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Abstract 

 Education is one of the most controversial topics in the African-American community. In 

an attempt to understand African-American student “failure” in the classroom I have taken a 

critical approach to the landmark Brown v. Board of Education case. While this case allowed 

Black students access to better learning facilities and resources, it came with the cost of losing 

Black educators, a culturally centered curriculum, and ultimately a sense of community. In this 

article, I argue that White institutions were not prepared to teach African-American students 

when the Brown decision was made. The transition from schools that valued African-American 

culture and community into those that fostered racism and assimilation negatively impacted the 

African-American educational experience. I address Brown’s immediate effects on the Black 

community and incorporate my own experience through narrative analysis to further my central 

thesis that the long-term impact of Brown v. Board includes a generational effect contributed to 

academic hardships in the classroom and a lost sense of cultural identity for African-American 

students. 
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The Lost Generation: The Effects of Brown v. Board of Education on the Education of African-

American Students 

The 1954 Brown v. the Topeka, Kansas Board of Education decision was a landmark 

civil rights case that changed the face of education. Brown v. Board of Education overturned the 

Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896, which declared racial segregation in public facilities 

constitutional under the doctrine of “separate but equal.” However, the 1954 case set a new 

precedent by way of a unanimous decision that declared “segregated educational facilities” to be 

“inherently unequal.” Thanks to Brown, Black and White students are allowed the freedom of 

pursuing their education in the same classroom. 

The Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. the Board of Education desegregated the 

classroom, but not without an unforeseen consequence. While Brown granted African-American 

students access to White public schools, it did not include African-American educators. The loss 

of Black educators forced Black students to assimilate to a cultureless curriculum. White 

institutions instilled self-hate in African-Americans as the long term effects of the Brown 

decision created a culture in public schools where “negative and racist assumptions” about 

African-American students “guarantee failure” (Harris, 1992).  

In this article, I examine the immediate and long term effects on African-American 

students in the wake of Brown v. the Topeka Board of Education on African-American students. 

Moreover, I illustrate what preceded and followed the decision. Specifically, I focus on how this 

Supreme Court case negatively affected Black students’ education and sense of cultural identity. 

Academic achievement has been linked to cultural comprehension (Bradford & Harris, 2003; 

Carter, 2008; Davis, 2005). Therefore, I propose that African-American educators are essential to 

African-American students’ success as scholars. 
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The American public school system reports that African-American students have the 

highest dropout rate, lowest SAT scores, lowest rate of attendance, and are disproportionally 

suspended and expelled (Harris, 1992). However, Black students are excelling at Afro-centric or 

majority African-American charter schools that infuse African culture into their curriculum 

(Scott, 2009). Many parents of Black children are also choosing to homeschool their children in 

order to enforce their own cultural curriculum instead of exposing their children to cultureless 

public school systems that often foster racism (Huseman, 2015). After Brown v. Board, Black 

educators were no longer teaching Black students and subsequently a new curriculum emerged 

that erased the African-American experience from American history.   

Before the Brown decision, Plessy v. Ferguson’s “separate but equal” doctrine was in 

effect. This meant that de facto segregation was accepted as long as it ensured equal 

opportunities for all races. White and Black students had the opportunity to receive their 

education at separate institutions, but they were far from equal. White public schools were 

known to have the most robust resources and better learning facilities, while the Black schools 

were severely lacking (Fairclough, 2004). However, this dearth in resources allowed Black 

educators the chance to “fill in the blanks” for Black students. This meant that they could relate 

to their students, apply subjects to their culture and historical experiences, and offer explanations 

from a Black perspective (Lyons, 2004). 

As a Black scholar, my position on this subject is influenced by my experience. My goal 

in this paper is to benefit the Black community by understanding the importance of supporting 

Black educators and a culturally comprehensive curriculum to help our children succeed in their 

academic endeavors. In pursuit of this goal, I address the following questions: 
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RQ1.  How did the loss of African-American educators impact Black students after the Brown v. 

Board of Education decision?  

RQ2.  How did the curriculum change after African-American students integrated into White 

schools? 

RQ3.  What role does the African-American community play in the academic success of Black 

children? 

There was a sharp decline in Black educators after the Brown v. Board decision was 

made. What is not clear is the impact this decision had on Black children and the Black 

community. During this time, de jure segregation was still a factor in White institutions. The 

climate of education was a drastic transition for Black students. The new environment and 

change in teaching methods negatively impacted Black students’ academic achievement and 

cultural pride. It is presumed that the educational downfalls of African-American students are 

due to their environment outside of the classroom. This study offers an alternative explanation 

for those deficiencies. 

 The Brown decision allowed Black and White students to attend school together, but that 

did not mean that White institutions wanted to give access to Blacks. Instead, Brown was met 

with outrage by the White community. Indeed, another Supreme Court ruling, often referred to 

as Brown II (1955), had to enforce the integration of public schools. This reality directly 

impacted Black students and cemented their future as outcasts in the classroom. For the purposes 

of this study, we must not blame African-Americans’ failure in the classroom on their home or 

neighborhood environment. Instead, I argue that White institutions were not equipped or 

prepared to begin teaching Black students when the Brown decision was made. So why do we 

assume they are now? 



THE LOST GENERATION  6 
 

	

  As an African-American scholar, I have been taught that my history began with slavery. 

In my twelve years of grade school, I have only been taught by three Black educators. While I 

have always known that I was African-American, my cultural identity was not clear to me until I 

came to college. My recollection exemplifies what many Black students experience in public 

schools. Not only will my narrative further illustrate the results of the long term effects of the 

Brown decision, but it will also help to explain my interest in this subject. 

 For this case study, I analyze the Brown v. Board case and gather data from previous 

findings that illustrate the effects of the Supreme Court’s decision. Additionally, I bring my own 

experience to bear on this topic. This narrative inquiry approach elucidates the kind of personal 

experiences that may be connected to the larger, public system. This research method is an 

evolving study that allows the narrator to “engage in intense and transparent reflection and 

questioning of their own position, values, beliefs and cultural background” (Trahar, 2009). In 

analyzing my experience, the reader may draw connections from my reality to those of students 

who were directly impacted by the Brown v. Board decision. This case study coupled with my 

experiences in the education system will help to bridge the gap between African-American 

students’ integration into White institutions and the academic concerns of Black students today. 

A Loss of African-American Educators 

Mrs. Lane, Mrs. Richardson, and Mrs. Smith were the only Black educators who I have 

ever been taught by in grade school. As I struggle to recall the names of the rest of my teachers, 

their names are almost engraved into my memory because these were the only teachers who 

looked like me. Each of them taught at my middle school which was in an urban area in Las 

Vegas. Only Mrs. Lane, my sixth grade English teacher, had left a lasting impression on me. She 
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believed in my talents as a writer and as a Black woman. It is because of her that I pursued 

honors English courses throughout high school and strived to polish my writing skills. 

 Looking back, most of my class mates thought she was a mean woman. Yet, I thought she 

was strong and brilliant. I would stay after class to talk with her and ask her about her personal 

life. She would call on me in class to read my essays aloud and challenge my writing abilities so 

I could become better. Even when I called myself ditching classes, she is the one who grabbed 

me and walked me to where I was supposed to be so that I could avoid receiving in-house 

detention. I will always remember her because she took her time to help me realize my own 

potential. It is because of her influence on me that I began searching for more African-American 

figures to look up to. 

If I had not sought out African-American mentors in high school, I would have never 

attended Indiana State University. I joined an African-American youth organization called Alpha 

Men and Divas of Tomorrow (AMDOT) under the Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Incorporated, 

and that is where I was introduced to the idea of college, fraternities and sororities, and 

brotherhood and sisterhood. Being a part of that group dispelled every stereotypical idea about 

African-American people that had ever been pushed onto me.  

Our advisors taught us that, as young African-American people pursuing higher 

education with an opportunity to achieve greatness, we have an obligation to our community. In 

the past few years, AMDOT has had a 100% high school graduation and college acceptance 

rate. This is a privilege and opportunity that many African-American young people do not have. 

According to the KIDS Count Data Center, 51% of African-American students in the state of 

Nevada did not graduate from high school on time in the 2012-2013 academic school year. 

Nevada’s public school system has ranked dead last in the nation for the past four years 
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according to the KIDS COUNT Data Book (2012-2015). It is because of those devastating 

statistics that I have vowed to go back to my community, to empower and motivate young 

African-American youth to further their education.  

We must understand that not only do African-American students suffer when they have no 

one to relate to or to take interest in their abilities, but all students become disadvantaged when 

they are not exposed to educators of different ethnicities who bring unique perspectives to the 

learning process. If I had not joined AMDOT, I would probably still be in Nevada. You would 

think that those who teach us would encourage us to pursue higher education. Instead advisors 

and coaches of after-school programs and sports become essential to the success of young 

people. “These programs enable black and Spanish background children to overcome multiple 

disadvantages and perform above average on standardized tests” (Bell, 2005), but what happens 

to the child whose family could not afford football gear or dance lessons?  

Some people go their entire academic career without being taught by one face of color. 

Not only is that unfortunate, but it is also crippling. When you are an African-American student 

who has only been taught and guided by White educators, it is easy to assume that African-

Americans do not become teachers or mentors. That assumption, if perpetuated by enough 

people, could easily be the end to Black educators. Therefore, we should all feel a personal 

responsibility to our youth to make sure they are receiving a diversified education and are able 

to participate in programs that enhance and support their abilities. 

*** 

In order to understand the importance of African-American educators and their impact on 

Black children and their community, we must first appreciate the roles they played before 

Brown.  They were advocates for the education of Black children, worked to build and maintain 
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the school, and found funding to support the school’s efforts (Tillman, 2004). Not only did Black 

teachers prove to be the glue that held the Black schools together, but also their community. 

Tillman (2004) noted that African-American educators used school to “reinforce community 

values” and foster Black culture. They also had a way with connecting with their students as they 

shared similar experiences as African-Americans and took their role seriously. Milner (2006) 

noticed an authentic quality that Black teachers before Brown possessed as she wrote: 

Indeed, they saw their jobs and roles to extend far beyond the hallways of the school or 

their classroom. They had a mission to teach their students because they realized the risks 

and consequences in store for their students if they did not teach them and if the students 

did not learn. An undereducated and under-prepared Black student, during a time when 

society did not want nor expect these students to succeed, could likely lead to destruction 

(drug abuse, prison, and even death). (p. 92). 

Black educators saw their students’ potential and built them up to encourage them (Tillman, 

2004). They were invested in the academic success of Black students because their role was to 

guide them on a path that led to the unification and prosperity of the Black community. 

Additionally, African-American teaching methods were centered around forming individual 

relationships with each student by showing empathy and relating to students’ experiences within 

the Black community, while also acting as a role model and disciplinarian (Fairclough, 2009). 

Generally, Black teaching methods may have stemmed from how education was 

approached during the days of slavery. Not only were their names, families, native language, and 

culture stripped from them, but there were laws in place that prevented slaves from learning how 

to read or write. Davis (2005) contends that “the belief that education was for Whites are 

imbedded cultural contaminants that continue to influence African-American and White 
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American culture today.” In order to combat the stereotypes that Black people were ignorant, 

Black educators would tell their students that they are intelligent and promoted cultural 

empowerment. Before Brown, Black educators were concerned with teaching from a cultural and 

historical perspective while preparing students for prospective social change. Today, Davis 

(2005) argues, “American educators seem intent and content on merely treating African-

American children as though they did not have a unique journey and are in need of unique 

interventions.” 

One of the biggest impacts that took place after the Brown v. Board decision was the 

mass dismissal of African-American educators. Before 1954, there were approximately 82,000 

African-American educators who taught 2 million African-American children in mostly 

segregated schools (Hudson & Holmes, 1994; Hawkins, 1994). According to a report by the 

National Education Association (NEA), 31,584 Black teachers in the 17 southern states were 

dismissed from their positions between 1954 and 1970 due to desegregation. The NEA found 

that by 1972 the number of Black educators who were fired increased by nearly 8,000 in the 

same states. This mass termination of African-American teachers devastated the Black 

community. Tillman (2004) noted that “the firings threatened the livelihood of Black educators, 

the structure, values, and cultural norms of the Black community, and ultimately the social, 

emotional, and academic success of Black children.” 

The Black community still has not recovered from this loss as the number of Black 

teachers does not reflect the number of Black students in public schools today. Data collected by 

the U.S. Department of Education shows that, as of Fall 2015, there was about 50.1 million 

students who attended public elementary and secondary schools. Approximately 7.7 million of 

those students were Black. However, during the 2011-2012 academic year, the estimated total 
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number of teachers who taught in public schools was 3,385,200. Of that, Black teachers only 

made of 7% (approximately 236,964). Holmes (1990) had foreseen this fate when she noted that 

“a cycle developed between 1960 and 1990 in which fewer students of color have been taught by 

teachers of color. This cycle is pervasive and has continued to the present and will likely 

continue in the foreseeable future.” It seems that as more students enroll into the public school 

system, the wider the gap will become in the Black teacher-student ratio. 

A Cultureless Curriculum and a Loss of Cultural Identity 

During my senior year of high school, I took a U.S. History class with Mrs. Jackson. Mrs. 

Jackson was known by students to be one of those White women who are “accidentally racist” – 

meaning that she was curious about other races but her ignorance made everything sound 

offensive. We were covering African-American leaders in history and she had managed to fit 

them all into one PowerPoint presentation. However, she was absent the day we were supposed 

to go over it and had left a note for the substitute to present it to us anyway.  

 The presentation contained pictures of African-American leaders that we always hear 

about, such as Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Malcolm X, Thurgood Marshall, and others. 

The substitute stumbled her way through it trying to explain who each figure was and often 

called on a student to further expound. I was in the back of the classroom, falling asleep, when 

the substitute clicked to the next slide to reveal a rather questionable picture of O.J. Simpson. All 

of the students and even the teacher burst out laughing. The substitute searched for some kind of 

note that our teacher might have left to explain why she included this picture. Of course, she did 

not leave one and our substitute struggled to regain control over the class to no avail. It is safe 

to say that my experience in my history and social studies classes throughout grade school were 

similar to this incident – one joke after the other. 
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Obviously, I had no idea that what I was learning in school was a misrepresentation and 

fabricated version of the history and constitution of America. I have no doubt that I would have 

learned more about myself and U.S. history had my social studies teachers been African-

American, Native American, or Latino. Instead, my elementary school celebrated Columbus Day 

with a distorted lesson of Christopher Columbus that lasted almost a week and honored Martin 

Luther King, Jr. with a movie about his life. My elementary school and high school neglected 

Black History Month altogether. 

 I recall a time when we were discussing slavery and the capture of Africans in my World 

History class in high school. I was sitting in the back of the classroom when the teacher 

mentioned something about African slaves. The entire class turned around and looked at me, the 

only Black girl in the room, as if they expected me to have a direct line to my ancestors and 

speak up on their behalf. With all of the attitude I could muster up in that moment, I responded to 

their gaping stares with a “What?!” 

 By the time I had learned that George Washington’s wooden teeth were not actually 

wood, but pulled from the mouths of his slaves, I was a freshman in college. I was relearning 

things that had been taught to me in elementary school with a matured understanding of race 

and the world. Similar to religion, I had always thought that race was a sensitive issue that was 

not appropriate for class discussion. Up until college, my teachers would either tip toe around 

race or would neglect to address it at all. I now know that this was not an effective method 

utilized to teach diverse classrooms.  

 Bradford and Harris (2003) in their study about African-American children’s academic 

achievement and their cultural knowledge found that, “cultural knowledge is synonymous with 

cultural literacy, background knowledge, or general knowledge, which is necessary for 
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contextualizing information, making relevant associations, and adequate comprehension.” If 

cultural knowledge was valued in the classroom, discussing race would not be such a taboo. A 

cultureless curriculum ends up doing more harm than good when it comes to minority student 

success because material is taught from one perspective, which is likely to be from a majority 

perspective. 

 While Brown v. Board broadened the curriculum for African-American students, it also 

narrowed their perspectives. The responsibility of teaching students to value themselves and 

their culture is then not only up to their parents, but their educators as well. I would argue that 

an educator’s role of instilling that value in African-Americans is greater than that of the parent 

because White children would then begin to associate value with African-American culture. Far 

too often, even in today’s “post-racial” society, do we hear about little Black boys and girls who 

have been taught to hate themselves or their characteristics because their White counterparts 

discriminate against them. The need for culturally competent teachers to enlighten all children 

becomes greater when this behavior perpetuates. 

*** 

It is no secret that countries use schools to inspire patriotism. We have experienced this in 

elementary school when we would stand every morning for the Pledge of Allegiance. Davis 

(2005) argued that a nation’s culture could not continue to exist without some type of formal 

education to promote it. The problem appears when our children are taught from one general 

American perspective when we know that there are many American cultures, ethnicities, and 

experiences. If we fail to acknowledge this fact, we are inadvertently teaching them to depreciate 

their differences and assimilate into White culture.  
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 The lack of African-American and other minority perspectives in public school curricula 

may contribute to the academic “failure” of African-American students in the classroom. A study 

conducted by Bradford and Harris (2003) suggested that “African-American children, regardless 

of socioeconomic status, perform better in school when they are provided with opportunities to 

develop broad-based cultural knowledge.” Not only would imbedding African-American culture 

and history into public school curricula contribute to the academic success of Black students, but 

also affect their sense of cultural identity. 

In an article published in Vanity Fair, entitled Through a Lens, Darkly (Margolick, 2007), 

recounted the personal experience of Elizabeth Eckford, who was part of the Little Rock Nine. 

The Little Rock Nine consisted of nine African-American students who enrolled in the racially 

segregated Little Rock Central High School in 1957. The article wrote of the students’ transition 

into a previously all-white school: 

While underfunded, Little Rock's black schools had a distinguished tradition, teaching 

black pride before the term existed and black history before there were any texts. So 

whatever benefits Central conferred on its first black students would come at a cost: the 

loss of friends, community, and teachers who cared, as well as the chance to participate in 

extracurricular activities, since the school board, fearing white outrage over racial 

mixing, had barred the nine black students from them.  

Although White schools could offer Black students updated resources and textbooks, there was 

no one there to affirm their culture or empower them in a time when it was desperately needed. 

Instead, African-American students were harassed and excluded. The transition from an African-

American centered education into an environment that condemned Blacks not only affected the 

quality of those students’ education, but set the standard for generations to come. 
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 Harris (1992) argues that “we must rid African-American student of the self-hate that the 

current school culture has forced upon them… The culture is our target; instead of blaming the 

learner, educators should look at those factors under their control.” While school culture has 

indeed improved since 1957, there are still vestiges of racism that are fostered there. I argue that 

our African-American children will never prosper unless we take back community responsibility 

for the education, empowerment, and advancement of our youth. 

Maintaining Cultural Identity through Education and Community 

The solution to the academic failure of African-Americans begins in the classroom. We 

must not rule out the influence of outside environmental factors that affect student achievement, 

but put a magnifying glass to the institutions that teach our children. If we had more teachers 

who understood African-American culture and history and a curriculum that reflected that, 

African-American student retention and academic success would increase along with their sense 

of cultural identity. We could give birth to a new generation of people who are socially 

conscious and culturally aware, but our schools are perpetuating the same beliefs and practices 

that we are fighting against in America. This is not new. Education has always been our keys to 

freedom. However, we must understand the Black community’s role in this matter. 

Young Black children symbolize the Black community’s hope for justice. Every time a 

young Black child or teen is gunned down, that beacon quickly dwindles to ash. Our ancestors 

have paved the road for freedom and justice; it is this generation and the next that have to be 

brave enough to tread it. It is our job to teach our children to value themselves and ensure that 

they are receiving a quality multi-cultural perspective education. Harris (1992) contends “we 

must start with self-appreciation before we can expect to appreciate others.” If Black students are 
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not prospering in public schools, an African-American centered education, extracurricular 

activities, and/or community intervention is probably needed. 

The academic success of our children is not achieved in a bubble. There are many 

influences that have the ability to impact whether or not they reach their full potential. The 

African proverb “it takes a village” conveys the community effort that it takes to rear a child. My 

7-month-old son, Avery, does not yet know that he is African-American. It is me and my 

partner’s responsibility as parents to teach him about his heritage and what it means to be an 

African-American male in this society. It will be his educators’ and coaches’ duty to provide him 

with the resources, skills and the encouragement to prosper. There will also be community and 

environmental influences that will mold my son. I pray that each person involved in his 

maturation understand their impact on his success in this world.  

Conclusion 

 The impacts of the Brown v. Board of Education decision continue to affect the quality of 

education for millions of African-American students. The loss of Black educators and the 

transition from an African-American centered education to a “cultureless” environment has 

inspired White acculturation. We must take a lesson from history to critique our educational 

system. If the loss in African-American educators and the lack of cultural perspectives in 

curricula continue to trend, we will notice less and less African-Americans who claim their 

cultural and racial identities and the fullness thereof. If schools cannot equip our children with 

the basic knowledge and encouragement for success then the Black community must stand up 

and step in. There needs to be culturally and academically competent educators, socially 

conscious parents, and a community of people who are concerned about the youth and the 
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standard of education in which they are receiving in order to create a culture of success for 

African-American students. 
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