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Equity Are We There Yet?: The Impact of Brown v. Board of Education

Welcome to the Turning Points National Conference. This conference offers us the opportunity to engage in thoughtful dialogue about the vision and challenge of equity. If we use our time together at this conference wisely, we will enrich our individual and collective understanding of equity and create an organized voice for equity and social justice. To that end, I would like for you to consider Turning Points’ three main themes of this conference, (1) leading for equity, (2) teaching for equity, and (3) community and parental involvement in creating and maintaining equitable schools.

One of the goals of this conference is that you leave with an understanding of what equity means. There are many definitions of equity, but for the purposes of my conversation with you today, I will use a definition designed by, Dr. Geneva Gay, social justice advocate and the author of the book, “Culturally Responsive Teaching.” 

Equity = “Comparable quality opportunities that parallel significance from diverse perspectives”

To operationalize this definition of equity requires a knowledge base and if we did not learn this knowledge base in our communities or teacher preparation programs then we have to teach ourselves, because as Malcolm X suggested, “We cannot teach what we don’t know.”

Using Texas language arts standards, here is an example of how to apply Geveva Gay’s definition of equity “comparable quality opportunities that parallel significance from diverse perspectives.”

English Language Arts: Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS)

110.43b (9) Reading/Culture. (A) The student reads widely, including world literature, to increase knowledge of his/her own culture, the culture of others, and the common elements across cultures.

110.43b (10) Reading/Literary response. (C) The student expresses and supports responses to various types of texts

110.43b (11) Reading/Literary concepts. (A) The student analyses literary elements for their contributions to meaning in literary texts. 

One way to be equitable while fulfilling the aforementioned standards is to discuss the poetry of Robert Frost and Langston Hughes. Many consider the work of these two poets of comparable quality and significance and magnitude.  Consider this, Tupac, was a poet and spoken word artist, but his body of works is not yet considered of “comparable quality and significance” to Robert Frost and Langston Hughes. I mentioned this because we should remember that adding Tupac to the conversation will of course help you connect with students and the pop culture that they cherish.

Conference Theme: Community and parental involvement in creating and maintaining equitable schools

How significant is community and parental involvement? Over the next few days as we reflect on the importance of parental and community involvement and maintaining equitable schools, consider a simple call for local justice changed the course of history in 1954. Oliver and Leslie Brown and 13 other African American parents in Topeka, Kansas objected to having to send their three daughters (Cheryl, Terry, and Linda) to an all African American elementary school miles away from their homes. The nearest public school, for European Americans only, was only a few blocks away.

This year we will celebrate the 50th anniversary of those parents’ visions for the education of their children. They that challenged inequity and changed national legislation. In pursuit of social justice and equity, Thurgood Marshall, as Chief Counsel for the NAACP, argued in Brown v. the State Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas that no nation committed to democracy could hope to achieve democratic ideals while upholding the “separate but equal” doctrine. Consequently, on May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court concluded that, “. . . in the field of public education, the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.” The seminal ruling of the Supreme Court in this case, reverberated throughout our country altering the face of the social, political, economic, and educational structure of this nation forever. 

Accordingly, we trusted that Brown v. the Board of Education would put an end to the era of the dehumanizing effects of segregation while providing a context in which to promote the basic tenets of democracy, cultural pluralism, and equity for all.  

Now, we approach the 50th anniversary of Brown v. The State Board of Education ruling and realize that we are still faced with the challenges of economic and social inequity for an increasing number of our children. In this light, we are forced to re-assess our past efforts to realize the dream of an equal education for all children. Though the spirit of Brown v. The State Board of Education helped change America forever and inspired our journey toward educational equity, we must critically examine our progress and ask ourselves, “After 50 years, are we there yet?” To that end, some questions to consider about equity as you attend the conference sessions include: 

· How might an examination of the confluences of ethnicity, social class, gender, exceptionality, and/or sexual orientation inform our theories and praxis? 

· What was the role of Brown vs. The Board of Education in fostering equity and social justice in our schools and communities? 

· What is the role of educators in fostering equity and social justice in our schools and communities? 

· How do the mandates of No Child Left Behind impact the quality of the education of all children?

· What local, state, regional, and national social issues merit our attention as educators and social justice and equity activists? 

· How might we better organize for social action at local, state, regional, and national levels to meet the intent of Brown vs. The Board of Education? 

Conference Themes: Teaching for Equity and Leadership

Because of my diverse roles at Southwestern University, I often reflect on the challenge of equity through different lenses. As Director of Secondary Education Certification, I am constantly updating the teacher preparation program to include standards for culturally responsive teaching competency. As professor, I update field-based components of every theory and methods course to provide preservice teachers experiences in diverse settings. Also, as a researcher, I consider the effects that teachers’ expectations of children have on students’ outcomes. 

What guides me in my reflection is something that John W. Davis, a Segregationist, once said and Thurgood Marshall’s rebuttal. As Davis argued for segregated schools during the Brown case he said,

“Why should black children be taken from all-black schools where they were “happy and inspired,” and forced to attend integrated schools where they would be “ridiculed and hated?” 

Davis contended that segregated schools were equal in the sense that they offered an appropriate education for African Americans. Integrated schools, he predicted, meant the destruction of those nurturing, all African American schools for the descendents of uneducated slaves. Davis used one of Aesop’s fables to make his point: “The dog with a fine piece of meat in his mouth crossed a bridge and saw the [reflection of the meat] in the stream and plunged for it and lost both shadow and substance.”

Thurgood Marshall rebutted,  “Segregated schools were the basis for “humiliation” for Americans with Black skin…and it was not a matter of “theoretical injury,” but “actual injury.”

Note: Share one of my student’s philosophy of education as an example of the vision of a culturally responsive preservice teacher:  (See statement at the end)

Challenge to Conference Participants to Think Critically about Equity:

In 2003, while examining school enrollment trends, the Harvard Project on School Desegregation noted that African Americans and Hispanic Americans attend segregated and badly funded k-12 schools.

I contend that Brown was stellar in theory, but flawed in implementation. Initially we moved children but did very little changing of the infrastructure. For example, we moved African American children from their all-African American schools to all-European American schools. However, the European American school infrastructure did not change.  We moved the powerless (children of color) into a power structure (all European American School). As you attend the conference sessions, consider how you can assist in recasting the structure of schools to promote equity. For example, if we want parental involvement should we always require parents to come to our “turf” aka schools to negotiate. Are we sending messages home through their own method of communication?  For example, the research is clear that Asian American grandmothers play a vital role in the education of their grandchildren, are we speaking with them.  

I leave you to enjoy the conference with these thoughts:

Children of color are now 40% of the population in U.S. public schools and what are we doing to empower all children? Brown was the catalyst for the Civil Rights Movement and Turning Points hopes that this conference is the catalyst for you understanding what equity means as well as learning strategies to use as change agents to help equitable schools.

Philosophy of Education


As a teacher, my goals are to inspire my students to grow in their knowledge of science and the world around them, and to help them develop the critical thinking skills necessary for success in our ever-changing world. I believe that in order to effectively teach students you must understand what is important to them, and relate your subject matter to their interest in the world. I also believe that many students learn best when they are given the opportunity to discover certain things on their own through a variety of experiences, which include experimentation, data gathering and analysis, and individual and group research projects.  


Although there is a basic knowledge base which must be mastered in order to understand the sciences, I believe that students must also discover how these facts are interrelated and affect the world around them. If students can develop an understanding of the interconnectedness of science and their environment, they will be much more likely to remember the facts being presented to them and also understand the value in learning the material. 


I also believe that in order for students to learn effectively a supportive learning environment must be present in their classroom. Students must feel valued as unique individuals who are part of a learning community where the search for knowledge and understanding is supported and valued. The classroom needs to be a place where they can enjoy the thrill of discovery and the satisfaction of solving a problem.  My hope is that when my students look at their watches they will say, “I can’t wait for next period – It’s time for science class!” 

