





Figure 6. Bloomfield High School’s Soccer Team, 1978-1979%°

Figure 7. Bloomfield High School’s Soccer Team, 2011-2012%°
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These residents no longer have school-aged children. Meanwhile, the children of younger
and poorer black families are the only ones attending the public schools, concentrating race and
poverty within those buildings. We can see that the sections of the town with the highest rates of
children living below the poverty line are also found in the black areas of Bloomfield (Figure
11). These data sets almost perfectly match the racial change maps in Chapter One. Lower
income black residents moved into block-busted neighborhoods in the southeastern corner of
Bloomfield in the 1970’s. As more affluent white families left the town, the poorer black
families remained, and the public school’s shift from white and middle class to black and poor
kicked into high gear. In its Accountability Plan for 2012-2013, the Bloomfield school system
reports that a staggering eighty-four percent of students at Bloomfield High School qualify for
free or reduced price lunch.> That figure firmly places Bloomfield High School in the realm of
Hartford Public Schools, where 90% of the student body qualifies for free or reduced price

lunch.®® This, in a town where the median per capita income is $41,504.%

The link between poverty and school performance as measured by standardized tests has
been established,*® and in this area Bloomfield more closely resembles Hartford than its
suburban neighbors as well. The State Department of Education has recently adopted a new
measure of the effectiveness of schools, called the School Performance Index (SPI). Described as
“an average of student performance in all tested grades and subjects for a given school,” the SPI
is designed for “the evaluation of school performance...on CMT/CAPT tests.” Bloomfield
High School’s SPI was 62.1 over the three year average from 2009-2012%, higher than Bulkely’s
(44.9) and Hartford Public High School’s (36.8) SPI scores.®® Yet the school lagged far behind
high schools in bordering suburbs, such as Hall High School (88.1) and Conard (85.8) in West

Hartford,%? Avon High School (91.4)%% and Simsbury High School (93.4).%* Still, the SPI is an
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opaque number which many people have difficulty understanding. Once again, the Bloomfield

High School Accountability Plan paints a clearer picture of the dire situation in the school:

2012 Grade 10 CAPT Gap Analysis

88.8 g4.8

100 78.8 80.9 80.2

69.4

N
w
%

70 g . 475

Math % | Math% | Reading | Reading | Writing % | Writing % | Science % | Science %
At/Above | At/Above % % At/Above | At/Above | At/Above | At/Above
Proficient Goal At/Above | At/Above | Proficient Goal Proficient Goal
Proficient Goal
‘ W 10 State 78.8 49.3 80.9 47.5 88.8 63.1 80.2 47.3

‘ m 10 Bloomfield Hs 54.6 20.8 73.1 26.9 84.8 43.4 69.4 23.8

Figure 12. CAPT Score Analysis®

The concentration of racialized poverty in the town’s high school gives it a racial, economic and
academic profile that is usually attributed to failing schools in large urban districts such as
Hartford and Bridgeport. Bloomfield’s racial stratification along residential lines manages to

conceal this reality though, and it makes it difficult to find solutions.

Unlike the 1970’s, the will to correct these problems seems to be nonexistent. The older
population of Bloomfield does not have school aged children in the public schools. This has the
double effect of not only increasing racial and economic isolation in the schools, but also of
making it difficult to invest money back into the school system. It has been notoriously difficult
to pass referendums in Bloomfield related to school expenditures. For example, a referendum to
raise $90 million to renovate the public schools was placed on the ballot in 2002, but it did not

gain enough votes to pass until 2006.%°
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In fact, one of the few ways to get any amount of money for education spending, in
Bloomfield and throughout the Greater Hartford area, is to ask for funds for magnet schools. In
1989, Elizabeth Horton Sheff and other parents in Hartford sued the state of Connecticut on the
grounds that separate city and urban school districts resulted in racially segregated schools and
unequal educational opportunities for Hartford residents.®” The state Supreme Court found in
favor of the defendants in 1996,%® declaring that “the Hartford public schools were racially,
ethnically and economically isolated and that, as a result, Hartford public school students had not
been provided a substantially equal educational opportunity under the state constitution...”
However, the court did not specify how Hartford’s schools should be desegregated. The
approach to desegregation was not finalized until 2003, when the settlement of the Sheff vs.
O’Neil segregation lawsuit went into effect,®® creating dozens of magnet schools across Greater
Hartford. These schools are designed around specialized curriculum to act as “magnets,” drawing
white suburban students into Hartford in an attempt to ease the racial and economic isolation that
has plagued the schools. Bloomfield has jumped in as well, building two magnet schools, the
Wintonbury Early Childhood Magnet School and the Global Experiences Magnet School

(GEMS) in the last five years.

While the effectiveness of magnet schools in creating diverse schools is very much open
for debate, the effects on the traditional public schools have been disastrous. In Hartford,
comprehensive high schools have been forced to rebrand themselves as magnet-like institutions,
often splitting themselves into smaller “academies” to compete with specialized magnet schools
in the era. Bloomfield has followed suit. While new magnet schools opened, a traditional
elementary school, J.P. Vincent, was closed. This closure was made in conjunction with

refocusing the remaining two elementary schools, Laurel and Metacomet. They have been
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transformed from neighborhood schools into schools that serve grades K-2 and 3-4,
respectively.”” Carmen Arace Middle School has followed this example as well, reorganizing
itself into an Intermediate School for grades 5-6 and the Middle School proper for grades 7-8.
Whereas similar changes were made in the 1970’s to combat segregation, these changes have
little to do with that ideal and are instead designed to fit into the craze for specialization driven

by magnet schools.

In Bloomfield’s traditional public schools, the magnet school craze has become the new
primary drain on the student population. In the past, families who didn’t want their children to
attend Bloomfield High School were forced to either move or pay to send their children to
expensive private high schools such as Northwest Catholic or Kingswood Oxford in West
Hartford, or Loomis Chafee in Windsor. However, the increase in magnet schools since 2003 has
given parents other options. As a result, Bloomfield High School has seen a 17.6% drop in the
school’s population over the last ten years, from 658 students in the 2002-2003 school year to
542 students in 2012-2013.”* The high school saw a shocking population drop of 10% from 2011
to 2012 alone, when 62 students left. Not coincidentally, 2012 was the year GEMS opened, and
58 of its 123 high school aged students hail from Bloomfield. It is almost a one-to-one loss/gain

for the traditional high school and the new magnet school.

The drop in population has also coincided with Bloomfield High School’s ascension into
the ranks of the poorest schools in Greater Hartford. Like the flight of white families from
Bloomfield in the late 20" century, the flight of students from Bloomfield High School now is
increasing the school’s economic isolation. Scholars have shown that magnet schools often
engage in “creaming,” a process by which students with more involved parents, higher economic

status or better test scores abandon the traditional public schools in favor of magnet schools.”
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Bloomfield High School has experienced this phenomenon, as higher income and higher
performing students have left, leaving an economically and academically disadvantaged core. It
should come as no surprise then that GEMS has a more diverse student body and a lower
percentage of students receiving free or reduced price lunch.” The laudable goal of increasing

diversity in Hartford’s public schools has had the exact opposite effect in Bloomfield’s.

As Bloomfield tries desperately to cling to the “All-America City” distinction, it becomes
clear that the public schools undermine the image of racial harmony. The flight of students from
the schools, along racial lines in the late 20™ century and now due to magnet schools, has
dramatically increased racial and economic isolation in the school system. However, there is still
one component missing from this analysis, and that is the role of opinion. After all, a real estate
agent can say that one property is worth less than another, just as they can say that one school is
better or worse than another. For it to carry any weight though, homebuyers and residents must
believe what they are hearing. This becomes a classic case of the chicken and the egg, especially
for public schools: did the schools become poor, and parents reacted accordingly by leaving? Or
did the parents leave, thus causing the schools to become poor? Either way, what residents in
Bloomfield have thought about their town and their schools over the last forty years is key to

putting together how the town has arrived at its current state, segregated both by race and class.
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Stockton, the mayor of Bloomfield when the town received the All-America City award, laments
the failure of the busing program he personally invested in. “We were gonna...our kids were
gonna go to Blue Hills School and they were gonna bus some kids from Blue Hills School to
Laurel school, but we could not get enough people to make any difference.”® Instead, Mayor
Stockton helped to push through the comprehensive middle school that all the town’s students

would attend.

What becomes most frustrating about the alleged connections between race and the
quality of schools is that, without exception, the residents Ms. Young interviewed all expressed
pride and satisfaction with the Bloomfield schools of the early 1970’s, even as the black
population began to increase rapidly. Louis Schiavone, another member of the Human Relations
Council and a former principal of Bloomfield High School, described his son’s education in
Bloomfield as “excellent,” and recounts that BHS was the first school in the state to offer
Advance Placement courses in conjunction with the University of Connecticut for college
credit.®** Mayor Stockton also praised the AP/UConn program for allowing his children to
complete a year’s worth of college before entering the university while receiving a “whiff of
diversity.” Both of his children went on to earn PhDs in their respective fields. Diane Janusz, a
teacher’s aide in Metacomet Elementary School, also lauded the school system for exposing her

daughter to a multicultural setting.®

Success was certainly possible at Bloomfield High School, but this fact rarely stood in
the way of preconceived notions about the school. Ms. LeFebvre recalled the flight of white

families from the town:

Alot of people used to take their kids out of Bloomfield schools at the high school level. Two reasons, they
didn’t want them dating blacks and they didn’t think they could get into good schools coming from
Bloomfield. I know a lot of people moved to Simshury, that was one of the places in particular.
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The desire for racial purity was likely the main motivating factor behind the flight of the
residents Ms. LeFebvre described. Bloomfield’s status as the only school in the entire state
offering classes for college credit was a strong incentive for academically-minded families to
remain in the town. It clearly wasn’t strong enough to overcome fears of miscegenation.
Likewise, Ms. Wright, who lived in Newington for nine years before moving back into
Bloomfield, remembers the reaction she received from some of her neighbors in Newington

when they learned of her decision:
I was just, | loved Bloomfield and my husband had come to care for it and so we really, by choice, came
back to town, with the voice of one prominent citizen in Newington ringing in our ears, saying, “Why do
you want to go back to that nigger town?”... that comment, from the Newington man, he was just more
outspoken than some people. Lots of people were thinking that, I’m sure. But he happened to be a big
mouth, so he expressed himself.
These anecdotes make it clear that the problem of segregation in towns and schools is only such
as far as minorities are concerned. After all, Bloomfield and Hartford are hardly the only
municipalities in the region that have high amounts of racial isolation. Simsbury as a town is
93% white, with a school makeup which reflects those demographics. Avon is 88% white. There
are no lawsuits to desegregate these school systems, and there are never many questions asked
about segregation there, unless from people on the outside looking in. Apparently, white racial
isolation is not an issue that needs addressing. Whites have not been marked in the same ways
that blacks and other minorities have. Their property isn’t worth less. Their segregated schools
are celebrated, not condemned. Their exclusionary practices are justified by market language and

other code words. Being white ensures access to the kinds of economic and social resources not

present in Bloomfield. The residents who left Bloomfield in the 1970’s and 1980’s were not
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concerned about segregation at all. Indeed, they welcomed it; integration was the great terror

they fled.

If nothing else, it is imperative that the distinction between white segregation and
minority segregation remain clear, because that distinction sits at the heart of what truly plagues
segregated schools in Bloomfield. The question seems to be on the tip of many tongues, but most
dare not ask it: why are all-white schools better than all-black schools? Unless we acknowledge
that historical policies, actions and decisions have explicitly created circumstances that place
black schools at a disadvantage, then we are left with only one other possible answer: that black
students simply cannot perform at the same level as whites. It is from the refusal to acknowledge
the past that explanations such as cultural deficit theory spring forth. Cultural deficit theory
“attributes students' lack of educational success to characteristics often rooted in their cultures
and communities.” ¥ The stereotypes used to describe black people become the basis for
explaining the failure of divested and marginalized school systems, and places the blame entirely
on the backs of students, their families and their communities. Stereotyped assumptions about
blacks become self-fulfilling. As demonstrably wealthier whites leave and spread negative
information about the schools and towns they’ve left behind, school systems collapse, and the
seemingly impossible becomes real, a school for the urban poor in the heart of a middle class

suburb.

As a result of history, demographics and opinion, Bloomfield has fallen quite far from its
status as one of the exemplars of America’s municipalities in the 1970’s. In an article from
November 2011, Connecticut Magazine rated the towns in the state with a size of 15,000-25,000
residents.®® “The top finishers in this population group enjoy the best educational test results in

Connecticut, the most robust local economies, the greatest number of cultural and social
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amenities per capita, and most likely a wonderful feeling of security,” gushes the description
accompanying the chart. Of 32 towns which fall into the size group, Bloomfield finishes 27",
managing to score dead last in education and crime, and 29" in economy. Not surprisingly, the
town scores 4™ in terms of affordability. The negative attributes of the town make it a less
desirable place to live, particularly the way the schools are characterized as failing. It should also
come as no surprise that Bloomfield is the only majority black town on the list and rates at the
absolute bottom in terms of education. Even Ansonia ranks higher than Bloomfield, despite the
fact that its high school is on the Department of Education’s Review School list for the “lowest
performing” schools, ®° and Bloomfield has already taken steps towards improvement as a

90
“Turnaround” school.

Bloomfield’s reputation as an underachieving school system has spread from being
confined to residents of the town, the region, or even the state. Thanks to the internet and
enterprising data aggregators, anyone in the world can see how Bloomfield stacks up against
other Connecticut schools. Sites such as GreatSchools.org have become incredibly popular
among parents looking to send their children to the best schools, as determined by aggregated
test scores. The site ranks schools and districts on a scale from 1-10, using the most recent state
level standardized test scores.®* GreatSchools.org has taken advantage of the willingness of
parents to relocate their families for access to good schools by including links to homes for sale
in the school district in which they are searching.*® These listings are provided by Realtor.com,
billed as the official website of the National Association of Realtors, which is, of course, the
modern name for the National Association of Real Estate Boards: NAREB.” The connection
between race and property value, and now race and school quality, endures to this day, as the

organization which formalized that arrangement has partnered with a school data aggregator



41

which rates Bloomfield High School at a dismal two out of ten.** Indeed, the two most prominent

pieces of information on the GreatSchools.org webpage for BHS is the score the site gives, and

the pie chart showcasing the racial makeup of the school (see Figure 13). As in the time of Ms.

LeFebvre and Ms. Wright, the opinions of those who had no personal experience with the high

school are being used to influence how others perceive it.
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Through Ms. Young’s work, we’ve seen that the opinions and perceptions of parents who

sent their children through the Bloomfield public schools in the 1970’s did not match the ideas

that were popular among non-residents and those who left the town. What of the people who
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have firsthand experience with the Bloomfield public schools today? GreatSchools.org also
includes a tab for a community-based score of the schools, and community based reviews.
Bloomfield High School has received a score of four out of five stars based on 29 user-submitted
ratings,” in stark contrast to the official score from the site. Most interesting though is the fact
that the scores from users are based on a more holistic rubric than the strictly test score-derived
metric used by the site itself. Users can rate the high school in terms of teacher quality (BHS
received four out of five stars), principal leadership (four out of five stars), and parent
involvement (three out of five stars). Likewise, user-submitted reviews, while decidedly mixed,
do paint the high school in a more positive light at times. One reviewer, a parent whose daughter
entered the school in 2011, wrote, “...the teachers and school guidance counselor have been very
helpful in making [my daughter’s] transition uneventful... I believe the new Principal, Mr.
Galloway is the right person to bring about the necessary changes to make BHS a first rate post
secondary school.” A student from 2008 also referenced the improvements, and took exception

to the single-minded focus on test results:

| am a student at BHS and | believe that the administrators, faculty and students are trying to make an
improvement. They are becoming more strict and focusing more on academics, providing students with
free tutors, SAT study sessions and etc... Statistics mean nothing, CAPT scores seem low but for those
who tried they did very well. The school is only as good as each individual student and BHS is working on
helping every student get a great education.

Not all of the reviews are as glowing. One parent allows the happenings of an after-hours social
event at the school to essentially confirm the stereotypes that mar the high school’s reputation,
writing, “I had planned to send my children here, but after seeing the disgusting behavior of the
students at a talent show, | do what a number of Bloomfield parents have to do, and that is spend
the tax money for a failing school and send a child to a private school. The parents are not
involved in this school.” Another parent simply declared that “Bloomfield High School is not

qualified nor equipped to teach or prepare our children for success now or years to come.”
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Fortunately for these parents, the magnet school system in Greater Hartford has largely negated
the need to pay for private schools. Those who no longer wish to send their children to traditional

high schools can opt into a nominally public magnet school if selected.

Reading anonymous reviews on a school rating website is hardly a comprehensive means
for trying to determine the perception versus the reality of Bloomfield High School.”” This
method also shares a problem that Ms. Young’s interviews, while substantive and well done, also
suffers from. It is true that these are the parents of students who are making observations about
Bloomfield schools, but they are still second-hand accounts of the experiences of their children.
Both interviewees and reviewers can only report on what they see and hear as non-students,
either from their children, school officials and teachers, or other parents. How do the people who
actually passed through the doors of the public schools view their experiences? In other words,
what do the students think? This is the question | wished to answer when | reached out to my
former classmates from Bloomfield and asked them to reflect on their experiences in the public
schools. Their recollections about the schools are varied and sometimes contradictory, but
importantly, they offer a counterbalance to the universally negative depiction of Bloomfield’s

schools which is widely disseminated.

In the seventh grade, | was friends with a young man named Andrew. We sat next to each
other in Mr. Tripp’s math class, a balding man with a thick mustache and genuine excitement for
math. Andrew was white, with sandy brown hair and brown eyes. He was a few inches taller than
me (in fact, most students were, as | was one of the last students in my class to hit my growth

spurt), with a loud, goofy laugh that often got us reprimanded as we made jokes at Mr. Tripp’s
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expense. Andrew had a real gift for math, and excelled in it while I struggled. In the eighth
grade, our paths diverged as he moved into the honors level math class, but we still managed to
maintain our friendship. When we moved on to the high school though, | moved on alone;

Andrew was going to a private school instead. [ haven’t seen him since.

The names of many classmates who suddenly disappeared over the summer between 8"
and 9™ grade come to mind: Andrew, two students named Chris, two students named Deshaun,
Thomas, David, Peter, Ari, Brian. It was 1999, still a few years shy of the Sheff'vs. O Neil
settlement that would lead to the explosion of magnet schools in Greater Hartford and their status
as the main drain on Bloomfield’s public schools. Back then, the only option was to send
children who wanted to get out of attending BHS to private schools in the area, primarily
Northwest Catholic High School in neighboring West Hartford. This trend broke down along
both racial and class lines, but it was not strictly a case of white flight. Almost all of the white
students in our class did leave before reaching BHS, but they were not the only ones. Several of
the students who left were students of color. My own family considered sending me to another
private school, Loomis Chaffee in Windsor. These discussions never amounted to anything more
than idle conversation though, as it was inconceivable that my family could afford such a place. |
wouldn’t have gone anyways, as the bond between my friends and I was far stronger than my

desire to receive a “better” education.

My time in the BHS was characterized more by my lack of motivation as a student than
any problem with the school itself. | often skated through my classes, settling for good grades
when | was capable of earning great grades. My AP English teacher wrote in my yearbook that
I’d “elevated procrastination to an art form.” I was kicked out of class far more often than I’'m

comfortable admitting now, and was sent to in-school suspension twice for silly behavior on my
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part. | graduated with a 3.2 GPA which, while not terrible, was lower than what I could have
earned with even a little more effort. For the most part, my academic malaise was a result of my
own choices, with two notable exceptions. BHS left me utterly unprepared to perform math
above the level of basic algebra, a fact demonstrated by the three times I’ve failed calculus. The
guidance office was also unable to offer me any real assistance. | applied to colleges through a
program outside of the high school, and ultimately chose to attend Virginia Commonwealth
University for what can accurately be characterized as non-academic reasons. Still, I loved BHS.
| felt the surge of Warhawk pride at our pep rallies and football games. In 2002, the statewide
Teacher of the Year was Ms. Nelson-Kauffman, my history teacher. | had the best friends anyone
in any school could hope for. | was captain of the cross country team and the distance team for
indoor track, the band president, the training and operations officer for our JROTC program, as
well as being involved in the school’s writing club, drama club and Model United Nations. I
never felt like I was missing anything, at least not while I was in the high school. | would idly

wonder where all the white kids had gone, but never dwelled on it.

The experiences of my classmates mirror my own in some ways, but diverge in important
ways as well. For Brittany Shropshire, a member of the class of 2003, her experience at BHS was
“one of many contradictions.”® Ms. Shropshire comes from a long line of family members who
attended BHS, and is highly critical of many aspects of the way the high school ran. She
described the building as having the look of an “insane asylum,” and was not pleased that one of
the only major improvements to the high school since her parents attended was the renovation of
the football field, which she notes was handled poorly as well, resulting in the field flooding and
becoming unusable when it rained. She also had harsh words for the schools administrators,

describing then principal Donald Harris as a man who strutted through the halls like a dictator.
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“Neither [Principal Harris nor Assistant Principal Ronald Theriault] had any idea how to
properly handle and work with young adults or their staff. They had no idea that the curriculum
that we were being taught was not on the proper level for what we would need to prepare us for
college courses.” Ms. Shropshire faults their lack of leadership as one of the main reasons the
school’s college preparatory role was severely underdeveloped. “The education I received from
Bloomfield high did not prepare me for life after graduation,” she said. “If it was not for a
program | enrolled in, right after graduation, at UCONN that prepared you for the transition from
high school to college | don't believe | would have made it through my freshman year of

college... It scared me that I was that behind in the simple things...”

Rachel Arnett (née Fichman) agreed. ...l remember the distinct impression that they
were ‘dumbing-down’ expectations for the students, behaviorally and academically...I rarely felt
challenged by my classes, and left having developed some very negative study and work habits.
| don't think attending Bloomfield High School prepared me academically for college, because |
rarely had to engage study skills or exert a great deal of effort to achieve ‘good’ grades.”*®
Stacey Doukas described other academic issues pertaining to teacher retention. ... There were
some years that our school could not find a steady and qualified teacher. In my own experience it
was in my freshman year of high school, I was without a physics teacher ... and the 2nd year we
had this same problem when the English teacher decided to leave our school to pursue bigger
[and] better opportunities after being there for more than a decade.”*®® Other students were more
positive in their assessment of the high school’s academics. Jessica Sanchez-Cowan attended
BHS through her junior year, until her family moved to Windsor and she was forced to attend

Windsor High School for her senior year. “I loved my high school experience,” she enthused. “I

loved the guidance counselors as well because | spent a lot of time in there because they became
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friends to me and people | felt confident in discussing everyday issues with. “*°* Several other

students expressed their satisfaction with their academic experience at BHS as well.

School may be primarily considered a place for learning, but the social aspect of high
school is just as important, especially for young people navigating the difficulties of the physical
and emotional transition from childhood to adulthood. None of the former students | interviewed
mentioned the racial makeup of Bloomfield schools as having any effect on their education.

However, it greatly affected the social landscape for some, and in distressingly negative ways.

This was the case for Jessica DeLeon. Ms. DelLeon and | share a unique connection, as
we were often in the same classes together, and along with another student in our class, shared
the same birthday. Thanks to three students celebrating together, we had the best array of snacks
and favors to share with our classmates when the big day came. Our birthday celebrations were
diminished by one-third though when Jessica left the public schools to attend Northwest
Catholic. For her grandparents, the decision was influenced by concerns over the high school’s
academic reputation, but for Ms. DeLeon, her desire to go to Northwest was driven mostly by

social concerns.

“...At Northwest Catholic, my sister and I would no longer be in the minority. I was bullied a lot at Carmen
Arace Middle School for being white and some days | was too afraid to ride the school bus because that is
where | received most of the taunts. One time | had an entire bottle of water poured over my head on the
school bus home because | was the only white kid on the bus. Even though | would miss my friends that |
had made in elementary and middle school, | was beyond excited to go to Northwest Catholic so | would
no longer be one of about 8 white people in my grade.102

These concerns trumped even the financial difficulties of paying for private school. Ms. DeLeon
described her grandparents as lower middle class, and recalls that they ended up spending all of
the money they’d saved for college to send her and her sister to Northwest instead. Ms. DeLeon

still thinks it was the right choice for her. “Although I had to pay for college myself and now
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have a mountain of student loans, I regret nothing about going to NWC.” She says. "I have met
some lifelong friends there and I will cherish my high school memories forever. | hated going to
school every day at Carmen Arace and | have a feeling it would have been the same at BHS.
Those 4 years at Northwest Catholic were some of the best 4 four years of my life so far”. She
also appreciated the better racial balance of Northwest Catholic, which she described as 60%
white and 40% minority, and enjoyed wearing a uniform to school, which she felt “helped in
making the school one big family. No one judged anyone for what they were wearing.” It is a

policy that Bloomfield public schools have adopted.

Ms. DeLeon’s experience in middle school is an inversion of the usual narrative about
racial harassment, but it is no less a ringing denunciation of the pernicious and destructive
influence that racial segregation and isolation has on both the dominant group and those who
stand out, no matter which race fills those roles. Majority populations often exploit minority
populations, no matter if the example is a school, a town, or a country. In the case of Bloomfield,
past policies and current attitudes have led to a town which held the promise of integration
becoming an ironic example of how the abused can become the abusers. And unfortunately, Ms.
DeLeon was not the only former student | spoke with who experienced racial isolation for being

different.

For Desiree Ravencraft (née Jacobs), it was social concerns which kept her in Bloomfield
High School. She had the opportunity to attend Northwest, but decided against it because she
didn’t want to be in the same school as her older brother, and she didn’t want to leave her
friends.'® This decision backfired for Mrs. Ravencraft though, as the social pressures of an all-
black school weighed down on her as a student of mixed race. “It was so strange how the

Jamaicans hung out with only Jamaicans...I felt like 1 only hung out with mixed girls, like |
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wasn't ‘black’ enough to hang out with the black girls. So the only place I felt like I fit in was
with the other girls that were mixed as well.” After a nasty series of rumors spread throughout
the high school about her, Mrs. Ravencraft made the decision to leave BHS in her senior year to
enroll in a program that allowed her to complete her senior year of high school and freshman
year of college simultaneously. Unlike Jessica though, she has second thoughts about leaving
BHS. “Some days | wish | didn't do that,” she admits. “I don't talk to anyone from high school

any longer, and | feel like 1 didn't have the whole senior year as everyone else.”

Racial issues were also a problem for Ms. Doukas, but of a different kind. Due to her
Greek heritage and the ambiguity of her appearance, she could not find anywhere to fit in. “...1
was left out of [the] cool black kid’s sphere in high school...The few Hispanic students thought I
was Latina and the moment I told them I’m not, they stopped communicating with me. Also the
few white kids that were around had their own identity issues. Some welcomed me in their group
while others didn’t find me American enough. They would say, ‘Well you’re not really white
like American White, you’re Greek, that’s like near the Middle East.” | guess you can say | was
too white for the non-whites and too ethnic for the whites.”

For other students though, the racial segregation of the schools wasn’t an issue, so much
as economic and other problems. Jennifer Paradis believes that most of the teasing she
experienced in her early years in the Bloomfield schools was a result of her lower economic
status, not because she was white.’** She convinced her parents to allow her to attend Northwest
Catholic, going so far as to pass the entrance exams and even purchase her uniforms. Money
became an issue though, and not only was she unable to attend Northwest, after her freshman
year at BHS her parents moved out of the town. It was at this point that Mrs. Paradis made an

incredible decision. “T actually decided to stay at Bloomfield High because [it] was familiar and
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comfortable to me, and truly because I didn’t want to attend a school so completely different on
a cultural level than the one I has grown up with. For the remaining three years of high school |
lived separately from my parents and eventually completely independently.” She struggled
financially for the rest of her high school years, but thanks to help from friends and teachers,
Mrs. Paradis graduated from BHS in 2005. She describes her experience at BHS as
“unbelievably unique,” and credits her time there with helping her to learn to relate to people
across racial, ethnic and economic lines.

Kadine Mitchell was a black student of West Indian descent, and didn’t face the same
racial issues as the other students. She still wanted nothing to do with BHS, as the common fear
of upperclassmen overshadowed her 8" grade year.'® Ms. Mitchell recalls “begging my mom to
send me to... Northwest Catholic...my mother was not able to afford it and claimed I could not
provide good enough reason for her to try.” Ms. Mitchell’s mother worked two full time jobs,
and Ms. Mitchell got her own job at fifteen to help pay for her own school expenses. Although it
wasn’t her first choice, as with Mrs. Paradis, Ms. Mitchell grew to love BHS. She described
herself as a “social butterfly” in school, and excelled both academically, achieving high honors
and membership in the National Honors Society, and socially, helping to organize the high
school’s first Step Show and, in her words, to “[throw] the best parties.”

The experiences of these students are at times heartbreaking, and at times triumphant.
They represent a range that is too often completely ignored in the popular characterization of
Bloomfield schools. There is no discussion of what these students have gone on to achieve after
school, because there doesn’t need to be. That would simply be an ex post facto justification of

their decisions. Instead, we should strive to understand their lived experiences as they recall
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them, and to see that there is much more complexity in this segregated school system, and much
more at stake than just the results of standardized tests.

It must be acknowledged though that the cause of integration is losing the battle. Whether
we look at Bloomfield, Hartford, Simsbury, Avon, or any other town in Greater Hartford, we will
see the same thing: isolation along racial and economic lines. That integration is an intrinsic,
self-evident good is often taken for granted. We cannot continue to treat integration as such. The
history of Bloomfield has shown that many actors have viewed integration as an unmitigated
negative, and have reorganized the town to prevent it, in conscious and unconscious ways. In
addition, the self-evident argument is not carrying the day. Re-segregation has already

happened,

and if there is to be a new wave of progress against it, coherent arguments outlining
its ills, and the benefits of integration, must be made.
First, is there even an audience for these arguments? For whose sake do we struggle?

According to some of the former students I interviewed, the racial makeup of the Bloomfield

schools is not a problem. Brian Grier expresses a hopeful take on this issue:

Segregation does not concern me because at this point | think it is just a way of thinking that will
eventually will fall to the wayside. As time passes and people become more associated with the idea that an
American can be any color this line of thinking will eventually become extinct and the people who continue
to think this way will be behind the times mentally.107

Likewise, Alex Jones is not concerned about segregation in the schools. When asked, he replies,
“No. It doesn't really concern me, as I feel each student's success is based on encouragement of
some kind. Whether that be from family members or from the school in some way shape or

fOI‘m 5108

On the opposite end of these views 1s Charles van der Poel. Self described as “white and
middle class,” % Mr. van der Poel has come to draw the connections between race, class and the

high school he graduated from. He says that he now understands it is impossible to divorce
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Bloomfield’s demographic reality of lower income minorities from its academic situation, which
includes an ironic lack of Advanced Placement courses and lower college attendance than
surrounding towns. Most heartening about Mr. van der Poel’s current perspective is the evolution

of his thoughts on this matter:

One of my more relevant political changes I’ve gone through as I’ve gotten older is dispelling the more-or-
less libertarian myth of bootstrap success. | worked hard in high school, attended a competitive undergrad
school, and currently have a well-paying job...it’s extremely easy for me to reduce this to some frontier
narrative of drive and gumption fueling my dreams. But that’s not the truth. My race, gender, and middle
class upbringing made this possible in ways that most people in a similar situation don’t realize.

Mr. van der Poel concluded with the acknowledgement that his current perspective isn’t a

popular one.

Perhaps the place to start in popularizing Mr. van der Poel’s current perspective is
recognizing that the opinions of a few, even when amplified through the power of real estate,
publishing or the internet, do not represent the opinions of all, or even most. It is to acknowledge
that there is success as well as failure, good in addition to bad, in Bloomfield, just as there is in
every other school system and town. It is to admit that the prevalence of negativity which
surrounds the schools is explicitly tied to race, and that wealth and housing are strands which
both created and reinforce those stereotypes. It is to realize that the voices of decency and
fairness that continue to echo from the 1970’s were defeated by blockbusting and racial steering.
Yet we can still hear those voices today in the stories of those who come from Bloomfield now.
If we are to continue their work, it will require even more of the dedication, hard work, and

involvement that those who came before us showed so many years ago.
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Conclusion

After | graduated from Bloomfield High School in 2003, I attended Virginia
Commonwealth University in Richmond. | was so eager to get out of Bloomfield that I moved
into my dorm the first day it opened. | was one of four residents in the entire dorm that first
weekend. As other students began to trickle in, I did my best to make friends. It was not until a
friend of mine named Danielle moved into the dorm that it began to feel like home. Danielle and
| attended Bloomfield High School together, and had decided to go to college together as well.
For the first couple of months of the semester, we were inseparable as we supported each other in

getting acclimated to Richmond and college life.

As time went on and we became more comfortable, we leaned on each other less and
began to branch out into the various social scenes of the dorm and the college. Soon my circle of
friends grew. | became best friends with a student from Puerto Rico named Jose, and we would
often annoy my roommate with our late-night sessions of videogames. | met another student
named Will, a self-described redneck who proudly described his hometown of Danville, Virginia
as the last capital of the Confederacy. We played more than one hundred games of chess
together, with him maintaining a fair lead in the wins column. There was the resident odd couple
of our floor, a Turkish pothead named Kareem and his straight-laced Indian roommate we called
Vee, two students who had nothing at all in common besides their shared desire to be doctors
someday. Jay was a student from South Korea, and we could find him wandering the halls of the
dorm at all times of night in his oversized blue sweatshirt and pajama pants. All the corners of

the globe seemed to be represented by the four hundred students in my dorm. It was my first real
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experience with diversity, and the moment | realized that | missed out on this in my high school

experience.

Today, Bloomfield High School has changed in some ways. After my interview with
Principal Galloway, I wandered the halls of the building I’d spent four years of my life in. The
funds for renovations which had finally been approved had been put to good use. The library was
redesigned into a modern media technology center. Old chemistry classrooms had been
refurbished and now held students studying English and history. The former music room was
converted into the new main office, across from the new front entrance for the school which had
formerly been the side entrance. The building sparkled with new white linoleum floors, a major
improvement over the ratty grey and blue carpet which covered the floors during my time there.
Bloomfield High School looked like a new building. What hadn’t changed was the student body.
When the bell rang, I was surrounded by a sea of brown faces. They laughed, flirted and argued
with each other, just as high school students everywhere do. But their social experiences were
limited largely to other students who looked and sounded like them. | looked at them and saw
myself as a teenager, a young man who was completely unaware of the vast range of experiences
that existed for people who were a different race, came from a different culture or spoke a

different language.

| visited a former teacher of mine, Mr. Joshua Smith. He had me address two of his
classes about the realities of life after high school and the research I was conducting. The first
class was his Advanced Placement English class, the second an academic level junior English
class. In neither class was there a white student. Rather than lamenting the racial isolation those
classes embodied, I used it as a jumping off point to discuss my research. “Why do you think it is

that the only white person in this room is the teacher?” I asked both classes. Between them, the
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two classes hit on many of the elements which contributed to their racial isolation: housing,
school choice, and the age of minority residents versus white residents. The students were
assembling the pieces of a larger puzzle they hadn’t been able to put together yet. They didn’t
have to be told about their segregation though. It was their lived experience. As they
simultaneously navigated the difficulties of school and puberty, these students were also
burdened with the weight of a hundred years of racial decisions in housing, schooling and the

perceptions of outsiders, all bearing down on them. They were aware of this, but only partially.

The goal of this paper is to increase that awareness, to put together the pieces those
students assembled in my time with them. The story of Bloomfield and its schools stretches back
decades, to the racialization of real estate by NAREB, through blockbusting and the valiant
attempts of the town’s residents to combat it, white flight from the increasingly black public
schools and the current degradation the school suffers in the court of public opinion. The link
between race and class, established in years long gone by, persists and results in the

concentration of poor black children in the Bloomfield public schools.

As | have conducted the research necessary to determine how Bloomfield came to be the
town it is today, | find that | am left with one question: So what? Why should this matter to
anyone outside of Bloomfield, or even inside the town? School days become school years,
students graduate and either succeed or fail. It is the tale of American meritocracy, where the
best and brightest make it and the rest are allocated into their particular peg in the wheel. What

does it matter that this process has a racial flavor in Bloomfield?

It matters because the status of Bloomfield and its schools is not a coincidence or the

result of inertia. Specific policies in housing, from exclusionary real estate ideology through
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blockbusting, helped to turn Bloomfield into a predominately black suburb. The reactions of
white residents who fled or pulled their children out of the public schools accelerated the
process. The link between race and property values drained the town of resources. Popular
opinions about the negative connection between race and educational achievement locked the
schools into a downward spiral, as high achieving students left the district. Bloomfield became a
black suburb, and an essentially all black and poor school system, as a result of decisions and

policies.

Those decisions and policies must be understood and identified if they are to be
combated. Bloomfield presents a serious challenge to the tidy understanding of race and class in
America today. The struggle against segregation is often understood in terms of cities versus
suburbs, black versus white, the poor versus the rich. Such dichotomies are comforting due to
their simplicity, but they do not accurately describe the scourge of segregation that exists in so
many towns across America today. In Bloomfield, the conditions that race and class imposed on
residents cannot be neatly separated. The two have been intertwined together over decades of
decisions, actions and policy. Added into this knot is education, the great equalizer, the force
which is supposed to ensure equality of opportunity. In reality, education is just as racialized as
property, and individuals respond to those racial overtones. An entire century of racial real estate
practices, divestment in the schools and slander in the popular imagination of its residents has
put up barriers that the town may never overcome without help. The connection between race
and economics has determined how we perceive the schools, but that determination has led us to
ignore all the good that has been occurring in the schools. Decisions were made that have
concentrated race and poverty inside the walls of the high school, and it will take new decisions

to undo the damage that has been done. It will require an investment from individuals near and



57

far, to take a stand against racial and economic isolation as the town’s residents of the 1970’s
did. It will require more former students to speak out about their experience in the high school,
good and bad. There must be voices to counteract the prevailing narrative about the town’s
schools. It will take people to divorce the link between race, class, and housing, and to choose to
make Bloomfield their home and the schools their own. This is the thread that runs through

Bloomfield’s history, one of action and choice. New results will require new choices.
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