
A Brief History of 
Segregation and Integration 

in San Francisco.
Where does your family belong?



1848 
The first public 

school in California 
is opened in 

San Francisco’s 
(current) Chinatown.



1854-1866

 

1854: The segregated “Colored 
School” is founded in a church 
basement

1859: The segregated “Chinese 
School” is founded

1866: California law prohibits 
“Negro,” “Mongolian” or “Indian” 
children from going to public 
schools unless there is a 
segregated school.



1870
The Chinese School closes. 

For 15 years there are no 
public schools for Chinese 
students.



1872
Lydia Flood challenges school 
segregation under the new 14th & 
15th amendments and is the first 
Black student admitted to an Oakland 
public school. 

In 1875 Black students are admitted to 
San Francisco schools.



1885 
The Tape family wins a 
lawsuit to allow 8 year old 
Mamie Tape to go to 
public school. To avoid 
integration, San Francisco 
creates a segregated 
Chinese school. 



1906
San Francisco tries to keep 
Japanese and Korean 
students out of White 
schools, forcing them to 
attend the Chinese school, 
renamed “The Oriental 
School.”



1907
Japan intervenes. President Roosevelt calls the SF 
School Board to DC & forces them to admit Japanese 
students to White schools.

As a concession, he makes a “Gentleman’s Agreement” 
to limit Japanese immigration. These types of immigration 
policies only allow a few middle class or wealthy Asians to 
immigrate. This selection bias in our the immigration 
policy helps create the model minority myth. 

Asian families immigrating during this period may be poor 
in the US, but bring middle class cultural capacity with 
them. (Immigration laws and this trend change in the 
1960s). 



1947
Sylvia Mendez and her family won the right 
to go to schools serving White students. The 
decision is appealed and won in San 
Francisco. The NAACP, the Japanese 
American Citizens League and the American 
Jewish Congress all sign on in support. 

Today, California has the highest level of 
segregation for Latino students in the nation.



1954 
Brown vs Board of Education Ends Legal 

Segregation



1960s 
NAACP starts desegregation 
campaign in San Francisco.

Chinese families organize for 
bilingual education.

The Civil Rights Act passes 
in 1964.



1971
SFUSD develops a ‘horseshoe 
plan’ to bus children to the next 

neighborhood over and integrate 
schools.

White Teamsters break up a public 
meeting to protest integration.  

40% of families boycott the first days of school.



1970s
● White families left for private 

schools to avoid integration.

● Chinese families who had 
language classes every day after 
school in Chinatown fought against 
busing while White families left.

● Black and Latino families are 
pushed out of San Francisco



1974
In the Lau decision the 

Supreme Court 
recognizes the rights of 

English language 
learners and establishes 
the legal framework for 

bilingual education. 



1983-1988
The NAACP wins a new consent decree and SFUSD sets up a new enrollment 
policy:

● Children's race is considered in school assignments. 
● At least four racial/ethnic groups must be present in schools
● No school can have more than 45 percent of any single race.

Nationally, the legal ability to use race as a consideration was weakened by 
Supreme Court decisions and state laws.

Integration in American schools peaked in 1988. 

In 1997, there was only one segregated school in San Francisco.



1994
Ho vs SFUSD
Three Chinese 

American families filed 
suit because their 
children didn’t gain 
admission to Lowell 

and two other schools.   



2000s
SFUSD is barred from using the race of 
an individual in enrollment decisions and 
schools resegregate.

In 2005 all of the parties to the consent 
decree ask for it to be extended, it is not. 

In the decision, the judge acknowledges 
that when race was used as a factor in 
enrollment decisions in the 90s, the 
integration strategy was working and was 
closing the opportunity gap. 



“Academic achievement data indicate a close relationship between resegregation and the 
disparity in academic achievement between Black and Latino students in comparison with 
White and Chinese-American students. 

The overwhelming majority of schools that have been successful in closing the 
achievement gap… have maintained ethnically and racially-diverse student bodies. 

In contrast… schools with declining Academic Performance Indexes (API) are those that 
have become resegregated... 

Resegregated schools also have the most significant achievement gaps.”

- Judge Alsup 
(in the decision ending 
the 2005 San Francisco consent 
decree)



Present Day
40 San Francisco schools 
are “racially isolated” with 
more than 60% of one race.

San Francisco has 5 
schools where over 50% of 
the students are White. 

Half of the 110 public schools are over 50% of one, non-white race.
61 schools have fewer than 10% white students.



Gentrification

Black and Latinx families are increasingly pushed out of San Francisco. White families in San Francisco 
are less likely to send their children to public school.



Who goes to SF Public Schools?
● Half of White families send 

their children to private 
schools in SF, since 1971.

● Black and Brown families 
are overwhelmingly served 
by public schools.

● Asian families are 
overrepresented in public 
schools.



National Landscape
American schools are as segregated as they were in 1968. 

Patterns of segregation include neighborhood segregation, but also white flight 
from the public school system, tracking in schools, and the increase in charter 

schools. Overall, charter schools are more segregated than public schools. They 
take public funds from the public school system but have less accountability and 
don’t serve all students. Overall, they show no higher performance than public 
schools and there have been recent and serious concerns about suspension 

rates, fraud and lack of transparency. 

Public schools are being threatened by budget cuts, and punitive high stakes 
testing, leading to school closings and the elimination of diverse teaching staffs in 

communities of color.

There are no public schools in New Orleans today, only charters. 



The racist history of the “choice” narrative.
“Southern leaders searched for ways to hold desegregation to a minimum, and the 

strategy known as freedom of choice was adopted across the region. 

The black students who tried to get into white schools had to run a gauntlet of 
procedural barriers and their parents were often threatened... The historically 

black schools remained absolutely segregated. (No one thought that whites in the 
seventeen southern states would chose to transfer to all-black schools, and they 

were right.) 

Freedom of choice became, in reality, freedom to retain segregation.” 

- Gary Orfield 
Educational Delusions: Why Choice 

Can Deepen Inequality and how to Make Schools Fair



Belonging

Where does your family fit in the story of segregation 
and integration in San Francisco?

What are some actions you can take to create 
schools where everyone belongs?



● Tour segregated schools serving kids of color and segregated schools serving 
White and more affluent Asian families. What differences do you notice?

● Wherever you end up, there will be work to do. If you end up in an affluent 
school, how can you help make sure families of color at your school have a 
strong voice?

● If you end up at a school serving lower income families, how can you *join, 
not gentrify* the school, leveraging your privilege for the school, while 
ensuring that families of color at your school have a strong voice?

● What ways does race show up in conversations about schools and school 
quality? How does racism lie to us, and how can you begin to counter the 
coded racism in conversations about schools?

  



How do we as parents participate in patterns of 
segregation, or integration? 


