the past like the 1968 riots and the violent
crime of the 1980s and 1990s (Wax, 2012, April 6). This erasure is contrasted by developers and
entrepreneurs invested in the revival of DC’s “Black Broadway” and the commodification of black
artists, culture, and history.
The Root is an electronic news platform written primarily by African American reporters
and columnists about African American culture, history, and politics in the District and beyond.
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Owned by the Graham publishing family, during the period of the archive search, articles and
opinion pieces by The Root authors were integrated into the electronic edition of The Washington
Post’s local coverage. In one article that exhibited great reflexivity and introspection about DC’s
declining black population, The Root columnist Stephen Crockett explored “change” in the Ward
One, Howard University/U-Street neighborhood. Admitting this neighborhood was once plagued
by crime and blight, this provocative opinion column questioned the redevelopment of a
historically black neighborhood that had been considerably neglected since the 1968 riots
(Crockett, 2012, August 10; Crockett, 2012, August 3). The writer questions a bizarre trend
occurring with new restaurants, cafes, and bars owned by most if not all white entrepreneurs.
Crockett writes,
Look - I get it. The Chocolate City has changed. It isn't what it used to be, and I
don't know what's worse: the fact that D.C. was once so marred by murder that it
was nicknamed Dodge City or that there is now a hipster bar on U Street that
holds the same name. Point is, there is a certain cultural vulturalism, an African
American historical "swagger-jacking," going on on U Street. It's an inappropriate
tradition of sorts that has rent increasing, black folks moving farther out sometimes by choice, sometimes not - while a faux black ethos remains. In a sixblock stretch, we have Brixton, Busboys and Poets, Eatonville, Patty Boom
Boom, Blackbyrd and Marvin. All are based on some facet of black history, some
memory of blackness that feels artificially done and palatable. Does it matter that
the owners aren't black? Maybe. Does it matter that these places slid in around
the time that black folks slid out? Maybe. Indeed, some might argue that these
hip spots are actually preserving black culture, not stealing it. (Crockett, 2012,
August 3)
Were these new establishments commodifying black culture or paying “respectful” homage
(Crockett, 2012, August 3)? The commodification of black culture should encourage DC residents
and news staff to consider why these kinds of spaces so popular during a time when people
appear to be struggling to develop community in racially and economically diverse
neighborhoods. The questions Crockett ponders are necessarily uncomfortable as he confronts
the outcomes of gentrification beyond housing and residential real estate to think critically about
what is lost, at risk, and how, for some, the evolution of this neighborhood is confounding.
Bringing attention, with caustic humor, to the multiple ironies that flow from DC’s
“renaissance,” Crockett states the obvious: these new businesses will cater to more affluent and
mostly white, young residents who recently moved to the city. Crockett’s article struck nerves,
eliciting more than 700 online responses in the comment section in less than a week. Some
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readers agreed with his assessment and found the questions he posed valuable while others
accused the writer of “reverse racism” or lobbed racist taunts including one that encouraged him
to “move to Anacostia,” one of the remaining black majority neighborhoods, if he wanted “black
culture” (Crockett, 2012, 3 August). This opinion piece reveals the racial animus wrought by
gentrification and illustrates some resistance by newcomers to “hear” the views and concerns of
long-time African American residents. It also demonstrates the value of black representation in
reporting at The Post and affiliated news media. Finally, it offers a nuanced perspective from a
young, African American man who grew up in the District about the economic and social change
enveloping the city.
The mourning process that accompanies gentrification is not solely the domain of black
writers at The Post. Mourning was explored in a lengthy article by Post reporter Paul
Schwartzman that included interviews with long-time residents and business owners in the UStreet corridor. Like Crockett’s effort to historically ground his commentary, Schwartzman reports
that while anchor institutions like the Howard Theater were being preserved, service-oriented
businesses like barbershops and funeral homes that long catered to African Americans now
languish (Schwartzman, 2012, April 5). Once a racially segregated community, the black
residents and business owners in this neighborhood recall a time when black entrepreneurs
thrived as they catered to a racially segregated consumer base of DC’s black residents.
Schwartzman, a white reporter, engaged with elderly African American interlocutors who were
frank about the past and the present. He reported,
As a funeral man, Ables knows the craftsmanship required to make the dead
presentable, and he appreciates the workers who have restored the [Howard
Theatre’s] façade. But he knows that a soul is more elusive and that no one can
resurrect the Howard’s rollicking days, when James Brown’s presence made the
neighborhood shiver, when the funeral home was booming, and their stoop was
at the center of African American life in Washington. ‘You could see the crowds
at the ticket booth, all dressed up. It was like our little Times Square,’ Ables
recalled, his smile framed by a white beard. ‘It can't be like the '50s and '60s
when it was the place to go. It's gone.’ The Howard is returning to a part of the
city that is nothing like it was even a decade ago, let alone 1970, when the
theater closed before opening sporadically throughout the '80s. Beginning in the
1990s, as developers seized on the area, professionals moved into new condos
and renovated rowhouses, eventually tripling median home sale prices to
$629,000. African Americans now account for less than half of Shaw and LeDroit
Park, the neighborhoods surrounding the Howard, although the areas were
nearly 80 percent black a generation ago. (Schwartzman, 2012 April 5)
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Schwartzman contextualizes his interview subject's views about the changing Howard University
neighborhood with data illustrating just how profound and rapid social and economic change has
impacted the District.
In addition to the material and cultural losses linked with gentrification in the city, there is
also a sense of mourning in the archive lamenting the loss of real and imagined racial solidarity.
In a 2010 article by reporter Christy Goodman, white and African American Congress Heights
(Ward One) residents were accused of being “anti-black” because they opposed the opening a
group home for at-risk youth in their neighborhood (Goodman, 2010, May 10). As Goodman
thoughtfully explained, “Gentrification is usually thought of as the white middle class displacing
low-income residents in traditionally black neighborhoods. But increasingly in the District, black
professionals are being hit with the same tag as they move into neighborhoods, organize, and
weigh-in on how to improve their way of life and preserve property value” (Goodman, 2010, May
10). Goodman interviewed residents involved in the debate and, regardless of race or housing
tenure, they genuinely feared the addition of “another” social service project in their neighborhood
could adversely impact the community and their home value (Goodman, 2010, May 10). This
article is attentive to the reality that DC homeowners – regardless of race, income, or intent –
appear to marginalize less powerful residents when they proactively organize and assert political
power in their respective communities. Is there a deliberate effort to ostracize less politically
astute neighbors? Or, are these kinds of events indicative of the time, resources, and expertise
civic engagement requires? Do the anxieties of homeowners and these neighborhood-based
shifts in power reveal weakening political alliances and solidarity based on race?
Among the craftiest articles captured in this portion of The Post archive was a lengthy
piece by Washington Post columnist Robert McCartney. Writing about the 2010 mayoral contest
between Adrian Fenty and Vincent Gray, McCartney, a white journalist, has intimate knowledge
of DC and his direct approach to race, development, and politics in the city are on full display in
this report (McCartney, 2010, August 29). Differing from other American cities, DC was not only
the first to become majority black, but it has also been led by all African American mayors since
limited home-rule began during the Johnson administration. On its face, these facts imply there
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must be strong racial solidarity (at least in electoral politics) among the different classes and
industrial sectors of DC’s African American population. Black governance in the District has
always been complicated by racial, economic, and social factions. Further, African American
leadership has never rendered equal opportunity for all black residents. In one prime example,
after years of decline documented in data made public through the No Child Left Behind Act, the
unequal educational opportunity for black children was formally rejected by the majority African
American electorate in 2006. One of Adrian Fenty’s lead campaign promises was the reformation
of the DC public school system, and the city council gave him control of DCPS in 2007 by a 9-2
majority (Nakamura, 2007, April 20).
Ironically, McCartney argues that one of Fenty’s weaknesses as mayor was his embrace
of colorblind ideology and governance in a city that was, until recently, majority African American
(McCartney, 2010, August 29). Fenty’s impulse to place less emphasis on African American
residents and “issues” extended to his hiring practices including the appointment of the first nonblack head of DC public schools, the self-identified Korean American Michelle Rhee. As mayor,
McCartney holds that Fenty’s “biggest shortcoming in the minds of black voters is that he has
mishandled the most important long-term issue facing the city: gentrification, and the racial
politics that go with it” (McCartney, 2010, August 29). This report also suggests DC’s black voters
expected an African American mayor would (and should) prioritize the welfare of African
American residents – particularly in a rapidly gentrifying city. McCartney’s critique speaks to the
changing demographics of the District and hints at the fragility of black political power and futures
in a city that is no longer majority African American.
In DC and other cities with large African American populations, there have been very
distinct challenges to the notion of black solidarity over time. Some interviews in The Post
suggest black businesses that catered solely to African Americans before the 1960s civil rights
acts began struggling when they lost their “captive” consumer base (Harris, 2012, March 24;
Schwartzman, 2012, April 5). The 1960s also found older, more conservative African American
residents of the District at odds with the growing militancy of some young people, especially those
who participated in civil unrest (Jaffe & Sherwood, 1994; Gilbert, 1968). In their analysis of the

151

1968 riots, The Post found many of those who participated were young, low-skill, low-educated,
under- and unemployed black men (Gilbert, 1968). As African American political power rose
visibly and grew materially with limited self-governance in the District, black businesses also
endured decades of disinvestment in the years after the riots, the crime-ridden 1980s and 1990s,
and, as reported in the 2010 decennial Census, the percentage of DC’s black population dropping
below fifty-percent for the first time since the 1950s (Harris, 2012, March 24; Schwartzman, 2012,
April 5).
At this moment in time, one cannot open a newspaper without encountering narrative
about aggrieved white men speaking publicly about their “precarious” economic and social
conditions. But the voices that emerge in The Post archive are even more striking. This is a
federal city where two generations ago, an overwhelmingly black population with limited political
power and freshly recognized civil rights embraced the moniker “Chocolate City” and ran with it.
However imperfect, that embrace remains a collective act of pride, defiance, resilience, and love.
Does gentrification signal the inevitable decline of black business and political power in the
District? Does it matter? What are the implications for African American children and families who
depend on DC public schools? When allowing the archive to “speak,” it becomes clear that no
matter how savvy or fearless in the face of economic and social change, gentrification threatens
the identity, economic, and political futures of many of DC’s African American residents. The
discourse around gentrification in The Post illustrates some of the seemingly impossible cultural
and political differences between old and new residents, rich and poor, black and white. It also
speaks to the psycho-social barriers that sustain the racial and economic segregation of DC’s
public schools.
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CHAPTER 9

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
Summary of Findings
When evaluating articles, opinion columns, and editorials published in The Washington
Post archive, this project employed a series of guiding questions to consider discourse on public
education in DC. This summary of findings returns to those questions to reflect on themes that
emerged in Chapters 6, 7, and 8, as well as differences between discourse and material
outcomes. How did discourse about one of the most vital public goods evolve in the pages of the
most widely consumed local newspaper during a period of rapid social and economic change?
Does The Post grapple with the relationship between place, race, income, and school
quality?
Post reporters, columnists, and their interlocutors engaged in implicit and explicit debates
about the relationship between place, race, income, and school quality. There was consideration
of longstanding racial achievement gaps recorded in DC public schools (Layton, 2011, December
8). The decision-making of young, middle-class families with school-age children was present but
not interrogated even though those families contribute toward the persistence of economic and
racial segregation of DC’s public schools (Debonis, 2015, January 16; Layton, 2012, October 15;
Nicholson, 2007, October 27). Some critics argued the failure to integrate DC’s public schools
was an administrative problem (McLaren, 2017, February 26). And, most Post columnists and the
Editorial Board criticized the 2007 Parents Involved decision as a moral failing (Robinson, 2007,
June 29; Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, June 29; King, 2007, July 7).
Ten years into the reformation of DC public schools, city leadership was criticized by
researchers at UCLA’s Civil Rights Project who advocate for public school integration. In a report,
they argued that DC “city officials had not done enough to lure white families into public schools
and to diversify enrollment of individual campuses” [emphasis added] (McLaren, 2017, February
26). The frustration articulated by proponents of integration is not unreasonable. It is
questionable, however, to blame administrators in a majority low-income African American school
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system for the persistence of de facto segregation. This logic privileges the decision-making of
white families and implies the quality of DC public schools is dependent on white student
enrollment. Further, most studies about reform outcomes and discourse in The Post archive
suggest the reformation of DC’s public schools was concentrated on expanding equal educational
opportunity, redistributing resources, and meeting the needs of current students.
Though reform did not overtly privilege more affluent residents or seek to lure white
families, both Rhee and Henderson admitted they believed that an increase in the percentage of
white students attending DCPS schools would be an indicator of success (Turque, 2011,
September 3). In a 2010 report about racial and economic segregation in the District, Turque
reported,
More than 200 of the District's 234 public and charter schools are over 90
percent African American or Hispanic, while seven are majority-white, according
to a new study of racial patterns in school enrollment. The report, co-authored by
researchers at the Brookings Institution, the Urban Institute and the 21st Century
School Fund, affirms in stark detail what is well known in broad terms: that whites
are virtually absent from the city's school system. While white children make up
13 percent of the District's school-age population, they comprise 5 percent of
public and charter school enrollment. Almost all of them attend schools in wards
2 and 3 in Northwest. (Turque, 2010, June 27)
In response to those findings, Rhee argued: “the only way to narrow the racial divide depicted in
the report was to give the children remaining in the system higher-quality schools to attend”
(Turque, 2010, June 27). Implying the mission of reformation was rescuing children dependent
upon DC public schools, Chancellor Rhee also said, "By saving these kids, we'll attract [white
families] back” [emphasis added] (Turque, 2010, June 27). The stubborn common sense about
the desirability and quality of a public school being linked with white enrollment and approval
lurked in narratives about reform outcomes and the persistence of white middle-class flight in The
Post archive.50
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Expounding on Antonio Gramsci and Stuart Hall, Procter holds that “to suggest something is
common-sense is to place it beyond question” and “to present that which is cultural and specific
as natural and universal” (Procter, 2004, 87). Socially liberal political discourse is reflexively anticlassist and anti-racist but that does not immunize it – or the individuals and institutions that claim
a socially liberal orientation – from embracing the kinds of classist and racist logic that has fueled
migration to suburbs and “better schools” since the Brown and Bolling v. Sharpe rulings. The
same faulty logic presumes that white families opting into a majority black or brown school
system is evidence of that system’s improved quality.
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Among the articles and columns about the Parents Involved holding, the Editorial Board
assailed the conservative Justices of the Supreme Court for “invoking the language of Brown but
ignoring its context and undermining its intent” and warned it was possible the “nation’s schools”
would re-segregate because of the ruling (The Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, June 29).
Given the history of desegregation, this discourse is aligned with societal expectations of socially
liberal media institutions. This comportment reflects common sense and what is and isn’t sayable
in discourse about public education and school choice in the District.
Perhaps an indication of the importance and value of diverse representation in The Post
newsroom, the only columnist who spoke directly about persistent segregation in the District
school system was an African American columnist who graduated from DC public schools.51
Colbert King offered historical context about barriers to educational opportunity in a school
system that has been de facto segregated since the 1950s. Departing from other reporters and
columnists, in light of the Parents Involved holding, he insisted that reform focus on improving
school quality for current students when writing, “Fenty's immediate challenge is to get District
children the schooling necessary for them to make it in this competitive world. That's where his
sights must be fixed” (King, 2007, July 7). Though King was primarily concerned with tangible
outcomes, most Post columnists and the Editorial Board centered on the 2007 Parents Involved
decision as a moral failing. They also refrained from placing that ruling in conversation with
segregation in the District. When parents make school choices that sustain economic, racial and
ethnic segregation, it is indeed possible to cast judgment. However, such logic would require
asking families to act against their self-interest and, that is an ask The Post does not make of its
readers.52
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King is an opinion writer and enjoys the liberty associated with subjectivity. Unlike reporters, he
is permitted to acknowledge and act on his standpoint as a black graduate of DC public schools.
52 In Politics and the Study of Discourse, Foucault defines archaeology as “a set of rules” that
articulate, in part, “the limits and forms of the sayable” (The Foucault Effect, 1991, 59). With that
framework in mind, this project holds that The Post never confronts middle-class family
proclivities and is virtually silent with regard to the majority affluent, white, and exclusionary
enclave of Ward Three. These silences and refrain help define the boundaries of what is and isn’t
sayable about race, economics, and public education and contribute to the maintenance of the
status quo in DC’s public school system.
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How is the proliferation of Charter schools in the District interpreted?
Discourse in The Post demonstrates that some opinion writers, reporters, and education
experts hold that regardless of their popularity, charter schools deserve scrutiny because they
embody the tenets of economic liberalism and charter school administrators are motivated by
profit (McCrummen, 2010, November 15). Diverging from his colleagues, Turque suggested
charter schools threatened the very notion of a “traditional neighborhood” school system,
unionized public school teachers, administrators, and staff (Turque, 2012, August 22). If there
was more physical space available, it is likely that DC’s charter school population would eclipse
DCPS (Turque, 2012, August 22). While some suggested charter schools were held to a lower
standard of accountability than traditional neighborhood public schools (Turque, 2012, February
24), others cautioned against generalizations about charter school quality (Mathews, 2012, May
24; The Washington Post Editorial Board, 2007, September 12).
Opinion writers like Mathews (2010, February 15) occasionally questioned the decisionmaking of parents who chose charter schools for their families, but choice advocates argued
families who chose other public, or private school options were practicing good consumer
behavior in the interest of their children (Chavous, 2011, April 3). This discourse speaks to the
normalization of self-interested and competitive access to educational opportunity in addition to
the perception that schools are rewards or amenities rather than public goods. The Post Editorial
Board (2007, September 12) treated the proliferation of charter schools in DC as an indicator of
greater school choice that benefited the majority low-income African American youth who depend
on DC’s public school system.
Is gentrification complicating discourse on education choice?
Gentrification is complicating discourse on education choice. In 2003, former Mayor
Anthony Williams famously predicted that DC would attract “100,000 new residents in 10 years”
due, in large part, to his administration’s pro-neighborhood development policies (Asch &
Musgrove, 123, 2016). Since that time, the population, cost of living, and percentage of affluent
residents have grown considerably (See Chapter 5, Washington DC History and Demographics).
Based on the annual highest and lowest household income levels, in 2016, Washington, DC had
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the second highest level of economic inequality for an American city (Berube, 2018). According to
the Brookings Institute, the lowest 20th percentile household income was just over $20,000 while
the 95th percentile was $353,000 (Berube, 2018).
The city has experienced twenty years of economic and population growth, and former
Mayor Williams now works as the executive director of Federal City Council, an organization that
is increasingly devoting attention toward affordable housing, social services, and shared
prosperity (Milloy, 2017, December 17). In an interview with Post columnist Courtland Milloy,
Williams explained, “A city with diverse populations, with diverse incomes and occupations works
better than one that is mostly rich or mostly poor…we’re trying to promote policies that increase
the public good in an economically sustainable way” (Milloy, 2017, December 17). Similar to
discourse about improving public school quality, Williams argued that attempts to increase shared
prosperity in the gentrified District are “urgent” but “not too late” (Milloy, 2017, December 17). The
shift in Williams’ attention on rapid development in 2003 to equitable growth in 2017 speaks to a
balancing act seeking to avoid a public policy that privileges the affluent and protecting the
economically and politically vulnerable. That shift is also present in discourse published in The
Post about school choice, reform, and public education opportunity.
Pro-development firms critiqued the unequal geography of educational opportunity
(Turque, 2012, February 6; Appleseed Research, 2010, November 20). Appleseed Research
suggested city and school leaders “become more purposeful in decision-making and develop
enforceable policies that make fairness and opportunity a higher priority” (Appleseed Research,
2010, November 20). Similarly, during the winter of 2012, Turque reported that the finance, real
estate, and development consultancy IFF made recommendations about the geographic
distribution of public school quality and collaboration between DC public and charter schools to
improve school choice (Turque, 2012, February 6). This article emphasized the importance of
improving school quality in the underdeveloped and, yet, un-gentrified Wards Seven and Eight in
Southeast DC. Without making assertions about intentionality, the Southeastern wards have been
insulated from gentrification because of real and imagined perceptions about low student
outcomes and the quality of neighborhood public schools. These firms assert that their interest is
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in broadening education opportunity for the lowest-income students, but developers have an
inherent interest in public school quality because it influences the value of residential real estate.
Chancellors Rhee and Henderson suggested a higher percentage of white families opting
into the DC public school system would indicate reform was progressing successfully. The
possibility of a higher rate of white families choosing DCPS is bound up with gentrification
discourse. However, most discourse captured in this project’s search of The Post about
gentrification was centered on equity, mourning material and symbolic loss, shared prosperity,
and the challenges associated with racial, ethnic, and economic integration. While gentrification
was infrequently linked explicitly to education policy and quality, it was implied that the quality of
DC public schools continues to be inadequate – particularly for middle-class families.
Subsequently, a high percentage of young, middle-income families with children continue to leave
the city (Moored & Metcalf, 2015; Taylor, Y.S., 2015). The discourse of gentrification – particularly
the seemingly insurmountable cultural and political differences between long-time residents and
newcomers – speaks to the strained social and political conditions that contribute toward the
persistent segregation of DC’s public schools.53
Is middle-class migration from DC in pursuit of “better” suburban schools or the choice to
enroll in private schools treated as normal and/or rational consumer behavior?
Middle-class migration to suburban schools and private school choice is treated as
normal and rational consumer behavior. DCPS has been hemorrhaging public school students
since it began desegregating in the 1950s and white residents left the city in droves after the
Brown and Bolling rulings. Following the 1968 riots and expansion of African American civil and

53 Putnam (2000) suggests that communities are defined by social capital and ties that bind. DC’s
middle-class is a community of sorts with embedded perceptions about shared stakes and social
values. Those values and the challenges associated with integration were illustrated in Chapter
8, Resistance, Adaptation, Mourning: The Discourse of Gentrification. Seemingly insurmountable
cultural and political difference creates barriers to self-integration and the formation of new
political and social alliances. Balibar holds that while overt racist claims linked with the history of
racist pseudoscience are morally objectionable, the “incompatible” values, lifestyle, or “aptitude”
for assimilation remain a safe-space for the socially liberal to maintain racist and classist
boundaries of exclusion (Balibar, 1991, 22-24). It appears that school choice – particularly since
the Brown ruling has inspired fear of contagion (or proximity to the other). This anxiety continues
to influence the decision-making of parents who believe they are acting rationally and in the best
interests of their children (Balibar, 1991, 17).
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housing rights, black residents also left the District in large numbers to pursue suburban living
and better education opportunity (Gale, 1987).
In discourse captured in The Post archive, some tried to challenge the common sense
associated with suburban flight and stereotypes about urban and suburban school quality.
Countering dominant discourse about DC public school quality, as the chancellor and parent of
children who attended DC public schools, Rhee focused on raising expectations for teachers,
student achievement and ability. Post opinion writer King chastised the DC public school teachers
and administrators who lived in the suburbs of Maryland and Virginia he believed did not share
the stakes of families who depend upon DC public schools (King, 2007, September 29).
One of the goals associated with DC public school reform included curbing the loss of
public school students to charter, private, and suburban school districts. Though incremental
progress was made, school reform did not alter the de facto segregation of DC’s public and
charter schools. In 2015, Post reporter DeBonis explained:
For decades, the life cycle of the young, middle-class D.C. resident has gone
something like this: Move to the District, get a good job, meet a nice boy or girl,
get married, have a kid and – faced with mediocre public schools or the prospect
of tens of thousands of dollars in yearly private school tuition – move to the
suburbs. A bid to keep more middle-class families in the city is a big part of what
has driven recent years of high-profile D.C. Public Schools reform efforts and
charter schools' growth. But a new study from D.C. financial officials concludes
that cycle has yet to be broken. (DeBonis, 2015, January 16)
Though Rhee sought to disrupt presumptions about mediocre urban school quality, that
discourse remained dominant. Considering material outcomes, Moored and Metcalf (2015) found
that DC’s population added nearly 100,000 residents between 2000 and 2015. Their research
demonstrated that “New parents with middle incomes [between $35,000 and $146,000 in 2007
dollars] were most likely to leave, indicating those without the ability to pay private tuition but who
have the resources to relocate are most likely to leave” [emphasis added] (DeBonis, 2015,
January 16).
Some families of school-age children who decided to opt out of DCPS in favor of
suburban schools wrote letters about their decision-making to The Post. One parent wrote in
frustration about poor neighborhood school quality (Nicholson, 2007, October 27). The private
school choices of President Obama and Mayor Fenty were also cited as justification for middle159

class school choices (Nicholson, 2007, October 27; Anonymous, 2010, September 28). As
Nicholson told The Post in an editorial, “I couldn't sacrifice my son to an education system that
seems at best inefficient and at worst willfully corrupt. As much as I admire Mayor Fenty, I can't
help noting that his children go to a private school. And if he doesn't send his kids to D.C.
schools, why should I?” (Nicholson, 2007, October 27). Other parents cited tipping points like a
“high percentage of low-income students” that caused them to opt out of DC public schools
(Layton, 2012, October 15). In discourse about school choice in The Post, many expressed guilt
that was tinged with the emotional and economic residue of gentrification, “white flight,” and
history of segregation. The high percentage of low-income, brown and black students in a single
neighborhood school can function as a proxy for evaluating school quality and appears to create
psychosocial barriers to integrating personal domains (Charles, 2006). These tipping points
continue to drive those with means out of DC’s public school system.
Is the unequal distribution of school quality treated as inevitable?
The unequal distribution of public school quality was not treated as inevitable in most
articles and opinion columns cited in this study. However, school quality discourse in The Post
revealed challenges for those tasked with reporting and commenting on the relationship between
student outcomes, race, place, and income. In 2011, the National Research Council identified the
distribution of school quality as an aspect of reform that should be prioritized. Some individuals
cited in this dissertation asserted that student outcomes are inevitably poor for children and youth
living in poverty. It was also implied that public school quality is poor when the majority of a given
school’s population is low-income, brown, and black. Though the unequal distribution of school
quality was not treated as inevitable, there was resistance to reform measures intended to disrupt
inequitable school quality.
Distribution of quality indicators like teacher talent and AP courses was established as a
priority during the first days of the mayoral takeover of DCPS. In 2007, The Washington Post
conducted a study about the distribution of teachers and found that “In the 2007-08 school year,
49.2 percent of District classes were led by teachers deemed unqualified” [emphasis added]
(Turque, 2009, January 8). Further, an “analysis by The Washington Post showed that schools
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with poorer students were likely to have more teachers who did not meet the standard” (Turque,
2009, January 8). Utilizing federal and state law, Rhee worked aggressively to ensure that
teachers who lacked required training and credentials were dismissed or compelled to secure the
appropriate licensure (Turque, 2009, January 8). The Post archive illustrates how the evaluation
of teachers and the distribution of teacher quality were arguably the most contentious aspects of
reform.
Discourse in The Post about distribution occasionally turned toward redistribution.
Attempting to unpack the stubborn relationship between income, race, and student outcomes,
Chancellor Kaya Henderson explained that differences in economic and social capital fuel
achievement gaps. Like the late mayor and Ward Eight representative Marion Barry, Henderson
called for redistributive policies that would benefit the neediest students. Henderson told Layton:
The mostly white parts [of DC] are among the best-educated in our populace overeducated people with multiple degrees - people who come here to work on
the Hill or for Brookings or wherever." To narrow the achievement gap, the city
should spend more heavily on schools in poor neighborhoods, [Henderson] said.
"We need to make sure the kids who have the least, who don't have parents who
can take them to France or Yosemite on summer break, who can't afford a
computer . . . get the most resources and schools in Cleveland Park, frankly, get
less. (Layton, 2011, December 8)
Barry similarly called for redistribution and assigning the most talented teachers to the lowestperforming schools.
While there appeared to be a consensus that children with multiple socioeconomic
disadvantages go to school with deficits and those with greater economic and social capital enjoy
benefits that propel student outcomes, other discursive streams were overtly racist, classist and
reductive. One narrative that emerged in discourse about public education quality and reform in
the archive questioned the academic aptitude of DC’s low-income public school students. It was
present in debates about teacher quality and evaluation; and, in conversations about the
geographic distribution of teacher quality, school curriculum, and student outcomes. Resistance
from DC public school teachers and union leaders to evaluation was driven, in part, by the belief
that low-income students are more difficult to teach (McCrummen, 2011, March 18). One teacher
admitted “being politically incorrect” when he concluded that “all children do not learn equally” and
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“our children, especially, don't learn equally” (McCrummen, 2011, March 18). While this teacher
and others asserted that teaching low-income children is so challenging that student outcomes
could not be used to measure teacher efficacy, Mathews argued that introducing an academically
accelerated curriculum at a new school was “too tough and too smart for D.C.” [emphasis added]
(Mathews, 2011, May 18). With this opinion column, a white education columnist used the
authority of The Post to make raced and classed claims about the intellectual capacity of DC
children and youth. These kinds of assessments offer middle-class families another rationale for
opting out of DC’s public school system.
What institutions and individuals are granted the authority to speak? What perspectives
are treated as true or false, right and wrong?
When designing this dissertation, one of the most critical choices concerned the use of a
single institutional archive to explore discourse about public education choice, equality of
educational opportunity, and school reform in Washington, DC. The archive is like other
qualitative resources as the discourse published in The Post and cited in this project is informed
by the standpoint of the individuals and, collectively, the institution that created and disseminated
them. The Post archive would be among the first resources cited by any researcher studying this
period of public education reform in the District. One of the benefits of the archive is the
opportunity to consider how events were recorded in real time. Unlike qualitative interviews and
focus groups that would rely on how individuals remember what occurred between 2007 and
2012, the archive offered an array of contemporaneous perspectives about desegregation,
gentrification, and public school reform. Among the limitations, this institution serves as a
gatekeeper in the production and dissemination of discourse as Post reporters, columnists, and
editors determine what knowledge is produced and who is granted the authority to speak.54
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Foucault encouraged exploration of what is and isn’t sayable, what discourse becomes
common sense or loses favor, and the relationship between “the discourse, speakers, and its
audience” (The Foucault Effect, 1991, 60). With this project, there are deliberate limits regarding
assessments of intentionality, audience, and reception. This dissertation is admittedly concerned
with how and what discourse was produced (coded) and distributed by The Post and, this
researcher’s (receiver’s) interpretation with the understanding that meanings are not fixed,
messages are not necessarily transparent, and audiences are not passive (Hall, 1973). This
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As an institution, The Post claims “the power we have inherited as the dominant morning
newspaper in the capital of the free world carries with it special responsibilities: to listen to the
voiceless; to avoid any and all acts of arrogance; to face the public politely and candidly”
(American Society of News Editors, N.D.). There was diverse representation in the archive and
this researcher has no doubt this paper takes its responsibilities to the public seriously. However,
there were also conspicuous silences that signaled the limits of this institution’s inclination and
capacity to confront relations of power in personal domains like residential segregation and
school choice.
Chapter 8 The Discourse of Gentrification offered a great diversity of opinion and
representation. Nonetheless, the voices of DC residents who’ve already been displaced by
gentrification were not present in the keyword search findings. There was also conspicuous
silence from residents living in the most affluent and secure Northwestern city wards. And, in
Chapter 7 History and Memory: Segregation, The Post archive presented a nuanced view of the
discursive threads linked with the history of public education choice, reform, and equity. The great
care devoted to honoring civil rights icons and remembrances of the desegregation period
rendered the failure to link that discourse with current racial, ethnic, and economic segregation in
DC’s public schools utterly glaring.
Chapter 6 Reformation: Public School Reform and Choice, was dominated by questions
regarding the evaluation of public school teachers, debates about reform and school choice, and
Michelle Rhee as a personality. The reformation was a news story about public education and
politics. However, there was a marked difference in discourse and representation in this chapter
when compared with the others. School quality discourse was dominated by political reporting
that centered on process, policy debates, personalities, and factions. There was little explicit
reflection on the history of race, migration, segregation, or gentrification in the city and how that
history informs public school policy formation in the present. The discourse around school choice
and reform was overwhelmingly determined by Post reporters, opinion writers, Editorial Board

communication process of production (coding), dissemination, reception, and interpretation
(decoding), regardless of the intentionality, objectivity, or subjectivity of the creator, is regarded a
social and political endeavor (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts,1978; Hall, 1973).
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and their interlocutors who primarily included education experts, school administrators, city
leaders, teachers, and their unions.
The Washington Post has one of the most diverse newsrooms in the United States, but
that gender and racial diversity were not reflected in this project’s search of the archive. In the
public school quality keyword search, most articles, opinion columns, and editorials were written
by white men (See Appendix B: Washington Post Data). Though there are no guarantees
associated with newsroom diversity, there is no doubt that standpoint influences individual
perspectives about public education and choice. Standpoint surely influences columnist, reporter,
and editorial staff perspective around representation, self-interest, and the personal stakes Post
news-staff share with District parents of school-age children (Vernon, 2018).55
In their institutional mission statement, The Post declares “the separation of news
columns from the editorial and opposite-editorial pages” because readers are “entitled to the facts
in the news columns and opinions on the editorial and ‘op-ed’ pages” (American Society of News
Editors, N.D.). As King and Mathews demonstrate, opinion writers are granted the liberty to
explore divergent perspectives informed by their standpoint and freely debate ideas in agreement
with or contrary to their own. Reporters wrote most documents cited in this study, but the
editorials and columns offered an array of perspectives that reflected, informed or helped shape
discourse around public education reform, school choice, and education opportunity in
Washington, DC.
The Post Editorial Board serves as a moral compass and authority in this community
when it makes declarations about truth and justice. This project’s archival search found Editorial
Board opinion columns speaking directly to elected officials about their responsibilities to the
public and residents about their duty to accept the painful but necessary change the reformation
of DC public schools required. When complaints began about the implementation of the school

55 When contemplating queer diversity in the newsroom, the journalist and Americanist Steven
Thrasher argues that a lack of diversity inhibits “a central role of journalism, which is to question
the status quo” (Vernon, 2018). While there are blind-spots, it is important to acknowledge the
racial, ethnic, and gender diversity of The Post newsroom is exceptional. Further, the presence of
African American journalists and photographers in the newsroom became an institutional priority
during the unrest that followed Dr. Martin Luther King’s assassination (Jaffee & Sherwood, 1994).
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reform DC voters asked for, the Editorial Board adopted a paternalistic tone when telling
residents “facts ought to trump emotion or nostalgia in the process” [emphasis added]
(Washington Post Editorial Board, 2012, November 13). Similarly, the Editorial Board told DC city
council members they needed to “build support for the hard choices that need to be made”
(Washington Post Editorial Board, 2012, November 13). In essence, The Post made demands of
residents and elected officials, as a socially liberal moral authority, institution of power, and
community leader. As a community leader, The Post asserts its influence as a moral compass
that helps define communal expectations associated with the quality of life and deservingness in
this place.
Discourse analysis necessarily questions relations of power and attempts to identify
silence and absence. Beyond narratives about the challenges associated with gentrification and
the quality of DC public schools, there was little to be said or heard from DC’s middle-class
families. This project’s search of The Post archive also revealed a lack of representation of the
majority of low-income families who are dependent upon DC’s public schools. The Post
leadership routinely defended reform in the interest of DC’s most vulnerable public school
students and, when doing so, almost always spoke on their behalf. Further, framing the
acceptance of the discomforts of reform as painful but necessary, placed the burden associated
with reform solely on low-income families.
How is the concept of fairness articulated?
When concentrating on public school choice and reform, fairness was widely debated in
The Post archive. The worst kinds of behavior and sentiment that might emanate from middleincome parents struggling to access the most coveted public schools were not given a prominent
forum in The Post. In DC, school choice is constrained for low- and middle-income families and
the grievances of middle-class families who announced they were leaving the city and system
emerged as a theme. However, rather than privilege the middle-class family perspective, it was
made abundantly clear in The Post archive that school choice is always more constrained for lowincome families. During the period of the search, families residing in neighborhoods with the
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highest student outcomes were majority white and affluent. There was little representation of
those families or their children in the archive.
Feeling targeted and vulnerable, teachers and their union representatives repeatedly
questioned the fairness of reform policy that centered on teacher quality and evaluation
(McCartney, 2011, October 3; McCrummen, 2011, March 18; Anonymous, 2010, September 13).
Some critics and writers suggested that public charter schools enjoyed an unfair advantage over
DCPS schools because of greater autonomy and less accountability (Turque, 2012, February 24;
McCrummen, 2010, November 15). City leaders like the late Marion Barry argued that the
distribution of resources was not fair to children, youth, and families living in Southeast DC (Barry,
2011, April 10). Proponents of the Opportunity Scholarship’s private school tuition lottery for lowincome students insisted that financial aid program offered choices normally reserved for more
affluent families (Layton & Brown, 2012, November 20; Chavous, 2011, April 3; Birnbaum, 2009,
August 21).
Public school reform included the creation of an Office of the Ombudsman for Public
Education, an advocate who assists parents with navigating the public school system (National
Research Council, 2015). Such an office helps level a competitive playing field because it
decreases the value of social networks and expertise more affluent residents use to navigate the
school system. The Editorial Board repeatedly argued that school reform and expanding school
choice, particularly for low-income students, made educational opportunity fairer for DC children
and youth (Washington Post Editorial Board, 2012, November 13; Washington Post Editorial
Board, 2011, July 16; Washington Post Editorial Board, 2010, October 2). Like the Editorial
Board, former Chancellor Rhee framed fairness as deservingness when she centered the
children, youth, and families who were dependent on DC’s public schools (Turque, 2010, June
27).
Considering the discourse and material outcomes associated with fairness and public
school choice, it is worth straying outside the keyword and temporal search of this dissertation to
conclude this chapter. Competitive access to the most popular and highest quality public schools
was normalized in DC, but the archive suggests that fair-play remained highly valued by DC
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families with school-age children (Balingit, Jamison, & Stein, 2018, February 2). In 2017, Antwan
Wilson, an experienced school administrator, was chosen by Mayor Bowser to become the new
chancellor (Stein & Jamison, 2018, February 20). Under Wilson’s leadership, to launch the 20172018 school year, DCPS announced a new five-year strategic plan called “A Capital
Commitment” which pledged to make the school system fairer (DC Public Schools, 2017). The
strategic plan dripped with unbridled enthusiasm and was based on “equity, excellence,
teamwork, courage, and joy” (DC Public Schools, 2017). The mission statement promised to
“ensure that every school guarantees students reach their full potential through rigorous and
joyful learning experiences provided in a nurturing environment” (DC Public Schools, 2017). The
campaign sought to heal rifts from the earliest days of reform and was holistic in its approach.
This administration addressed DC public school students, families, and teachers as a learning
community. The administration also promised it would ensure “one hundred percent of students
feel loved, challenged, and prepared” (DC Public Schools, 2017). This discourse, delivered by an
African American man, was compelling and informed parents their children deserved a highquality education in a loving environment with teachers and administrators who valued their lives.
The promotional video56 that accompanied the campaign featured DCPS students and, reflecting
the composition of the student body, most of the children were black or brown.
In an op-ed published in the fall of 2017, Chancellor Wilson expounded on his vision for
DC’s public schools. He wrote, “When equity is at the heart of each decision we make, every
DCPS student receives rigorous, joyful learning experiences; every school has the appropriate
resources to provide every student with what they need to thrive; and every day serves as an
opportunity for our talented educators to inspire the next generation of leaders” (Wilson, 2017,
October 17). Among the priorities the new chancellor identified was the allocation of greater
resources for schools with the lowest student outcomes. Explaining his administration was “trying
to do something that has never been done before,” Wilson offered a new social contract with
DCPS families, children, and youth (Wilson, 2017, October 17).

56https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kK_TRaxdcfs#action=share&ytbChannel=null
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There is greater school choice in this city than others, but choice in the District remains
incredibly competitive. Choice depends on children and youth living in a neighborhood with a
great school or the tenacity of self-selected families submitting applications to the most popular
schools. In DC, thousands of children apply for out-of-boundary public schools, charter schools,
and Opportunity private school scholarship lotteries each year. It is a system that is so difficult to
navigate the city created a “how-to” video to ease the application process (Matos, 2017, May 17).
The cost of living in the city is so high that middle-class families can’t afford to live in
neighborhoods where the most desirable, high-performing schools are concentrated. As the
father of three children he chose to enroll in DC public schools, Chancellor Wilson learned firsthand about the challenges involved with school choice in Washington, DC.
During the fall of 2017, it was revealed that during her tenure, Chancellor Kaya
Henderson’s administration allowed the children of “well-connected parents and government
officials” to avoid the lottery system and enroll in some of the most popular schools (Stein and
Jamison, 2018, February 16). In his capacity as chancellor, Antwan Wilson’s office crafted a new
policy prohibiting that practice (Stein and Jamison, 2018, February 16). On the 16th of February
2018, Jennifer Niles, the Deputy Mayor of Education, abruptly resigned. It was reported that Niles
helped place one of Chancellor Wilson’s children in the popular Ward Three Woodrow Wilson
High School – a highly coveted school with a wait-list of about 600 students (Stein and Jamison,
2018, February 16). Mayor Muriel Bowser demanded Wilson offer a public apology, but city
council members and other public officials immediately questioned Wilson’s judgment, some
calling for his resignation for breaking trust with DC families. In Wilson’s apology, he explained
that his daughter had been unhappy at the magnet school she was attending. He and his wife
reached out to Niles for help because he was “trying to ensure that my daughter’s well-being was
taken care of” (Stein and Jamison, 2018, February 19).
The Post Editorial Board found Wilson’s apology insufficient and published a column
condemning him for skirting the rules governing public school choice in DC. Inferring they were
giving voice to DC families with school-age children, the Editorial Board wrote,
Seriously? That has to be every Washingtonian’s reaction to the revelation that
D.C. Schools Chancellor Antwan Wilson bypassed the city’s competitive lottery
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process to place his daughter in one of the city’s most desirable public high
schools…. Did he not realize that this obvious lapse of judgment would call into
question his judgment and fitness to lead the city schools during this critical time?
(The Washington Post Editorial Board, 2018, February 16).
In his opinion column, Post commentator Colbert King argued that Wilson wasn’t sorry
about the unfairness of the act he committed; rather, he was sorry his “nakedly selfish goal” was
made public (King, 2018, February 17). Among the letters to the editor published in the electronic
edition of The Post, a DC resident wrote,
As a father, I get it. I want what’s best for my son. I also want what’s best for all
the children, the educators, the staff, and the administrators in every school in
the District: a better school. I want the same for every child in my son’s class, his
school, and our city: a better education. I wish Mr. Wilson wanted it for every
child in our schools, not just for his child. (Diehl, 2018, February 18)
Wilson resisted calls for his resignation during the holiday weekend and promised to hold
a public forum where he could speak directly with DC parents and other residents to account for
his error (Stein and Jamison, 2018, February 19). Public outrage pressed city council members
and the mayor who admitted they were “barraged by upset constituents” (Stein and Jamison,
2018, February 19). After one year on the job, Chancellor Antwan Wilson submitted the letter of
resignation requested by Mayor Bowser on February 20, 2018 (Stein & Jamison, 2018, February
20).
Conclusion
This discourse analysis contributes to geographically based public education research
and policy formation. Discourse published in The Post about public education, educational
opportunity, and school choice sheds light on the strengths and confines of social liberalism,
political alliance, and policy formation. This project helps illustrate the value and limitations of
qualitative research dependent upon a single media archive and attempts to differentiate between
things said and material outcomes. It demonstrates the benefits of historical, demographic, and
geographic contextualization in the analysis of public education policy because those realms
reveal the conditions of possibility in a given place.
More often than not, discourse in The Post about school quality, reform, and fairness
projected a socially liberal perspective. In the archive, The Post leadership and most writers were
critical of policy and legal rulings that might result in greater racial segregation in American public
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schools. They simultaneously refrained from launching a moral critique about segregation in the
District because that would require judging DC families for making school choices that do not
align with their self-interest. The Post was undoubtedly on the right side of history and articulated
a center-left and compassionate orientation. That orientation was benevolent but not radical. DC
is a progressive, civically engaged, racially, and ethnically diverse city, yet there was no
discourse in this archive to suggest that encouraging greater racial or economic integration would
be a successful campaign. Discourse about gentrification in The Post illustrates that while there
was a willingness to consume African American culture, there remain barriers to the successful
social and political integration of neighborhoods and other “intimate” domains like public schools
(Charles, 2006). The Post leadership consistently advocated for school reform and choice for the
neediest students while simultaneously absolving families with means who chose to opt out of the
public school system.
When Michelle Rhee was accused of eroding the power of unions representing DC public
school teachers and staff, she insisted, "We are allowing the race, socioeconomic status and Zip
code in which a child is born to dictate his or her academic achievement levels and, therefore,
their life chances and life outcomes. That is the greatest social injustice imaginable" (Stewart,
2007, November 3). Though it was easy not to like her, Rhee was unwavering in her pursuit of
fair education opportunity and helped shape and shift discourse when she told DC families they
were entitled to expect results and high standards from DCPS administrators and teachers
(Rhee, 2008, August 12). Fostering a sense of entitlement in all DC children, youth and families
was a discursive project continued by Chancellors Henderson and Wilson.
Chancellor Wilson’s deception evolved into a rare public event that illustrated the shared
stakes, interests, and values of DC’s low- and middle-income families with children. For families
who are dependent upon DC public schools, for those who’ve left the city reluctantly because
they could not secure their school choice, and for those who would like to opt-in to the system,
the leader of DCPS cheating the system was intolerable. Wilson’s act was a blow to the
leadership continuity of a burgeoning public school system. However, his swift resignation and
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this community’s demands for fair-play are also indicators of slow if imperfect progress in the
reformation of DC’s public schools.
The public reaction to Chancellor Antwan Wilson’s abuse of power suggests The Post
and others have not been attentive to the shared stakes of DC’s middle- and low-income families.
Embedded perceptions and stereotypes associated with racial and class differences contribute to
this negligence. Nonetheless, constrained choice and chance overdetermine education
opportunity for both DC’s middle- and low-income students. Student outcomes will never be
equal, but there is no justification for the unequal distribution of educational opportunity in the
District.
Just as The Post does not ask middle-income families to sacrifice their self-interest, it
would be foolish to suggest low-income families could count on the trickle-down benefits
conferred with school policy reform that privileged middle-income families. Instead, guarding
against attempts to center middle-class families, The Post and education opportunity advocates
could regularly and aggressively articulate the shared interests of families – teacher quality,
above basic curriculum, and AP classes – who want and need DC public schools. Doing so could
shift discourse and attention squarely on equal education opportunity and distribution – perhaps
the only solvable problem the administrators of this public school system are confronted with.
Such a campaign would defy the race, class, and economic identities that are often barriers to
political and social alliance.
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1950 Census Tract only. Social Explorer.
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Figure 7: DC African American Population 1960. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 1960. Map: Race,
Census 1960 Tracts only set. Social Explorer.
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Figure 8: DC African American Population 1970. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 1970. Map: Race,
Census 1970. Social Explorer.
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Figure 9: DC African American Population 1980. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 1980. Map: Race,
Census 1980. Social Explorer.
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Figure 10: DC African American Population 1990. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 1990. Map:
Race, Census 1990. Social Explorer.
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Figure 11: DC African American Population 2000. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2000. Map:
Race, Census 2000. Social Explorer.
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Figure 12: DC African American Population 2010. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. Map:
Race, ACS 2010, Five year estimate. Social Explorer.
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Figure 13: DC Neighborhood Map. Source: Peter Fitzgerald. Retrieved from
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Figure 14: DCPS Administrative Hierarchy. Source: District of Columbia Public Schools. October
2016.
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Table 12: Washington Post Authors
Author

Title

Abrams, Amanda

Freelance
Journalist &
Washington
Post Contributor
Washington
Post Reporter

Achenbach, Joel

Race
Ethnicity
Gender
White
Female

Gentrification

Integratio
n

Race

Quality

28

White Male

45

Anderson, Nick

Washington
Post Reporter

White Male

Aratani, Lori

Washington
Post Reporter

Asian
Female

Bahrampour, Tara

Washington
Post Reporter

White
Female

41

Barnes, Robert

Washington
Post Reporter
and Editor
Former
Washington
Post Reporter,
Current
Washington
Post Bureau
Chief
Washington
Post Reporter

White Male

49

White Male

6, 21

103

10

3, 8

Birnbaum, Michael

Brown, Deneen

Brown, Emma

Washington
Post Reporter

African
American
Female
White
Female

Chandler, Michael
Alison

Washington
Post Reporter

White
Female

Crockett, Stephen

Former
Washington
Post Contributor
to The Root;
current Senior
Editor, The Root
Washington
Post Reporter

African
American
Male

Former
Washington
Post Reporter

White
Female

Debonis, Mike
Goodman, Christy

86
18

120

35

33
9, 10

White Male

52
34
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Harris, Hamil

Washington
Post Reporter

Haynes, V. Dion

Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Former
Washington
Post
Correspondent
Washington
Post Editorial
Page Editor
Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Washington
Post Opinion
Writer
Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Washington
Post Reporter

Hernandez, Nelson

Hiatt, Fred

Jain, Aruna

King, Colbert

Labbe-DeBose,
Theola
Layton, Lyndsey

Race
Ethnicity
Gender
African
American
Male
African
American
Male
Male

Gentrificatio
n

Integratio
n

22

Race

Quality

118

131,
162
85

White Male

110

Asian
Female

162

African
American
Male
African
American
Female
White
Female

46

4

116

164,
177

137

170,
176

26

34

Lynh, Bui

Washington
Post Reporter

Vietnamese
Female

2

Marcus, Ruth

Washington
Post Columnist

White
Female

47

Mathews, Jay

Washington
Post Columnist

White Male

50

McCartney, Robert

Washington
Post Columnist

White Male

McCrummen,
Stephanie

Washington
Post Reporter

White
Female

Milloy, Courtland

Washington
Post Columnist

Nakamura, David

Washington
Post Reporter
and White
House
Correspondent

African
American
Male
Asian Male

33
4, 6

20, 32,
48, 88,
90, 95,
120
36, 7
55, 63

1

94

118

200

Table 12 continued
Author

Title

Paley, Amit R.

Former
Washington
Post Staff Writer
and Foreign
Correspondent
Washington
Post Columnist

Pearlstein, Steven
Robinson, Eugene

Race
Ethnicity
Gender
White Male

Gentrificatio
n

Integratio
n

Race

Quality

48

118

48

White Male
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Washington
Post Opinion
Writer
Washington
Post Reporter

African
American
Male
White Male

51

Former
Washington
Post Staff Writer
Washington
Post Report

White
Female

48

Shapira, Ian

Washington
Post Reporter

White Male

Slayter, Mary
Ellen

Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Washington
Post Reporter

White
Female

Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Washington
Post Reporter

African
American
Female
White
Female

Former
Washington
Post Staff Writer
Washington
Post Social
Issues Editor
Washington
Post Reporter

African
American
Female
African
American
Female
White Male

Schudel, Matt
Schulte, Brigid

Schwartzman, Paul

St. George, Donna
Stewart, Nikita

Strauss, Valerie
Thomas-Lester,
Avis
Trent, Sydney

Turque, Bill

White Male

194

12, 17, 80
119

20
25, 47
135

White
Female

5
51,
100,
127
36

14, 42

39

111

41

201

31, 51,
57, 88

15, 27,
30, 33,
40, 59,
71, 79,
81, 85,
98, 111,
115

Table 12 continued
Author

Title

The Washington
Post Editorial
Board

Vargas, Theresa

Vise, Daniel de

Wax, Emily
Wheeler, Candace

Will, George

Woodlee, Yolanda

Yates, Clinton

Race
Ethnicity
Gender
Majority
White and
Male

Gentrificatio
n

Former
Washington
Post Reporter,
Current
Columnist
Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Washington
Post Staff Writer

Latina
Female

White
Female

19, 27

Former Fellow,
Washington
Post
Washington
Post Opinion
Writer
Former
Washington
Post Reporter
Former
Washington
Post Columnist
and Sports
Writer

African
American
Female
White Male

5

Integratio
n

Race

Quality

43, 50

49,
122

10, 38,
68, 80,
169,
173,
175,
186

20, 24

White Male

African
American
Female
African
American
Male

138

117

118,
127
6
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Table 13: Washington Post Authors’ Race, Ethnicity and Gender
Race, Ethnicity, Gender
White Male
White Female
Black Male
Black Female
Asian Male
Asian Female
Latino/Hispanic Male
Latina/Hispanic Female
Unknown Male
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51
24
15
12
1
3
0
2
1
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Table 14: Editorials and Letters to the Editor
Editorials
Gentrification
Integration
Race
School Quality

Men
2
3
1
13

Women
3
1
0
1

Editorial Board
0
2
2
8
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Other
0
0
1 group editorial
1 group editorial

Table 15: Washington Post Author Title Count
Title
Columnist
Correspondent
Editor
Fellow
Opinion Writer
Reporter
Staff Writer

Count
6
3
2
1
3
30
4
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CONTENT SUMMARY OF THE WASHINGTON POST

Keyword Search: Gentrification
Title

For Ivy City, 'The Plan' isn't paranoia

Author

Milloy, Courtland

Date

12/12/12

Document Number 1
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

Ivy City

Representation

Washington Post Columnist (African American Male); Empower DC
(grassroots organization); residents

Title

A gentrifiers dream: urban or suburban schools?

Author

Layton, Lyndsey

Date

10/15/12

Document Number 4
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

District, Takoma Park, Ward 3

Representation

Michael Petrilli, white middle-class liberals; Washington Post Reporter
(White Female)

Title

Study finds pockets of child poverty among emerging neighborhoods

Author

Wheeler, Candace

Date

10/04/12

Document Number 5
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

Edgewood neighborhood; District; city-wide neighborhood analysis

Representation

DC Kids Count Collaborative (local nonprofit researchers), DC Action for
Kids (nonprofit collaborative member), DC Prep Charter School; Former
Fellow, Washington Post (African American Female)
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Title

New market should offer a serving of how to live better

Author

Yates, Clinton

Date

09/14/16

Document Number 6
Type

METRO, Commentary

Spatial attributes

Union Market, Capital City Farmers Market; Brentwood, Ivy City,
Trinidad neighborhoods; Northeast; Ward 5; Former Washington Post
Columnist and Sports Writer (African American Male)

Representation

Residents, black and white, old and new, EDENS (market owner and
developer)

Title

'Swagger-jacking' U Street, the conversation continues

Author

Crockett, Stephen

Date

08/10/12

Document
Number

9

Type

METRO, Commentary

Spatial attributes U Street Corridor, District
Representation

Reader comments; Former Washington Post Contributor to The Root
(African American Male)

Title

Stealing home?

Author

Crockett, Stephen

Date

08/03/12

Document
Number

10

Type

METRO, Commentary

Spatial attributes U Street Corridor, District
Representation

Former Washington Post Contributor to The Root (African American
Male)

Title

Recasting a neighborhood

Author

Aratani, Lori

Date

04/09/12

Document Number 18
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

District, Mount Vernon Triangle neighborhood, Northwest,

Representation

Residents, black and white, old and new, Wilkes Co. (developer), clergy,
Community Improvement District, Mount Vernon Square Neighborhood
Association; Washington Post Reporter (Asian Female)
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Title

Pushing to give H Street stores a new look that's not so grating

Author

Wax, Emily

Date

04/06/12

Document Number 19
Type

STYLE, Feature

Spatial attributes

H Street NE

Representation

H Street Main Street (nonprofit), small business owners, business
leaders, Shaw; Washington Post Staff Writer (White Female)

Title

Back for an encore

Author

Schwartzman, Paul

Date

04/05/12

Document Number 20
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

U Street corridor, Florida Avenue NW

Representation

Small business owners (funeral home, restauranteurs, barbers),
residents, black, white, Howard Theater; Washington Post Report (White
Male)

Title

Here to stay, open to change

Author

Harris, Hamil R.

Date

03/24/12

Document
Number

22

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes District, 14th and Corcoran, Logan Circle, H Street corridor NE, Capitol
Hill, Georgetown
Representation

Residents, black and white, clergy

Title

When a white family moves into a black D.C. neighborhood 1

Author

Hoffman, Michael

Date

02/12/12

Document Number 23
Type

EDITORIAL-OPINION

Spatial attributes

District, Northeast

Representation

Residents, white
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Title

When a white family moves into a black D.C. neighborhood 2

Author

Lanning, Sarah

Date

02/12/12

Document
Number

23

Type

EDITORIAL-OPINION

Spatial attributes Capitol Hill East, RFK Stadium
Representation

Residents, white

Title

Gentrification in black and white

Author

Foster, Carl

Date

02/05/12

Document
Number

24

Type

EDITORIAL-OPINION, Letter

Spatial attributes D.C.
Representation

Author opinion, black, Residents, black

Title

Black middle class is redefining Anacostia

Author

Wax, Emily

Date

07/29/11

Document
Number

27

Type

A-SECTION, News

Spatial attributes Anacostia, Ward 8
Representation

Residents, black and white, old, new and returning, middle-class, selfdescribed black gentrifiers, Anacostia Development Corporation;
Washington Post Staff Writer (White Female)

Title

An identity reclaimed

Author

Abrams, Amanda

Date

05/28/11

Document Number 28
Type

REAL ESTATE, Feature

Spatial attributes

Truxton Circle, North Capital Street, Shaw, Bates, Bloomingdale, NOMA

Representation

Residents, black, Bates Area Civic Association; Freelance Journalist and
Washington Post Contributor (White Female)

209

Title

The false divide of 'gentrification'

Author

Curtis, Judith

Date

9/5/2010

Document
Number

32

Type

EDITORIAL-OPINION, Letter

Spatial
attributes

District

Representation Author opinion, white; response to McCartney, G. 8/29/10
Title

Adrian Fenty, Vincent Gray and the politics of race and class in D.C.

Author

McCartney, Robert

Date

08/29/10

Document Number 33
Type

OUTLOOK, B1, Commentary

Spatial attributes

District, Columbia Heights, Capitol Hill

Representation

Author opinion, Enterprise Community Partners (low-cost housing finance
company), Fenty, Gray, Barry; Washington Post Columnist (White Male)

Title

D.C. dispute puts new spin on gentrification

Author

Goodman, Christy

Date

05/10/10

Document Number 34
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

Congress Heights,

Representation

Residents, white, black professionals, Peaceaholics (neighborhood
organization for at risk youth), Advisory Neighborhood Commission;
Former Washington Post Reporter (White Female)

Title

A neighborhood's stories of change; young people's plays probe
gentrification in their own lives

Author

Brown, Deneen

Date

02/24/10

Document Number 35
Type

STYLE, News

Spatial attributes

Columbia Heights, District,

Representation

GALA Hispanic Theatre, residents, youth, playwright/instructor;
Washington Post Reporter (African American Woman)
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Title

The undertone of gentrification 1

Author

Anon

Date

01/09/10

Document
Number

36

Type

EDITORIAL-OPINION

Spatial
attributes

12th and H NE

Representation Author opinion, white resident
Title

The undertone of gentrification 2

Author

Anon

Date

01/09/10

Document
Number

36

Type

EDITORIAL-OPINION

Spatial
attributes

D.C.

Representation Author opinion, black resident
Title

D.C. rolls decline, preliminary tally shows; enrollment falls 8 percent as
charters continue growth

Author

Turque, Bill

Date

09/20/08

Document Number 41
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

District

Representation

Michelle Rhee and her administration, Public Education Reform Project
for the Washington Lawyers' Committee for Civil Rights and Urban
Affairs, parent, advisory neighborhood commissioner; Washington Post
Reporter (White Male)

211

Keyword Search: Integration
Title

Reunion draws Montgomery students who attended segregated schools

Author

Lynh, Bui

Date

10/8/2012

Document
Number

2

Type

METRO, News

Spatial
attributes

Montgomery County, Maryland

Representation African American graduates, teachers, staff; Washington Post Reporter
(Vietnamese Female)
Notes

Regional history, integration/desegregation/segregation.

Title

In N.C., a new battle on school integration

Author

McCrummen, Stephanie

Date

1/12/2011

Document Number 4
Type

A-Section, News

Spatial attributes

Wake County, North Carolina

Representation

Teachers, administrators, education experts, parents, elected officials;
Washington Post Reporter (White Female)

Title

Slapped with the label ‘lowest-achieving,’ a high school turns a crisis into
a challenge

Author

St George, Donna

Date

12/27/2010

Document
Number

5

Type

METRO, News

Spatial
attributes

Alexandria, Virginia

Representation Administrators, students, parents
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Title

School study sees benefits in economic integration

Author

McCrummen, Stephanie; Birnbaum, Michael

Date

12/27/2010

Document Number 6
Type

A-Section, News

Spatial attributes

Montgomery County, Maryland

Representation

Elected officials, Kahlenberg, Johns Hopkins sociologist, U.S. Department
of Education, Montgomery County Superintendent, Columbia University
graduate student, one student anecdote; Washington Post Reporter (White
Female), Former Washington Post Reporter, Current Washington Post
Bureau Chief (White Male)

Title

Former NAACP leader was first black on FCC

Author

Brown, Emma

Date

4/16/2010

Document
Number

10

Type

METRO, Obituary

Spatial
attributes

United States

Representation African American ‘leader’; Washington Post Reporter (White Female)
Title

Media magnate, philanthropist launched the Weather Channel

Author

Schudel, Matt

Date

9/11/2009

Document
Number

13

Type

METRO, Obituary

Spatial
attributes

D.C. Metro

Representation White newspaper publisher; Washington Post Reporter (White Male)
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Title

Hard-nosed champion of Montgomery school integration, managed growth

Author

Schudel, Matt

Date

7/1/2009

Document
Number

17

Type

METRO, Obituary

Spatial
attributes

Montgomery County, Maryland

Representation White elected official; Washington Post Reporter (White Male)

Title

Back to the scene of the color line

Author

Vargas, Theresa

Date

2/26/2009

Document
Number

20

Type

WEEKLY, Virginia, News

Spatial
attributes

Arlington, Virginia

Representation Former students, Governor Tim Kaine; Washington Post Reporter
(Latina Female)
Title

At Virginia school cafeteria, it’s fine to mix it up

Author

Birnbaum, Michael

Date

11/14/2008

Document Number 21
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C. Metro

Representation

Southern Poverty Law center, school administrators, students, school
staff; Former Washington Post Reporter, Current Washington Post
Bureau Chief (White Male)

214

Title

T.C. Williams’s class in history

Author

Vargas, Theresa

Date

10/9/2008

Document
Number

24

Type

Section 4, News

Spatial
attributes

Arlington, Virginia

Representation Graduates of T.C. Williams, black and white; Washington Post Reporter
(Latina Female)
Title

Signs of family’s perseverance all around

Author

Shapira, Ian

Date

9/20/2008

Document Number 25
Type

METRO, Feature

Spatial attributes

Prince William County, Virginia

Representation

African American teachers, students and graduates; white residents,
parents; Washington Post Reporter (White Male)

Title

Unreal world; a mother believes that, for all their privilege, private school
children can miss out on the richness of being around kids who are not so
like themselves

Author

Toutant, Pamela

Date

11/4/2007

Document Number 34
Type

MAGAZINE, Commentary

Spatial attributes

Chevy Chase, Maryland, Montgomery County Bethesda Chevy Chase
High School

Representation

White, liberal public school parent

215

Title

CPA Elmo Denton

Author

Schudel, Matt

Date

10/3/2007

Document
Number

37

Type

METRO, Obituary

Spatial
attributes

D.C. Metro

Representation African American CPA and bank founder; Washington Post Reporter
(White Male)
Title

A Little Rock reminder

Author

Williams, Juan

Date

9/25/2007

Document
Number

38

Type

EDITORIAL, Commentary

Spatial
attributes

Little Rock, Arkansas

Representation Juan Williams, media commentator (Panamanian Male)

Title

The legacy of Little Rock

Author

Thomas-Lester, Avis

Date

9/25/2007

Document
Number

39

Type

METRO, Feature

Spatial
attributes

United States; Little Rock, Arkansas

Representation African American student/graduate of Central High School

216

Title

A local answer to the integration challenge

Author

Bahrampour, Tara

Date

9/8/2007

Document Number 41
Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

Arlington, Virginia

Representation

Northern Virginia school administrators, principal; Kahlenberg;
Washington Post Reporter (White Female)

Title

Rose-colored views of an all black school

Author

Gilmore, Brian

Date

9/2/2007

Document Number 42
Type

OUTLOOK, Commentary

Spatial attributes

D.C., Paul Laurence Dunbar High School

Representation

African American commentator & Associate Clinical Professor of Law,
Michigan State University & Former D.C. Legal Counsel

Title

Integrating schools

Author

The Washington Post Editorial Board

Date

7/23/2007

Document
Number

43

Type

EDITORIAL

Spatial
attributes

United States

Representation The Washington Post Editorial Board (Majority White and Male)
Title

The boy on the bus

Author

Achenbach, Joel

Date

7/8/2007

Document
Number

45

Type

OUTLOOK, Commentary

Spatial
attributes

United States

Representation White graduate of racially integrated Florida public school; Washington
Post Reporter (White Male)
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Title

Rights, wrongs and the real task for D.C. schools

Author

King, Colbert

Date

7/7/2007

Document
Number

46

Type

EDITORIAL, Commentary

Spatial
attributes

D.C.

Representation Washington Post Opinion Writer (African American Male)

Title

School board chief calls busing the wrong path to racial balance

Author

Shapira, Ira

Date

7/7/2007

Document
Number

47

Type

PRINCE WILLIAM EXTRA, News

Spatial
attributes

Prince William County, Virginia

Representation P.W. County school board chairman; Washington Post Reporter (White
Male)
Title

Court ruling likely to further segregate schools, educators say

Author

Paley, Amit R. and Schulte, Brigid

Date

6/30/2007

Document
Number

48

Type

A-Section, News

Spatial
attributes

United States

Representation Professor of Education at Columbia University’s Teacher College;
National School Boards Association; Richard Kahlenberg, Century
Foundation; Pacific Legal Foundation; Fairfax County Schools;
Arlington Superintendent Robert Smith; Former Washington Post staff
writers (Paley and Schulte)

Title

Divided court limits use of race by school districts

Author

Barnes, Robert

Date

6/29/2007

Document Number 49
Type

A-Section, News
218

Spatial attributes

United States

Representation

Council of the Great City Schools; Pacific Legal Foundation; Supreme
Court opinions; Washington Post Reporter (White Male)

Title

A blow to Brown, the Supreme Court enables the resegregation of
schools by race

Author

The Washington Post Editorial Board

Date

6/29/2007

Document
Number

50

Type

EDITORIAL

Spatial
attributes

United States

Representation The Washington Post Editorial Board

Title

Standing in the schoolhouse door

Author

Robinson, Eugene

Date

6/29/2007

Document
Number

51

Type

EDITORIAL, Commentary

Spatial
attributes

United States

Representation Washington Post Opinion Writer (African American Male)
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Keyword Search: Race
Title

Weight of test scores in teacher evaluation formula may lessen

Author

Turque, Bill

Date

5/25/2012

Document
Number

18

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Office of the State Superintendent of Education, U.S. Department of
Education, State Superintendent, Chancellor Kaya Henderson, D.C.
Public Charter School Board Executive Director, Washington Post
reporter (White Male)

Title

D.C. has widest achievement gap

Author

Layton, Lindsey

Date

12/8/2011

Document
Number

26

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post reporter (White female)

Title

Henderson stirs controversy

Author

Turque, Bill

Date

9/3/2011

Document
Number

31

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post Reporter (White Male)

Title

The Answer Sheet

Author

Strauss, Valerie

Date

9/29/2010

Document
Number

36

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

Georgia

Representation

Washington Post Reporter (White Female)
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Title

Keeping the D.C. schools on track

Author

Reinoso, Victor

Date

10/10/2010

Document
Number

41

Type

METRO, Commentary

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Victor Reinoso, D.C. Deputy Mayor for Education

Title

D.C. school reform marches on

Author

Lord, Mary; Trabue, Ted; Slover, Laura McGiffert

Date

9/19/2010

Document
Number

42

Type

METRO, Commentary

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Three State Board of Education ward representatives (Ward 2, 3, at
large)

Title

Burning bridges in D.C. and tires in Kabul

Author

King, Colbert

Date

9/18/2010

Document
Number

43

Type

EDITORIAL, Commentary

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post Opinion Writer (African American Male)

Title

Picking the wrong fight with Obama

Author

Marcus, Ruth

Date

7/30/2010

Document
Number

47

Type

EDITORIAL, Commentary

Spatial attributes

United States

Representation

Washington Post Columnist (White Female)
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Title

Michelle Rhee’s role; The D.C. mayoral race is about the schools
chancellor, even if she believes it isn’t

Author

The Washington Post Editorial Board

Date

7/18/2010

Document
Number

49

Type

EDITORIAL

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

The Washington Post Editorial Board

Title

Rhee should take herself out of mayor’s race

Author

Mathews, Jay

Date

7/5/2010

Document
Number

50

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post Columnist (White Male)

Title

Fenty a no-show at schools debate

Author

Stewart, Nikita; Turque, Bill

Date

6/29/2010

Document
Number

51

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Mayoral candidate Vincent Gray, Mayor Adrian Fenty, African
American Washington Post columnist Colbert King, D.C. chapter of
Young Education Professionals, Stewart is a former reporter with The
Washington Post (African American Female) and Turque is a current
Washington Post Reporter (White Male)

Title

The only race Fenty might be sweating

Author

Debonis, Mike

Date

6/25/2010

Document
Number

52

Type

METRO, Commentary

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post reporter (White male)

222

Title

Rhee’s disclosure roils D.C. races

Author

Turque, Bill

Date

4/15/2010

Document
Number

57

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post reporter (White male)

Title

Teachers union to back candidate

Author

Hernandez, Nelson

Date

7/3/2008

Document
Number

85

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

National Education Association director of education policy and
practice, National Education Association annual union meeting
delegates, former Washington Post staff writer Hernandez

Title

Study highlights changes in D.C. school enrollment

Author

Turque, Bill

Date

6/27/2010

Document
Number

88

Type

METRO, News

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Washington Post reporter (White male), Brookings Institution, Urban
Institute, 21st Century School Fund, Michelle Rhee, State
Superintendent of Education Deborah Gist, Senior Fellow at
Brookings Metro Policy Program, Washington Lawyers’ Committee for
Civil Rights and Urban Affairs

223

Title

‘Exclusion’ doesn’t fit AP criteria

Author

Kelsey, Richard

Date

3/15/2008

Document
Number

93

Type

Editorial

Spatial attributes

D.C.

Representation

Post reader

Title

Unions speak against D.C. schools bill
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