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School Integration in the Mid-20th Century 

 Visual representations, such as drawings, political cartoons, maps, and photographs often 

portray a variety of different opinions and aspects of historical events and movements. In the 

mid-20th century, the movement to desegregate schools in America was headed by landmark 

events such as the historic Supreme Court case, Brown v. Board of Education. In the case, it was 

decided that the segregation of children in educational settings was unconstitutional since it 

violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, which states that everyone - 

regardless of race - is entitled to the same rights (“School Desegregation”). Many in favor of 

integrating schools believed that this case would quickly and completely desegregate public 

schools in the United States. While efforts were made to increase the progress of integration - 

such as the passage of court decisions, mandated desegregation plans, and busing - in reality, the 

integration of schools moved at an agonizingly slow pace. Numerous visuals from the time, such 

as maps and cartoons, depict the slow progress in great detail. While the movement to 

desegregate schools in the mid-20th century did achieve some success, there were certain areas 

of the United States where desegregation met with strong opposition and occurred incredibly 

slowly due to factors such as opposition, riots, and white flight. Even today, segregation between 

schools - mainly inner-city and suburban schools - still exists.  



Source: The Washington Observer, “Segregation’s Citadel Unbreached in 4 Years” May 11, 
1958. 

This map from an edition of the Washington Observer, titled “Segregation’s Citadel 

Unbreached in 4 Years,” did exemplify the progress made towards complete integration, yet it 

more vividly highlighted the progress that still needed to be made in many areas of the United 

States. On the map, the states with the blue shadings were states that had “counties in which 

were located desegregated school districts.” The seven entirely yellow states - Virginia, South 

Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana- still had “complete elementary 

and secondary segregation.” The map was published in May of 1958, four years after the 

historical Brown v. Board case. Many people believed that this significant ruling would 

immediately desegregate American public schools, and over time, school integration did make 

some progress as more people began to believe in the cause (“School Desegregation”). Yet, as 

depicted by the seven southern states with complete school segregation, even though four long 



years had gone by since Brown v. Board in 1954, school integration had not yet made much 

progress, despite the hopes of many.  

!  

Source: Herblock, “I’m Eight, I was Born on the Day of the Supreme Court Decision,” The 
Washington Post, May 17, 1962.  

 Herblocks’ popular cartoon, titled “I’m Eight, I was Born on the Day of the Supreme 

Court Decision,” further emphasizes the slow pace of school integration. In the image, it is the 

little girl’s birthday, as represented by the birthday cake she is holding. She says to the man 

standing above her, “I’m eight. I was born on the day of the Supreme Court Decision.” The 

Supreme Court decision she mentions is the Brown v. Board of Education case, as this image is 

from 1962, and the case occurred in 1954. As depicted in the drawing, despite the years that had 

gone by since the court ruling, many schools were still segregated. This young African American 

girl is barred from attending James Crow Public School. The tall fence, as well as the name of 



the school, which is an allusion to the Jim Crow segregation laws of the time, show that even 

though the school is public, black students are not allowed to attend. The image is a striking 

testament to the lack of initiative to desegregate American schools during the mid-20th century.  

!   

Source: Eugene Payne, “The Tortoise and the Firecracker,” Eugene Payne Cartoon 
Collection at the University of North Carolina Charlotte Special Collections, Oct 11, 1967.  

 The cartoon, “The Tortoise and the Firecracker,” illustrated by Eugene Payne, also 

represents the slow progress of school integration due to heavy opposition and riots, despite 

many court rulings intent on bridging the divide between schools for white children and schools 

for black children. The cartoon features an arm labeled Supreme Court lighting a fire behind a 

panicked tortoise labeled Deep South School Integration. The tortoise, a slow animal, is 

representative of the slow pace the south took to integrate its schools. Supreme Court decisions, 

such as the landmark case, Brown v. Board, as well as smaller, state-level court cases were meant 

to “light a fire” beneath the south to quicken integration. Certain court cases resulted in orders 



that allowed black students to attend schools and universities all across the country, while others 

ruled in favor of mandated desegregation plans (“School Desegregation”). Yet, in many places, 

these court decisions only further increased resentment towards integration, and many white 

people rioted and protested at integrated schools, hindering the progress of desegregation. The 

tortoise appears frantic and rushed by the fire from the Supreme Court as it stretches one of its 

arms out attempting to move forward; however, it still moves slowly. The image is illustrative of 

how even though the Supreme Court delivered rulings that were meant to increase the pace of 

school integration, the process was still slow in the south.  

!  
Source: Bob Englehart, “Busing: The Game for the Whole Family,” The State Journal-

Register, Nov 21, 1975.  

The desegregation of American public schools progressed slowly, despite many 

interventions to quicken the pace such as court orders and mandated desegregation plans. This 

cartoon by Bob Englehart, titled “Busing: The Game for the Whole Family,” portrays how 

another method implemented to facilitate the desegregation of schools - busing - led to increased 

segregation in certain areas because it led to white flight. The black game piece in the center 



represents African Americans, while the white piece represents whites. On the game board, black 

people follow one arrow, and white people follow the other. African Americans continue going 

around in circles as they follow their arrow, while the white people move directly to the suburbs. 

The lack of crossover between the paths of the black pieces and the white pieces symbolizes the 

maintained segregation of schools. To quicken the pace of integration, many communities began 

busing African American students to schools that had a greater population of white children. 

(“USLegal”). However, many black families were hesitant to send their children to 

predominantly white schools due to the frequent and sometimes violent resentment towards 

integration displayed by many white families (Reardon and Owens). A phenomenon known as 

“white flight” also stemmed partly from busing. Similar to how the white game pieces in the 

cartoon move directly to the suburbs, white families avoided sending their children to the same 

schools that black children were being bused to by enrolling their children in private schools or 

moving to the suburbs where the population was mostly white. White flight was not limited to 

simply moving to a predominantly white area, however. White families found many ways to 

avoid sending their children to school with African American children, including changing 

school boundary lines and transportation procedures (“School Desegregation”).  



!  
Source: Herblock, “...One Nation...Indivisible…,” The Washington Post, Feb 22, 1977.  

 Another Herblock cartoon, “...One Nation...Indivisible,” further explores the connection 

between white flight and the slow pace or lack of school integration in many parts of America, 

by depicting how white flight caused segregation between inner-city and suburban schools, a 

division that can still be seen today. The cartoon features a small, shadowed inner-city school. 

The school is littered with trash, and appears poorly maintained. Outside of the city, in the 

suburbs, is located Suburban Heights Public School. It is large, clean, and bathed in light, to 

represent how it is superior to the inner city school. What is perhaps most striking about this 

cartoon, however, is the fact that the students of the suburban school appear to be white, while 

the students of the inner-city school appear to be nonwhite. Because many white families moved 

to the suburbs where the population and schools were mostly white, the inner-city schools were 



left with a large minority population. Furthermore, most white families were wealthier than black 

families, so the movement of large numbers of white families to the suburbs not only created a 

racial division between schools, but also an economic problem as the schools that were mostly 

white were consequently wealthier and better-funded. The issue of segregated schools in inner-

cities still exists today. Today, about two-thirds of children in suburbs are white, while two-thirds 

of children attending city schools are not white, an issue that has roots in white flight 

(Schneider).  

 Perhaps one of the largest social movements of the 20th century was the push for 

integrated schools. The saying that history often repeats itself is one that is heard quite 

frequently, and it is true for many themes of the movement to integrate schools during the 

mid-20th century, as connections can be made back to the Reconstruction Era. During this time 

the Freedman’s bureau created schools for free people; however, strong racial hostility during the 

time prevented integrated schools to come about, and education for blacks was heavily opposed 

by white people who destroyed black schools and traumatized teachers and students (Harvey). 

Similarly, while the movement to integrate schools in the mid-20th century did make some 

achievements, for the most part, it was a slow progress largely due to strong opposition and 

white flight - common themes in many visuals from the time. Unfortunately, even today, the 

effects of the slow progress of integration can be seen - a glaring reminder of the work that still 

needs to be continued.  
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