
An Intimate History Of School Desegregation
In South Carolina: Unveiling the Struggles,
Successes, and Impact
South Carolina, a state known for its rich history and diverse culture, has its own
unique story when it comes to school desegregation. This struggle for equality
and the fight against racial discrimination has left an indelible mark on the state's
education system.

The journey towards desegregation was long and arduous, but the impact it had
on the lives of countless individuals is immeasurable. From the early battles
during the Civil Rights Movement to the present-day efforts to promote inclusivity,
South Carolina's path to desegregation serves as a powerful testament to the
resilience of its communities.

The Seeds of Change: The Road to School Desegregation

In order to understand the intimate history of school desegregation in South
Carolina, we must delve into its origins. The state's history of racial segregation
can be traced back to the implementation of Jim Crow laws in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. These laws enforced racial segregation in public facilities,
including schools, perpetuating systemic racism and inequality.
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It was not until the landmark Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education in
1954 that the legal foundation for desegregation was established. The Court ruled
that segregated schools were inherently unequal and violated the Fourteenth
Amendment, setting the stage for the dismantling of segregated schools across
the country.

The Struggles and Triumphs: Unveiling the Challenges Faced

Despite the legal victory, school desegregation in South Carolina was met with
fierce resistance. Segregationist politicians and community members fought back
against integration, sparking numerous protests, acts of violence, and political
obstacles. African American students and their families faced immense hostility
and danger as they sought to exercise their right to an equal education.

However, despite the hurdles and violence, courageous individuals emerged as
leaders in the fight for desegregation. Figures like Sarah Mae Flemming, Harvey
Gantt, and Modjeska Simkins became champions for equal education, facing
personal and professional challenges amidst the prevailing racism of the time.
Their unwavering determination paved the way for change and ensured that
future generations would benefit from integrated schools.

The Impact: Reflections on a Transformed Education System

The impact of school desegregation in South Carolina cannot be overstated. The
dismantling of segregated schools not only provided equal educational
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opportunities for all students, regardless of their race, but also fostered a sense of
unity and understanding among the diverse communities within the state.

Integrated schools allowed students from different racial backgrounds to interact
and learn from each other, breaking down stereotypes and promoting empathy.
The exposure to diverse perspectives and experiences enriched the educational
journey for all students, preparing them for the challenges and opportunities of a
multicultural society.

The Journey Continues: Current Efforts and Challenges

While South Carolina has come a long way since the days of segregated
education, challenges still exist in achieving true equality within the education
system. Disparities in resources, funding, and educational quality persist,
particularly in marginalized and underserved communities.

Efforts are underway to address these issues and ensure that every student has
access to an excellent education. Organizations, educators, and community
leaders are advocating for policies and initiatives that dismantle the remaining
barriers to equality and promote inclusivity at all levels of the education system.

In : A Legacy of Courage and Progress

The intimate history of school desegregation in South Carolina is one marked by
struggle, triumph, and ongoing effort. It is a testament to the power of collective
action, courageous leaders, and the resilience of communities.

As we reflect on the achievements and the challenges that still lie ahead, let us
remember the individuals who fought for equality in education. It is through their
dedication and sacrifice that we continue to progress towards a more inclusive
society, where every student has the opportunity to thrive and succeed.
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The battle for equality in education during the civil rights era came at a cost to
Black Americans on the frontlines. In 1964 when fourteen-year-old June Manning
Thomas walked into Orangeburg High School as one of thirteen Black students
selected to integrate the all-White school, her classmates mocked, shunned, and
yelled racial epithets at her. The trauma she experienced made her wonder if the
slow-moving progress was worth the emotional sacrifice. In Struggling to Learn,
Thomas, revisits her life growing up in the midst of the civil rights movement
before, during, and after desegregation and offers an intimate look at what she
and other members of her community endured as they worked to achieve equality
for Black students in K-12 schools and higher education.

Through poignant personal narrative, supported by meticulous research, Thomas
retraces the history of Black education in South Carolina from the post-Civil War
era to the present. Focusing largely on events that took place in Orangeburg,
South Carolina, during the 1950s and 1960s, Thomas reveals how local leaders,
educators, parents, and the NAACP joined forces to improve the quality of
education for Black children in the face of resistance from White South
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Carolinians. Thomas's experiences and the efforts of local activists offer relevant
insight because Orangeburg was home to two Black colleges—South Carolina
State University and Claflin University—that cultivated a community of highly
educated and engaged Black citizens.

With help from the NAACP, residents filed several lawsuits to push for equality. In
the notable Briggs v. Elliott, Black parents in neighboring Clarendon County sued
the school board to challenge segregation after the county ignored their petitions
requesting a school bus for their children. That court case became one of five that
led to Brown v. Board of Education and the landmark 1954 decision that declared
school segregation illegal. Despite the ruling, South Carolina officials did not
integrate any public schools until 1963 and the majority of them refused to admit
Black students until subsequent court cases, and ultimately the intervention of the
federal government, forced all schools to start desegregating in the fall of 1970.

In Struggling to Learn, Thomas reflects on the educational gains made by Black
South Carolinians during the Jim Crow and civil rights eras, how they were
achieved, and why Black people persisted despite opposition and hostility from
White citizens. In the final chapters, she explores the current state of education
for Black children and young adults in South Carolina and assesses what has
been improved and learned through this collective struggle.
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