Interview with Jacqueline A. Norris, Assistant Professor Elementary/Early Childhood Education at The College of New Jersey, Ewing, New Jersey conducted on April 19, 2004 by Nicole Castelli

Your mother was a teacher.  How did this affect your education? 


I grew up in a family of four.  My father was an oil burner technician. My mother retired from the Newark School System in 1976 as Principal of Maple Avenue School.  She was one of the first Black teachers hired in the city of Newark in 1942. I have an older brother, Dr. James Oliver Horton.  He is the Benjamin Banneker Chair of American Studies at George Washington University and present president of the Organization of American Historians.

What was your mother's experience like being one of the first black teachers in Newark?  Was her experience and training undermined because of her race?


My mother attended Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. Although she was accepted and really wanted to attend Northwestern [University in Chicago.], because Blacks were not allowed to stay in the dorms and my grandmother refused to have her live in an apartment so far away from home, she went to a school where my grandmother knew she would be safe.


Mom has told me many times that when she was hired, even though she had a degree in education, she along with the other minority teachers were only hired as long-term substitutes.  The first three years they kept that status until they were able to achieve tenure.  

You went to an integrated school after the Brown decision.  What school was 

it?  How this was experience different (better or worse?)?


 I went to Morton Street School in Newark, where my mother was a first grade teacher.  It was integrated when I started kindergarten in 1953.  The Brown decision didn’t seem to have much of an impact on me.  The neighborhood that the school was in was primarily Italian and Black.  The people were blue collar, working class.  Many mothers were at home to care for the children.  The neighborhood in which we lived was also working class.  My Kindergarten teacher was Black and a family friend.  As a matter of fact, most of the adults that I knew were teachers at Morton Street School.  They were both White and Black.  There were two kindergarten teachers.  Mom taught first grade, there was a second grade teacher and the school nurse. These are the only Black teachers I remember being there. My first grade teacher was White.  I think I got a very good start to my education at Morton Street. Because the teachers knew me and they knew my mother I was pushed to do my best. 


After first grade I wanted to go to school with my neighborhood friends and my brother so I was allowed to go to South 8th Street School. I don’t recall any Black teachers at this school.  At this school I found that I was well ahead of the other students in second grade, academically.  The principal had me skipped to the third grade so that I would not become a “problem for the teacher.”


Looking back I guess there was no such thing as differentiated instruction in those days.  Everyone was taught the same thing.  So since I knew the work it was easier to move me ahead than to try to keep me challenged in second grade.

What were the effects of desegregation on your community and family (did 

your mother lose her job?)?


As I said, I lived in an integrated community, working class, Black and Italian.  Mom said that when she and Dad first moved there it was largely Italian but slowly became predominately Black.  We moved to a different part of Newark when I was in fourth grade.  It was predominately Jewish. It was in this new school that I ran into my first incident of prejudice in the school system.  This school was more challenging yet I was able to keep up with the work.  I was fine until my birthday was approaching and the teacher realized that I was a year younger than the other students in the class.  Then all of a sudden my grades began to fall.  I was getting C’s, D’s and even an F for the first time in my life.  


My mother made an appointment to see the principal of the school.  When my teacher, a Jewish woman, was called in to explain why so many of my papers had been miss-graded, her response was, “I just think that she should be left back because there would be more of her kind in the grade coming up.”  To which my mother responded, “Her kind?  What do you mean by her kind?  Do you mean intelligent?  Do you mean gifted?  Exactly what do you mean by her kind?”  Those words are burned into my memory. Mom’s too.  I was not left back and my grades were corrected.  I went to school in Newark through the ninth grade. I was always an honor roll student.  School was challenging because I was able to take advanced classes.  That meant that my peers also tended to have similar backgrounds to mine.  Most of us were children of professionals, teachers, doctors, lawyers.  Though I knew many White students, my closest friends were Black.  That’s just the way it was.


My mother stayed at Morton Street School where eventually she became the Title I Coordinator and the vice principal.  In fact, she was my vice principal the first two years that I was a teacher.  She became principal of Maple Avenue School in 1971.

You were principal at a school put under desegregation 

order.   How did this order come about?


The township in which I had been teaching since 1974 was first asked to desegregate its northern portion in 1979.  At that time I was teaching third grade in a school that was becoming predominately Black.  It bordered an urban area and White flight was well under way in the area. The district reconfigured the three elementary schools so that one had grade K through one, another two through three, and another four through five.  This meant that no mater where you lived in the northern section of town your children would go to the same school.


In 1992 the state issued the same mandate to the three elementary schools in the southern portion of the town.  This was the more affluent side of town; part of Rutgers University was housed there.  This time parents refused to have their children moving every two years and so there were two primary buildings for K through three and one intermediate building for four through five. I was named principal of the four through five school.  Originally, the two schools were 42% minority and 45% minority, though the minorities were largely middle to upper middle class and also there was a good sized Chinese and Japanese population.  The third school was 67% minority and poor.  It was this school that caused the state to hand down its mandate.

What were your unique challenges in trying to desegregate your school?  How 

were your students experiences different from or like the experience you had 

when you were in their shoes?


There were many challenges for us.  I’m sure there were people who questioned whether I should have been made principal.  My other two colleagues were white males. Many of the children were coming from homes were education was not their number one priority as it was for so many of the people who lived in the immediate vicinity of the school.  We also had a class for children with multiple physical and mental disabilities.  Our first year the staff and I were not prepared for the negative interactions that occurred between a hand-full of the students.  Children who were angry and had learned to be aggressive due to their life circumstances had to be taught that their responses to conflict, disappoint or frustration had to change.  


I’m not sure that their experiences and my experiences were the same at all because times had changed so much.  First, people today seem so much more willing to be overt with their feelings and say things that may have only been thought but never expressed when I was little.  Black children in my school often referred to themselves and each other with the “N” word.  That would never have happened among my friends and I.  And this freedom to use that word confused many of my white students who thought that since Blacks used it so freely it was all right for them to use it too.  This, of course, lead to many negative interactions, not during class but during unstructured times such as the playground at lunch and before or after school.  The staff and I had to establish our expectations of what would and would not be acceptable in our school.  Gone were the times when we could say, “would you use those words at home?”  Because yes indeed they would use those words at home. In fact home is where they most often heard those words. My students lived in very different times.  

How do your experiences with segregation and desegregation affect the way 

you teach?


Though I never attended an all Black school, I did experience the difference in the level of education that existed between schools that were predominately Black and those that were predominately White.  I know that Black and poor students tend not to be pushed as much as others.  Even in the same classroom I have seen this to be true.  As a teacher I wanted all my students to be challenged.  I kept up with the best practices in the field but sometimes I did what I knew was going to lead them to success verses what the “experts” said would work.  As a principal, I made sure that all my teachers taught their students the way they would want someone to teach their own children.  I called every child “My Child,” as their principal, it was my obligation to make sure that each and every one of them reached their fullest potential.  

With your personal experiences in mind, was desegregation a good idea?  Any 

ills that it brought about?  Would you have done it differently?


I don’t know that one could say the desegregation was all positive.  It set forth the idea that Blacks could not be equal unless they sat next to Whites in classrooms.  If you look at our urban areas today can you really say that “Brown” has had any impact at all?  Newark is more segregated now then it was when I was a child.  The educational system there is nowhere near the level it was.  Money has become the new “measure of a man.”  Those who have it can surround themselves with the trappings of success.  I am concerned about children who think that money is all it takes to be successful.  When they see young athletes and entertainers who appear to barely be able to construct coherent sentences making millions of dollars, I worry that what I was told growing up, that “education is the way out,” is lost.  The truth is, however, that money does make a difference.  It doesn’t make you better but it does make a difference.  


I don’t know what I would have done differently.  The experiences I had have made me the person I am today. I do know that it was my family that supported me and told me that no matter what others said about me I had to know within myself that I was an intelligent, worthy and good person.  They reinforced that message in so many ways.  My parents are now 85 and 91 years of age and if you speak to either of them today you’ll hear that same message.  I was told I had to be three times as good to be seen as just good enough.  My generation didn’t say that to our children. We believed that the struggle for civil rights meant we didn’t have to.  I wonder if things might have been different if we had.

