BLACK PRIDE DAY, 1968:
"HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT ACTIVISM
IN YORK, PENNSYLVANIA

by Dwayne C. Wright"

On F'rida'y, April 5::1968, the day following the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., 250:African American students at William Penn Senior High School, also known
as"York High;” in York, Pennsylvania, refused to attend class: Instead, the students, solemn

“iyetresolved, barricaded themselves in the auditorium of- the school to commence Black Pride
,?Day Unlike. the disruplions and eruptions that occurred ‘in high schaols .in other
Pennsylvania cities, such.as Lancaster, Harrisburg,.and Erie, the York students did not find
it nécessary to use violence in staging their event, nor did- they want to attract any negative
attention to their cause.! Throughout the day-long ° ‘Black-only” -assembly, students
«celebrated Dr. King's. life and legacy by reading speeches, poetry, newspaper articles, and
.porttons of his dissertation. The student-led nonviolent protestwas percewed and viewed
‘as*a peaceful and thoughtful tribute to Dr. King. This was. evident by the headlines and
:stories found in The Gazette -& Daily y and The York Dispatch, two l_ocal newspapers in, l
circulation at that time. The Gazette & Daily, the cii)S more liberal paper that was
supportive to the black students, published "William'Penn Students Mourn King," which
covered the entire third page of the newspaper2 The ‘full:page story included two
- photographs with a caption that read, "Negro Students at leham ‘Penn Senior High School
‘had scheduled yesterdw as ‘Black Pride Day.' ... 200 black students_held a special
assembly in the auditorium.’ *3 On the other hand, The York Dispatch, York's conservative
-newspaper, printed no pictures, and only a one-column article "Students Praised,” which
was.buried on page 30.%
AAylthough the African American students were praised for their admirable act, it was
‘their actions and demands, addressing social and educational inequities, that were
significant factors in altering the course and history of African American education and
zschoohng in the York City.Public School District. For example the.demands to incorporate
Black History into'the-curriculum, increase the number of African American staff, teachers,
‘and guidance counselors, and permit African American parentsand studentsto parhcxpate
in the school's political and governance systems all have residual effects in the mare
o ontemporary operations of the York school district. Therefore, the protests of the African
- American high school students.in York, Pennsylvania, demonstrate their role, 1mpact and
rm’nportance in the: }ulery of social and educational reform:

Despite the significant contributions and actions initiated by the northetn black

students, the historical studies o_f _Afncan American schooling in the 20th century focus

*Dwayne C. anht is'a doctoral student in the. Department of Social Foundations of Educallon at
* itheUniversity of Georgia‘in Athéns, GA:
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o p’rimari!y‘bn-er}idibﬁ;jdg the vestiges of legalized segregation in'the South.® In addition to
the issues:asising in the:South over school segregation which dominate the discourse, the
:’civ'i_'l ‘r"itgh'ts‘,nar'ré'ﬁye_: oFAfrican Kmerican:schooling in ihe North focuses on:events and
E ;gf;ﬁiq'n_lsjspeajghei\'d'gdz"'liy‘:par'ent'gro‘u‘ps and otganizations:in the larger cities. From-the

119305 throvgh. the:19505, Afficin American activists in"Milwaukee demanded that-public
.. school officialshire:college-educated African American 'teachérs‘an'd_.irn_pquve,fhe"gﬁidance
~programs for-black gtudents.% In Chicago, a coalition' of black and white organizations
' 2 massive:student boycott in'the early 19605 to.challenge de facto segregation

corchesirateda

© - ni the public;sehoolisystem In Harlem'and Ocean Hill-Brownsville‘in-Biooklyn, New
© York; ' Jack leaders in the late 19605 souglit “community” control” of

‘For the: most :part, historians associated ‘Jeadership. in educaticnal change with
. ~community. leadérs; while student-led initiatives were virtually ignored. However;.in
" Richatd:Wormser's Rise and Fall of Jim Crow, he documents thie courage and commitment of
" Affican Anerican:students at Roberl Russa Moton High School in Farmville, Virginia: In
*1951, 200African, American: Prince Edward County students, led by 16-year-old Barbara

‘ ;jbhn’s':'and.ﬁiot'her‘sk.61;ganiZed a strike that challenged the unequal distribuition of resources.

L 4‘tolbla'ék:s,c‘hodlfs"ihftﬁe’fdi's_tfiétff'g‘].n."'B.lack High School Student Activism'in-the 1960s: An
u hi oriz* V. P:r‘fFranldih:ar_nges that black high school students.in large public
school-5y s.should beitricluded in thie narrative of the Civil Rights Movement:10 This
st yffbéﬁses" vhigh's hoolactivism'inYork, Pénnsylyanip,fg;small‘p.n;bligf_S‘cho’oi system.
N ore'specifically; the:student-led."Black Pride Day" at,York High, the:dactions leading up to
'-52{1'}6‘.}5)'0lés_'tljan'al'{kheiiinﬂie“dié’te‘:al‘termath-alI raise important issues about student agency-and

-g'hg qge'stf.'fbtjjﬁStité'Taﬁdf'equaji't'y in the York City ‘Public School District-during the Civil
‘Rights:Black Power era.

SMAI’:L%ELACES WERE NOT EXEMPT FROM THE MOVEMENT

ﬁw:ci‘_ly 'o‘f.tYOrk' is an‘ihdustrial area, Jocaled in-an agrarian.section of ‘south-central
" Perinsylvania. York borders Lancaster, Petry, and Dauphin Counties to the east, west, and
north; .r"espe'cti\{é‘l'y while bordering the "Mason-Dixon Line” to the south. York is
. éiéproxifnéféljéT n_o;fth of Baltimore, Maryland, -and 80 ‘miles west of Phila_delphia.
“For: the decade 1960=1970, .the United States.census reported 50,335 persons-in Yoik, of

which 14 percent were African:American.”! During this time, most African Americans were
»Cbnégnt(a.ted in. ilie neigtborhoods of Fries Alley, Codorus Street, Newton and
‘Susquehanna Aveénue, ?"‘n_d;Chz‘irles'Lan'e.p'Accordihg to'Mary L. Armstrong, an African
Ammerican wholived. in York for more than 80 years and was raised -on Susquehanna
"Blacks could only live-in-rodent and roach infested shacks on alleys and side
1id not live in'big houses on‘major thoroughfares such as.Quéen,
3 While many-African Americans were-forced to-reside-on side
s“moved up” to live in the newly constructed Park Way, West

AAvenue,
styeets, . . ..Blacks just:
. Dik '
Erid, ot East End govérniéntsubiidized housing projects.

standard living conditions,. the économic and $ocial situation
was also bleak for:most:African Americans inYork. Aceording to the ABC *s-of Good Will
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for Yorkers (1961) published by the York Counly ‘Council for Human Relations, African
Americans did not have the same job opportumties as whites. Among the 99 employers who

participated in this study, 75 percent did not have any black'employees; 10 percent stated
they would not hire black workers;-only 5° ‘perc would hire them reluctantly. 14 Black
workers who were able 10 obtain- ernployment ally found it in.unskilled and menial
positions, where they earned one-third. the wage paid to-white laborers. African Americans
were likely to experience some form of discrimination at their. place of employment, or when
they tried to patronize local restaurants. The local mavie. theater, bowling alley, and.other
‘business owners were wary, but did not-bar. A . Americans from their facilities,
including private golf courses and ‘swimihingpools."” Because whilestore owners were
reluctant to serve them, African Americans felt unwelcome in both private and public
business establishments.

"OLD YORK HIGH HIGH HIGH"!®

During the Civil Rights-Black: Power era, the ma;only of African American students
attended schools.in the predominately white York Ci y Piiblic School District. William
Penn Senior High School, also known as "Y I is‘the city's on]y public high'school
and it served students in. grades ten’ khroug twe]ve In addition, the school accepted
students from surrounding districts. who' wanted:to.enroll in the vocational education
programs, such as graphic arts, mechanical drawing, ormetal and wood shops.” The three-
story school building and campus occupied one city block-on “York's south side. The'main:
entrance to the school was dmectly across.from: Penn I’ark the-address was 250 West
College Avenue. St. Patrick’s Catholic Chiirch andprimary school ‘were adjacent to York
High on Beaver Street. The natatorium entrance and:faculty /staff parking lot were on the
Princess Street side of the school. During the 1967-1968 school year, 1,526 students were
enrolled at York High. 18 While black students. compnbed nearly 23 petcent. (350) of the
student body, the black faculty and staff only accounted for Jess than 3 percent of the 150
employees at York High: The four black employees:at. York High were Theresa Johnson
(English), John Jones (Foreign Language), Bernie Manmng (Special Education), and Frank
Spells (Custodian). 19

Although York High was an integrated school, traceable racial discrimination-existed.
The guidance counseling staff poorly advised the black student’ populanon Opportunities
for employment were limited for African Amencans,‘a‘fter gradmhon, therefore; guidance
counselors recommended “General” and "Vocational” track programs for black male
students and "Business/Clerical” programs for black females. 20 According to Wendy
{Woodyard) Bryce, a member of the class of 1968 “white students dominated all top

“sections; those of us [black. students] in the top: sections were separated. ‘While the rest of
‘the black students [in general and vocahonal] were together in the basement, not getting

much of an education, ... 1 remember 1\elpmg Hank [a general track student] get out. it made

:me wonder if they were even:teaching the blacks: any(hmg down there."”2!. Guidance

counselors also advised black students to enlist.in the army. Anether member-of the class of
1968, John Mitchell, indicated that: ﬂlthough he was enrolled: in advanced courses, the
school counselor did not éncourage | him to apply-ta college, but told Afncan Americans to
go into the armed services since the Vietnam War was - going on. then.2? Indeed, the guidance

153




JOURNAL OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY

staff did little to enicourage black students to attend collége. Although Cheyney State and
‘Morgan State Colleges and Howard and Lincoln Universities were within a 100-mile
radius .of York, thé f;uj'dahceésmff,' failed to invite recruiters from local-black colleges to
York:High.2 ‘ ‘

~ Inaddition, York High was no "social haven" forblack:students. According:to Barbara:
Mulkey Woodyatd, "¢ [black students] could join athletic clubs and service:oriented
organizations, like the business and nursing clubs, [but] blacks ivere rejected. in théir
attempts to join Euterpean Literary Society (ELSy-and-Clio Literary Society (CLIO), two.of
the school's prestigious:majority-white d_ebaling'.o;ggniza,tion,s;"z’* Blacks.were unable.to
obtain leadership- roles in .activities, such as lheatrical productions or team sports.
According. to the: Inivistigdtory Hearing Report: (1968) published by the Penrisylvania

Hurnan Relations Conimission, York High's administrators subsciibed to strict disciplirary-
practices, which' treated. Black students unfair.]y;’z-s Also, it was reported that, “there-has. -

been frequent recourse to.corporal punishment of studenils; instances wherein this corporal
punishment was a reflection of a racist atlitude on the part of teacher[3]."26 --

Since many black students.did not feel accepted.in the various social organizations.
and activities sponsored and supported by York Highi,séme black students mel outside of

school to socialize and 6rganize their own programs. The"butside class meetings” were riot.

officially organized or recognized by the school-officials; however, they gave students the'

'opporlunity lohavea placé where they could S'afé]'y"s.t)'q‘ih[iz’e.l()gei‘ﬂér. In addition, the

students‘were able {0 piat'ticipalb- in the decision-making process, which was not likely. i

:school-sponsoered orga nizations. Black students were not elected to student government:or
senior class offices. Therefore, black students had-outside class meetings and elected "Black
Senior Class” officers. Ruby Wright Reeves, a member of the class of 1956, recalled that,
"Since il was socially tnacceptable for blacks and whites to'mingle and party together,
black students held oulside ¢lass meelings to planand -Orgaﬁﬁzé our own after prom party
and senior class p’ic'njci,"‘zz Therefore, the students took pride in Black Senior Cl'é}‘ss 'social
events, which the entire black community embraced and supported. During 2:1968

conversation with nginalafEllis, vice presid'en.lof thie Black Senior Class, he sfated that,.

“the goal was to have a:bigger nd better after pronv party and class picnic than the
previous classf."ZS

Some black stideiits uiséd the outside class meetings'to discuss and address the social
and political injustices they encountered, whilé athers on-their own challenged the racial
barriers they faced at York High. Several students achieved important "firsts” for African
Americans in the history of York-High. During the1963-64 school year, Stevie. Harley
‘became the first African Ameri¢an female Lo be elected toYork High's homecoming court.??
Three school years Jater; Linda Woodyard was ciowned as-York High's Homecoming
Queen, the first African America,n.‘elccle"d to that ppsi‘tidﬁ;an'During‘ the fall of 1967, several

black varsily. football starting players boycotled the:team-because-of the discrimination.

and favoritism pracliced. by the York High coaching staff.31 As a result of their

nonparticipa tion,‘\'o,r‘k'i_]‘-li"gh‘ suffered eight losses; ‘with only- two wins in ‘the 1967-68

sea_s,cin.:'@2 Also during the 196763 school year, some black students took the initiative to

demand that.all students and. staff address Frank Spells, the only African American-

custodian at York High, properly-and respectfully. Just as the white staff was greeted with

154




objected to ';bgir_ggzcal]édr"mack"‘because of their, light complexions.®

“BLACK PRIDE DAY, 1968

the proper surnames, the black students did not want Mr. Spells disrespected by being
called "Frank.”

This period was the'height of the Black Power movement in the United Stales, a lime
when African’ Ameticans began to increase their level of political and. cultural
consciousn'gss;sg?"f]t?Wa‘s' also during this time that politically conscious adults and youth

identified themsglves as "Black,” instead of "Colored” or. 'fNeg_to." However, a few stidents

3 Despite the few

dissenting opinions; the African American students agreed there was a need ‘to celebrate
themselves and their Africarheritage. In' the spirit-of the limes, some black students decided
that o a. mutnally ‘;{grif_:edl'up'onnday‘c‘il‘u‘ri;}g 'ﬂ]'e week,, usually Friday, they would wear
black dothir'{g,:daishi’kis;'beéfcis, and homemade medallions, some of which were:designed
and created ﬁy“théigwséh;}plimate John Mitchell, as.a symbol of their pride in their history
and culture3® Moreover, some black students began to voice their-contention that the York
public school.syster did not incorporate contributions of Affican Americans in the
curriculum. Since the:school did ot provide "culturally relevant carriculum,” some black
students obtained.the-desired information and books from Ocania Chalk, the owner of the
only black. bookstore: in downtown York. 3 Willie ‘Howard noted that, "Chalk had

-infofmation that'was uplifting, it-was like wow. He was feeding us more than the stuff on
‘Malcolm and, '

: actions and ‘stances-taken by the African American students

came toa clima He:sprin

As the senior per;and:pi:chic approached, members of the Black Senior Class met bi-
weekly to plan and discuss the developments of "ou tside class" activities. On the afternoon
of Thursday,April;_ng-1968;« members of the Black Senior Class met at.the home of Barbara
Woodyard.;\Theyfgqrpo’ & of the meeting Was to discussand plan fund-raising activilies. In
an effort to celebrat jean culture, awareness, and unity, the students decidedto havea
school-wide Black Pride Day on.Monday, April 8, 1968, that could also serve'asa find-
raiser.to defray-some:0f the senior.class e\penses R'egiha]d Ellis suggested to the group that
they sell John Mitchell's medallions, since the necklaces were a popular item and
inexpensive to produice.. As a gioup.theeight Black studenils mass-produced John Mitchell's
creation. The desigijjp'n-{Eeﬂ.medéllipns_lcbnsistéd of twa black hands holding up the:world
above a black panther:as.if:it was on.the prowl. The-necklaces were while cardboard cut-
outs, painted with the "Black Pride Day" logo, and had a hole punched at the top for a
string. They were:sold for 50 cents: In addition to the medallions, the group also painted the
logo.along w'ith;'the words "TB]a_Ckari'dé Day""’on a white bed sheet to serve as a banner that
they intended to hang in the school's cafeteria. Shortly after 6:30' p.m., however, a
distraught underclassman interrupted the group meeting. Sobbing and crying, Louis

"Woodyard, amember of the:class of-1 969, delivered the startling riews. "They. killed King—

you guys have got to do:something, you got to do:something!"3% In response to Louis
Woodyard's plea, the senfors deviated ‘from their original plan; instead, they collectively
decided not to attend.class'and hold the Black Pride Day in the school's auditorium the
following day,.Friday, April'5, 1968. ’
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BLACK PRIDE DAY AT YORK HIGH

Just-as much of the counlry. came to'a complete halt in November 1963 following the
assassination of President John F; Kennedy, the nation buckled in response to.the murder of

Dr. Martin. Luiher- King,: Jr. People throughout the world were dismayed that such a’

ho;rendp‘us:‘a'cl“cquld be peipetrated.against a mian who lived and preached nonviolence
and pedce. Most African A_n‘__igri_.chri_:s_;pg:‘ge'i\{_ejd this murderous act as symbolic of the hatred
and. violence often. exhibited by white Americans. Many African Americans felt the
assassination of this:peaceful leader-was also the end of the nonviolent movement toward
racial equality.®® Like most commiercial business owners in York, the Superintendent of
Public.Schools, Dr: Woodrow. W. Brown, decided not to alter Friday's schedule; therefore,
the York publi¢ schodls remained open. ‘Willie'Howard, an undérclassman remembered,
"Everyone:w first on‘edge, didiv't.really know what to do or what was going to’happen,
but 'wle,wér'e,pissed,:dffgbctaua,,e:,the‘y‘jshbthim_dowvn. They [school officials] just wanted us
to come up-here-and justhave Business as usual. You didn't want to go on with business as
usual that-day"40 Without:a detailed plan-in place, the student organizers of the Black
Pride Day were ablé to convince fellow-black students to skip class and join them in-the
school-auditorjum to talk:aboutand grieve gver'the assassination-of Dr. King.

As students entered the school building, several student organizers approached the
school's principal, Dr..@. Meredith Parry, with their Black Pride Day plan. He did not
prohibit the students. fromorganizing or wusing the auditorium. Reginald Ellis reminisced, "]
ber | yery*solemn with h_i_mg. .. no explanation basically ... it wasn't
resolve. We:had nio-secret . < . thére was no ‘cat in the hat’. .. no fear.at
all. We were.nof concerned‘abotit any repercussions. ... . It just unfolded and many people
participated..A lot:of:people had suggestions.and we discussed them. A handful of folks
said ‘let's do this and that' and people went along with it."47 Although Dr. Parry did not
stop ihe’sﬁude@t,,df;ganﬁe'rs;‘ hé tefiised to make the announcement over the school's speaker
system-gbout the black-only asserbly. Therelore, the student organizers went room-to-
room, pulling black students out of class and directing them to the auditorium.#2

Iniside.the suditorium; theiorganizers developed and modified the agenda of aclivities
as the day pmceedéd. As students grieved and «consoled one another, they reflected on Dr.
King's life,-accomplishments; and political positions. Some students started to plan to how
they ¢ould change thé social aha‘éa@icg\libnél systemn in York. The organizers decided to
capitalize. on the-fact that they had ‘the -attention of the majority of the school's black
population. .Reginald Ellis, vice president of the Black Senior Class, addressed the
audience. “’Hey, what are we going'to-do about: this?’ Then we began looking at our.own
situations and said, ‘we don't.Jike this:"3 Deborah McMillan, member of the senior class,
recalled that; "St_ddentﬁ‘u{éig.mdré'inte_lfesled in doing sométhing, let's be angry, let's show
people that we're really together. So the demands [were] asortofa... vehicle for showing
people. I'don’t know how interested they were, but we thought, at least 1 thought, it-was
important for us 1o look serious.about whit we were "d()ing‘."‘M The audience listened
atienfi\,i'é,ly ‘as Kérry Kirk’la’nd, 'p_resident of the Black Senior Class, read the following
prepared statement and list of demands®>
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We, the Black students of William Penn High School . .. dedicate ourselves to the
purpose of insuringa well-rounded curriculum for the students of William Penn. In order
for 'thivs;to come about, we aémand the following:

‘ Article L.

Section 1. Black History must.be- mandatory for all students at William Penn. (By Black

teachers.), '

Section 2, Mare Black teachers must be hired. Especially in areas such as 1) gym

teachers for boys'and girls;-2) head coaches in sports; 3) teachers in the arts and

sciences. ...

Article 11
Section:1: Better counseling for Black students must be brought aboul.
Section 2, Black counselors must be hired.
Section 3. Sgho_lhrSh_ip';Servicés_~mu'st'be [made available to] all Black students: They
should'be told about them at the beginning of the year and at the time of application to
colleges.
Sectiori4. B']‘_agk;cql‘]'ggévr'epr’esentatives must be scheduled to talk to Black students
dufing every school year.
Article 11
Section 1. Black recognition must be made in areas such as: 1) heads of school
committees; 2) more Black students in school societies.
Section 2. No'discrimination in school plays, the best people must be [given] parts, no
matter ﬂ‘»lhere are cdl'or;di‘ffe,r‘enceszin the lead roles.
. Article IV,
Section 1. Moze respect from the personnel in.the main office.
Section 2. Black cafeteria personnel such as cooks and people in serving line.
Section 3. Black guest speakers in assembly programs must be scheduled.
‘Section 4. B}gck minister{s]'nxusl be considered for the baccalaureate services.
Section 5. School holiday should be given for the commemoration of Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.'s death.

Arlicle V.
Section:1. We want the Temple Report implezrm-:nted.46

‘THE AFTERMATH OF BLACK PRIDE DAY

The actions led by black students at York High in 1968 affected the social and
educational environment in the city of York. Since this was the first time in York's history
that ‘black students assembled themselves without supervision, the local news outlets
¢overed the events. In the Saturday, April 6, 1968, edition of The Gazette & Daily, the
‘editors expréssed s;uppb_ri for the black students-and published a feature article "William
Penn Students Mourn King," coverihg the entire third pa,ge."7 The full-page story included
‘two photegraphs and provided detailed coverage of the all-black student assembly at York
High.48 As noted earlier, The York Dispatch published only a one-column item on the
'student. assembly.4% Between April 6 and April 27, 1968, the newspaper editors at The
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Gazette & Daily published three times as many arlicles regarding the black York. ngh
sjud_en,ls, than the editors at The York Dispatch. 50°
Just:as there was a difference in how the newspapers covered the events led by the

Black students, the support frorn-téachers at York J- ligh-also'varied. For the most part, the

black students supervised themselves as they assembled in the duditorium. Dr. Party and
other teacheérs did on.dccasion chegk in on the students, One of the four Aftican Arierican
teachers-at York Iligh, Bernie ‘Manning, who taught spicial education and coached the
track team, briefly visited the students. in‘the auditorium. Before he left. the auditorium,
Manmng ‘told the studlents, "T'have no'comments to make either positive or negative, 1 just
hope yoirlook.upon me as someone who respects what you're doing: "51 Also, Mr. Max Frye;
a“‘white ‘math: teacher, who woré a black armband in recognition of Dr. King's death;

r,e.ca._le.d.

1 went up to the.auditorium that day, there was nobody:there but the students.and they.
wvere hayving discussions and rea‘ding specches. So, 1 was there to show my respect and

sispport. But at.one point, one of my studeénts got up and pointéd.oul the fact that 1 was

there:and said he thought this was.a: very nice gesture on our [Manning and himself]
part. Well, someone else took objection ta-that, 1 was a: ‘white .uy, and I should not

ihave been (hére. Then some people-were arguing back and forth whether.or. ot T -

yuld bethere,and so at that, [poirit, 1Went up to the mxcrophone and exphmcd that I

'dld not want'my presence to be:disruptive and so [ left. 32

While’ Manmng and Frye publicly. supported the black students’ actions, Regma]d Ellis
indicdted that'some teachers chosé to: encourage the students privately: 53 Other tedchers
feared the:possibility. of Josing their jobs or being labeled-a rabble-rouser.?
- As theblack: students received public.and private support:from staff members, there
was. also-facully-members who were. in opposition te the student-led protest. Wendy
. Woogdyard. remembered:

The:white folks were trying to cormein to see what we wére doing because we were

supposed to-be in.class. . . . This-oné white teacher was sitling up in the balcony fora

while before they made her get: up-and leave. After she gol up and left, somebody said,
"Lock the ddors.”>

‘The. Gnzette & Daily. quoted an urudent)fled while féemale teacher as saying, "The black

%ludents should have been forced to:go-to class orface expulsion.” The.same unidentified
petson:also was. quoted as saying, "When'the assembly is over; we'll have lo fumigate the
audllormm as a.reaction to Lhe.all-black student-assembly.? 36 Dr. Parry expected teacher
criticisi’ “for his lack of résponse to the black-only student t assembly;. however; he disnussed

the dmsenters by sdying, "they weren'trinning the ship. <
Although the black studenis received some support, theit actions changed the

educational climate in the York pubhc school district. The black students:demanded that a-
Black History:course, taught by a black teacher, be mandatory for all students. Even though.

the menibers of the school board voted-51o 1:to dccept the black students' demand to-develop
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and implement a Black History course, the board referred to it as a "Negro History” course.
The board also indicated that the district would incorporate contributions of African
Americans and use black authors in.all subject areas in every grade level. Dr. Brown
claimed. the school district could not.afford the expense of adding the program. The
aupermtendent incorrectly assumed that; “No Black History textbook is available, and

supplemental malerials were loo expensive.” In. addition, he believed that, “To hire a Black

[History] teacher would strain an already tight {school] budget.” In response to Dr.
Brown's comments, Deborah McMillan declared that, "students do not want to wait ten
years before a-well-integrated textbook is developed.”3 Russell Chapman, the only African

‘American on the school board, also supported the students’ demand fora Black History

course. Mr. Chapman, a former student of Dr. Carter G. Woodson at Howard University,

stated, "Blacks [should] know their background; therefore, in order to gain'this knowledge,

the students need ‘Negro history.™ Surprisingly, a white student evpressed the necessity
of Black History as a way to educateand dispel the prejudices of white students. &0

Alter the board approved the course to.be implemented in Septernber 1968, Dr. Parry
directed the standing social studies committee to meet during July toicreate the course
outline and description, and present it to the board during the August school board
meeting.?! In addition, the board decided to implement the Black HJslory course as an

elective at the high school level, not. mandatory as suggested by the’ black students.

However, School Superintendent. Dr. Brown explained that officials of the Commonwealth
of Pennsylvania specify which courses were to be mandalory, and therefore local districts
could not change the mandate:52

The board members responded also to the students’ plea to increase the number of black
faculty and staff members at York High. Over a one-year period the number of black faculty
and staff at York High doubled. During the 1967-68 scheol year, there were four African
American employees. Almost immediately after the black‘students submitted the demands to
the school board, the number of black employees began to increase. During the April 22,
1968, meeting, the school board promoted Frér\k Spells from custodian to assistant home
and school visitor:%3 As a result of student.complaints about the racially discriminatory

-attitudes and pracﬁces,of white clerical and cafeteria workers, the district hired Helen

Ritter to fill a secretarial position in: the English department, while Irma Woodard was
hired as the first African American to work:in the school cafeteria. Both women were
approved for hire during the May 15, 1968, schopl board meeting: During the July:17, 1968,
school board meeting, an African American couple were hired by the York public school
system. Wanda L. Brantley filled a vacant position in the Busineis/Economics department
at York, High. Her husband William E. Brantley was hired as the director of the pupil
perSonnel.oHic_e, a position from which he supervised guidance departments district wide.
African - Americans Sam Manson and julia Muldrow were hired in the summer of 1968 as
guidance counselors in the district to better serve the black student population. In addition

© to serving as guidance counselor, Muldrow taught the Black History course during the

1968-69 school - .year, the initial year of its existence. 54 Muldrow also served as the
advisor to the Carter G. Woodson Saciety, the first black organization officially
recognized by the school. '

Another first for African American students also occurred shortly after the black
students’ demands. were presented. As a result of the April 26, 1968, student- government
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€lections, Allen Garnett and Juanita. Green were elected lo-serve as vice presideént arid

cabmet member rcspecnvely, for the ]968—69 m:hool year 65 Although Afncan Amencan

cond} ' t. outsxde class elemons qo much so, for: the flrst bme in York ngh S h1story, black
" jundor and sophomore students elected "outside class" officers for their respective classes.

"WE.JUST HAD TO DO SOMETHING"

During the 1960s,.a volatile period in United States histery,. it was not uncommon for
’black youth to parhcxpate in the contemporary struggles for social justice. Inthe’late- 1960s
b]ack ﬁtudents at. Wnlllam Penn Semor High School in York; Pennsylvama recogmzed the

St dent members of the class of 1968 planned Blacl\ Pnde Day, an gecasiori: to celebrate
“African and African American culture, and hoped to rectify themiseilucation. they felt they:
received in'the regular classrooms. The black high school students who expenencecl the

~ Civil, nghts-Black Poser era made Jasting contributions to African:Aniérican education.

The:black students’ actions influenced the educational changeb in subsequent

- generations; In 1974, the York City School District hired Dr. Frederick.D. Holliday, ‘the
first African American to hold the position of Superintendent. More récerntly, another first
has -6ceurred. Mr. Carlos Lopez was hired in 2001 as the first Hispanic American

supermtendent in York. African American alumnni of York High have acquired: positions in

the. York ¢ity school system. Jeff Kirkland, class of 1967, was elected the schios] board
‘président.in1998. In addition to:Kirkland's. position, the majority of the voting members:on
the:school board ‘are African American, which was unheard of 35 years before. More

recently, York High Principal Wanda Dorm, -class of 1967, instituted a program that

provxdeb aii:dpporlunity for-African American students to parhcrpate in a-week-long bus
touriof histerically black colleges and universities.

The York: H)gh story is‘an important part of the larger history of the Civil Rights,

Black Power, and Student Rights movements. Fortunately, the former students:who attended

“York ngh durmg the late 1960s were willing to share their stories for the historical
record. When:the events unfolded, the local newspapers and-schoo! board meehng mintites’

‘only provided certair details aboul-the student protests. Although York High's black
students were unaware of the historical significance of théir actions in the. late 1960s,
when the former students reflected:on Black Pride Day and their actions of nearly 35: ‘years
before; one declared, "We did not-think it was . . ..heroic, we just had to 'clbvsomel;lﬁng."‘sﬁ
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