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A CASE STUDY IN THE DESEGREGATION OF GEORGE WASHINGTON HIGH 

SCHOOL AND LANGSTON HIGH SCHOOL IN DANVILLE, VIRGINIA DURING 

THE 1970-1971 SCHOOL YEAR 

(Abstract) 

This paper provides a historical analysis of the desegregation of George Washington 

High School and Langston High School in Danville, Virginia in 1970. The author focuses 

on the related desegregation litigation on a national, state, and local level as well as the 

historical context for desegregation in the Commonwealth of Virginia.  

In August of 1970, Danville, Virginia embarked on a new era in education as its schools 

would be totally desegregated. It would no longer operate under the freedom of choice 

plan that had been in effect since 1965 and permitted African-American parents to send 

their children to the all-white schools. The school system was to be fully integrated and 

operating as a unitary system.  

Using newspaper accounts, correspondence from key figures, and interviews with key 

people in Danville in 1970, the author addresses four areas of research: (a) What led to 

the desegregation of schools in Danville, Virginia? (b) Who were the key players in the 

desegregation movement? (c) How were the community, the students, and the staff 

prepared for desegregation? and (d) What were the attitudes and the concerns about 

desegregation? The data was collected and analyzed using qualitative methodology. The 

constant-comparative method espoused by Maykut and Morehouse was used to analyze 

the data and Bronfenbrenner’s concept of the “nested environment” was the theoetical 

model used to organize the data. 

 



iii 

Acknowledgements 

 I wish to express my appreciation to my committee. Dr. David Alexander, co-

chair, provided me with guidance and encouragement. He made recommendations and 

suggestions that provided me with the groundwork and direction that was necessary to 

complete this project. It was also through his class that I fully began to appreciate that 

school law was a dynamic entity. Dr. Jennifer Sughrue, co-chair, was vigilant in her 

reading and evaluation of my work and in her recommendations for a better work 

product. She deserves special thanks for working with me on my schedule to ensure that I 

could complete my course work in a timely manner after a job change necessitated that I 

change cohorts. Dr. Richard Salmon offered me insight into areas of school desegregation 

that I would have otherwise overlooked. He helped me to understand that finances drove 

school desegregation, especially in Virginia. Dr. Terri Wiita through her comments and 

suggestions helped me with organizational strategies. She was always a very positive in 

her comments and directions. Dr. Joseph Pociask has been a constant source of 

encouragement since I began this journey in 1998. He has not only provided me with 

advice but he has also been a dear friend. His encouragement and direction helped to 

bring me to this point. 

 The faculty and staff of Virginia Tech were most helpful. I want to thank Dr. 

David Parks for his leadership during OTR. I also want to thank all of the professors, Drs. 

Parson, Crockett, and Carlton that made the trip to Tidewater and Northern Virginia. 

There are many others associated with the Tidewater campus, the Northern Virginia 

campus, and the Blacksburg campus that were helpful, to each of you, thanks.  



iv 

I took classes with three different groups of students from Virginia Beach, Falls 

Church, and Richmond. They were supportive, helpful, and provided me with friendship.  

My friends in Danville were a source of inspiration and encouragement as I 

worked on this project. Tommy Dodson spent many hours in the library with me as we 

sorted through editions of the Danville Register and Bee. Vern Barker, along with Joel 

DeBoe, allowed me to use the facilities at George Washington High School to conduct 

interviews. Ernie Guill, assistant principal at Amherst County High School, was always 

available with a kind word and encouragement when I felt like giving up the process. 

Special thanks are necessary to the people that agreed to be interviewed. Because they 

allowed their stories to be told, a clear picture of the desegregation of George 

Washington High School and Langston High School in Danville, Virginia was presented. 

I also want to thank my classmates from 1970. The memories of you served as a constant 

reminder that there was a story to tell that was still relevant and significant. 

My family was a tremendous support. My wife, Camille, consistently reminded 

(badgered) me that that I needed to spend some time each day thinking, researching, and 

writing. My two daughters, Kristina and Marianne, encouraged me throughout the entire 

process. Without their support and love, I could have never completed this endeavor. 

They refused to let me quit when I felt like the process was too much and the travel was 

too demanding. 

My brother, Kenneth, and my sisters, Fannie, Catherine, and Debra, and my 

brother in law, Pete, have provided me with support and encouragement throughout the 

entire process.  



v 

I also want to acknowledge several people that have passed away who have been 

a great influence in my life. My two high school coaches, Alger Pugh and Sonny Wall, 

showed me that anything could be accomplished if you work hard enough and if you 

believe. Eddie Martin was not only my colleague but also my friend. He was always 

supportive and encouraging in any endeavor I undertook. My parents, James, Sr. and 

Elizabeth, provided me love, direction, and guidance. They allowed me to grow as a 

person and to mature into manhood. I miss them all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 

Table of Contents 

Chapter One: The Problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   1 

Context . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1   

Purpose and Significance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5  

Statement of the Problem  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   7 

Research Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   8 

Theoretical Model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8  

Terms and Definitions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  11 

Chapter Two: Review of Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  15  

Desegregation Litigation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  15  

Virginians and Desegregation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   37 

Virginia School Closings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   55 

Chapter Three: Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . .   68 

Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  68  

Setting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   68 

 Sources of Information . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  69  

Limitation of Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  70 

Data Collection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  71 

Population and Sample . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  74 

 Analysis of Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   75  

Data Quality . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   76 

The Narrative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   78 

 



vii 

Chapter Four: Results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  79 

 Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  79 

Setting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   80 

 Research Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  81 

 Factors that Led to Desegregation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  82 

 Key Players in Desegregation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  86 

 Preparation for Desegregation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   98 

 Attitude and Concerns about Desegregation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   111 

 Summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  136 

Chapter Five: Conclusions, Recommendations, and Perceptions . . . . . . . .  141 

 Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  141 

 Implications . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  151 

 Recommendations for Further Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   155 

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  158  

Appendices . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  164 

Vita . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  183 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



viii 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Desegregation Studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   171 

Table 2: Analysis of Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  172 

Table 3: Raw Data Matrix . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  173 

Table 4: Key Players in the Desegregation of GWHS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    174 

Table 5: Preparation for Desegregation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   177 

Table 6: Attitudes and Concerns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   180 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Theoretical Model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   10 

Figure 2: Timeline of Incidents that Impacted Desegregation . . . . . . .  85 

Figure 3: Bronfenbrenner’s Nested Environment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  152 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


