
The right to an equal education in the United 
States is a continuous fight. The Jim Crow laws 
of the South not only segregated schools, but 
they restricted the right to an equal-opportunity 
education. Brown vs. the Board of Education 
ruled in 1954 that the South had to begin the 
process of desegregating schools. The 
realization of this ruling took years to spread into 
the small towns of the South and met a lot of 
resistance, and not just from white people. While 
much was gained by integrating schools, there 
was also a great loss. Integrating not only 
students, but the educational systems such as 
school boards, was a slow and tedious process 
that led to mixed results, especially in eastern 
North Carolina. This paper will explore the 
process of educational desegregation and its 
effects in Edgecombe and Nash Counties 
through the experiences of Ms. Rosa Brodie, a 
local student, teacher, professor, and a member 
of the board of education. 

 The experience of desegregation in these 
small North Carolina counties is encapsulated in 
the life of Ms. Brodie. Growing up, she lived in a 
deeply segregated community in Martin and 
Edgecombe county and attended segregated 
schools all the way through her master’s work in 
biological sciences which she completed in 
1957. She witnessed the process of school 
desegregation in the late sixties into the early 
seventies while serving as the only African 
American faculty member at Nash Community 
College for eight years, from 1966-1974. During 
this time, Ms. Brodie was selected to sit on the 
Education Board of Rocky Mount. She witnessed 
the many underhanded ways in which local 
whites tried to suppress black access to equal 
education. Her experiences in her career as an 
educator not only gave her great insight into the 
process of desegregation, but she also became 
aware of what was lost along the way. Ms. 

Brodie outlined her experiences in an oral 
history interview. 

 The decision of Brown vs. Board of 
Education rippled across the south. The brave 
actions of the nine students who integrated 
Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, is at 
the forefront of many minds when 
desegregation is discussed. Not only was it the 
first act of enforced integration, but it was 
extremely inflammatory. The anger and violence 
aimed at those high schoolers remains striking 
today. Melba Beals, one of the nine students 
entering Central High School, recalled the first 
day when her mother accompanied her through 
the rioting crowd: “the two of us narrowly 
escaped a rope-carrying lynch mob of men and 
women shouting that they’d kill us rather than 
see me go to school with their children.”  The 1

integration of schools created conflict in local 
governments as well. In the city of Greensboro, 
North Carolina, white education board members 
quietly voted against allowing a few black 
students to be allowed to attend a white school 
after the Brown vs. Board decision. Not wanting 
to interrupt their own peace, “most board 
members wished primarily to control the 
situation—to keep the lid on—and prevent the 
kind of disruption that might hurt the city’s 
image and create instability.”  While instances of 2

violent resistance to integration tended to be the 
center of attention, small towns like those in 
eastern North Carolina were experiencing similar 
issues. However, instead of bold protests and 
aggressive actions of those with political power, 
the battle for desegregation in more rural areas 
was fought with finesse and dedication. 

 Segregation in rural Martin County in North 
Carolina was not plastered across signs that said 
'colored' and ‘white.' According to Ms. Brodie, “I 
don’t ever remember seeing signs saying whites 
here drink and blacks over here drink . . . It was a 
kind of ‘knowing’ type thing.”  Segregation in 3
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small towns did not need to be reinforced with 
signs—people just knew. Ms. Brodie grew up in 
Martin County, her father a sharecropper and her 
mother a schoolteacher. She experienced 
segregation first-hand as a child. Ms. Brodie 
described the polarization of the races thus: 
“Everyone at that time knew their position, knew 
their place, and you just dealt with your area.” 
Whites and blacks got along “as long as you 
didn’t step over on to their area.”   4

 The convention of segregation being 
taught by the community is not unique to Martin 
County. In another North Carolina county, 
Sampson, a man named Charlie Holcombe 
remembered his grandfather making a striking 
analogy with a catfish he caught. His grandfather 
said that a black person was like a catfish 
because, “as long as he is in his mudhole he is 
all right, but when he gits out he is in for a passel 
of trouble. You ‘member dat, and you won’t have 
no trouble wid folks when you grows up.”  5

Holcombe’s grandfather was warning him to 
stay in his place so he would not get into trouble 
in the community. Even in other states, these 
sentiments, meant to ensure safety within the 
community, could be found. Ms. Brodie’s 
account did not include the violence and hatred 
that is evident in the memoirs of the time, such 
as Melba Beals’, but they all feature similar 
evidence of everyday segregation. Beals 
recalled that “I felt safe only in my sepia-toned 
world, a cocoon of familiar people and places.”  6

 Rural Martin County was deeply 
segregated; however, it created a strong bond 
among the African American community. 
Leonard Giles, a man from a neighboring town, 
Tarboro, recalled that “it was like a big family. It 
was like we have to share because it was a 
struggle. I always look back and think about it, 
and it was just a struggle, and everybody did 
and helped each other out the best they could.”  7

This strong sense of community was not only 
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found in the relationships in town, but it was also 
a pivotal piece of the foundation of black 
schools.  

 The reality of the segregated schools does 
not always match up with what is typically 
taught about the topic today. There is no 
denying that school segregation denied African 
American students the best educational 
materials and opportunities. Many of these 
schools received very little funding compared to 
the white schools in their regions.  Strained 8

funding meant used and outdated materials 
handed down from the white schools. These 
issues were common in black schools and 
presented an obstacle for their students. 
However, the support and dedication that many 
black communities showed their schools was a 
major benefit to their students. Rosena Ricks, a 
local to the Tarboro area, states that “There was 
a closeness and a caring within the Black 
community for kids and some of what they have 
taught the kids now has totally replaced all of 
that upbringing. I mean teachers were role 
models and they worked very closely with the 
parents . . . When I went to college, I knew who I 
was. I knew I was an African American woman 
and I was damned proud of my race.”  Black 9

schools fostered not only education, but also 
discipline, self-confidence, and identity. Many 
students from these school recall their teachers, 
friends, and extracurricular activities with much 
fondness. These years helped prepare them for 
careers and gave them a sense of safety from 
their community.  

 Ms. Brodie attended schools in Pitt and 
Edgecombe Counties throughout the forties. 
She attended the grade school where her 
mother taught. She graduated from Pattillo High 
School in 1951. Ms. Brodie recalled her primary 
school years warmly. Not only was this the time 
that her biology teacher inspired her to pursue 
further education in science, but she also 
recalled the activities available to her through 

her school. Pattillo had many different sports 
programs and classes in the arts, including a 
glee club in which Ms. Brodie took part during 
her attendance. Leonard Giles, a 1967 Pattillo 
graduate, recalled that “we had a rich tradition at 
our school because we were like family because 
we had all grown up together for twelve years 
and went to the same school.”  This sentiment 10

seems to have been common in rural North 
Carolina. In Hyde County, black schools were 
“like the best of families, they functioned as a 
daily shelter for black children to learn in—one 
with high expectations, strong role models, and 
constant reinforcement of their dignity and self-
respect.”  Despite all that had to be overcome 11

to properly educate black schoolchildren, the 
sense of community and support helped 
students’ form character and learn in the 
classroom. Because the African American 
community valued education, students learned 
that it was vital. Another graduate of Pattillo 
states that “You know you heard constantly 
throughout the years education is something 
they can’t take away from you so I wanted 
something they couldn’t take away from me.”  12

The value and experience of school was 
appreciated by the adults in the community as 
well as by the students. 

 Extracurricular activities were encouraged 
and enjoyed by many students. Sports or the 
arts facilitated friendships and interaction with 
the community. When asked if she participated 
in any extracurricular activities, Ms. Brodies 
smiled: “When I was going to high school, I did, 
because I was traveling with glee club.”  She 13

performed with the club for locals and for 
neighboring communities as well. Discussing 
this time seemed to bring back good memories. 
Giles, when asked if he played any sports, 
replied, “yes. Definitely. We had football, 
basketball and baseball teams. It was just like a 
family, like a camaraderie because all of us grew 
up together.”  Team sports allowed students to 14

create strong bonds with each other and 
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provided role models such as coaches and 
instructors. An oral history study on graduates 
from the high school concluded that “Pattillo 
School provided a variety of social, athletic, and 
creative opportunities for students. Considering 
the school participated against other all-Black 
schools in the county and surrounding areas, the 
African American schools in the area wanted 
their students to be well-rounded and 
recognized the need for their involvement in 
activities beyond the classroom.”  By providing 15

these opportunities, schools not only diversified 
their students’ skills, but also got them involved 
in local and near-by communities.  

 Educators were an essential part of black 
schools. They taught, but they also disciplined, 
inspired, and looked out for their students. They 
took pride in their work and made sure that their 
students knew their value in society. In the 
community, teachers were respected for their 
influence and dedication. The aforementioned 
oral history study found that “African American 
teachers in segregated schools were 
instrumental in the academic and social lives of 
African Americans and were highly regarded by 
their communities.”  Many teachers made a 16

point to know the parents of their students and 
discuss their progress. Teachers also evaluated 
the curriculum and made adjustments to help 
foster a proper education. The study also stated 
that “Schools such as Pattillo recognized that 
the curriculum disadvantaged the history and 
contributions of African Americans and, 
therefore, the school made a conscious effort to 
teach students racial pride.”  These efforts to 17

educate and support made educators important 
to their students. Many of the students would go 
on to pursue careers and were not afraid to 
assert themselves in society. 

 The progress of students was the 
teacher’s main concern, and their students 
remember that fact. Former students from the 
Pattillo High School still revere their old 
teachers. Ms. Brodie recalled how her biology 
teacher, Suzanna Thomas, inspired her to 

pursue a career in the sciences: “My high school 
biology teacher is the one that got me started in 
the science direction.”  Many others from 18

Pattillo High School remember having good and 
caring teachers. They helped their students 
figure out what to pursue and where to go to 
college. According to the study, “Rosena, 
Rudolph, and Quincy said that the Black 
teachers in the community influenced students’ 
college choices. Most students heard their 
teachers talk about their alma maters and many 
chose to attend the same schools based on 
information they received from their teachers.”  19

These educators inspired their students to 
pursue secondary education, and some, like Ms. 
Brodie, would become educators as well.  

 The value of education was fundamental in 
Pattillo high school. Many of its attendees 
continued on to college. A graduate from the 
school, Rudolph, recalled “yeah we had a high 
percentage of students that went to college . . . 
but that was a going thing in the sixties starting 
really in the late fifties up until the end of the 
sixties that was the expectation, you had to get a 
college education and different things were 
happening for that to be provided.”  The 20

support of teachers, family, and the community 
helped black students confidently pursue higher 
education and better jobs. Ms. Brodie, who 
graduated high school in 1951, recalled a 
different reality for her and her fellow students. It 
is evident that her case was not the norm for the 
entire school in the early fifties. She said that 
“From the area I grew up in, there were only a 
few of us who went to college” and that “So very 
few at that time went off to college.”  While Ms. 21

Brodie was an outlier because her family and a 
teacher encouraged her to go to college, this 
was not the common phenomena that students 
such as Rudolph experienced. However, it is 
evident that the influence of teachers at these 
all African American schools had an impact on 
the students and their futures.  

 Now it should be understood that these 
rural schools in the Edgecombe and Hyde 
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Counties do not always reflect every black 
school in the country. In Sunflower County, 
Mississippi, the black schools were absolutely 
destitute in every sense. Ms. Lee, an African 
American woman who witnessed the state of 
the black schools in Sunflower County recalled 
that she “was heartsick at the terrible conditions 
in most of those schools. But what made her the 
saddest were the teachers. Lillian said that 
sometimes the school superintendent would 
hire, as teachers, cooks from surrounding 
plantations who could barely read and write 
themselves.”  At these schools, students 22

suffered. They already had to work with used 
and outdated school materials, and they did not 
have teachers who could expand on the 
materials or add important lessons to their 
curriculum. Beyond this, the statistics for 
Sunflower County's black schools showed how 

dire the educational situation was for their 
students. A survey found that “most of the 
county schools for blacks ended at the tenth 
grade, and of the twenty thousand black 
children in the county between the ages of six 
and twenty-one, only half were enrolled in 
school. Almost none of the teachers had a 
college education, only a third had completed 
high school, and five had progressed only to the 
ninth grade.”  Obviously, the quality of black 23

schools varied across the country. Luckily for the 
students in Edgecombe County, Pattillo was an 
exemplary school. 

 The process of desegregation in the 
educational systems of eastern North Carolina 
was slow and timid. For the state as a whole, this 
process was not welcomed with open arms. The 
whites who wanted to limit the effects of Brown 
vs. Board instilled the Pearsall Plan. This plan 
“did not literally prohibit school integration, it 
simply left the decision of whether or not to 
desegregate schools to local citizens while 
giving them a powerful legal tool for defending 
a decision to resist desegregation.”  Unless the 24

county had a majority of people who wanted to 
desegregate, the decision of Brown vs. Board 
came to a standstill. Even the districts that had 
the votes to move forward with the integration 
process encountered many deterrents. White 
schools would have certain requirements for 
black students who applied for admission. 
These requirements were not set in stone and 
could be adjusted as the board saw fit. In the 
case of high schools around Greensboro, 
parents became frustrated and did not want to 
go through the trouble. For many cases, “a 
school board rejected the request of one parent 
because her child was a C student, hence not fit 
to go to a white school; the same board then 
denied reassignment to an A student because 
he was doing so well that it would be unfair to 
move him.”  For an African American parent, 25

these hurdles were strenuous and for many, all 
this trouble did not seem worth it.  

 While there are no accounts of protesting 
in the streets, the subtle strain and conflict is 
obvious in the accounts of those who 
experienced this process firsthand. Ms. Brodie 
did not reflect on this time as a great success, 
but as a tiring progression of events that 
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seemed to be more troublesome than a joyous 
victory. This outlook was not unique to her alone. 
Desegregation was accepted with apprehension 
from not only the white community, but the 
African American communities as well. Many 
African Americans from these communities 
were not thrilled with the idea of pursuing 
desegregation because of the amount of work it 
would take and all that could be, and eventually 
was, lost in integration. In many places, black 
parents were sending their children into school 
buildings filled with passive-aggressive 
teachers, angry parents, and hostile students. In 
extreme cases, like Melba Beals’s in Little Rock, 
students and their families were risking their 
lives to integrate the high school. She recalled 
that “we black children maneuvered our way 
past an angry mob to enter the side door of 
Central High. But by eleven that 
morning, hundreds of people outside 
were running wild, crashing through 
police barriers to get us out of school. 
Some of the police sent to control the 
mob threw down their badges and 
joined the rampage.”  Parents feared 26

violence aimed at their families and 
that their children might lose their 
connection with the black community. 
When students from Pattillo were 
bused to white schools, they did face 
threats of violence. A student, Cornel 
Boyd, recalled how “we’re getting 
settled and an announcement across 
the intercom [says] ’everyone please 
evacuate the building, there has been 
a bomb threat’ . . . The scary part was 
thinking about all the racist things that 
we have heard about going on around 
the country. Home is racist but we 
never knew anything to this degree.”   27

  The fear of endangering 
children was felt in other small towns 
as well. In Norfolk, Virginia, a group of 
African American parents formed the 
Parental Involvement Network to stop 
the busing of students to other 
schools and to support the desire for 
neighborhood schools. One of the 
founders, Nelson White, remarked 
that “he did not see the value in 
busing African American students 

across town since they often wound up in 
‘hostile situations’. The burden of desegregation 
seemed to be placed more on African American 
students than on whites, and he believed that 
the ‘integrated education’ of African American 
students was not any better than the 
‘segregated education’ he received in Norfolk 
years before.”  It was hard for many parents to 28

justify risking their child’s education and well-
being for the sake of social advancement. The 
threats of violence were a concern for the 
African American communities, but the threat to 
their child’s educational and social development 
as well as their community culture was also at 
the forefront of their minds. 

 As stated before, the community was 
central to African American students in 
Edgecombe County. Ms. Brodie and other 
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students from Pattillo High School expressed 
how important the community was to not only 
their educational development, but also their 
personal development. By following the national 
format of removing black students from their 
schools and putting them into white ones, 
African Americans would be losing the influence 
and support of their communities. These 
students would be surrounded by peers who 
could be malicious in their classes and their 
teachers were likely indifferent to their character 
growth. Parents feared the effect segregation 
would have on their children. At Mattamuskeet 
High School in Hyde County North Carolina, 
parent’s fear for their children’s education 
mirrored the feelings of the Edgecombe County 
families. African American parents “had begun to 
doubt that they would have significant influence 
over their children’s educations or reasonable 
access to educators at the school. They 
believed that the school board had not shown 
respect for their opinions or their tradition of 
schooling thus far; how could they expect to 
receive any such respect when the children had 
to attend Mattamuskeet?”  Because these 29

parents had maintained close contact with their 
children’s school and education, sending their 
children to receive an education that they had 
little to no influence over made the parents 
apprehensive. The students were concerned as 
well . In a questionnaire administered to 212 
African American high school students in 1968, 
“most of the pupils endorsed desegregation as a 
principle, but, expressed ‘affective disquietude 
concerning local integration.’”  The main 30

reasons students were hesitant were “because 
of 'such concerns as white peer acceptance, 
fairness of Caucasian teachers and . . . 
achievement in the integrated milieu.’”  With 31

students and parents afraid that they would 
receive an unequal education, supporters found 
another front on which the battle had to be 
fought, local education boards. 

 Ms. Brodie was an educator and education 
board member during the process of integration. 
She was hired by Nash Community College in 

1966 and worked at the college level for most of 
her teaching career. Even after the college 
started integrating, Ms. Brodie was the only 
African American faculty member for eight 
years. Again, she seems to be a pioneer in the 
Nash and Edgecombe areas in education. 
During her time there, she watched the school 
slowly become more and more diverse. She said 
that integration of Nash Community College 
“was almost an automatic thing. People were 
grown, they accepted it because people paid 
their money and they came to get educated.”  32

Meanwhile, Pattillo High School started to 
dwindle away. Black students were starting to 
integrate into the local white schools, and 
eventually there were not enough students to 
keep the doors of Pattillo open. As Leonard Giles 
bluntly put it, “they destroyed the black schools, 
and they sent the black kids to the white 
school.”  The process of integration and the 33

education of African American students was 
quickly becoming a concern. This was the issue 
for the education boards, which did not have 
proper ethnic representation. The few African 
American board members had to figure out how 
to get the voices of students heard within a 
white-dominated board. 

 While most people have to be elected to 
the education board, Ms. Brodie was appointed 
by the mayor of Rocky Mount, John Minges, in 
the late 1960s. There were only a few African 
American representatives compared to the 
many whites on the Rocky Mount education 
board. Ms. Brodie and the other three blacks on 
the board had a unique opportunity to represent 
black students for policies concerning 
desegregation. But they had to work within a 
structure that was not always receptive to their 
ideas. When reflecting on her time on the board, 
Ms. Brodie recalled, “I had got to know how to 
function in a desegregated group, but I had 
some experience because I was working in a 
desegregated atmosphere before going there 
and found that the same thing prevailed. The 
black perspective was scrutinized, whereas the 
white perspective was more or less accepted. 
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So, I just sat and listened and found out what the 
white perspective was and interjected my ideas 
into it.”  Figuring out how to work the white 34

system was the only way African American 
board members could get their opinions heard 
without being shot down immediately. Ms. 
Brodie merely shrugged as she stated that “one 
voice crying in the wilderness is a lot like John 
the Baptist. I found that out. That in order to get 
something through you had to have some 
backup.”  These board members had to tow the 35

line to get any support. Often, their goals were 
simply to have some influence, especially on 
behalf of black parents.  

 Education boards around the country were 
experiencing similar problems. In Mississippi, 
1992, a school board member, Eugene 
Anderson, stated that “the teachers and 
principals need and must have our input and 
support for what goes on in school time. I told 
the school board that the parents don’t trust 
them. The parents believe the school board 
refuses to listen to them or allow them to play 
an active role.”  Even during a time when many 36

considered the integration process to be 
complete, these issues still prevailed. The quiet 
battles of the education boards may have mainly 
happened behind closed doors, but their 
policies would deeply impact the lives of 
students, especially black students. It is thanks 
to people like Ms. Brodie that the desegregation 
process and the internal support of black 
students was able to work from the top down. 

 The process of desegregation in schools 
took years. The African American community 
had to fight on many different fronts and use 
different tactics to carry out the dream behind 
Brown vs. Board. Edgecombe and Nash County 
schools were integrated thanks to the efforts of 
the education board members. The first official 
action taken by the Rocky Mount Board of 
Education, the Blueprint for Progress, allowed 
fifteen black students into the local high schools, 
among other desegregation projects. Before this 
action, the education board itself was integrated 

in 1963 and, ”to advance the organization’s 
agenda, Armstrong, Costen, and Dudley agreed 
to serve as the black representatives to a new 
biracial task force appointed by the Good 
Neighbor Committee to draft a comprehensive 
plan to address the African American 
community’s grievances.”  Because of this 37

process, African Americans, like as Ms. Brodie, 
would have the opportunity in the late 1960s to 
continue to represent their community.  

 The hard work paid off and African 
American students were now being educated 
alongside their white peers. Ms. Brodie reflected 
on the period after the major integration and 
stated, “Now was desegregation necessary? I 
think yes because we wanted everything that 
you had, you had nice new books, I wanted nice 
new books.”  But in her opinion, the effects of 38

desegregation ended up hurting African 
American students. She sat quietly before 
carefully saying that “With the concern for the 
student, desegregation was not a plus because 
the two cultures were not the same for the 
learning styles of the children.”  This sentiment 39

is not unique to Ms. Brodie. Many parents and 
educators felt the same way. In Hyde County, 
“almost all blacks expected to lose something 
during the implementation of school 
desegregation; merging two races, classes, and 
traditions into the same schools would have 
always required many trade-offs and sacrifices 
by black and white citizens alike. But the more 
school desegregation resembled a complete 
subsumption of black students into the 
Mattamusket School, the more Hyde County 
blacks feared for their children and communities 
and reassessed the sacrifices of school 
desegregation.”  The aftermath of integration 40

haunted black communities with school 
closures, educator job losses, and the decline of 
the quality of education.  

 As black students were slowly sifted into 
white schools, their previous schools began to 
lose students. Eventually, once integration was 
successful, there were not enough students left 
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to keep schools such as Pattillo open. Not only 
did these schools shutting down cost teachers’ 
jobs, but the buildings that were named by the 
African American communities were repurposed 
and stripped of their given names. Hyde County 
high schools had a similar experience to Pattillo 
High School in Edgecombe County: “When 
former black high schools did not shut down, 
they were invariably converted into integrated 
junior high or elementary schools. White officials 
would frequently change the names given the 
school buildings by the black community and 
would remove plaques or monuments that 
honored black cultural, political, or educational 
leaders. They hid from public view trophy cases 
featuring black sports teams and academic 
honorees and replaced the names of black 
sports teams with those used by the white 
schools.”  The history of the African American 41

community that was present in their schools 
slowly faded away. Only those who attended the 
school, such as Ms. Brodie and Mr. Giles, carry 
the memories and know the true importance of 
that institution.  

 When the black schools started to close, 
there was not enough job availability at 

integrated schools to offset the job losses of 
black teachers and other staff members. Many 
black teachers who fought for their students to 
get into white schools found themselves 
unemployed. Many had better credentials and 
greater seniority than the majority of white 
teachers in the integrated schools. But, for 
many, it wasn’t enough. In Nashville, this was 
evident: “although deemed successful by the 
state, teachers' experiences were mixed. Some 
black teachers were sent to elementary schools, 
but those sent to high schools were placed as 
librarians, while others lost their jobs.”  The 42

value of their education was diminished. These 
changes greatly affected educators, and they 
severely impacted black students. Ms. Brodie 
commented that “When the African Americans 
got into the desegregated area, they found 
more white leaders than black leaders and that 
did not help.”  This was a common concern 43

among African American educators and parents. 
The lack of African American teachers in newly 
desegregated high schools not only affected the 
teachers, but it took away a valuable part of a 
black student’s education; proper role models.  
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 Sonya Ramsey, “We Will Be Ready Whenever They Are: African American Teachers’ Responses to the Brown Decision 42

and Public School Integration in Nashville, Tennessee, 1954-1966,” The Journal of African American History 90, no. 1/2 
(2005): 40.

 Brodie, Interview with Savannah Flanagan, Part 2, Minute 27.43

46 Omnium: The Undergraduate Research Journal at North Carolina Wesleyan College

A
n

 in
te

g
ra

te
d

 c
la

ss
ro

o
m

 in
 A

n
ac

o
st

ia
 H

ig
h

 S
ch

o
o

l, 
W

as
h

in
g

to
n

, D
.C

., 
in

 1
9

57
. W

ik
im

e
d

ia
 C

o
m

m
o

n
s.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_integration_in_the_United_States%23/media/File:Integrated_classroom_at_Anacostia_High_School.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_integration_in_the_United_States%23/media/File:Integrated_classroom_at_Anacostia_High_School.jpg


 One of the most lamented consequences 
of the desegregation of schools was the effect it 
had on black students. While students had 
access to the same educational materials that 
white students had always had at their disposal 
in their schools, their character was not built up 
the same way that it hd been when they 
attended schools with black leadership. Ms. 
Brodie looked disheartened as she said that 
there were “a lot of changes in self-esteem 
building, role modeling, projection of self was 
not common thread, but only in those who 
exerted themselves, but it had to be from within 
rather than being pulled out of them. And before 
desegregation, we as black teachers knew the 
black children, and we pulled it out of them. The 
white just seem to have ignored it.”  The self-44

esteem of African American children was not 
built up in the white schools. Black teachers 
knew the challenges these students would face 
in the world and tried to prepare them for it.  

 The attitudes of those in Edgecombe 
County seem to reflect those of Hyde County. In 
Mattamuskeet High School “the black students 
‘felt by themselves, like there was no one that 
they could look up to.' Accustomed to studying 
under the most honored men and women in 
their community, the students longed for their 
former mentors’ high expectations and 
guidance.”  The lack of community around 45

black students had a lasting effect. While many 
white teachers tried to help these students 
adapt, nothing could replace the care and 
support of their former educators.  

 The lack of black teachers who served as 
role models also affected student’s education in 
an inadvertent way. As seen in the accounts of 
Pattillo graduates, African American teachers 
were typically extremely dedicated to their 
student’s education. In the integrated schools, 
the same care for their education was not 
present. Although this was not always 
intentional, it was a reality for black students: 
“Discipline was our thing. That was lax and, 
because of it, blacks acted up. And when you 
act up you got sent home. You got sent home, 

you get your lessons. You fall behind. So, the 
bulk of us just acted up.”  Black students 46

learned that they could get out of work if they 
acted up, according to Ms. Brodie. This led to 
students to be kicked out of classrooms and this 
hurt their education. Teachers also tended to 
send black students home more often than their 
white peers. The Association of Child Advocates 
performed a study in 1998 and, “in a review of 
suspension rates, suggested that African 
American students were suspended from 1.5 to 
2.4 times more than their proportion in the 
student population.”  Without a teacher 47

dedicated to the education of black students to 
keep control of the class, students acted out 
and lost valuable access to the education that 
African American community had fought so hard 
to gain. The sad of reality of this hard work to 
integrate schools was that black students 
“encountered other classroom problems, 
including hostile attitudes, high rates of 
suspensions and expulsions, low academic 
expectations, and little encouragement to 
prevent them from dropping out.”  Students 48

had to bear the burdens that resulted from 
integration. The decision of Brown vs. Board had 
good intentions, but sadly had mixed results 
across the country.  

 The analysis of desegregation and the 
effects is complex. This entire project relies on 
many sources, but the main type of source used 
were oral histories. Gathering oral histories 
allows us to not only gather facts, but also 
understand them in the context of a person’s 
life. A recorded or transcribed oral history can 
enrich analysis and help create a compelling 
narrative. The validity of this practice is still in 
question by some who find it too emotional or 
subjective, but they are missing the major 
purpose of oral history. While a seemingly 
unconventional process, “oral history does not 
simplify the historical narrative but makes it 
more complex-and more interesting.”  Facts are 49

an important feature to any historical analysis, 
but they are void of much meaning without 
context. How events affected people gives 
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meaning to history. Of course, many historians 
worry about their interview subjects feeling 
nostalgic and making certain facts seem more 
important than they actually were. However, this 
can be avoided by cross-examining the 
information given in the interview with 
information from other interviews or primary 
sources. Ms. Brodie’s interview provides 
historical facts that can be verified using other 
sources as well as a look at how these facts 
affected her life. Because of this, the topics 
explored in this paper were centered around Ms. 
Brodie’s oral history. Through this interview, we 
can see the many issues brought about by 
desegregation that are not always discussed 
when it comes to this practice on a national 
level.  

 The use of oral histories has provided 
historians with a tool to explore the experiences 
of people who have not been represented in the 
majority of accepted sources. Typically, the 
stories of the Civil Rights Movement are told 
about men, by men. However, black women 
were just as involved in the movement as men 
were; and some could argue when it comes to 
educational desegregation, women 
outnumbered the men involved. It can also be 
said that black women were quick to take action 
and made a huge impact. In many cases, 
“women took civil rights workers into their 
homes, of course, giving them a place to eat and 
sleep, but women also canvassed more than 
men, showed up more often at mass meetings 
and demonstrations, and more frequently 
attempted to register to vote.”  But even 50

though women were greatly involved in the 
movement, they were significantly 
underrepresented in its leadership. Even the few 
women who gained leadership positions 
experienced sexism from their male colleagues. 
Septima Clark, a schoolteacher who was 
appointed to the executive staff of the SCLC, 
recalled the how the male staff members 
tended to treat her. She recalled that “they like 
to send me into many places, because I could 
always make a path in to get people to listen to 
what I have to say. But those men didn’t have 
any faith in women, none whatsoever.”  Even 51

though female activists worked just as hard and 
risked just as much as male activists, they did 
not win the same recognition and respect. It is 
important to understand that women were 
deeply involved in this movement; men were not 
the only ones leading the charge. Ms. Brodie is 
still well-respected in her community for being a 
passionate educator and community organizer. 
By analyzing the stories of women who were 
involved in different aspects of the Civil Rights 
Movement, like Ms. Brodie’s, we can begin to 
see a fuller picture of the movement. 

 This analysis of educational desegregation 
fits into a couple of historiographical tactics 
regarding Civil Rights. The first one is the idea 
that analyzing the grassroots of a movement 
can show us how a certain part of the population 
that was not plastered across the national news 
stations experienced this movement. While this 
is a relatively new way for historians to analyze 
the Civil Rights Movement, it is starting to 
become more popular. In “an early and 
influential study of the movement’s origins by 
sociologist Aldon D. Morris emphasized the 
importance of local organizing. A few have 
attempted comprehensive accounts of the 
movement in individual towns or states while 
others have emphasized only one event or 
aspect of the movement within a community.”  52

This analysis follows the second suggestion; it 
looks at one aspect of the movement, 
educational desegregation, within the Martin 
and Edgecombe communities. Another method 
used in this analysis is specifically looking at this 
topic through the experience of a woman. Again, 
this is a newer tactic in the field of history. The 
“Civil rights literature on women also 
experienced a major increase after 1980. Much 
of the new work was biographical.”  By 53

examining the specific experiences of a woman 
such as Ms. Brodie, the narrative of Civil Rights 
gains a point of view that is typically forgotten. 
The methods of this analysis focused on the 
views that are usually underrepresented in 
many histories. As one can see in this paper, 
looking through the eyes of rural or small-town 
people and women can reveal a reality that 

 Vicki Crawford, Women in the Civil Rights Movement Trailblazers and Torchbearers, 1941-1965 (Brooklyn, NY: Carlson 50

Publishing, 1990), 2.

 Crawford, Women in the Civil Rights Movement, 195.51

 Charles Eagles, “Toward New Histories of the Civil Rights Era,” The Journal of Southern History 66, no. 4 (November 52

2000): 828.

 Eagles, 831.53

48 Omnium: The Undergraduate Research Journal at North Carolina Wesleyan College

W
o

rl
d

 W
ar

 I 
h

o
sp

ita
l p

at
ie

nt
s.

 P
o

st
ca

rd
 b

y 
O

tt
o

 S
e

itz
. P

h
o

to
 b

y 
M

ic
h

ae
l K

as
su

b
e

..

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


does not always agree with the standard 
textbook. 

 Through the life of Ms. Rosa Brodie, we 
have been able to get a glimpse of the difficulty 
rural areas had during the process of 
educational desegregation. The importance of 
the African American community for black 
students is evident in the education system. But 
while these communities typically fought hard 
for their children to have an equal education, the  
efforts resulted in many unintentional setbacks. 
While few would argue that integration was not 
necessary, the cultural support and community 
ties that were very important to the education of 
black students were lost in the process. The 
support of a community that had their best 
interest at heart was removed from their 
schooling, and, as is apparent in the accounts of 
many African Americans, is deeply grieved. ❖ 
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