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Topic 2: Using the Assets of Communities of Color to Educate Students in De Facto 
Segregated Schools 
Questions to be answered:  What strategies should be pursued (for example, Afro-centric 
schools)?  In segregated schools, how do you draw on assets and strengths that will benefit 
individual students and the community at large? 

In response to rising levels of school segregation, White resistance to integration, and negative 
experiences with past desegregation efforts, some school districts and communities have pursued 
alternative educational strategies that aim to draw on the assets that exist in communities of 
color.  Two of these strategies are discussed here: community schools and ethnocentric schools. 
 
Community Schools 
 
A number of central city school districts have pursued community school plans.  Whereas in the 
past such districts would often pursue desegregative strategies that required measures such as 
busing students to schools outside of their neighborhoods, community school plans place a 
priority on guaranteeing students admission to those schools that exist within their 
neighborhoods.  One example of such a plan is that adopted by the Minneapolis School Board in 
1995.  Minneapolis’ plan created guaranteed attendance zones around the majority of elementary 
schools in the district and automatically reserved a seat in each school for children who lived 
within the corresponding zone. 
 
The primary rationale for community school plans is that they will increase parent involvement.  
The expectation is that parents who send their children to a school near their home will be more 
active in their children’s education and that this in turn will lead to higher student achievement.  
Research supports the contention that there is a positive relationship between parental 
involvement in a school and student performance. 
 
Critics of community school plans make several arguments.  One is that, in areas where there is 
residential segregation, a community school plan will increase racial and economic segregation 
within schools to the primary detriment of low-income students of color.  Critics also point out 
that research on school quality and parental involvement find a positive relationship based on the 
overall level of parental involvement in a school, not based on the involvement of the parent of a 
specific child in the school.  They also point out that the socioeconomic status of a school’s 
parent is a stronger predictor of overall parental involvement than does the distance between 
where students live and the school they attend,1 and thus segregated community schools are less 
likely to have high levels of parental involvement than integrated schools that draw from a 
broader geographic area. 
 
The experiences of Norfolk, Virginia support these contentions.  In the mid-1980’s, Norfolk 
ended its efforts to desegregate schools through busing and instead adopted a community school 
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plan.  Proponents of the plan argued that racial achievement gaps would diminish because of 
increased parental involvement and because such a plan would reverse ongoing white flight that 
they attributed, in part, to the unpopularity of busing among Whites.  The plan also targeted extra 
resources to those schools that were the most racially and economically isolated.  Research 
conducted eight years after the adoption of the plan found that the percentage of White students 
in the district since the adoption of the plan had remained steady, but had not increased.  Levels 
of segregation in schools within the district did increase significantly, however.  This research 
also found that African American students in racially isolated schools performed worse than 
African American students in more integrated schools on a variety of achievement tests and that 
the overall achievement gap between White and black students actually increased after the 
adoption of the community school plan.2 
 
Ethnocentric Schools 
 
Another response to failures of the traditional education system has been the creation of 
ethnocentric schools designed to meet the educational needs of a particular student body.  This 
discussion will focus primarily on Afrocentric schools (also known as Black immersion schools), 
but many of the principles and arguments behind Afrocentric schools can also be applied, with 
some variation, to schools that focus on meeting the needs of other students of color.  It should 
be noted, however, that some argue that the experiences of students of color in a Eurocentric 
educational environment are significantly shaped by whether the student belongs to a group that 
voluntarily (as is the case with most immigrants) or involuntarily (as is the case with African 
Americans and Native Americans) exist within our society. 
 
A common perception of Afrocentric schools is that they seek to supplant the supremacy of 
European culture with the supremacy of African/African American culture.  While this 
expression of Afrocentricity does exist, many proponents of such schools view themselves as 
integrationists but view such schools as a pragmatic response to the inadequacies of the current 
educational system.  Specifically, some proponents of Afrocentric schools point out that we are 
in a period of school resegregation and that prospects for integrating schools are diminishing.  
They emphasize that such Afrocentric schools are a response to the isolation and deprivation 
experienced by many students of color; they are not a response to deficiencies in the ideal of an 
integrated, multicultural, adequately funded alternative.  Other proponents of such schools assert 
that issues of segregation and integration are incidental to student performance and educational 
quality. 
 
Proponents of Afrocentric schools also point to the negative experiences of Black students under 
desegregation programs that sought to achieve racial balance at the school level while pursuing 
an assimilationist model for educating these students.  As Kevin Brown points out, an 
assimilationist model may have some legitimacy for immigrant students, but it is harmful for 
Black students because of the negative ways in which this assimilated culture already defines 
them.  In the absence of integrated, multi-cultural schools, Afrocentric schools are seen as a way 
to develop teaching strategies and techniques that account for and respond to the culture and 
experiences of Black children, and situate them in a relationship with dominant American culture 
                                                
2 Christina Meldrum and Susan Eaton, Resegregation in Norfolk, Virginia: Does Restoring Neighborhood Schools 
Work? Report of the Harvard Project on School Desegregation. (1994). 



that is neither antagonistic nor demeaning.  Ideally, such schools acknowledge that Black 
students must develop an understanding of the dominant American culture and seek to develop 
their ability to function and succeed within it.  Brown describes an Afrocentric curriculum as 
follows: 
 

An Afrocentric curriculum is an emerging educational concept and educators will 
determine what passes as truly Afrocentric over the course of time. In a vague sense, an 
Afrocentric curriculum teaches basic courses by using Africa and the socio-historical 
experience of Africans and African-Americans as its reference points. An Afrocentric 
story places Africans and African- Americans at the center of the analysis. It treats them 
as the subject rather than the object of the discussion. However, this perspective is not a 
celebration of black pigmentation. An Afrocentric perspective does not glorify everything 
blacks have done. It evaluates, explains, and analyzes the actions of individuals and 
groups with a common yardstick, the liberation and enhancement of the lives of Africans 
and African-Americans.3 

 
There is no comprehensive data on the effectiveness of Afrocentric schools.  Attempts to fairly 
evaluate student performance within them must account for the fact that these schools generally 
exist as an alternative to unsuccessful public schools and not as an alternative to well-funded, 
well-integrated schools.  There are success stories among ethnocentric schools indicating that at 
times such schools do achieve better results than their public school alternatives.  The 
replicability of these successes on a larger scale is unclear.  Often these successes seem to be the 
result of extraordinary efforts by extraordinary educators.  In addition, many of these schools 
have more stringent criteria for selecting and retaining students than do regular public schools.  
As a result, students in these schools may not be typical of students in the larger 
district/community. 
 
Issues for discussion: 
 
• Given the size of Long Island’s school districts, to what extent does the area have a de 

facto community school plan?  What are the benefits and harms of this system?  Are the 
benefits and harms shared evenly between different schools?   

• Are ethnocentric schools a legitimate response to the seeming intractability of 
segregation?  Are they a legitimate response to the reality that desegregation often results 
in students of color being forced to learn in environments that devalue their culture and 
experiences? 

• What is the potential for either community schools or ethnocentric schools as part of a 
larger effort to more effectively educate students of color on Long Island? 
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