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Introduction 
 

History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage, need not be lived again. 
--Maya Angelou 

 

The year 2014 marks two important milestones: the 60th anniversary of the Brown vs. Board of 
Education decision, which ended legal segregation of public schools in the United States, and the 40th 
anniversary of the court-ordered desegregation of Boston’s public schools and the civic crisis that 
accompanied it. At this historic crossroads, the Boston Busing/Desegregation Project (BBDP), a Union of 
Minority Neighborhoods (UMN) initiative, seeks to build a critical mass of people from diverse 
communities who are committed to help Boston public schools achieve equity, access, and excellence 
for all students. The BBDP’s goals include:   
 

 developing a shared history and context of the Boston desegregation/busing crisis; 
 supporting and learning from those affected by the experience of Boston busing and 

desegregation; 
 fostering an understanding of how the desegregation/busing legacy shapes the challenges we 

face now; 
 learning together to address dynamics of race, class, and power that impede equity, access, and 

excellence in Boston schools; and  
 increasing public understanding of the importance of building a world-class public education 

system in Boston, leading to equal opportunity, stronger communities, and more meaningful 
lives. 

 
The BBDP engages the city in a public education and truth-seeking process aimed at creating a new 
future and making systemic change. We are guided in this work by three frameworks:  
 

 The transitions model: According to William Bridges, any complex change includes three phases: 
a clear ending, a neutral phase involving learning and change, and the emergence of a new 
beginning. The BBDP aims to help the city come to grips with the end of legal segregation, learn 
from the history of desegregation/busing, and create a new beginning for equity, access, and 
excellence across Boston’s public schools.  
 

 The systems thinking model: This popular approach invites people to view complex social 
experiences such as oppression in four dimensions: internal/individual, interpersonal, 
institutional, and cultural. The BBDP uses this model to connect personal experiences and the 
larger systemic contexts and forces that shape those experiences.  

 
 The touchstones model: Based on the work of Parker Palmer, this approach helps set 

expectations for the everyday interactions that shape the work of the BBDP. At the center of 
the 12 touchstones is the premise that there is always invitation, never invasion; always 
opportunity, never demand.  

 

Phase 1 
During the first phase of this project, which began in June 2011 with the premiere of our film Can We 

Talk?: Learning from Boston’s Busing/Desegregation Crisis, we focused on the following specific goals:  
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 Invite people and organizational partners into the project.  
 Build a Learning Network to support this process.  
 Begin to understand the context for this crisis from various perspectives in order to get a 

better idea of the stories we need to seek out to be inclusive. 
 Use what we learn to clarify goals as we make this project something that serves the city—

especially those marginalized by race, class, and lack of access to resources and power. 
 
From Summer 2011 to Summer 2012, we hosted conversations, film screenings, community convenings, 
and capacity building events with over 2000 people in neighborhoods, schools, activist organizations, 
workplaces, and government. The vast majority of these people were enthusiastic about our project; in 
fact, over 500 of them volunteered to participate in BBDP’s Learning Network.  
 
The BBDP seeks to capitalize on this momentum and leverage these resources to connect the past, 
present, and future. As the national and local desegregation milestones approach, we seek a deeper 
understanding of the history of busing/desegregation in Boston. In the midst of citywide deliberations 
over school assignment plans, we seek a firmer grasp of the legacy of that history and of the inequities 
that persist in Boston’s public schools. In anticipation of a more just school system, we seek to define 
and help ensure equity, access, and excellence for all students.  
 

Findings  
As we have studied the history of desegregation in Boston and the U.S. and talked with people around 
the city, two overarching findings have stood out:  
 

1) We must return together to deepen our understanding of the history of busing/desegregation.  
2) This understanding must be used to address contemporary challenges.  

 
Our understanding of the busing/desegregation crisis is incomplete and in some ways ill-informed. The 
“master narrative” about this era distorts, minimizes, or excludes the stories of many communities and 
individuals. The resulting lack of understanding impacts individuals and groups living in the city today. 
People continue to live with the trauma of that era. Meanwhile, race and class inequities persist. 
Resources are unequally distributed along race and class lines. Some communities continue to feel 
powerless and poorly represented. Achievement, opportunity, power, and democracy gaps persist—and 
in some cases are growing. These gaps will continue until and unless we come to grips with our past 
because we cannot fully address what has not been acknowledged or understood.  
 
More specific findings include the following: 
  
 A deep well of trauma and distress exists not only for individuals who directly experienced the 

unrest and violence of this era, but also for whole communities, institutions, and the broader culture 
of the city. Significantly, the trauma and distress are not confined to those who directly experienced 
the events of the crisis: they ripple out into all areas of the city, whether we choose to acknowledge 
them or not. 
 

 Boston’s desegregation order was a response to a long struggle primarily by Boston’s black 
community for equity, access, and excellence in the schools. It was not “about” busing, which was a 
remedy chosen by the court to address documented discrimination and inequities in Boston’s 
schools.  
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 Among the untold stories of the era are the efforts of Asian and Latino/a parents for quality 

education for student with limited English abilities, including their successful push to pass a bilingual 
education law in 1971.  

 
 Another untold story is the significance of women’s leadership during the crisis. For many women, 

these events marked the first time they entered public life to speak out, protest, and lead—and this 
often put them at odds with men in their communities. 

 
 No one person or community fully understands the events of this era. Individuals, organizations, and 

communities have brought very different understandings to our gatherings, and it has become clear 
that we all have something to teach and something to learn.  

 
 All communities in Boston are internally diverse and many of them are difficult to define. While 

different racial/ethnic groups have experienced the crisis and its legacy differently, there is, for 
example, no standard “white” or “black” or “Latino/a” perspective.  

 
 Class inequities have always existed alongside race inequities in the city and its schools; in the years 

leading up to and including the crisis, many individuals and groups were working to improve 
education for all children, including poor white children who were not served well by the existing 
system.   

 
 Anxieties about cohesion in the face of busing existed across all neighborhoods and communities, 

whether black, white, Asian, or Latino. Within each of these communities, there existed a tension 
between a desire for integration and concern about community solidarity.  

 
 A significant number of people across the city believe that poor children and children of color are 

not significantly better off in today’s schools than they were in the schools of the 70’s. They cite 
stubborn achievement gaps and continuing disparities between schools. Some express the 
perception that as a society, we are “going backwards” in our commitment to equity, access, and 
excellence for all; they see diminishing commitment to addressing systemic inequality.  

 
 While the “new Boston” is celebrated, much of the “old Boston” continues to mourn a loss of 

community. Many people feel they have been told to “get over” past divisions of race, class, and 
neighborhood, but they don’t feel the space has been created to do that.  

 
 Many people want to tell their stories and hear the stories of others. Some of those who were most 

deeply traumatized by the violence of the crisis have not been asked about their experiences and 
are grateful for the opportunity to talk about it. Others experience great anxiety and reluctance to 
talk about their trauma or shame they feel about this period. But most of the people with whom we 
have met agree that sharing stories is a valuable tool for understanding what happened then and 
what is happening now.  

 
 With respect to the current school assignment deliberations, three lessons have emerged:  

o Any conversation around school assignment should be historically rooted. 
o School assignment is intricately connected to equity, access, and excellence.  
o Discussions about school assignment must involve stakeholders in a real and meaningful 

way, privileging the voices and participation of those most impacted.  
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Looking Ahead 

Phase 1 of the BBDP has been a success: many individuals, groups, and organizations have signed onto 

the project; a robust Learning Network has been assembled and engaged—and it continues to grow; our 

understanding of the crisis and its legacy has been deepened through the stories and perspectives of 

diverse individual and communities across the city; and we are well positioned to move to the next 

phase of our work. During Phase Two, we will: 

 expand and continue to engage the Learning Network; 

 collect stories from various individuals and communities across the city; 

 distill what we learn from those stories to inform the project and the city’s ongoing efforts to 

secure equity, access, and excellence; and  

 pilot a dialogue project within communities to support dialogue across differences; foster 

understanding and healing; and gain a deeper understanding of each community.  

In turn, this work will clear a path for Phase Three, during which we will focus on inter-community 

dialogue to build a shared understanding of our past, our present, and the future we want for public 

education and the city of Boston. Finally, Phase Four will focus on supporting the people of Boston to 

take action to achieve their collective vision change. 

We are energized by our accomplishments so far and excited to invite you to join us as we work 

together toward equitable, accessible, and excellent schools for all Boston students and strong 

communities for all Boston residents.  
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