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This systematic literature review reports findings from a set of empirical stud-
ies on the experiences of prekindergarten through grade 12 African American
teachers (PK—12 teachers) during the era of school segregation and desegre-
gation and discuss the implications with regard to the shortage and retention
of African American teachers in schools today. Taking into consideration the
historical roots, the challenges associated with the shortage and retaining of
African American teachers are not new. Although many consider the Brown
v. Board of Education decision to be one of the most democratic achievements
of the 1950s, the decision was not a panacea for longstanding racial prejudice
and discrimination (Milner and Howard 2004; Orfield et al. 2014; Tate et al.
1993). As Milner and Howard (2004) poignantly described, the multicude of
unintended consequences, such as the dismissal of African American teachers
and principals and the demotion of African American teachers, “had a lasting
negative impact on all students, particularly African American students and
the community where they reside” (285), creating a constant shortage of Af-
rican American teachers in the South (Cecelski 1994; Ethridge 1979; Foster
1997; Fultz 2004; Oakley et al. 2009; Tillman 2004). The history of school
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desegregation and its profound impact on African American teachers will help
us contextualize and better understand contemporary constraints and prob-
lems African American teachers experience today.

In response to these calls associated with the shortage and retention of
African American teachers in US schools, this study discusses the process
of school desegregation in the South after the landmark United States Su-
preme Court case Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) and its im-
pact on African American teachers and considers the following two criti-
cally important questions that will help identify ways that support and retain
African American teachers in the profession:

*  What do we know about the experiences of African American
teachers in desegregated PK—12 schools?

e What are some specific challenges African American teachers en-
counter as they teach in the desegregated schools?

This study consists of four parts. We first discuss the process of school
desegregation and the impacts of the Brown decision on African American
teachers in the South. After this historical context, we describe our method-
ology for selecting and analyzing the literature. Our findings from 19 empir-
ical studies follow with a table that summarizes the selected studies. We con-
clude with a discussion of the overarching themes and challenges that African
American teachers experience in desegregated schools, as identified in recent
publications, and the implications for retaining African American teachers.

Historical Background: The History of Brown and
Its Impact on African American Teachers

African American Educators during the Jim Crow Era

When the first public school systems in the South were created after the Civil
War, race was a dominant factor. The vast majority of African American peo-
ple lived in the region, as did remnant American Indian tribes and, in the
Southwest, Latinx residents. Southern public schools were racially segregated
from the start, and initially all students were taught and supervised by White
teachers and administrators. Many of the earliest White educators were north-
ern missionaries; others were associated with the Union Army or the northern-
led Reconstruction effort (Alexander 2002; Daugherity 2016; Picott 1975;
Rucker and Jubilee 2007). Although many of them showed considerable com-
mitment to educating all students, an African American—led movement in
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favor of “colored teachers for colored schools” paralleled the growth of public
schools in the South (Alexander 2002; Woyshner and Bohan 2012).

In subsequent decades, African American and White southerners—the two
largest ethnic/racial groups in the region—fought for control of the public
schools. The most contested elements were funding for resources, curricu-
lar control, and staffing. For instance, African American students boycotted
schools rather than be taught by Whites, and African American parents for-
mally petitioned school officials for African American teachers. Growing Af-
rican American political power, particularly after the adoption of universal
manhood suffrage in the late 1860s, drove such protests. By the 1870s, Afri-
can American teachers were employed in many areas of the South, in both
private and public schools. By the 1880s, some southern districts also em-
ployed African American principals in African American schools (Alexander
2002; Fairclough 2007; Hale 2018).

After southern Whites regained political control of the South via the vio-
lent “Redeemer” movement in the 1870s, White elected officials prioritized
schools for White children. Although officials were supposed to provide “sep-
arate but equal” facilities because of the Supreme Court’s 1896 Plessy v. Fer-
guson decision, this did not happen (Batchelor 2015; Daugherity and Bolton
2008). Segregated schools for African American children and other ethnic
groups received less funding from public officials, which resulted in inequities
in resources, curricular offerings, and transportation to and from school. In ad-
dition, White school officials asserted more control over educators. Some dis-
tricts dismissed their African American principals, and southern officials pro-
vided little financing or support for the training of African American teachers
(Alexander 2002; Anderson 1988).

Despite these inequities, African American teachers played a crucial role in
educating African American children in the South throughout the Jim Crow
Era. By 1954, the number of African American teachers in segregated schools
had grown to 82,000 (Ramsey 2005). African American teachers and ad-
ministrators created supportive environments within schools where African
American schoolchildren could succeed (Anderson 1988; Dingus 2006).
As W. E. B. Du Bois (1935, 328) contended in “Does the Negro Need Sep-
arate Schools?” published in the Journal of Negro Education, “The proper ed-
ucation of any people includes sympathetic touch between teacher and pupil;
knowledge on the part of the teacher, not simply of the individual taught, but
of his surroundings and back-ground, and the history of his class and group.”

Part of the reason African American parents and students preferred African
American teachers and administrators was that African American educators
committed their own time and resources to their students. Some African
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American teachers purchased books and supplies for their students out of
their own pockets (Anderson 1988; Dingus 2006; Fairclough 2007; Muham-
mad 2019; Ramsey 2005). African American educators also obtained local
and outside assistance to promote the best possible educational opportunities
for students. Furthermore, many African American parents felt that African
American teachers could instruct their children more effectively. As scholar
Jeannine E. Dingus has explained, “African American teachers in the segre-
gated schools were personally invested in the academic, personal, and charac-
ter development of their students” (Dingus 2006, 222).

The Impact of Brown v. Board of Education and School Desegregation

In May 1954, the US Supreme Court handed down its decision in Brown v.
Board of Education. The unanimous ruling declared that segregation in edu-
cation was unconstitutional and required school desegregation in states that
mandated or allowed racial segregation in education. Seventeen southern and
border states were directly affected by the historic decision, which provided
new educational opportunities for African American children and highlighted
federal support for integration. However, the vast majority of White south-
erners opposed desegregation, and southern officials worked diligently to de-
lay the implementation of Brown v. Board of Education (Daugherity and Bol-
ton 2008, 2016; Patterson 2001; Sitkoff 1993).

Throughout the South, African American teachers publicly endorsed de-
segregation, but the immediate post-Brown years brought both challenges
and opportunities for African American educators. In many states, school
officials increased spending on African American schools and hired new
African American teachers in an effort to persuade the African American
community to accept segregated education (Ramsey 2005). At the same
time, most southern states adopted laws that pressured African American
educators to distance themselves from the school desegregation movement;
teachers who belonged to the NAACP were harassed, and teacher contracts
were altered to allow for easier dismissals (Batchelor 2015; Daugherity 2016;
Fultz 2004; Ramsey 2005). The prospect of job loss as a result of school
desegregation worried many African American educators. In one survey of
heads of education departments at African American colleges in the South,
half of the respondents said African American teachers would not find em-
ployment in desegregated schools (Groft 1961).

In the first decade after Brown v. Board of Education, school desegregation
in the South relied heavily on African American activism. Because White
parents largely opposed school desegregation, the process almost always
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involved African American parents seeking the transfer of their children into
formerly White schools. African American parents wanted their children to
take advantage of the more robust curricula found in White schools, more
modern and substantial resources, or schools closer to home. This meant
that initial school desegregation was generally a one-way street whereby
African American students were admitted into formerly all-White schools
but not the opposite. Challenges faced by the first African American student
integrators, and the fact that desegregation placed the burden on African
American parents, slowly undermined support for desegregation among the
African American community and raised questions about the value of inte-
gration (Daugherity 2016; Pratt 1992).

School desegregation policies also negatively affected African American
schools. As the number of African American students admitted to formerly
White schools grew, school officials responded by closing African American
schools, especially in localities with few African American residents. In fact,
such closures were encouraged by federal agencies, including the Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare—the predecessor to the US Department
of Education—which reasoned in 1966: “In some cases, the most expeditious
means of desegregation is to close the schools originally established for stu-
dents of one race, particularly where they are small and inadequate, and to
assign all the students and teachers to desegregated schools” (Daugherity 2016,
116). The African American community regularly fought such closures but
generally without success. The loss of community landmarks, which the Afri-
can American community had supported financially and otherwise for decades,
embittered a growing number of African Americans (Dingus 2000).

The closure of African American schools also resulted in the firing or de-
motion of teachers and principals of color throughout the South, particularly
after the desegregation of educators became a priority of federal officials after
1965. Southern officials preferred to employ White educators for a variety of
reasons. One factor was that most White parents opposed having African
American teachers educate their children. In addition, school officials be-
lieved that problems would occur if African American teachers attempted
to discipline White students. As a result, whenever there was no longer a need
for two teaching staffs, school officials typically demoted or dismissed African
American educators first. One recent study of school desegregation in North
Carolina estimated a 50 percent job loss among African American principals
and 90 percent among African American high school principals (Batchelor
2015). In Hyde County, North Carolina, scholar David Cecelski (1994, 8)
has argued, “School desegregation devastated African American educational
leadership.” African American teachers, counselors, and coaches throughout
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the region were also negatively affected by school desegregation (Daugherity
2016; Dingus 2006; Erickson 2016; Wiggins 19606).

The mistreatment of African American students within formerly White
schools has also generated concern among the African American community.
During the era of desegregation, some White administrators and educators
clearly harbored racist beliefs or refused to treat African American students
with respect, which led to racially identifiable challenges within schools that
scholars refer to as “second generation segregation” (Dingus 2006). African
American students were also more likely to fail classes, be placed into special
education programs, or be suspended (Cecelski 1994; Daugherity 2016;
Erickson 2016; Fairclough 1995). In other cases, African American students
were placed into largely segregated academic programs, excluded from cer-
tain extracurricular activities, or provided segregated transportation. Concerns
about such mistreatment led to African American protests and demonstra-
tions in schools throughout the South between 1969 and 1973 (Cecelski
1994). As civil rights activist Leon Hall wrote in Southern Exposure, a journal
published by the Institute of Southern Studies in 1979, “I am convinced that
they [White school officials] have chosen the most disruptive, discouraging
and damaging means to incorporate African American children and African
American educators. They have decided to handle desegregation in a way
that makes the price African American communities must pay so high that
African American citizens themselves will stop pushing for desegregation and
ask: is it worth it?” (Cecelski 1994, 171).

Although most African American parents continued to support the con-
cept of school desegregation, the difficult nature of the process challenged
their commitment (Dingus 20006). By the late 1960s and 1970s, calls for ed-
ucational programs to overcome the negative aspects of school desegregation
resonated nationwide. By that time, the mandate of Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation had been expanded to include northern and western states, particularly
cities where most northern African Americans resided. School programs based
on culturally relevant education, often with Afro-centric foci, sprang up in
many communities. As the African American community questioned the
value of integration, calls for African American teachers, ethnic studies pro-
grams, and similar changes occurred throughout the nation (Foster and Fos-
ter 1993; Woyshner and Bohan 2012).

The legal application of the mandate of Brown v. Board of Education to non—
southern school districts in the 1960s increasingly affected other ethnic groups
in the United States, most especially the Latin American and Asian Ameri-
can communities. In recent decades, population growth among non-White
ethnic groups has also altered the demographics of American education.
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Table 1. Percentage Distribution of Enrollment in Public Elementary and Secondary
Schools in the South, by Race/Ethnicity during Selected Years from 1995 through 2013

Race/Ethnicity 1995 2000 2005 2010 2013
White 59.3 55.9 51.8 47.2 45.2
Black 26.3 26.6 26.2 24.2 23.6
Hispanic 11.7 14.5 18.4 22.4 24.2
Asian/Pacific Islander 1.7 2.1 2.5 3 3.2
American Indian/Alaska Native 9 1 1.1 1.1 1

Two or more races 2.3 2.8

Source.—National Center for Educational Statistics (2016).

The Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965 dramatically increased the
number of Latin American, Asian, and African immigrants in the United
States, and many schools now enroll significant numbers of students of color
(table 1). The search for educational policies to best educate America’s
schoolchildren continues.

Methodology

The history of school desegregation in the South documents the consequences
of Brown—~African American teachers’ job loss, its impact on the quality
of education that African American students receive in schools, and later
the process of school resegregation (Cecelski 1994; Daugherity and Bolton
2008; Fairclough 1995). In her review of research on segregated schools for
African American students in the South during the period of 1935-69,
Vanessa Siddle Walker (2000) concurred with these unintended conse-
quences of Brown and argued that the focus of published research on the his-
tory of education of students of color, in her case African American students,
has shifted from the poor condition of segregated schools, a deficit view on
segregated schools, to the characteristics of African American teachers” ped-
agogies, parental involvement, and administers’ support that nurtured Afri-
can American students’ learning and growth. Building upon her review of
the literature, our systematic literature review explores scholarship published
between 2000 and 2019 focusing on the experiences of African American
teachers in desegregated PK—12 schools.

Literature Search and Selection

We utilized the Education Resources Information Center database to search
for peer-reviewed empirical studies on the experiences of African American
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teachers in the context of desegregated PK—12 classrooms, published between
2000 and 2019. For our initial search, we used search terms such as desegre-
gation and African American teachers. We also utilized search terms such as
Brown v. Board of Education, school integration, minority teachers, teachers
of color, and African American teachers. The initial search found 62 articles.
To address our specific goals, such as reviewing the findings on the experi-
ences of PK—12 African American teachers, we set additional inclusion cri-
teria and refined our search as follows: (a) the focus of the study is PK—12
African American teachers; (b) findings from the study illuminate the expe-
riences of African American teachers during the desegregation era; and (c) the
study includes empirical data and an explicit description of the research de-
sign and procedures of data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Téllez
and Waxman 2000).

As a result, 19 articles were identified for the study. Among the 19 arti-
cles, 18 employed qualitative research design, including narrative inquiry,
case study, phenomenology, archival research, and quantitative research
with descriptive statistics. The average number of participants for the qual-
itative studies is 6.5 per study, ranging from 1 through 20 participants. Fif-
teen qualitative studies focused on the experiences of African American
teachers, whereas two included the experiences of Latinx and Asian Amer-
ican teachers along with African American teachers. Seven reported the
experiences of African American teachers in urban settings, five in subur-
ban settings, and three in rural settings; the remaining four either men-
tioned no specific location for the study or took place in multiple locations.
The full list of articles included in the review and overview of the articles are
found in table 2.

Review Process

Grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990) was utilized to review and
synthesize the findings from the selected literature. The abstracts and then
the full texts were carefully coded by the first author. The open codes in-
volved analyzing each sentence or paragraph for codes reflecting the chal-
lenges that African American teachers encountered in their schools. Each
challenge that African American teachers experienced was given a name
in the codebook (an Excel spreadsheet), such as fear of losing the teaching
position; challenges in interacting with White colleagues; teaching in inte-
grated classrooms; and disconfirming evidence, among others. Then axial
coding was done by refining the open codes and making connections
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between open codes to collapse them into larger categories. Finally, selec-
tive coding was done by refining the axial codes and identifying core cate-
gories. The analysis of the literature revealed two categories and three sub-
categories of challenges that African American teachers experience in
desegregated classrooms across varying contexts, including urban, suburban,
and rural settings: (1) “persistent structural challenges” and (2) “new chal-
lenges since Brown,” such as (2.1) intergroup conflicts; (2.2) teacher experi-
ence as a social construct at the intersection of race, class, and gender; and
(2.3) gap in research. The authors then built a storyline about common chal-
lenges that African American teachers experience by looking for causal con-
ditions, intervening conditions, and consequences (Hays and Singh 2011).

Researcher Positionality

The four coauthors position ourselves as both insider and outsider in terms
of the lived experience of African American teachers in desegregated PK—12
classrooms (Hellawell 2006) and in terms of each researcher’s social posi-
tion, including race/ethnicity and gender (Fawcett and Hearn 2004). With
experience teaching in public schools in the United States, the four coauthors
began the research as insiders, with some knowledge of the phenomena that
happen in PK-12 schools. In terms of social locations, however, the first and
third authors are educational researchers and teacher educators of color who
self-identify as Korean-born women. The second author is a historian of the
United States who is a White man. The fourth author, who was a doctoral
student when the data was collected, is a White woman. The four coauthors
are critically aware of potential biases we might bring to this study, and we
carefully aligned our interpretations with empirical data (provided by the se-
lected articles) while refraining from assertions or speculation regarding the
findings of the articles (Fawcett and Hearn 2004). We also employed “trian-
gulation of investigators” by building a research team to conduct data analysis
and come to consensus on the interpretation of our findings (Hays and Singh
2011, 153).

Findings
Persistent Structural Challenges

The history of school desegregation after Brown demonstrates that school de-
segregation policies immensely affected African American schools, teachers,
and students. The selected literature confirms the impact of Brown, including
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the closure of African American schools and the firing or demotion of African
American teachers (Lash and Ratdliffe 2014; Mayo 2007; Polidore et al.
2010; Ramsey 2012; Taylor 2013), as well as the disempowerment of African
American communities on issues related to the education of African Ameri-
can children (Cook and Dickson 2013; Walker 2015). Two studies, however,
suggest that more recent school reforms, with different causes than southern
school desegregation, had similar consequences as Brown.

Based on a public data set created by the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) and
the Illinois State Board of Education, Jankov and Caref (2017), for instance,
documented that the CPS’ promotion of charter schools and school closings
in African American neighborhoods based on standardized test scores and low
enrollment had sharply decreased the population of African American stu-
dents in the school district from approximately 240,000, or 60 percent of
all CPS students, to 156,000, or 39 percent of CPS students, and the number
of African American teachers by almost half between 1981 and 2015. They
further reported that despite their decreasing numbers, both African Ameri-
can students and teachers are more segregated than ever; specifically, that the
vast majority of African American students remain in predominantly low-
income, largely African American schools and that the vast majority of African
American teachers remain likewise segregated in predominantly African Amer-
ican schools. Most of all, the average percentage of African American teachers
who teach at schools where African American students are not the majority
also fell by half during this time period.

Similarly, Cook and Dixson (2013) interviewed 10 African American ed-
ucators from New Orleans and examined their experiences in the school re-
building efforts after Hurricane Katrina and illustrated that an era of school
reform in New Orleans following Katrina generated similar consequences
as Brown: 4,500 teachers, mostly African American veteran teachers, were dis-
missed immediately after Hurricane Katrina and were not rehired. Moreover,
neither New Orleans Public Schools nor any of the city’s charter schools en-
tered into the bargaining agreement with the United Teachers of New Or-
leans, and all the teachers were fired. Instead, White teachers who had newly
graduated from both traditional and alternative teacher certificate programs
outside of New Orleans were hired for the new schools. The 10 educators
in the study recollected that despite their belief that “Reform is politically
and racially neutral, progressive, beneficial and inherently good” (Cook and
Dixson 2013, 1251), the teacher shortage was caused by the firing of, mostly,
African American teachers, and the reform efforts did not value the knowl-
edge and resources of local, African American people.
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Taken together, both studies highlight that the two school reforms in Chi-
cago and New Orleans resulted from different causes: a response to low per-
formance and low enrollment in urban school districts (Jankov and Caref
2017) and a school reform initiated as a “ground zero” after the natural di-
saster (Cook and Dixson 2013). Despite these differences, the two reforms
ended up with similar consequences: the mass influx of charter schools, the
firing and demotion of African American teachers, the closing of schools in
African American neighborhoods, and thus, the African American commu-
nity and teachers losing their voices to educate African American students.
These consequences echo those described and discussed as (unintended)
consequences of Brown v. Board of Education by numerous scholars in edu-
cation (Milner and Howard 2004; Orfield et al. 2014; Tate et al. 1993).
Cecelski (1994), a historian, also estimated that more than 30,000 African
American teachers in the South were displaced by the school desegregation
process by 1970. This loss was lamented by southern African American
teachers and educational associations throughout the 1960s and 1970s
and continues to challenge public education systems and result in a shortage
of African American teachers in the South today.

New Challenges since Brown

The research coded in this core category highlighted tensions that African
American teachers experienced in urban (Bell 2002), rural (Dingus 20065
Mayo 2007; Polidore etal. 2010; Taylor 2013), and suburban settings (Krache
2015; Lee 2012; Mabokela and Madsen 2003a, 2003b, 2007; Madsen and
Hollins 2000) where they worked with predominantly White counterparts.
Findings from these studies also demonstrated that African American teachers
are not monolithic but complex, shaped by intersections of race, class, and
gender and by lived experiences (Carrol 2017; Dingus 2006; Lash and Rat-
cliffe 2014). Finally, the literature review documented a gap in research on
experiences of teachers of color who are racially, ethnically, and linguistically
diverse.

Intergroup Conflicts

Fourteen out of 19 studies documented intergroup conflicts as the main chal-
lenge that African American teachers encounter when working in predom-
inantly White integrated schools. The most distinct patterns of this chal-
lenge include (a) cultural switching, or socialization pressure; (b) negative
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stereotypes and the entrapment of roles; and (c) performance pressure and/or
low expectations or presumption of failure. The first pattern in this chal-
lenge involves “cultural switching” (Mabokela and Madsen 2003a), “social-
ization pressure” (Lee 2012), or “heightened awareness of group bound-
aries” (Mabokela and Madsen 2003a; Madsen and Hollins 2000). That
is, when African American teachers made up only a few people of color at
the schools, even if they were members of the school community, these Af-
rican American teachers were not perceived by their White counterparts as
group members. African American female teachers (Mabokela and Madsen
2003a), for instance, struggled with cultural differences between themselves
and White colleagues. Others also reported that they perceived heightened
group boundaries when they were excluded from certain social activities
(Bell 2002; Lee 2012; Madsen and Hollins 2000). African American teach-
ers also felt constrained and unable to use social cues to navigate their school’s
culture (Mabokela and Madsen 2003a).

The second pattern of the challenge involves the fact that underrepre-
sented individuals often bear the burden of resisting stereotypes and repre-
senting their race in their interactions with White counterparts (Bell 2002;
Mabokela and Madsen 2003a, 2003b; Madsen and Hollins 2000). African
American teachers in Mabokela and Madsen’s study (2003a) reported that
they were hired for the school districts to fulfill the hiring quota for teachers
of color, and perhaps because of that, the school districts treated them as
“minority representatives” rather than individuals with different personali-
ties, preferences, and capabilities. This pattern of challenges appears to be a
more pressing issue for African American male teachers. Teachers in the
study noted that there were expectations from the school districts to con-
form to the districts’ organizational culture such as dressing, speaking, and
behaving like their White counterparts and that these expectations were re-
flected in the districts” hiring process. One said during the interview that
“these school districts hired a safe African American. Outspoken African
Americans who had an agenda of addressing racial inequities at a school
were given either difficult working conditions or were isolated from other
African Americans” (Mabokela and Madsen 2003a, 107).

The final pattern is that African American teachers periodically had to
defend the legitimacy of their professional status by having their accom-
plishments recognized (Dingus 2006; Lash and Ratcliffe 2014; Mayo
2007; Polidore et al. 2010). Madsen and Hollins (2000), for instance, in-
terviewed African American teachers at two suburban elementary schools
to investigate their experiences in schools where White teachers and stu-
dents predominated. These teachers perceived that their White colleagues
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expected them to take ownership for issues that affected only the African
American children and held low expectations about their performance as
content experts. Thus, when an African American teacher outperformed
other African American people, the teacher was complimented by White
colleagues as someone “special, different, and more acceptable than other
African Americans” (Madsen and Hollins 2000, 20).

It is worth noting that the African American teachers in our literature re-
view taught within a wide range of time periods, from the early 1950s prior
to Brown (Lash and Ratcdliffe 2014; Polidore et al. 2010; Ramsey 2012; Tay-
lor 2013) to the 2010s (Farinde-Wu 2018; Farinde et al. 2016; Kraehe 2015).
The challenges for African American teachers in current integrated schools,
though, were not dissimilar to what African American teachers experienced
right after Brown when schools began to be desegregated. These challenges
also mirrored the experiences of students of color during “second generation
segregation” (Dingus 2006; Fairclough 1995). Similar to students of color, Af-
rican American teachers who taught in largely White suburban school dis-
tricts reported that they were hired and treated like a token, asked to speak
for the entire race, likely to be socially isolated, mistreated by the administra-
tors, and pressured to conform to White cultural norms. These experiences
explain why African American teachers often do not wish to teach in suburban
schools (Mabokela and Madsen 2003a), choose to remain in self-segregated
urban school districts, or leave the profession, which is why the current teacher
pipeline is failing,

Teacher Experience as a Social Construct

Studies in this category reported that teachers’ experiences were shaped by
multiple factors, including race, class, and gender (Farinde-Wu 2018; Farinde
etal. 2016; Lash and Ratcliffe 2014; Ramsey 2012), from the entry point of
their career until the time they left the profession. In a study of 12 African
American female teachers in urban school settings, Farinde-Wu (2018) and
Farinde et al. (2016) found that except for two, the 10 teachers in the study
were drawn to urban schools that were predominantly African American, Ti-
tle 1 urban schools because of their preference to teach in a school setting with
a diverse population of students and in a familiar school culture for their own
educational background, and their desire to meet the urgent need for highly
qualified teachers in underresourced and urban schools.

On the other hand, findings from the two studies indicate that experiences
of African American teachers were influenced by factors such as gender and

class in addition to race. Miss Miller in Lash and Ratcliffe’s study (2014) taught
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at Lincoln School, a segregated African American school, and at Warwood
School, a desegregated White school. Her story revealed that in having a strong
female role model such as her mother and meeting the social expectations
about female teachers, such as not being married or being paid as the same
amount as their male teaching counterparts, it was her gender, as well as her
race, that significantly influenced her experience as a teacher. Carrol’s study
(2017) added dimensions to the teacher experience by bringing in the lens
of class and pinpointing the cultural dissonance that the teachers who grew
up with African American middle-class values and norms experienced when
working with African American students who had not necessarily grown up
with similar values and norms. In her study of five African American female
teachers, Carrol (2017) explored their perceptions of African American stu-
dent learning and discovered that teachers in her study often encountered chal-
lenges relating to and working with African American students due to the cul-
tural tensions they experienced between themselves and African American
students whose class differed, notwithstanding the shared racial and ethnic

backgrounds.

Gap in Research

As noted earlier, the application of Brown v. Board of Education to non-
southern states in the 1960s increasingly affected other ethnic groups in
the United States, most especially the Latinx and Asian/Asian American com-
munities. However, we discovered that research on the experiences of teachers
of color in desegregated schools heavily focuses on the experiences of African
American teachers. We found two studies in our pool of the literature that
investigated the experiences of teachers of color other than African American
teachers. In her study of three African American teachers and seven Latinx
teachers in urban public schools, Bell (2002) found that when teachers of
color and White teachers interacted in the same schools, there were perceived
intergroup conflicts for multiple reasons, including disagreement on the goals
and pedagogical approaches to work with students of color. In a somewhat
different context such as suburban, predominantly White schools, Lee (2012)
interviewed six African American teachers along with one Asian and one Latinx
teacher and discovered that the teachers of color in her study experienced so-
cial and professional isolations, purposely selected certain aspects of their cul-
tural identities to fit in their White-dominated school, and resisted racial and
ethnic stereotypes. The two studies in the pool, however, lumped together the
experiences of Latinx and Asian American teachers with those of African
American teachers, which resulted in a rather simplistic portrayal of their
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experiences without a nuanced understanding of their experiences shaped by
their racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse backgrounds documented
in other studies (Irizarry and Donaldson 2012; Nguyen 2008).

Conclusion and Discussion

The goal of this review was to give a systematic overview of the literature on
African American teachers’ experiences in teaching at PK—12 desegregated
schools. Specifically, the review focused on challenges that African Ameri-
can teachers experienced in desegregated school settings.

Our analysis of the selected literature resulted in the following major find-
ings and implications. First, we found that, although legal segregation in
public schools no longer exists, the structural forces, including racism, still
persevere in today’s society and negatively affect African American teachers,
further marginalizing African American teachers in the profession. The cur-
rent consequences—such as the dismissal and demotion of African Ameri-
can teachers in Chicago and New Orleans public schools—appear to be
even more problematic, increasing the student-teacher diversity gap. Draw-
ing historical lessons from the unintended consequences of Brown, these
findings call on policy makers to develop strategies, interventions, and pro-
grams that thoughtfully consider the benefits of having African American
teachers for all students (Gay 2002; Ladson-Billings 1995; Paris 2012).

Second, our review showed that African American teachers who teach in
integrated schools, especially predominantly White schools, experience chal-
lenges in navigating school environments. They feel tensions in socializing
with their White counterparts. They feel pressured to be assimilated into
White norms and practices, to resist racial stereotypes, to speak for their race,
and to prove the legitimacy of their professional status. In response to these
challenges, suggestions from the authors of the literature in this study are
worth noting. Some suggest school leaders must provide in-service teacher
programs where teachers of color and White counterparts openly discuss
race-related issues as well as students” performance (Mabokela and Madsen
2003a, 2007; Madsen and Hollins 2000). They also recommend that school
leaders facilitate an institutional atmosphere that acknowledges and appreci-
ates pedagogical expertise African American teachers bring in.

Last but not least, our findings suggest African American teachers, includ-
ing those who taught during the desegregation era and those who are teach-
ing in the new millennium, are not monolithic, in that each has different
experiences and perceptions of his or her own identity. More nuanced re-
search on the experiences of African American teachers with varying context

288  Schools, Fall 2020



and of different backgrounds would benefit the field of teacher education by
bringing about a deeper understanding of their challenges and needs. For
instance, what were African American teachers’ experiences and challenges
like in the northern states? How were their experience and challenges similar
to or different from those of African American teachers who taught in the
southern states? What were the experiences and challenges of African Amer-
ican teachers in urban, suburban, and rural contexts? Answering these ques-
tions would help policy makers, teacher educators, and school leaders better
understand and support African American teachers in desegregated PK-12
classrooms.
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