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Introduction

This, the first State of  Black Boston report, is the collaborative product of  more 
than two years of  research and community soundings. In 2009, the Urban League 
of  Eastern Massachusetts, Boston Branch of  the NAACP, and William Monroe 
Trotter Institute at the University of  Massachusetts Boston came together to assess 
the Black community’s circumstances in the early 21st century. The partnership 
weds the activism and programming of  two of  the community’s important civil 
rights organizations with the scholarship capacity of  a research institute at the 
city’s only public university. Michael Curry, new president of  the Boston NAACP, 
has long expressed a need for data to back up its advocacy for policy and programs 
to improve conditions in the Black community.

The report is a problem-solving exercise. It is not intended to be a comprehensive 
study of  Boston’s Black community. All but the first article, a demographic profile, 
probes a major problem facing the community and makes recommendations for 
action steps to be taken. Consequently, the Black Church, a strength of  the com-
munity, is not covered. Neither is this study a thoroughgoing history of  Blacks in 
Boston, though each article incorporates historical context and is accompanied 
by either a timeline of  significant developments or charts with data from the past 
for comparison. Nor does the State of  Black Boston attempt to catalogue all the 
initiatives, public or private, to address the community’s problems. This report is 
a statistical and analytical snapshot of  where Boston’s Black Community stands 
early in the 21st century.

Nearly all authors are professors or researchers at UMass Boston, Tufts University 
or the Boston Public Health Commission. Another is the editor of  the Bay State 
Banner. All have worked to produce articles that are both scholarly by academic 
standards and accessible to general readers. The data the authors present were 
compiled from existing sources, most of  them available to the public. Statistics 
from 2010 Census are not included because they were released after the research 
was completed.

Members of  the city’s Black community were consulted along the way. The Urban 
League of  Eastern Massachusetts, Boston NAACP, and Trotter Institute cospon-
sored a half-dozen community forums to gather comments about major problem 
areas and suggestions for possible solutions. Summaries of  those forums are in-
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cluded in the report. In addition, the Urban League assembled a Community 
Advisory Board and coordinated a review by its members of  the action steps rec-
ommended in the articles.

The report was edited at the Trotter Institute, which also collected information 
for the historical timelines. African American is used throughout the report as a 
synonym for Black, in keeping with the definition of  the U.S. Census Bureau.
Boston is much more peaceful than it was when the National Urban League last 
met here in 1976, a time of  open conflict between Blacks and Whites over court-
ordered busing for school desegregation. Today interracial amity prevails in a city 
that is home to slightly more residents of  color than White residents. The peace 
that prevails between races and ethnic groups has social, psychological and eco-
nomic benefits for everyone who lives in the city.
Mayor Thomas Menino has governed inclusively and grown to be a familiar pres-
ence at Black community events, large and small. A Black governor, Deval Patrick, 
is in his second term as the state’s chief  executive on Beacon Hill. A Black super-
intendent, Carol R. Johnson, oversees the public school system. A Black sheriff  of  
Cape Verdean descent, Andrea Cabral, supervises Suffolk County’s correctional 
institutions.

Yet the State of  Black Boston finds less social and economic progress has been 
made within the Black community, whose residents live in a collective state of  ra-
cial inequality and are served by many Black institutions that need strengthening 
and further development. Too often life ends in infancy, is spent in poverty, last 
fewer years, or is taken by violence. Student achievement lags even with the equal 
access to public schools that a federal court order guaranteed. Few Black busi-
nesses and cultural institutions thrive.

Barbara Lewis, director of  the Trotter Institute, calls the State of  Black Boston 
report “a workbook for change.” No single organization can effect the needed 
change. It will take a community-wide effort by existing organizations, perhaps 
new ones, concerned individuals, and all levels of  representative government. Ide-
ally, many will take up the challenge and take responsibility for implementing 
specific recommended action steps or launching an initiative of  their own directed 
at achieving the same goals. This community-wide effort should not be confined 
to the Black community. Everyone who lives in the city has a stake in the outcome. 
A stronger Black Boston will make for a still better Boston.

--William Monroe Trotter Institute, University of  Massachusetts Boston
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State of Black Boston 2011
Overview
Tulaine S. Marshall 
Co-Chair, State of Black Boston

The State of  Black Boston is, we believe, a unique effort to honestly assess both 
the progress, and the lack of  progress, that Black Bostonians have experienced in 
recent years. Without question, the tone of  race relations in Boston, and a good 
many of  the substantive indicators, are far better than they were just a few years 
ago. But other indicators show that many racial inequities have not closed, and 
some are moving in the wrong direction. The creators of  the report believe that its 
production is itself  evidence that Boston is serious about reclaiming the position 
it once had as a world leader in diversity and inclusion. The creators intend that 
the report’s findings and recommendations will stimulate significant progress in 
coming months and years.

The State of  Black Boston is a timely collaborative effort convened by the Urban 
League of  Eastern Massachusetts, Boston Branch of  the NAACP and William 
Monroe Trotter Institute at the University of  Massachusetts Boston. This report, 
an inaugural endeavor, combines the power of  academic research with the reach 
and vision of  two of  Boston’s leading civil rights organizations. The State of  Black 
Boston is not a comprehensive study of  Boston’s Black community nor an inven-
tory of  current initiatives and services.  The State of  Black Boston is a problem-
solving exercise and call to action.  The report features a focus on both “good 
news and good work to be done” in and beyond Boston’s Black communities.  The 
“good news” includes:

• Social progress and increased amity between racial and ethnic groups
• Educational gains
• Significant increase in the number of  Black owned businesses and associated 

sales
• Inclusive city governance led by Mayor Thomas Menino
• Increasing numbers of  notable and influential Black leaders in elected office 

and a range of  professional fields
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This “good news” is worthy of  acknowledgement and celebration. There is a great 
deal for people living and working in Boston to be proud of  as we look at the 
progress and developments in the city since the National Urban League last met 
here in 1976.  

While the State of  Black Boston takes note of  such progress, it also names the 
“good work” needed to address a number of  persistent challenges such as 

• Infant mortality
• Impoverishment
• Disproportionate imprisonment
• Small number of  Black-led institutions

No individual person or organization can claim sole responsibility for the “good 
news” noted in the State of  Black Boston.  The significant progress made to date 
grows out of  the hard work and persistent effort of  a large, diverse combination of  
stakeholders. Similarly, the good work ahead requires community-wide input and 
effort.  Concerned individuals, businesses, educational institutions, elected officials 
and non-profit organizations will all play an important role in shaping Boston’s 
response to the challenges outlined in this report. 

The State of  Black Boston report is designed to serve as a catalyst for dialogue 
and action. This report invites all residents to build on previous success and make 
continued progress towards a still better Boston.
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State of Black Boston Overview

The State of  Black Boston report focuses on nine key areas:

 1. Demographic and Community Profile (current and historical)
 2. Housing & Economic Development
 3. Civic Engagement
 4. Criminal Justice
 5. Health
 6. K-12 Education
 7. Higher Education
 8. Arts & Culture
 9. Media

With the exception of  the Demographic and Community Profile, each of  the 
research chapters speaks to a distinct set of  opportunities and challenges in Bos-
ton’s Black community with a proposed set of  recommendations. Timelines of  
significant developments and charts with historical data help provide context for 
current trends in each content area. The report also features summaries of  half  a 
dozen community forums co-sponsored by The Urban League of  Eastern Mas-
sachusetts, Boston NAACP, and Trotter Institute.

Additionally, the report includes observations, recommendations and feedback 
from the Community Advisory Committee, (CAC) a network of  Boston residents 
convened by the Urban League to provide community voice to the State of  Black 
Boston report and inaugural conference scheduled for Monday July 25, 2011.  In 
several cases, recommendations from the CAC overlap with the recommendations 
generated by the State of  Black Boston research team.  This alignment bodes well 
for potential future action across sectors. The State of  Black Boston is a forum that 
invites input from a diverse range of  community stakeholders including academ-
ics, residents, elected officials, service providers, foundations and business leaders.   
The engagement of  this varied network of  contributors makes the State of  Black 
Boston an innovative, ambitious and timely endeavor.
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2

We, the Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts (ULEM), the Boston NAACP 
and the William Monroe Trotter Institute of UMass Boston, are pleased to present 
the inaugural State of Black Boston Report for 2011. This report represents a unique 
opportunity for us to comprehend, and ultimately create, strategies for the racial 
inequalities that exist in the City of Boston. 

It is fitting that this report is released during our kick-off of the 2011 National 
Urban League Conference, being held in Boston after 35 years. While there is much 
work to be done, it is evident, from the increased number of thriving minority-
owned businesses and increasing number of Blacks in executive positions, that 
progress continues to be made. Actually, according to 2010 data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau, Boston has become a majority minority city with 53% of the population 
non-white or Hispanic and 47% white non-Hispanic. In 2000, Boston’s majority 
status was 51% to 49%. More than 81 different languages are spoken throughout 
the city.

Given these dynamics, we must ensure that our minority population is 
positioned to take every advantage of Boston’s resources for continued growth and 
success. Such resources include information and data, provided on the State of 
Black Boston Report. With the unemployment rate highest for Black and Hispanic 
minorities, at 16.2 and 11.9 percent respectively, it is imperative that we take every 
opportunity to prepare these communities for the jobs that will rebuild America. 

We look forward to working with you in continuing our journey of equality 
through economic empowerment, education, community initiatives and healthcare 
in this great city.

On behalf of the Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts, the Boston NAACP, 
the William Monroe Trotter Institute of UMass Boston, our boards of directors, 
and the entire State of Black Boston team, thank you for your support.

Sincerely,

Message from the Partners

Darnell L. Williams
President & CEO

ULEM

Michael Curry
President

Boston NAACP

Dr. Barbara Lewis
Director 

William Monroe Trotter Institute

Message from the Partners

We, the Urban League of  Eastern Massachusetts (ULEM), the Boston NAACP 
and the William Monroe Trotter Institute of  UMass Boston, are pleased to pres-
ent the inaugural State of  Black Boston Report for 2011. This report represents a 
unique opportunity for us to comprehend, and ultimately create, strategies for the 
racial inequalities that exist in the City of  Boston.

It is fitting that this report is released during our kick-off  of  the 2011 National 
Urban League Conference, being held in Boston after 35 years. While there is 
much work to be done, it is evident, from the increased number of  thriving mi-
nority-owned businesses and increasing number of  Blacks in executive positions, 
that progress continues to be made. Actually, according to 2010 data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau, Boston has become a majority minority city with 53% of  
the population non-white or Hispanic and 47% white non-Hispanic. In 2000, 
Boston’s majority status was 51% to 49%. More than 81 different languages are 
spoken throughout the city.

Given these dynamics, we must ensure that our minority population is positioned 
to take every advantage of  Boston’s resources for continued growth and success. 
Such resources include information and data, provided on the State of  Black 
Boston Report. With the unemployment rate highest for Black and Hispanic mi-
norities, at 16.2 and 11.9 percent respectively, it is imperative that we take every 
opportunity to prepare these communities for the jobs that will rebuild America.
We look forward to working with you in continuing our journey of  equality 
through economic empowerment, education, community initiatives and health-
care in this great city.

On behalf  of  the Urban League of  Eastern Massachusetts, the Boston NAACP, 
the William Monroe Trotter Institute of  UMass Boston, our boards of  directors, 
and the entire State of  Black Boston team, thank you for your support.
Sincerely,
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A Select Demographic 
and Community Profile
James Jennings, PhD
Professor of Urban and Environmental Policy & Planning
Tufts University
September 2010
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Population Characteristics and Residential Patterns
• The relative size of  the Black population in Boston has not changed considerably 
since 2000 when approximately one fourth (23.6%) of  all persons were Black. The 
snapshot provided by the 2006-2008 American Community Survey (ACS) shows 
that this proportion may have declined, slightly.

• The geographic size of  the Black community has shrunk and become more 
spatially concentrated.

• Blacks remain considerably ‘younger’ than Whites in Boston; almost one third 
(31.1%) of  all Blacks living in Boston are 17 years or under according to the 2006-
2008 snapshot. Latinos also represent a community with many young people 
(30.6%).

• Approximately 29.7% of  all Blacks are foreign-born. In terms of  absolute num-
bers, Blacks who are foreign-born (42,731 persons) basically equal the number of  
Latino/as who are foreign-born persons (44,721).
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Family Characteristics
• There is a considerably higher proportion of  multi-generational households 
among Blacks than other groups in the study. Black respondents who are 30 years 
and over, and who reported grandparent responsibilities, or living with grandchil-
dren, comprised 43.5% of  all Black households.

• One third (33.6%) of  all Black families in Boston are married-couple families, a 
proportion similar to Latinos (34.6%), but lower than White families (69.8%), and 
Asian families (70.6%).

• Female householder families with no spouse present comprise the majority of  
family types among Blacks (55.4%) and Latinos (52.7%) compared to 22.2% for 
White families, and 21.1% of  all Asian families.

School and Education Characteristics
• Almost two thirds of  all Blacks (61.3%) and Latinos (63.6%) who are over 3 years 

of  age and enrolled in school are attending elementary school (grades 1-8) or high 
school (grades 9-12).

• More than one fifth (21.5%) of  all Blacks over 25 years of  age reported not hav-
ing a high school diploma; the figure for Latino/as is 37.0%, and for Asians it is 
26.9%. Only 11.9% of  all Blacks in this age category, and 9.7% of  all Latinos, 
have a bachelor’s degree.

• There are high proportions of  Black and Latino children attending all levels of  
Boston public schools who are impoverished, and depend on food stamps for food.

School and Education Characteristics
• Almost two thirds of  all Blacks (61.3%) and Latinos (63.6%) who are over 3 years 
of  age and enrolled in school are attending elementary school (grades 1-8) or high 
school (grades 9-12).

• More than one fifth (21.5%) of  all Blacks over 25 years of  age reported not hav-
ing a high school diploma; the figure for Latino/as is 37.0%, and for Asians it is 
26.9%. Only 11.9% of  all Blacks in this age category, and 9.7% of  all Latinos, 
have a bachelor’s degree.

• There are high proportions of  Black and Latino children attending all levels of  
Boston public schools who are impoverished, and depend on food stamps for food.

Housing Characteristics
• Black homeownership remains relatively low, as is the case for Latinos and 
Asians, compared to White homeownership.
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of  foreclosures.

• Almost two thirds (63.1%) of  all Black homeowners (and 64.8% of  all Latino ho-
meowners) pay more than 30 percent of  their household income for mortgage costs.

Employment and Income
• Black unemployment rates are the highest of  any of  the other groups in this 
study.

• Black median household income ($33,420) is thirty thousand dollars lower than 
that of  the White median household income ($63,980).

• The per capita income of  Blacks is 42.4% (also the case for Latinos) of  the per 
capita income for Whites; Asians have a per capita income that is 53% of  White 
per capita income.

• A persistent racial gap between Blacks and Whites in terms of  median income, 
and other groups remains regardless of  the type of  family structure or the educa-
tion attained by Black persons.

Poverty Characteristics
• More than one fifth (22.5%) of  all Black families, and 25.2% of  all Black persons 
were reported as impoverished; this compares to 7.1% for White families, and 
13.8% for White persons. Latino families showed a poverty rate of  30.9%, and 
30.0% for all Latino persons, while Asian families were reported at 22.5% impov-
erished, with a rate of  27.8% for all Asian persons.

• More than one fifth (22.0%) of  all Black households received food stamps in the 
past year; slightly more than a quarter (26.5%) of  Latino households and 11.9% 
of  Asians received food stamps during this period compared to 6.3% of  White 
households receiving food stamps. Almost half  (45.2%) of  all Black youth 17 years 
of  age and under, are food stamp recipients.

• A relatively high proportion of  Black veterans reported receiving food stamps.

Labor and Economic Characteristics
• While more than half  (51.8%) of  all White persons 16 years and over work 
in “Management, professional, and related occupations,” the figure for Blacks is 
26.9% (and even lower for Latinos at 22.2%); the figure for Asians is 46.9%.

• Almost one third of  all Blacks (32.1%) work in “Service occupations.”

• Blacks who are 16 years and over have a large presence (40.1%) in the “Educational 
services, and health care and social assistance” industry sector. This is a greater propor-
tion than any other group (Whites at 27.5%; Latinos at 24.6%; and Asians at 29.1%).
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• While the entrepreneurship rate (self-employed workers) among all groups is 
comparable, 16.5% of  all Black workers are “Government workers” compared to 
12.0% for Whites, 7.7% for Latinos, and 7.2% for Asians.

Businesses and Consumer Expenditures
• There are approximately 2,200 businesses located in the Black community as 
defined by zip codes 02119, 02121, 02124, and 02126.

• The Black community infused an estimated $2 billion into the city’s economy in 
the form of  retail and non-retail expenditures in 2009. It contributed $58.7 million 
in property taxes to the city of  Boston, and $138.9 million to utility companies.

• Total financial assets for the Black community were estimated at $17.3 billion 
in 2009. This amount was in the form of  a range of  financial instruments, such 
as savings and checking accounts, stocks and bonds, mutual funds, home equity, 
retirement and pensions, cash-value life insurance policies, and other.

Introduction and Methodology
This research report provides an overview of  select social, demographic, and 
economic characteristics and trends associated with Boston’s Black population. It 
presents a snapshot of  population characteristics associated with Blacks residing in 
Boston. While policy or programmatic recommendations does not represent the 
intent of  this report, it is hoped that the information and data included can serve 
as a basis for such dialogues.

The presentation of  tables and maps are organized according to the following topics:

The report is based, in large part, on findings reported in the “2006-2008 Ameri-
can Community Survey/3-Year Estimates”1 This is part of  the US Census Bu-
reau’s American Community Survey (ACS). The ACS is a yearly survey of  ap-
proximately 3 million households. The findings in the 2006-2008 ACS/3-Year 
Estimates “are period estimates that describe the average characteristics of  popu-
lation and housing over a period of  data collection. The 2006-2008 estimates are 

Population characteristics -
& residential patterns
Residency
Age structure
Gender
Fertility and marital status
Foreign-born -
population characteristics
Language characteristics
Households and families by type
Grandparent characteristics
Veteran status
School enrollment

Education attainment
Housing tenure, mortgage costs, -
& foreclosures
Employment characteristics
Income characteristics
Family structure and income
Wages and education attainment
Poverty characteristics
Labor and economic characteristics
Business activity & -
consumer expenditures
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estimates cannot be used to say what is going on in any particular year in the pe-
riod, only what the average value is over the full period.”2 While not as current as 
the 2008 American Community Survey, this sample is more reliable since it is an 
average of  findings over a three year period.

In some cases data from the “ACS//3-Year Estimates - Public Use Microdata Sam-
ple/2006-2008” or the “ACS//Public Use Microdata Sample/2008,” or PUMS 
data, was utilized in order to obtain more detailed racial and ethnic characteristics 
in this city.3 PUMS data provides an opportunity to conduct cross-tabulations of  
the raw data that is part of  the broader summary data reported in the ACS.4

Since the 2006-2008 ACS survey was not available at the census tract level at 
the writing of  this report some demographic and census data tract estimates for 
2009 are based on information provided by demographic projection companies 
like Nielson Claritas. Data reported by this research company is also utilized by 
the Boston Redevelopment Authority for its neighborhood profiles. Estimates for 
employment data for 2009 by census tracts is based on Bureau of  Labor Statistics 
information collected and reported by Geolytics. Information about consumer 
expenditures and financial characteristics of  households in primarily Black resi-
dential areas is based on demographic market-base data collected and provided by 
Applied Geographic Solutions. Foreclosure data is based on information collected 
by ForeclosuresMass.com and the Warren Group in Boston. Information about 
businesses in the Black community is based on data reported by ReferenceUSA 
for 2007 and 2008, as well as information collected by Boston’s Small and Local 
Business Enterprise Office.5 Actual numbers of  businesses is not precise because 
various sources collect information in different ways.

The racial categories used in this report include Black, Latino/a, White, and 
Asian persons.6 It should be emphasized, however, that these racial categories can 
include a range of  ethnicity and ancestry.7 There may be differences among ethnic 
and ancestry groups within the broad racial categories.8 The racial categories only 
include persons (except for Latino/as) who chose the “one race alone” (versus 
two or more races) category. In the case of  the Black, White, and Asian popula-
tion very low percentages of  individuals from these groups classified themselves as 
other than “one race alone.”

In addition to profiling Black individuals and families, and households,9 the author 
utilizes GIS software to highlight the concept of  a Black community as a unit of  
analysis. This means that information and data is presented for the urban space 
which has been associated with the Black community in Boston. The geographic 
boundaries include census tracts with relatively high proportion (50.0 percent or 
greater) of  Black residents in 2009 within the Roxbury, South Dorchester, and Mat-
tapan neighborhoods.
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Key Findings

Population Characteristics and Residential Patterns
The first table shows the number of  persons in each category but treating Latinos 
as a separate group.

• According to the 2006-2008 American Community Survey (ACS), the total Black 
population in Boston, and not counting Latinos who might classify themselves as 
Black, was reported at 133,161 persons, or 21.7% of  the city’s total population.

• Blacks comprised 6.1% (394,158 persons) of  the total population for the state 
of  Massachusetts (6,347,488 persons). This means that approximately one third 
(33.8%) of  all Blacks in Massachusetts reside in Boston.

• Latinos, as the fastest growing group since 2000, comprised 16.0% of  the total 
population while Asians comprised 8.1% based on estimates reported in the 2006-
2008 ACS. The proportion of  the White population essentially represented half  
the population of  Boston as was the case in 2000, but did increase according to 
this survey by almost twenty thousand individuals.

• When Latinos are included in the racial groups, the number of  Whites increase 
to 345,040 persons; Blacks to 143,817 persons and Asians to 50,197 persons.10

Table 1: Population by Race and Latino Origin, 2006-2008 and 2000

2006-2008

613,086 persons

310,086 (50.5% of  total 
population)

133,161 (21.7%)

49,859 (8.1%)

98,417 (16.0%)

2000

589,141 persons

290,972 (49.4% of  total 
population)

138,902 (23.6%)

44,804 (7.5%)

85,199 (14.5%)

Total city population

White (not Latino)

Black (not Latino)

Asian (not Latino)

Latino

Black Proportion

76%

68%

56%

55%

Latino Proportion

12% (not Black, White, or Asian)

28%    “

17%    “

20%   “

Zip Codes

02119

02121

02124

02126

Table 2: 2009 Population Estimatees by Zip Code
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the Black community. It shows the Black proportion of  Boston zip codes themati-
cally and within a general map of  the Greater Boston metropolitan area. These 
zip codes are within the Roxbury, South Dorchester, and Mattapan neighborhood 
and overlap the city’s census tracts with highest proportion of  Black residents. As 
shown in Table 2, and based on estimates for 2009, the Black population pro-
portion for zip code 02126 is approximately 76%; for zip code 02121 the Black 
proportion is 68%; for zip code 02124 it is 56%, and for zip code 02119 the Black 
proportion is 55%.

Map 2 shows the distribution of  the Black population in 2000 by census tracts 
and Boston’s neighborhoods. Blacks comprised 24% of  Boston’s total population 
in 2000. Boston’s 159 census tracts are shown thematically on the basis of  the 
proportion of  Black residents in each tract, and based on the following categories: 
0 to 10%; 10 to 24%; 24 to 50%; 50 to 75% and, tracts where 75 to 92% of  the 

Map 1: 
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population is Black. This is followed by Map 3 showing residential patterns based 
on estimates for 2009 by census tracts. 

• The number of  tracts in Boston where the population is more than half  Black 
in 2000 declined from 34 such tracts, to 30 tracts in 2009. However, those tracts 
with a range of  only 0 to 10% Black residents increased from 71 tracts to 76 tracts.

• Changes in population density suggest that the Black community has become 
more ‘concentrated’ in lesser number of  census tracts. The population density 
of  the predominantly Black neighborhoods increased at a higher rate than the 
rest of  Boston proper (not including land area outside of  the city like Thompson 
Island and Boston Harbor Islands). In 2000 the population density for Roxbury, 
South Dorchester, and Mattapan comprising 10.7 square miles was 14,701 per-
sons per square mile; this increased to 15,182 persons per square mile by 2009, 

Map 2: 
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Map 3: 

or an increase of  3.3 percent. For the remainder of  Boston comprising 36.3 miles 
(and not including the neighborhoods above), the increase was12,086 persons per 
square mile in 2009, from 11,876 persons per square mile in 2000, or an increase 
of  1.7 percent.

Residency
• According to the 2006-2008 ACS, 80.3% of  all Black persons 1 year of  age and 
over lived in the same house one year earlier. This is the highest figure among all 
groups covered in the survey.
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Black

141,728

80.3%

19.0%

0.7%

White

340,976

75.3%

23.2%

1.5%

Total
Population

604,619

76.3%

21.9%

1.7%

Asian

49,612

73.4%

21.6%

5.0%

Latino

96,624

75.4%

22.7%

1.9%

Residence 1 year 
and over

Same house

Different house in 
the U.S.

Abroad

Table 3: Residence 1 Year Ago

 Age Structure
• Table 4, based on the 2006-2008 ACS, shows the age structure for Boston by 
race and ethnicity. Blacks remain significantly ‘younger’ than Whites in this city. 
Approximately 28.1% of  all Black persons are 17 years or under; for Latinos the 
comparable figure is 30.6%. Only 13% of  all White persons in Boston, and 16.4% 
of  all Asian persons are 17 years or under.

• Overall, Latinos represent the ‘youngest’ community in the survey with a median 
age of  28.3 years.

Table 4: Age Strucutre

Black

7.3%

20.8%

12.7%

12.7%

14.2%

13.4%

9.7%

5.4%

3.7%

31.7

White

4.7%

8.3%

16.2%

21.1%

17.5%

11.8%

8.5%

5.2%

6.5%

34.8

Total
Population

5.9%

13.0%

15.4%

18.9%

16.2%

12.0%

8.4%

5.0%

5.2%

33.1

Asian

5.3%

11.1%

19.6%

21.4%

14.4%

10.5%

8.0%

5.1%

4.6%

31.2

Latino

9.5%

21.1%

12.8%

18.5%

15.4%

11.7%

6.0%

3.2%

1.8%

28.3

Under 5 years

5 to 17 years

18 to 24 years

25 to 34 years

35 to 44 years

45 to 54 years

55 to 64 years

65 to 74 years

75 years and over

Median age (years)
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age of  28.3 years.

Table 4: Age Structure

• Another way to emphasize the youthfulness of  the Black community, and based 
on Nielson Claritas estimates for 2009, is to note that 45.1% of  all households in 
zip codes 02119, 02121, 02124, and 02126 had 1 or more people under age 18. 
This compares to an estimate figure of  25.6% for the entire city of  Boston.

Gender
• There are differences in the gender distribution between Blacks and the other 
groups. The proportion of  females is highest in the Black population (54.1%); this 
is followed by the female proportion of  the Asian population at 51.3%. These are 
similar ratios to what was reported in the 2000 census for Boston.

Table 5: Gender Distribution by Race and Ethnicity

Fertility and Marital Status
• According to the 2006-2008 ACS approximately 6.7% of  all Black women, 15 
to 50 years of  age, gave birth in the past 12 months; this compares to 5.6% of  all 
Latinas, 3.5% of  all White women, and 5.3% of  all Asian women in the same age 
category.

• Of  the 8,648 women 15 to 50 years who had a birth in the past 12 months, ap-
proximately one third (32.9.0%), or 2,849 were Black women; 43.4%, or 3,768 
were White women; 18.6% or 1,617 were Latinas; and one tenth (10.2%), or 893 
were Asian women.

Black

143,817

49.8%

54.1%

White

345,040

48.7%

50.2%

Total
Population

613,086

45.9%

51.3%

Asian

50,197

50.4%

51.3%

Latino

98,417

21.1%

49.6%

Total Population

Male

Female
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• Approximately forty (39.9) percent of  all 8,648 women 15 to 50 years who had a 
birth in the past 12 months (3,436 out of  8,684 birth giving women) were not mar-
ried. More than two thirds (67.7%) of  all Black women who had a birth were not 
married; 19.2% of  all White women who had a birth were not married; 60.0% of  
all Latinas who had a birth were not married; and 11.7% of  all Asian women who 
had a birth were not married.

Table 6: Fertility

* The total population is not equal to the sum of  the columns because the table does not show the 
number of  women 15 to 50 years of  other groups in Boston.
• The next table, based on ACS//3-Year Estimates - Public Use Microdata Sam-
ple/2006-2008 (PUMS data), indicates that there were a total of  1,136 births to all 
women 15 to 50 years of  age in the past 12 months; although two thirds (66.5%) of  
all these births, or 738, were had by White women, the concentration is higher for 
Black women in this particular age category. In other words, 11.3% of  all births to 
Black women 15 to 50 years of  age were to women who were 15, 16, and 17 years of  
age. The comparable figure for White women was 7.2%, and for Latinas it was 8.2%.

Black

42,241

2,849 (6.7% 
of  all Black 
women)

1,928

White

108,660

3,768 (3.5% 
of  all White 
women)

726

Total
Population

189,251*

8,684 
(4.5%)

3,436

Asian

16,581

893 (5.3% 
of  all Asian 
women)

105

Latino

28,801

1,617 
(5.6% of  
all Latinas)

971

Women 15 to 50 
years

Women 15 to 50 
years who had a 
birth in the past 
12 months

Unmarried 
women 15 to 50 
years who had a 
birth in the past 
12 months
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• There are differences in the marital status of  Blacks and other groups. The di-
vorce or separation figure for all Blacks over 15 years of  age and ever married is 
15.3%. This figure is higher for Latinos at 17%. The rate of  divorce or separation 
for Whites is 9.6% and for Asians it is 5.4%.

White 
alone%

100%
5.3
94.7

100%
2.8
1.6
2.8
2
2.8
4
4.9
2.4
3.2
1.2
3.7
1.6
2.1
2.2
2.8
4.8
3.9
1.5
1.4
2.6
5.1
2.6
2.4
4
2.6
3.6
3.1
4.5
1.9
1
5.7
1.2
3.3
0.7
1.9
2

Black 
alone%

100%
6.7
93.3

100%
3.5
6.8
1
0.8
7.1
3.2
2.2
3.7
5
2.9
0
3.5
3.3
1.9
9
1.2
1
0.5
0
3.9
1.9
0
2
3.9
0
5
2.4
8.1
0.8
1.3
0
0
2.5
5.9
2
3.7

Total 
Pop%

100%
5.7
94.3

100%
2.9
2.9
2.4
1.8
3.9
3.8
4.2
2.9
3.9
1.6
2.7
2.3
2.3
2.1
4.4
3.9
3.1
1.2
1
3.1
4.2
1.9
2.3
3.9
1.9
3.9
2.9
5.4
1.6
1.1
4.2
0.8
3.1
2
1.9
2.4

Asian 
alone%

100%
16.6
83.4

100%
0
0
0

15.9
0
0
0

17.9
21.4
0
0

28.3
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

16.6
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Latina%

100%
5.7
94.3

100%
2.9
2.9
2.4
1.8
3.9
3.8
4.2
2.9
3.9
1.6
2.7
2.3
2.3
2.1
4.4
3.9
3.1
1.2
1
3.1
4.2
1.9
2.3
3.9
1.9
3.9
2.9
5.4
1.6
1.1
4.2
0.8
3.1
2
1.9
2.4

Fertility Last 12mos
Yes
No

Ages
15 Years
16 Years
17 Years
18 Years
19 Years
20 Years
21 Years
22 Years
23 Years
24 Years
25 Years
26 Years
27 Years
28 Years
29 Years
30 Years
31 Years
32 Years
33 Years
34 Years
35 Years
36 Years
37 Years
38 Years
39 Years
40 Years
41 Years
42 Years
43 Years
44 Years
45 Years
46 Years
47 Years
48 Years
49 Years
50 Years
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Table 8: Marital Status

Foreign-born Population Characteristics
• Foreign-born persons comprise 29.7% of  all Black persons in Boston. In terms 
of  absolute numbers, Black foreign-born persons (42,731 persons) essentially 
equal Latino foreign-born persons at 44,721 persons. While 23.1% of  all Black 
foreign-born persons count Africa as their region of  birth, 75.2% come from Lat-
in America, including Caribbean countries.

• The Black community is also home to among the ‘oldest’ foreign-born persons in 
terms of  entry to the United States. A relatively high proportion of  Black foreign-
born persons (44.4%) entered the United States before 1990; this compares to 
34.1% of  the White foreign-born, 33.2% of  the Latino foreign-born, and 31.3% 
of  the Asian foreign-born.

Black

111,461

24.2%

5.3%

9.6%

5.7%

55.2%

White

306,617

29.1%

5.2%

7.5%

2.1%

56.1%

Total
Population

517,377

28.9%

5.0%

7.8%

3.3%

55.1%

Asian

43,341

40.7%

5.4%

3.9%

1.5%

48.5%

Latino

73,546

28.7%

2.7%

9.6%

7.4%

51.6%

Population 15 
years and over

Now married, 
except separated

Widowed

Divorced

Separated

Never married
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e Table 9: Place of  Birth, Citizenship Status, and Year of  Entry

Black

111,461

42,731

20,925

21,806

42,731

26.6%

29.0%

44.4%

42,731

0.8%

0.5%

23.1%

0.0%

75.2%

0.5%

White

287,211

57,829

23,866

33,963

57,829

35.3%

30.5%

34.1%

57,829

45.5%

9.6%

4.2%

0.3%

37.5%

3.0%

Total
Population

444,273

168,813

73,720

95,093

168,813

32.4%

31.8%

35.8%

168,813

16.1%

23.6%

10.3%

0.1%

48.3%

1.6%

Asian

15,547

34,650

17,695

16,955

34,650

33.2%

35.4%

31.3%

34,650

0.5%

96.9%

0.2%

0.0%

1.5%

0.9%

Latino

53,696

44,721

14,360

30,361

44,721

30.6%

36.2%

33.2%

44,721

1.2%

0.1%

0.2%

0.0%

98.0%

0.5%

Native

Foreign-born

Foreign-born; 
naturalized 
U.S. citizen

Foreign-born; 
not a U.S. citizen

Population 
born outside 
the United States

Entered 
2000 or later

Entered 
1990 to 1999

Entered 
before 1990

World Region 
of  Foreign-born 
population 
excluding 
population 
born at sea

Europe

Asia

Africa

Oceania

Latin America

Northern 
America
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Language Spoken at Home and Ability to Speak English
• The above findings are probably associated with the ‘language spoken at home’ 
survey findings. Approximately 29.9% of  all Black persons who are 5 years and 
over speak a “language other than English” at home. Though this figure is a lower 
proportion than Latinos (87.4%), and Asians (83.0%), it still is relatively high com-
pared to Whites (10.2%).

Table 10: Language Spoken at Home and Ability to Speak English

Households and Families by Type
• Whites in Boston reflect far fewer family households, proportionately, than Blacks 
or Latinos (Table 11). The Black (62.3%), Latino (66.2%), and Asian (54.1%) com-
munities tend to be highly characterized by family households compared to White 
households where the proportion of  family households was reported at 38.3% by 
the 2006-2008 ACS. The average household size is larger for Blacks, Latinos, and 
Asians compared to White households.

• Table 12 shows that (33.6%) of  all Black families in Boston are married-couple 
families, a proportion similar to Latinos (34.6%), but lower than White families 
(69.8%), and Asian families (70.6%).

• Female householder families with no spouse present comprise the majority of  
family types among Blacks (55.4%) and Latinos (52.7%) compared to 22.2% for 
White families, and 21.1% of  all Asian families.

Black

133,249

70.1%

29.9%

12.2%

White

328,661

77.9%

22.1%

10.2%

Total
Population

576,664

64.5%

35.5%

17.2%

Asian

47,541

17.0%

83.0%

16,955

Latino

89,056

12.6%

87.4%

30,361

Population 5 
years and over

English only

Language other 
than English

Speak English 
less than "very 
well"
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Table 11: Households by Family and Non-Family Type and Size

Table 12: Distribution of  Married-couple, Male-headed, 
and Female-headed Families by Race and Ethnicity

Grandparent Characteristics
• The Black community is characterized by a high level of  grandparent activities 
according to the 2006-2008 ACS (Table 13). Almost half  (49.5%) of  all Black per-
sons 30 years and over are either living with grandchildren, or have responsibility 
for grandchildren. This is similar for Latinos with a figure of  49.5%. Within this 
category, 6% of  all Black persons over 30 years of  age, and 6.2% of  all Latino 
persons over 30 years of  age, actually live with grandchildren. The comparable 
figure for Whites is 1.4%, and for Asian persons it is 3.7%.

Black

47,329

62.3%

37.7%

2.92

3.76

White

145,435

38.3%

61.7%

2.2

3.14

Total

232,000

47.1%

52.9%

2.47

3.42

Asian

17,252

54.1%

45.9%

2.68

3.51

Latino

30,955

66.2%

33.8%

3.04

3.59

Households

Family 
households

Nonfamily 
households

Average 
household size

Average 
family size

Black 
Families

29,509

33.6%

11.0%

55.4%

White 
Families

55,721

69.8%

8.0%

22.2%

Total 
Families

109,356

55.1%

9.4%

35.5%

Asian 
Families

9,326

70.6%

8.2%

21.1%

Latino 
Families

20,489

34.2%

13.1%

52.7%

Married-couple 
family

Male 
householder, no 
spouse present, 
family

Female 
householder, no 
husband present, 
family
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Table 13: Responsibility for Children Under 18 Years Old

• According to the ACS/Public Use Microdata Sample/2008 (PUMS data) Black 
respondents also report a higher proportion of  multigenerational households than 
any other group. Table 14 shows that one tenth (10.2%) of  all Black households 
are multigenerational compared to much lower proportions for White and Asian 
households.

Table 14: Proportion of  Multi-generational Households11

Veteran Status
• The proportion of persons who responded as veterans in the Black population 
(4.0%) in the 2006-2008 ACS is slightly lower than the proportion of Whites 
(5.5%), and higher than Latino/as (1.5%) and Asian persons at less than 1.0%.

Table 15: Veteran Status

Black

74,864

6.0%

43.5%

White

210,033

1.4%

34.7%

Total

345,666

3.1%

36.6%

Asian

25,952

3.7%

14.6%

Latino

46,351

6.2%

43.3%

Population 30 
years and over

Living with 
grandchild(ren)

Responsible for 
grandchild(ren)

% Multi-generational

3.4%

10.2%

36.6%

5.2%12

White

Black

Asian

Latino

Black

103,342

4.0%

White

299,656

5.5%

Total
Population

496,781

4.4%

Asian

41,974

0.8%

Latino/a

68,208

1.5%

Civilian 
population 18 
years & over

Civilian veteran
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(PUMS data) survey indicates that 38.1% of  all Black veterans were reported as 
receiving food stamps in the last year. The reported figure for Latino veterans was 
8.7%, but again with much variation within the latter category; Puerto Rican 
veterans, for example, were reported at 15.8%.

School Enrollment
• Blacks who are 3 years and older, and enrolled in school, are predominantly 
(61.3%) attending elementary school (grades 1-8) and high school (grades 9-12); 
this compares to 63.6% of  all Latinos in the same category. The comparable fig-
ure for Whites is 29.8% and for Asians it is 32.0%.

Table 16: School Enrollment

• According to the ACS//3-Year Estimates – PUMS/2006-2008, one third 
(33.7%) of  all Black children attending Kindergarten live in families receiving 
food stamps; the figure for all Latinos is 51.0%.13 In grade1 to grade 4, 35.7% 
of  all Black children and 45.7% of  all Latino children receive food stamps. At the 
high school level (grade 9 to grade 12), 28.7% of  all Black students and 36.4% of  
all Latino students receive food stamps, according to this survey.

Black

49,754

5.9%

5.1%

36.0%

25.3%

27.7%

White

87,120

4.8%

3.0%

20.7%

9.1%

62.3%

Total
Population

178,204

5.1%

3.9%

27.6%

15.8%

47.6%

Asian

17,045

3.0%

2.6%

20.4%

11.6%

62.4%

Latino

32,064

7.3%

5.7%

41.4%

22.2%

23.4%

Population 3+ 
years enrolled in 
school

Nursery school, 
preschool

Kindergarten

Elementary 
school (grades 
1-8)

High school 
(grades 9-12)

College or 
graduate school
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Education Attainment
• One fifth (21.5%) of  all Blacks, and 37.0% of  all Latinos, who are over 25 years 
of  age were reported as not having a high school diploma. More than one quarter 
(26.9%) of  Asian persons also do not have a high school diploma. But 22.9% of  
Asian persons, and 28.0% of  Whites, have a Bachelor’s degree compared to only 
11.9% for Blacks, and 9.7% for Latinos.

Table 17: Education Attainment

Housing Tenure, Mortgage Costs, and Foreclosure
• Black homeownership was reported at 29.8% in the 2006-2008 ACS. This is 
higher than Latino homeownership (18.4%), and Asian homeownership (24.9%), 
but much lower than the percentage for White homeowners (45.2%).

• Almost two thirds of  Blacks (63.1%) and Latinos (64.8%), however, spend “30 
percent or more of  household income for mortgage costs” compared to 46.6% for 
Whites, and 49.1% for Asians.

• There are some indications that overcrowding14 is much higher among Latino 
households (6.3%), followed by Asian households (6.1%), and Black households 
(3.9%), than White households (1.4%).

Black

85,024

21.5%

34.1%

27.2%

11.9%

5.4%

White

243,857

10.1%

21.2%

15.0%

28.0%

25.7%

Total
Population

402,884

16.6%

24.6%

17.5%

22.3%

19.0%

Asian

32,128

26.9%

18.2%

10.6%

22.9%

21.4%

Latino

55,722

37.0%

31.0%

16.5%

9.7%

5.9%

Population 25 
years and over

Less than high 
school diploma

High school 
graduate 
(includes 
equivalency)

Some college or 
associate's degree

Bachelor's degree

Graduate or 
professional 
degree
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Table 18: Housing Tenure Characteristics

• According to estimates prepared by Nielson Claritas for 2009, the median 
owner-occupied housing unit for the Black community (zip codes 02119, 02121, 
02124, and 02126) was $317,562, compared to an estimated median owner-occu-
pied housing unit value for Boston at $373,837. The estimate for zip code 02126 
which comprises the Mattapan neighborhood was $287,073; zip code 02119 was 
$292,237; zip code 02121 was $330,995; and zip code 02124 was $347,217.

Black

47,329

29.8%

70.2%

3.41

2.71

3.9%

36.9%

63.1%

39.5%

60.5%

White

145,435

45.2%

54.8%

2.33

2.09

1.4%

56.3%

43.7%

53.4%

46.6%

Total
Population

232,000

38.1%

61.9%

2.6

2.39

2.8%

51.5%

48.5%

48.3%

51.7%

Asian

17,252

24.9%

75.1%

3.08

2.55

6.1%

50.9%

49.1%

46.0%

54.0%

Latino

30,955

18.4%

81.6%

3.48

2.94

6.3%

35.2%

64.8%

44.9%

55.1%

Occupied 
housing units

Owner-
occupied 
housing units

Renter-occupied 
housing units

Average 
household size of  
owner-occupied 
unit

Average 
household size of  
renter-occupied 
unit

1.01 or more 
occupants per 
room

Less than 30 
percent

30 percent or 
more of  
household 
income for 
Mortgage Costs

Less than 30 
percent for gross 
rent

30 percent or 
more for gross 
rent
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• The Black community in Boston has experienced a rapidity and concentration 
of  foreclosure activity. The following map shows the locations of  foreclosure peti-
tions for 2008 and the first half  of  200915 in Boston. Each dot represents a fore-
closure petition filed in 2008 and the first six months of  2009. There is a notable 
concentration of  foreclosure petitions in the predominantly Black neighborhoods, 
Roxbury, South Dorchester, and Mattapan.

Map 4: Foreclosure Petitions

Employment Characteristics
• According to the 2006-2008 ACS the unemployment rate for Blacks in the civil-
ian labor force is 13.2%; this compares to 4.9% for the White unemployment rate 
in the civilian labor force; an unemployment rate of  10.3% for Latinos, and 8.0% 
for Asians.

• Blacks comprised one fifth (21.3%) of  the total population 16 years and over (or 
108,807 Blacks out of  510,607 persons), but 55% (or 14,363 persons) of  the total 
unemployed civilian labor force (26,079 persons) during the 2006-2008 period.
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The following map shows how unemployment levels vary geographically in Boston.16

• There are 47 census tracts with unemployment levels of  9% or higher: the pre-
dominantly Black neighborhoods of  Roxbury, South Dorchester, and Mattapan 
contain more than half  (25) of  all such census tracts.

• Blacks comprised one fifth (21.3%) of  the total population 16 years and over (or 
108,807 Blacks out of  510,607 persons), but 55% (or 14,363 persons) of  the total 
unemployed civilian labor force (26,079 persons) during the 2006-2008 period.

Income Characteristics
• The median income of  Black households, and Latino households, is significantly 
lower than that of  White households. Black median household income is $33,420 
making it more than $30,000 less than White median income at $63,980. The 
median household income for Latinos is even lower than Black median household 
income at $28,793.

• More than one fifth of  all Black households (22.0%), and 26.5% of  all Latino 
households, and 11.9% of  all Asian households receive food stamp benefits. A 
relatively low 6.3% of  all White households receive food stamp benefits.

• Table 20 also shows that the proportions of  Black households receiving public 
assistance (8.3% of  all Black households) and Latino/a households (9.4%), are 
significantly higher than White households receiving public assistance (1.9%). Ap-
proximately 4.8% of  Asian households receive public assistance income.

Black

108,807

64.9% 
(70,615)

35.1%

13.2% 
(14,363)

White

304,568

69.6 % 
(211,979)

30.3%

4.9% 
(10,387)

510,607

68.1% 
(347,723 
persons)

31.9% 
(162,884 
persons)

7.5% 
(26,079 
persons)

Asian

42,804

61.6% 
(26,367)

38.4%

8.0% 
(3,424)

Latino

71,685

71.3 % 
(51,111)

28.6%

10.3% 
(5,264)

Total Population 
16 years and over

In civilian 
labor force

Not in 
labor force

Unemployed 
rate of  civilian 
labor force
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Map 5: Unemployment Rate by Boston Consensus Tracts, 2009

• Similar to Latinos, the per capita income for all Black individuals is 42.4% 
($17,978) of  the per capita income for White individuals ($42,399). (Table 21)

• If  one controls for “full-time, year-round workers”, the median earnings for 
Black males and Black females remain considerably less (as is the case for Latino/
as) than their White counterparts. Full-time, year round Black male workers earn 
67.5% of  earnings received by White male workers; and Black female workers 
earn 67.7% of  comparable White female workers (Table 21).

• Similar to Latinos, the per capita income for all Black individuals is 42.4% 
($17,978) of  the per capita income for White individuals ($42,399). (Table 21)

• If  one controls for “full-time, year-round workers”, the median earnings for 
Black males and Black females remain considerably less (as is the case for Latino/
as) than their White counterparts. Full-time, year round Black male workers earn 
67.5% of  earnings received by White male workers; and Black female workers 
earn 67.7% of  comparable White female workers (Table 21).
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Table 20: Income Past 12 Months*

Black

47,329

$33,420

76.5%

51,484

24.1%

10,939

9.4%

7,261

8.3%

4,291

11.2%

14,652

22.0%

White

145,435

$63,980

81.3%

97,473

19.7%

13,259

5.1%

8,284

1.9%

4,693

11.3%

22,680

6.3%

Total

232,000

$51,849

80.2%

$81,673

19.9%

$12,192

6.8%

$7,644

4.1%

$4,253

10.0%

$20,078

11.7%

Asian

17,252

$39,676

78.4%

66,128

15.1%

9,384

7.8%

7,093

4.8%

3,519

2.7%

11,352

11.9%

Latino

30,955

$28,793

80.3%

50,020

15.2%

9,023

11.4%

6,597

9.4%

4,390

3.5%

8,199

26.5%

Households

Median 
household 
income 
(dollars)

With earnings

Mean earnings 
(dollars)

With Social 
Security 
income

Mean Social 
Security income 
(dollars)

With Supple-
mental 
Security 
Income

Mean Supple-
mental Security 
Income (dollars)

With cash 
public 
assistance 
income

Mean cash 
public assistance 
income (dollars)

With retire-
ment income

Mean retirement 
income (dollars)

With Food 
Stamp 
benefits
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Table 21: Per Capita Income and Median Earnings

Family Structure and Income
• Blacks and Latinos continue to lag behind Whites in the level of  median house-
hold income –regardless of  family structure.

• One third (33.6%) of  all Black families in Boston (29,509 Black families) are a 
married-couple family. The median income for this group was reported at $71,300, 
compared to a median income for White married-couple families at $103,299; 
another way of  stating this is that Black married-couple families have an income 
that is only 69.0% of  similar White families. Latino married-couple families have 
an income that is only 55.1% of  comparable White families, and Asian married 
couple families have an income that is 57.5% of  comparable White families.

• Black female-headed households earn 82.2% of  White female-headed house-
holds ($28,628 compared to $34,815), and Black male-headed households earn 
77.5% of  White male-headed households, or $48,548 compared to $62,605.

Wages and Education Attainment
• Table 23 is based on the ACS/Public Use Microdata Sample/2006-2008 (PUMS 
data). It shows that higher levels of  education attainment are generally associated 
with higher average wages. As the level of  education attainment increases from 
little to advance schooling levels average wages increase considerably.

• There remains a persistent racial gap between Blacks and Whites with similar 
levels of  education attainment. The exception to this includes Blacks with a high 
school diploma and Blacks with an associate degree. Black high school graduates 
earned slightly higher average wages ($15,995) than Whites ($13,809) and much 
higher than Asian high school graduates ($11,846). The average wages for Blacks 
and Whites with an associate degree was slightly higher for Whites ($30,133) than 
for Blacks ($28,144).
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Black

143,817

$17,978

38,009

34,766

White

345,040

$42,399

56,269

51,341

Total
Population

613,086

$31,974

$50,030

$43,905

Asian

50,197

$22,461

42,348

41,088

Latino

98,417

$17,201

33,071

29,603

Per capita 
income (dollars)

Median earnings 
(dollars) full-time, 
year-round 
workers:

Male

Female
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Blacks with comparable education attainment ($32,794). This was also the case 
for Whites with a masters degree ($66,282) compared to Blacks with a masters 
degree ($47,756).

Table 22: Income by Family Structure

Table 23: Average Wages by Race and Education Attainment

Black 
Families

29,509

$42,176

$71,300

$48,548

$28,628

White 
Families

55,721

$84,021

$103,299

$62,605

$34,815

Total

109,356

$58,902

$88,521

$53,865

$28,680

Asian 
Families

9,326

$48,908

$59,410

$69,020

$24,459

Latino 
Families

20,489

$31,480

$56,970

$42,256

$20,052

Median family 
income (dollars)

Median income 
(dollars) 
Married-couple 
family

Median income 
(dollars) Male 
householder, no 
spouse present 
family

Median income 
(dollars) Female 
householder, no 
husband present 
family

Average 
Wages ($)

$6,745

$11,127

$14,260

$29,043

$44,460

$62,732

Blacks ($)

$3,278 (a)

$9,296 (b)

$15,995 (c)

$28,144 (d)

$32,794 (e)

$47,756 (f)

Whites ($)

$8,242

$12,213

$13,809

$30,133

$47,414

$66,282

Asians ($)

$6,382

$11,600

$11,846

$19,964

$26,286

$39,011

Education 
Attainment

No School

Grade 12; 
no dipl

High School 
Graduate

Associate Degree

Bachelors 
Degree

Masters Degree
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a = 39.7% of Whites with same education attainment;
b = 76.1% of Whites with same education attainment;
c = 1.15 times higher than Whites with same education attainment;
d = 93.3% of Whites with same education attainment;
e = 69.1% of Whites with same education attainment;
f = 72.0% of Whites with same education attainment

Poverty Characteristics
• Table 24 shows that Boston has a relatively high proportion and number of  
families and persons who are impoverished according to federal standards.17 For 
instance, almost one fifth (19.6%) of  all persons and 15.7% of  all families are of-
ficially impoverished in this city.

• There are significant racial and ethnic differences in the level of  poverty among 
groups included in this study. More than one-fifth (22.5%) of  all Black families, 
and Asian families (22.5%), and almost one third (30.9%) of  all Latino/a families 
are impoverished compared to 7.1% for White families.

• These differences in poverty remain even if  the particular family structure is con-
trolled. For example, 6.2% of  all Black married-couple families, and 10.2% of  all 
Latino married-couple families, and 17.7% of  all Asian married-couple families 
are impoverished compared to 3.1% of  all White married-couple families.
A racial gap persists even with female-headed families. Only 28.8% of  all White 
female-headed families with children under 18 years were reported as impover-
ished; but the ratios were significantly different for Black female-headed families 
(42.7%), and Latino female-headed families with children under 18 years (54.3%), 
and Asian female-headed families with children under 18 years (50.9%).

• Older age does not erase a racial gap in terms of  level of  impoverishment. Thus, 
15.7% of  all White persons 65 years and over were reported as impoverished; but 
the figure for comparable Blacks is 22.6%; Latinos, 39.5%; and for elderly Asians 
the rate reported is 42.0%.

• The ACS//3-Year Estimates - Public Use Microdata Sample/2006-2008 
(PUMS data) indicates that almost half  of  all Black children 17 years and under 
receive food stamps.

• According to ACS/Public Use Microdata Sample/2008 (PUMS data), a rela-
tively high proportion of  Black respondents (39.3%) receive “Medicaid, Medical 
Assistance, or any kind of  government assistance program.” The figure for Asians 
is 27.1%; for Latinos it is 22.3% (but with much variation among ethnic groups 
within this category), and for Whites it is 14.3%.
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Table 24: Poverty Rates for Families and Persons, by Race and Ethnicity
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Black

22.5%

30.5%

34.0%

6.2%

8.0%

6.6%

34.9%

42.7%

50.3%

25.2%

34.5%

34.2%

39.6%

32.2%

21.5%

21.3%

22.6%

White

7.1%

11.4%

5.2%

3.1%

3.7%

N

19.7%

28.8%

25.0%

13.8%

14.5%

14.4%

12.3%

15.5%

13.7%

13.4%

15.7%

Total
Population

15.7%

23.6%

16.9%

5.8%

6.6%

2.8%

32.5%

42.3%

46.9%

19.6%

27.7%

27.5%

25.9%

28.3%

17.6%

17.1%

20.6%

Asian

22.5%

27.2%

13.8%

17.7%

17.5%

6.6%

40.6%

50.9%

85.7%

27.8%

30.7%

30.7%

21.1%

35.3%

27.3%

25.2%

42.0%

Latino

30.9%

37.8%

32.3%

10.2%

7.1%

N

47.4%

54.3%

61.5%

30.0%

42.9%

42.8%

42.0%

43.2%

24.2%

23.1%

39.5%

All families

With related 
children under 
18 years

With related 
children under 5 
years only

Married-
couple family

With related 
children under 
18 years

With related 
children under 5 
years only

Female 
householder, 
no husband 
present, 
family

With related 
children under 
18 years

With related 
children under 5 
years only

All people

Under 18 years

Related children 
under 18 years

Related children 
under 5 years

Related children 
5 to 17 years

18 years 
and over

18 to 64 years

65 years 
and over
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Labor and Economic Characteristics
• Almost one third (32.1%) of  all Blacks in the labor force are found in Service oc-
cupations.18 This is the largest occupational category for Blacks as it is for Latinos 
(37.8%).

• Black women are found in a much higher proportion (65.8%) in Service, Sales 
and office occupations than is the case for Black men (50.0%). Similar to Black 
women, 67.7% of  all Latinas are found in these occupations.

• The largest occupational category for Whites is Management, professional, and 
related occupations (51.8%), as is the case for Asians (46.9%). Only 26.9% of  all 
Blacks and 22.2% of  Latinos are found in this category.

• Across racial and ethnic categories relatively few women are found in the con-
struction occupations

Table 25: Occupation Distribution
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Black

61,241

26.9%

32.1%

26.7%

0.0%

4.7%

9.6%

26,987

23.2%

29.2%

20.8%

0.0%

10.0%

16.9%

34,254

29.8%

34.4%

31.4%

0.0%

0.5%

3.8%

White

201,692

51.8%

16.1%

23.2%

0.1%

4.5%

4.3%

105,191

47.3%

17.3%

20.6%

0.0%

8.4%

6.3%

96,501

56.6%

14.8%

26.0%

0.1%

0.3%

2.2%

Total
Population

321,279

43.4%

21.6%

23.7%

0.1%

4.7%

6.5%

162,326

40.0%

21.6%

20.1%

0.1%

8.9%

9.4%

158,953

46.9%

21.6%

27.5%

0.1%

0.4%

3.5%

Asian

24,261

46.9%

19.6%

21.2%

0.3%

2.6%

9.6%

12,388

46.0%

20.6%

17.9%

0.0%

4.8%

10.7%

11,873

47.7%

18.5%

24.5%

0.6%

0.2%

8.4%

Latino/a

45,847

22.2%

37.8%

22.5%

0.3%

7.3%

9.9%

24,456

19.7%

37.1%

16.7%

0.4%

13.5%

12.6%

21,391

25.2%

38.6%

29.1%

0.1%

0.2%

6.8%

Civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations

Male civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations

Female 
civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations



Black

61,241

26.9%

32.1%

26.7%

0.0%

4.7%

9.6%

26,987

23.2%

29.2%

20.8%

0.0%

10.0%

16.9%

34,254

29.8%

34.4%

31.4%

0.0%

0.5%

3.8%

White

201,692

51.8%

16.1%

23.2%

0.1%

4.5%

4.3%

105,191

47.3%

17.3%

20.6%

0.0%

8.4%

6.3%

96,501

56.6%

14.8%

26.0%

0.1%

0.3%

2.2%

Total
Population

321,279

43.4%

21.6%

23.7%

0.1%

4.7%

6.5%

162,326

40.0%

21.6%

20.1%

0.1%

8.9%

9.4%

158,953

46.9%

21.6%

27.5%

0.1%

0.4%

3.5%

Asian

24,261

46.9%

19.6%

21.2%

0.3%

2.6%

9.6%

12,388

46.0%

20.6%

17.9%

0.0%

4.8%

10.7%

11,873

47.7%

18.5%

24.5%

0.6%

0.2%

8.4%

Latino/a

45,847

22.2%

37.8%

22.5%

0.3%

7.3%

9.9%

24,456

19.7%

37.1%

16.7%

0.4%

13.5%

12.6%

21,391

25.2%

38.6%

29.1%

0.1%

0.2%

6.8%

Civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations

Male civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations

Female 
civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations40 Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts        www.ulem.org  
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Table 26: Industry location of  workers

Black

61,241

26.9%

32.1%

26.7%

0.0%

4.7%

9.6%

26,987

23.2%

29.2%

20.8%

0.0%

10.0%

16.9%

34,254

29.8%

34.4%

31.4%

0.0%

0.5%

3.8%

White

201,692

51.8%

16.1%

23.2%

0.1%

4.5%

4.3%

105,191

47.3%

17.3%

20.6%

0.0%

8.4%

6.3%

96,501

56.6%

14.8%

26.0%

0.1%

0.3%

2.2%

Total
Population

321,279

43.4%

21.6%

23.7%

0.1%

4.7%

6.5%

162,326

40.0%

21.6%

20.1%

0.1%

8.9%

9.4%

158,953

46.9%

21.6%

27.5%

0.1%

0.4%

3.5%

Asian

24,261

46.9%

19.6%

21.2%

0.3%

2.6%

9.6%

12,388

46.0%

20.6%

17.9%

0.0%

4.8%

10.7%

11,873

47.7%

18.5%

24.5%

0.6%

0.2%

8.4%

Latino/a

45,847

22.2%

37.8%

22.5%

0.3%

7.3%

9.9%

24,456

19.7%

37.1%

16.7%

0.4%

13.5%

12.6%

21,391

25.2%

38.6%

29.1%

0.1%

0.2%

6.8%

Civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations

Male civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations

Female 
civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Management, 
professional, and 
related 
occupations

Service 
occupations

Sales and office 
occupations

Farming, fishing, 
and forestry 
occupations

Construction, 
extraction, 
maintenance, 
and repair 
occupations

Production, 
transportation, 
and material 
moving 
occupations
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Black

61,241

0.2%

3.1%

3.6%

1.1%

9.1%

5.6%

2.1%

7.2%

9.5%

40.1%

8.1%

5.1%

5.1%

White

201,692

0.1%

4.0%

4.0%

2.1%

7.4%

2.9%

4.0%

11.6%

16.9%

27.5%

10.5%

4.2%

4.8%

Total
Population

321,279

0.2%

4.0%

4.6%

1.6%

8.1%

3.4%

3.3%

10.2%

14.8%

29.7%

11.2%

4.6%

4.3%

Asian

24,261

0.3%

2.5%

11.2%

0.3%

7.9%

2.8%

1.4%

9.6%

13.2%

29.1%

15.7%

4.9%

1.2%

Latino

45,847

0.5%

5.3%

4.8%

1.6%

11.4%

3.1%

1.0%

6.5%

14.8%

24.6%

17.9%

5.8%

2.7%

Civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Agriculture, 
forestry, fishing 
and hunting, and 
mining

Construction

Manufacturing

Wholesale trade

Retail trade

Transportation 
and warehousing, 
and utilities

Information

Finance and 
insurance, and 
real estate and 
rental and 
leasing

Professional, 
scientific, and 
management, 
and administra-
tive and waste 
management 
services

Educational 
services, and 
health care and 
social assistance

Arts, entertain-
ment, and 
recreation, and 
accommodation 
and food services

Other services 
(except public 
administration)

Public 
administration



• Black workers have a significantly higher presence in industries classified as “Ed-
ucation services, and healthcare and social assistance” than other groups. Forty 
(40.1) percent of  all Black workers are found in this industry sector, compared to 
29.1% for Asians, 27.5% for Whites, and 24.6% for Latino/as.

• The distribution of  Black workers by type of  worker shows that 16.5% are gov-
ernment workers.  This is higher than the rate for the total population at 12.1 
percent. Both Latinos (7.7%) and Asians (7.2%) have the lowest proportion of  
workers in the government workers category. 

Table 27: Class of  worker

Black

61,241

0.2%

3.1%

3.6%

1.1%

9.1%

5.6%

2.1%

7.2%

9.5%

40.1%

8.1%

5.1%

5.1%

White

201,692

0.1%

4.0%

4.0%

2.1%

7.4%

2.9%

4.0%

11.6%

16.9%

27.5%

10.5%

4.2%

4.8%

Total
Population

321,279

0.2%

4.0%

4.6%

1.6%

8.1%

3.4%

3.3%

10.2%

14.8%

29.7%

11.2%

4.6%

4.3%

Asian

24,261

0.3%

2.5%

11.2%

0.3%

7.9%

2.8%

1.4%

9.6%

13.2%

29.1%

15.7%

4.9%

1.2%

Latino

45,847

0.5%

5.3%

4.8%

1.6%

11.4%

3.1%

1.0%

6.5%

14.8%

24.6%

17.9%

5.8%

2.7%

Civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Agriculture, 
forestry, fishing 
and hunting, and 
mining

Construction

Manufacturing

Wholesale trade

Retail trade

Transportation 
and warehousing, 
and utilities

Information

Finance and 
insurance, and 
real estate and 
rental and 
leasing

Professional, 
scientific, and 
management, 
and administra-
tive and waste 
management 
services

Educational 
services, and 
health care and 
social assistance

Arts, entertain-
ment, and 
recreation, and 
accommodation 
and food services

Other services 
(except public 
administration)

Public 
administration
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Black

61,241

79.6%

16.5%

3.9%

0.1%

White

201,692

83.2%

12.0%

4.7%

0.1%

Total
Population

321,279

83.6%

12.1%

4.2%

0.1%

Asian

24,261

89.5%

7.2%

3.0%

0.4%

Latino

45,847

88.7%

7.7%

3.4%

0.2%

Civilian 
employed 
population 16 
years and over

Private wage and 
salary workers

Government 
workers

Self-employed 
workers (a)

Unpaid family 
workers

(a) This includes non-incorporated businesses or sole-proprietorships
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Business Activity and Consumer Expenditures
• Map 6 illustrates that there are many businesses (approximately 2,200 businesses 
based on information in ReferenceUSA), mostly small in terms of  employment 
(4 or less employees) located in the Roxbury, South Dorchester, and Mattapan 
neighborhoods. These numbers represent a critical employment base in the Black 
community. Many of  these businesses are “Minority-owned” or “Minority wom-
en-owned” entities based on comparison with lists provided by Boston’s Small and 
Local Business Enterprise Office.

• According to ReferenceUSA the majority of  the businesses in the Black commu-
nity generated sales in the area of  retail, services, and health of  less than $500,000; 
another 500 or so businesses generated sales of  between $500,000 and $1million, 
and the remainder generated sales of  more than $1million in 2008.

Map 6: Concentration of  Businesses in the Black Community
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• Business activity is sustained by a considerable level of  consumer expenditures in 
the Black community, as represented by the zip codes above. Applied Geographic 
Solutions, Inc. recorded a $2.26 billion aggregate income for the Black commu-
nity defined by the zip codes above for the year 2009. Approximately $810 mil-
lion was expended by residents of  this part of  Boston on retail expenditures and 
another $1 billion on non-retail expenditures.

• Table 28 shows a breakdown by categories of  the consumer expenditures associ-
ated with residents in the Black community. It should be noted that this section of  
Boston ‘contributed’ $58.7 million in property taxes to the city of  Boston, which 
received a total of  $407 million in 2009; the Black community also paid $138.9 
million to utility companies in this same year when the latter received $885 million 
in aggregate revenue.

• The Black community recorded total assets of  approximately $17.3 billion in 
2009 in the form of  a range of  financial instruments, with total debts of  $2.6 bil-
lion resulting in a net worth value of  $14.6 billion as indicated (Table 29).

Table 28: Consumer Spending in the Black Community (2009)
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$2,261,453,431
$1,901,922,743
$1,091,823,778
$810,098,962

$93,263,480
$64,945,397
$46,444,169

$40,083,420 and $6,360,749
$105,075,202
$26,330,393
$37,753,328
$40,991,475
$300,138,598
$161,544,280
$116,950,174
$21,644,145
$47,000,978
$117,420,576
$56,625,273
$29,286,208
$31,509,091
$81,047,009
$366,390,288
$148,125,340
$58,717,353
$48,885,957
$89,880,810
$20,780,831
$66,215,058
$16,545,896
$11,388,975
$9,520,265
$28,759,927
$32,110,589
$27,915,445
$18,573,070
$6,139,597
$13,289,963

$377,027,293
$91,819,048
$62,658,106
$2,429,959
$18,573,842
$85,890,119
$30,205,230
$43,838,346
$20,759,837
$20,852,799
$138,926,036

26.9%
32.1%
26.7%

5%
3%
2%
2%
6%
1%
2%
2%
16%
8%
6%
1%
2%
6%
3%
2%
2%
4%
19%
8%
3%
3%
5%
1%
3%
1%
1%
1%
2%
2%
1%
1%
0%
1%

20%
5%
3%
0%
1%
5%
2%
2%
1%
1%
7%

Aggregate household income
Total expenditure
Total non-retail expenditures
Total retail expenditures

Apparel
Contributions
Education
Tuition and Books and supplies
Entertainment
Fees and admissions
Video and audio equipment
Recreational equipment and supplies
Food and beverages
Food at home
Food away from home
Alcoholic beverages
Gifts
Health care
Health care insurance
Health care services
Health care supplies and equipment
Household furnishings and equipment
Shelter
Mortgage interest
Property taxes
Miscellaneous Owned Dwelling Costs
Rental costs
Other lodging
Household operations
Babysitting and elderly care
Household services
Alimony And Child Support
Household Supplies
Miscellaneous expenses
Personal care
Personal insurance
Reading
Tobacco

Transportation
New vehicle purchase
Used vehicle purchase
Motorcycles (new and used)
Vehicle finance charges
Gasoline and oil
Vehicle repair and maintenance
Vehicle insurance
Public transportation
Other transportation costs
Utilities

Zip Codes 02119, 02121, 02124, 02126



Table 29: Household Finances and Wealth in the Black Community (2009)
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$2,261,453,431
$1,901,922,743
$1,091,823,778
$810,098,962

$93,263,480
$64,945,397
$46,444,169

$40,083,420 and $6,360,749
$105,075,202
$26,330,393
$37,753,328
$40,991,475
$300,138,598
$161,544,280
$116,950,174
$21,644,145
$47,000,978
$117,420,576
$56,625,273
$29,286,208
$31,509,091
$81,047,009
$366,390,288
$148,125,340
$58,717,353
$48,885,957
$89,880,810
$20,780,831
$66,215,058
$16,545,896
$11,388,975
$9,520,265
$28,759,927
$32,110,589
$27,915,445
$18,573,070
$6,139,597
$13,289,963

$377,027,293
$91,819,048
$62,658,106
$2,429,959
$18,573,842
$85,890,119
$30,205,230
$43,838,346
$20,759,837
$20,852,799
$138,926,036

26.9%
32.1%
26.7%

5%
3%
2%
2%
6%
1%
2%
2%
16%
8%
6%
1%
2%
6%
3%
2%
2%
4%
19%
8%
3%
3%
5%
1%
3%
1%
1%
1%
2%
2%
1%
1%
0%
1%

20%
5%
3%
0%
1%
5%
2%
2%
1%
1%
7%

Aggregate household income
Total expenditure
Total non-retail expenditures
Total retail expenditures

Apparel
Contributions
Education
Tuition and Books and supplies
Entertainment
Fees and admissions
Video and audio equipment
Recreational equipment and supplies
Food and beverages
Food at home
Food away from home
Alcoholic beverages
Gifts
Health care
Health care insurance
Health care services
Health care supplies and equipment
Household furnishings and equipment
Shelter
Mortgage interest
Property taxes
Miscellaneous Owned Dwelling Costs
Rental costs
Other lodging
Household operations
Babysitting and elderly care
Household services
Alimony And Child Support
Household Supplies
Miscellaneous expenses
Personal care
Personal insurance
Reading
Tobacco

Transportation
New vehicle purchase
Used vehicle purchase
Motorcycles (new and used)
Vehicle finance charges
Gasoline and oil
Vehicle repair and maintenance
Vehicle insurance
Public transportation
Other transportation costs
Utilities

Zip Codes 02119, 02121, 02124, 02126

$828,820,638
$226,331,244
$36,578,102
$310,540,508
$1,051,056,491
$897,170,651
$2,034,957,414
$187,572,822
$480,075,695
$136,987,105

$6,190,090,669
$612,197,074
$5,602,878,486
$793,312,227
$2,852,544,015
$159,185,887

$11,174,403,398

$1,972,804,482
$225,738,033
$20,151,115
$319,718,195
$85,559,733
$45,175,537

$17,364,494,065
2,669,147,081

$14,695,346,970

Aggregate Value of  Assets

Transaction Accounts
Certificates of  Deposit
Savings Bonds
Bonds (Not US Savings)
Stocks
Mutual Funds
Retirement Accounts
Cash Value Life Insurance
Other Managed Accounts
Other Financial Assets

Any Financial Assets
Vehicles Owned
Home Equity
Investment Property Equity
Business Equity
Other Non-Financial Assets

Any Non-Financial Assets

Aggregate Value of  Debts

Mortgage Debt
Installment Loan Debt
Lines of  Credit Debt
Credit Card Debt
Investment Real Estate Debt
Other Debt

Total Assets
Total Debts

Total Net Worth

Zip Codes 02119, 02121, 02124, 02126Aggregate Value of  Assets by Type



Conclusion and Observations
Several general observations about race and the state of  Black Boston emerge 
from the findings reported in this study.  First, race remains a significant social and 
economic reality and demographic dynamic in Boston.  Black people tend to be 
associated with a range of  social and economic characteristics and patterns that 
are dissimilar to those associated with White people in this city.

Second, there are vast inequalities reflected in the life experiences of  Blacks and 
other people of  color compared to Whites in the areas of  jobs and employment, 
income, and poverty.  Generally speaking, lower living conditions in the areas of  
housing, income, and poverty tend to be strongly associated, but not exclusively, 
with Blacks and Latinos living in Boston. 

A third observation is the existence of  continuing and pervasive poverty.  This 
fact is highlighted by the extraordinarily high proportions of  Black and Latino 
children attending Boston’s public schools and receiving food stamps.  Related to 
this observation is that Black impoverishment persists even when the particular 
family structure, or education level attained, is controlled.  For example, although 
married-couple families are associated with higher incomes and lower levels of  
poverty, there are substantive economic differences in the living conditions of  
Black married-couple families and White married-couple families.  Consistently 
Black married-couple families in Boston are not as well off  as is the case for White 
married-couples; this is the same pattern for comparisons of  Blacks and Whites 
with the same family structure, or even the same schooling levels.  

Fourth, it is clear that Black and Latino children represent the demographic future 
of  Boston, not an exclusive future, but one in which they will physically dominate 
many spheres of  life in this city.  Black and Latino children represent a major com-
ponent of  Boston’s workforce in a few years; they will be the parents raising most 
of  the children living in Boston; they are the ones who will be using the parks and 
downtown areas. Given current population counts and projections, it might not 
be melodramatic to exclaim that Black and Latino children are spearheading a 
quiet demographic revolution in this city with many kinds of  social and economic 
implications. To quip Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “We are faced with the fact, my 
friends, that tomorrow is today.”   

A fifth observation emerging from this report is that the Black community holds 
impressive economic resources.  We also know that the Black community includes 
a rich network of  organizations with missions to help people, vast ‘stocks of  social 
capital,’ and numerous small businesses.  This last observation raises an important 
query as we examine the state of  Black Boston: how can the city and civic and 
business leaders work with residents to tap these resources for the benefit of  all 
people, but without displacing Black people, and the land they have nurtured, 
the many businesses sustained through good and hard economic times, and the 
local nonprofit organizations they have built to help people, and thereby help all 
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of  Boston?  Given the magnitude and complexity of  the challenge represented 
in this last query, it must be answered in partnership with neighborhood-based 
nonprofits, businesses, and other organizations working to improve living condi-
tions in the Black community and other communities, as well as this community’s 
leadership and residents. 
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Sources

1 See, U.S. Census Bureau, Design and Methodology: American Community Sur-
vey (Issued April 2009, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington D.C., 2009) 
for information about the purpose and methodology of  the American Commu-
nity Survey (ACS), including margin of  errors for the various tables and sample 
findings. This survey is not an actual count of  individuals, but a survey indicating 
trends and characteristics of  the population.

2 2006-2008 ACS 3-Year Accuracy of  the Data (US), revised January 25, 2010, 
US Census Bureau

3 PUMS data is part of  the American Community Survey program; while ACS 
presents summary data, PUMS represents the micro-data or the raw data reflect-
ing ACS survey questions. However, for purposes of  confidentiality this raw data is 
managed so that disclosure about the identity of  respondents is not possible. The 
unit of  analysis for PUMS data is population groupings of  100,000 persons or 
more and therefore cannot be used for certain geographic details.

4 The report indicates where PUMS data is utilized to report information about 
population characteristics by noting it in parenthesis (PUMS data) after the cited 
survey.

5 See the websites of  these demographic analysis companies for explanation of  
methodologies utilized to analyze census and other data: www.geolytics.com/
USCensus,Estimates-Professional,Data,Methodology,Products.asp; www.applied-
geographic.com/about_ags.html; www.referenceusa.com;

6 Although the term, “Hispanic” has emerged as the dominant descriptor for 
Spanish-language populations since it was adopted by the US Census Bureau in 
the decennial census of  1970, the author uses “Latino” or “Latina”. (See, http://
www.census.gov/eeo/hispanic_heritage.html). The latter is a broader concept 
that more fully captures the range of  racial and ethnic experiences among Latino/
as in US society; see, for example, Miriam Jimenez Roman and Juan Flores, The 
Afro-Latino/a Reader: History and Culture in the United States (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2010).

7 Unless otherwise noted in an individual table, Latino/as are treated separately 
as an ethnic group but are also counted in the racial categories; in other words, the 
Black, White, and Asian categories includes Latinos. However, it is important to 
note that more than half  of  all Latino/a respondents in the 2006-2008 ACS did 
not chose any of  these racial categories. The 2000 Census SF3+ Detailed indi-
cates that 45.1% of  all Latino/as in Boston (85,199 persons) did not choose these 
racial categories and instead selected “Some other race alone” as a racial 
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classification. In this same year, 34.8% chose White as a racial category, and 9.4% 
chose Black as such.

8 Other racial and ethnic groups in Boston, including, American Indian and Alas-
kan Native, and Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, are not covered 
in this report due to two reasons. One reason is that in some cases the actual 
individual numbers for certain groups and related characteristics are very small. 
The second reason is that such small numbers should not obscure the importance 
of  any groups living in Boston today via comparisons with much larger groups 
of  people. The small numbers actually call for more focused attention on these 
groups rather than inadvertently minimizing their experiences in a report based 
on comparative data.

9 The census definition of  household, described in http://quickfacts.census.gov/
qfd/meta/long_HSD310200.htm is: “A household includes all the persons who 
occupy a housing unit. A housing unit is a house, an apartment, a mobile home, 
a group of  rooms, or a single room that is occupied (or if  vacant, is intended for 
occupancy) as separate living quarters. Separate living quarters are those in which 
the occupants live and eat separately from any other persons in the building and 
which have direct access from the outside of  the building or through a common 
hall. The occupants may be a single family, one person living alone, two or more 
families living together, or any other group of  related or unrelated persons who 
share living arrangements. (People not living in households are classified as liv-
ing in group quarters).” Also see American Community Survey and Puerto Rico 
Community Survey 2008 Subject Definitions (www.census.gov/acs/www/Down-
loads/data_documentation/SubjectDefinitions/2008_ACSSubjectDefinitions.
pdf  ) for other definitions in this report.

10 This reflects the fact that 34,884 of  the total 98,417 Latinos chose White as 
a racial category; 10,656 Latinos chose Black; and 338 Latinos chose the Asian 
racial category. The majority of  Latinos (41,585 persons, or 42.5%) chose “Some 
other race alone” and 10,154 Latinos (10.3%) chose “Two or more races.” The 
pattern above is similar to what was reported in the census for 2000.

11 Multigenerational household are households where the householder is living 
with their son or daughter and their grandchild or where the householder is living 
with their child and their parent or parent-in-law; see, Julia Overturf  Johnson, 
Robert Konewski, Kristin Smith, and Paul Tillman, Changes in the Lives of  U.S. 
Children: 1990-2000, Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau (November 2005).

12 It is important to note here the earlier caveat regarding significant differences 
among ethnic groups within these broad categories. While 5.2% of  Latino respon-
dents live in a multigenerational household, for Puerto Ricans in this group the 
figure is much higher than even Blacks, at 12.2%.
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William Monroe Trotter Institute 
University of Massachusetts Boston

State of Black Boston  Tuesday, October 12, 2010, 11am-1pm 
A Demographic Survey  United Way of Eastern Massachusetts

“As a community, you have to know who you are and what your circumstances are 
before you can propose and craft effective solutions.” – Kenneth J. Cooper

Panelists
Dr. James Jennings, Professor of  Political Science, Tufts University
Darnell Williams, President & CEO, Urban League of  Eastern Massachusetts
Charolette Golar-Richie, Senior VP, Public Policy, Advocacy and Govern-
ment Relations, Youth Build USA
Dr. Barbara Lewis, Director, William Monroe Trotter Institute, UMass Boston
Rev. Michael Haynes, Pastor Emeritus, 12th Street Baptist Church, and For-
mer State Representative
Michael Curry, Boston Branch NAACP

Moderator
Kenneth J. Cooper, Editor, Trotter Review
Through his research, Jennings looked at the Black community as a unit of  
analysis socially, economically, and politically.  His research, presented to those in 
attendance, made five key observations:  Race is strongly associated with residence 
location in Boston, vast inequalities are reflected in the life experiences of  Blacks 
and other people of  color in the areas of  color compared to Whites, in the areas 
of: jobs, employment and income. There are major issues/challenges regarding 
pervasive poverty in this town. Poverty has become invisible. About 25% of  black 
people in the city live at the poverty level, according to federal standards. Black 
and Latino children represent the demographic future of  this city. About 28% of  
all Black persons in this city are 27 years of  age or under. There are enormous 
resources that are part of  the Black community in this town. There are 2,200 
small businesses in the Black community – though not all are minority-owned, a 
lot of  them are.

Jennings’ research brought to light other statistics, including: In the city’s Black 
community, residents made $1.9 billion in consumer expenditures in 2009. Ad-
ditionally, their financial assets totaled $17.3 billion that year. 
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Golar-Richie spoke about the importance of  educational attainment among 
people of  color, and eluded to what Jennings mentioned on the subject, but add-
ing that 22% of  Blacks in Boston over 25 years do not have a high school diploma, 
but adding that when Blacks do get their high school diploma or associate degree, 
their earning is on par with White counterparts. She noted that unemployment 
continues to swell. In the Black community of  Boston, when it comes to race, 
some people have an issue with identifying as “Black.” She asked: “Does language 
trump color?” She said further research and definition of  the Black community 
and people who identify as Black is necessary so none of  us go uncounted. 

Lewis addressed the necessity to making life in Boston prosperous and protected 
the greatest goal for the community, and stressed the need to look out for each 
other and our best interest. Describing the black community as “lackville,” refer-
ring to a lack of  resources and opportunity, she asked: “How do we move out of  
‘Lackville’?” 

“Nothing we do seems to allow us to participate in the good life others have. ‘Lack-
ville’ is where everybody expects to see us sitting on the porch guzzling some drink 
that is going to deplete the little sense we possess,” she said.

“How do we get a new address – but without moving out of  our communities – 
and staying put and thriving, stay put and earn each other’s respect and get a good 
reputation beyond our streets?” 

“We live in the corner of  this city and are in the aggregate, Blacks in Boston are 
among the youngest kids on the block – and young is a good thing.”

Curry, after quoting W.E.B. DuBois as saying, “Nothing can be solved that can’t 
be fixed,” emphasized the need to focus on the buying power of  the black com-
munity. He added that “education is one of  the major initiatives of  the Boston 
Branch NAACP, and we want to be sure that we are a part of  the conversation.”

Williams reiterated that by people taking time out of  their schedule to be at 
the forum represents the community’s dedication. It also says that they value the 
academic focus to solving the community’s problems. On the topics of  health and 
violence, Mr. Williams mentioned statistics that highlight the progression of  the 
issue. In 1980, according to the Boston Police Department, there were 450 gang 
members. In the 1990’s there were 1,300 gang members, and currently there are 
3,500 gang members. 
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Another challenge is that a kid growing up in Dorchester doesn’t even know where 
the North End is. The fact that we have people who are so locked into their com-
munity or their value system that they don’t realize this is a larger city. 

Williams said that if  we focus on work and responsibility, we can get the job done. 

Haynes “I’m just a humble preacher from Roxbury. I was asked to come and 
comment on Black Roxbury The heart of  the Black community used to be in a 
place called Frederick Douglass Square in Roxbury.

“There were four Black-owned drug stores in Black Roxbury near the main thor-
oughfare, Hammond Street, Tremont Street.

“The corner of  Cunard and Tremont streets right by Northeastern University – a 
Black man by the name of  Dr. Lewis from the South trained other Blacks to go 
into pharmacy, allowing his drugstore to be a place where kids could hang out as 
long as they behaved themselves. 

“The Douglass Square Drug Store, owned by Nolan Jackson. His wife had a radio 
broadcast back in the 40s, and the two were very involved in the media and many 
other aspects of  black life. 

“Again on Hammond and Tremont was another owned Black drug store. The 
owner was a leader in the Black fraternal community. The business did not last 
very long because the owner later moved to Seattle and settled into business there. 

“On the corner of  Kendall and Tremont streets was one of  the most important 
places in Black Roxbury for ages. From the Great Depression to the 1970s, the 
corner of  Kendall and Tremont was a significant place. They said that no Black 
would make it in politics in the city of  Boston if  they did not go to the corner of  
Kendall and Tremont Street. The Lincoln Drug Store, named because the two 
owners went to Lincoln University in Pennsylvania. This is the Citadel of  Black 
politics in Roxbury. Shag Taylor and Malcolm Taylor. This was the place were all 
Blacks went. 

“At the intersection of  Hampshire Street (no longer in existence), Cabot Street 
and Ruggles Street. These three streets intersected in Ward 9. The corner was 
very important because that’s where most street rallies took place and also where 
Deco Hair Supply on the southeast corner of  Cabot and Ruggles streets and 
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brought together two families, the Meirack family from South Carolina, and a 
family called Scott. This family is known in our community today because it is the 
heritage and the family of  Jackie Jenkins-Scott’s husband. Mr. Scott became the 
Republicans’ Black man in Roxbury as Shag Taylor sought to get control as the 
Black leader for the Democratic Party. 

“Westminister and Ruggles streets was the site of  Madison Park, what was sort of  
the Boston Common for the Black community. 

“Estelle’s was one of  the historic Black-owned businesses on Tremont Street. Peo-
ple used to be wrapped around the corner to get a table.

“Up one block, you would find Slade’s BBQ. It was then owned by the Slades, who 
started it. It was also a table cloth restaurant. Every Black politician would go to 
Slades and Estelle’s. 

“The chief  media places were also on the main thoroughfare on Tremont. The 
Boston Chronicle, The Guardian, etc. were all on the same strip. It touched the 
religious, political, and economic. 

“Some of  the major institutions in the community at that time, i.e. Robert Gould-
Shaw House, Norfolk House are all gone. Some of  this is being passed onto a new 
community, the torch is being passed – to many who are in this room right now.” 

Questions from the Audience
Many of  the people in prison are not counted because the community they are 
originally from is not recorded properly. 

Jessica Cary, Youth Organizer for Dorchester Bay
“I am here to reach out to anyone who is interested so we can get more youth 
involved so we can get them involved in government and let them know that they 
do have power to change.”

James Brent, Director of  Community Relations at Franklin Park
“I want the panel to look into the expansion of  categories, specifically the African-
American gay male community.”

Dr. Alix Cantave,  Associate Director of  the The Trotter Institute
“This is only one chapter of  the report” on the State of  Black Boston.
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Cooper gave a summary of  the chapters the report will include:  Education (Both 
K-12 and Higher Ed), Demographic Profile, Health, Media, Arts and Culture, 
Civic Engagement, Housing and Economic Development, and Criminal Justice.
A woman who works for the Department of  Conservation and Recreation said:  
“The focus on the youth needs to be creative” and find “new ways to link them 
into the job market. I work for the Commonwealth of  Massachusetts in DCR, and 
we have a lot of  resources to do so.” 

Dianne Darling
“I filed for bankruptcy and regrouped and learned some financial literacy. I ended 
up buying a home this summer. I want to understand what all of  us can do that is 
actionable. I would like to hear about one or two action things. I know I am better 
off  because I am a white person, but I want to know how to help.” 

Compiled by Reynolds Graves.
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Black Community, 1890-2008

Place of  Birth
1900      2006-2008
53% South     30% Outside US 
39% Northeast

Homeownership
1890      2006-2008
5%      30%

Unemployment/Underemployment Unemployment
1934-1936     2006-2008
49%      13%

Poverty Rate of  Families
1970      2006-2008
25%      23%

Occupation
1940  1950  1970  2006-2008
Service
65%   --  27%  32%

White collar     Professionals/Managers
---  5%  1%  27%

Median Income
Blacks  Whites  Black-White Ratio

1950
Males
$2,011  $2,796  72%

Females
$1,423  $1,999  71%

2006-2008
Blacks  Whites  Black-White Ratio

Males
$38,009  $50,030  76%

Females
$34,766  $43,905  79%
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Hayden, Trotter Institute, 1994.  State of  Black Boston: Demographic and Com-
munity Profile, James Jennings.



Key Findings from the State of Black Boston 
Demographic & Community Profile 
Chapter written by James Jennings, PhD
Professor of Urban and Environmental Policy & Planning
Tufts University

The State of  Black Boston Demographic & Community Profile provides an over-
view of  select social, demographic, and economic characteristics and trends asso-
ciated with Boston’s Black population.  It presents a snapshot of  population char-
acteristics associated with Blacks residing in Boston. The racial categories used in 
the demographic profile include Black, Latino/a, White, and Asian persons. It 
should be emphasized, however, that these broad racial categories can include a 
range of  ethnicity and ancestry. There may be differences among ethnic and an-
cestry groups within the broad racial categories. The racial categories only include 
persons (except for Latino/as) who chose the “one race alone” (versus two or more 
races) category.  In the case of  the Black, White, and Asian population very low 
percentages of  individuals from these groups classified themselves as other than 
“one race alone.” 

In addition to profiling Black individuals and families, and households, the author 
utilizes GIS software to highlight the concept of  a Black community as a unit of  
analysis.  This means that information and data is presented for the urban space 
which has been associated with the Black community in Boston.  The geographic 
boundaries include census tracts with relatively high proportion (50.0 percent or 
greater) of  Black residents in 2009 within the Roxbury, South Dorchester, and 
Mattapan neighborhoods as defined by zip codes 02119, 02121, 02124, and 
02126.

Consistent Population Trends in Concentrated Geographic spaces 
The geographic size of  the Black community has shrunk and become more spa-
tially concentrated. However, the size of  the Black population in Boston has not 
changed considerably since 2000 when nearly one fourth (23.6%) of  all persons 
were Black.

Blacks remain considerably ‘younger’ than Whites in Boston; almost one third 
(31.1%) of  all Blacks living in Boston are 17 years or under according to the snap-
shot provided by the 2006-2008 American Community Survey (ACS).  Latinos in 
Boston also represent a community with a significant percentage of  young people 
(30.6%).  

Growing Diversity in the Black Community
Approximately 29.7% of  all Blacks in Boston are foreign-born.  In terms of  abso
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lute numbers, Blacks who are foreign-born (42,731 persons) are comparable to the 
number of  Latino/as who are foreign-born persons (44,721).  

Multi-generational Families and Female Headed Households
Black respondents who are 30 years and over, and who reported grandparent 
responsibilities, or living with grandchildren, comprised 43.5% of  all Black house-
holds. This figure represents a considerably higher proportion of  multi-genera-
tional households than other groups in the study.

One third (33.6%) of  all Black families in Boston are married-couple families, a 
proportion similar to Latinos (34.6%), but lower than White families (69.8%), and 
Asian families (70.6%).

Female householder families with no spouse present comprise the majority of  
family types among Blacks (55.4%) and Latinos (52.7%) compared to 22.2% for 
White families, and 21.1% of  all Asian families.

Education Patterns in Black Boston 
Almost two thirds of  all Blacks (61.3%) and Latinos (63.6%) who are over 3 years 
of  age and enrolled in school are attending elementary school (grades 1-8) or high 
school (grades 9-12).

More than one fifth (21.5%) of  all Blacks over 25 years of  age reported not hav-
ing a high school diploma; the figure for Latino/as is 37.0%, and for Asians it is 
26.9%.  Only 11.9% of  all Blacks in this age category, and 9.7% of  all Latinos, 
have a bachelor’s degree.

Poverty rates among diverse groups
More than one fifth (22.5%) of  all Black families, and 25.2% of  all Black persons 
were reported as impoverished; this compares to 7.1%  for White families, and 
13.8% for White persons. Latino families showed a poverty rate of  30.9%, and 
30.0% for all Latino persons, while Asian families were reported at 22.5% impov-
erished, with a rate of  27.8% for all Asian persons.  

High proportions of  Black and Latino children attending all levels of  Boston Pub-
lic Schools are impoverished, and depend on food stamps for food.

Labor and economic characteristics
While more than half  (51.8%) of  all White persons 16 years and over work in 
“Management, professional, and related occupations,” the figure for Blacks is 
26.9% (and even lower for Latinos at 22.2%); the figure for Asians is 46.9%.  

Almost one third of  all Blacks (32.1%) work in “Service occupations.”

Blacks who are 16 years and over have a large presence (40.1%) in the “Educa-
tional services, and health care and social assistance” industry sector. This is a 
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greater proportion than any other group (Whites at 27.5%; Latinos at 24.6%; and 
Asians at 29.1%). 

While the entrepreneurship rate (self-employed workers) among all groups is com-
parable, 16.5% of  all Black workers are “Government workers” compared to 
12.0% for Whites, 7.7% for Latinos, and 7.2% for Asians.

Black Businesses and Assets
There are approximately 2,200 businesses located in the Black community as de-
fined by zip codes 02119, 02121, 02124, and 02126.

The Black community infused an estimated $2 billion into the city’s economy 
in the form of  retail and non-retail expenditures in 2009.  It contributed $58.7 
million in property taxes to the city of  Boston, and $138.9 million to utility com-
panies.

Total financial assets for the Black community were estimated at $17.3 billion in 
2009.  This amount was in the form of  a range of  financial instruments, such as 
savings and checking accounts, stocks and bonds, mutual funds, home equity, re-
tirement and pensions, cash-value life insurance policies, and other.  
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Alix Cantave, PhD
Associate Director, William Monroe Trotter Institute

University of Massachusetts Boston

Summary of  Findings

Boston and Top Black-Owned Businesses in the US
• Black Enterprise and the Black Wall Street Districtc1 published a list of  210 
Black-owned businesses in the United States with sales range from $18.8 million 
to $2.5 billion in 2010. One Black-owned business in Boston, OneUnited Bank, 
made the list with total sales and receipts of  $636 million.

Black-Owned Businesses in Boston
• The number of  Black-owned businesses in Boston increased from 717 in 1972 
to 3,544 in 2002, an increase of  nearly 400 percent. The number of  Black-owned 
businesses with paid employees during that same period increased from 158 to 
382, or almost 150%.

• The number of  Black-owned businesses with paid employees fluctuated between 
1972 and 2002. The number of  Black-owned businesses with employees declined 
by 19.4 percent between 1997 and 2002.

• Employment in Black-owned businesses remained relatively the same at about 
2,400 employees between 1982 and 2002.

• Sales receipts in Black-owned businesses increased from $59.2 million in 1982 to 
$289.2 million in 2002.

• Jobs in Black-owned businesses did not keep pace with significant increase in 
sales receipts from 1982 to 2002.

Businesses in the Black Community
• About 9 percent of  businesses in Boston in 2006 were located in the four census 
tracts that are identified as the Black community, where 21 percent of  the city’s 
population lives. 

• On average, a business in the Black community had half  as many jobs as a busi-
ness in the city as a whole. In 2006, the number of  jobs per business in Boston was 
26, while the rate in the Black community was 13 jobs per business. 

• A person working in the Black community earned, on average, $10,000 less than 
other employees in the city.  

• Top industries in the Black community are health care and social services (95 
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establishments), accommodation and food services (74 establishments), and con-
struction (12 establishments).

Property Value in the Black Community
• Median house and condominium value in the Black community is about 12 
percent to 23 percent less than that in the entire city of  Boston.

• The median asking price for a house unit in Mattapan in 2009 was $154,967, the 
lowest in the city, where the median asking price was $456,837.

Black Renters and Boston Housing Authority Residents
• A total of  32 percent of  the 11,396 Boston Housing Authority residents in 2008 
were Black.

• About half  (49.3 percent) of  BRA’s 10,478 Section 8 clients in 2008 were Black.

• More than 60 percent of  Black renter households paid more than 30 percent of  
their income for housing in 2005-2007.

• Close to 40 percent of  Black renter households pay more than 50 percent of  
their income for housing.

Home Purchase and Refinancing Loans for Owner-Occupied Homes
• Boston Blacks and Latinos had the highest cost home purchase mortgages in the 
city, 10.4 percent and 10.6 percent respectively of  all loans that they received in 2008.

• More than 9 percent of  all refinancing loans to Black homeowners in Boston 
were high- interest loans.

• Black home purchase borrowers represented 10.2 percent of  all loans and 23.7 
percent of  all high cost loans.

•  Black homeowners received 8.7 percent of  all refinancing loans and 25.5 per-
cent of  the high-cost refinancing home loans.

• Roxbury and Mattapan had the highest percentage of  high-cost loans in Boston, 
12.7 percent and 12.5 percent respectively.

• Mattapan had the highest percentage of  high-cost homeowner refinancing loans 
at 10.6 percent.

• More than 30 percent of  Back borrowers who applied for a home mortgage in 
2008 were denied.

•  Nearly half  of  Black homeowners (46.2 percent) who applied for a home financ-
ing loan were denied.
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nearly twice the rate of  their White counter parts.

• From 1990 to 2008, Black and Latino borrowers were denied home purchase 
loans at rate significantly greater than Whites.

Introduction
Boston’s Black businesses community dates back to the post-Civil War era, when 
the West End was the center of  the Black community.2 In those days Black-owned 
businesses were primarily barbershops, grocery stores, tailors shops, dressmak-
ers, stables, newspapers, and restaurants.3  Notable Black business leaders of  that 
era included Joseph Lee, John Coburn, Phoebe Whitehurst Glover, and Lewis 
Hayden, among others.  Many of  those business leaders and businesses were very 
successful and catered to a wide customer base that included many White clients. 
Black business leaders played an important role in the economic and civic lives of  
the city. As James Jennings illustrates in the opening chapter, the heart of  the Black 
community in Boston has moved to Roxbury, Dorchester and Mattapan. Black-
owned businesses continue to contribute to the vitality of  the city, and Black busi-
ness leaders are represented on boards, commissions, and committees, and have 
served as advisors to mayors and governors. This chapter focuses on Black-owned 
businesses in Boston, business activities in the Black community as defined in this 
report, and some selected housing and home financing characteristics for Blacks 
in Boston that are not covered in the opening chapter.

This section of  the report is divided into two major parts. The first part focuses 
on: a) Boston’s representation in the list of  the top Black-owned businesses in the 
United States; b) a brief  description of  Black-owned businesses in Boston; and 
c) selected business activities in the Black community. The second part of  this 
chapter concentrates on the selected housing and home financing characteristics 
for Blacks and for the Black community, including: a) property values in the Black 
community; b) Blacks living in Boston Housing Authority (BHA) units; and c) 
home-purchasing and refinancing loans. The section concludes with some recom-
mendations on how to increase employment and promote businesses and wealth 
creation in the Black community and among Blacks in Boston.

Data for this section of  the report are from a variety of  sources including the Cen-
sus of  Businesses, the Economic Census, Survey of  Business Owners, American 
Community Survey, the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) and market 
data from www.city-data.com and www.zip-codes.com. The BHA data are from 
two reports by Michael E. Stone, Ghazal Zulfiqar, and Elaine Werby for the Cen-
ter for Social Policy at UMass Boston.4  The home mortgage and refinancing data 
are from a report by Jim Campen entitled Mortgage Lending to Traditionally 
Underserved Borrowers & Neighborhoods Massachusetts, 2008.5
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Boston and Top Black-Owned Businesses in the US
Based on list published by Black Enterprise and the Black Wall Street district, the 
top 210 largest Black-owned businesses in the country earned between $18.8 mil-
lion and $2.5 billion in 2009. OneUnited Bank of  Boston was ranked 10th among 
the top Black-owned businesses in the country, with total sales in the amount of  
$636 million (Table 1). OneUnited is second largest Black-owned bank in the 
country behind Caver Federal Savings Bank in New York City. 

According to its website, OneUnited is the first Black-owned Internet bank and 
the first Black- owned interstate bank. The bank started nearly 50 years ago with 
the opening of  Unity Bank and Trust in Boston. OneUnited was established by 
joining a number of  Black-owned banks across the country.

OneUnited is under investigation by federal regulators for irregular banking prac-
tices. The bank has also been hit hard by the collapse of  mortgage giants Fannie 
Mae and Freddie Mac. Despite its regulatory and financial challenges, OneUnited 
is the city’s most prominent Black-owned business and the one that puts Boston on 
the list of  places with top Black-owned businesses. Of  cities with a Black popula-
tion comparable to Boston, only Charlotte, N.C. had more Black- owned busi-
nesses that made the list of  Top Black-Owned Businesses. The other four cities 
had no Black-owned businesses that made the list (Table 2).

OneUnited is an important business in the Black community and perhaps the most 
important Black-owned business in Massachusetts. The Bank is also an important em-
ployer. It is, however, not among the largest local employers in the Black community. 

Businesses in the Black Community
The top three employers in the Black Community, according to 2005 employment 
and industry data from www.City-Data.com, were health care and social services, 
accommodation and food services, and construction.6  There were 97 health and 
social services agencies in the Black community with 1 to more than 1,000 em-
ployees. There was one hospital in the Black community with over 1,000 employ-
ees, two agencies with 250-499 employees, and eight with 100-249 employees. 
However, 52 percent, or 50 of  the total number of  the health and social services 
agencies, had between 1-10 employees. Carney/Caritas Hospital was the largest 
employer in the Black community with more than 1,000 employees. 

Accommodation and food services, which includes supermarkets, was the second-
largest employment sector in the Black community, with 72 establishments that 
employed between 1 and 249 residents. The Stop & Shop in Grove Hall is the 
largest employer in that sector with up to 249 employees. About 81 percent of  the 
accommodation and food services businesses are small-sized establishments with 
fewer than 10 employees. A total of  12, or 17 percent of  the accommodation and 
food services establishments, were medium-sized businesses with 10 to 49 employ-
ees. In fact 70 of  the 72 establishments had fewer than 50 employees. 
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Source: http://blackwallstreet.org/blk.resources.dir/bua.html

Table 2:

Source: US Census Bureau, 2009 Population Estimates.

Construction is the third-largest employment sector in the Black community, with 
12 establishments that employed between 1-499 persons. There was one construc-
tion firm which located in Roxbury that had 250-499 employees.  Additionally, 

Total 
Population

645,169
669,064
332,572
753,572
802,843
474,396

Black 
Population

146,821
125,827
138,132
142,748
160,283
128,768

% Black Pop

22.7%
18.8%
41.5%
18.9%
20.0%
27.1%

City

Boston, MA
Charlotte, NC
Cincinnati, OH
Columbus, OH
Jacksonville, FL
Kansas City, MO

No. of  Top 
Black Owned 
Businesses

1
3

City

St. Louis
Houston
Detroit

New York
Torrance
Troy

Orlando
Fairfield
St. Claire 
Shores

Boston
Bethesda
Louisville
Newark

Wesley 
Chapel

Detroit
Bethseda

Los Angeles
Southfield
Solon

New Orleans
Atlanta

Washington

State

MO
TX
MI
NY
CA
MI
FL
CA
MI

MA
MD
KY
NJ

FL

MI
MD
CA
MI
OH
LA
GA
D.C.

Sales

$2,530,000,000
$2,430,000,000
$1,186,000,000
$789,900,000
$753,000,000
$752,000,000
$664,000,000
$650,000,000
$646,200,000

$636,000,000
$605,100,000
$510,000,000
$495,000,000

$481,000,000

$455,000,000
$410,000,000
$407,900,000
$379,500,000
$375,500,000
$372,700,000
$369,100,000
$363,900,000

Company

1. World Wide Technology
2. CAMAC International
3. Bridgewater Interiors
4. Carver Federal Savings Bank
5. Act-1 Group
6. TAG Holdings
7. ZeroChaos
8. MV Transportation
9. Prestige Automotive

10. OneUnited Bank
11. RLJ Development
12. Manna
13. City National Bank 
of  New Jersey

14. March Hodge 
Automotive Group

15. Barden Companies
16. RLJ McLarty Landers Auto
17. Broadway Federal Bank
18. GlobalHue
19. Anderson-Dubose
20. Liberty Bank and Trust Co.
21. H. J. Russell & Co.
22. Industrial Bank
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the Franklin Park Zoo was also a major employer in the Black community. The 
largest local employers in the Black community were Carney/Caritas Hospital, 
the construction company in Roxbury, a waste management company in Grove 
Hall, the Stop & Shop in Grove Hall, and the Franklin Park Zoo. Roxbury Com-
munity College was also a major employer in the Black community with close to 
250 employees (table 3).

Table 3: Industries by Number of  Employees 
               Boston’s Black Community, 2005

Roxbury 
(02119)

1
1
2

2
2
2
6
1
10
23

1
1
1
2
2
7

3
2
4
10
19

3
1
2
6

Grove Hall 
(02121)

3
3
4
1
11
22

1

7
8

1

1

Dorchester 
(02124)

1

3
1
4
8
26
43

1

4
5

4
1
3
16
24

1

Professional, 
Scientific & 
Technical 
Services Firms

500-999
1-4
Total

Health Care and 
Social Assistance
1000+
250-499
100-249
50-99
20-49
10-19
1-10
Total

Construction
250-499
100-249
50-99
20-49
1-19
Total

Accommodation 
and Food Services
100-249
50-99
20-49
10-19
5-9
1-4
Total

Administrative 
Support Waste 
Management
100-249

Art, Entertainment, 
Recreation
100-249

Educational 
Services
100-249

Real Estate Services
50-99
20-49
1-4
Total
Other Services
50-99
10-19
1-4
Total

Mattapan 
(02126)

3
3
3
9

1
1
1
9
9
21

1
2
4
7

Total

1
1
2

1
2
8
6
17
13
50
97

1
2
1
2
6
12

1
1
8
4
16
42
72

1

1

1

3
1
2
6

1
2
4
7
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Source: www.city-data.com

There are some notably large employment establishments in the Black commu-
nity and a number of  small businesses. The Black community’s share of  the city’s 
population is more than twice its share of  businesses. Based on the 2009 popula-
tion estimates, 21 percent of  the city’s population resided in the Black community, 
while about 9 percent of  the businesses were located there. Businesses in the Black 
community had fewer workers on average than businesses in the city as a whole 
and earned less. In 2006, a person working in the Black community earned on av-
erage $10,000 less than workers in the city as whole.  Boston had a total of  13,712 
business establishments with an annual payroll of  $19.4 billion, or $54,379 per 
employee. During that same period, the Black community had 2,203 business es-
tablishments with a total payroll of  $719 million, or $43,681per employee. During 
that same period, Boston had a ratio of  26 jobs per business establishment, while 
the Black community had a ratio of  13 jobs per establishment (Table 4). Black-
owned businesses tend to hire fewer workers and paid less.

Black-Owned Businesses in Boston
Data on businesses by race and ethnicity are included in the Economic Census 
Survey of  Business Owners, which is published every five years. The last Eco-
nomic Census was taken in 2007, and the data by race of  business owners are still 
being prepared for publication. However, data 1972 to 2002 provide and glance 
at the characteristics of  Black-owned businesses in Boston. Generally the number 
of  Black-owned businesses in Boston increased from 717 establishments in 1972 
to 3,544 in 2002. The number of  establishment with paid employees during that 
same period increased from 158 to 382.

Roxbury 
(02119)

1
1
2

2
2
2
6
1
10
23

1
1
1
2
2
7

3
2
4
10
19

3
1
2
6

Grove Hall 
(02121)

3
3
4
1
11
22

1

7
8

1

1

Dorchester 
(02124)

1

3
1
4
8
26
43

1

4
5

4
1
3
16
24

1

Professional, 
Scientific & 
Technical 
Services Firms

500-999
1-4
Total

Health Care and 
Social Assistance
1000+
250-499
100-249
50-99
20-49
10-19
1-10
Total

Construction
250-499
100-249
50-99
20-49
1-19
Total

Accommodation 
and Food Services
100-249
50-99
20-49
10-19
5-9
1-4
Total

Administrative 
Support Waste 
Management
100-249

Art, Entertainment, 
Recreation
100-249

Educational 
Services
100-249

Real Estate Services
50-99
20-49
1-4
Total
Other Services
50-99
10-19
1-4
Total

Mattapan 
(02126)

3
3
3
9

1
1
1
9
9
21

1
2
4
7

Total

1
1
2

1
2
8
6
17
13
50
97

1
2
1
2
6
12

1
1
8
4
16
42
72

1

1

1

3
1
2
6

1
2
4
7
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Table 4: Businesses, Employment and Payroll 
               Boston and Black Community, 2006

Sources: Economic Census, www.zip-codes.com

Table 5: Black-Owned Businesses in Boston 1972-2007

Sources: Census of  Manufacturing, Wholesale and Retail Services, 1972-1997. Economic 
Census 2002-2007.

Roxbury 
(02119)

704

378
        

$402M
   

6,864

Grove Hall 
(02121)

367

174
 

$62M

2,053

Dorchester 
(02124)

780

491
 

$205B

5,847

Business 
Mail Box

No. 
of  Business

Annual 
Payroll

No. 
of  Employees

Annual Sales

Sales 
per business

Employee 
per business

Payroll 
per employee

Mattapan 
(02126)

352

220

$48M

1,693

Total

                     
2,203 

                     

1,263 
        

$718M
                   

16,457 

                       

13.0 
 

$43,680

City

                    

13,712 
 

$19.3B
                   

356,231 
 

$55B 
 

$4M 
                          

26.0 
 

$54,379 

1982

1214
 $59M 
469

2411
 

$23M

1992
                     

2,583 
 $ 182M 
214

1997
                        

3,239 
 $304M 
474

No of  Firms
Sales Receipts
Firm with 
Paid Emp
Sales Receipts
No of  
Employees
Annual 
Payroll

2002
                        

3,544 
 $289M 
382

 $213M 
                        

2,443 

$67M 

2007
                

1972
                    

717
 $44M 
158
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2002. The number of  Black-owned establishments increased from 158 to 469 be-
tween 1972 and 1982 but decreased to 214 between 1982 and 1992. The number 
of  Black-owned businesses with paid employees declined again from 474 in 1997 
to 382 in 2002. The most significant growth that Black-owned businesses experi-
enced between the 20-year period from 1982 to 2002 was in sales. Sales receipts 
of  Black establishments grew significantly, from $59 million in 1982 to $289 mil-
lion in 2002. Employment in Black-owned businesses, however, lagged behind the 
momentous growth in sales. 
 
The number of  workers in Black-owned establishments remained stagnant at 
about 2,400 employees between 1982 and 2002. Average annual payroll per em-
ployee per establishment for Black-owned businesses in 2002 was $27,663, in con-
trast to $53,033 for Boston as a whole. 

Property Values, Rents in the Black Community, 
and Renter Households
In addition to the selected housing characteristics that Jennings presented in the 
opening chapter, two other facts about housing in the Black community are worth 
mentioning. First, median house and condominium values in the Black commu-
nity are lower than in the city.  Median house and condominium value in Boston 
in 2009 was $375,700. Median house and condominium value in Roxbury was 
the lowest in Boston at $288,436, 23 percent less than the value of  homes and con-
dominiums in Boston overall. Second, housing was more affordable in the Black 
community than in the rest of  the City. Median asking price for all housing units 
in Boston was $456,837, in contrast to $154,967 in Mattapan. 

Sale prices and the number of  units sold in the Black community reflect general 
real estate patterns in Boston and the region. According the Boston Department 
of  Neighborhood Development, the median sale price for houses in Boston de-
clined by 7 percent between 2008 and 2009. The number of  houses sold in the 
city also declined by 7 percent. Mattapan and Roxbury experienced the steepest 
decline in sales price, 25 percent and 17 percent, respectively. The number of  
homes sold in Mattapan, however, increased by 19 percent between 2008- 2009.7 
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Table 6: Housing Values, Rents and Sale Prices
               Boston’s Black Community, 2009

Source: www.city-data.com

 Rents in Boston remained relatively high between 2008 and 2009. The 
median in Boston in 2009 was $1,750 per month, a slight decline of  5 percent from 
2008.7 Roxbury had the highest rents in the Black Community in 2008. Half  of  the 
renter households in Roxbury paid $1,463 in comparison to $1,338 in Mattapan 
and $1,225 in Dorchester.  Median rent was not reported for Roxbury in 2009. 
Median rent declined by 10 percent in Mattapan and increased by 6 percent in 
Dorchester. Another important element of  housing characteristics is affordability.

 Professor Michael E. Stone of  the College of  Public and Community 
Services at UMass Boston developed the concept of  “shelter poverty.” It measures 
how much a renter has left to meet non-shelter needs after paying for housing.9  
According to Stone, 62 percent of  Black renter households paid more than 30 
percent of  their income for housing and 39 percent paid more than 50 percent 
in 2005 and 2007. The percentages for the city of  Boston were 54.7 percent and 
32.9 percent, respectively. On the other hand, 48 percent of  White renters paid 
more than 30 percent of  their income for housing and 28 percent paid more than 
50 percent. Stone determined that 53 percent of  all renters in Boston were shelter 
poor. Latinos represented the highest percentage of  shelter poor renters, 68 per-

Roxbury 
(02119)

                     
9,768 

                        
6,974 

                           
78.0 
                    

288,436 
                    

335,286 
                    

388,970 
                    

302,140 

                        

1,796 
                            

966 

Grove Hall 
(02121)

                       
9,846 

                            
6,833 

                                  
77 
                        

327,061 

                        

302,497 
                        

268,827 

                            

2,157 
                            

1,069 

Dorchester 
(02124)

               
18,212 

               
10,876 

                       
63 
             

330,995 
             

335,286 
             

358,736 
             

227,372 

                 

2,141 
                 

1,270 

Total units

Renters

% Renters

Median house 
and condo value

Average prices 
of  all units

Average prices of  
detached houses

Average prices 
of   townhouses

Median 
gross rent

Median owner 
cost w/m

Property tax w/m

Mattapan 
(02126)

                     
9,710 

                     
5,323 

                           
56 
                

294,256 
                

154,967 
                

294,256 
                

284,516 

                     

2,053 
                     

1,204 

City

                                       
237,397 

                   
148,929 

                       
62.73 

                   
375,700 

                   

456,837 
                   

405,559 
                   

512,277 
                       

1,196 

                       

2,652 
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poor renter households, 39 percent.10

Table 7: Renter Households With 
              Affordability Problems City of  Boston, 2007

Source: Computed from American Community Curvey 2005-2007 PUMS Data 
by Michael E. Stone, U MASS Boston - March 2009

# of  
Households
(Thousands)

                     
144.2
76.8
78.9
47.5

24.0
16.4
13.8
7.9

32.8
22.0
20.4
13.0

14.2
8.6
8.2
5.3

70.9
28.1
34.6
19.8

73.3
48.9
44.3
27.7

% of  
Households

                       

100.0%
53.3%
54.7%
32.9%

100.0%
68.4%
57.5%
33.0%

100.0%
67.1%
62.3%
39.6%

100.0%
60.1%
57.8%
37.0%

100.0%
39.6%
48.8%
28.0%

100.0%
66.7%
60.4%
37.7%

% of  All
               

100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%

16.6%
21.4%
17.5%
16.7%

22.7%
28.6%
25.9%
27.3%

9.9%
11.1%
10.4%
11.1%

49.2%
36.6%
43.8%
41.8%

50.8%
63.7%
56.2%
58.2%

ALL RENTERS
Total
Shelter Poor
Paying 30%+
paying 50%+

LATINO
Total
Shelter Poor
Paying 30%+
paying 50%+

BLACK*
Total
Shelter Poor
Paying 30%+
paying 50%+

ASIAN-
AMERICAN*
Total
Shelter Poor
Paying 30%+
paying 50%+

WHITE
Total
Shelter Poor
Paying 30%+
paying 50%+

*NON-LATINO

NON-WHITE*
Total
Shelter Poor
Paying 30%+
paying 50%+

** All minus White 
Non-Latinos

Median
Income

                     

$30,500
$12,900
$16,500
$9,900

$21,300
$13,500
$14,700
$9,600

$22,400
$13,500
$15,300
$10,000

$21,300
$9,500
$10,000
$7,200

$45,000
$13,100
$20,600
$11,500

$21,600
$12,800
$14,200
$9,300
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Home Purchase and Refinancing Loans 
for Owner-Occupied Homes
Over the years Professor Jim Campen has prepared a series of  reports on chang-
ing lending patterns for the Massachusetts Community Banking Council.11  The 
reports started by looking at redlining or the lack of  fair access to mortgage loans 
to underserved borrowers and neighborhoods. The latest and 16th report in the 
series, Mortgage Lending to Traditionally Underserved Borrowers & 
Neighborhoods Massachusetts, 2008, looks at the cost of  mortgage loans 
to traditionally underserved borrowers and neighborhood. The report shows that 
Black and Latino borrowers and neighborhoods, who historically had limited ac-
cess to fair credit, are getting mortgage and refinancing loans at costs higher than 
those for White and Asian borrowers.

Table 8: High-Cost Loans In Boston - First Mortgage and Refinancing 
Loans for Owner-Occupied Homes, 2008

Source: Jim Campen. 2010. Mortgage Lending to Traditionally Underserved Borrowers & 
Neighborhoods Massachusetts, 2008. A Report Prepared for the Massachusetts Community 
Banking Council (MCBC). Data from the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA).

In 2008, a total of  4,472 first mortgage loans were made to borrowers in Boston, 
and 4.4 percent were classified as higher cost loans. Campen defines higher cost 
loans as loans with Annual Percentage Rates (APRs) that are 3 percentage points 
higher than current interest rate on US Treasury Bonds. A total of  454 mortgage 
loans and 385 refinancing loans were made to Black borrowers for owned-occu-
pied home loans, and 10.4 percent and 9.4 percent of  those loans, respectively, 
were high APRs (HAPRs) loans, in contrast to 4.4 percent and 3.2 percent for 
all loans and 3.4 percent and 2.5 percent for Whites. Black borrowers received 
a significantly higher proportion of  high cost loans than their share of  all loans.

All Loans
(Thousands)

                                        
4,472 
320
454
255                   
2,858 
22
563

HAPR 
Loans                       

198
8
47
27
97
2
17

% HAPR 
Loans

               
4.4
2.5
10.4
10.6
3.4
9.1
3

All
Asians
Blacks
Latinos
Whites
Others
No Info

All Loans
                     
            

4,443 
176
385
197               
3,016 
9
660

HAPR 
Loans

                                         
141 
2
36
10
74
1
18

% HAPR 
Loans

                     
3.2
1.1
9.4
5.1
2.5
11.1
2.7

Home Purchase Loans Refinance Loans
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Owner-Occupied Homes, 2008

Source: Jim Campen. 2010. Mortgage Lending to Traditionally Underserved Borrowers & 
Neighborhoods Massachusetts, 2008. A Report Prepared for the Massachusetts Community 
Banking Council (MCBC). Data from the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA).

Black borrowers received 10.2 of  first mortgage loans for owner-occupied homes 
but 23.7 percent of  all high-cost loans. Loans to Blacks and Latinos represented 
about 16 percent of  all loans and more than 37 percent of  the share of  high-cost 
loans. With regard to refinancing loans, Blacks received 8.1 percent of  all loans 
and 25.5 percent of  the high-cost refinancing loans.  Similarly, Roxbury and Mat-
tapan had higher rate of  high-cost mortgage and refinancing loans in relation to 
their share.

In addition to receiving loans at high cost, Blacks were also more likely than 
Whites to be denied mortgage and refinancing loans. Three out of  ten Blacks 
who applied for a first mortgage for an owner-occupied home were denied. The 
rate for Latinos was close to the rate for Blacks at 28.7 percent. In contrast, only 
one out of  ten Whites who applied for a similar loan were denied. The denial rate 
for refinancing loans for Blacks is even more abysmal. It was more difficult for all 
borrowers to obtain refinancing loans in 2008. But nearly half  of  Blacks and 41 
percent of  Latinos refinancing loan applicants were denied as opposed to 19 per-
cent of  Whites. Income level did not make a major difference. Blacks with same 
income as Whites were also turned down at a much higher rate.

Historically, Blacks and Latinos have been denied home mortgage loans at much 
higher rates than Whites. Between 1990 and 2008, only in 1995 was the home 
purchase loans denial rate for Blacks was lower than 20 percent. In that year, the 
denial rate for Blacks was the lowest at 18.6 percent, but it was still more than 
twice the rate for Whites, which was 7.3 percent.  The denial rates for Blacks fluc-
tuate between 16 percent and 24 percent between 1995 and 2005. It went up to 
35 percent in 2007, about two percentage points higher than in 1990. While the 
denial rate for Blacks decreased from 35.3 in 2007 to 30.8 in 2008, it is still at the 
1990 level, which is indicative of  the fact that Blacks may be experiencing unfair 
access to home mortgage and refinancing loans at level similar to the redlining 

All 
Loans

                                        
320
454
255                
2,858 
22
563

HAPR 
Loans                       

                           
7.3                           
9.5                           
5.3                       
64.6                          
0.5                            
12.8 

% HAPR 
Loans

                                             
4.0                          
23.7                          
13.6                          
49.0                              
1.0                              
8.6

Asians
Blacks
Latinos
Whites
Others
No Info

All 
Loans

                                
176
385
197              
3,016 
9
660

HAPR 
Loans

                                                        
4.0                                  
8.1                                 
4.3                              
68.4                                 
0.2                              
14.9

% HAPR 
Loans

                            
1.4                           
25.5                               
7.1                           
52.5                               
0.7                           
12.8

Home Purchase Loans Refinance Loans

% of  all 
Loans                       

                           
7.2       
10.2                               
5.7                        
63.9                           
0.5                       
12.6 

% of  all 
Loans                                 

                  
4.0                  
8.7                  
4.4               
67.9                  
0.2               
14.9
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eras. In effect, it looks as if  Blacks are facing two levels of  constraint. Blacks are 
denied home mortgage loans even when they have the income to support the loans 
and for those who do receive loans, they come at a high cost.

Table 10: High APR Loans By Neighborhoods - First Mortgage 
and Refinancing loans for Owner-Occupied Homes, 2008

Table 11: Denial Rates - First Mortgage and Refinancing 
Loans for Owner-Occupied Homes, 2008

Table 12: Denial Rates - Home Purchase Loans 
for Owner-Occupied Homes, 1990-2008

All 
Loans

                                        
221
128
215
220
582
262
270
310
326
248
512
468
277
341

92
                  

4,472 

High APR 
Loans                       

28
16
21
15
37
13
12
12
9
5
10
9
5
5

1
                

198 

% High 
APR Loans

               
12.7%
12.5%
9.8%
6.8%
6.4%
5.0%
4.4%
3.9%
2.8%
2.0%
2.0%
1.9%
1.8%
1.5%

1.1%

4.4%

Roxbury
Mattapan
Hyde Park
East Boston
Dorchester
Roslindale
West Roxbury
Allston Brighton
Jamaica Plain
Central
South Boston
South End
Charlestown
Back Bay 
Beacon Hill
Fenway 
Kenmore

Total

All 
Loans                     

            
150
151
245
178
467
317
383
336
304
261
518
409
276
342

106
         

4,443 

High APR 
Loans

                                         
11
16
17
16
21
14
13
1
9
2
12
2
1
5

1

141 

% High 
APR Loans

                     
7.3%
10.6%
6.9%
9.0%
4.5%
4.4%
3.4%
0.3%
3.0%
0.8%
2.3%
0.5%
0.4%
1.5%

0.9%

3.2%

Home Purchase Loans Refinance Loans

Applications
                                        

540
967
502                   
4,198 

Denial Rate                       
                           

14.8                            
30.8                       
28.7                       
12.0 

Asians
Blacks
Latinos
Whites

Applications
                                                 

323           
1,261         
533          
4,973 

Denial Rate
                                                            

22.9                
46.2               
41.1               
19.0

Home Purchase Loans Refinance Loans

1990
                                        

14.5
32.7
25.3                      
16.4 

1995                       
                                                         

8.2                       
15.8                       
18.6                               
7.3 
 

Asians
Blacks
Latinos
Whites

2000
                                                 

12.7
24.5
18.9
9.3
 

2005
                                                                              

14.6 
 23.6 
 20.9 
 10.1 

2007
                                                                                                 

13.3               
35.3               
36.3                   
10.8 
 

2008
                                                                                                           

14.8 
30.8 
28.7 
12.0 
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Blacks and the Black community face a number of  challenges in the area of  busi-
ness development and access to home mortgage and refinancing loans. Remediat-
ing these deficiencies requires persistent action, coordination, and collaboration 
among a variety of  stakeholders including government, civic leaders, religious 
leaders, philanthropies, and community-based organizations. Some of  the steps 
that may be considered include:

• Working with the largest employers in the Black community so that they can 
more active and visible at neighborhood events and in supporting local initiatives 
and activities.

• Requiring businesses in the Black community and Black-owned businesses that 
have public contracts to create more jobs. 

• Developing strategies with Main Streets programs in the Black community to 
recruit quality businesses to neighborhood commercial districts.

• Developing a marketing plan in collaboration with Main Streets, neighborhood 
trade associations, the Chamber of  Commerce, and the city government to pro-
mote commercial districts and businesses in the Black community.

• Creating a workable program to provide technical assistance to small businesses 
in the Black community so that they can grow and hire more residents.

• Conducting more research do better understanding why Blacks (and Latinos) are 
continuing to be denied home mortgage and refinancing loans at high rates and, 
when they receive loans, it is often at a high cost.



Sources

1 The Black Wall Street District is a neighborhood commercial district in Oak-
land, Calif. that stretches from High Street to the San Leandro border along In-
ternational Boulevard.

2 The West End was bounded by Cambridge Street to the south, the Charles River 
to the west and northwest, North Washington Street on the north and northeast, 
and New Sudbury Street on the east. The West End was allowed to deteriorate 
and was bulldozed as part of  an Urban Renewal project. 

3 Cromwell, Adelaide M. 1994. The Other Brahmins: Boston’s Black Upper 
Class, 1750—1950. The University of  Arkansas Press, Fayetteville. 

4 Ghazal Zulfiqar, Michael E. Stone, and Elaine Werby. 2008. Boston Housing 
Authority 
Public Housing Clients: A Socio-Economic Profile. Center for Social Policy, 
UMass Boston.

----.2008. Boston Housing Authority Section 8 Clients: A Socio-Economic Profile. 
Center for Social Policy, UMass Boston.

5 Jim Campen. 2010. Mortgage Lending to Traditionally Underserved Borrowers 
& Neighborhoods Massachusetts, 2008. A Report Prepared for the Massachusetts 
Community Banking Council (MCBC).

6 City-Data.com is a website that collects and analyses data from numerous sourc-
es and creates general profiles of  cities by zip codes.

7 Department of  Neighborhood Development. Real Estate Trends, 2009.

8 ibid

9 Michael Stone.    Shelter Poverty

10 Michael E. Stones. 2009. Renter Affordability in the City of  Boston. Prepared 
for the Center of  Social Policy, UMass Boston.

11 Jim Campen is Professor Emeritus from the Department of  Economics at 
UMass Boston.
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Key Findings from the State of Black Boston 
Housing and Economic Development Chapter 
Chapter written by Alix Cantave, PhD
Associate Director, William Monroe Trotter Institute
University of Massachusetts Boston

The Housing & Economic Development chapter features two major sections. The 
first section focuses on: a) Boston’s representation in the top Black-owned busi-
nesses in the United States; b) a brief  description of  Black-owned businesses in 
Boston; and c) selected business activities in the Black community. The second 
part of  this chapter concentrates on the selected housing and home financing 
characteristics for Blacks and for the Black community, including: a) property val-
ues in the Black community; b) Blacks living in Boston Housing Authority (BHA) 
units; and c) home-purchasing and refinancing loans. The chapter concludes with 
recommendations on how to increase employment and promote businesses and 
wealth creation in the Black community and among Blacks in Boston.

Businesses in the Black Community
In 1972, four years before the National Urban League’s last visit to Boston, the 
number of  Black-owned businesses in Boston was 717. By 2002, that number in-
creased by nearly 400 percent to 3,544.  The number of  Black-owned businesses 
with paid employees during that same period increased from 158 to 382, or almost 
150%.

Top industries in the Black community are health care and social services (95 
establishments), accommodation and food services (74 establishments), and con-
struction (12 establishments).

About 9 percent of  businesses in Boston in 2006 were located in the four census 
tracts that are identified as the Black community, where 21 percent of  the city’s 
population lives. 

A person working in the Black community earned, on average, $10,000 less than 
other employees in the city.  

Property Value & Rental Patterns in the Black Community
• Median house and condominium value in the Black community is approxi-

mately 12 percent to 23 percent less than that in the entire city of  Boston.
• The median asking price for a house unit in Mattapan in 2009 was $154,967, 

the lowest in the city, where the median asking price was $456,837.
• Percentage of  income dedicated to housing expenses is an important indica-

tor of  financial stability and/or vulnerability. More than 60 percent of  Black 
renter households paid more than 30 percent of  their income for housing in 
2005-2007.
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Home Purchase and Refinancing Loans for Owner-Occupied Homes
• Blacks with the same income as Whites were denied home purchasing loans 

at nearly twice the rate of  their White counter parts.
• From 1990 to 2008, Black and Latino borrowers were denied home purchase 

loans at rate significantly greater than Whites.
• Black home purchase borrowers represented 10.2 percent of  all loans and 

23.7 percent of  all high cost loans.
• Black homeowners received 8.7 percent of  all refinancing loans and 25.5 per-

cent of  the high-cost refinancing home loans.
• Roxbury and Mattapan had the highest percentage of  high-cost loans in Bos-

ton, 12.7 percent and 12.5 percent respectively.
• Mattapan had the highest percentage of  high-cost homeowner refinancing 

loans at 10.6 percent.
• More than 30 percent of  Back borrowers who applied for a home mortgage 

in 2008 were denied.
• Nearly half  of  Black homeowners (46.2 percent) who applied for a home 

financing loan were denied.

Conclusion/Recommendations
As noted above, the number of  Black-owned business in Boston has grown signifi-
cantly since the Urban League’s last visit. The Black community faces a number 
of  challenges in the areas of  business development and access to home mortgage 
and refinancing loans. Remediating these deficiencies requires persistent action, 
coordination, and collaboration among a variety of  stakeholders including gov-
ernment, civic leaders, religious leaders, philanthropies, and community-based 
organizations. Some of  the steps that may be considered include:

• Engage the large-scale employers in the Black community so that they can 
build relationships with residents, increase visibility and get involved in local 
initiatives and activities.

• Require businesses in the Black community and Black-owned businesses that 
have public contracts to create more jobs for local residents. 

• Develop strategies with Main Streets programs in the Black community to 
recruit quality businesses to neighborhood commercial districts.

• Develop a marketing plan in collaboration with Main Streets, neighborhood 
trade associations, the Chamber of  Commerce, and the city government to 
promote commercial districts and businesses in the Black community.

• Create a workable program to provide technical assistance to small businesses 
in the Black community so that they can grow and hire more residents.

• Conduct additional research to understand why a significant percentage of  
Blacks and Latinos are denied home mortgage and refinancing loans.

State of  Black Boston Community Advisory Committee (CAC)
Housing & Economic Development Recommendations

While the Housing and Economic Development chapter does not contain refer-
ences to green economy, the CAC would like to note that a just and inclusive 
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green economy is vital for a healthy and sustainable Black Boston. Green Jobs are 
being developed in all sectors of  the economy, including Green Chemistry, Recy-
cling, Urban Agriculture, Organic and Locally Sourced Restaurants, Anaerobic 
Digestion (of  waste matter for energy production), Brownfield Restoration, Solar 
Installation, Water Purification and Management. All of  these industries provide 
enormous opportunities for minority owned businesses and the workforce.

• The Green Jobs sector is growing and it is critical that Black Boston partici-
pate in this opportunity for economic, workforce and business development. 

• Boston’s weatherization program, Renew Boston, provides many “green 
jobs.” Steps must be taken to ensure that local residents are hired for these 
jobs and adequately trained for professional success and career advancement. 

• Weatherization work in the commercial sector is particularly lucrative and it’s 
critical that training is provided for businesses and workforce in this industry. 
These jobs are often union-controlled and frequently people are hired from 
not outside of  Boston, but also out of  Massachusetts. One of  the most im-
portant things to bring jobs to Black Boston would be to enforce local hiring 
processes, which currently receive insufficient oversight. 

• Another area that needs to be given attention is HUD Section 3 - when work 
is done for the Housing Authority, Section 3 requires that job opportunities 
first be offered to those living in public housing. Contractors frequently ignore 
this regulation due to a lack of  oversight and enforcement. 

The following is a summary of  material submitted by the City of  Boston’s Department of  Neighbor-
hood Development as relevant to issues raised in the Housing and Economic Development chapter.

In the period 2001 to 2011, the city’s Department of  Neighborhood Develop-
ment (DND) assisted 1624 homebuyers to purchase their first home. Of  these, 45 
percent were Black, 22 percent White and 33 percent other race/ethnicity, or did 
not report.

In the period 2006 to 2011, DND helped 2498 homeowners where were at risk 
of  foreclosure. Of  these, 1423 or 57 percent were Black, and, of  those, 689 suc-
cessfully avoided foreclosure, 428 are still working to prevent foreclosure, while 61 
were foreclosed. The other 245 received counseling but did not enter the program.

In the period 2001 to 2011, DND helped 3334 homeowners make repairs. Of  
these, 43 percent were Black homeowners who made $33 million in home repairs, 
$25 million of  which came from DND.

In the past 10 years, DND has invested $105.3 million in the four predominantly 
Black zip codes. Combined with $402 million in other public funds, this leveraged 
housing and economic development projects with a total development cost of  
$1.06 billion. This included 99 housing development or preservation projects with 
a total of  2784 units, and 296 economic development projects.
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1600s—A Black community is established in the 
North End, near Boston Harbor. 

1656—Bostian Ken possible becomes the first Black 
landowner in Massachusetts. He owned a house, lot 
and more than four acres where he grew wheat in 
Dorchester, then a separate settlement from Boston.

1800—On the north slope of  Beacon Hill, a Black community evolves following 
the abolition of  slavery in Massachusetts in 1783. 

1820s—David Walker opens a used clothing store near the wharves in the North 
End. His and other Black-owned businesses have Black and White patrons.

1846—Nearly a quarter of  Boston’s 800 Black residents operate businesses.

1890—Five percent of  Black residents live in homes 
they own. 

1900—At a national conference in Boston, Booker T. 
Washington founds the National Negro Business League 
to improve the economic condition of  Black Americans. 
The name is later changed to the National Business 
League.

1900—The 197 Black-owned businesses in the city in-
clude 107 providing personal services, 70 wholesalers or 
retailers, and 20 other enterprises.

1910—David E. Crawford opens Eureka Co-Operative Bank, which he bills as 
“the only bank in the East owned and operated by ‘Colored People.’” The savings 
and loan is taken over in 1978 by a larger, White-controlled one.

1915—Three Black-owned hotels operate in the city: 
the Pitts, Carlton, and Melbourne. 

1920—Black residents have gravitated away from Bea-
con Hill to the South End, where a middle-class com-
munity emerges.

1921—Lawyer Edgar P. Benjamin founds South End 
Cooperative Bank, a savings and loan that operates at 
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least until 1939, when the city has two of  the 17 Black-owned banks in the country.
1928—William H. Love founds Excelsior Credit Union, whose members work for 
major hotels, including the Parker House.

1929—Boston Progressive Credit Union opens in Roxbury, with a large Carib-
bean membership, and survives until taken over by savings and loan in 1980.

1935— The Boston Housing Authority is created to provide public housing to 
city residents impoverished by the Depression. The housing developments it owns 
and manages remain largely segregated until the late 1980s.

1940—Eighty percent of  the Black population lives in the South End and Low-
er Roxbury. Some residents begin moving into the rest of  Roxbury and North 
Dorchester, a gradual migration that continues for twenty years.

1945—Faced with racial discrimination in Bos-
ton’s building trades, John B. Cruz Jr. launches his 
own construction company. The Black entrepre-
neur of  Cape Verdean descent grows Cruz Con-
struction, still in business, into the largest minority-
owned builder in the state. 

1950—The Black homeownership rate is 35 percent.

1950—The redevelopment of  the West End demolishes the historic Black neigh-
borhood at the northern foot of  Beacon Hill.

1954—The high-rise Columbia Point public 
housing project opens in Dorchester. The densely-
populated development becomes so unsafe and has 
such bad living conditions that the Boston Housing 
Authority demolishes it in 1984. Mixed-income 
housing is constructed on the site instead.

1960-1965—The first Black families to move into Mattapan, previously a Jewish 
neighborhood.

1966—The Lower Roxbury Community Corp., now the Madison Park Com-
munity Development Corp., is founded by Ralph Smith. The nonprofit develops 
the 546-unit Madison Park Village. Madison Park is one of  the oldest community 
development corporations in the country.

1968—Unity Bank and Trust is created as the city’s only Black-owned bank, with 
its headquarters in Roxbury and $1.2 million in capital. Donald E. Sneed Jr. is the 
first president.
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dress housing needs in Dorchester. The Lena Park Community Development 
Corp. provides an even broader array of  services.

1969—George Morrison and Lloyd King create the Roxbury Action Program to 
rehabilitate housing in the Highland Park area. 

1970s—Dudley Square declines as a vibrant business district in Roxbury. 

1978—Mayor Kevin H. White sets a goal of  awarding 15 percent of  city con-
tracts to minority-owned businesses.

1980—Grimes Oil Co. of  Boston makes the BE 100 list. Calvin “Kern” Grimes 
Jr. owns the Dorchester-based company that delivers heating oil and has $30 mil-
lion in revenues. It was founded in 1940 with one truck that delivered ice.

1980—The Black homeownership rate is 44 per-
cent.

1982—The Boston Bank of  Commerce emerges as 
a successor to Unity Bank and Trust, which fails. 
The new Black-owned bank acquires financial in-
stitutions in Florida and California and is renamed 

OneUnited Bank in 2002.

1985—Doris Bunte resigns as a state representative 
from Roxbury to become administrator of  the Boston 
Housing Authority. The first Black woman to direct the 
agency serves until 1992.

1987—Mayor Raymond Flynn signs an executive order 
requiring 15 percent of  city contracts go to minority-
owned business, after his administration fails to meet a 
voluntary goal of  10 percent set by his predecessor, Kev-
in H. White. An office of  Minority and Women Business 
Enterprise is established to monitor compliance, but the 
15 percent mandate is never met through 1993. 

1989—The Boston Branch of  the NAACP wins two major housing discrimina-
tion lawsuits. One against the U.S. Department of  Housing and Urban Develop-
ment leads to changes in federal housing expenditures and monitoring by the Bos-
ton Fair Housing Commission. The other against the Boston Housing Authority 
provides monetary damages and first choice of  vacancies to minority applicants 
steered away from predominately White public housing projects.
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1989—Clarence “Jeep” Jones is appointed the first Black 
chairman of  the Boston Redevelopment Authority. 

1994—Fletcher H. Wiley, a cor-
porate lawyer, becomes the first 
Black chairman of  the Greater 
Boston Chamber of  Commerce. 

2000—The Black homeowner-
ship rate reaches 47 percent.

2003—Mayor Thomas M. Menino rescinds a minor-
ity set-aside of  15 percent of  contracts after an Everett 
construction firm sues the city. He promises the city will 
pursue race-neutral ways to provide opportunities to minority-owned businesses. 

2004—A 175-room Hampton Inn opens in an enterprise zone near the Boston 
Medical Center. Kirk A. Sykes is developer of  the first national hotel franchise in 
the city that is Black-owned.

2004—A downtown office tower with 
minority investors is sold, fetching the 
highest price per square foot ever paid in 
Boston. Black developer Kenneth Gus-
cott is among partners behind One Lin-
coln Street, which the State Street Corp. 
leases.

2006—Construction of  500 hous-
ing units on the Boston State Hospital 
grounds is approved by the Boston Re-
development Authority. A partnership 
of  the Lena Park Community Develop-
ment Corp. and New Boston Fund will 
develop Olmstead Green on part of  the 
site, largely vacant since 1979, that has 
been the largest undeveloped parcel in 
the city.

2008—Eighty percent of  the Black 
population lives in Roxbury, Dorchester, 
and Mattapan. Mattapan has the high-
est concentration of  Black residents of  
any neighborhood in the city. 
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Building Black Prosperity in Boston
William Monroe Trotter Institute
University of Massachusetts Boston
.
State of Black Boston
Building Black Prosperity in Boston:
Equity and Equality and Wealth in Boston’s Black Community

May 26, 2010, 11am-1pm
Dudley Branch, Boston Public Library
Panelists
Thomas M. Shapiro, Professor of  Public Policy and Sociology, Brandeis University
Beth Williams, President & CEO, Roxbury Technology Corporation
Ronald A. Homer, CEO, Access Capital Strategies LLC
Vara Holiday

Shapiro told the story of  Sheryl, a single African-American mother who started 
a trust for her child to go to college. Ten years passed and her daughter was a se-
nior in high school. The fund had since been dried up in credit card debt, burial 
for her late husband and other essential living expenses. “Sheryl is one of  many in 
Boston, and throughout America that start out attempting to save for the future of  
their children, and then end up dealing with the difficulties of  life.” 

His study on the growth in the racial wealth gap followed families from 1984-
2007. The gap was $20,000 in 1984; $95,000 in 2007. This is a measure of  finan-
cial capacity of  wealth, excluding home equity.

Wealth is distinct from income in relation to prosperity. 

• High-income African Americans are similarly high-achieving and started off  
with about $25,000 in wealth, but 23 years later it fell to about $18,000.

• Middle-income whites started off  with less wealth than African Americans in 
1984 but ten years later they began to attain wealth. 

• Wealth loss during the recession: from 2007 until 2009, African American wealth 
dropped $983,000,000. That means every expense for the entire nation of  African 
Americans in one year could have been covered by what was lost in wealth, includ-
ing home equity. 

Shapiro talked about possible solutions to the wealth gap. There are a number of  
policies in this state that help incentivize families to save money through Individ-
ual Development Accounts that provide  “match money,” to buy home or pay for 
training, for instance. The person saves $50 a month, some entity will put in $50. 
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Children’s saving accounts are set up for children at birth, accumulating funds that 
they can use when they become young adults. 

Shapiro said the recession presented opportunities on the state and national lev-
el, for example, how stimulus funds are being used. We can recreate occupational 
business segregation that has developed over a few hundred years and change in 
similar fashion things like: who are the subcontractors, who the state does business 
with, what the chain of  supply looks like for those goods and services, and use the 
perfect opportunity to change the structure of  jobs. 

Homer, former president of  the Boston Bank of  Commerce, said he was not in-
terested in Individual Development Accounts, which he called a “social program” 
that is not sustainable. He said that is not the way economic development proceeds 
in suburbs like Brookline. He described his focus as building capacity.

Vara Holiday said that Blacks lack the networking resources that other groups 
have to get jobs and be effective in the workplace. We need to teach people to 
study their field that they want to enter.

Williams said we need to teach people basic work skills.

Questions and Comments from the Audience:
Where can someone set up an Individual Development Account? Shapiro replied 
that IDAs are relatively new and touch a very small part of  the population. A 
federal budget item exists in the US Department of  Health and Human Services, 
which partners with state agencies. There are about 15 or 20 organizations locally 
where a person can start an IDA.

Jacqueline Cooper said she works with people to set up IDAs. First, they have 
to go to financial literacy training and commit to put aside a certain amount of  
money. They can only use money for higher education, educational training, 
home improvement, retirement, business development, or expansion. Most folks 
are below 120% poverty. They put $50 a month in account and then deposits in 
that account are matched. 

Haywood Fennell
How do we promote an environment to create for-profit enterprises? 

City Councilor Ayanna Pressley said before we can create capacity and cre-
ate jobs, we have to create community. What happened to the Black Pages (direc-
tory of  Black-owned businesses)?  Audience responds they are online now. Pressley 
also touted the value of  youth entrepreneurship programs.

Compiled by Reynolds Graves.
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Howard Manly
Executive Editor, Bay State Banner

At the annual St. Patrick’s Day roast of  Boston politicians, the air was rife with 
discontent among the assembled Democratic faithful. There was good reason. 
A little-known state senator, Scott Brown, had just pulled off  a stunning upset to 
claim the U.S. Senate seat left vacant by the death of  Ted Kennedy. 

Underneath the laughter and good-natured ribbing was the very real possibility 
that Deval Patrick, a close political ally of  President Barack Obama, could lose the 
upcoming gubernatorial election. Some of  the faithful doubted whether Patrick’s 
grassroots message of  “Together we can” could overcome the global recession and 
its impact on the state economy. Some Blacks were whispering that Patrick had not 
done enough to reduce the high Black unemployment rate or increase diversity 
within state government.

But on this day in 2010, when scripted jokes were the traditional currency, Patrick 
had something else in mind during his turn at the podium.

After delivering a quick ba-da-bing punch line on the campaign’s three candidates 
– “tall, dark and handsome,” Patrick took direct aim at one of  his two opponents: 
Tim Cahill, the state treasurer (Johnson, 2010).

It was widely believed at the time that Cahill’s candidacy would siphon votes from 
Republican candidate Charlie Baker and thus enable Patrick to squeak out a win. 

In fact, and in keeping with the tradition of  an Irish roast, state Senate President 
Therese Murray held up mock cover photos of  the books several Massachusetts 
politicians were writing, including one by Patrick. “How I got re-elected” was the 
title, Murray quipped, and on the cover was a huge headshot of  Cahill.

Given those politics at work, Patrick’s jab was a bit out-of-place and sounded more 
appropriate for the campaign trail (Johnson, 2010). But as far as Patrick was con-
cerned, he was on the campaign trail. The state pension fund had lost millions 
under Cahill’s leadership, Patrick pointed out, and the state Lottery had never 
made its revenue goals since he began as governor in 2007.

“To be governor,” Patrick deadpanned in what he later explained was an un-
scripted line, “…at a minimum, you have to know how to count.” 

The response from the audience of  700, many of  whom where there to laugh, 
was immediate. 

First a murmur, then silence. 
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Without a doubt, Deval Patrick has made a lot of  folks quiet. He can also count. 
His political appeal cut across all racial, ethnic, and class lines in a state where 
Democrats outnumber Republicans by a three to one margin—37 percent of  
registered voters are Democrats, 12 percent are Republicans and 51 percent are 
unaffiliated.

Not since 1966 when Republican Edward W. Brooke III became the first Afri-
can American to be elected by popular vote to the U.S. Senate had an African 
American politician done as well statewide in Massachusetts. But unlike Brooke’s 
landslide win with 60.7 percent of  the vote to Democratic Endicott Peabody’s 38.7 
percent, Patrick went on to win reelection by the thinnest of  margins. 

In 2010, the margin was 147,417 votes. Patrick earned a total of  1,112,283 or 
about 48 percent. Baker came in second with 964,866 or 41 percent. Cahill pulled 
in 184,395 votes – or more than the difference between Patrick and Baker. Given 
the state’s significant bloc of  independent voters, no one can argue with any cer-
tainty that Cahill’s campaign vaulted Patrick back into the governor’s office – even 
factoring the nearly 40,000 votes earned by perennial Green Party candidate Jill 
Stein. But Cahill’s presence on the ballot certainly helped. 

Patrick’s win took on national implications – and established a new standard in 
Massachusetts. With the exception of  Brooke, no other African American politi-
cian has built a predominantly White statewide constituency. While that suggests 
a transformation in White voter attitudes, it certainly has new ramifications for 
Black voters, especially those inclined to favor candidates more outspoken on mat-
ters of  race.

Like Brooke, Patrick did not make race an issue during his two campaigns, an ap-
proach that at least Brooke thought was the right strategy (Cooper, 2006).

Asked what African Americans should expect from Patrick, Brooke replied: “I 
think they expect him to be a governor for all the people in Massachusetts, which 
includes African Americans, Hispanics and Caucasians. That’s all they can expect 
and hope for. If  otherwise, he won’t be there long, nor should he be there long. 
That was what he was elected to do, to represent the people — all of  the people.” 

Very few question Patrick’s “Blackness.” But legitimate questions are raised 
about whether Patrick’s multi-billion dollar commitment to the state bio-tech 
and “green” industries will have a significant impact on minority neighborhoods 
plagued with poor academic performance and high crime. Others wonder what 
trickle-down benefits will be gained in Roxbury or Dorchester by state tax credits 
to Hollywood film crews. 

To be sure, Patrick has done a better job of  hiring and appointing Blacks to the 
State House, most notably Roderick Ireland, the new Chief  Justice of  the Su-
preme Judicial Court, than previous administrations. He also maintained consis-
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Freedom House and METCO.  Patrick readily admits he hasn’t done a good job 
of  trumpeting his accomplishments in gaining passage of  ethics reform or re-
vamping the criminal recordkeeping system. 

But despite such major state accomplishments, Patrick’s reelection was seen more 
as a repudiation of  the national Republican resurgence, not the result of  Boston’s 
Black political power. Against a backdrop of  global recession and political uncer-
tainty, it was the one affirmation to a disastrous referendum on the first two years 
of  Obama’s presidency (Bierman, 2010). Given the Republican resurgence across 
other parts of  the country, Patrick’s win was all the more impressive in a state 
where Blacks make up only 5.4 percent of  the population. 

That Patrick led in the polls throughout the campaign over both Republican 
nominee Baker and Independent Cahill was no small matter either, particularly 
considering the noisy Tea Party Express movement that supported Brown and 
conservative candidates across the country. Making things worse, the Republican 
Governors Association pumped $2 million into an advertising blitz to support 
Baker and paint Patrick as another tax-and-spend liberal in one of  the nation’s 
bluest of  states. 

“Patrick has defied the laws of  political gravity,” wrote the Boston Globe’s Brian 
Mooney. “Patrick was not a popular incumbent. But he was by far the more skillful 
candidate, and he ran the better campaign…When Baker failed to say where he 
would make specific program cuts in his drastic downsizing platform, Patrick filled 
in the blanks for voters, saying they would come in education, health care, and aid 
to cities and towns” (Mooney, 2010).

As it turned out, Brown’s surprising Senate win was the best thing to happen to 
Patrick.  It forced him early on to secure his base of  Black and Latino voters, the 
ones who didn’t show up in numbers for state Attorney General Martha Coakley 
in her embarrassing campaign against Brown. 

In that special election on Jan. 19, 2010, Coakley did win the Black vote in Bos-
ton— 94.9 percent in Ward 12 and 99.4 percent in Ward 14 — but the turnout 
was meager in the city’s two most minority voting districts. Only 34.9 percent of  
voters went to the polls in Ward 12, and 32.6 percent in Ward 14. The turnout 
statewide was 53 percent. “A greater turnout by Blacks in Boston would not have 
won the day for Coakley,” opined the Bay State Banner, “but a more assertive 
campaign in minority areas across the state could have made a difference.”

Out of  2,253,727 votes cast, Brown pulled 51.8 percent, while Coakley earned 47 
percent. Only a total of  107,317 votes separated the two. 

Coakley should have known her support among African Americans was weak after 
the Democratic primary. Blacks voted decisively for U.S. Rep. Michael Capuano. 
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In Ward 12, Capuano had 50.4 percent of  the vote compared to 29.2 percent for 
Coakley. In Ward 14, Capuano had 48.7 percent with 32.9 percent for Coakley. 

Patrick did not make the mistake of  taking the Black vote – or any vote—for 
granted. As he saw it, the biggest problem, regardless of  race, was voter disen-
chantment. The acute frustration within Black communities underscored the rise 
of  cynicism across the state and, as evident in Coakley’s defeat, all too often trans-
lated into voters staying home on Election Day. He tapped into that political vein 
in a razor-sharp and racially-neutral way.  

Patrick, for example, was on point during a campaign stop at Suffolk University. 
“We are awash in cynicism in the Commonwealth, but the cynical are not smart; 
they’re just pretending to be,” Patrick said in his prepared remarks. “The truth 
is, we’ve got big problems, and we better start thinking big about the solutions. 
Ideological purity from the left or the right, in times like these, is like trying to put 
a Band-Aid on a broken bone.” 

He added: “The chance to bring real and lasting reform for our schools, our econ-
omy, and our communities is right in front of  us. All that is missing is our willing-
ness to put aside the tired, cynical habits of  Massachusetts public discourse and 
get down to business.”

In his 2010 “State of  the State Address,” delivered just two days after Brown’s 
Senate victory, Patrick said he understood the anger of  voters and non-voters 
alike.  “Be angry,” Patrick said, “but channel it in a positive direction. It’s easy to 
be against something. It takes tough-mindedness and political courage to be for 
something.” 

His personal story offered a clear example of  what was possible in spite of  over-
whelming odds. The married father of  two daughters rose from childhood pov-
erty, attended prestigious Milton Academy in a Boston suburb, Harvard College, 
and Harvard Law School on scholarships, and served in the Clinton administra-
tion as assistant attorney general for civil rights. After a corporate law career, he 
made his first bid for elected office in 2006 with the help of  Chicago political 
consultants David Axelrod and David Plouffe, who would go on to run Obama’s 
2008 presidential campaign. 

Patrick didn’t need the job. But he became the first African American elected gov-
ernor in Massachusetts and only the second in the United States, after L. Douglas 
Wilder in Virginia. “As a first time –and at first little known – candidate in 2006,” 
the Globe wrote, Patrick “captured the state’s imagination by transforming mun-
dane issues into big, bold themes with powerful emotional resonance.” 

In seeking re-election, Patrick cast his campaign not as a quest for personal ac-
complishment, but as repayment for his free education. “I’m grateful, and all I’m 
trying to do is give back the same better chance that I got,” he said.
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the evolution of  Black politics in Boston. But this is not any other time or place. 
The problem with proclaiming success based on one notable achiever is that so 
many others are still lagging behind in almost every socioeconomic indicator, in-
cluding such long-standing problems as health and economic disparities. Those 
problems have been the target of  a long litany of  government policies and non-
profit programs, but little new in actual results or changes in direction has resulted.
 
What has become increasingly part of  the civic dialogue is the intractability of  
some of  the city’s most chronic problems – Black-on-Black crime, low academic 
performance, high incarceration, low home and business ownership  – and the 
seeming impossibility of  finding long-term, systematic solutions.  

It’s as if  the headlines had not changed for the overwhelming majority of  Blacks 
in the last 75 years. In fact, the National Negro Congress (NNC) petitioned U.S. 
Congress in 1935 and bemoaned the status of  Blacks of  the day. 

In  “A new crisis confronts the Negro people,” the NNC wrote, “Today, the whole 
of  the United States faces the crisis of  mass unemployment, lower standards of  
living, hunger, and misery. For Negroes this crisis shakes the foundation of  their 
social and economic existence in the nation. For them six years of  depression have 
meant an intolerable double exploitation both as Negroes and as workers…

“Even so-called Negro jobs are no longer available,” the petition continued. “Un-
employment spreads, and in ever section of  the nation the Negro is fast becoming 
a jobless race” (Grant, 1968).

Much the same could be written today. Complicating matters – at least in Boston 
– is not only finding common ground with the Irish, Italians, and Dominicans but 
also among Black Brahmins, transplanted southerners and immigrants from Afri-
can and Caribbean nations. In Boston, the tens of  thousands of  new arrivals from 
Africa and the Caribbean have made possible the creation of  service, advocacy, 
or social organizations based on national origin, and, in the case of  immigrant 
Africans, ethnicity or even home village (Cooper, 2010). Low-power radio stations, 
or dedicated radio or cable TV programs, speak for and to the Black immigrant 
communities, sometimes in languages that most native-born Blacks cannot com-
prehend, like Haitian Creole (Cooper, 2010).

Historically, city and state politics have provided glue to bridge ethnic, religious, 
and class fault lines—as have civil rights organizations such as the Urban League 
of  Eastern Massachusetts and the Boston Branch of  the NAACP. But those com-
munity agencies and political offices have also found their influence dwindling, 
partly the result of  low memberships, low voter turnouts, and public criticisms of  
their effectiveness. The Black Church remains strong, but is divided over the is-
sue of  homosexuality, crimping local leadership on current civil rights issues such 
as gay marriage or public health policies aimed at reducing the spread of  HIV/
AIDS throughout minority communities. 
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The stakes are high. In Boston, the cost of  disunity and disengagement can be 
seen in Scott Brown’s Senate win. “For Black immigrants, the Republican’s win 
probably means the undocumented can forget about a path to U.S. citizenship or 
amnesty, which Brown opposes, anytime soon,” Kenneth J. Cooper concludes. 
“That means fewer Black voters in Boston, and perhaps a longer wait for a Black 
mayor to finally move into City Hall.” 

Harvard professor Theda Skocpol writes about the overall decline of  civic en-
gagement in the country. Skocpol is director of  the Center for American Political 
Studies and also leads the Harvard Civic Engagement Project. 

In her research, Skocpol has focused on large, voluntary membership organiza-
tions that historically (and pointedly less so today) connected individuals not only 
to teach each other, even across class lines, but also to people across the country 
and to the issues of  the day. 

“American civic voluntarism was never predominantly local and never flourished 
apart from national government and politics,” Skocpol wrote in her book, Dimin-
ished Democracy: From Membership to  Management in American Civic Life. 

To her, what needs to be explained, and counteracted, is not the behavior of  indi-
viduals but the organizations that have changed the nature of  civic activity in ways 
that leave little role for the rank-and-file member.

“The social movements of  the 1960s and 1970s …inadvertently helped to trigger 
a reorganization of  national civic life in which professionally managed associa-
tions and institutions proliferated while cross-class membership associations lost 
ground,” Skocpol wrote. “In our time, civically-engaged Americans are organiz-
ing more but joining less. I think we need to keep our eye on where the real prob-
lem is, and I don’t think its just money. It’s getting the people back in. That’s the 
real problem.”

The problem of  disenchantment is much more complicated in the Black commu-
nity and traces its roots back to the peculiar history of  race relations in America 
and, specifically, in Boston. That rich history in the city, spanning three centu-
ries, has been well documented by scholars over the years, and while it is always 
troublesome to compare eras, it is clear that Boston, long known for its lofty ideals 
and less than noble day-to-day realities, is now in yet another period of  political 
transition. 

“This reflects the real dualism of  the Negro-hyphen-American,” wrote Joanne 
Grant, who edited the 1968 classic Black Protest: History Documents, and Analyses 1619 
to the Present. “He is a citizen, yet he is not. This is his country, yet not wholly. One 
need not search for patriotism in the Negro American, yet he is outside of  and 
alienated from much of  American life.”
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the intellectual elite or the upward striving middle class. Alienation, both from 
the mainstream of  American life and from the Negro elite, is readily apparent 
among the masses of  poorer Negroes… convinced that his uniquely un-American 
experience stems from his Blackness, and that acknowledgement of  this is a step 
which must first be secured. This concept has operated within the Negro protest 
movement in two ways and has led it in two different directions simultaneously—
wanting out and wanting in.”

More than 40 years after Grant captured the heart of  modern day Black cynicism, 
Boston witnessed the spectacular demise of  two significant political careers – and 
the furthering of  an us-versus-them mentality that has plagued minority politics 
in recent times. 

Both state Senator Dianne Wilkerson and Boston City Councilor Chuck Turner 
were outspoken African American opponents of  racial injustice— and both were 
caught taking bribes from a federal informant, also an African American. Both are 
now serving prison sentences on public corruption charges.

While Turner still boldly maintains that he was a victim of  a right-wing con-
spiracy, an assertion that U.S. District Judge Douglas P. Woodlock would surely 
consider another “surreal” statement from Turner, a relatively new crop of  young 
Black and Latino leaders have emerged that are just as quick to talk about the 
needs of  the community as they are about integrity, accountability, and, most 
importantly, results. 

Patrick is clearly the leader of  that pack. On Turner’s ouster from the Boston City 
Council, Patrick was reluctant to criticize the merits of  the argument that Turner 
had been set up by federal investigators. No, Patrick took the high ground.  

“I have, for a long time, respected much of  the work that Chuck Turner has done 
in communities and for communities,” Patrick told reporters after addressing the 
Massachusetts Newspaper Publishers Association. “There is a very strong feeling 
among people in his district that he is responsive to them, but he is convicted of  a 
very serious crime and, I think, there are a lot of  consequences that ought to come 
from that — and this is one.” 

Considering the changing demographics, the new crew of  minority politicians 
couldn’t come at a better time. Most experts agree the rising numbers of  people of  
color around the state is slowly changing the political terrain as those populations 
mature civically. In 2010, the Massachusetts House saw the election of  its first two 
Asian American members in its more than 200-year history: Democrat Tackey 
Chan of  Quincy and Republican Donald Wong of  Saugus. 

The year before, former state representative William Latingua in Lawrence be-
came the first Latino elected mayor in Massachusetts. Setti Warren in Newton be-
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came the first African American elected mayor. Lantigua, of  Dominican descent, 
is Black and Latino.

Chan and Wong join veteran state Representatives Byron Rushing, Benjamin 
Swan, and Gloria Fox, along with relative newcomers to the State House, Sonia 
Chang-Díaz, Linda Dorcena Forry, Cheryl A. Coakley-Rivera, Jeffrey Sánchez, 
Marcos A. Devers, and Carlos Henriquez and Russell E. Holmes, the first two 
Black men elected to the House from Boston since 1982. 

The Boston City Council now has among its 13 members Charles Yancey, Ay-
anna Pressley, Felix G. Arroyo, and Tito Jackson, who succeeded Turner in a spe-
cial election after Turner’s federal conviction and ouster. In addition, two African 
Americans hold county office as sheriffs: Frank G. Cousins Jr. in Essex County and 
Andrea Cabral in Suffolk County. 

No other period in history can claim as many African American elected officials 
in such a wide array of  political offices across the state. 
 
A long wait
Of  all American cities, Boston remains a bit of  a racial anomaly. Framed by two 
seminal eras—its most noble in advocating for abolition during the eighteenth 
century and its lowest during the ugly resistance to school busing in the 1970s—
Boston has been home to some of  the most outspoken critics of  racism and in-
justice. It has also been home to some of  the nation’s most gifted intellects and 
conspicuous achievers.

It is also now home to Patrick, one the few who have been able to effectively con-
nect the aspirations of  African Americans with the broader messages of  public 
service and the belief  that the purpose of  government is to provide a better quality 
of  life for all citizens regardless of  whether they are poor, working class, or more 
affluent. 

“The public wants us to try some solutions and try working together to get at it,” 
he said during another 2010 campaign stop. “In that spirit, my door is open to 
you — all of  you. If  all you’ve got is the standard list of  nonnegotiable demands, 
and you will accept nothing short of  your way, let me tell you, just take a number, 
because that line is long. But if  you want to try some big ideas, and to press for a 
modernized, outward- and upward-looking public policy and politics, then come 
on in.” 

In a sense, Patrick’s campaign was based on the longstanding Puritan vision of  
Boston as “a city upon hill.” That vision originated with John Winthrop, the 
wealthy English Puritan lawyer who led the first wave of  migrants from England 
in 1630 in the founding of  the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Winthrop served as 
governor for 12 of  the colony’s first 20 years. 



98 Good News & Good Work to be Done        www.ulem.org  

C
iv

ic
 E

ng
ag

em
en

t “For this end,” Winthrop wrote in 1630 in his landmark “A model of  Christian 
Charity, “we must be knit together in this work as one man. We must entertain 
each other in brotherly affection. We must be willing to abridge our selves of  
our superfluities, for the supply of  other’s necessities. We must uphold a familiar 
commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience, and liberality. We must 
delight in each other, make others’ conditions our own…always having before our 
eyes …our community as members of  the same body.” 

It was noble goal. But the reality was far different, particularly for African Ameri-
cans. Historians agree that Blacks first came to Massachusetts in 1638, and while 
the numbers at first were small, they have continued to steadily increase to this 
day. In 1680, there were between 100 and 200, and only 500 by 1708. In 1715, 
there were 2,000 Blacks in a Massachusetts population of  96,000. 

Though Whites had the same derogatory attitudes toward Blacks that were com-
mon in that era and expressed in the other colonies, the political status of  Blacks 
was different in Boston, largely because of  the Puritans’ profound commitment to 
the universality of  law (Miller, 1985). The rights to police protection, legal coun-
sel, trial by jury, fair and considered hearings, and impartial justice were applied 
to all without regard for skin color. That was true even though slavery and inden-
tured servitude were practiced. 

The relatively equal application of  the law engendered in Boston Blacks a spirit 
of  protest that was unusual in America’s history. By the late eighteenth century, 
Black slaves in the Boston area were perfectly free to go to court to petition for 
manumission (Miller, 1985). A landmark case was won by James, a slave of  Rich-
ard Lechmere of  Cambridge, who sued in 1770 on the grounds that he was being 
illegally held in bondage. Other Blacks had rallied in support of  James’ claim and 
had raised money to employ counsel. Many other slaves obtained their freedom by 
winning court cases that relied on the precedent set in James’ lawsuit.

The colonies were governed in accordance with English law, so court decisions 
rendered in England had legal effect in Massachusetts and the other territories. 
The English courts ruled in 1772 in the Sommersett case that no one could be 
held in bondage in England. In reliance on that opinion, slaves petitioned the 
legislature in 1773 and again in 1777 to enact legislation that would emancipate 
them. 

Slavery was finally abolished in Massachusetts, but it is still unclear just when. 
Lemuel Shaw, the chief  justice of  the Supreme Judicial Court, stated in 1836 in 
Commonwealth v. Aves: 

How or by what act slavery was abolished in Massachusetts, whether by the adop-
tion of  the opinion in Sommersett’s case, as a declaration and modification of  the 
common law, or by Declaration of  Independence, or by the constitution of  1780, 
it is not now very easy to determine, and it is a matter of  curiosity than utility; it 
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being agreed on all hands, that if  not abolished before, it was so by the declaration 
of  rights. 

“A Declaration of  the Rights of  the Inhabitants of  the Commonwealth of  Mas-
sachusetts” was drafted by John Adams and adopted by the Massachusetts Consti-
tutional Convention of  1780. The first article states:

All men are born free and equal, and have certain natural, essential and unalien-
able rights: among which may be reckoned the right of  enjoying and defending 
their lives and liberties; that of  acquiring, possessing and protecting property; in 
fine, that of  seeking and obtaining their safety and happiness. 

But the abolition of  slavery did not automatically grant the right to vote to Black 
freedmen. Paul and John Cuffe, two prosperous ship owners who lived in Dart-
mouth just outside New Bedford, had refused to pay taxes on the grounds they 
were not allowed to vote. In 1778, the town conceded in the Cuffes’ case that 
there should be no taxation without representation. Reluctantly, the Cuffes were 
allowed to vote (Miller, 1985).

But White repugnance continued. The Legislature even attempted to prevent the 
continued settlement of  Blacks in Massachusetts by making it unlawful for Blacks 
to stay. In 1788, in a statute to suppress and punish “rogues, vagabonds, common 
beggars, and other idle, disorderly and lewd persons,” one section provided:
 
No person being an African or Negro, other than a subject of  the Emperor of  
Morocco, or a citizen of  someone of  the United States (to be evidenced by a cer-
tificate from the Secretary of  State of  which he is a citizen), shall tarry within this 
commonwealth for a longer time than two months. 

Enforcement of  such a law would have prevented Boston from becoming a refuge 
for runaway slaves, but the law was never effectively enforced, and was later dis-
avowed in a “Legislative Report on Free Negroes and Mulattoes” issued in 1822. 

Despite the passage of  laws, public opinion and abuse of  Blacks was still rampant, 
serious enough for Prince Hall, who organized the first Black Masonic Lodge in 
the United States in 1784, to address his lodge brothers in 1797 in the following 
manner:

We are not possessed of  a great measure of  it (patience), you could not bear up un-
der the daily insults you meet with in the streets of  Boston; much more on public 
days of  recreation, how are you shamefully abused, and that at such a degree, that 
you may truly be said to carry your lives in your hands.

The fight for equality pressed on, and the turn of  the 19th century marked the first 
time that Blacks in Boston created their own organizations – and buildings. The 
three-story brick building wasn’t much, “plain and commodious,” one writer said 
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House on a little patch of  land on the North Slope of  Beacon Hill. It would be-
come the organizational center for the city’s anti-slavery movement.
 
One such organization, started in 1826, was the Massachusetts General Colored 
Association. It was the first abolitionist organization in Massachusetts. In a rous-
ing address at an 1828 semi-annual meeting of  the MGCA later published in the 
Freedom’s Journal, David Walker explained the groups purpose was “to unite 
the colored population, so far, through the United States of  America, as may be 
practicable and expedient; forming societies, opening, extending and keeping up 
correspondence, and not withholding anything which may have the least tendency 
to meliorate our miserable condition.” 

Walker was born in Wilmington, North Carolina, to a slave father and a free 
mother. He moved to Boston during the 1820s and became one of  the first African 
American political leaders to merit national attention. In Sept. 1829, he published 
“Appeal in Four Articles; Together With a Preamble to the Coloured Citizens of  
the World, But in Particular, and Very Expressly to Those of  the United States of  
America.” 

Its position on slavery was very clear – and dangerous. In the 76-page pamphlet, 
Walker urged slaves to rise up against their owners, and argued for the abolition 
of  slavery on moral and Christian theological grounds. 

“Now, I ask you, had you not rather be killed than to be a slave to a tyrant, who 
takes the life of  your mother, wife, and dear little children?” Walker wrote. “Look 
upon your mother, wife and children, and answer God Almighty; and believe this, 
that it is no more harm for you to kill a man, who is trying to kill you, than it is for 
you to take a drink of  water when thirsty; in fact, the man who will stand still and 
let another murder him, is worse than an infidel, and, if  he has common sense, 
ought not to be pitied.”

Walker also singled out third president and Declaration of  Independence author 
Thomas Jefferson, who died three years before the pamphlet’s initial publication. 
Walker criticized Jefferson’s assertion that Black people were inferior to Whites, 
and said that such statements posed a threat to true American democracy. 

“I say that unless we refute Mr. Jefferson’s arguments respecting us, we will only 
establish them,” Walker wrote. 

The publication alarmed slave owners and Southern politicians. Cash rewards 
were offered for Walker’s death. The pamphlet was a major factor behind the 
passage of  legislation aimed at controlling slaves and free Blacks, including laws 
penalizing anyone who taught Black people how to read as well as banning the 
distribution of  anti-slavery writings. The mayor of  Savannah, Georgia went as far 
as to request that Boston Mayor Harrison Gray Otis suppress the publication. Otis 



101www.ulem.org      Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts

C
ivic E

ngagem
ent

replied that he could not suppress it but that he held it in “deep disapprobation 
and abhorance [sic].”

As the owner of  a secondhand clothing store whose patrons included free Black 
sailors, Walker had an almost foolproof  distribution network. It is believed that the 
“Appeal” was sewn into his garments’ linings and smuggled into the South. 

On June 28, 1830, Walker was found dead near his used clothing shop on Brattle 
Street, which was where City Hall Plaza is now. The precise cause was never 
determined. Some think he was a victim of  poisoning, but other scholars say he 
succumbed to tuberculosis. Either way, he was only 45 years old. 

Walker’s death did not end Black protest in Boston. In fact, many historians have 
argued that Walker’s Appeal was the start of  a movement. “Scholars have right-
ly termed the ‘Appeal’ a declaration of  independence for Black Americans and 
linked it to the long tradition of  political dissent and pamphleteering, as well as to 
the beginnings of  American abolitionism,” Deborah McDowell, director of  the 
University of  Virginia’s Carter G. Woodson Institute for African-American and 
African Studies, told the Associated Press.  

Despite the danger, Black activists were still willing to plead their cause after Walk-
er’s death. In 1833, Maria Steward, the first American female political activist, 
spoke before a gathering at the African Meeting House. “It is not the color of  the 
skin that makes the man or the woman,” she explained, “but the principle formed 
in the soul.” 

Another was Charles Lenox Remond, an active leader of  the American Anti-
Slavery Society. It is believed that he was the first African American to deliver a 
speech before the Massachusetts House of  Representatives. In a Feb. 25, 1842 
account published in William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator, Remond spoke against 
segregated transportation. “Trusting as I do,” Remond reportedly said, “that the 
day is not distant when, on all questions touching the rights of  the citizens of  the 
state, men shall be considered great only as they are good…”

Remond later got to the heart of  the matter. “Complexion can in no sense be 
construed into a crime, much less to rightfully made the criterion of  rights,” he 
explained. “Should the people of  color, through a revolution of  providence be-
come a majority, to the last, I would oppose it on the same principle; for, in either 
case, it would be equally reprehensible and unjustifiable –alike to be condemned 
and repudiated. It is JUSTICE I stand here to claim, and not FAVOR for either 
complexion.”

Deval Patrick is a student of  history and is particularly attuned to the abolitionist 
struggle. At both of  his inaugurals, Patrick took his oath of  office on the Mendi 
Bible. It had been given to John Quincy Adams by the group of  Africans he de-
fended in 1841 before the U.S. Supreme Court in a landmark case that resulted in 
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schooner, traveling along the coast of  Cuba, was taken over by a group of  captives 
who had been kidnapped in Africa and sold into slavery. The Africans were later 
apprehended on the vessel near Long Island, New York and taken into custody. 

Patrick also honored the abolitionist movement by hanging the portrait of  John 
Andrew, the state’s 25th governor, in his State House office.  Andrew was a promi-
nent leader in the fight to allow Black soldiers to serve in the military. It was 
Andrew who pushed for both the 54th and 55th Massachusetts Regiments. But 
Andrew didn’t do it alone. One of  his friends was Lewis Hayden. 

In 1858, Hayden and other abolitionists convinced Andrew to run for state repre-
sentative. He won a seat, and then became governor two years later by one of  the 
largest margins at that time. By 1861, Blacks wanted to fight for the nation and 
put an end to slavery. Despite their willingness to enlist, Blacks endured all sorts of  
legislative obstructions and were particularly incensed that they were denied the 
right to bear arms or receive equal pay. 

On Thanksgiving Day 1862, Andrew came to dinner at the Haydens’ home on 
Southac Street. By the time Andrew left, he had agreed to seek federal permission 
to create a regiment of  Black soldiers as soon as the Emancipation Proclamation 
took effect on Jan. 1, 1863. On Jan. 26, 1863, Andrew met with Secretary of  War 
Edwin Stanton in Washington, D.C., to review a draft of  the order authorizing the 
governor to raise a “corps of  infantry for the volunteer service.” 

At the bottom of  Stanton’s draft, Andrew wrote, “…and may include persons of  
African descent, organized into separate corps.” 

Stanton then signed the amended order enabling Andrew to recruit men for the 
54th Regiment. Because Massachusetts had a relatively small African American 
population, recruiters fanned out across the North to fill the ranks of  the 54th. 
Hayden was one of  the recruiters, as were Frederick Douglass of  Rochester, New 
York; Charles Lenox Remond of  Salem, Massachusetts; Henry Highland Garnet 
of  New York; John Mercer Langston of  Ohio; Martin Delaney of  Illinois; and T. 
Morris Chester of  Pennsylvania. 

By Feb. 21, 1863, nearly two years after the Confederate forces fired on Fort Sum-
ter off  the coast of  Charleston, South Carolina, scores of  men were undergoing 
training at Camp Meigs in Readville, now the Hyde Park section of  Boston. The 
original 1,007 recruits came from 15 northern states, four border states, and five 
states of  the Confederacy. 

“Gov. Andrew was a well-respected and courageous leader who displayed bold 
leadership during his tenure in office,” Patrick said of  Andrew’s portrait. “At a 
time of  great divide in America, he demonstrated a willingness to change the sta-
tus quo and encouraged others to do the same. I am proud to display his portrait 
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in my office, and I hope that I may govern with the same compassion and foresight 
that he demonstrated.”

The idea of  public service is nothing new among Boston’s African Americans. In 
1867, Edwin Garrison Walker and Charles Mitchell were elected to the Legisla-
ture and became the first Black state legislators in the United States. From then 
until 1902, 13 different Black men served at various times in the General Court, 
most serving more than one term. 

Given that foundation grounded in law and forged in Black political protest, most 
recently during the 1960s and the city’s busing crisis, it is not surprising that Black 
leaders have adapted to the political realities of  their day. Federal and state courts 
are well-versed in issues of  discrimination and racism. Left undone for the major-
ity of  Blacks is a way to reverse the present course. 

“Black America’s main problem is neither overt racism nor more subtle ‘societal’ 
racism,” Black scholar John McWhorter wrote in 2004. “Lifting Blacks up is no 
longer a matter of  getting Whites off  our necks. We are faced, rather, with the 
mundane tasks of  teaching those ‘left behind’ after the civil rights victory how to 
succeed in a complex society — one in which there will never be a second civil 
rights revolution.” 

A younger generation of  leaders has emerged but they inherit deep-rooted prob-
lems that in many respects. Partly the result of  political frustration, scores of  grass-
roots community groups have emerged to tackle specific problems.  

Leaders from Sociedad Latina and other youth-oriented community groups, for 
example, hosted a hearing at City Hall to raise awareness about advertisements 
promoting unhealthy lifestyles, like smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol, in the 
windows of  Boston storefronts. “It is your responsibility to protect us,” Shanaya 
Coke, 18, of  the youth-led Breath of  Life: Dorchester (BOLD) Teens organization 
told the council.  Another youth-led lobbying effort was a 2009 city law banning 
the sale of  cigarettes in educational and health care institutions, including phar-
macies and drug stores. Hyacynth Dixon was one of  the BOLD teens who led the 
fight. The law also bans in all stores the sale of  blunt wraps — flavored tobacco 
leaves that are often used as drug paraphernalia and marketed heavily to teenag-
ers. “It took a long time,” Dixon said. “We did a lot of  protesting. [But] it was a 
contradiction for pharmacies to sell cigarettes.” 

To that sort of  grass-roots engagement several recently-elected officials have pro-
claimed their dedication. Felix Arroyo says he was inspired to run for office by the 
ascension of  former community organizer Barack Obama to the White House, 
and wants to bring a similarly fresh approach to the City Council. “I think it’s 
time for a new politics in Boston,” he told the Bay State Banner. “Our campaign 
is based on collaborative politics — bringing people together so we can all have a 
voice in government.” 
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that she will draw on her personal experiences to advocate for social justice issues, 
including education reform, affordable housing, and improving public transporta-
tion. While the public transportation falls under the purview of  state government, 
Pressley notes that the city contributes $74 million a year to the MBTA. As a 
result, city councilors can use their office as a bully pulpit to make sure their con-
stituents’ needs are met by local, state, and federal governments. 

“It’s very important that the community is heard and our views are respected,” 
Pressley said. “This job is a partnership. I really want to improve the relationship 
between people and government.” 

Not all of  Boston’s leaders have been people-persons. W.E.B Burghardt DuBois, 
for instance, was a reluctant leader. “I was no natural leader of  men,” Du Bois 
wrote years later. “I could not slap people on the back and make friends of  strang-
ers. I could not easily break down an inherited reserve; or at all times curb a biting, 
critical tongue. Nevertheless, having put my hand to the plow, I had to go on.” 

For DuBois the goal was clear. “I believed in the higher education of  a Talented 
Tenth who through their knowledge of  modern culture could guide the American 
Negro into higher civilization,” DuBois wrote in Dusk of  Dawn: An Essay Toward 
an Autobiography of  a Race Concept. “I knew that without this the Negro would 
have to accept White leadership, and that such leadership could not always be 
trusted to guide this group into self-realization and to its highest cultural possibili-
ties.”

Patrick has become just the latest in a long line of  the Talented Tenth who have 
made their impact on Boston. That list includes E.B. Jourdain, one of  the “origi-
nal twenty-nine” who attended the first meeting of  what became known as the Ni-
agara Movement. In fact, he was typical of  these original founding members who 
were unabashedly opinionated when it came to the topic of  Booker T. Washington 
and equal rights for African Americans at the turn of  the 19th century. 

“We respect Mr. Washington’s devotion to the educational interests of  his race; 
we admire his genius in rearing such a beacon light as Tuskegee, in the dismal 
swamp of  ignorance and degradation, the great Black belt,” Jourdain wrote one 
of  Washington’s confidantes on Aug. 19, 1902. “But we cannot follow his lead 
when he counsels ‘nolo contendere’ in the matter of  manhood and citizenship 
rights. We doubt not his sincerity in the belief  that he ‘stoops to conquer’ but we 
don’t admire, agree with or respect his position of  passive surrender of  all rights 
in order to win them.”

Overall, the Niagara Movement was the most progressive faction of  the Negro mid-
dle class, wrote Manning Marable in his 1986 biography, “W.E.B. Du Bois: Black 
Radical Democrat” — “the group most willing to jeopardize its material and politi-
cal security in the effort to achieve democratic rights for the Afro-American people.” 
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One of  the Movement’s founding members was William Monroe Trotter, like Du 
Bois, a Harvard man, and also the editor of  the Boston Guardian. Together they 
drafted the Movement’s Declaration of  Principles. 

“Persistent manly agitation is the way to liberty,” they wrote in 1905. “ … We 
Black men have our own duties … to respect ourselves, even as we respect others. 
But in doing so, we shall not cease to remind the White man of  his responsibility. 
We refuse to allow the impression to remain that the Negro-American assents to 
inferiority, is submissive under oppression and apologetic before insults.” 

At this point in history, Patrick doesn’t have to make race an issue. Nor do other 
African American elected officials. Needed are community leaders and organiza-
tions that can hold elected officials accountable for the needs of  their constituents. 
Yes, voters always have that power, but in recent years, many have stayed at home. 
To his credit, Patrick made sure that did not happen. He knew how to count.  

Recommended Action Steps
It is of  utmost importance to reinstate civics instruction in public education in 
Massachusetts. As well-documented in recent reports compiled by the National 
Assessment of  Educational Progress (NAEP), high school seniors across the coun-
try are woefully limited in their understanding the nation’s political system. Only 
25 percent, for instance, could name one power granted to Congress by the U.S. 
Constitution. This lack of  knowledge must be redressed in order to adequately 
equip future generations of  students for their civic responsibilities.

Given the state of  sharply divided partisanship, voter turnout is surprisingly low 
in Massachusetts.  Statewide turnout during the Democratic runoff  between state 
Attorney General Martha Coakley and U.S. Rep. Michael Capuano was 53 per-
cent; in Boston’s most African-American precincts, 35 percent voted. That race 
ultimately saw the election of  Scott Brown to replace the late U.S. Senator Ted 
Kennedy. Voter turnout is still critical and requires the attention of  each and every 
resident as well as those with an interest in the development of  political power in 
communities of  color. In a state with more than three million registered voters, 
Deval Patrick earned his second gubernatorial term by a mere 147,000 votes. 

Civil rights organizations such as the Urban League of  Eastern Massachusetts and 
the Boston Branch of  the NAACP have created longstanding community institu-
tions designed to bridge the ethnic, religious, and class fault lines that divide Bos-
ton. But in recent years these organizations have found their influence dwindling, 
partly the result of  low memberships, low voter turnouts, and perceptions of  their 
ineffectiveness. Those organizations must re-dedicate their outreach efforts to take 
advantage of  modern social media to not only increase membership across racial 
and ethnic lines, as mandated by their original mission statements, but also main-
tain their relevance by detailing their programs that address today’s complicated 
social, political, economic, and health issues. 
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ing political boundaries to account for changes in the state population. Based on 
population figures taken from the 2010 Census Massachusetts is slated to lose one 
of  its ten congressional districts in this year’s process. As it is now, several pro-
posals have been made, including one that would create a Boston-based district 
where people of  color would make up 56 percent of  the voting age population. 
Though a majority-minority district is no guarantee that a candidate of  color 
would emerge as a winner, it would increase the likelihood of  such a candidacy 
and should be supported by non-partisan, political organizations. U.S. Senator 
Edward W. Brooke, the last African American to serve in the U.S. Congress from 
Massachusetts, lost his seat more than three decades ago in 1978. Despite electing 
the state’s first African American governor in 2006, Massachusetts has never had 
a Black member of  the U.S. House of  Representatives.
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Key Findings from the State of Black Boston 
Civic Engagement Chapter
Chapter written by
Howard Manly
Executive Editor, Bay State Banner

• The election and re-election of  Governor Deval Patrick are a particularly 
strong sign of  racial progress in Massachusetts. They follow the election and 
re-election of  Edward W. Brooke III to the United States Senate in 1966 and 
1972. In all of  American history, no other state has elected and re-elected a 
Black person to either job.

• These historic electoral landmarks invite comparison with periods when 
Black Boston was one of  the nation’s foremost centers of  Black culture and 
achievement, from the founding of  the African Meeting House on Beacon 
Hill 205 years ago, to numerous abolitionist activities, to the organization of  
the famous 54th Regiment of  Black soldiers to fight in the Civil War, to the 
growth of  Boston as a

• center of  Black artistic and professional accomplishment in the early- to mid-
20th century.

• Patrick has tapped a large number of  Black appointees for his administration, 
and elevated Roderick Ireland to become the state’s first Black chief  justice of  
the Supreme Judicial Court.

• Despite the achievements of  Patrick and Brooke -- and of  Massachusetts vot-
ers in electing them -- not all electoral progress has been so rapid. Ayanna 
Pressley’s election in 2009 gave the Boston City Council its first woman of  
color ever.  And the state House of  Representatives did not swear in its first 
Asian American members until January of  this year (2011). And voters have 
never sent a Black person to Congress from Massachusetts.

• Two Black longtime elected officials, a state senator and Boston city councilor, 
were convicted on corruption charges in 2010.

• Efforts to rally greater electoral participation by Black voters received a boost 
with the candidacies of  Patrick, and of  Barack Obama for president in 2008. 
But there are still serious gaps. In January, 2010, in the special election for the 
U.S. Senate seat vacated by the death of  Senator Edward Kennedy, residents 
of  the two predominantly Black wards in Boston voted overwhelmingly -- 
more than 90 percent -- for the Democrat, Attorney General Martha Coak-
ley, but the turnout was low -- 34.9 percent in Ward 12 and 32.6 percent in 
Ward 14, compared with a statewide turnout of  53 percent. The Republican, 
state Senator Scott Brown, won easily.
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Recommendations 
• Reinstate civics instruction in public education in Massachusetts
• Getting Black Bostonians to register, and then to vote, is still a high priority 

for both city and statewide elections.
• Organizations such as the Urban League of  Eastern Massachusetts and the 

Boston branch of  the NAACP must rededicate their outreach efforts, broaden 
their racial and ethnic bases, harness modern social media, and clarify their 
missions to address today’s complicated social, political, economic and health 
issues.

• The redrawing of  Massachusetts Congressional district lines now underway 
in the state Legislature will involve significant change, as new Census num-
bers mean the state will lose one of  its 10 seats. Some proposals envision a 
Boston-based district with a voting age population that is 56 percent people 
of  color. Such proposals could be used as a rallying point to engage Black 
Boston.

State of  Black Boston 
Community Advisory Committee (CAC)

Civic Engagement Recommendations

What Can You Do to Help Yourself ?

• Educate yourself  about the civic engagement landscape. I.e. how do programs 
work? What services and resources are available for you and your neighbors?

• Register to vote and cast your vote in all elections including your local district.
• Learn about the community based organizations in your neighborhood. Get 

engaged and volunteer.
• Identify and build relationships with your local elected officials. Take advan-

tage of  their office hours and town hall forums.
• Hold people accountable/ responsible at all levels of  civic engagement i.e. 

long standing civil rights organizations such as NAACP and the Urban 
League as well as religious institutions, political organizations, law enforce-
ment, educational institutions, Public Works, etc. 

• Learn to view issues through multiple perspectives. Be willing to use a differ-
ent lens in order to “think outside of  the box” and move beyond persistent, 
unmoving conflicts in and beyond the Black community.

What Can You Do To Help Your Community?

• Advocate for group’s impacted by structural inequalities even if  you are not 
a member of  that group.

• Get to know your neighbor.
• Start a Community Group i.e., “Crime Watch”, “Clean Streets
• Set a small, manageable goal re: improved community relations and then 

build toward transformative change. Start small to move toward your larger 
goal. 
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What Can Your Community Do To Help You?

• Effective community policing with a policy of  rotating officers through neigh-
borhood assignments in 3-5 year cycles.  

• Hire local residents for community development projects and initiatives. 
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1770—Crispus Attucks, a merchant seaman and fugitive 
slave of  African and Native American descent, is the first 
of  five men killed by British troops in the Boston Mas-
sacre, which touches off  the American Revolution. 

1784—African Lodge No. 459 
is organized in Boston.  The 
Black masons later form the 
African Grand Lodge of  North 
America and unanimously elect 
abolitionist Prince Hall as Grand 
Master. The first Black Masonic 
order is now known as the Prince Hall Grand Lodge.

1796—The African Society for Mutual Aid and Charity 
is founded in Boston to provide social welfare, financial 
and employment services to members and their families.

1806—The African Meeting House is dedicated as a 
church, school, and meetinghouse on Beacon Hill, then 
the heart of  Boston’s Black community. 

1826—The Massachusetts 
General Colored Associa-
tion, the first abolitionist or-
ganization in Massachusetts, is 
formed.

1829—David Walker issues his “Appeal to the Coloured 
Citizens of  the World.” The 76-page pamphlet is an indict-
ment of  slavery and racism, and a passionate call for Black 
men to take action to free themselves from enslavement.

1831—A group of  teenage boys form the Juvenile Col-
ored Association, later renamed the Juvenile Garrison Independent Society, to 
advance themselves educationally and serve the community in self-help activities.

1831—The African-American Female Intelligence Society is established as a lit-
erary and mutual aid organization, which offered members health insurance.

1867—Charles Mitchell of  Boston and Edwin Garrison Walker of  Charlestown 
become the first Black state legislators in the country. Both are elected to the Mas-
sachusetts House.
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1876—George Lewis Ruffin is elected to the Boston 
Common Council, becoming the first Black member of  
the predecessor to today’s City Council.

1892—Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin founds the New Era 
Club, which is led by Black women and has as its motto, 
“Make the World Better.”  Three years later Ruffin, the 
wife of  George Lewis Ruffin, convenes a national con-
vention in Boston and forms one of  the organizations 
that merge in 1896 to form the National Association of  
Colored Women led by Mary Church Terrell.

1904—Six Black women found the Harriett 
Tubman House in the South End as a settle-
ment house for working women from the 
South. Today this venerable institution has 
a broader mission under the United South 
End Settlements.

1907—The Robert Gould Shaw House 
is established as a social service agency for 
the Black community and endures into the 
1970s. The agency purchases a camp in Hol-
liston, Massachusetts in 1936, and arranges camping trip for Boston children into 
the 1960s.

1910—A inter-racial group of  residents forms the Boston Branch of  the NAACP, 
which becomes the first chartered branch of  the fledgling civil rights organization. 
Moorefield Storey, a White lawyer who lives in Roxbury, serves as first national 
president of  the NAACP and a year later becomes the first president of  the Boston 
Branch.

1917—The Boston Urban League is founded by Eu-
gene Kinckle Jones, an organizer for the National Urban 
League, and affiliates with the National Urban League 
two years later. Also involved is local lawyer and activ-
ist Butler Wilson, also a founding officer of  the Boston 
branch of  the NAACP. Wilson later serves as president 
of  the National Urban League. The Boston affiliate is 
now known as the Urban League of  Eastern Massachu-
setts.

1918—Mary Evans Wilson founds the Women’s Service Club, an outgrowth of  
knitting club that produced gloves and scarves for soldiers during World War I. 
From its building on Massachusetts Avenue in the South End, the club has pro-
vided a variety of  community services, including training domestic workers and 



120 Good News & Good Work to be Done        www.ulem.org  

C
iv

ic
 E

ng
ag

em
en

t 
Ti

m
el

in
e advocating for college dormitories to be opened to black students.

1946—The Professional and Businessman’s Club is 
founded in a Victorian townhouse in the South End. Be-
sides live musical entertainment, the club provides meet-
ing space to Black organizations and becomes a hub of  
civic action. The Metropolitan Council for Educational 
Opportunity (METCO) is conceived there. The club 
closes in 1987.

1948—Florence LeSuerer is elected president of  the 
Boston Branch of  the NAACP, becoming the first Black 
woman to lead one of  its local chapters.

1949—Social workers Muriel and Otto Snowden found Freedom House in Rox-
bury to advocate for civil rights and the Black community. The married couple 
leads the nonprofit agency, still in operation, through the busing crisis until they 
retire in 1984.

1962—Edward W. Brooke III wins 
election as the state’s attorney general, 
making the Republican the first African 
American to be elected attorney general 
in the country and first to hold statewide 
office in Massachusetts. He is reelected 
in 1964.

1964—The Roxbury Multi-Service 
Center opens to provide social services 
to low-income newcomers to Roxbury 
and Dorchester. 

1965—Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. leads a 
march from Roxbury to Boston Common, 
where a rally is held to protest school segre-
gation in Boston. 

1966—Edward W. Brooke III becomes the 
first Black U.S. Senator in the country since 
Reconstruction and the first directly elected 
by voters, instead of  by state legislators. He 
is reelected to a second term in 1972 but de-
feated in 1978.
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1967—Thomas I. Atkins wins an at-large seat on the 
Boston City Council. He is body’s first Black member in 
its modern form and serves two terms, departing after an 
unsuccessful campaign for mayor in 1971.

1971—The Bostown Political Convention is held to 
unify the Black community, formulate an action agenda, 
and register and mobilize voters. The next year, the con-
vention sends 37 delegates to the National Black Politi-
cal Assembly in Gary, Ind. The Massachusetts Assembly 
formed afterwards is a driving force in the electing five 

Black candidates to office in 1972.

1972—Doris Bunte is the first Black woman elected to 
the Massachusetts House, representing a Roxbury  dis-
trict.

1974—Bill Owens is elected the first Black member of  
the state Senate. His Black majority district is the prod-
uct of  community advocacy during legislative redistrict-
ing after the 1970 Census.

1976—The Massachusetts Black Legislative Caucus is 
founded with five members. It is renamed the Massachu-
setts Black and Latino Legislative Caucus in 2009.

1977—John D. O’Bryant wins office in citywide voting for the Boston School 
Committee, becoming its first Black member. He later serves as its president and 
is its senior member at his death in 1992.

1978—Boston School Committee member John D. O’Bryant and State Repre-
sentative Melvin H. King found the Black Political Task Force is to screen and 
endorse candidates supportive of  the Black community. Members focus the Black 
vote by passing out copies of  the endorsed slate at the polls.

1983—Melvin H. King, who has retired 
from the Massachusetts Legislature, cam-
paigns for mayor and makes the runoff  in a 
crowded field after assembling a “Rainbow 
Coalition” that foreshadows Jesse Jackson’s 
campaign for president in 

1984— King loses the general election to 
Raymond V. Flynn of  South Boston, who in 
office adopts King’s agenda of  inclusion and 
neighborhood development.
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tee, representing Roxbury. She is the first Hispanic to serve on the school board.

1986—The Black Political Task Force and other orga-
nizations file a successful lawsuit against the redistricting 
plan for the Massachusetts House of  Representatives, 
leading to the creation of  the 5th Suffolk District, which 
elects Nelson Merced as the first Hispanic representative 
in the state.

1992—Dianne Wilkerson becomes the first Black wom-
an elected to the Massachusetts Senate.  She serves a 
Roxbury-centered district until resigning in 2009.

1992—Ralph Martin is appointed district attorney of  
Suffolk County, which encompasses Boston and the sub-
urbs of  Chelsea, Revere, and Winthrop. The county’s 
first Black DA wins a full term in 1994 and is reelected 
unopposed in 1998. He enters private practice in 2002.

1995—The Haitian-American Political Action Com-
mittee is created to encourage Haitian immigrants to 
register to vote and participate in the city’s civic affairs. 
It also provides citizenship classes and public health edu-
cation.

1998—Marie St.-Fleur is elected to the Massachusetts House of  Representatives, 
becoming the first Haitian American to win public office in the state. She serves 
until her resignation in 2010.

2002—Three activists with roots in Jamaica or Trinidad—Clarence Cooper, Shir-
ley Shillingford, and Paul Lewis—found the Caribbean-American Political Action 
Committee to urge West Indian immigrants to participate in the political process, 
and to screen candidates and mobilize voters behind endorsed candidates. 

2002—Andrea Cabral is appointed sheriff  
of  Suffolk County. Cabral, who is of  Cape 
Verdean descent, becomes the first woman 
sheriff  in Massachusetts. She wins election 
to the office in 2004 and is reelected in 2008.

2004—A federal court strikes down the part 
of  legislative redistricting in 2001 that the 
Black Political Task Force challenged in a 
voting rights lawsuit as diluting minority po-
litical strength in House districts. The map is 

redrawn with the court’s oversight.
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2006—Deval S. Patrick, a resident of  suburban Milton, 
is elected governor, the second Black candidate in the 
country to do so, after L. Douglas Wilder of  Virginia. 
Four years later Patrick becomes the first Black governor 
ever re-elected.

2007—Charles Yancey emerges as the senior member 
of  the Boston City Council after James M. Kelly, an ar-
dent opponent of  busing for school desegregation from 
South Boston, dies. Yancey has represented a Dorchester 
district since 1984.

2009—Ayanna Pressley is elected to an at-large seat on 
the Boston City Council, becoming the first Black wom-
an to serve the city as a councilor.

2009—Setti Warren is elected mayor of  suburban New-
ton and William Lantigua is elected mayor of  Lawrence, 
together becoming the first Blacks to win a mayor’s of-
fice in Massachusetts. Lantigua, of  Dominican descent, 
is also the first Latino elected mayor in the state.

Sources
“African-Americans in Boston: More than 350 Years” by Robert C. Hayden, Bos-
ton Globe, William Monroe Trotter Institute research.
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Assistant Professor of Sociology
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Summary of  Findings
• The Black community of  Boston is disproportionately impacted by crime and 
violence.  The three police districts covering the majority of  the Black community 
in Boston account for 50 percent of  the violent crimes and 28 percent of  the prop-
erty crimes reported to the police.  This crime and violence impacts direct victims, 
but also the community as a whole.  

• The Black community is overrepresented at each level of  the criminal justice 
system, including state juvenile commitments, state prisons, and community cor-
rections.  The level of  disproportionality, however, tends to be lower in Boston 
than in Massachusetts as a whole.

• The vast majority of  those committed to correctional facilities are released.  The 
average time served in the Suffolk County House of  Corrections is 8.7 months 
for men.  A majority of  those committed to a county facility have sentences of  
six months or less.  The average time served in the Massachusetts Department 
of  Correction (state sentences) is 3.2 years for women and 4.2 years for men.  A 
majority are released without supervision (i.e., parole).  Many of  these inmates 
have limited education and work histories and have high rates of  substance abuse 
and mental illness.  In addition, they face additional barriers to employment and 
housing as a result of  their criminal histories. 
 
• While the number of  commitments to the Suffolk County House of  Corrections 
has been fairly steady in recent years, the number of  commitments to the Massachu-
setts Department of  Correction increased by 47 percent between 2001 and 2008.  

• Boston, Suffolk County, and Massachusetts have taken steps to help returning 
prisoners cope with the challenges they face.  County and state correctional facili-
ties provide educational and vocational programming, substance abuse treatment, 
reentry planning, and other services to inmates.  Massachusetts recently changed 
its criminal record laws, and both city and state agencies have changed their hiring 
practices to increase the legitimate opportunities available to those with a criminal 
record while preserving attention to public safety.
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Introduction
As with other areas in the United States, crime disproportionately affects the Black 
community in Boston. There are clear disparities at each stage, from offending 
patterns to incarceration and prisoner reentry.  In this report, I address each 
stage in turn, beginning with offending and victimization, arrests, incarceration, 
community-based corrections, and prisoner reentry.  In addition to official data, 
I include some discussion of  community understandings of  crime and criminal 
justice and policy practices in the Boston area that relate to crime and offenders.  

The reasons for these disparities are multifaceted and include structural inequality 
that leads to higher rates of  offending within disadvantaged Black communities 
and also discrimination and bias within the criminal justice system.   Given racial 
patterns of  economic inequality, segregated Black communities often have greater 
concentrations of  the community disadvantages that are related to violent crime 
than do White communities. In addition, these types of  concentrated disadvan-
tage inhibit a community’s ability to control crime.   Incarceration patterns, long-
term consequences of  incarceration, and stereotypes of  offenders all exacerbate 
social inequalities.   In this sense, issues of  crime and justice are closely related to 
the other chapters in this report, and many of  the strategies to address these issues 
overlap with strategies to address others.
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in the Black Community
Three police districts (B2 Roxbury/Mission Hill, B3 Mattapan/North Dorchester, 
C11 Dorchester, of  twelve total) cover the majority of  the Black community in Boston. 
These are among the districts with the highest crime rates in the city.

Figure 1: Boston Police Districtsiv 
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The three districts, combined, accounted for 50 percent of  violent crimes and 28 
percent of  property crimes reported to the police in 2008.v Sixty-three percent of  
homicides in 2008 occurred in these three districts, along with 52 percent of  rob-
beries and 51 percent of  aggravated assaults. In addition, 63 percent of  weapons 
violations and 45 percent of  drug offenses occur in these three areas. Citywide, 
approximately 21 percent of  violent crimes are coded as “domestic” offenses by 
the officer completing the report. In districts B2 and C11, 23 percent of  violent 
offenses are classified as domestic incidents, and in B3, 31 percent are domestic. 
The majority of  violent domestic incidents involve aggravated assaults.

All three districts have experienced a decline in reported crimes since 2004, fol-
lowing a citywide trend, though each district’s decline is below the city average. A 
majority of  homicides in Boston involve a firearm. In 2008, for example, 48 of  62 
homicides (77 percent) involved a firearm. This pattern is also true in districts B2, 
B3, and C11. Forty six percent of  homicides involving a firearm and 43 percent 
of  nonfatal shootings occurred in districts B3 and C11 in 2008.vi

Figure 2: Percent of  City Violent Crimes, 2004-2008vi
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Consistent with the crimes disproportionately occurring in Districts B2, B3, and 
C11, approximately 50 percent of  the arrests made for violent crimes and 37 per-
cent of  arrests for property crimes in 2008 occurred in these three districts.  Two-
thirds of  firearms-related arrests occurred in B2, B3, and C11.

Figure 3: Violent Crimes, 2004-2008
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Figure 4: Arrests for violent crimes, 
                 percent of  city totals, 2004-2008
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Over half  (57.8 percent) of  those arrested in Boston in 2008 were Black, and 
nearly two-thirds (65.6 percent) taken into custody for violent crimes were Black.  
In Districts B2, B3, and C11, these percentages were higher (see Figure 5). Fifty-
seven percent of  those arrested citywide for drug offenses were Black. Seventy-six 
percent of  drug suspects in B2 were Black, 83 percent in B2, and 64 percent in 
C11.  Forty-five percent of  drug arrests were made in Districts B2, B3, and C11, 
where together 58 percent of  the arrests of  Black suspects on drug charges oc-
curred.

Approximately 80 percent of  those arrested, in general and for violent offenses, 
were male. Of  particular interest in many communities is crime among young 
people. Ninety-three percent of  those arrested and 88 percent of  those
 

arrested in Boston for violent crimes were 17 years of  age or older. However a size-
able minority of  arrests is of  those between the ages of  14 and 24.

Approximately 44 percent of  arrests for violent crime and 35 percent of  arrests of  
property crime citywide were of  people aged 14-24. In district B2, these percent-
ages were lower than the city averages, and in districts B3 and C11, they were 
higher.
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Figure 5: Percentage of  arrests that are 
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One concern in Boston’s high crime communities is the impact of  crime and vio-
lence on residents of  the community, particularly young people. A common theme 
in discussions around crime in Boston’s Black community is how the community 
is portrayed by the media and, by extension, seen by outsiders.vii The participants 
I observed at meetings are very aware of  the perception of  their community as a 
neglected poor and violent community of  color. Frequent comparisons are made 
to wealthier communities in the Boston area and how the responses to community 
crime, criminals, and tragedies would be different there. For example, a service 
provider in one community raised the issue of  “social justice for our kids” at a task 
force meeting. She mentioned that when something happens in wealthy suburbs, 
the schools are flooded with counselors, and they experience “real intervention.” 
When community members see a perceived disparate response, the violence or 
trauma in their community “appears to not be a crisis.” She sees kids with buttons 
commemorating the deaths of  friends; they are traumatized.

In this discussion two issues were highlighted: the lack of  response to traumatic 
events and the lack of  publicity surrounding the response to trauma. Both con-
tribute to a sense among residents that the city neglects the community and that 
outsiders see violent crime there as normal and expected. Similar discussions often 
come up at community meetings within these communities. There is frequent 
mention of  the need to respond to the trauma, not only of  direct victims but 
also other community members. There are some trauma and victim services pro-
grams, including through the Boston Public Health Commission, Massachusetts 
Department of  Corrections, Massachusetts Attorney General’s Office, Massachu-
setts Office for Victims of  Crime, and non-profit organizations. However, they are 
in high demand and not all community members know of  them or how to access 
their services. In addition, some residents may be reluctant to admit that they 
might benefit from such supports.

The portrayal of  crime and violence within the Black community elicits a general 
frustration that the media (and many residents of  Boston) treats violence there as 
normal and expected, rather than with the outrage and shock it warrants. The 
media attention to crime issues, and the local narratives to which it contributes, 
shapes residents’ perceptions of  their community. Residents are concerned with 
crime and violence in their neighborhood, its impact on all residents, and their 
neighborhood’s reputation. Many are concerned that a reputation as a violent 
neighborhood may lead to more crime, violence, and disorder and that it nega-
tively affects public perceptions of  all community residents.
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Juvenile Offending
The number of  youth committed to the Department of  Youth Services (DYS) 
has declined in recent years. In 2009, a total of  1,537 youth were DYS involved, 
down from a high of  3,278 in 2002,viii and 735 youth were committed in 2009.
ix Of  these, 28 percent (N=205) were Black, 28 percent (206) were Latino, and 37 
percent (270) were white. These youth have an average age of  just less than 16 
years old (ranging from 12 to 20). Eighty five percent of  the youth are male and 15 
percent female. In Suffolk County in 2009, 64 percent of  new commitments were 
Black, 25 percent were Latino, and 7 percent were white.

Beginning in 1996, the “Youthful Offender” statute created an additional cat-
egory of  juveniles who have committed a crime. x A youthful offender is defined 
as a youth between 14 and 17 years of  age who has committed a felony offense 
and has a previous DYS commitment, has committed certain firearms offenses, 
or has committed an offense that involves the infliction or the threat of  serious 
bodily harm. A youthful offender may receive an adult sentence, a combination 
sentence of  DYS commitment until the age of  21 followed by an adult suspended 
sentence, or DYS commitment until age 21. In addition, this statute determined 
that juveniles over the age of  14 who are charged with murder are automatically 
tried as adults. In contrast, a juvenile between the ages of  7 and 17 years old who 
has committed a felony, a misdemeanor, or has violated a city ordinance or town 
by-law are committed to DYS for an indeterminate sentence of  DYS custody until 
the age of  18. Of  those youth committed to DYS in 2009, 6.3 percent were youth-
ful offenders, .4 percent received a split sentence, and 93.3 percent were commit-
ted juveniles. 

A quarter of  those committed to DYS were charged with armed robbery (includ-
ing armed assault and robbery, and assault with intent rob while armed). Nineteen 
percent were charged assault or battery, and 14 percent were charged with weap-
ons offenses. The rates of  commitment in 2009 vary across the state, from a low 
of  34 per 100,000 youth (ages 10-17) in Middlesex County to a high of  219 per 
100,000 youth in Hampden County (see Figure 1). The rate of  commitment in 
Suffolk County is 162 per 100,000 youth.
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The likelihood of  commitment varies by race. A disproportionality index is the 
percentage of  youth of  a given racial or ethnic group that is committed to DYS 
divided by the percentage of  youth of  that racial or ethnic group in that area. If  
the percentage of  youth of  that racial or ethnic group in DYS were as expected, 
given their size in the population (e.g., 35 percent of  the youth population and 35 
percent of  the DYS population), the disproportionality index would be 1. State-
wide, Black youth aged 10-17 are approximately 3.5 times as likely to be commit-
ted to DYS as one would expect given their size in the population (see Figure 2). 
xi Latino youth are also overrepresented in DYS, while white youth are underrep-
resented. In Suffolk County, Black youth are 1.8 times as likely to be committed 
as one would expect, given their size in the population. Latino youth are slightly 
underrepresented, and white youth are highly underrepresented.

In Suffolk County, the most common charges of  those committed in 2009 were 
armed robbery (25); assault or battery, armed or unarmed (19); gun charges (10); 
and drug charges (8).

Figure 6: 2009 DYS commitments per 
                 100,000 youth (age 10-17)
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Figure 7: 2009 DYS Commitments 
                 Disproportionality Index
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Incarceration
In Massachusetts, adult offenders who are sentenced to serve 2.5 years or more 
per charge serve their sentences in state prisons.  Those who are sentenced to 2.5 
years or less per charge are sent to county Houses of  Corrections.  The major-
ity of  individuals sentenced to incarceration serve their sentences in Houses of  
Corrections.  An important exception is female inmates. The vast majority (89 
percent) of  female commitments to the Department of  Correction during 2008 
were for a House of  Corrections sentence.   This is because several counties do 
not have facilities to jail women, and as a result, the DOC population is 31 percent 
female, far higher than the typical female correctional population.  Suffolk County 
does have facilities for women, so most female inmates from Boston are sentenced 
to the Suffolk County House of  Corrections.

Approximately 15.8 percent of  all those incarcerated in 2008 were committed to 
state facility. Since 2001, the number of  new state commitments has been grow-
ing, increasing 47 percent (2,255 to 3,319) through 2008.   The largest percentage 
(21 percent) of  these state prisoners have a last known address in Suffolk County; 
however, Suffolk County is second (after Hampden County) in rates of  commit-
ment per 100,000 residents.   The rate of  commitments for Suffolk County is 80 
per 100,000.  Fifteen percent of  all DOC inmates and 19 percent of  male inmates 
report a last known address in Boston, the most frequent self-reported address.  
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The number of  new commitments statewide to Houses of  Corrections has been 
fairly steady in recent years. In 2008, 16,149 were made to the county facilities.xv 
A majority (57 percent of  men and 66 percent of  women) had a sentence of  six 
months or less.xvi Approximately 16 percent of  these commitments were to the 
Suffolk County House of  Corrections, which receives the greatest number of  new 
commitments of  all county facilities.  About 9 percent of  the 2008 commitments 
to Suffolk County were women. 

Twenty-five percent of  all state prisoners and twenty two-percent of  all county 
inmates are Black.  In Suffolk County, this percentage is much higher.  In 2007, 
54 percent of  offenders released from the House of  Corrections were Black, 25 
percent were White, and 19 percent were Latino.xvii In all types of  institutions, 
Blacks are disproportionately represented given their size of  the population.  In 
spite of  the larger percentage of  Black inmates in the Suffolk County House of  
Corrections, the disproportionality index for these inmates (2.8) is lower than for 
the DOC (4.5) or for all county Houses of  Corrections together (3.9).xviii

Figure 8: Commitments to Suffolk County House of  Corrections 
and Massachusetts Department of  Correction, 2004-2008
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Drug Charges
One concern in sentencing and incarceration trends is the disproportionate im-
pact on the African American community of  higher sentences for crack cocaine 
sentences than other drugs. In 2010, the Fair Sentencing Act reduced the federal 
disparity in criminal sentences for crack and powder cocaine from 100-to-1 to 18-
to-1.xix Under the new law, possession of  28 grams of  crack cocaine (changed from 
5 grams) or 500 grams of  power cocaine, with intent to deliver, trigger a 5-year 
mandatory minimum sentence. The bill also eliminated mandatory minimum 
sentences for simple possession charges.

In contrast to federal laws, Massachusetts state law does not distinguish between 
types of  cocaine in sentencing. Both powder and crack cocaine are considered 
Class B substances; possession and possession with intent to distribute cocaine 
charges carry a mandatory minimum sentence of  one year incarceration in a 
House of  Corrections and a fine of  no less than $1000 and a maximum sen-
tence of  10 years and $10,000 fine. Cocaine trafficking charges carry a mandatory 
minimum sentence of  3 years in state prison for 14- 28 grams, 5 years for 28-100 
grams, and 10 years for over 100 grams.xx

Though sentencing disparities by type of  drug is not an issue in Massachusetts, 
drug charges are very prevalent among incarcerated populations, many of  which 

Figure 9: Disproportionality in Correctional Facilities
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committed to the Department of  Corrections were committed for drug related 
offenses (35 percent of  men and 22 percent of  women).xxi Of  those, over half  
were serving mandatory minimum offenses. Both class B possession with intent to 
distribute and trafficking of  a class B substance (14-28 grams) were among the five 
most common charges of  male commitments. Approximately 34 percent of  those 
released from Suffolk County House of  Corrections in 2007 were serving time for 
drug related charges. Mandatory drug sentences were less common among House 
of  Corrections inmates, with 12 percent of  those with drug governing charges and 
released from Suffolk County in 2007 serving a full or partial mandatory sentence, 
and 18 percent of  those with both drug and violence charges serving mandatory 
sentences.xxii

Prisoner Reentry
The vast majority of  prisoners return to the community. Nationally, at least 95 
percent of  state inmates -- more than 600,000 people a year -- will be released 
from prison.xxiii In 2008, 2,719 inmates were released from the Massachusetts De-
partment of  Corrections.xxiv Of  these, 37 percent were released on parole, and 63 
percent were released at the end of  their sentence. Twenty percent of  those re-
leased reported an address in Suffolk County, which also had the highest concen-
tration of  releasees at 76 per 100,000 residents.xxv Nineteen percent were released 
to the city of  Boston, though Boston is not among the cities with the highest con-
centration of  releasees. The average state prison sentence among those released in 
2008 was 3.2 years for women and 4.2 years for men.xxvi Twenty nine percent of  
men and 12 percent of  women released from the DOC in 2008 are Black. A ma-
jority (72 %) was never married and their average age at release was 35.5 years.xxvii

In 2007, 2524 men were released from the Suffolk County House of  Corrections. 
Of  these men, the average sentence length is approximately 9.5 months and the 
average time served is approximately 8.7 months. xxviii Sentences for black inmates 
are slightly longer: 10.3 months, and 9.5 months served. Of  male inmates com-
mitted to the state Department of  Corrections in 2008, the average sentence is ap-
proximately 5.32 years.xxix Approximately 50 percent of  those inmates convicted 
of  a violent offense are eligible for parole within three years. The average Suffolk 
County male inmate is 32 years old when released and has at least one child. Ap-
proximately 57 percent of  inmates have at least one child and 37 percent have two 
or more children.xxx Among Black inmates, approximately 62 percent have at least 
one child and 40 percent have 2 or more children. Based on this sample of  men 
released from the Suffolk County House of  Corrections in 2007, approximately 
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37 percent lived in Roxbury, Dorchester, or Mattapan prior to their incarceration. 
Of  these men living in the three areas, 78 percent are Black. Fifty four percent of  
the Black releasees lived in Roxbury, Dorchester, or Mattapan.

Approximately 40 percent of  inmates in the Suffolk County House of  Correc-
tions self-report being unemployed. Three quarters of  inmates released in 2007 
were released at the end of  their sentence (i.e., without parole or probation); only 
13 percent were released on parole. They had an average of  3.37 prior com-
mitments to the House of  Corrections and 5.9 commitments in Nashua Street 
jail (these averages did not vary significantly across racial/ethnic groups). Thus 
the inmates who are being released tend to have substantial histories of  offend-
ing and incarceration, high rates of  substance abuse, high rates of  physical and 
mental illness, and low occupational attainment. Many receive little supervision in 
the community. In addition, released prisoners often face barriers to housing and 
employment as a result of  their criminal records. Both the Massachusetts Depart-
ment of  Corrections and the Suffolk County Sheriff ’s Department recognize the 
challenges of  prisoner reentry and provide general casework services and reentry 
planning for inmates in their respective facilities.

Correctional Programming and Reentry Planning
Caseworkers in the Sheriff ’s Department attempt to develop Institutional Service 
and Discharge Plans for each inmate. In addition, the Social Services Division of  
the Sheriff ’s Department provides programming in substance abuse treatment 
(including self  help), religious and spiritual programming, release and reintegra-
tion services, and harm reduction.xxxi The Women’s Units provides gender sensi-
tive services to female detainees and inmates. The goal of  the Women’s Units is 
to house female offenders in a way that “ensures public safety, yet acknowledges 
women’s developmental, experiential, cultural, and physical realities.”xxxii

In addition to institutional programming, the Sheriff ’s Department provides sev-
eral reentry programs. In partnership with the Boston Police, the U.S. Attorney’s 
Office, and the District Attorney’s Office, the Sheriff ’s Department began the 
Boston Reentry Initiative to help reintegrate violent offenders back into the com-
munity in an attempt to reduce their re-offending. This initiative began in 2001 
and targets male inmates between the ages of  18 and 32 who reside in Boston and 
are considered by the police to be at high risk of  violent offending.xxxiii Program 
participants represent approximately 5 percent of  the entire House of  Corrections 
population.xxxiv Community-based, faith based and government agencies provide 
mentoring, case management and treatment programming to eligible inmates 
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percent lower rate of  recidivism than a matched comparison group. Participants 
had a longer time-to-arrest than a comparison group, though the size of  the dif-
ference between the two groups diminished over time.xxxv

The Common Ground Initiative teaches inmates carpentry, custodial mainte-
nance, painting and landscaping.xxxvi Participants will become OSHA (Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Administration) certified, and then use their skills in the 
Community Works Program. This program was started by Sheriff  Andrea Cabral 
to help increase the employment opportunities for those being released from the 
House of  Corrections.xxxvii The Community Reentry for Women (CREW) pro-
gram provides life skills and pre- and post-release case management to female 
inmates with sentences of  at least three months. This program is a collaboration 
between the Sheriff ’s Department, the South End Community Health Center, 
and Project Place.

Similarly, the Department of  Corrections offers prison-based programming, in-
cluding academic, vocational, religious, substance abuse treatment, self-help, pris-
on industries, and parenting programs.xxxviii They also prepare reentry plans for in-
mates, and some inmates are released to Regional Reentry Centers or Residential 
Treatment Programs.xxxix The Reentry Services Division coordinates presentations 
for inmates nearing release on services available.xl Inmates who are released from 
state facilities without post-release supervision are discharged to Regional Reentry 
Centers (RRC), which are operated by the Massachusetts Parole Board.xli The 
main objectives of  the RRC system is to improve information sharing between 
criminal justice, law enforcement and social service agencies, reduce duplicative 
efforts to maximize existing resources, and strengthen the reentry component for 
parolees and releasees without supervision.xlii In the Boston area, there are RRCs 
in Mattapan and Quincy. In addition, the Transitional Housing Program provides 
transitional housing (up to four months) and access to support services, including 
job training and mental health and substance abuse counseling.xliii

Community Corrections: Parole and Probation

Parole
Parole is a procedure through which inmates may be released from incarceration 
prior to the completion of  their sentence, to serve the remainder of  their sentence 
in the community under the supervision of  the parole agency.  The Massachusetts 
Parole Board determines whether and under what conditions an inmate should 
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be released, and supervises and monitors those individuals in the community. In-
mates must be serving a sentence of  60 days or more and, if  sentenced to state 
prison, must have served the minimum term of  their sentence in order to be eligi-
ble for parole. The parole board considers the probability of  the prisoner violating 
the law if  released and the parole board’s and its agents’ ability to manage the risk 
of  reoffending, for the protection of  the general public.  One component of  this 
risk assessment is the consideration of  the value of  prisoners receiving a period of  
supervised reintegration into society.  

In 2006, 4,656 state and county inmates were paroled across the Commonwealth.
xliv Nineteen percent of  these parolees are Black/African American, 61 percent 
are white, and 16 percent are Hispanic/Latino. Approximately one quarter (23 
percent) of  the parolees are released to the Boston area (Regions 1 and 2). Within 
these two regions, 36 percent of  the parolees are Black, 50.5 percent are white, 
and 12 percent are Latino. Parolees were an average of  33 years old and had 2.3 
prior commitments to correctional facilities. Less than 1 percent were classified as 
youthful offenders. Nearly half  (44.8 percent) had received substance abuse ser-
vices. Few (7 percent) had a driver’s license and less than 10 percent were placed 
into transitional housing. These latter numbers suggest a need for services and 
supports to help parolees make a successful transition into the community.

Figure 10: 2006 Parolees
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rectional facilities.  Fewer than 1 percent were classified as youthful offenders.  
Nearly half  (44.8 percent) had received substance abuse services, though the pa-
role board estimates that between 75-80% of  offenders have an alcohol or drug 
dependency.   Few (7 percent) had a driver’s license and less than 10 percent were 
placed into transitional housing.   These latter numbers suggest a need for services 
and supports to help parolees make a successful transition into the community. 

In the three years following their release on parole (2006-2009), approximately 
thirty-seven percent of  parolees violated parole.  More than a quarter (27.4 per-
cent) had committed at least one technical violation and 14.6 percent had com-
mitted at least one new offense.xlix Most commonly, they had received a single 
technical violation (19.2 percent).  Recidivism is highest in the first year out of  
prison, with nearly half  (46.2 percent) of  all 2006 parolees returning to prison in 
2006.  In contrast, only 13.4 percent returned to prison in 2007, 14.9 percent in 
2008, and 12.7 percent in 2009. While there were not significant differences across 
racial groups for technical violations, Black parolees were significantly more likely 
than White parolees to commit a new offense while on parole (see Figure 12).  
Nineteen percent of  Black inmates committed a new offense, compared to just 
thirteen percent of  White parolees.

 

Figure 11: Parole Violations 2006-2009 among 2006 Parolees
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Probation
Probation is a court-ordered sanction that allows an offender to remain in the 
community under the supervision of  a probation officer. An offender may be sen-
tenced to probation alone or as part of  a split sentence to a House of  Corrections 
(the 1994 Truth in Sentencing statute eliminated split sentences to state prisons). 
The court determines the length of  time of  probation and also may include condi-
tions, such as requiring that the person participate in rehabilitative programming 
or community service. The primary goals of  probation are the rehabilitation of  
the probationer and the protection of  the public. 

In 2009, 19,814 individuals were sentenced to probation in Massachusetts.  Eigh-
teen percent of  these were being supervised in Suffolk County.  Statewide, proba-
tioners were 81% male and 19% female, 65.5% White, and 18% Black.  In Suffolk 
County, there was a slightly smaller percentage of  women (17%; 83% men) and 
a much higher percentage of  Black probationers (36% White, 46% Black, 16% 
Latino).  The average age of  those sentenced to probation in 2009 was 32.1 years 
and the average length of  supervision was 18.6 months. 

Figure 12: Violations among 2006 Parolees 
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Most probationers have a prior criminal record. Nearly three-quar-
ters (73.8%) of  those sentenced to probation in 2009 had at least one 
prior conviction in the past five years; 43% had 3 or more convic-
tions. More than half  of  all probationers (51.8%) also had at least 
one prior period of  probation in the past five years. These percent-
ages were even higher among Black probationers, with 53.2% with 
3 or more prior convictions and 57.7% with at least one prior proba-
tion sentence. In addition, a third of  all probationers and 42.1% of  
Black probationers were sixteen-years-old or younger when convict-
ed of  their first offense.  Three-quarters of  all probationers (77%) 
and 85% of  Black probationers were under the age of  24 at their 
first offense. These patterns were similar among Black probationers 
in Suffolk County.

Figure 13: 2009 Probationers
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In addition to criminal histories, probationers also tend to face sig-
nificant challenges, like unstable living conditions and work histo-
ries.  Nearly a third of  all probationers statewide moved two or more 
times in the previous 12 months.  This is consistent across racial/
ethnic groups.  Among those in Suffolk County, Whites were par-
ticularly likely to move (42.9% moved two or more times in the past 
year, compared to 28.1% of  Blacks and 25.6% of  Latinos).  Nearly 
two-thirds of  probationers in Suffolk County had few or negative 
ties within their families and had some family or marital needs (as 
identified by the Probation Department).  There was little variation 
in these problems across racial or ethnic groups.  In addition, the 
vast majority of  probationers had a history of  substance abuse (84.6 
%). Nearly 70% (69.5%) have a drug abuse need, 59.4% have an 
alcohol abuse need, and 74.6% have a counseling need.

Figure 14: 2009 Probationers’ Criminal Histories
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Policy Responses and CORI Laws
Barriers to Reentry
In addition to low educational and occupational attainment, former prisoners—
especially Blacks—face substantial barriers in securing employment. There is 
evidence that the stigma of  a criminal record, and stereotypes of  who is likely 
to have a criminal record, play an important role in hiring decisions.  Sociologist 
Devah Pager conducted an experiment in which pairs of  White and Black young 
men applied for entry-level jobs in Milwaukee, with one in each pair claiming 
to have served time in prison for a felony drug conviction.li By using actors and 
fictitious resumes, Pager controlled for other common explanations of  the lack 
of  ex-offenders’ employment success, such as educational and work experience, 
physical appearance and self-presentation.  Thus, differences in their rates of  
callbacks from employers could be attributed to race and criminal history. Pager 
found that both race and criminal history played a role in employer responses, and 
that the interaction between race and criminal history was particularly damag-
ing for Black men, who were most impacted by having a criminal record.  Blacks 
with a criminal record were the least likely (5%) to receive an employer callback, 
followed by Blacks without one (14%), Whites with a criminal record (17%) and 
Whites without one (34%).lii A later experiment in New York City found that Black 
and Latino male testers with no stated criminal record were slightly less likely to 
receive callbacks from employers of  low-wage workers than Whites with a crimi-
nal record.liii Blacks and Latinos experienced subtle discouragement or rejection 

Figure 15: 2009 Suffolk County Probationer Social Conditions
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at three decision-points in the hiring process:  the initial point of  contact, the as-
sessment of  qualifications, and job placement.

Many employers are reluctant to hire those with a criminal history, in part out 
of  a fear of  liability, should the employee harm co-workers, customers, or the 
general public. In the case of  those with a criminal history, if  a previous convic-
tion is reasonably related to a future criminal act, that might be seen by courts as 
foreseeable.  While workplace violence is a serious concern, nonemployees, cus-
tomers, and clients perpetrate most workplace violence.liv In addition to a fear of  
workplace violence, employers may be reluctant to hire people they may perceive 
to be unreliable (e.g., those with a history of  drug use). Nevertheless, one study of  
business establishments in Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles found that 
approximately 60 percent of  employers surveyed probably or definitely would not 
hire someone with a criminal record for an unskilled position.  While Pager found 
that a higher percentage (approximately 62%) of  employers said they were willing 
to hire those with a drug conviction, a much smaller percentage actually invited 
those with a drug conviction to interview.lvi 

While employer concerns are understandable, employment is a significant factor 
in reducing reoffending and reincarceration among former prisoners and offend-
ers.lvii Employment provides stakes in conformity, new routines, positive social ties, 
and sources of  legal income.  For these reasons, employment is often cited as a 
primary cause of  decreased recidivism.  In one test of  this idea, Uggenlviii  found 
that those employed in “quality” jobs had lower rates of  recidivism.  This finding 
held, even while controlling for selection effects (e.g., more employable people also 
being less likely to return to prison or jail).

Policy Approaches
In August 2010, Governor Deval Patrick signed a Massachusetts CORI reform 
bill into law.lix The first change to go into effect as a result of  this law, in November 
2010, is that initial job applications of  public and private employers in Massachu-
setts cannot include a question about felony convictions, unless state or federal law 
requires this information for a particular job.lx  Additional changes go into effect 
in 2012.lxi  Authorized representatives may request criminal records to evaluate 
current or prospective employees (including volunteers), applicants for a lease or 
rental housing, and applicants for a professional or occupational license issued by 
a state or municipal entity.lxii  An employer must provide a copy of  criminal record 
information prior to questioning an applicant about his/her record and if  an ad-
verse decision is made based on the criminal record. 
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by 5 years, to 5 years for misdemeanors and 10 years for felonies and non-convic-
tions. The clock for sealing will begin at release from incarceration or custody or at 
time of  disposition for non-incarceration sentences, rather than at completion of  
probation or parole.   In addition, non-convictions and convictions eligible to be 
sealed will no longer be included on CORI reports. Prior records will be available 
for the entire period that the person’s last available conviction record is available. 
Criminal justice agencies have access to all records, including sealed records. 

Prior to this more comprehensive change in policies related to criminal histories, 
several agencies and levels of  government in Massachusetts made changes to their 
hiring policies to increase opportunities for those with a criminal record, while 
preserving attention to public safety.  For example, the City of  Boston retained 
the right to deny employment to any individual with a criminal record.  The city, 
however, put procedures in place to discourage a complete unwillingness to hire 
applicants with a criminal record.  Initial applications do not ask for self-disclosure 
of  a criminal past (i.e., they have “banned the box” for indicating felony convic-
tions). For some jobs, no criminal background check is performed. For paid or 
volunteer positions that involve unsupervised contact with children, the elderly, 
the disabled, or other vulnerable populations, or in some technical or financial 
fields, a background check is performed once the applicant is otherwise deemed 
qualified (“In Boston, CORI Is No Obstacle,” 2009). 

If  the candidate does have a criminal record, the hiring manager reviews the 
record, including the number and nature of  convictions, seriousness and circum-
stances of  the offenses, relationship of  the offense to the nature of  the work in-
volved in the job at hand, and any evidence of  rehabilitation.  The hiring manager 
then recommends a course of  action, and the relevant city department notifies the 
candidate. If  the decision is to not hire the candidate because of  the record, the 
candidate is notified about what part of  the record that makes him or her ineli-
gible for hire.  The candidate then has the opportunity to dispute its accuracy and 
relevance.  If  the decision is to offer the job to the candidate, no information about 
the criminal record is shared. An executive order signed by the Governor Deval 
Patrick in 2008 outlines a similar hiring policy for statewide Executive Offices 
(Health and Human Services, Public Safety and Security, Labor and Workforce 
Development, and Housing and Community Development) positions, with the 
goal of  “being thoughtful about its use of  CORI [criminal record] in employment 
decisions” and “serv[ing] as leaders in considering the importance and value of  
balancing public safety and victim rights with the successful reintegration of  reha-
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bilitated individuals.” (Executive Order 495).

These policies do not solve all the employment problems of  ex-offenders.  It does 
take important steps toward addressing the concerns of  employers and the stigma 
directed at people with a criminal record.  By “banning the box,” the employer 
cannot (consciously or unconsciously) make a blanket dismissal of  all applicants 
with a criminal record, regardless of  circumstances or the relevance to the job in 
question.  The employer can know and consider the criminal record, particularly 
in sensitive jobs or in jobs that involve working with vulnerable populations. This 
approach puts the burden on the employer to justify why and how the criminal 
record is relevant in any particular case and increases the opportunity of  those 
with criminal records to make positive changes in their lives that benefit everyone. 
That these are city and state government policies also sends a symbolic message 
to private employers about how to approach criminal records in hiring.  Reduc-
ing and tailoring licensing and regulatory restrictions could have a similar effect 
of  shifting the burden to regulatory agencies to specify when and what types of  
criminal records are relevant to particular jobs.  Delaware, for example has lifted 
an automatic ban on thirty-five professions, so that licenses may be refused only 
when applicants have been convicted of  crimes that are “substantially related” to 
the profession in question.lxiv

Reentry Programming
In addition to reentry planning and the rehabilitative services offered in correc-
tional agencies and through probation and parole, a number of  area non-profits 
also provide reentry similar services.  These nonprofit programs can provide a 
valuable bridge for returning prisoners attempting to make a successful transition 
to life in the community and can provide valuable support to returning prisoners 
or probationers or parolees. In addition, participation in these programs can send 
a valuable message to potential employers and family members that ex-prisoners 
are attempting to change their lives and have additional supports in place to help 
them do so.

Several of  these agencies, such as SPAN, Inc. and Project Place provide a range of  
services including help meeting basic needs like housing, employment, and social 
support, and counseling, HIV health education, and health services.  The Boston 
TenPoint Coalition Re-Entry Initiative takes a collaborative approach to reentry, 
and includes faith-based groups, community service providers, and law enforce-
ment agencies.  Their target population is high-risk African American and Latino 
ex-offenders.  The Moving Ahead Program (MAP) is a life-skills and job- readiness 
program for unemployed ex-offenders and other individuals with histories of  sub-
stance abuse, homelessness, and mental illness.  STRIVE and The Workplace pro-
vide employment services for ex-prisoners.  JobNet provides employment services 
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programs also provide advice and assistance with assuring the accuracy of  official 
criminal records and sealing those records, where appropriate. Brooke, Coolidge, 
and McGrath Houses provide transitional housing and case-management services 
to recently released (or prerelease) prisoners.

Conclusions
The issues of  crime, violence, and incarceration cannot be separated from other 
issues impacting the Black community.  Crime rates are influenced by concen-
trated poverty, educational attainment, unemployment, and other social problems 
facing the Black community.  The Black community in Boston is disproportion-
ately affected by crime, as offenders and as victims.  Blacks are overrepresented at 
each stage of  the criminal justice system and often leave periods of  incarceration 
with significant barriers to successful community reintegration.  These barriers 
include drug addiction, a lack of  employment history, and restricted access to 
employment and housing, and the stigma of  being an ex-offender.  Since stable 
employment and housing are key correlates with reduced reoffending, working to 
increase employment opportunities for released prisoners and others with crimi-
nal histories is one strategy to reduce recidivism and improve public safety. 

Recommendations
• Trauma services should be expanded so these programs can reach a greater 
proportion of  crime victims.  Direct victims of  crime, community members, and 
classmates of  victims all may benefit from such services.  In addition, these pro-
grams should develop strategies to be culturally responsive to better reach those 
who initially may be resistant.

• Policies such as “banning of  the box,” delaying criminal background questions 
in the hiring process, limiting the sealing times for criminal records, and other 
changes in recent CORI reforms are important steps to help reduce discrimina-
tion against those with a criminal record. These policies should be expanded, 
along with employer education and restricting the use of  the use of  criminal back-
ground information to where it is relevant to specific jobs.  

• Additional policies, such as “certificates of  rehabilitation” and case management 
programs can also serve to publicly recognize efforts at change by former offend-
ers and prisoners and help ease employer concerns. Having a reliable third party 
“vouch” for and provide an additional layer of  supervision and support to a re-
turning prisoner can help employers feel more secure in taking a chance in hiring 
someone with a criminal record.

• Criminal justice agencies in the state, including the Department of  Correction, 
Suffolk County House of  Corrections, the Office of  Probation, and the Massa-
chusetts Parole Board, are cognizant of  issues related the reentry of  prisoners and 
services necessary for probationers, parolees, and former prisoners to live success-
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fully in the community.  These efforts should be continued and expanded where 
possible. The use of  community corrections alternatives allows offenders to main-
tain (or improve) family ties, to work, and to pursue education, while receiving 
supervision.  These approaches should be used instead of  incarceration when it is 
feasible from a public safety perspective.

• In addition to correctional agencies, nonprofit agencies also provide reentry ser-
vices to returning prisoners.  These programs provide a valuable bridge for these 
individuals, and can provide assistance with some of  the most significant barriers 
to successful reentry, such as securing safe and affordable housing, finding stable 
employment, and continuing drug treatment.  Providing funding, both for service 
delivery and evaluation of  these programs, is important to fostering successful 
reentry.
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State of Black Boston 
Community Advisory Committee (CAC)
Criminal Justice recommendations:

When a person is convicted of  a crime and sentenced to time in prison, they are 
paying a debt to society. The Department of  Correction (DOC) manages the pe-
riod of  incarceration, but it is important to remember that the debt is owed and 
paid to society vs. the DOC. Once someone has paid their debt – society should 
play a role in helping them successfully re-enter their local community and society 
at large.  People being released from prison need to learn how to re-integrate into 
their families, communities and the workforce.  Similarly, communities need to 
learn more about the impact of  incarceration and the supports needed to help 
people prepare for and sustain successful lives after release from prison. 

The Department of  Correction’s mission includes a focus on public-safety and 
successful re-entry. CAC recommendations in this area are aligned with the mis-
sion and vision statement of  the DOC, which read:

MA Department of  Correction Mission & Vision Statement
“The Massachusetts Department of  Correction’s mission is to promote public 
safety by managing offenders while providing care and appropriate programming 
in preparation for successful reentry into the community. 
Manage - Care - Program – Prepare” 
    
MA Department of  Correction Vision Statement 
The Massachusetts Department of  Correction’s vision is to effect 
positive behavioral change in order to eliminate violence, victimization and re-
cidivism. 
 
The CAC believes that the role of  the Department of  Correction is to return men 
and women to the community as productive, reliable human beings with access to 
the required resources and community supports. 

What can you do to help yourself  and your community?

Many community residents aren’t aware of  the levels of  changes that occur in a 
person after a significant period of  incarceration. After 5 years or more in prison, 
many inmates have built a behavior code that prohibits the expression of  fear and 
several other emotions necessary for healthy interactions in a family/community. 
The average person being released from a state prison has adopted a lifestyle that 
is radically different from their life prior to incarceration. 
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Therefore family and communities need training in the following areas:

 1) Proven preventative strategies to help young people steer clear of  illegal activity 
and trouble with the legal system.  Families, churches, and community based or-
ganizations have found ways to “turn the ship around” and intervene with young 
people headed down a negative path. We need these stories of  success and associ-
ated techniques to be widely distributed through media, community networks, 
religious institutions and service agencies.

2) “Warning signs” or indicators of  gang involvement or illegal activity.  In many 
cases, family and community members don’t know about the structures and pres-
sures facing youth and adults who were formerly incarcerated. Knowledge of  
these pressures and awareness of  indicators of  distress can help loved ones know 
when to offer support and needed resources.

3) After-care and support services for youth and adults released from prison.  
Sometimes people aren’t aware of  the resources and services that can help for-
merly incarcerated people and their families. Distribution of  such critical infor-
mation to community residents in a pro-active way can help families be ready to 
support released inmates when needed.

•  Many community residents don’t know how people are diagnosed and evaluated 
in prison. For example, we don’t know the “criteria” for release beyond the passing 
of  time.  When advocating for an incarcerated person preparing for release, fam-
ily and community members should ask for more information about anticipated 
length of  stay in minimum security or pre-release facility. 

•  Community should ask local prisons about their performance plan.  Residents 
should know how the institutions measure success and evaluate progress. 

What can your community do to help you?

• Expand the focus of  existing control mechanisms in the prison system. Include 
structures, incentives and consequences that teach and promote long-term self-
management for detainees. Currently, prison disciplinary reports focus largely on 
immediate behavior modification by punishing inmates for rule infractions.  

• Train corrections officers to identify opportunities to teach inmates the principles 
and tools of  self-management.  

• Develop system-wide “re-entry” plans. We get a report card in K-12 educational 
settings.  Similarly, the criminal justice system needs a “report card” for released 
inmates. That report card or “re-entry plan” should be shared with whomever 
a released inmate is released to as well as prison system staff  and officials. To be 
most useful and transformative, the report card should feature a holistic approach 
to skill development i.e. diet & exercise, planned programming, evaluations/as-
sessment criteria and outcome reports.  The reports should include physical goals/
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resources, developmental goals/resources, as well as workforce & financial goals/
resources.  These re-entry plans should also articulate specific, customized recom-
mendations for family and community actions and supports. 

• Currently there is very little productive activity available for men and women in 
prison. Idle time during incarceration fosters negative behaviors and recidivism. 
The CAC recommends utilization of  a workforce development model in 
prisons wherever applicable and appropriate. While their will be some inmates 
who are not ready for or interested in this sort of  training and development, the 
majority will be eligible for a program explicitly focused on successful re-reentry 
that begins at the start of  a prison-term vs. toward the end. The high numbers 
of  people who are serving time in prison mandate some form of  job training that 
not only reduces recidivism but also strengthens the local and regional work force.

• Include employment/training objectives in the release plans signed by inmates 
and prison officials.

• Intake evaluation, ongoing assessments and pre-release assessment should all 
feature consistent evaluation and recommendations in the following key areas:

1. Education (including notation of  literacy levels, aptitudes/interests, and prior 
experiences with/perception of  formal education)

2. Health (including notation of  any visible or hidden disabilities)
3. Emotional well being (including notation of  family/community supports)
4. Aptitude to work (assessment of  attitude, experience and aspirations)

• Utilize the learning from intake assessment to place willing inmates into either 
education or job training no more than 30 days after intake. 

• Utilize case worker network and community based organizations to share stories 
of  successful re-entry.  Get the word out about people coming back into their com-
munities and rebuilding their lives with support and relevant skills training.
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1860—Blacks serve on juries in Massachusetts for the first time.

1878—Horatio Julius Homer is hired as the first Black 
policeman in Boston. He is promoted to sergeant in 1895 
and serves on the force for forty years.

1883—George Lewis Ruf-
fin, the first Black graduate of  
Harvard Law School, is named 
a municipal judge in Charles-
town, becoming the first Black 
jurist in Massachusetts. 

1927—Matthew W. Bullock, a Harvard-trained lawyer, 
is appointed the first Black member of  the Massachusetts 
Parole Board. He begins a stint as chairman in 1944.

1940s—First Black policewomen are hired in Boston. One is Dorothy Harrison. 

1946—Malcolm Little is sentenced to eight to ten years 
at Charlestown State Prison for armed robbery. While 
imprisoned, he reads studiously, converts to Islam, and 
changes his name after his release in 1952 to Malcolm X. 

1962—Edward W. Brooke 
is elected attorney general of  
Massachusetts, the first African 
American to fill that office in 
any state. He is reelected two 
years later.

1970—The state government begins closing training 
schools for juvenile offenders and supervising them in 
less custodial settings.

1971—Harry Justin Elam is the first African American appointed to the Boston 
Municipal Court. Subsequently, he became chief  justice of  the court.

1972—John Boone becomes the first Black commissioner of  the Massachusetts 
Department of  Correction. He serves until the next year.
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1980—A consent decree 
in U.S. District Court in 
Boston sets numerical 
goals for the promotion of  
Black officers to sergeant 

in the Boston Police Department and requires the promotional examination to be 
revalidated. The decree results from a  1978 discrimination lawsuit filed by what is 
now the Massachusetts Association of  Minority Law Enforcement Officers.

1983—Georgette Watson and Rev. Bruce Wall found Drop-A-Dime/Report-A-
Crime Inc. to combat the local trade in illegal drugs, particularly in Black com-
munities.

1984—The Supreme Judicial Court rules the death penalty impermissible under 
the state constitution in the case of  Commonwealth v. Colon-Cruz.

1988—Republicans portray the Democratic presidential nominee, Massachusetts 
Governor Michael S. Dukakis, as soft on crime because Willie Horton is released 
on a weekend furlough from state prison, where he is serving life without parole 
for murder, and then commits a rape and assault in Maryland. The law permitting 
such furloughs, originally signed by Republican Governor Francis W. Sargent, is 
repealed.

1989—Wayne Budd is named the U.S. Attorney for 
Massachusetts, the first Black lawyer to become the top 
federal prosecutor in the state. He serves in that position 
until 1992.

1989—Carol Stuart is killed in Roxbury, and her wound-
ed husband Charles identifies the perpetrator as a Black 
man, leading to a police dragnet that targets Black men, 
especially those with criminal records. William Bennett 
emerges as a suspect, based on second-hand hearsay. 
After Charles Stuart collects a life insurance settlement, 

his brother tells police that Charles Stuart killed his wife.  As investigators close 
in, Charles Stuart commits suicide by jumping off  the 
Tobin Bridge over the Mystic River in early 1990. A Suf-
folk County grand jury elects a Black forewoman, Darea 
Chappell, and sits for two years but hands down no in-
dictments.

1992—Ralph C. Martin is appointed district attorney 
for Suffolk County.  He is later elected in his own right 
and serves as chief  prosecutor for Boston, Chelsea, Re-
vere, and Winthrop for a decade. 
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e 1992—Ministers and community activists form the Boston Ten Point Coalition 
to redirect, in cooperation with the Boston Police Department, at-risk Black and 
Latino youth away from violence and drug abuse.  The model alliance succeeds in 
sharply reducing gang violence.
 
1997—Roderick Ireland is appointed to the Supreme 
Judicial Court, the first and so far only Black justice on 
the state’s highest court.  He is elevated to chief  justice 
in 2010.

2002—Andrea Cabral is 
named the sheriff  of  Suffolk 
County, becoming the first 
Black person to serve in the 
capacity and first woman to be 
sheriff  in the state. She wins 
election as sheriff  in 2004 and 2008.

2003—Joseph C. Carter is named chief  of  the MBTA 
Police, now the Transit Police, and stays until 2007.

2010—The state Criminal Offender Record Information Act is revised to shorten 
the periods that convictions are public records and to prohibit prospective employ-
ers from asking about criminal records on initial job applications. The revisions 
are intended to make it easier for ex-offenders to get a job and less likely to commit 
crime again.

Reference
“African-Americans in Boston: More than 350 Years” by Robert C. Hayden, Bos-
ton Globe, William Monroe Trotter Institute research.
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At the beginning of  the twentieth century, the average life expectancy for a Black 
man in the United States was 32.5 years; and the average life expectancy for a 
Black woman was 33.5 years.  One hundred years later, in 2000, the average life 
expectancies have more than doubled for each:  68.3 years for Black men and 75.2 
years for Black women.  Despite these gains, large and pervasive health inequi-
ties between Black and White Americans still exist in this nation. For example, in 
2000, Black men lived an average of  6.6 years shorter than White men and Black 
women lived 4.9 years shorter than White women (Elizabeth Arias, 2010).

It is tempting to point to a lack of  access to health care as the cause of  health dis-
parities.  However, widespread health disparities exist in Boston despite the avail-
ability of  top-rated health care resources.  Boston is home to 12 world-renowned 
teaching hospitals and 26 comprehensive health centers – many within Black 
communities.  Massachusetts leads the nation in the number of  active physicians 
per capita, with 5.7 physicians per 1,000 residents (The Kaiser Family Founda-
tion, 2011) .  Ninety-seven percent of  Boston residents have health insurance, 
and all hospitals and health centers offer “free care” for almost all services to low-
income uninsured patients.  Yet, as is seen nationally, the life expectancy for Black 
Boston residents is significantly shorter than for White residents. The average life 
expectancy for Black residents (male and female combined) is 5.5 years shorter 
than for White residents.  Black residents have an average life expectancy of  73.5 
years, compared with 79.0 years for White residents.
 
Inequities in health outcomes experienced by Black Boston residents begin at 
birth. The infant mortality rate (IMR) for Black infants in 2008 was 14.6 deaths 
per thousand live births, about four times greater than the rate for White infants, 
which was 3.4 deaths per thousand live births.  In other words, approximately four 
Black infants died before reaching their first birthday for each White infant who 
did not survive. 
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IMR is accepted internationally as a reliable indicator of  the health status of  a 
population.  Groups in which IMR is high invariably face high levels of  other 
health problems.  In Boston, despite the wealth of  medical resources and federal 
programs like the Boston Healthy Start Initiative aimed at reducing infant mortal-
ity among Black babies, the gap between the IMR of  Black infants and that of  
White infants persists.

Health inequities are found across multiple health conditions.  Black residents 
experience higher rates of  heart disease, diabetes, asthma, cancer, stroke, obesity, 
and violence than their White counterparts.  For example, the heart disease mor-
tality rates in 2008 were 224.6 deaths per 100,000 for Black residents compared 
with 153.1 deaths per 100,000 for White residents. The diabetes mortality rates 
for the same year were rates of  38.4 for Black residents versus 11.9 for White 
residents.

Health Inequity and Racism
The terms “health disparity” and “health inequity” are often used interchangeably.  
These terms, however, refer to different phenomena.  Health disparities are differ-
ences in health status observed when comparing health outcomes of  groups of  
people from different age, gender, socioeconomic groups, or based on geography 
and other demographic characteristics.

Health inequities are also differences in health status; however, they are differences 
that are unnecessary, avoidable, unfair, and unjust.  For example, the difference in the 
weight of  infant boys and infant girls is a health disparity— it results from an un-
avoidable innate difference between male and female infants.  In comparison, the 
difference in the weight of  Black infants and White infants is a health inequity.  In 
2008, 12.7% of  Black infants born in Boston were low birth weight – 59% higher 
than the percentage for White infants (8%). This difference is called a health ineq-
uity because it unnecessary, avoidable, unfair, and unjust.

Health inequities experienced by Black Americans are associated with racism and 
the legacy of  racism.  Continual exposure to racism creates chronic stress levels 
that can profoundly affect health.  The social and economic inequality that exists 
within this nation is related to  laws, policies, and practices that denied genera-
tions of  Black individuals the right to earn income, own property, and accumulate 
wealth; the resulting lower socioeconomic status of  many Black Americans has a 
profound impact on health status. 

All forms of  racism – structural, institutional, interpersonal, and internalized – 
contribute to health inequity.  Structural racism is a system for allocating social 
privilege by using public policies, cultural representations, and other norms 
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regulations, and transportation policies have resulted in patterns of  significant 
residential segregation throughout the country that has left many Black residents 
living in neighborhoods without the physical infrastructure needed to promote 
and support good health.  People of  color living in residentially- segregated neigh-
borhoods are often exposed to toxic environmental conditions such as poor air-
quality, lead hazards, and contaminated soil.  At the institutional level, racism 
affects access to goods, services, and opportunities.  For example, many health 
care institutions are still governed by boards of  directors and executive staffs that 
are predominately White.   In the absence of  institutional policies and measures 
that increase the number of  Black individuals in decision-making positions, the 
institutions struggle to address the conditions that influence the health of  Black 
residents.

At the interpersonal level, racism, prejudice, and discrimination affect the way 
Black individuals are treated by others, intentionally and unintentionally, includ-
ing a lack of  respect, suspicion, devaluation, scapegoating, and dehumanization.  
Health care providers have been shown to treat Black patients differently than 
White patients; for example, ordering fewer tests, making fewer referrals to special-
ists, and prescribing less pain medication (Smedley, Stith, and Nelson, 2003).  On a 
personal level, internalized racism can manifest as internalized oppression and can 
cause stress, depression, and feelings of  inadequacy among people of  color.  Among 
White individuals, internalized racism manifests itself  as White racial superiority. 

Understanding the multiple pathways through which racism shapes socioeconom-
ic status, health behaviors, neighborhood environment, and stress is essential in 
addressing inequities in health. Neighborhoods need to offer all residents access 
to the conditions and opportunities that advance optimal health.  Neighborhoods 
that promote health require not only a responsive built environment, but also 
conditions that support safety, emotional well-being, and community cohesiveness.  
Fortunately, there are many examples of  local efforts to advance social justice and 
health equity through building social cohesion among neighbors and challenging 
policies that perpetuate racial disadvantage.

Social Determinants of  Health
“Social determinants of  health” refers to conditions in which people are born, 
grow, live, work, and play –including economic, environmental, and social condi-
tions.  The Boston Public Health Commission (BPHC), Boston’s health depart-
ment, uses a framework that highlights racism and discrimination as root causes 
of  inequities in health. The framework recognizes that comprehensive, multi-level 
racial justice strategies are fundamental to achieving health equity.  The health 
equity framework suggests that racism has an independent influence 
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on all the social determinants of  health and that racism in and of  itself  has a 
harmful impact on health.  Figure 1 below illustrates the connection between rac-
ism and the economic, environmental, and social conditions that impact health 
outcomes.  

Economic conditions include income, wealth, education, employment status, and 
working conditions.  Socioeconomic status is recognized as a strong predictor of  
health.  Health improves as someone moves up the socioeconomic ladder.  Wealth-
ier families are able to purchase goods and services that contribute to better health, 
such as regular health care, nutritious foods, and safe housing.  Unemployment 
and underemployment are associated with housing instability and overcrowding, 
lack of  health insurance, and high rates of  stress.

Physical and built environmental conditions include air and water quality, housing, food 
access, parks and open space, air and water quality, liquor and tobacco adver-
tisements, and transportation.  These conditions work alone and in concert with 
each other to affect health.  Where we live, work, and socialize helps to shape our 
health and health outcomes. The absence of  supermarkets and farmers’ markets 
in low-income neighborhoods make access to healthy and fresh foods difficult.  
Poor quality housing marked by the presence of  pests, mold, and poor heat and 
ventilation creates and exacerbates health conditions like asthma.  Availability 

Figure 1: 
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bike lanes, and public transportation help to determine lifestyle, eating, and physi-
cal activity habits.  Well-maintained and safe parks, green spaces, and sidewalks 
promote walking. 

Social conditions include neighborhood safety, social networks, social capital, and 
civic engagement.  Social isolation, violence, crime, public disorder, and exposure 
to racism lead to anxiety, stress and stress-related behavior, depression, and fear.  
These responses are linked to chronic diseases, particularly hypertension, and 
heart disease (Arthur, 2007).   Meanwhile, supportive social networks can serve 
as a buffer to stress and depression, which in turn, protects against physical and 
mental illness (Achat, Kawachi, Berkey, & Colditz, 1998).

Upstream Approaches
To achieve health equity, an upstream approach to solving health problems must 
be adopted.  An upstream approach looks beyond traditional health care strategies 
in order to address the root cause of  the inequity.  Traditional approaches focus 
on the individual.  This downstream approach treats health problems after they 
occur, offers health care, and tries to influence individual behavior, such as diet 
and physical activity.
 
The difference between upstream and downstream approaches to health can be 
illustrated through an oft-told parable.  The parable, a summary given below, has 
many versions and an unclear origin. 

 
 
 
An upstream approach recognizes the influence of  social determinants on health.  
This approach is built on the understanding that health equity can only be 
achieved by “going upstream” to address inequities in education, employment, 
income, housing, neighborhood safety, recreational opportunities, environmental 
hazards, and healthy food access.  Broad coalitions of  public, private, nonprofit, 
and community stakeholders are required to change community structures.  Un-
der this approach, government and other sectors must commit to policy, systems, 
and environmental change.     
                                                     
In order to do this work effectively, resident voices are essential; residents must de-
fine the assets and challenges of  their communities, identify the possible solutions, 
and participate in the implementation of  those solutions.  It is this model of  build-
ing partnerships with community residents, community-based organizations, and 

There was a town along a raging river that was inhabited by very caring people. 
The town’s residents began noticing increasing numbers of  drowning people caught in 
the river’s swift current. They were able to reach and save some but not all victims.  
In an attempt to save more people, they developed elaborate rescue methods.  The 
residents of  this town were so busy with rescue and treatment that they never thought 
to look upstream to see what was causing the victims to end up in the river (Tones & 
Tilford, 2001).
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large institutions is essential to promoting system and policy level change needed 
to promote health in all Boston communities.

The Health Care of  Blacks – 
An Historical Perspective 
Black Americans have experienced poor health since the early days of  slavery.  
Slaves were forced to perform grueling work for long hours while receiving inad-
equate food, shelter, and sanitation. Medical care, provided only when the slave 
owner deemed it necessary to protect his investment, was provided with little re-
gard for the dignity, comfort, and welfare of  the slave.  White physicians, having 
been taught racial inferiority at medical school, did not feel the code of  medical 
ethics applied to their treatment of  Blacks.

Before the Civil War, a few northern medical schools accepted and trained Black 
physicians. David Peck, who graduated from Rush Medical School in 1847, was 
the first Black American to receive a medical degree from a U.S. medical school 
(Harris, 1996).  Rebecca Lee Crumpler became the first Black female to receive 
a medical degree in the U.S. when she graduated from the New England Female 
Medical College in 1864 (National Library of  Medicine [NLM] Traveling Ex-
hibition, October 2003-November 2005).  Because of  the lack of  access to U.S. 
medical schools, Black individuals desiring medical training often travelled to Eu-
rope to attend medical school.  First among these individuals was James McCune 
Smith who became the first Black American to earn a formal medical degree 
when he graduated from the University of  Glasgow in 1837 (Morgan, 2003).

The American Medical Association (AMA) was founded in 1847 as a federation 
of  state and local medical associations, medical colleges, and medical institutions.  
The AMA not only refused to adopt a policy of  nondiscrimination, they discrimi-
nated against medical associations whose membership included Black members 
by selectively enforcing membership standards (Byrd & Clayton, 2002).  Since the 
AMA had significant control over hospitals, medical education, and professional 
groups, clubs and societies, exclusion from the AMA isolated Black physicians, 
created barriers to advanced training, and limited their employment opportuni-
ties.  The AMA remained a segregated organization into the 20th century— in 
1938, only 0.3% of  AMA members were Black physicians (Baker, et al, 2008). 

In response to the racism and discrimination experienced throughout the health 
care system, Black physicians helped establish medical schools, hospitals, and the 
National Medical Association (NMA), a professional organization representing 
Black physicians and health professionals (Smedley, Stith, & Nelson, 2003).  Be-
tween 1869 and 1907, ten medical schools for Black students were established 
in the U.S.  Currently, the country has three such schools:  Howard University 
Medical School, Morehouse School of  Medicine, and Meharry Medical College 
(Harley, 2006).
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pital for Women and Children Training School for Nurses graduated the first 
trained nurse in the U.S. in 1871 and the first Black nurse, Mary Eliza Mahoney, 
in 1879 (Hayden, 1991).  Like medical schools, nursing schools denied or limited 
the enrollment of  Black students.  For example, although it graduated the first 
Black nurse in the U.S., the New England Hospital School maintained a policy of  
allowing not more than one Black and one Jewish student in each training class.  
In response, nursing schools to train Black nurses were established.  The first nurs-
ing school for Black women was established in Atlanta at Spelman Seminary in 
1879.  In 1886, Blackwell’s Welfare Island school for the training of  Black men as 
nurses was founded in New York (Judd, Sitzman & Davis, 2009).

In 1891, Provident Hospital and Training School in Chicago, the first Black-
owned and operated hospital, was established.  Soon after, the Frederick Douglass 
Memorial Hospital and Training School opened in Philadelphia and Provident 
Hospital and Free Dispensary opened in Baltimore.  These hospitals provided 
vastly improved medical care to Black patients compared with White hospitals 
that routinely denied admission to Black patients or provided inferior care in sub-
standard physical conditions.  Black hospitals also provided education and train-
ing opportunities for Black physicians and nurses.

By 1944, there were 124 hospitals in the U.S. that provided services exclusively to 
Black patients, of  which, only two remain, Howard University Hospital in Wash-
ington, DC and Riverside General in Houston, Texas (Duke University Medical 
Center Library OnLine). The Institute of  Medicine describes the effect of  the 
closings on the Black community as a loss of  geographic convenience and acces-
sibility to care, a sense of  safety with known institutions, and as a loss of  a major 
resource of  employment in the community (Smedley, Stith, & Nelson, 2003). Like 
their contemporaries across the nation, Black residents of  Boston overcame rac-
ism and discrimination to make significant contributions to medicine and public 
health. The following is a list of  some of  these individuals and their achievements.

1721  Onseimus, a slave to Cotton Mather, a Puritan minister in Boston, shares 
an African vaccination practice found to be instrumental in the use of  inoculation 
for the deadly smallpox virus. This knowledge transfer results in the establishment 
of  smallpox inoculations in this country (Hayden, 1991).  

1796 The Laws of  African Society were printed by the African Society, a Bos-
ton group of  Black Americans organized to provide a form of  health insurance 
and funeral benefits, as well as spiritual brotherhood, to its members (Hayden, 
1991).  
 
1850 Daniel Laing and Isaac Snowden of  Boston and Martin R. Delaney be-
come the first Blacks admitted to Harvard Medical School, but are expelled in 
1851 when White students object (Gewertz, 2004).
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1864 Dr. Rebecca Lee Crumpler is the first Black female in the country to be 
awarded a medical degree. Dr. Lee’s degree was confirmed at New England Medi-
cal College  in 1864 (National Library of  Medicine [NLM] Travelling Exhibition, 
October 2003-November 2005).
 
1879 Mary Eliza Mahoney, the first professionally-trained Black nurse in 
the U.S., graduates from the New England Hospital for Women and Children 
(Hayden, 1991).
  
1897 Dr. Solomon Carter Fuller, graduates from Boston University School of  
Medicine, becoming the first Black psychiatrist in the U.S. (Hayden, 1991).
 
1919 Dr. Jesse G. Garnett becomes the first Black woman to graduate from 
Tufts Dental School and the first Black dentist in Boston (Hayden, 1991). 
 
1931 Dr. John B. Hall Jr. becomes the first Black physician accepted as an 
intern at Boston City Hospital (Hayden, 1991).
 
1940s Dr. William A. Hinton develops the famous Hinton Test for syphilis 
that  was used to diagnose syphilis for over 40 years; he was also the Director of  
the Wasserman Laboratory of  the Commonwealth of  Massachusetts at Harvard 
Medical School from 1915-1949 (Public Health Museum in Massachusetts).
 
1949 Dr. Charles D. Bonner becomes the first Black physician appointed to 
staff  at Boston City Hospital (Hayden, 1991).
 
1951 Dr. Mildred Jefferson becomes the first Black woman to graduate from 
Harvard Medical School (Hayden, 1991).
 
1974 Dr. Joseph L. Henry is named the first Black professor at the Harvard 
School of  Dental Medicine (Hayden, 1991).
 
1978 Dr. Kenneth C. Edelin becomes the first Black physician to direct a ma-
jor clinical department at Boston City Hospital, when named director of  the De-
partment of  Obstetrics and Gynecology.  He was also the first to head a clinical 
department at Boston University School of  Medicine (Hayden, 1991).
 
1984 Dr. Bailus Walker becomes the first Black man to hold the position of  
Commissioner of  Public Health in Massachusetts (Hayden, 1991).
 
1987 Dr. Deborah Prothrow-Stith becomes the first Black woman to hold the 
position of  Commissioner of  Public Health in Massachusetts (Hayden, 1991).
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Health inequities are found across virtually all health conditions.  Compared with 
Whites, Blacks experience higher rates of  cancer, heart disease, diabetes, high 
blood pressure, HIV/AIDS, mental illness, substance abuse, asthma, and infant 
mortality.  It has become increasingly clear that these disparities are not random.  
They are the reflection of  social inequity and stress brought about by generations 
of  persistent and pervasive racism.  Infant mortality and obesity will be used to 
illustrate the impact of  racism on the health of  Black Boston residents.

Infant Mortality
Infant mortality (deaths of  children less than one year of  age) continues to be one 
of  the main markers of  racial inequality and health inequity (Fry-Johnson, Levine, 
Rowley, Agboto, & Rust, 2010).  It is also a recognized and internationally-accept-
ed measure of  overall maternal and infant health.  Research has shown that Black 
infants have a disproportionately higher risk of  dying before their first birthday 
compared with White infants (Dominguez, Dunkel-Schetter, Glynn, Hoebel, & 
Sandman, 2008).

The 2007 infant mortality rate for Black infants in the U.S., according to the most 
recent data available, was 13.2 deaths per 1,000 live births, more than twice the 
infant mortality rate for White infants at 5.6 deaths per 1,000 live births (CDC, 
2010).  When we look at the numbers “closer to home,” the gap in the two rates 
is even more pronounced.  In Boston, the 2008 Black infant mortality rate was 
14.6 deaths per 1,000 live births, more than four times the White infant mortality 
rate at 3.4 deaths per 1,000 live births.  Throughout recorded history, the infant 
mortality rate for Black infants in Boston has been higher than the rate for White 
infants; the Black and White infant mortality rates from 1996 through 2008 are 
shown in Figure 2. 

The Impact of  Low Birth Weight 
and Preterm Births  
Many factors contribute to a Black infant dying in the US before its first birthday, 
but chief  among them are low birth weight and preterm births (Dominguez et 
al., 2008).  Infants who weigh less than 5 pounds, 8 ounces are considered low 
birth weight; preterm births refer to the birth of  an infant of  less than 37 weeks 
gestational age.  There is a strong connection between prematurity and low birth 
weight; about two-thirds of  low birth weight infants are also born preterm (March 
of  Dimes, Low Birthweight, n.d.).    

The higher risk of  low birth weight infants among Black women has made it dif-
ficult to narrow or even close the gap in the rate of  infant mortality among Black 
infants and infants of  other races (Jackson, 2007).  Infants that are born low birth 
weight have a higher risk of  dying (Grady & Enander, 2009).  As shown in Figure 3, 
for each year from 1999 to 2008, the percentage of  Boston low birth weight births 
was consistently higher for Black women compared to White women. 
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Figure 2: Infant Mortality Among 
Black and White Women 1996-2008
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DATA SOURCE: Boston resident deaths and live births, Massachusetts Department of  Public Health
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Figure 3: Low Birthweight Births by Race, 1999-2008
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White women (Jackson, 2007).  Figure 4 shows the difference in preterm births in 
Boston for Black and White infants between 1999 and 2008.

Explanations for Racial and Ethnic 
Inequities in Poor Birth Outcomes
The explanation of  racial inequities in birth outcomes is a complex issue that is 
not easily understood (Jackson, 2007).  Common explanations often include smok-
ing, alcohol use, drug use, and inadequate prenatal care.  Those factors, however, 
do not explain the racial inequities seen in birth outcomes.   For example, a greater 
percentage of  White women than Black women smoke during their pregnancies, 
and national data show that White women who smoked during their pregnancies 
had a better birth outcome than Black women who didn’t smoke at all (U.S. De-
partment of  Health and Human Services, 2011).   

National data have also shown that White women with little or no-prenatal care 
were less likely to experience their baby dying in the first year of  life when com-
pared with Black women who had adequate/good prenatal care (U.S. 

Figure 4. Preterm Births by Race, Boston, 1999-2008
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Department of  Health and Human Services, 2011).   And although income and 
education heavily influence health outcomes, White women living in poverty and 
with little formal education are less likely to loose their infant in the the first year 
of  life when compared with Black women with college degrees and modest/high 
incomes (Singh and Yu, 1995).   In Boston, in 2008, Black mothers who had at 
least some college education had a disproportionately higher infant mortality rate 
than White mothers with the same educational attainment.  

There is evidence that the health of  Black women may begin to deteriorate in 
early adulthood due to a cumulative socioeconomic disadvantage (Geronimus, 
1992), which in turn may result in Black women experiencing higher rates of  
poor birth outcomes (Osypuk & Acevedo-Garcia, 2008) compared with White 
women.  Stress has been shown to have a negative effect on the pregnancies of  
Black women (Orr, James, Barakat, Daikoku, Pupkin et al.,1996).   Racism, as 
a major stressor experienced by Black women, may be one of  the causes of  the 
racial inequities seen in health. Chronic stress leads to high levels of  “stress hor-
mones,” including cortisol, which may be implicated in preterm delivery.  Recent 
studies indicate that a “life-course approach” is needed to understand inequities in 
birth outcomes.  Rather than focus on factors that influence a woman’s stress levels 
during her pregnancy, a life-course approach recognizes that early life experiences 
and the cumulative impact of  stress over the life course combine to play a central 
role in determining birth outcomes (Lu, 2003). 

Obesity
Obesity is not only a chronic disease in itself  but also a contributor to such chronic 
diseases as high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, certain can-
cers, and asthma.  The increasing prevalence of  obesity in the U.S. poses a seri-
ous public health challenge for many segments of  the population but especially 
for Black children and adults. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) defines obesity and overweight as ranges of  weight that are greater than 
what is generally considered healthy for a given height.  In addition to physical 
health problems, obesity and overweight can also result in social stigma, discrimi-
nation, reduced self-esteem, and lower quality of  life for the individual.

Nationally, a higher percentage of  Black adults are obese (36%) compared with 
White adults (24%)  (2006-2008 BRFSS, CDC).  The local picture in Boston is 
similar.  In 2008, a higher percentage of  Boston’s Black adults (32%) were obese 
compared with White adults (17%).  Twenty-nine percent of  Black adults were 
also overweight (data not shown).  By gender, a higher percentage of  Black females 
were obese compared to White females (Figure5).  
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A higher percentage of  Boston’s Black high school students were overweight (21%) 
in 2008 compared to White high school students (10%)  (Figure 6).

An unhealthy diet and physical inactivity can result in an individual becoming 
overweight or obese.  Eating the recommended five daily servings of  fruits and 
vegetables is important to having and maintaining a healthy diet.  In Boston, only 
26% of  Black adults reported eating the recommended daily servings of  fruits and 
vegetables, a percentage similar to that reported for other racial/ethnic groups, 
but a long way off  from the national 2010 target of  75%.  In 2008, a lower per-
centage of  Black Boston adults (52%) reported engaging in regular physical activ-
ity, compared with White adults (63%).  

As mentioned earlier, the consequences of  unhealthy eating and physical inactiv-
ity can result in individuals having chronic health diseases or conditions.  

Figure 5. Obese Adults by Gender and Race, Boston, 2008
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DATA SOURCE: Boston Behavioral Risk Factor Survey 2008, Boston Behavioral
Risk Factor Surveillance System (BBRFSS) Boston Public Health Commission
DATA ANALYSIS: Boston Public Health Commission Research and Evaluation Office
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One of  those major chronic diseases afflicting the Black population is type 2 dia-
betes.  Type 2 diabetes is the most common form of  diabetes. In type 2 diabetes, 
either the body does not produce enough insulin or the cells ignore the insulin.  
According to the National Diabetes Fact Sheet 2007, not only do Black Americans 
have the highest rate of  type 2 diabetes, but they also tend to have the highest 
diabetes mortality rate as well, compared to the White population (The Kaiser 
Family Foundation State Health Facts, 2010).  Figure 7 shows diabetes mortality 
rates for Black and White residents in Boston.  In each year from 2001 through 

2008, the diabetes mortality rate for Black Boston residents was substantially high-
er than the rate for White residents.  In 2008, the rate of  Black diabetes was 3.2 
times higher than the rate for White residents.

Figure 6. Public High School Students Who are Obese by 
Gender and Race, Boston, 2007 and 2009 Combined
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System (YRBS), Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
DATA ANALYSIS: Boston Public Health Commission Research and Evaluation Office
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Although diet and exercise are major determinants of  weight, there are a combi-
nation of  environmental factors that disproportionately affect minority and low-
income communities that may explain the differences by race in obesity rates.  
These environmental factors include: 

• easier access to cheap, unhealthy foods from an abundance of  fast food outlets 
and convenience stores 

• less access to supermarkets or large grocery stores in the community that stock 
healthy food options

• inability to afford healthier food choices due to financial constraints and the 
relatively high price of  fresh fruits and vegetables

• less access to physical activity facilities

• inadequate funding for subsidized school meals from the federal government to 
purchase healthier foods 

• high rates of  neighborhood violence that raise safety concerns about engaging 
in outdoor activities.

Figure 7: Diabetes Mortality* by Race, Boston, 2001-2008
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Recent data from the Boston Public Health Commission’s Health of  Boston 2010 
report indicate that predominately Black neighborhoods of  Mattapan, Dorchester, 
and Roxbury, had the highest reported percentages of  obese residents  compared 
with Boston overall. The differing social, economic, educational, and environ-
mental conditions in which people live are the most important reasons for the in-
equities in obesity rates and associated chronic disease and mortality rates. These 
factors influence the ability of  community members to have the resources that 
allow them to access and afford healthier lifestyles, such as eating nutritious foods, 
participating in recreational opportunities, and enjoying safe neighborhoods. 

The additional physical and emotional stress of  racism plays a significant role in 
undermining self-esteem and contributing to chronic stress. Studies have shown 
that hormones from too much stress produce fat around the waist, which increase 
the chances of  developing heart disease and diabetes, both health conditions seen 
at higher rates in communities of  color (Epel, et al., 2000). 

Strategies to eliminate inequities in obesity rates will need to focus on policy and 
systems change that will improve access in schools and communities to affordable 
and healthy foods and opportunities for safe physical activity, and counteract cor-
porate advertisements of  junk foods to children in Black neighborhoods. 

Life Expectancy and Leading Causes of  Death
In addition the rates of  infant mortality and overweight/obesity, life expectancy, 
overall mortality rates, and leading causes of  death can help us understand the 
health status of  Blacks in Boston. Life expectancy refers to the average number of  
years that a population born in a given year can expect to live.  It is a key measure 
of  overall quality of  life in a population and varies by age, when born, sex, race 
and ethnicity, and other characteristics.  Life expectancy has gradually increased 
in the U.S. since the 1800’s (National Vital Statistics System [NVSS], May 2010), 
but the extent of  increase in longevity has not been equal for all racial and ethnic 
groups, especially the Black population.  Life expectancy at birth for the overall 
U.S. population was 77.9 years in 2007 but was higher for the White population 
(78.4 years) than the Black population (73.6 years).  Black men had the lowest life 
expectancy (70.0 years) (NVSS, May 2010).

Increasing the overall quality of  life and the life expectancy of  individuals of  all 
ages are primary goals of  the Centers for Disease Control Healthy People 2020 
Initiative (CDC, 2010).  This national goal is particularly important for Blacks in 
Boston, who continue to be disproportionately affected by health inequities that 
influence life expectancy.  Based on combined 2003-2008 death data, life expec-
tancy for Blacks in Boston was 73.5 years, more than five years below that for 
Latino and White residents, and nearly ten years below that for Asian residents.  

Reviewing the all-cause mortality data and leading causes of  death can help us 
understand inequities in life expectancy.  In 1999, the age-adjusted all-cause mor-
tality rate for Blacks was slightly higher (966.1 deaths per 100,000 population) 
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over time.  In 2008, the age-adjusted all-cause mortality rate for Blacks in Boston 
was 31% higher than for Whites. (Figure 8).
 

In 2008, the top three leading causes of  death for Blacks in Boston were cancer, 
heart disease, and injuries (including homicides) (Figure 9).  The disparity in mor-
tality for each of  the three causes resulted in age-adjusted mortality rates that were 
40% to 70% higher for Blacks than for Whites (data not shown).

Lung cancer is a leading cause of  cancer death among men and women in the 
United States, with 90% of  lung cancer deaths among men and approximately 
80% of  lung cancer deaths among women attributed to smoking (CDC, Smoking 
and Tobacco Use).  In 2008, 17% of  Blacks in Boston reported smoking, similar to 
other racial-ethnic groups.  Their age-adjusted lung cancer mortality rate in 2008 
was only slightly higher than that of  Whites (data not shown). 

 

Figure 8. All Cause Mortality* by Race, Boston, 2000-2008
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Although a higher percentage of  Boston Black women age 40 and over than 
White women reported having a mammogram during the past year, Black women 
in Boston continue to have higher age-adjusted rates of  breast cancer mortality 
than White women and women of  other racial/ethnic groups.  In 2008, their age-
adjusted breast cancer mortality rate was double that of  White women.

Figure 9. Leading Causes of  Death* 
Among Black Residents, Boston, 2002-2008
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Heart Disease
Heart disease is the leading cause of  death in the U.S., responsible for about one-
quarter of  all deaths (CDC NCHS, 2007).  Nationally, it is also the number one 
killer of  Black Americans.  Not only are high blood pressure, diabetes, unhealthy 
weight, and physical inactivity among the health risks for heart disease, but they 
are also some of  the health problems that disproportionately affect the Black pop-
ulation.

Among the Boston population, heart disease is the second-leading cause of  death 
(after cancer).  Each year between 2001 and 2008, with the exception of  2006, the 
age-adjusted heart disease mortality rate was higher for Black residents than for 
other Boston residents.  In 2008, the age-adjusted rate of  heart disease mortality 
for Boston’s Black population was nearly 50% higher than the rate for Boston’s 
White population. 

Among Boston neighborhoods, Roxbury, a predominately Black neighborhood, 
had the highest age-adjusted rate of  heart disease mortality in 2008

Figure 10. Leading Causes of  Cancer Deaths* 
Among Black Residents, Boston, 2006-2008
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compared to Boston overall. That rate was more than double the overall Boston 
rate.  At the neighborhood level, the highest age-adjusted rates of  hospitaliza-
tion for heart disease occurred among residents of  predominately-Black neigh-
borhoods, with the exception of  the South End: Roxbury (whose rate was more 
than 50% higher than the overall Boston rate), Mattapan, and North and South 
Dorchester (Figure 11).

Figure 10: Heart Disease Hospitalizations by 
Neighborhood, 2006, 2007, and 2008 Combined

*Shown as age-adjusted rates
DATA SOURCE: Acute Case Mix Files, Massachusetts Division of
Health Care Finance and Policy
DATA ANALYSIS: Boston Public Health Commission Research and Evaluation Office
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In 2007, 182,479 injury deaths occurred in the U.S. Most deaths resulting from 
injury deaths are preventable (CDC, 2007).  Unintentional injury was the leading 
causes of  death for all age groups ages 1 through 44.  Homicide was the second- 
leading cause for ages 15-24, followed by suicide; suicide was the second-leading 
cause of  death for ages 25-34, followed by homicide.  

In Boston, for the period of  2006-2008, injury was among the leading causes of  
death for all age groups except those 65 and over.  For each year of  that period, in-
jury was the third-leading cause of  death, behind cancer and heart disease.  It was 
also the third-leading cause of  death for Black residents.  The 2008 age-adjusted 
rate of  injury mortality for Black residents of  Boston was almost doubled that of  
White residents.

Violence-related mortality, such as homicide and suicide, has a greater impact on 
the adolescent and young adult populations than death from chronic diseases such 
as cancer, heart disease, and diabetes, all of  which occur more frequently in older 
populations.  Homicides accounted for 55% of  all injury deaths among Boston 
residents in 2008.

The impact of  homicide is even more striking for the Black population because 
homicide remains a major contributor to the racial-ethnic gap in life expectancy 
among Black and White males (Harper, Lynch, Burris, & Smith, 2007).   In 2007, 
the national age-adjusted homicide rate for Blacks (21.8 deaths per 100,000 popu-
lation) was the highest among all racial-ethnic populations.  It was 8 times higher 
than for the White population overall (2.8 per 100,000), and among men, the rate 
for Blacks (38.5 per 100,000) was 10 times higher than for Whites (3.7 per 100,000 
(Xu, Kochanek, Murphy, & Tejada-Vera, 2010). 

Boston also experiences a similar devastating trend, where the age-adjusted rate 
of  homicide was highest for Black residents each year from 1999 through 2008. 
Latino residents had the second-highest rate, and Whites had the lowest rate dur-
ing those years.  In 2008, the age-adjusted homicide rate for Black residents was 
31.1 deaths per 100,000 (Figure 12).

As a further indication of  the magnitude of  this problem, a comparison of  the 
homicide rate between Black and White residents in 2008 in Boston cannot be 
made because there were fewer than 5 homicides of  White residents compared 
with 47 homicides of  Black residents.  For all racial-ethnic groups, the majority of  
homicide victims were male. 

The tragic effect of  homicide extends beyond the individuals to families and entire 
communities.  During 2006-2008, five Boston neighborhoods, Hyde Park, Mat-
tapan, North Dorchester, Roxbury, and South Dorchester, had an average annual 
age- adjusted rate of  homicides higher than the Boston overall rate; 
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these are all neighborhoods where the largest percentage of  residents are people 
of  color.  Mattapan’s homicide rate was four times the Boston rate and the highest 
among all neighborhoods.

What is Being Done to Address Health Inequity
In Boston, the Boston Public Health Commission has made significant progress 
improving the health status for many of  our residents. Black residents in Boston, 
however, have not benefited equally from our progress and, as illustrated in this 
report, bear a severe and disproportionate burden of  diseases.  To tackle this im-
balance, we are committed to finding approaches in our work that allow residents 
to have equal access to the conditions that promote the best possible health.  In 
the recent past, many of  our programs focused on individual-level interventions.  
Moving forward, we need to improve our understanding of  how racism and pov-
erty limit the opportunity for many Boston residents to make healthy choices and 
have led, in particular, to significantly worse health outcomes for many Black resi-
dents in the city.  Health is influenced by where people live, the jobs they hold, 
their knowledge of  risk, access to resources and support systems, making it criti-
cally important thatthe Commission’s programming acknowledge and address 
these broader realities and contexts. 

Figure 12. Homicide* by Race, Boston, 2001-2008
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oritized the elimination of  racial and health inequities and has developed strong 
partnerships across the city to promote racial and social justice.  Many community 
agencies and coalitions around Boston are working together to eliminate inequi-
ties in health outcomes among Black residents by addressing  risk factors related to 
health outcomes, social determinants of  health, and racism.    Under Mayor Me-
nino’s leadership, the City of  Boston adopted a Blueprint for Eliminating Racial 
and Ethnic Disparities in Health in 2005, and since then, has used the blueprint 
to guide resource allocations, community mobilization strategies, policy develop-
ment and regulatory changes, training and education of  workers and residents, 
and community-based participatory research.

Fortunately, there are outstanding resources available to help support the work 
to build health equity.   Documentaries such as “Unnatural Causes” and “An-
gry Heart: The Impact of  Racism on Heart Disease” can be used at community 
meetings and other public forums to stimulate conversation on the topic of  health 
inequity and encourage those in attendance to actively get involved.

National reports that shed light on health inequities include:  the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation’s “Beyond Health Care: New Directions to a Healthier 
America”; National Healthcare Disparities Report series by the federal Agency 
for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ); Unequal Treatment by the Institute of  
Medicine (IOM); An American Health Dilemma: Race, Medicine, and Health Care in the 
United States, Volumes I and II by W. Michael Byrd and Linda A Clayton.  Various 
journals regularly publish research that explores the relationship between health 
outcomes and the social determinants of  health, and articles are often available 
online.   Federal agencies have funded initiatives such as Communities Putting 
Prevention to Work, Healthy Communities, Racial and Ethnic Approaches to 
Community Health, and the Healthy Start Initiative and have provided research 
grants to develop strategies to address health inequity.  Private foundations, both 
at the national and local level, have also supported significant efforts to eliminate 
inequities in health, including racial healing circles, undoing racism trainings, and 
coalition building.  There are conferences regularly held at the national and lo-
cal level, and courses are offered now at various colleges and universities on this 
important topic.
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Conclusion 
Black residents of  Boston face health inequities in almost all health conditions.  
The traditional strategies once used to improve health status focused on providing 
health care and encouraging individuals to change behavior.  Strides have been 
made in ensuring that all residents have access to quality health care.  Health care 
providers have stressed the importance of  adopting a healthier lifestyle; patients 
are advised to eat healthier, eliminate smoking, drink less alcohol, and exercise 
more.  These measures are important and have helped to improve the health sta-
tus of  Black residents.  Despite these gains, enormous health inequities between 
Black and White residents persist.

Inequities in the health status among Black residents have been attributed to dif-
ferences in socioeconomic status, because the impact of  social conditions such as 
income, education, and employment on health status has been well established.  
When researchers control for socioeconomic status, however, Black residents have 
worse outcomes than White residents at all levels.  For example, the Infant Mor-
tality Rate (IMR) for infants of  Boston Black mothers with at least some college 
education is worse than the IMR for infants of  Boston White mothers with a high 
school education.   Increasingly, it is clear that racism is a primary factor in per-
petuating health inequities (Williams, 1999).  

Because there are many mechanisms that perpetuate the link between race and 
health, city health officials, community leaders, medical professionals, and foun-
dation officers need to ensure that every program is measured by how it contrib-
utes to reducing racial inequities in health.   As we work across our education, 
transportation, employment, housing, and health care systems, we need to remain 
vigilant to advancing those policies and protocols that are good for creating the 
conditions that promote health.  While it is important to provide a range of  health 
services to Black individuals, health inequities will not be eliminated until the root 
cause – racism – is acknowledged and addressed.
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Addressing health inequities will encompass strategies at various levels ranging 
from civic engagement to “health in all policies” approach. Boston has a diverse 
Black community comprised of  African Americans, Haitians, Cape Verdeans, Ni-
gerians, Jamaicans, and Black people from other African and Caribbean coun-
tries. Any of  the policies and programs developed needs to take into consideration 
the diversity in the Black community in Boston. Following are the recommenda-
tions that will help address the health inequity in Boston:

1. Prioritize a “Health in All Policies” approach at the city level. City agencies 
should adopt health impact assessments into their planning processes.

2. Ensure representation from the Black community in planning and develop-
ing initiatives, campaigns, and programs that address racial-ethnic inequities; and 
support resident coalitions/organizations that are working for racial and social 
justice.

3. Ensure that residents have access to quality medical care and social services that 
are culturally and linguistically appropriate.

4. Review, analyze, and address the impact of  institutional racism on health and 
health care access.

5. Increase awareness of  the effects of  racism on health.

6. Ensure that data on race and ethnicity are collected in a way that can be used 
to monitor health and health-related outcomes.

7. Advocate for local, state, and national health-related surveillance systems and 
agencies that collect health data to include ethnicity and language within the 
Black, Latino, and Asian categories.

8. Make cultural competency a requirement for all health care facilities that re-
ceive local, state, and /or federal funding and serve a diverse racial-ethnic popula-
tion. 

9. Advocate for making cultural competency training a part of  the medical school 
curriculum for all medical schools in Boston.
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10. Improve neighborhood physical and built environments, such as access to 
safe parks and playgrounds, sidewalks, bike paths, and affordable and accessible 
healthy food options. 

11. Identify opportunities for collaboration among health organizations, agencies, 
businesses, institutes, universities, and colleges to develop policies that can reduce 
or eliminate racial-ethnic inequities for Boston’s Black population.

12. Consider the diverse cultures of  Blacks in Boston in developing and imple-
menting health education programs.

Community Advisory Committee
Health Recommendations

What can you do to help yourself ?
Think about health in a holistic manner. Health is “a state of  complete physical, 
mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of  disease or infirmity. 
(World Health Organization)”
• Know your health status: Be up to date on blood pressure checks, cholesterol 

and diabetes screenings, and HIV status.
• Know your emotional well-being.
• Encourage family members to go to their doctor or healthcare provider.
• Participate in community events or coalitions that promote health.
• Attend health fairs or other events geared toward improving health.
• Help the children in your life by reading to them or assisting with homework.
• Learn about what is happening in your community and how it affects your 

health.
• Understand that you are NOT the label given to you by others.
• Read about the Health Care Reform!
• Love yourself !

What can you do to help your community?
• Demand quality education in local public schools.
• Start a community group or coalition to raise awareness about a particular 

health condition.
• Petition elected officials to improve sidewalks, lighting, and recreational areas 

in your neighborhood.
• Work with the local police department, elected officials, and community 

groups to provide safe spaces in your community.
• Support local farmers’ markets and require adequate grocery stores with 

healthy, affordable foods in your community.
• Volunteer with nearby youth groups.
• Share your knowledge and skills.
• Advocate against the increasing number of  fast food restaurants and/or li-

quor stores in the community.
• Name the STIGMA that your communities hold because of  fear, cultural un-
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use ….

What can your community do to help you?
• Initiate programs for youth in racially and ethnically diverse communities to 

create and maintain a better pipeline into health professions.
• Enforce federal and state laws that require, not only Language Access policies 

and procedures in health care settings, but also other Culturally and Linguis-
tically Appropriate Services (CLAS) Standards. The CLAS Standards were 
issued in 2001 by the U.S. Department of  Health and Human Services Office 
of  Minority Health to provide guidance on how to improve service delivery 
to clients who may not have sufficient access to care based on race, ethnicity, 
linguistic capacity or cultural background.

• Mandate medical and public health schools to require all students to graduate 
with at least one course on Cultural Competency.

• Promote anti-racism work as an integral component in establishing health 
equity.

• Build the capacity of  faith institutions to educate and provide health services 
to local communities.

• Endorse community-driven approaches as effective methods to address health 
disparities and develop effective and sustainable policies, programs, and/or 
interventions.

• Jargon is a gatekeeper! Implement health literacy approaches that are wel-
coming, universal, linguistically-friendly, and lack jargon

• Implement social media campaigns that educate all stakeholders on racism 
and how social determinants affect health.

• Utilize the Empowerment Model in all health promotion, prevention and 
care services.

• Provide funding to advance the development and implementation of  the fol-
lowing best practices in addressing health disparities:

• Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR):  “Collab-
orative approach to research that equitably involves all partners 
in the research process and recognizes the unique strengths that 
each brings. CBPR begins with a research topic of  importance 
to the community with the aim of  combining knowledge and 
action for social change to improve community health and elimi-
nate health disparities.” W.K. Kellogg Community Scholar’s 
Program (2001)

• Community Health Workers (CHWs): “A Community Health 
Worker is a frontline public health worker who is a trusted 
member of  and/or has an unusually close understanding of  the 
community served. This trusting relationship enables the CHW 
to serve as a liaison/link/intermediary between health/social 
services and the community to facilitate access to services and 
improve the quality and cultural competence of  service deliv-
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1716 Onesimus, a slave to Boston puritan Cotton Mather, shares a West African 
technique for rudimentary vaccination against smallpox, providing crucial knowl-
edge that several years later helps curb the deadly epidemic in the city. 

1850  Daniel Laing and Isaac Snowden of  Boston and Martin R. Delaney admit-
ted as the first black students at Harvard Medical School, but were expelled the 
next year because white students objected.

1860 An integrated group of  Boston citizens founds the Home for Aged Colored 
Females on Southey Street on Beacon Hill. The home is nearby at 22 Hancock 
Street when it closes in 1944.

1864  Rebecca Lee becomes first black woman in 
the country awarded a medical degree, from the 
New England Medical College, which merges with 
Boston University in 1873 and is renamed the BU 
School of  Medicine.

1879 Mary Eliza Ma-
honey, the first profes-
sionally trained Black 
nurse in the country, 
graduates from the New 

England Hospital for Women and Children, which clos-
es in 1969 and becomes Dimmock Community Health 
Center.

1893 Harriet Hayden, widow 
of  former state legislator Lewis 
Hayden, bequeaths funds to establish scholarship for 
black students at Harvard Medical School.

1897 Dr. Solomon Carter Fuller graduates from BU 
School of  Medicine and later establishes himself  as the 
first black psychiatrist in the country.

1908 Plymouth Hospital and Nurse Training School 
is founded in at 12 East Springfield Street in Boston’s 

South End by Dr. Cornelius N. Garland, a black physician from Alabama. The 
only black hospital ever in the city closes in 1929, when Boston City Hospital 
opens its medical and nursing programs to African Americans.
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1919 - Dr. Jessie G. Garnett becomes the first black woman to graduate from Tufts 
Dental School and the first black dentist in Boston.

1924 The first infant formula, eventually named Similac, is bottled and marketed. 
Louise (Giblin) Sallaway, a black chemist, contributes to its development at Boston 
Floating Hospital, today part of  Tufts Medical Center.  

1931- Dr. John B. Hall Jr. is accepted as an intern at Boston City Hospital, now 
Boston Medical Center, making him the first black physician to train there.

1940s Dr. Willam A. Hinton develops the Hinton Test 
for syphilis, which will be used to diagnose syphilis for 
over 40 years. He directs the Wasserman Laboratory of  
the Commonwealth of  Massachusetts at Harvard Medi-
cal School from 1915 to 1949.

1948 A long-term study of  heart disease in residents of  
Framingham, Mass. is launched with federal funding. 
The original 5,209 subjects were all? white. A sample of  
506 individuals of  color was added in 1994.

1949 Dr. Charles D. Bonner appointed as the first black physician on the staff  at 
the former Boston City Hospital.

1951 Dr. Mildred Jefferson becomes first Black woman 
to graduate from Harvard Medical School.

1965 The nation’s first community health center is 
founded, to serve the Columbia Point public housing 
complex in Boston. The Geiger-Gibson Community 
Health Center at 250 Mount Vernon Street in Dorches-
ter is named after its founders, two doctors from Tufts 
Medical School.    

1974 Dr. Joseph L. Henry becomes first black professor 
at the Harvard School of  Dental Medicine.

1978 Dr. Kenneth C. Edelin is named director of  obstetrics and gynecology at 
what was then Boston City Hospital, becoming the first black physician to direct 
one of  its major clinical departments. 

1984 Dr. Bailus Walker is appointed the first black commissioner of  public health 
in Massachusetts.
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public health commissioner, the first black woman to 
serve in the position. 

1990 The State of  Massachusetts creates the Office for 
Minority Health, later renamed the Office of  Health Eq-
uity, to work on reducing health disparities.

2003 The Boston Public Health Commission establishes 
what is now the Office of  Health Equity & Social Jus-
tice, with a mission similar to that of  the similarly-named 

state office.

2004 Deborah C. Enos is promoted to president and 
CEO of  the Neighborhood Health Plan, a not-for-profit 
managed care organization founded in 1986 that oper-
ates statewide. The black executive had been vice presi-
dent for business development for seven years.

2004 Cleve L. Killingsworth 
joins Blue Cross Blue Shield of  
Massachusetts, the state’s larg-
est private insurer, as president 
and CEO. The black executive 
departs in 2010.
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Safeguarding Our Health
William Monroe Trotter Institute 
University of Massachusetts Boston

State of Black Boston
Safeguarding our Health: Challenges and Opportunities
 to Reduce Disparities for Blacks in Boston

November 19, 2009, 10:00am – 12:00pm
Reggie Lewis Center Multi-Purpose Room, Roxbury Community College

Panelists
Ruth Ellen Fitch, President & CEO, Dimock Community Health Center
Tarma Johnson, Director of  Clinical Health Services, Mattapan Community 
Health Center
Dr. John Ayanian, Professor, Harvard Medical School, and Director, Health 
Disparities Research Program, Harvard Catalyst 
Dr. Nancy Norman, Chief  Medical Officer, Boston Public Health Commission 
Elmer Freeman, Co-Chair, Disparities Action Network

Moderator
Dr. Linda Bishop Hudson, Chair, Health Committee, Boston Branch NAACP
 
Three Questions:
1. How to deal with health challenges in Boston?
2. What are important priorities for Black people in health?
3. What policy can help lessen health disparities in greater Boston?

Summary of  Panel Discussion
When talking about ways to deal with health challenges in Boston, multiple panel-
ists identified employment and economic stability as among “social determinants” 
of  health. A majority of  Boston’s black population may prioritize domestic or fi-
nancial needs above important and possibly life-threatening health needs. (Fitch)  
By securing both employment and education, which lead to a higher income, fami-
lies can focus on priority number one: their health. Her thoughts echoed by Nor-
man. Citing fundraising as a way to both pay for services and combat disparities, 
Johnson focused on the lack of  employment and health insurance among the 7,000 
individuals the Mattapan Community Health Center serves–many of  whom live 
under the federal poverty level. Johnson mentioned that although center is the larg-
est in its area, it does not offer HIV/AIDS treatment. 
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The panelists mentioned both infant mortality and youth health issues, such as 
obesity and a lack of  exercise. Ayanian noted that if  such health issues are not 
dealt with head on, they can later lead to chronic illnesses. Ayanian also men-
tioned the importance of  looking into cancer-related genetic or environmental 
factors, mental health and depression, and access to affordable health insurance 
in disadvantaged communities. Freeman cited racial tension as the source of  social 
and economic determinants of  health. 

II. Proposed Solutions 
• Build stronger partnerships between community health centers and hospitals, 
including specialty and teaching hospitals. 

• Collect more precise data to show the progression of  health issues over time and 
place the data into comprehensive form to distribute to the community. 

• Look at education and employment and how they affect health. Jobs and health 
care are connected because when workers lose their jobs, they often lose their 
medical coverage. 

• Connect community members with advocacy and policy, so people are not afraid 
of  health issues. (Freeman)

• Combine policy and advocacy. (Freeman)

• Utilize the Boston Public Health Commission resources that are in place to re-
port and measure racism in the health field. 

• Focus on community-based factors to reduce risks related to HIV/AIDS, cancer, 
and heart disease. (Ayanian)

• To facilitate HIV/AIDS prevention or treatment, separate data on US-born 
Blacks who are HIV positive or have AIDS from data on Black immigrants who 
are HIV positive or have AIDS. (Chioma Nnaji, Program Director, Massachusetts 
AIDS Coalition)

Compiled by Reynolds Graves.
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Robert Turner
Co-Chair, Commonwealth Compact

Few subjects produce as much passionate advocacy as the Boston public schools. 
Superintendent Carol Johnson probably receives more unsolicited advice than any 
other public figure in Boston – except possibly Red Sox manager Terry Francona. 

The robust debate is itself  healthy -- an indicator of  both support and concern 
about many issues. One is the achievement gap between black and white students.

In this chapter, Dr. Charlene Brantley, herself  an educator, looks at this issue from 
several perspectives. She notes that black students in Massachusetts, like white 
students, consistently outscore their counterparts elsewhere in the country on 
standardized tests. And in a data-heavy analysis she also points out examples of  
significant progress, such as the narrowing of  the black-white gap among more 
advanced Boston high schoolers, that are “worth applauding.”

But she points as well to some aspects of  the gap that have stubbornly refused to 
narrow appreciably, including some “disappointing” MCAS test results and “dis-
mal” graduation and dropout rates. She also calls for greater remediation, which 
would require more funding, and greater collaboration among many parties, in-
cluding the schools, parents and community organizations.

Appended to Dr. Brantley’s study is the School Department’s “Plan to Close the 
Achievement Gap,” a detailed description of  the problem as seen by the depart-
ment, and the strategies, including a variety of  collaborations, that are already in 
place or planned.

The State of  Black Boston is an independent report, but includes this response 
from the Boston Public Schools for two reasons.   First is that public education 
is of  paramount importance. There is wide agreement that, if  all of  the Black 
students in Boston could suddenly receive the highest possible education, many of  
the other problems in this report would gradually fall away, or decline markedly.

The other reason for including the BPS response is simple equity. The chapter on 
Housing and Economic Development, for instance, involves the actions and poli-
cies of  dozens of  government agencies and private interests. The report on K-12 
education in Boston necessarily focuses on one agency alone; reporting its view is 
only fair.
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Key Findings From the  
State of  Black Boston K - 12 Capter
In the tests most commonly used to compare states’ educational achievement - the 
National Assessment of  Educational Progress (NAEP):

• Black students in Massachusetts (as well as White students) regularly score at 
or near the top nationally on all four tests --reading, writing, mathematics, 
and science -- in both fourth and eighth grades.

• Gaps in achievement between Black and White students are large and stub-
born; there is no trend of  steadily closing those gaps at the national or state 
level. In Massachusetts, the percentage of  White students scoring at the high-
er levels (“proficient” or “advanced”) was in several of  the tests more than 
double the percentage of  Black students achieving those scores on the NAEP 
tests.

• The state’s MCAS tests show a troubling lack of  progress among Black stu-
dents toward Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) benchmarks as required by the 
federal No Child Left Behind Act.

• MCAS also shows, however, that in higher grades rapidly increasing numbers 
of  Black students are achieving at higher levels. From 2005 to 2009, the pro-
portion of  Black students reaching proficient or advanced scores on MCAS 
tests jumped from 27 percent to 56 percent in English language arts, and from 
24 percent to 51 percent in math.

• Boston has specific problems. For instance, 76 percent of  students in the capi-
tal are designated as low-income, compared with 33 percent statewide.

• Current graduation and dropout rates for Black students in Boston are dis-
mal. Progress has been slow, and gaps between Black and White students have 
narrowed only slightly.

Recommendations from the SOBB Chapter
• More research is essential, particularly to focus on the strategies and tech-

niques in relatively high-achieving schools. Points of  emphasis should include 
professional development, and parental and community involvement.  Re-
search should include examination of  other districts and other states.

• It is critical that there is consistent, effective collaboration among the key play-
ers—Boston schools, the teachers union, and Black Boston. Enhancing these 
partnerships can help address and respond to parents’ needs and concerns. 
The possible approaches include ongoing workshops, forums, and websites 
for parents. These informative resources should be designed to help identify 
and provide different supports for general education students, students with 
special needs, and students with emotional, physical, social, or academic dif-
ficulties who are not excelling in school.
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supplementary support for Black students preparing for MCAS tests.

• Learning outside the classroom, including field trips and career-centered ac-
tivities, should be augmented.

• Community agencies, and corporations, should take a more active role in 
promoting strong public education.

• Parent-teacher partnerships foster an enhanced sense of  advocacy for stu-
dents’ strong work habits, attitudes, and, consequently, learning and achieve-
ment. These critical partnerships are necessary to help parents to understand 
and reinforce the expectations of  the school system, schools, classrooms, and 
teachers. Such collaboration is a resource for parents, keeping them connect-
ed to what their children are expected to learn.  This simple action step is es-
sential and effective in K-12.  The relationship is a delicate balance in which 
each side has to respect the role of  the other, a balance well worth the effort 
because the partnership presents a support system for students. This partner-
ship is a true home-school connection.

Excerpts From the Boston Public Schools’ Plan to Close tje Achievement Gap
• “All students, regardless of  race, income, ethnicity, language, disability, family 

background or circumstances deserve high quality educational experiences.”
• In 2007, the Boston School Committee formally declared achievement gaps 

“unacceptable” and created policies to eliminate them.
• “While we have made progress in many areas, much remains to be done, and 

we are more committed than ever to this work.”
• Strategies include a tracking system to support student retention and a suc-

cessful program to get previous drop-outs to re-enroll (several hundred so far).
• Some gaps have closed significantly: the Black-White gap in MCAS English 

language arts proficiency dropped from 35 points in 1998 to 5 points in 2010.
• Summer and vacation programs have been expanded.
• The school district has organized its work around four core strategies:
  1) Strengthening teaching and school leadership
  2) Replicating success and turning around low performing schools
  3) Deepening partnerships with parents, students and the community
  4) Redesigning district services for effectiveness, efficiency and equity
• One goal: “recruit, hire, train and retain a diverse cadre of  educators and 

support staff.”
• “The achievement gap has a long history and complex causes. Closing it will 

require deliberate, focused, and purposeful actions. No challenge is more ur-
gent and no obligation greater than securing equity and access to excellent 
educational opportunities for every student. Closing the achievement gap is 
a continuous process and demands vigilant attention, as well as openness to 
exploring new research and proven practices.”
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Charleen Brantley, EdD
Adjunct Professor
Department of Curriculum and Instruction
University of Massachusetts Boston

For a very long time as a teacher, a Black teacher who graduated from Boston 
Public Schools, I assumed that almost everyone graduated. In my world as a stu-
dent, my parents and teachers never presented an alternative. The culture of  my 
middle/high school, Boston Latin School, deeply embedded into both my sub-
conscious and consciousness that the only choice after high school graduation was 
entrance into a four-year college, preferably a private one. The faculty did not 
present other options. The only post-secondary plan was matriculation. The mes-
sage was broadcasted loudly, clearly, and frequently from the seventh through the 
twelfth grades. My perceptions derived from my personal experiences, however, 
differed significantly from the reality of  academic aspiration and achievement in 
other Boston schools. When I began to do research and teach graduate courses 
several years ago, I was blindsided by the subpar academic performance of  many 
urban students and, specifically, that of  Black and Latino students. The data 
trends and patterns completely shattered my perceptions of  academic achieve-
ment in urban public schools.   

Sometimes a disturbing picture can cause such alarm that the only adequate re-
sponse is a call to action. The racial-ethnic gaps in achievement in Massachusetts 
and in Boston are a reason for such alarm.  Statewide, wide gaps exist among 
certain sub-groups of  students who are not graduating from high school within 
four years at rates comparable to their White peers.  The 2009 cohort graduation 
rates demonstrate such glaringly clear gaps.  Those rates were 81.5 percent for the 
aggregate, 86.9 percent for White students, 69.1 percent for Black students, 66.9 
percent for low-income students, 64.9 percent for special education students, and 
57.5 percent for students with limited proficiency in English. Females graduated 
at a higher rate than males: 84 percent of  females graduated compared to 78.6 
percent of  male students (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 
2010a). The more than twenty-point spread between these graduation rates indi-
cate that race, language proficiency, special education, socio-economic class, and 
gender are important factors in achievement.

One of  the most compelling goals for Black Boston is developing an academically 
rigorous climate so that Black students not only consistently excel, but reach top 
levels of  achievement in high percentages. Before we can move forward academi-
cally as a Black community, it is critical for us to understand the past and present 
patterns of  Black achievement. Some pertinent questions arise: What does Black 
achievement in the past look like? What does present Black achievement look like? 
What can we, as a community, learn from the past and present to begin to develop 



209www.ulem.org      Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts

E
d

ucation: K
-12

a better academic future for Black Boston?  Although there are many other rel-
evant questions concerning Black achievement in education, this research describes 
where we have been and are, and envisions where we can go and need to go.

Measures of  Achievement
The following sections investigate three measurements of  achievement: perfor-
mance on national standardized tests, performance on the state’s standardized 
tests, and district-wide rates of  high school graduation. These three measures il-
lustrate different perspectives on achievement.  The education of  Black students 
in Boston has to be placed into the larger contexts of  the education of  Blacks in 
Massachusetts and the United States. By including these larger contexts, a more 
comprehensive understanding is possible.

National Assessment of  Educational 
Progress-The Nation’s Report Card
The primary purpose of  the National Assessment of  Educational Progress 
(NAEP) is “to compare student achievement in states and other jurisdictions” (De-
partment of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2006).  Because of  No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB), signed into federal law in 2002, all states are required to 
participate in the math and reading assessments for fourth and eighth grades. The 
U.S. Department of  Education, which oversees the administration and analysis of  
the tests, samples students from selected schools in each state. NAEP is the only 
standardized assessment able to provide a statistical portrait of  what is happening 
in the nation’s schools. It provides a valuable perspective.

The National Assessment of  Educational Progress reveals divergent trends in 
Massachusetts. Overall, the state has consistently outperformed, or nearly so, the 
nation on the reading, writing, math, and science assessments (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2010).  Throughout the years, Massachusetts has often 
outscored all the other states and jurisdictions, ranking first or second on these 
national assessments (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 
2010b). Another significant trend is that the scores of  Black students in Massachu-
setts have surpassed those of  the nation’s Black students on all four assessments in 
both grades they are administered.
Not all the trends are positive. The national data show disparities in reading, 
writing, math, and science between Black and White students. These persistent 
achievement gaps are found on all the assessments in each tested year. There has 
not been an assessment on which the performance of  Black students equaled or 
surpassed White students’, nationally or statewide. The size of  the achievement 
gaps on different assessments has fluctuated through the years. There is no trend 
of  steadily closing the Black-White achievement gaps within the subjects, on the 
national or statewide level. 

Another major trend is evident on the state level when examining the Black-White 
scores on the 2009 math and reading assessments. (Department of  Elementary 
and Secondary Education, 2010b).  NAEP scores, to make their meaning more 
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2 apparent, are grouped into four performance categories: below basic, at or above 
basic, at or above proficient, and advanced. These categories are designed to re-
flect students’ knowledge and skills. There are significant racial gaps in proficiency 
in the fourth and eighth grades. In the fourth grade, 23 percent of  Black students 
performed “at or above proficient” in reading, compared to 56 percent of  White 
students. In the eighth grade, 17 percent of  Black students were reading “at or 
above proficient,” compared to 49 percent of  White students.  In math, 30 percent 
of  Black students performed “at or above proficient” in the fourth grade, while 67 
percent of  White students did.  By the eighth grade, 23 percent of  Black students 
but 59 percent of  White students performed “at or above proficient” in math. The 
2009 data show that the overwhelming majority of  Black students in fourth and 
eighth grades performed at the basic or below basic level on both tests.  There are 
persistent achievement gaps in Massachusetts, both in raw performance scores 
and performance categories. 

In sum, the academic performances of  Black students in Massachusetts are mixed, 
according to NAEP data. They are consistently achieving at higher levels than 
Blacks nationwide. At the same time, the state’s Black students consistently lag 
behind the state’s White students. There are achievement gaps between Blacks in 
Massachusetts and in the United States. There are also gaps between Blacks and 
Whites in Massachusetts. There are reasons both for celebration and concern. 

Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 
System: A Statewide Perspective
One result of  the 1993 education reform law was the Massachusetts Compre-
hensive Assessment System (MCAS) (Department of  Elementary and Secondary 
Education, 2010c). MCAS is a set of  standardized tests administered annually. 
English language arts (ELA) and math assessments are given in the third through 
eighth grades and the tenth grade; the science/technology/engineering assess-
ments in the fifth, eighth, and tenth grades. The three stated purposes of  MCAS 
are to drive instruction, assess the performance of  students, schools, and districts; 
and serve as the major eligibility factor for receiving a high school diploma (De-
partment of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2006).  Passing all the assess-
ments is a requirement for earning a diploma in any public school or educational 
setting in Massachusetts.  Students must pass the tenth-grade English language 
arts (reading, writing and language), tenth-grade mathematics and the high school 
science/technology/engineering tests.  Like NAEP, MCAS disaggregates the per-
formances on each assessment for various subgroups of  students, allowing com-
parisons to be made. Unlike NAEP, MCAS tests the entire enrollment and not 
samples of  students from selected schools.  For this research, MCAS provides two 
different distinct perspectives:  students’ performance across the state and in the 
Boston Public Schools (BPS).

Additionally, MCAS serves as the tool for tracking achievement levels under the 
federal No Child Left Behind law (NCLB), which mandates that all students in 
the nation’s public schools achieve reading/English language arts and math pro



211www.ulem.org         Good News & Good Work to be Done

E
d

ucation: K
-12

ficiency by 2014 (U.S. Government, 2002).  In order to track students, schools, 
districts, and state progress in achieving these federal goals, the Massachusetts 
Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) assigns either an 
adequate yearly progress (AYP) or a non-adequate yearly progress (non-AYP) sta-
tus for each student subgroup, school, district, and the state as a whole. Adequate 
yearly progress is a standard set in the No Child Left Behind law, and in its pro-
ficiency goals in reading/ELA and math by 2014 (Department of  Elementary 
and Secondary Education, 2010d).  This determination is solely based on specific 
MCAS benchmarks that are set by DESE for each subgroup, school, district, and 
the state as an aggregate. How a subgroup, school, school district, or the state does 
on MCAS determines how it is doing in achieving the proficiency goals in read-
ing/ELA and math.    

MCAS provides different types of  data. The two types that this research explores 
measure proficiency in reading/ELA and math as mandated by No Child Left 
Behind and the pass rate on the English language arts, math, and science/tech-
nology/engineering assessments. MCAS data reveal a bleak picture for Black stu-
dents in Massachusetts. Blacks, as a student subgroup, are neither progressing on 
the tracks to proficiency in English language arts nor meeting their benchmarks. 
The consistent non-AYP status signifies the consistent failure to achieve the targets 
the Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education has set for this student 
subgroup (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010e).  There-
fore, Black students currently are not on track for proficiency in either reading/
English language arts or math in order to meet the goals of  No Child Left Behind. 
In contrast, White students, as a subgroup, are on track for the 2014 reading/ELA 

Table 1: 2009 Percent At or Above Proficient
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2 and math proficiency. These disparities between Black and White subgroups can 
indicate either achievement gaps or gaps in proficiency.

There is a difference between achieving and meeting specific benchmarks. Black 
students, as a student subgroup, are not meeting all the expected targets of  
achievement set by the Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education.  To 
be identified as meeting adequate yearly progress the subgroup must achieve its 
pre-set goals for participation, performance or improvement, and attendance or 
graduation rate. There is certainly achievement, but collectively the achievement 
levels are not high enough to consistently earn the adequate yearly progress status 
necessary to show progress in reaching reading/ELA or math proficiency by 2014.

Achievement Index: Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System in Boston
There are different achievement gaps this research investigated. According to the 
MCAS performance data, the English language arts and math passing rates in 
Boston public schools are consistently lower than the same passing rates of  all 
Massachusetts public schools in the MCAS-tested grades each year (Department 
of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010f).  Overall Black Boston is becom-
ing proficient in English language arts and math at much slower rates than Massa-
chusetts as a whole.  In the seven years from 2003 through 2009, the city’s schools 
made adequate yearly progress three times for both English language arts and 
math, compared to the five times for English language arts and six times for math 
that the state did (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010e). 

There are persistent achievement gaps between Boston and Massachusetts in not 
only the passing rates but also the rates of  scoring in the higher achievement 
categories (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010g). There 
are four levels for MCAS performance: advanced, proficient, needs improvement, 
and warning/failure. Boston has lower percentages in the advanced and proficient 
categories than Massachusetts in every assessment each year. Additionally, there 
are discrepancies in achievement between Black Boston and Black Massachusetts. 
Both groups are achieving in the higher levels; however, Black Massachusetts con-
sistently outperforms Boston in the rates of  passing and scoring advanced and 
proficient. These achievement discrepancies between Boston and Massachusetts 
and between Black Boston and Black Massachusetts indicate gaps in proficiency 
as well as overall scores.  One area that can be further explored is the impact of  
socioeconomic class and race on achievement. If  race is discounted, why does 
Black Massachusetts consistently outperform Black Boston?

Additionally, the research provides a closer look at how Black students are per-
forming in Boston schools. According to the reported data, since 2005 the city’s 
Black students have not made AYP in English language arts and math (Depart-
ment of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010e).   Boston is not on track 
for proficiency in either reading/English language arts or math, according to the 
standards of  No Child Left Behind. The consistent non-AYP status indicates that 
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Black students in Boston have developed a trend of  not meeting all the bench-
marks or target goals set by the Department of  Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation. These yearly goals reflect the annual progress necessary both to become 
proficient and comply with the federal law by 2014.      

DESE records achievement in different, helpful ways. Data are recorded for the 
aggregate, different subgroups, and grade spans. The last allow subgroups to be 
seen in smaller segments.  The three grade spans are 3-5, 6-8 and 9-12. Adequate 
yearly progress status in grade spans gives more specific snapshots of  achievement 
in Black Boston. They are disappointing. The 3-5 and the 6-8 grade spans have 
never made AYP in either English language arts or math, while the 9-12 span has 
met adequate yearly progress only four times. That span made adequate yearly 
progress in English language arts in 2006 and 2009, and in math in 2006 and 2007 
(Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010e).

There are two distinct perspectives on achievement when looking at MCAS: AYP 
status and percentages in the advanced and proficient categories. There is definite 
concern regarding the lack of  consistent adequate yearly progress status for Blacks 
as an aggregate and by grade span.  Performance on the tenth-grade MCAS, 
however, is worth applauding. The percentage of  advanced and proficient scores 
among Black students jumped in both English language arts and math from 2005 
through 2009 (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010g).  In 
English language arts, the percentage reaching the proficient and advanced lev-
els more than doubled, from 27% to 56 %. The difference is an increase of  29 
percentage points.  This doubling factor occurred also in math. Students whose 
scores were either advanced or proficient increased by 27 percentage points, from 
24 % in 2005 to 51% in 2009.  Overall, the picture for Black students in Boston 
is mixed. On one hand, Black students are not making adequate yearly progress 
as an aggregate or by grade span in English language arts or math.  AYP status 
indicates being on track for meeting proficiency in reading/English language arts 
or math under No Child Left Behind.  On the other hand, Black students who 
are passing the high-stakes tenth-grade assessments are demonstrating greater 
achievement by scoring in the proficient and advanced categories at higher per-
centages than in the past.  

There is definitely a need for additional research on education in Black Boston.  
There are some factors that may contribute to achievement. Three are socioeco-
nomic class, language proficiency in English, and school type. Seventy-six percent 
of  Boston school students are designated as low-income, compared with 33% in all 
of  Massachusetts (Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010h).  
Twenty percent of  the BPS population is designated as limited English proficient 
versus 6% in Massachusetts.  Seventy-five percent of  Boston’s children attend the 
city’s public schools, which educate approximately 20,900 Black students (Boston 
Public Schools, 2010a). Other educational settings are parochial, private nonsec-
tarian, METCO, charter, non-BPS special education, and home schools. 
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2 Achievement Index: Graduation 
Rates in Boston Public Schools
MCAS serves not only as the assessment for fulfilling the annual testing mandated 
in No Child Left Behind, but also is the major eligibility requirement for a high 
school diploma. Students must pass the tenth-grade English language arts, math, 
and science/technology/engineering assessments in order to earn a diploma. Not 

passing reduces the graduation rates of  school districts. There may be other rea-
sons, however, for students either not graduating with their four-year cohort or 
dropping out of  high school.

Graduation is the first recognized degree of  academic achievement. Graduation 
signifies many things. The most important factor in earning a high school diploma 
is that the student has passed the tenth-grade English language arts, math, and sci-
ence/technology/engineering assessments. A student who passes is able to process 
and analyze to varying degrees (needs improvement, proficient, advanced) at least 
at the tenth-grade level.

The graduation data for Black students in Boston are very unsettling. From 2006 
through 2009, the graduation rates were between 56% and 61% for Black stu-
dents who graduated with their four-year cohorts (Department of  Elementary 
and Secondary Education, 2010i).  During the same years the drop-out rates were 
between 19% and 22%. To put these figures into larger contexts, data for Mas-
sachusetts and Black Massachusetts are included.  During the same period, the 
graduation rates for Massachusetts were between 80% and 82% with the four-
year cohorts.  The drop-out rates were between 9% and 12%.  For Black Mas-
sachusetts, the graduation rates were between 64% and 69%, with the drop-out 
rates between 15% and 18%. The percentage point differences are worthy of  
further investigation.

A closer look at the data reveals vast differences in graduation and dropout rates 
for Blacks within the Boston school system. For example, the 2009 four-year co-
hort from John D. O’Bryant School graduated 97% of  its Black students, with a 

Table 2: 2003-2009 Adequate Yearly Progress for Grade Spans

2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009

ELA  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP

3-5  No  No  No  No  No  No  No

6-8  No  No  No  No  No  No  No

9-12  No  No  No  Yes  No  No  Yes

Math  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP  AYP

3-5  No  No  No  No  No  No  No

6-8  No  No  No  No  No  No  No

9-12  No  No  No  Yes  Yes  No  No
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1.8% drop-out rate, while Boston Adult Technical Academy graduated 20% of  
its Black students, with a 24% dropout rate (Department of  Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education, 2010i).  These two schools represent the range of  graduation 
rates for 2009 in the system. Within this broad span, five high schools graduated 
Blacks in the 40-percent range, five in the 50-percent range, seven in the 60-per-
cent range, eight in the 70-percent range, and six in the 80-percent range. Dropout 
rates for the 2009 cohort extend from a low of  1.3% (Boston Latin Academy) to a very 
high 36.8% (Excel High School).  There is not a consistency in achievement for Black 
Boston across schools, from the perspective of  graduation rates. 

Additional data put those rates in perspective. According to the BPS website:
The current graduation and dropout rates are dismal. Only one school graduated 
over 90% of  its Black students and six schools graduated fewer than 50% of  their 
Black students in the 2009 four-year cohort (Department of  Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education, 2010i).  Dropout rates for Black students in the 2009 four-year 
cohort ranged from 1.3% to 36.8%. The data show that high percentages of  Black 
students in many high schools in Boston are not graduating within four years or 
are leaving school without a diploma.  Along with SAT’s scores, a diploma pro-
vides access to the opportunity for college entrance. The lack of  one may restrict 
postsecondary opportunities and employability. In the long run, not having a high 
school diploma may affect every area of  life in Black Boston.

The measures of  achievement in Black Boston are mixed. Black students as an 
aggregate are not making adequate yearly progress in English language arts and 
math. Because of  their consistent non-AYP status, they are not on the tracks to 
proficiency in reading/English language arts and math under No Child Left Be-
hind. A growing segment of  Black students is not only passing the tenth-grade 
MCAS assessments, but also performing at the proficient and advanced levels in 
higher percentages than ever before.  At the same time, Boston is not graduat-
ing Black students in high percentages within four years. In fact, far too many 
either fail to graduate with their class or drop out of  high school. We need to 
simultaneously work on consistently meeting adequate yearly progress in English 
language arts and math, closing the proficiency gaps on the MCAS by increasing 
the percentages in the proficient and advanced categories, increasing graduation 
rates within four-year cohorts, and decreasing the dropout rates. We, who have an 
interest in and commitment to student achievement in Black Boston, have a lot 
of  work to do in order to develop a more academically-rigorous climate in which 
Black students consistently excel and in high percentages.  The strategies for im-
provement have to be collaborative and multi-dimensional.

Off  to College?
What students are planning to do after high school is reported for individual high 
schools and school districts. Because the data are not separated by subgroups, the 
plans of  Black graduates in Boston public schools cannot be specified. According 
to the Department of  Elementary and Secondary Education (2010h), 30% of  the 
system’s graduates planned to attend a four-year private college, 20% a four-year 
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public college, 1% a two-year private college,15% a two-year public college, and 
2% other postsecondary training. Another 6% planned to enter the workforce, 
and 1% to join the military. The intentions of  26% were unknown. The data do 

Table 4: 2006-2009 4 Year Cohort Drop-Out Rates
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not show how many Black graduates planned to matriculate. But data do reveal 
school-to-school variations in the percentages who intend to enroll in a four-year 
college. For example, only 5% of  the graduates from Egleston Community High 
School plan did, compared with 97% of  Boston Latin School graduates.

A student planning to attend college should take the SATs, which serve as one 
predictor of  college readiness and potential.  Although taking SATs is optional, 
the collective scores are a critical criterion for college acceptance. The three SATs 
scores reflect writing, critical reading, and math abilities. The Department of  El-
ementary and Secondary Education (2010j) reports the average scores for each 
school.  Because the scores are not disaggregated by race or other subgroups, 
Black students’ performance cannot be specifically reviewed.  The overall scores 
is one measure of  the performance of  Boston public schools.  Each subtest score 
ranges from 200 to 800. The maximum total score is 2400. Of  the 332 schools 
in Massachusetts, including charter schools, only six schools averaged in the 600s 
on all three tests.  Boston Latin School was the only school in Boston that ac-
complished this feat. Only one school in Boston had an average score in the 500s.  

Fourteen of  the thirty-two high schools in the BPS scored an average in the 300s.  
The perceptions of  college readiness may change as students receive higher scores 
on the SATs.  Collective scores on the SATs are perceived as a strong indicator of  
college readiness.  If  that perception is correct, the students that are scoring in the 
300 range for each test do not seem to be as ready for college work as those scoring 
in the 500 and 600 ranges.  Only two schools in Boston had average scores in the 
500 or 600 range on all three tests. What does that mean for the other high schools 
in Boston?  How prepared are Boston public school graduates for academic work 
at the college level?

Strategies or Action Steps  
The call for action needs to be multi-dimensional.  The end result of  the action 
steps is an effective, strategic, and ongoing collaboration among Boston schools, 
the Boston Teachers’ Union and Black Boston. The goal of  this collaboration is to 
develop a more academically- rigorous climate in which Black students consistent-
ly excel in high percentages. Data indicate that the lack of  a high school diploma 
or GED lowers lifelong earnings and contributes to higher unemployment, poorer 
health, and increased probability of  criminality (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2009).  Boston schools, the teachers union and Black Boston need to 
more effectively strategize to improve achievement in multiple ways: to 

In 2007, Boston Public Schools launched Graduation for All, an initia-
tive to ensure that every student graduates from high school with the 
skills and knowledge to succeed in college or other post-secondary edu-
cation. The initiative includes an unprecedented collection and analysis 
of  student dropout and graduation data in order to devise a citywide 
plan to ensure a 100% graduation rate [sic]. (Boston Public Schools, 
2010b)
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2 consistently meet adequate yearly progress in English language arts and math, 
to close the proficiency gaps on the MCAS by increasing the percentages in the 
proficient and advanced categories, to increase graduation rates within four-year 
cohorts, and to decrease dropout rates. These are the goals of  the call to action.  
What are some key action steps?

• Research
Research is essential.  The Boston school system has resources to perform mul-
tiple, in-depth research studies to find answers to such questions as: What will 
we do differently or continue to do to increase Black student achievement?  One 
research focus is to look carefully at what is going on in schools that are consid-
ered successful based on their MCAS scores, AYP status, and/or graduation rates.  
The research should analyze school leadership, school organization and structure, 
teacher instruction, student engagement, classroom practices and routines, and 
parental involvement. What is the common set of  nonnegotiable characteristics 
or fundamental principles that are interwoven into the fabric of  these consistently 
successful schools?  The research findings can help to identify effective strategies 
for professional development within schools and across the district, and for valu-
able parental and community involvement. The findings can help the BPS to be-
gin or continue to address its challenges from a more positive perspective: What is 
working and how can it be replicated? What are the common traits or “running 
threads” in these successful schools, and how can they be transferred to the struc-
tures, organizations, and communities of  the less successful schools?

The Boston School Department can perform research not only within its own 
district, but also in other urban districts across the country where Black student 
subgroups have demonstrated consistent success, specifically in the areas of  grad-
uation rates and standardized assessments.  The BPS needs to identify who is 
doing what successfully. The studies may involve superintendents, administrators, 
principals, teachers, parents, students, and community agencies.  The methods of  
the additional research may encompass qualitative methods such as interviews, 
observations, reflections, and focus groups; quantitative methods with statistical 
testing; or mixed methods. The analyses and findings of  these studies can help to 
address the low achievement or continuous low performance in Black Boston. Ad-
ditionally, they can help to address the achievement gaps or discrepancies between 
Black and White student subgroups. 

Boston Public Schools may be able to conduct joint studies with the US Department 
of  Education, the Massachusetts Department of  Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation, or regional and community agencies who are concerned with the education 
of  Black students in Boston.  The necessity and significance for additional research 
extend well beyond NCLB’s 2014 goals of  reading/English language arts and math 
proficiency. For Black students in urban public schools, the low performance scores 
on standardized tests may likely restrict future opportunities to receive a high school 
diploma, earn a college degree, or land a high-paying job. Such restricted opportu-
nities may negatively affect the quality of  life for Blacks and their families.
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• Community Outreach and Parental Involvement
It is critical that there is consistent, effective collaboration among the key play-
ers—Boston schools, the teachers union, and Black Boston. Enhancing these 
partnerships can help address and respond to parents’ needs and concerns. The 
possible approaches include ongoing workshops, forums, and websites for parents. 
These informative resources should be designed to help identify and provide dif-
ferent supports for general education students, students with special needs, and 
students with emotional, physical, social, or academic difficulties who are not ex-
celling in school.    

These collaborative efforts benefit the schools and the parents. It is important that 
parents feel safe and welcome to voice their concerns and ask for assistance from 
school leaders and teachers. The responsibility falls on the school’s administration 
and personnel to develop a warm and welcoming environment for parents. It is 
critical that parents take a more active role to become more informed about what 
is happening in Boston schools in general and their children’s schools in particular. 
Parents need to voice their opinions and concerns to school administrators and 
teachers.  These active partnerships among parents, school administrators, and 
teachers facilitate better learning environments for students to achieve.

Parental advocacy extends beyond the classroom and school. Parents need to 
have their voices heard in the superintendent’s office and the School Commit-
tee’s meetings. Parents need to call and write the superintendent and the School 
Committee about issues or concerns that affect the education of  their children. 
Parents, as a strong advocacy group, need to be in constant dialogue with both the 
superintendent’s office and the School Committee about specific action steps to 
close achievement and proficiency gaps on the MCAS tests, to increase gradua-
tion rates, and to decrease dropout rates. Parents should expect these two entities 
to be more accountable to them by frequently reporting back on explicit plans and 
the effectiveness of  programmatic or structural changes. 

The School Committee votes on major decisions, such as the budget and school 
closings. The committee’s hearings are open to the public. The superintendent, as 
the academic leader, implements systemwide changes and policies, such as adopt-
ing new reading series.  Parents need to become more aware of  what is happening 
in their school system and become even better advocates for their children. There 
need to be more ongoing discussions between the school system and Black Boston. 
These discussions are invaluable in establishing stronger partnerships between the 
system and the community. Some of  these discussions and progress reports can 
be held at forums in the affected community. The district, schools, and parents 
need to forge even more effective partnerships for the benefit of  the students and 
children of  the community.
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2 The schools, teachers union, and Black Boston can offer different types of  work-
shops. One type of  workshop can emphasize the importance of  parental involve-
ment in all the grades and the strategies to develop and foster partnerships with 
schools and teachers. The workshops can recur quarterly. They can be structured 
by grade spans (K-2, 3-5, 6-8 and 9-12) in order to narrow in on more strategic 
suggestions and resources.  Another type can inform Black Boston about what 
is happening in the system with assessments, curricula, and expectations. These 
collaborative strategies can utilize teachers and administrators in the community 
to support the parents and children in the community. The community itself  can 
become a great resource for itself. The underlying principle of  these workshops 
and resources is to simply provide support to parents so in turn they can more 
strategically support their children’s education. 

These forums are also great opportunities to hear the real concerns of  parents and 
students.  The schools and union can convey these concerns to school administra-
tors and teachers at large via professional development meetings, superintendent’s 
biweekly circulars, email updates, and the union’s monthly newspaper. Because 
these communication sources already exist, it would not be burdensome to relay 
parental and students’ concerns to the school community at large. These forums 
and workshops can be great opportunities for everyone to be heard in a respectful, 
safe environment.  

• Community Outreach and Student Involvement
There are varying opinions about the merits of  MCAS and its high stakes, how-
ever, according to the 1993 Education Reform law and subsequent additions, it is 
mandatory that a student passes the tenth-grade English language arts and math 
assessments and the high school science/technology/engineering assessment in 
order to receive a high school diploma in any public school or public educational 
setting in Massachusetts. Of  course, there are other tools of  assessments such as 
quizzes, tests, long-term projects, in-class assignments, and portfolios.  Neverthe-
less, there are two glaring facts that Black Boston cannot ignore. First, passing all 
three assessments is a graduation requirement and not an option. Second, Blacks 
are not performing well on these assessments.

To not develop additional support for MCAS preparation, specifically, and for 
reading, writing, and math skills in general is a grave disservice to Black students. 
There is a clear-cut need for after-school programs or Saturday schools to provide 
supplementary support. The out-of-school learning serves several purposes. The 
first purpose is to support students’ learning by providing tutorial assistance. The 
second is to extend learning outside the classroom to help students to develop a 
passion for learning and to become lifelong learners through different academic 
and social experiences.  The third is to increase the number of  field trips, which 
may be lacking.  These experiences can be integrated into students’ “in-school” 
learning and can solidify community-school connections.  The fourth is to stimu-
late different interests by having students participate in career-centered activities 
such as journalism or by bringing in guest speakers.   These out-of-school learn-
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ing experiences can have academic and social components in order to support 
learning or activate learning. Saturday schools can be piloted throughout Boston.  
Different agencies, such as the YMCA and Boys and Girls Club, can partner with 
the Urban League of  Eastern Massachusetts, William Monroe Trotter Institute, 
or Boston Branch of  the NAACP to develop more opportunities for learning in 
Black Boston. 

MCAS data and graduation data, unlike SAT data, are disaggregated. Black 
students are lagging behind White students in performance on both MCAS and 
the SAT. Yes, there is need for GED and SAT preparation. However, if  critical 
reading, writing, and math skills are supported more strategically, then it is more 
probable that students will perform better on standardized tests. So the academic 
thrust of  these out-of-school learning experiences is to improve primarily critical 
reading, writing, and math skills; and secondarily, science, technology, and engi-
neering skills and concepts.

Many people are doing successful things in isolation and in silence. They are the 
unspoken heroes.  There is greater potential benefit if  these different people, re-
sources, and agencies collaborate in order to provide more strategic support for a 
larger audience. The result of  such effective collaboration will be greater achieve-
ment in Black Boston.

• Parent and Teacher Collaboration
The work begins with impacting individual students’ achievement. Informed de-
cisions and intentional involvement are the keys for change. Black Boston needs 
to become more informed and more involved on several levels. As an elementary 
school teacher in Boston schools for twenty years, I have come to believe that the 
most instrumental key to achievement, second to the student’s own work ethic, 
is the parent-teacher collaboration or partnership.  It still amazes me after all 
these years the small percentage of  parents whom I actually see each year.  In my 
professional experience, one of  the keys for the greatest achievement or academic 
improvement has been a respectful partnership between parent and teacher. My 
students who had consistently high levels of  achievement or made huge gains had 
a common denominator: parent-teacher communication.  

Parent-teacher partnerships foster an enhanced sense of  advocacy for students’ 
strong work habits, attitudes, and, consequently, learning and achievement. These 
critical partnerships are necessary to help parents to understand and reinforce 
the expectations of  the school system, schools, classrooms, and teachers. Such 
collaboration is a resource for parents, keeping them connected to what their chil-
dren are expected to learn.  This simple action step is essential and effective in 
K-12.  The relationship is a delicate balance in which each side has to respect the 
role of  the other, a balance well worth the effort because the partnership presents 
a support system for students. This partnership is a true home-school connection.
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2 Parents need to become more involved in understanding the curriculum and syl-
labus in each of  their children’s subjects. Teachers need to provide many differ-
ent opportunities to meet or speak with parents because today’s learning is quite 
different from what and how previous generations learned. There are more ra-
tionalization, analysis, exploration, and other deeper-level critical thinking skills 
incorporated into today’s subjects. First graders are delving into 3-D geometry 
and data analysis for math.  They are delving into genres of  personal narratives, 
persuasive essays, poetry, and informational text in writing. Teachers need to de-
velop a respectful and welcoming atmosphere that will encourage parents to ask 
many questions. There are two types of  questions that should be addressed. The 
first set is about an individual curriculum and the second about the most effective 
at-home support to reinforce the expectations of  and learning in school.  The 
partnership bridges school and home. The partnership is extremely important if  
it is formed to do more than explain the curriculum and syllabus. As a first-grade 
teacher, I have a curriculum and syllabus for each subject area. Additionally this 
partnership facilitates easier communication at the onset of  a student’s academic 
difficulties, noticed either by the teacher or parent.  This collaboration is a great 
opportunity for the teacher and parent to voice their concerns and to develop 
strategies to better support students learning in Black Boston.

Parent-teacher partnership is one of  the major linchpins of  academic success. 
Effective involvement helps parents gain a greater awareness of  the curricula and 
syllabi.  Effective teacher outreach fosters partnerships that connect school to 
home. Such strategic partnerships help both parents and teachers to make sound 
educational decisions around learning and support in Black Boston.

Conclusion
In the educating of  children, we all play a role: the Massachusetts Department 
of  Elementary and Secondary Education, Boston Public Schools as an aggregate, 
principals, teachers, parents, students, and the community.  We all can reflect and 
improve our roles to increase the achievement of  Black Boston.  To develop a 
more academically-rigorous climate in which Black students not only consistently 
excel, but also consistently do so in high percentages, we need to think and execute 
strategically and multi-dimensionally.
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Executive Summary
Boston Public School’s rigorous academic standards and accountability system 
have led to steady and significant achievement gains, especially in the past five 
years. However, while all subgroups of  students are improving, the achievement 
data reveals an ongoing achievement gap and highlights the need to focus in new 
ways on the groups of  students whose achievement lags persistently behind. The 
district has taken multiple steps to address the needs of  these groups including 
revamping ELL and Special education programs, increasing access to high level 
courses (AP. Algebra I, IB) and making changes in programs (K-8s, early child-
hood, arts) that offer students a stronger start and continuity across grades. These 
efforts will continue to focus the district on closing both access and achievement 
gaps. This year, the district has implemented a “Weighted Student Funding For-
mula” which places greater resources toward students with highest needs. This 
acknowledges that a commitment for high achievement must exist in every aspect 
of  the district’s teaching practices and fiscal and resource allocations. 

The goals established under the “Eliminating the Achievement Gap: Policy State-
ment” are under the belief  that all students, regardless of  race, income, ethnicity, 
language, disability, family background or circumstances deserve high quality edu-
cational experiences. The district will advance these goals by ensuring alignment 
and commitment at the district, school and classroom level and implementation 
monitoring to ensure consistent accountability. 

This plan outlines the strategies and actions required to realize the goals set out 
in the comprehensive achievement gap plan. These goals were of  central focus in 
creating the Acceleration Agenda 2009-2014.

Achievement Gap Policy
Boston Public Schools has had a long standing commitment to close the achieve-
ment gap. The School Committee, the governing body of  the district, formalized 
this commitment on June 6, 2007 when it approved the Achievement Gap Policy. 
This policy reaffirms and formalizes the district’s commitment using the following 
policy statement:

“The Boston Public Schools is strongly committed to maintaining high expecta-
tions for all students and to eliminating persistent disparities in achievement and 
performance among subgroups based on race, ethnicity, language or disability. 
The School Committee and the Superintendent firmly believe that these dispari-
ties are unacceptable. Therefore the Boston Public Schools is resolved to eliminat-
ing disparities in achievement and performance between subgroups and achieving 
academic proficiency for all students.

Boston Public Schools:
Plan to Close the Achievement Gap   
Boston Public Schools
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All policies and practices will reflect the goals of  eliminating achievement gaps 
and achieving academic proficiency, explicitly and emphatically. By purpose and 
design, the district will advance these goals by developing cultural competence, 
ensuring uniformly high expectations, promoting rigorous curricula, differentiat-
ing instruction, and maximizing access for all students to high-level educational 
opportunities. Given the urgency of  this mission, the district is committed to de-
veloping a diverse cadre of  educators and administrators, ensuring proper empha-
sis on culturally responsive service delivery, and rigorously examining and moni-
toring policies, programs, practices, and written documents to ensure that these 
goals are implemented.

All staff  must understand how their positions contribute directly or indirectly to 
these goals, develop the knowledge and skills needed in their areas of  influence to 
serve diverse students and families, and be accountable for implementing a plan 
that will achieve these goals. It is expected that district and the entire school com-
munity will engage students and families, the private sector, faith-based groups, 
community-based organizations, and higher education institutions to work in con-
cert to support all of  our youth in achieving academic proficiency.”

Progress to Date
The Boston Public School District continues to work toward its goal of  eliminat-
ing access and achievement gaps through targeted and intentional actions that 
increase access and opportunity, create a supportive and welcoming school com-
munity culture for students and parents from diverse backgrounds; include ac-
tions that establish high standards and expectations and hold us accountable for 
increasing academic achievement for all students. While we have made progress 
in many areas, much remains to be done, and we are more committed than ever 
to this work.

Key Academic Achievements

1. Increased four year graduation rates to the highest rate it has ever been and 
decreased dropout rates to the lowest in two decades.

2. Spring 2010, ELL students and students with disabilities demonstrated gains 
in proficiency rates;

3. Arts Expansion Initiative with EdVestors; Fall 2010 Increased access for 9,000 
more students to weekly arts instruction PK-8th grade; all high schools of-
fered some high school arts experience (2008 – 11 high schools offered none); 
VHI instruments to targeted Pathways Schools.

4. Several hundred students who had previously dropped out re-enrolled through 
the BPS Engagement Center; created new tracking system to support student 
retention.
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1. Approximately 400 students missing credits graduated in Summer gradua-
tions; 2009; 2010

2. Increased 3rd grade literacy and math rates across all racial groups

3. Consistent progress in Mathematics on the National Assessment of  Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP); (Appendix: see performance of  Black Boys from 
Council of  Great City Schools Reports); 10 Boys project focuses on gender 
gaps

4. Increased the number of  non-exam school students enrolled in 8th grade 
algebra I from (2008) 4% to (2010) 26%

5. Increased the diversity of  students applying to exam schools, by automatically 
registering all proficient and advanced MCAS students to take ISEE

6. Provided greater access to K-8 schools by expanding Young Achievers (Mat-
tapan), Lewis (Roxbury), and King (Dorchester)

7. Over 2,300 staff  trained to better serve ELL students; increased ESL and 
ELL capacity and investments

8. Greater emphasis on literacy through new Reading Program; middle school 
anthologies and common writing assignment PK-12

9. Increased the number of  students receiving high quality 4 year old experi-
ences with early childhood centers achieving NAEYC accreditation. Increase 
in the percent of  grade 1 students achieving literacy targets (Dibels) 2009 – 
55%, 2010 – 64%

10. Established Global Studies office to increase access for under-represented stu-
dents to participate in international travel

11. Secured approximately 23 million (3 years) resources for the Turnaround 
Schools identified by the state and 32 million (4 years) resources from Race 
to the Top, Common Core Standards, Teacher Effectiveness/Evaluations, 
Data Systems, Turnaround Schools; secured athletic support through Boston 
Scholar Athletes Program (over $2 million) and Middle Schools sports initia-
tive (Play Ball)

12. Increased MCAS Proficiency in Grade 10 In 10th grade ELA, the gap in 
passing rates between Black and Hispanic students compared to White stu-
dents has narrowed very significantly; from 35 points in 1998 to 5 points in 
2010, with 90% of  more students in every racial group passing the MCAS.

13. Increased Advanced Placement (AP) enrollment There is a narrowing gap in 
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terms of  the racial distribution of  students who take AP courses. While Black 
and Hispanic students together made up less than 50% of  the AP populaion 
until 06-07, that trend changed in 07-08 and continues this year with Blacks 
and Hispanics representing 56% of  the district’s total 11th and 12th grade 
AP enrollment (Black students represent 30%). The performance of  minor-
ity students enrolled in AP courses has improved with 299 qualifying exams 
in 2010, a 16% increase from the previous year, and an 83% increase since 
2007.

14. Created Acceleration Academies at 14 sites across the city during winter and 
spring breaks to provide academic and enrichment support to students for 
MCAS and acceleration support (FY 2010 and FY 2011)

15. Expanded cultural diversity training to more schools, and more middle 
schools incorporated “Choices” (civil rights) curriculum into the 8th grade 
social studies course; student developed civics curriculum (with Hyde Square 
Task Force)

16. Expanded access to high quality schools:
 • Young Achievers
 • Tech Boston
 • Fenway
 • Boston Arts Academy
 • Boston Teachers’ Union Pilot School
 • Montessori in East Boston
 • International Baccalaureate at Snowden and Quincy

21. Expanded summer programs in partnership with other organizations to im-
prove quality and access. (ex.) PIC/BPS - allowed Burke H.S. students to 
attend academic classes and identified summer work experiences; Camp 
Harborview – middle school students; Sociedad Latina – Tobin K-8 School 
demonstrated positive results for Latino students.

The Challenge
While the data show that Boston Public Schools is making progress in many areas, 
significant gaps continue to exist.

The Response
We have committed to achieving three major goals of  the Acceleration Agenda. 
They are:
 1. Ensure that all students achieve MCAS proficiency
 2. Close access and achievement gaps
 3. Graduate students from high school prepared for college and career
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In order to achieve these goals, the district has organized its work around four core
strategies:

 1. Strengthening teaching and school leadership
 2. Replicating success and turning around low performing schools
 3. Deepening partnerships with parents, students, and the community
 4. Redesign district services for effectiveness, efficiency, and equity

BPS has focused on four key strategies to improve student performance and close 
achievement gaps. These four areas reflect the need to invest in teaching and lead-
ership, making changes where there is underperformance and growing success 
where identified. It also recognizes that schools can’t do this alone; families and 
the community must join us as partners. Finally, the fiscal and operations divisions 
must also align their work to the academic outcomes and support the school envi-
ronment for learning.

1. Strengthen Teaching and School Leaderships

Emphasize Rigorous Instruction

English Language Learners
• Large scale Category Training to increase teacher effectiveness

• In March, assessment of  5,800 LEP students who have not been tested in 
reading and writing

 
• District-wide system of  formative assessment to intervene with students not 

on track for MCAS success

Math Improvement
• Adoption of  district-wide standards-based curriculum; planning underway 

for Common Core Standards implementation
 
• Professional development in mathematics to support instruction and Algebra 

I target
 
• District-wide system of  formative assessment to intervene with students not 

on track for MCAS success
 
• Expansion of  Grade 8 Algebra 1 with summer prep program for students 

ELA Improvement

• Clearly identified targets (Acceleration Agenda) communicated districtwide
 Implementation of  new Elementary Reading Program (Reading Street)
 Monitoring and collection of  student data/Leading and Lagging Indicators 

to guide interventions
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• Word Generation/Read 180 middle grades literacy
 
• Implementation of  the Acceleration Agenda 2008-2009 articulating clear 

goals and expectations for both students and teachers
 
• Investments in anthologies for secondary students

Academic Achievement Framework
• Purpose: ensure that each individual child receives the academic and social 

and emotional service or support he needs to realize his full potential
 
• Academic response: Provide greater support - across content areas - to stu-

dents with greater needs
 
• Social / emotional / behavioral response: Create Positive Behavior Interven-

tion
• Systems so schools develop an intentional culture that reinforces positive ac-

tions
 
• Impact: support students so each student is ready to learn and personalize 

instruction to individual student’s needs

Advanced Placement Strategies
• Summer AP Training: For the past two summers, we have sponsored College 

Board training here in Boston for nearly 200 teachers collectively to increase 
the number of  courses offered district wide

 
• Setting targets for schools to increase the AP participation, supporting and 

monitoring students to meet those targets.
 
• Partnering with MASSInsight to provide intensive AP services to targeted 

schools.
 
• Active Parenting for Advanced Placement (AP-4-AP) initiative to increase the 

awareness of  the benefits of  Advanced Placement for our parents.
 
• Automatically enrolled “Proficient or Advanced” students to take the AWC 

Tests to increase access and diversity

Graduation Rate Strategies
• Success Boston Project with Northeastern University/UMass Boston/City to 

increasecollege graduation rates

• Credit Recovery: This initiative enables students to recover courses (on-line) 
that they have failed in the past.
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• Educational Options Work Group: This cross-functional team has come to-
gether to rethink our Alternative Schools in light of  the Parthenon Study. (ex.
new programs, GED access, on-line options)

 
• Newcomers Academy: Transitional School designed to ensure ELL students 

get a more solid foundation before transitioning directly to a middle or high 
school

 
• Re-Engagement Center: The district reaches out to students who have 

dropped out and encourages them to re-enroll, offering case management 
support to assist with the reentry process

Arts Expansion
• All high schools now offer some arts; (in 2008, 11 schools did not)

• 9,000 additional students received weekly arts instruction

• 2.2 million in grants raised for access expansion in the arts with community 
partners

 
• VHI instruments in 4 schools in Circle of  Promise (targeted support/Path-

ways schools)
 
• 4 out of  5 (Pre-K-8 students receive arts instruction)

School Leadership
• School-based Data teams trained
 
• Recruit top leadership for underperforming schools
 
• Wallace Grant for Boston Principal Fellowship Program
 
• Added support for Teacher Performance Review process to ensure Best teach-

ers where need is greatest

• JRC – expedited process for Turnarounds (Joint Resolution Process with 
B.T.U.)

2. Replicate Success and Turn Around Low Performing Schools

• Increased enrollment and access at Young Achievers (k-8) and TechBoston 
Academy (6-12)

• Expanded K-8 options and Pathways in Roxbury/Dorchester/Brighton, 
(Dickerman-King, Higginson-Lewis, Hamilton-Edison)
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• Turnaround Schools (11); identified by the DESE in the process of  improve-
ment;

• International Baccalaureate expansions at Quincy and Snowden and Mon-
tessori early education Program in East Boston

• Replicating successful models of  expanding the school day so students can 
have more academic and enrichment opportunities

• Expanded Urban Science Academy, Excel and created In-district Charters; 
Innovation applications in review stage

• Partnership with Neighborhood House Charter and the Harbor School 
(Turnaround School – to improve MCAS performance)

3. Deepen Partnerships with Parents, Students and Community

• Circle of  Promise in partnership with City of  Boston (liaisons)

• Parent University (year 2) / featured on ABC News, 2011
 
• Grade level Family Guides to Learning – Standards aligned to at home learn-

ing
 
• BPS Team Parent Ambassadors created to better inform families of  school 

choices; (Welcome Services Office)
 
• Establishing Partnership Office to support and coordinate outreach efforts
 
• Expanded support to students/families through community based partner-

ships (ex. Boston Connects, Children’s Hospital, Dimock Community Health, 
Home for Little Wanderers)

 
• Partnering with a coalition of  nonprofits and foundations to provide summer 

academic and enrichment opportunities to more than 7,000 students

4. Redesign district services for effectiveness, efficiency, and equity

Improve service while reducing costs.
• Healthy Meals planning with Chefs program and Project Bread

• Management Development training for non-education leaders
 
• Collective Bargaining Reform initiative with B.T.U.
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• Facilities renovations in Pathways Schools Hold central offices accountable 
for school results.

• Balanced Scorecard development in process
 
• Developing a strategy for linking central office evaluations to school success
 
• Climate Surveys (FY 2011 and FY 2010) Ensure resource equity
 
• New School Allocation Methodology/(weighted student formula) Prepare for 

the future
 
• Multi-Year Budgeting underway
 
• Building Modernization (plans underway for Dearborn and Quincy)
 
• Renovations at Turnaround Schools

Where We Are Today
Boston Public School students and schools are performing across the full spectrum 
of  achievement levels. Achievement across groups can be measured by a number 
of  factors including MCAS test scores, graduation rates, attendance rates, etc. To 
effectively eliminate the achievement gap, rates and levels across these measure-
ments must narrow between student groups.

The most recent results of  the MCAS data (Spring 2010) reveal that improvement 
in passing rates among all students exceeded or equaled state gains in four of  the 
seven grades tested (3, 4, 7, and 10). Boston Public Schools are making progress 
though we continue to see an achievement gap within students with disabilities, 
English language learners, low income students as well as Black and Hispanic 
student populations.

The Boston Public School district achieves comparable rates of  MCAS proficie-
incy across student groups compared to other like districts in Massachusetts. In 
particular, the district has the greatest percentage of  Students with Limited Eng-
lish Proficiency scoring Proficient or Above on the MCAS. While this percentage 
is considerably lower than the targets we want, it reflects progress toward our 
goals. The following charts provide a comparison between Boston and select Mas-
sachusetts urban districts.
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Achievement Gap Data
Below are selected graphs of  the performance levels between students by ethnicity, 
disability and language. We have selected Grades 3, 8 and 10 because these grades 
are aligned with our acceleration agenda targets for literacy (Grade 3), Algebra I 
(Grade 8) and students on track for graduation (Grade 10).

on P ublic S chool district achieves  comparable rates  of MC AS  proficieincy acr
ompared to other like districts  in Massachusetts . In particular, the district has  t
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he following charts  provide a comparison between B oston and select Massachu

 
 
% of S tudents  by G roup s c oring P rofic ient or A bove on MC A S  E L A

 

E LL S P E D
Low 
Income

African 
American

All 
S tudents

B os ton 33% 13% 40% 39% 46%
B roc kton 24% 11% 44% 43% 49%
L owell 31% 10% 49% 45% 46%
S pringfield 14% 8% 34% 39% 37%
Worc es ter 29% 16% 43% 48% 51%
MA S S 32% 28% 47% 47% 68%

 
% of S tudents  by G roup s c oring P rofic ient or A bove on MC A S  Math

 

E LL S P E D
Low 
Income

African 
American

All 
S tudents

B os ton 35% 12% 35% 30% 30%
B roc kton 21% 9% 31% 30% 37%
L owell 30% 8% 32% 29% 40%
S pringfield 12% 7% 23% 24% 27%
Worc es ter 27% 11% 34% 34% 42%
MA S S 31% 21% 37% 35% 59%

ement G ap Data

e selected graphs  of the performance levels  between students  by ethnicit
uage.  We have selected G rades  3, 8 and 10 because these grades  are align
ion agenda targets  for literacy (G rade 3), Algebra I (G rade 8) and students  o
n (G rade 10).
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MCAS Mathematics, Grade 3 - % Proficient or Above

MCAS English Language Arts, Grade 3, % Proficient or Above
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2007 2008 2009 2010

Black 31% 29% 23% 32%

Hispanic 28% 29% 27% 39%

White 55% 55% 55% 70%

Asian 64% 69% 61% 73%
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MCAS Mathematics, Grade 8 - % Proficient or Above

The Achievement Gap between Black students and White students decreased by 9 
percentage points between 2007 and 2010. The Gap between Hispanic Students 
and White Students decreased by 4 percentage points.

MCAS English Language Arts, Grade 8, % Proficient or Above

The Achievement Gap between Black and Hispanic Students decreased by 9 per-
centage points as compared to White Students between 2007 and 2010.

2007 2008 2009 2010

Black 14% 22% 16% 25%

Hispanic 20% 26% 19% 26%

White 52% 57% 52% 54%

Asian 67% 74% 72% 78%
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MCAS Mathematics, Grade 10 - % Passing or Above
Since 1998, Boston Public Schools has reduced the achievement gap between 
Black and White students on MCAS passing by 27 points. Similarly, we have re-
duced the achievement gap between Hispanic and White students by 31 points.

MCAS Mathematics, Grade 10 - % Proficient or Above

The Achievement Gap between Black and Hispanic Students decreased by 3 per-
centage points as compared to White Students between 2007 and 2010.

MCAS English Language Arts, Grade 10, % Proficient or Above
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2007 2008 2009 2010

Black 45% 46% 51% 51%

Hispanic 48% 54% 56% 54%

White 74% 80% 82% 77%

Asian 89% 92% 92% 89%
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The Achievement Gap between Black Students as compared to White students 
decreased by 9 percentage points between 2007 and 2010. Similarly, the gap be-
tween Hispanic Students and White Students decreased by 7 percentage points

Percent Enrollment in AP Courses by Race (11th and 12th Grade)

AP Scores for all Minority Students of  3 or Above

MCAS Gr. 4 ELA: Students with and without 
disabilities % Proficient and Above
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MCAS Gr. 4 Math: English Language Learners and non-ELL Students 
% Proficiency and Above

Alignment with Acceleration Agenda
The primary objective of  the Boston Public Schools in developing the five year 
strategic plan was to ensure equity and set high expectations for all students. In 
order to achieve success, the entire Boston Public Schools community – school and 
central staff, parents, students, and partners – must work together toward a shared 
set of  overarching goals. The success of  each student must define and guide our 
work every day, reminding us what we seek to accomplish, why and how we will 
move excellence and equity forward.

Acceleration Agenda Goals: (1) Ensure all students achieve MCAS proficiency, 
(2) Close access and achievement gaps, (3) Graduate all students from high school 
prepared for college completion and career success. 

Acceleration Agenda Key Strategies: (1) Strengthen teaching and school leader-
ship, (2) Replication success and turn around low-performing schools, (3) Deepen 
partnerships with parents, students and the community, and (4) Redesign district 
services for effectiveness efficiency, and equity. These strategies align directly with 
the goals established under eliminating the achievement gap.

Achievement Gap Goals
The Achievement Gap Policy of  the Boston Public Schools outlines 12 goals that 
develop focused and deliberate interventions to eliminate the achievement gap. 
The goals fall under three broad objectives: (1) To Ensure High Expectations and 
Accountability for all, (2) To Increase Access and Equity to all students, and (3) To 
Increase Teacher Capacity and Effectiveness to deliver high quality educational 
experiences to all students. Under each goal, a snapshot of  the implementation 

238 Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts        www.ulem.org  

P
la

n 
to

 C
lo

se
 t

he
 A

ch
ie

ve
m

en
t 

G
ap

2007 2008 2009 2010

ELL 29% 28% 26% 30%

NON ELL 30% 33% 30% 29%
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plan is provided to illustrate an example of  the activities being planned and un-
derway by department. 

High expectations and Accountability for All
The Boston Public Schools will maintain a policy that institutionalizes our com-
mitment to closing the gaps in achievement by focusing on leadership, high ex-
pectations, nurturing schools environments, and accountability. All district, school 
and departmental policies, procedures, plans and instructional plans will reflect 
that priority in their operations. Our diverse and culturally competent leader-
ship will support district administrators and raise expectations by developing the 
beliefs and attitudes that high academic success is achievable for all students. This 
“whole school approach” will nurture positive, safe, and respectful environments 
that build the capacity of  schools to ensure the same high standards are main-
tained for all students. A variety of  assessments will be employed to help measure 
student and staff  progress, monitoring the systematic attainment of  achievement 
gap goals as well as the institutionalization of  successful practices and the elimina-
tion of  policies and practices that serve as barriers to these goals.

Targeted Goal Statements
Goal 1 - Alignment of  Policies and Plans with the District Achievement 
Gap Policy | Adopt and maintain an Achievement Gap Policy that institutional-
izes the district’s commitment to ensuring success for all students and closing the 
gaps in achievement among the various subgroups as a primary and urgent prior-
ity. Ensure that all district, school and departmental policies, procedures, depart-
ment and school plans, and instructional settings reflect that priority in all aspects 
of  their operation.

 
T argeted G oal S tatements
 
G oal 1 - A lignment of P olic ies  and P lans  with the Dis tric t A c hievement G ap P olic y  |   Adopt and 
maintain an Achievement G ap P olicy that institutionalizes  the district’s  commitment to ensuring success  
for all s tudents  and clos ing the gaps  in achievement among the various  subgroups  as  a primary and 
urgent priority.  E nsure that all dis trict, school and departmental policies , procedures , department and 
school plans , and instructional settings  reflect that priority in all aspects  of their operation. 
 
 
Office of E quity

Activities / Actions Desired 
Outcome

Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Recommend changes 
to BPS policies and 
practices to help 
ensure they are 
equitable, ensure 
access and that they 
are geared toward 
eliminating the 
Achievement Gap in 
alignment with the 
Achievement Gap 
policy and plan.

Increase 
the Office 
of Equity's 
participation 
on policy 
and practice 
committees 
or cross-
functional 
teams.

An 
increasing 
number of 
policies and 
practices 
have been 
reviewed 
and aligned 
with the 
Achievement 
Gap policy

Increase 
the Office 
of Equity's 
participation 
on policy 
and practice 
committees 
or cross-
functional 
teams by a 
minimum 
25%.

Increase 
the Office 
of Equity's 
participation 
on policy 
and practice 
committees 
or cross-
functional 
teams by a 
minimum 
25%.

Communicate with 
Department Heads 
regarding the 
Office of Equity's 
availability to meet 
individually, sit on 
committees or cross-
functional teams in 
order to support the 
development review/
revisions of policies 
and practices

 
 
 
G oal 2 - Divers e, C ulturally C ompetent L eaders hip |  Develop diverse, culturally competent 
leadership at all levels ; support district administrators  in leading the work of eliminating the 
achievement gap; and set the tone for rais ing expectations  district-wide. 
 
C hief Academic Officer

Bi-Monthly 
Superintende
nt's Learning 
Sessions

To learn and 
implement 
new strategies 
on closing the 
achievement gap 
into processes in 
the district

The creation of 
a Proposed Year 
Calendar. Attendance 
is required by all 
principals, and Academic 
Superintendents work to 
ensure accountability. 

90% 
Attendance 
and 
Participation 100%

Develop 
consistent 
agenda and 
schedule 
recurring 
meeting 
times
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Activities / 
Actions

Desired Outcome Indicator of Success  Target (2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate 
Action Steps
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Goal 2 - Diverse, Culturally Competent Leadership | Develop diverse, 
culturally competent leadership at all levels; support district administrators in 
leading the work of  eliminating the achievement gap; and set the tone for raising 
expectations district-wide.

Goal 3 - Beliefs, Attitudes and Expectations of  Student Proficiency | 
Develop the beliefs, attitudes, and expectations of  staff  that academic success is 
possible and achievable for all students. Integrate in a conscious manner the as-
pects of  teaching and learning that go beyond the technical skills related to in-
struction.

Goal 4 - Supportive, Professional Learning Communities | Promote 
school cultures of  high achievement that are grounded in high expectations and 
mutual respect and that show evidence of  staff  support for removing the impedi-
ments to equal access to opportunity for traditionally challenged populations. Use 
a “whole school approach” to foster positive, safe, respectful and nurturing school 
environments that have high standards for student achievement and build the ca-
pacity of  schools to ensure that those same standards are maintained for all stu-
dents regardless of  program or subgroup.
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T argeted G oal S tatements
 
G oal 1 - A lignment of P olic ies  and P lans  with the Dis tric t A c hievement G ap P olic y  |   Adopt and 
maintain an Achievement G ap P olicy that institutionalizes  the district’s  commitment to ensuring success  
for all s tudents  and clos ing the gaps  in achievement among the various  subgroups  as  a primary and 
urgent priority.  E nsure that all dis trict, school and departmental policies , procedures , department and 
school plans , and instructional settings  reflect that priority in all aspects  of their operation. 
 
 
Office of E quity

Activities / Actions Desired 
Outcome

Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Recommend changes 
to BPS policies and 
practices to help 
ensure they are 
equitable, ensure 
access and that they 
are geared toward 
eliminating the 
Achievement Gap in 
alignment with the 
Achievement Gap 
policy and plan.

Increase 
the Office 
of Equity's 
participation 
on policy 
and practice 
committees 
or cross-
functional 
teams.

An 
increasing 
number of 
policies and 
practices 
have been 
reviewed 
and aligned 
with the 
Achievement 
Gap policy

Increase 
the Office 
of Equity's 
participation 
on policy 
and practice 
committees 
or cross-
functional 
teams by a 
minimum 
25%.

Increase 
the Office 
of Equity's 
participation 
on policy 
and practice 
committees 
or cross-
functional 
teams by a 
minimum 
25%.

Communicate with 
Department Heads 
regarding the 
Office of Equity's 
availability to meet 
individually, sit on 
committees or cross-
functional teams in 
order to support the 
development review/
revisions of policies 
and practices
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C hief Academic Officer

Bi-Monthly 
Superintende
nt's Learning 
Sessions
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new strategies 
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into processes in 
the district

The creation of 
a Proposed Year 
Calendar. Attendance 
is required by all 
principals, and Academic 
Superintendents work to 
ensure accountability. 

90% 
Attendance 
and 
Participation 100%

Develop 
consistent 
agenda and 
schedule 
recurring 
meeting 
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Activities / 
Actions

Desired Outcome Indicator of Success  Target (2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate 
Action Steps

 
 
G oal 3 - B eliefs , A ttitudes  and E xpec tations  of S tudent P rofic ienc y  |  Develop the beliefs , attitudes , 
and expectations  of s taff that academic success  is  poss ible and achievable for all s tudents .  Integrate in 
a conscious  manner the aspects  of teaching and learning that go beyond the technical skills  related to 
instruction.
 
 
Office of the Achievement G ap

Activities / 
Actions

Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Cultural 
sensitivity 
and cultural 
proficiency 
courses/trainings

Teachers become more 
conscientious of their 
preconceived beliefs 
and attitudes and make 
strategic changes in their 
teaching that reflect high 
expectations and cultural 
sensitivity of diverse groups 
and learning styles.

24 Schools/48 
teachers trained 
in becoming 
more culturally 
proficient 
teachers, 
leaders and 
staff members.

48 
Teachers 
enrolled 
and 
comple
ted the 
course

To train 
or enroll: 
60Teachers           
30 principals/ 
Administrat
ors         25 
department 
heads/staff              

 Begin Identifying 
schools and teachers 
and other participants 
for 2011-2012 courses. 
Identify other sources 
for providing this type 
of training.

 
 
 
 
G oal 4 - S upportive, P rofes s ional L earning C ommunities  |  P romote school cultures  of high 
achievement that are grounded in high expectations  and mutual respect and that show evidence of 
s taff support for removing the impediments  to equal access  to opportunity for traditionally challenged 
populations .  Use a “whole school approach” to foster pos itive, safe, respectful and nurturing school 
environments  that have high standards  for s tudent achievement and build the capacity of schools  to 
ensure that those same standards  are maintained for all s tudents  regardless  of program or subgroup.  
 
 
Department of C urriculum and Instruction

Activities / 
Actions

Desired 
Outcome

Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-2012)

Immediate Action Steps

AVID/ A+ 
College Prep 
Academy

Increase 
access and 
achievement 
to AP, IB 
and college 
readiness 
for Black 
and Hispanic 
students  

% of schools 
implementing 
AVID 
effectively; % 
of students 
participating in 
summer program

2008-2009 
school 
participation; 
post-secondary 
acceptances per 
AVID site; % 
AP/IB test 
results

30% of BPS 
schools; 3% 
increase 
in AP/IB 
participation; 
meet 
Success 
Boston goals

Continue to recruit new 
sites; plan for AVID Summer 
institute; recruit students for 
A+ College Prep Academy; 
Collaborate with academic 
sups and High School office; 
continue AVID site visits; 
provide feedback and plan 
appropriate PD.

 
 
 
 
G oal 11 - A s s es s ment and A c c ountability for P erformanc e |  Use a variety of assessments  to 
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Goal 11 - Assessment and Accountability for Performance | Use a variety 
of  assessments to measure student and staff  progress and monitor the district’s 
systematic attainment of  the achievement gap goals as well as the institutionaliza-
tion of  successful practices. Establish clear performance standards for staff  and for 
programs related to eliminating the achievement gap. Hold district and school staff  
accountable to these standards through performance and program evaluations.

Increase Access and Equity
The school community must engage students, families and other partners by creat-
ing meaningful relationships and establishing an atmosphere of  support and com-
mitment to Boston Public School students in achieving academic proficiency. To 
help strengthen such relationships, the district is committed to creating an environ-
ment with increased equitable access in terms of  staff, operations, and funding. 
With regards to staff, BPS will recruit, hire, train, and retain a diverse team of  edu

 
 
G oal 3 - B eliefs , A ttitudes  and E xpec tations  of S tudent P rofic ienc y  |  Develop the beliefs , attitudes , 
and expectations  of s taff that academic success  is  poss ible and achievable for all s tudents .  Integrate in 
a conscious  manner the aspects  of teaching and learning that go beyond the technical skills  related to 
instruction.
 
 
Office of the Achievement G ap

Activities / 
Actions

Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Cultural 
sensitivity 
and cultural 
proficiency 
courses/trainings

Teachers become more 
conscientious of their 
preconceived beliefs 
and attitudes and make 
strategic changes in their 
teaching that reflect high 
expectations and cultural 
sensitivity of diverse groups 
and learning styles.

24 Schools/48 
teachers trained 
in becoming 
more culturally 
proficient 
teachers, 
leaders and 
staff members.

48 
Teachers 
enrolled 
and 
comple
ted the 
course

To train 
or enroll: 
60Teachers           
30 principals/ 
Administrat
ors         25 
department 
heads/staff              

 Begin Identifying 
schools and teachers 
and other participants 
for 2011-2012 courses. 
Identify other sources 
for providing this type 
of training.

 
 
 
 
G oal 4 - S upportive, P rofes s ional L earning C ommunities  |  P romote school cultures  of high 
achievement that are grounded in high expectations  and mutual respect and that show evidence of 
s taff support for removing the impediments  to equal access  to opportunity for traditionally challenged 
populations .  Use a “whole school approach” to foster pos itive, safe, respectful and nurturing school 
environments  that have high standards  for s tudent achievement and build the capacity of schools  to 
ensure that those same standards  are maintained for all s tudents  regardless  of program or subgroup.  
 
 
Department of C urriculum and Instruction

Activities / 
Actions

Desired 
Outcome

Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-2012)

Immediate Action Steps

AVID/ A+ 
College Prep 
Academy

Increase 
access and 
achievement 
to AP, IB 
and college 
readiness 
for Black 
and Hispanic 
students  

% of schools 
implementing 
AVID 
effectively; % 
of students 
participating in 
summer program

2008-2009 
school 
participation; 
post-secondary 
acceptances per 
AVID site; % 
AP/IB test 
results

30% of BPS 
schools; 3% 
increase 
in AP/IB 
participation; 
meet 
Success 
Boston goals

Continue to recruit new 
sites; plan for AVID Summer 
institute; recruit students for 
A+ College Prep Academy; 
Collaborate with academic 
sups and High School office; 
continue AVID site visits; 
provide feedback and plan 
appropriate PD.

 
 
 
 
G oal 11 - A s s es s ment and A c c ountability for P erformanc e |  Use a variety of assessments  to 
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 measure student and staff progress  and monitor the district’s  systematic attainment of the achievement 
gap goals  as  well as  the institutionalization of successful practices . E stablish clear performance 
standards  for s taff and for programs related to eliminating the achievement gap.  Hold district and 
school s taff accountable to these standards  through performance and program evaluations .
 
 
Office of R esearch and E valuation

Activities / Actions Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-2011) Immediate Action 
Steps

Implementation 
of Formative 
Assessment 
System: a multi-
year testing 
program designed 
to provide students 
and teachers with 
valuable predictive 
(how a student will 
do on the MCAS) 
and diagnostic 
(students' 
strengths and 
weaknesses 
relative to BPS 
scope and 
sequencing) 
information.

District-wide 
information is provided 
to support cycles of 
data-driven inquiry 
during the school 
year. Educators 
diagnose students’ 
learning needs, inform 
students about their 
own learning process, 
and allow modification 
of instruction to 
meet those needs.  
Support differentiated 
instruction to meet the 
needs of each student, 
which is at the core 
of the Academic 
Achievement 
Framework.

Ability to predict 
student achievement 
on MCAS; measure 
student growth 
(relative to self-based 
on standards) within 
a grade and between 
grades; evaluate 
student knowledge 
relative to specific 
academic goals based 
on state standards; 
monitoring of student 
progress during the 
academic year by 
student group (ELL, 
SPED, Race, Low 
Income).  Monitoring 
of effective curricular 
and instructional 
practices. 

2 teachers / school 
and 2 administrators 
/ school trained; 
40 school site PD 
sessions delivered 
by RAE staff in 
2010-11

Disseminating 
information 
on formative 
assessment 
system and 
planning for 
trainings

 
 
Inc reas e A c c es s  and E quity
 
T he school community must engage students , families  and other partners  by creating meaningful 
relationships  and establishing an atmosphere of support and commitment to B oston P ublic S chool 
s tudents  in achieving academic proficiency.  T o help strengthen such relationships , the district is  
committed to creating an environment with increased equitable access  in terms of s taff, operations , and 
funding.  With regards  to s taff, B P S  will recruit, hire, train, and retain a diverse team of educators  and 
support teams that are proficient in their areas  of expertise.  A regular review of services  that impact 
instruction such as  transportation, food services , and school facilities  will be reviewed to ensure equity. 
F inally, financial resources  will be prioritized and allocated appropriately to provide services  focused on 
student achievement.
 
T argeted G oal S tatements
 
G oal 8 - P artners hips  in F amily and C ommunity E ngagement |  Use culturally relevant family 
engagement strategies  to ensure that families  are treated as  equal partners  in the educational 
process  and to build meaningful relationships ; promote the expansion of partnerships  with community 
s takeholders  to maximize resources  for our most needy students  and to create an atmosphere of 
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cators and support teams that are proficient in their areas of  expertise. A regular 
review of  services that impact instruction such as transportation, food services, and 
school facilities will be reviewed to ensure equity. Finally, financial resources will 
be prioritized and allocated appropriately to provide services focused on student 
achievement.

Targeted Goal Statements
Goal 8 - Partnerships in Family and Community Engagement | Use culturally 
relevant family engagement strategies to ensure that families are treated as equal 
partners in the educational process and to build meaningful relationships; promote 
the expansion of  partnerships with community stakeholders to maximize resources 
for our most needy students and to create an atmosphere of  mutual support and 
commitment from the larger community to all students achieving proficiency.

Goal 9 - Human Resources | Recruit, hire, train and retain a diverse cadre of  
educators and support staff  that are not only proficient in their areas of  expertise 
but also committed to: 1) working with urban youth, 2) establishing positive rela-
tionships with students, families and colleagues and, 3) ensuring that all students 
achieve proficiency.

Goal 10 - Equity in Operations | Examine and ensure equity in the kind and 
quality of  services provided to students and staff  at all school sites in the areas of  
school facilities, maintenance, transportation, food services, and other related sup-
port that impact instruction. 
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mutual support and commitment from the larger community to all s tudents  achieving proficiency. 
 
 
Department of F amily and S tudent E ngagement

Activities / 
Actions

Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Organize FRCs 
to support 
broadest range 
of needs.

Each FRC to provide language 
support as well as resource support 
to the families it serves. This will 
range from information about school 
programs to community services 
and staff will be able to effectively 
communicate about these tools with 
families. 

% of Families 
who state their 
needs were 
understood 
and supported 
by FRC staff.

90% 94%

Provide trainings on 
services and programs 
available in and outside 
of BPS for families; build 
community partnerships; 
invite resources in 
to FRCS to share 
information.

 
 
 
 
G oal 9 - Human R es ourc es  |  R ecruit, hire, train and retain a diverse cadre of educators  and support 
s taff that are not only proficient in their areas  of expertise but also committed to:  1) working with urban 
youth, 2) establis hing pos itive relationships  with students , families  and colleagues  and, 3) ensuring that 
all s tudents  achieve proficiency. 
 
 
Office of Human R esources

Activities / Actions Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-
2011)

Target (2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Develop a teacher 
diversity hiring 
action plan to 
increase the diversity 
of our teaching staff.

Diverse teacher 
corps that at 
least  achieves 
and maintains the 
representation 
required by federal 
court orders

Achievement 
and 
maintenance 
of minimum 
of 25% Black 
teachers and 
10% Other 
Minority 
teachers

Black 
Teachers: 
22.4%; Other 
Minority 
Teachers: 
15.7%

Black 
Teachers: 
25%; Other 
Minority 
Teachers: 
15.7%

 1.) Plan actions 
needed to immediately 
increase diversity of 
teacher hires; 2.) 
Hold  the Academic 
Superintendent 
accountable to 
implement plan during 
hiring process for 2011-
2012
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mutual support and commitment from the larger community to all s tudents  achieving proficiency. 
 
 
Department of F amily and S tudent E ngagement

Activities / 
Actions

Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps
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to support 
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of needs.

Each FRC to provide language 
support as well as resource support 
to the families it serves. This will 
range from information about school 
programs to community services 
and staff will be able to effectively 
communicate about these tools with 
families. 

% of Families 
who state their 
needs were 
understood 
and supported 
by FRC staff.

90% 94%

Provide trainings on 
services and programs 
available in and outside 
of BPS for families; build 
community partnerships; 
invite resources in 
to FRCS to share 
information.
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youth, 2) establis hing pos itive relationships  with students , families  and colleagues  and, 3) ensuring that 
all s tudents  achieve proficiency. 
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Immediate Action Steps
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Superintendent 
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implement plan during 
hiring process for 2011-
2012

 
 

20
 



P
lan to C

lose the A
chievem

ent G
ap

Goal 12 - Adequate Funding | Secure and allocate appropriate resources and 
sustain funding to provide the professional development and other services needed 
to support the work on eliminating the achievement gap.

Increase Teacher Capacity and Effectiveness
The most important work of  the Boston Public Schools takes place in classrooms, 
where we strive for outstanding teaching and learning so that every child performs 
at the highest levels and reaches his or her full potential. Increasing teacher ef-
fectiveness to deliver high quality, culturally relevant and inclusive methods will 
ensure the learning environment is safe, promotes a sense of  belonging, and fosters 
strong, positive relationships among students, among school staff  and between the 
school and home/community. Schools are responsible for equipping teaching staff  
with instructional strategies that will address a range of  student achievement levels, 
learning and behavioral styles. This ensures that curriculum and instruction will be 
rigorous and culturally responsive to the backgrounds of  Boston’s diverse student 
population. School leaders will focus on the capacity of  all staff  and embed prin-
ciples of  culturally relevant service delivery, focusing on the strengths and needs 
of  our students. To further strengthen such capacity and the overall operations of  
respective schools and departments, resources will be employed and approaches 
adjusted to reflect the socio-cultural characteristics of  the populations served. Such 
academic professional development will ensure that culturally responsive differenti-
ated instruction is maintained and relationships with students are strengthened.

G oal 10 - E quity in Operations  |  E xamine and ensure equity in the kind and quality of services  
provided to students  and staff at all school s ites  in the areas  of school facilities , maintenance, 
transportation, food services , and other related support that impact instruction.
 
Office of E nrollment and Welcome S ervices

Activities / Actions Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-
2012)

Immediate Action Steps

Continue to grow 
Team BPS to 
ensure active 
representation in 
all schools by a 
diverse group of 
constituents.

Ambassadors will 
reflect the district's 
families across 
all grade levels, 
socio-economic and 
cultural lines

100% of schools 
represented.

90% 100%

Host activities and events, 
and provide resources that 
provide value to all families 
showcasing the benefits of 
membership for all school 
partners regardless of parent 
or community partner status, 
race or culture.

 
 
G oal 12 - A dequate F unding |   S ecure and allocate appropriate resources  and sustain funding to 
provide the profess ional development and other services  needed to support the work on eliminating the 
achievement gap.
 
C hief F inancial Officer

Activities / Actions Desired Outcome Indicator of 
Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target (2011-2012) Immediate Action Steps

Allocate funding to 
schools through a 
weighted student 
funding model

Provide equitable, 
transparent funding 
to students, no 
matter which 
school they attend

Allocate 
funding 
to schools 
through a per 
pupil basis

Implement 
weighted 
student 
funding

Adjust the 
weighted student 
funding model to 
include alternative 
education and any 
additional factors

After the FY12 budget 
is approved, work with 
cross functional teams 
to adjust the model for 
FY13

 

Inc reas e T eac her C apac ity and E ffec tivenes s
 

T he most important work of the B oston P ublic S chools  takes  place in classrooms, where we strive 
for outstanding teaching and learning so that every child performs at the highest levels  and reaches  
his  or her full potential. Increas ing teacher effectiveness  to deliver high quality, culturally relevant and 
inclus ive methods  will ensure the learning environment is  safe, promotes  a sense of belonging, and 
fosters  s trong, pos itive relationships  among students , among school s taff and between the school and 
home/community.   S chools  are responsible for equipping teaching staff with instructional s trategies  
that will address  a range of s tudent achievement levels , learning and behavioral s tyles .  T his  ensures  
that curriculum and instruction will be rigorous  and culturally responsive to the backgrounds  of B oston’s  
diverse student population.  S chool leaders  will focus  on the capacity of all s taff and embed principles  
of culturally relevant service delivery, focus ing on the strengths  and needs  of our s tudents .  T o further 
s trengthen such capacity and the overall operations  of respective schools  and departments , resources  
will be employed and approaches  adjusted to reflect the socio-cultural characteris tics  of the populations  
served.  S uch academic profess ional development will ensure that culturally responsive differentiated 
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Inc reas e T eac her C apac ity and E ffec tivenes s
 

T he most important work of the B oston P ublic S chools  takes  place in classrooms, where we strive 
for outstanding teaching and learning so that every child performs at the highest levels  and reaches  
his  or her full potential. Increas ing teacher effectiveness  to deliver high quality, culturally relevant and 
inclus ive methods  will ensure the learning environment is  safe, promotes  a sense of belonging, and 
fosters  s trong, pos itive relationships  among students , among school s taff and between the school and 
home/community.   S chools  are responsible for equipping teaching staff with instructional s trategies  
that will address  a range of s tudent achievement levels , learning and behavioral s tyles .  T his  ensures  
that curriculum and instruction will be rigorous  and culturally responsive to the backgrounds  of B oston’s  
diverse student population.  S chool leaders  will focus  on the capacity of all s taff and embed principles  
of culturally relevant service delivery, focus ing on the strengths  and needs  of our s tudents .  T o further 
s trengthen such capacity and the overall operations  of respective schools  and departments , resources  
will be employed and approaches  adjusted to reflect the socio-cultural characteris tics  of the populations  
served.  S uch academic profess ional development will ensure that culturally responsive differentiated 
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Goal 5 - Rigorous, Culturally Relevant Teaching and Learning | Equip 
educators with the variety of  instructional strategies required to address the broad 
range of  student achievement levels, learning, behavioral and communication 
styles. Ensure that the curriculum and instruction in all subjects at all levels are 
rigorous and culturally responsive to the backgrounds, interests, languages, abili-
ties, and learning styles of  our diverse students; differentiate instruction to meet the 
strengths as well as the needs of  our students; and build relationships with students 
through which instruction can be effective. In a review of  our data, elementary 
mathematics performance requires a more intentional focus.

Goal 6 - Culturally Relevant and Responsive Practices | Ensure that cul-
tural sensitivity and cultural competence are embedded in all aspects of  curriculum 
and instruction so that educators focus on and are sensitive to the strengths and 
the needs of  our students; develop the capacity of  school and department leaders, 
instructional and support staff  to embed the principles of  culturally relevant service 
delivery into the overall operation of  their respective school or departments.
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Department of C urriculum and Instruction

Activities / Actions Desired Outcome
Indicator of 

Success

 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-
2012)

Immediate Action 
Steps

Lesson planning documents 
created will address 
the importance of high 
expectations for all students 
and necessary differentiation 
of instruction to enact those 
high expectations.

Increased attention 
to culturally relevant 
and responsive 
teaching strategies and 
effective differentiation 
strategies in planning 
for math instruction 

Monitoring 
of planning 
documents 
posted to the 
Elementary Math 
MyBPS web 
page

15% 25%

Review of 
planning and 
other documents 
currently posted 
to the Elementary 
Math MyBPS web 
page

 
 
 
G oal 6 - C ulturally R elevant and R es pons ive P rac tic es  |  E nsure that cultural sens itivity and cultural 
competence are embedded in all aspects  of curriculum and instruction so that educators  focus  on 
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Department of C urriculum and Instruction (History, S ocial S tudies  and Humanities )

Activities / Actions Desired 
Outcome

Indicator of 
Success

 Target (2010-
2011)

Target (2011-2012) Immediate Action 
Steps

Create culturally 
relevant and rigorous 
college-preparatory 
curriculum units. (Ex.) 
Facing History and 
Ourselves (FHAO) 
to support the BPS 
Common Writing 
Assignment 

Incorpo
ration of 
curriculum 
units from 
FHAO into all 
History and 
8th grade 
Humanities 
classrooms

Units will be 
incorporated 
in BPS 
curriculum 
documents 
and taught in 
Gr. 8/Choices 
and  all HS 
history and 
Humanities 
classrooms

95% of schools 
(including Pilot 
Schools) will 
participate in 
the CWA; at 
least 50% of 
the teachers in 
each school will 
use the FHAO 
units

100% of schools (including 
Pilots) will participate in the 
CWA and at least 75% of 
the teachers in each school 
will use the FHAO units 
Choices/Civil Rights (USI, 
USII, World History); CWA 
performance will increase 
in all major categories as 
per Acceleration Agenda 
Targets

Identify funds 
for this work; 
develop program 
and contract with 
Facing History; 
implement 
training over the 
summer of 2011
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Goal 7 - Professional Development for Closing the Achievement Gap | 
Ensure human and materials resources and approaches reflect the socio-cultural 
characteristics and needs of  the populations served. Provide professional develop-
ment that allows staff  at all levels to develop cultural competence; ensure that all 
academic professional development promotes culturally responsive differentiated 
instruction and building relationships with students. Broaden students’ knowledge 
and understanding of  global cultures. 

Commitment to Eliminating the Gap
The achievement gap has a long history and complex causes. Closing it will require 
deliberate, focused, and purposeful actions. No challenge is more urgent and no 
obligation greater than securing equity and access to excellent educational oppor-
tunities for every student. Closing the achievement gap is a continuous process 
and demands vigilant attention, as well as openness to exploring new research and 
proven practices.

 
 
G oal 7 - P rofes s ional Development for C los ing the A c hievement G ap |  E nsure human and 
materials  resources  and approaches  reflect the socio-cultural characteris tics  and needs  of the 
populations  served.  P rovide profess ional development that allows staff at all levels  to develop cultural 
competence; ensure that all academic profess ional development promotes  culturally responsive 
differentiated ins truction and building relationships  with students .  B roaden students ’ knowledge and 
understanding of global cultures .
 
 
 
Office of E nglish Language Learners

Activities / Actions Desired Outcome Indicator of Success
 Target 
(2010-
2011)

Target 
(2011-2012)

Immediate Action 
Steps

Increase literacy PD by 
Supporting ELLs with 
Reading Street

Increased teacher 
knowledge on using 
the ELL components 
in Reading Street 
to support English 
learners

Elementary ELA 
teachers successfully 
complete PD; all 
exhibit increased 
knowledge in 
supporting English 
learners

15% 
participati
on

30% 
participation

Continue to work 
with Pearson 
consultants on 
school-based and 
district PD

 

C ommitment to E liminating the G ap
 

T he achievement gap has  a long history and complex causes . C los ing it will require deliberate, 
focused, and purposeful actions . No challenge is  more urgent and no obligation greater than securing 
equity and access  to excellent educational opportunities  for every s tudent. C los ing the achievement 
gap is  a continuous  process  and demands  vigilant attention, as  well as  openness  to exploring new 
research and proven practices .
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• In the tests most commonly used to compare states’ educational achievement 
-the National Assessment of  Educational Progress (NAEP) - Black students in 
Massachusetts (as well as White students) regularly score at or near the top 
nationally on all four tests: reading, writing, mathematics, and science -- in 
both fourth and eighth grades.

• Gaps in achievement between Black and White students are large and stub-
born; there is no trend of  steadily closing those gaps at the national or state 
level. In Massachusetts, the percentage of  White students scoring at the high-
er levels (“proficient” or “advanced”) was in several of  the tests more than 
double the percentage of  Black students achieving those scores on the NAEP 
tests.

• The state’s MCAS tests show a troubling lack of  progress among Black stu-
dents toward Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) benchmarks as required by the 
federal No Child Left Behind Act.

• MCAS also shows, however, that in higher grades rapidly increasing numbers 
of  Black students are achieving at higher levels. From 2005 to 2009, the pro-
portion of  Black students reaching proficient or advanced scores on MCAS 
tests jumped from 27 percent to 56 percent in English language arts, and from 
24 percent to 51 percent in math.

• Boston has specific problems. For instance, 76 percent of  students in the capi-
tal are designated as low-income, compared with 33 percent statewide.

• Current graduation and dropout rates for Black students in Boston are dis-
mal. Progress has been slow, and gaps between Black and White students have 
narrowed only slightly.

Recommendations from the SOBB Chapter
• More research is essential, particularly to focus on the strategies and tech-

niques in relatively high-achieving schools. Points of  emphasis should include 
professional development, and parental and community involvement.  Re-
search should include examination of  other districts and other states.

Key Findings from the State of Black Boston
K-12 Education Chapter   
Chapter written by
Charleen Brantley, EdD
Adjunct Professor
Department of Curriculum and Instruction
University of Massachusetts Boston
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• It is critical that there is consistent, effective collaboration among the key play-
ers—Boston schools, the teachers union, and Black Boston. Enhancing these 
partnerships can help address and respond to parents’ needs and concerns. 
The possible approaches include ongoing workshops, forums, and websites 
for parents. These informative resources should be designed to help identify 
and provide different supports for general education students, students with 
special needs, and students with emotional, physical, social, or academic dif-
ficulties who are not excelling in school.

• There is a clear need for after-school programs or Saturday schools to provide 
supplementary support for Black students preparing for MCAS tests.

• Learning outside the classroom, including field trips and career-centered ac-
tivities, should be augmented.

• Community agencies, and corporations, should take a more active role in 
promoting strong public education.

• Parent-teacher partnerships foster an enhanced sense of  advocacy for stu-
dents’ strong work habits, attitudes, and, consequently, learning and achieve-
ment. These critical partnerships are necessary to help parents to understand 
and reinforce the expectations of  the school system, schools, classrooms, and 
teachers. Such collaboration is a resource for parents, keeping them connect-
ed to what their children are expected to learn.  This simple action step is es-
sential and effective in K-12.  The relationship is a delicate balance in which 
each side has to respect the role of  the other, a balance well worth the effort 
because the partnership presents a support system for students. This partner-
ship is a true home-school connection

EXCERPTS FROM THE 
BOSTON PUBLIC SCHOOLS’

PLAN TO CLOSE THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP
“All students, regardless of  race, income, ethnicity, language, disability, family 
background or circumstances deserve high quality educational experiences.”

• In 2007, the Boston School Committee formally declared achievement gaps 
“unacceptable” and created policies to eliminate them.

• “While we have made progress in many areas, much remains to be done, and 
we are more committed than ever to this work.”

• Strategies include a tracking system to support student retention and a suc-
cessful program to get previous drop-outs to re-enroll (several hundred so far).

• Some gaps have closed significantly: the Black-White gap in MCAS English 
language arts proficiency dropped from 35 points in 1998 to 5 points in 2010.



• Summer and vacation programs have been expanded.

• The school district has organized its work around four core strategies:
 1) Strengthening teaching and school leadership
 2) Replicating success and turning around low performing schools
 3) Deepening partnerships with parents, students and the community
 4) Redesigning district services for effectiveness, efficiency and equity

• One goal: “recruit, hire, train and retain a diverse cadre of  educators and 
support staff.”

“The achievement gap has a long history and complex causes. Closing it will re-
quire deliberate, focused, and purposeful actions. No challenge is more urgent and 
no obligation greater than securing equity and access to excellent educational op-
portunities for every student. Closing the achievement gap is a continuous process 
and demands vigilant attention, as well as openness to exploring new research and 
proven practices.”

State of  Black Boston Community Advisory Committee
K-12 Education Recommendations

What can you do to help yourself ?

• Be a life long learner. Be willing to engage in continued learning and develop-
ment regardless of  your age, background or cultural context.

• Be an advocate and promote positive change within the community.
• Attend, support and volunteer at education focused events and organizations.

What can you do to help your community?

• Volunteer at your local schools and community centers.
• Get to know your neighbors and their children. 
• Establish our own schools.
• Increase the amount of  material you read.
• Decrease the amount of  time you watch television.
• Document our public school’s history including bussing and its effects on edu-

cation today.
• Learn and share good news about the black community across America.
• Support efforts to develop and maintain affordable housing, so that students 

are less transient with fewer barriers to academic success.
• Be a pro-active consumer of  information and news.
• Advocate for parent and student input in the data collection-feedback process 

for principal and teacher evaluation across the district.
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What can your community do to help you?

• Acknowledge the diversity (class, education, ethnicity, religious, political af-
filiations) present within the “Black” Community (Caribbean, Africans, Black 
Latinos etc).

• Organize a forum focusing on a new vision redefining the purpose of  educa-
tion.

• Advocate for competency based- instruction, assessment and promotion poli-
cies within the school system.

• Advocate for autonomous parent elected or appointed decision-making con-
sul that is representative of  Boston Public Schools enrollment data (socioeco-
nomic, culture etc.) to advocate on behalf  of  families within the district.

• Publish, improve upon and expand student performance data currently col-
lected.

• Create a literacy campaign.
• Advocate for the consistent use of  research based- programs and practices as 

we redefine the purpose of  school.
• Advocate for expansion of  community based-programs that teach safe and 

effective use of  technology, cultural competency, character values, civic en-
gagement, and social-emotion development.

• Keep schools open in the evening for community use.
• Keep libraries open in the evening for community use.
• Organize; mobilize the youth voice at every school and community site.
• Expand Boston Public School’s “Parent Universities”.
• Advocate for school leadership to have decision making autonomy and ac-

countability systems with family input (school schedule and calendar, staffing, 
curriculum and assessment, governance and policies and budget).

• Create a campaign healing self  hate and community conflict caused by inter-
nalized oppressions of  all kinds including racism, sexism etc.

• Provide free walk-in mental and physical health clinics accessible to student 
and families within school.

• Expand early childhood services.

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL):   A long term plan for transformative change 
in education and behavior.  

“The Everett School has a long tradition of  embracing social- emotional learning (SEL). We use 
an SEL curriculum to build social competency. Teachers provide weekly lessons to help children 
learn self-control and build strategies to challenge one another in respectful ways. A school is 
charged with educating students not only in traditional academics but in all areas that will con-
tribute to success in life. “   Nicole Mack, principal of  the Edward Everett Elementary School, 
Dorchester, MA.  

A door is slightly open.  

It opened a crack when Representative Marty Walz, at the suggestion of  local 



city public health advocates, inserted Section 16 into the newly crafted Anti-Bul-
lying Law.  It opened a bit wider when the Massachusetts legislature unanimously 
passed that law, including the little noted Section 16.   

Section 16 states that the Massachusetts Department of  Education shall create 
guidelines for implementing social-emotional learning (SEL) curricula for grades 
k-12 by the end of  June, 2011.1 To effectuate SEL, Boston will have to affirmatively 
decide to implement this process of  training teachers and staff  in SEL skill sets.

Everyone who reads these words will play a decision as to whether this form of  
education, now being implemented in Illinois and the cities of  Cleveland, Lou-
isville, Anchorage, Youngstown, Toledo, among others, is worth fighting for here 
in Boston.  The door is now open to a much broader view of  education that will 
profoundly address the discrepancies Dr. Jennings refers to in his report.  Each of  
us can play a part in seeing this change actually happen.

The recommendation in this article is to take action steps to assure that both 
schools and communities know and understand SEL and how it can be of  benefit 
to black Boston (as well as all of  Boston) in ways that address the injustices out-
lined in Dr. Jennings’ excellent work.  

What is SEL?
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) teaches us the skills to handle ourselves, our 
relationships and our work, effectively and ethically.  It is an educational process 
that develops positive habits in children, such as:

1. recognizing and managing emotions;
2. developing caring and concern for others;
3. making responsible decisions;
4. establishing positive relationships; and
5. handling challenging situations effectively.2    

The skills developed by SEL will help children accomplish these goals.  When 
practiced repeatedly over years of  school, a child’s life will significantly change for 
the better.  The benefits will last into their adult years.

For example, one of  the many programs offered in Massachusetts employs RID as 
an anger management strategy that stands for Recognize, Identify and Do Some-
thing Constructive.   Students look at what makes them angry during the day and 
look for clues within themselves (e.g. heart beating faster, hand shaking, difficulty 
in speaking) so they can recognize (the R) their anger signals.

Then students learn how to stay in control of  the situation by identifying (the I) a 
thought that can calm them down.  They focus on that thought. This takes prac-
tice.  Stopping and thinking is a key to controlling emotions. 
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The D calls for doing something constructive to solve the issue, once the rational 
calm self  is back in control.3

Teaching and having kids practice anger management skills, before the bad con-
sequences, is being preventative.

Anger is just one of  the many emotions that arise during a school day.  SEL strate-
gies help children and adults deal with most of  these emotions.  Other SEL strate-
gies attack problem-solving and conflict resolution.

“At the Everett, we have observed many changes in our students as a result of  
using an SEL curriculum.  This curriculum helps to encourage student self-reflec-
tion and it empowers students to take ownership of  their behaviors. Our SEL cur-
riculum aids students in becoming more independent with their problem-solving 
as well as developing their ability to consider others’ perspectives, even in the heat 
of  a conflict.   It also facilitates having difficult conversations with the students by 
giving them the language to verbalize complex ideas while providing opportuni-
ties to talk positively about themselves and others.”  Sarah Trantina, kindergarten 
teacher, Edward Everett Elementary School, Dorchester, MA.

Evidence behind SEL
A growing body of  research and literature supports the premise that effective SEL 
is a key to children’s success in school and life.    Recently the publication of  
a meta-analysis of  200 evaluations of  SEL programs involving nearly 300,000 
students showed that multiple benefits of  SEL correlate with increased academic 
achievement.  SEL’s benefits cut across urban, rural and suburban differences.    
Compared to students who do not experience SEL programming, those who un-
derstand and practice SEL skills improve significantly with respect to:

1. Achievement test scores and school grades, including an 11 percentile point 
gain in academic achievement; 

2. Social and emotional skills, including a 22 percentile point gain in skills in-
volving relationships, managing emotions, having empathy, problem-solving 
under difficult circumstances ; 

3. Social and classroom behavior;
4. Conduct problems such as aggression;
5. Emotional distress such as stress and depression;
6. Attitudes about themselves, others and school.
7. What does a SEL curriculum mean to Black Boston?

What does a SEL curriculum mean to Black Boston?
An effective, in-school, SEL curriculum coupled with an implementation that is 
sensitive to the needs of  the different communities will mean there is a long term 
plan in place that creates a positive school climate that has students wanting to 
stay in school.  It means that many of  the disparities mentioned in Dr. Jennings’ 
excellent report will begin to be addressed with an eye to the future by educating 



children in ways that make achievement more likely.  It means that the chances 
of  reducing the scourge of  violence and addiction, that costs Massachusetts 22% 
of  its annual budget , can be reduced as we improve the climate of  all communi-
ties within the city as new students, equipped with SEL skills, enter adult society.  
These young men and women will know how to solve conflicts and problems and 
will be able to manage their emotions.  An SEL curriculum means that another 
tool is in place to improve the academic test scores of  all students.

Action Steps to Take
SEL is a proactive approach that develops the skills children need to prevent prob-
lems in the future. It equips students with the skills they should have to be success-
ful in school, in their relationships, and in their lives. 

The action steps that you can take for yourself  are:

— Learn about social-emotional learning by reading online about SEL at www.
casel.org and www.SEL4Mass.org ;

— Learn and use SEL techniques at home with your own children.  For ex-
ample:  

 • Focus on your child’s strengths before being constructively critical as 
  they listen better.
 • Ask questions of  your child so they can practice solving problems 
  on their own.
 • On important matters, be firm, but in unimportant matters, let 
  your child make choices and live with the consequences.
 • Practice ways to stay calm together (count to ten, looking for 
  positive thoughts, cleansing breaths)
 • Ask your child how they feel and then explore their feelings before 
  making suggestions.
 • Avoid shaming your child.
 • Be willing to apologize when you make a mistake.
 • Have consequences for behaviors.
 • Read books together asking how the character feels, how he/she 
  reacted and how they could have solved a problem differently.

The actions steps you can take for your community are:
• Talk to your friends, family, fellow-congregants, businesses and others about 

SEL, referring them to www.casel.org and www.SEL4Mass.org so they also 
can be supportive of  having SEL in schools; 

• Arrange a meeting with the PTO or the administration of  your school to 
discuss SEL;

• Encourage elected officials to fund SEL training as a long term strategy for 
improving education, reducing violence and addictions and cutting budget 
costs.
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The actions steps your community can take:
• Encourage legislation that requires teachers to be trained in SEL at colleges 

and universities;
• Form public and private partnerships to begin financing the SEL training of  

existing teachers in Boston;
• Finance SEL training through partial use of  federal Title II professional de-

velopment ($7 million in 2009).

The Massachusetts legislature opened a door.  Walking through that door and 
seizing the opportunity presented will help determine whether the gaps shown by 
Dr. Jennings’ demographics will be significantly reduced.   

Mitch Lyons, J.D., is Executive Director of  GetPsychedSports.org, Inc., a 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
corporation, a member of  the Community Advisors Committee for State of  Black Boston and 
founder of  www.SEL4Mass.org, an educational website about Social-Emotional Learning.
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1787-Prince Hall petitions the Massachusetts Legislature 
to provide schools for Black children.  Black residents of  
the state paid the same taxes as whites but state-support-
ed education was available only to White children. The 
petition fails. 

1796—Hall asks Boston’s selectmen, the city’s elected 
leaders, to create a separate school for Black children. 
The request was approved, but none was ever opened, 
supposedly because a suitable building could not be 
found.

1798—With approval of  the selectmen, Black residents start a private school of  
their own, initially in the home of  Primus Hall. It was later housed in a carpenter’s 
shop and church basement.

1835—The Abiel Smith School opens on Beacon Hill as the first public school in 
the country for free Blacks, replacing the basement school. It is named for a White phi-
lanthropist who bequeathed the city an endowment for the education of  Black students.

1850—Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court rules in the Sarah Roberts case 
that the U.S. Constitution permitted racial segregation in schools. The U.S. Su-
preme Court cited the Massachusetts ruling in its 1896 decision in Plessy v. Fergu-
son, which established the “separate but equal” doctrine.

1855—Segregation of  Boston’s public schools officially ends— for the first time—
after a boycott of  segregated Black schools and a petition to the Legislature.

1875—Dr. James T. Still is the first African American elected to the Boston School 
Committee.

1877—Parker Bailey becomes the first Black graduate of  the prestigious Boston 
Latin School, the oldest public school in the country. It was founded in 1635.

1890—The Boston Public Schools hire the person believe to be its first Black 
teacher, Harriett L. Smith, at Sharp School on Beacon Hill. She teaches in the 
system until 1917.
1954—The U.S. Supreme Court outlaws racial segregation in a unanimous opin-
ion in the landmark Brown v. Board of  Education decision. A year later, the court 
ambiguously urges desegregation to occur with “all deliberate speed.”

1965—Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. leads a march from Roxbury to Boston Com-
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mon, where a rally is held to protest school 
segregation in Boston. 

1965—The state’s Racial Imbalance Act 
requires school systems to file plans to 
eliminate racially-imbalanced schools, de-
fined as those whose enrollments are more 
than 50 percent non-White, or risk losing 
state funding.  Boston’s all-White, elected 

School Committee resists and defies the legislation.

1965—The Massachusetts Negro Educators Association is founded, led by Rol-
lins Griffith. It is now known as the Black Educators Alliance of  Massachusetts or 
BEAM.

1966—Metropolitan Council for Educational Opportunity (METCO) is founded 
to oversee voluntary transfers of  Black students in Boston to suburban schools 
with seats available. The state-funded program has been expanded to Springfield 
and opened to Latino students. Jean M. McGuire has been executive director 
since 1973.

1966—Gladys Wood is the first African American appointed as principal in the 
Boston Public Schools, taking charge of  the Dearborn district comprised of  three 
elementary schools. She serves the city as a school administrator for 15 years.

1967-“Death at an Early Age: The Destruction of  the 
Hearts and Minds of  Negro Children in the Boston Pub-
lic Schools” is published, chronicling the observations 
of  Jonathan Kozol as a substitute teacher in a Roxbury 
school. The book wins a National Book Award.

1972—The Boston Branch of  the NAACP and a group 
of  Black parents file a federal lawsuit charging the Bos-
ton school system is unconstitutionally segregated and 
asking the court to  order a remedy.  The lawsuit be-
comes known as Morgan v. Hennigan.

1975—The desegregation of  Boston 
Public Schools is ordered by U.S. District 
Court Judge W. Arthur Garrity Jr. That 
fall, opponents of  the order attack school 
buses carrying Black students into previ-
ously segregated schools in South Boston 
and other White neighborhoods. The vio-
lence abates with time but continues for 
several years, setting a tone for hostile race 
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1975—Angela Paige Cook and Joseph Cook found Paige Academy, a private pre-
school and elementary school in the Highland Park section of  Roxbury. 

1977—John D. O’Bryant becomes first African Ameri-
can elected to the Boston School Committee in the twen-
tieth century.

1985—Laval S. Wilson ap-
pointed first African American 
superintendent of  Boston Pub-
lic Schools.

1992—The Boston School 
Committee comes under the 
control of  the city’s mayor, who 
receives the new power to appoint members. They had 
been previously elected in the same manner as the City 
Council, with a mix of  at-large and district representatives.

1993—The Massachusetts Education Reform Act increases state funding, intro-
duces charter schools and mandates uniform statewide tests known as the Mas-
sachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS).

1999—Busing for desegregation ends. 

2001—The federal No Child Left Behind Act mandates sanctions on schools that 
fail to make adequate annual progress as measured, in the case of  Massachusetts 
schools, by MCAS tests.

2002—Voters approve a state initiative petition to ban bilingual education and 
replace it with English immersion. Though the initiative targeted Spanish-speak-
ing immigration, the prohibition also affects immigrants of  African descent from 
Haiti, Cape Verde, and other countries.

2004—Students are required to pass the English and 
math portion of  MCAS in order to graduate from high 
school. Disparities in pass rates for Black students push 
down their graduation rate.

2007—Carolyn R. Johnson is appointed superintendent 
of  Boston Public Schools.

2010—In addition to English and math, students are 
required to pass the science part of  MCAS to graduate.
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Sources
“African-Americans in Boston: More than 350 Years” by Robert C. Hayden, Bos-
ton Globe, William Monroe Trotter Institute research
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William Monroe Trotter Institute 
University of Massachusetts Boston

State of Black Boston
Educating for Tomorrow:
Schools and the Black Community in Boston

UMass Boston
Wednesday, October 21, 2009
10:00am – 12:00 Noon

Panelist

Frank Barnes, Chief  Accountability Officer, Boston Public Schools
Dr. Carroll W. Blake, Executive Director for the Achievement Gap, Boston 
Public Schools
Dr. Lisa Gonsalves, Professor, College of  Education and Human Develop-
ment, UMass Boston
Hubie Jones, Education Advocate and Dean Emeritus, School of  Social Work, 
Boston University
Dr. Denise Patmon, Associate Professor, College of  Education and Human 
Development, UMass Boston
Karmala Sherwood, Head of  School, Smith Leadership Academy, Dorchester
Paul Reville, Secretary of  Education, Commonwealth of  Massachusetts

Patmon noted that she teaches the practice of  “ethnic care” and cited seven 
principles of  African-American education:

1. Different intellectual skills
2. Different talent and skills
3. Character
4. Respect for elders and people/positions of  authority
5. Acquire special focus and healthy attitude toward labor
6. Sense of  belonging and partnering in the family economy
7. Understand, appreciate, and promote culture, heritage, and economy

Sherwood spoke from her role as leader of  a public charter school. 

• Said schools need to set clear expectations, e.g., that students aspire to go to college
• Dismissed charter school versus non-charter as issue, said the question is about money 
• Said ways need to be found to reduce dropout rate
• Urged child-centered learning
• Condemned “work sheets” as mind-numbing
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Reville noted he is a cabinet officer who is a former activist.

• Said focus needs to cover policy, practice and research
• Urged schools to set clear expectations of  what children should know and be able 

to do, following the “school effectiveness” research of  the late Ronald Edmonds.
• Agreed that the debate over charter schools is a waste of  time
 
Barnes cited six things to turn around low-performing schools, based on research: 

1. 20% to 25% gains acceptable
2. No excuses for results
3. Committed teachers
4. Develop workers
5. Focus on matriculation
6. Instill support for all kids
Also urged creating a vision of  how to learn self-discipline

Jones invoked the “school effectiveness” research of  Edmonds, who visited good 
schools and distilled what they had in common. Some of  those factors were:

• A safe, orderly environment
• Regular assessment to track progress
• Clear expectations
• Students arrive ready to learn, and schools believe all can learn
• Principal assumes role as educational leader 
• Schools maximize time of  instruction

Additional Comments: 

• Extend the age of  mandatory school attendance to 18, from current 16
• Debate on higher dropout age sounded skeptical notes, lack of  political will cited
• Summer school courses said to be awful
• Work to replicate Harlem Children’s Zone in Boston
• Bell Foundation’s “Scholars Program” in summer gets results
• How can we support teachers so they won’t burn out? 
• “No excuses”
• Fields Corner Charter School opened 7 years ago, 85% African American 

and 14% Latino enrollment 

Recommendations:

1. Raise the legal age of  compulsory education in Massachusetts from 16 to 
18. (Patmon) Jones appeared skeptical of  this idea, which he said merited 
some debate.

2. Replicate the Harlem Children’s Zone in Boston’s Black community. (Jones) 
He later mentioned he was thinking of  the Blue Hill Avenue corridor. The 
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received a federal grant to create one along the Dudley Street corridor. The 
Harlem Zone has charter schools. 

3. Adopt the principles of  the “school effectiveness” research done by Edmonds. 
(Jones)  He said it was “not rocket science” and the problem is a “lack of  po-
litical will.”

4. The summer “scholars program” of  the Bell Foundation. Someone said it 
gets results. 

5. Child-centered learning. (Sherwood) 
6. Vary “educational time” (instructional time) for students because some have 

“out-of-school issues.” (Reville) 
7. Link schools to “social and emotional support for (troubled) kids.” (Reville 

and Barnes) Reville called it the need to “build out the system” of  youth 
development and support. 

Compiled by Reynolds Graves.





264 Good News & Good Work to be Done        www.ulem.org  

20
11

 S
ta

te
 o

f B
la

ck
 B

os
to

n Higher Education
Tara L. Parker, PhD
Assistant Professor
Department of Leadership in Education
University of Massachusetts Boston

A college degree is more important today, than ever before. Indeed higher educa-
tion is critical not only to the individual but also to the economic and social health 
of  a society. As other nations have passed the United States in their percentage of  
the population with college degrees, President Obama has called for an increase in 
college graduation rates to restore the nation as a leader in educational attainment 
by 2020. Meeting this goal will help maintain global competitiveness and improve 
the quality of  life for many Americans. Indeed, an educated society benefits from 
a stronger workforce with lower unemployment, increased tax revenues, decreased 
dependence on social services, lower crime rates, improved health, and more civi-
cally engaged citizens.

As higher education becomes increasingly significant, the U.S. must also face the 
challenge presented by changing demographics. According to the U.S. census, 
most of  the nation’s growth over the next 20 years will be due to increases in La-
tino, Asian, and Black populations. Blacks and Latinos, however, have the lowest 
levels of  educational attainment. Blacks and Latinos historically earn far fewer 
degrees than their White counterparts.

As the nation grows more racially and ethnically diverse, it is critical no group 
is left behind in the push to increase degree completion. The gap in educational 
attainment rates between Whites and Blacks or Latinos, however, is widening (Na-
tional Center for Public Policy and Higher Education [NCPPHE], 2008). A na-
tion, a state, or even a city that does not work to eradicate racial disparities in edu-
cational experiences and degree attainment will forego the social and economic 
benefits that an educated workforce can bring.

Boston: An Educational Paradox
Like other cities across the nation, Boston is increasingly racially and ethnically di-
verse. In fact, Blacks and Latinos currently comprise 41% of  the city’s population. 
Further, the Metropolitan Area Planning Council predicts more than a third of  
the entire Boston metropolitan region (including suburbs) will be Black, Latino, or 
Asian by 2030. The city of  Boston, however, represents an educational paradox. 
Recently named the “smartest city” in the nation (The Daily Beast, 2010), Boston 
is home to nearly 40 colleges and universities. Moreover, more than 44% of  its 
residents aged 25 and over hold a bachelor’s degree or higher.

At the same time, remnants of  the city’s segregated past remain, as Boston con-
tinues to face racial disparities across educational outcomes. Blacks in Boston tend 
to outperform Blacks in the state of  Massachusetts, as a whole, on nearly every 
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measure; yet they do less well when compared to Whites and Asian Americans. 
This chapter, therefore, critically examines racial differences in educational at-
tainment, college participation, enrollment in college re-mediation, and degree 
completion. Instead of  simply stating the realities of  the present, however, this 
chapter also looks forward and offers recommendations for policy and practice 
to help those who care about access to and equity in higher education to move 
toward these goals.

Educational Attainment
A recent report by the Georgetown University Center on Education and the 
Workforce (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010) estimates that by 2018, 68% of  jobs 
in Massachusetts will require some college experience; 25% will require an earned 
baccalaureate degree. On average, Blacks with a bachelor’s (B.A.) degree, for ex-
ample, earn $20,800 more annually than Blacks with only a high school diploma 
in the U.S. (U.S. Census, 2007, CPS, ASEC).

A bachelor’s degree is therefore linked to increased job opportunities and subse-
quent access to social mobility. Compared to other states, however, Massachusetts 
has one of  the largest gaps in educational attainment between Blacks and Whites 
(NCPPHE, 2008). If  gaps between racial and ethnic groups in educational attain-
ment and earnings were erased, total annual personal income in the state would 
increase by approximately $10 billion.

Figure 1: Mean Income for Blacks in U.S., 
Age 25-64 (2006), by Educational Attainment Level
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higher, the city of  Boston surpasses the rest of  the state (38%) and the U.S. (27.9%) 
in educational attainment (U.S. Census, 2009). The percentage of  Blacks in Bos-
ton with at least a B.A. degree, however, is significantly lower (18.5%) than that 
of  Whites (57.8%) (U.S. Census, 2009) (See figure 2). More specifically, Whites 
outpace Blacks and Latinos in both baccalaureate and graduate degree attain-
ment. While 33.3% of  Whites hold a bachelor’s degree, only 12.2% and 11.3% of  
Blacks and Latinos respectively have the same degree. The differences in gradu-
ate school are even more striking as nearly one quarter of  Whites over 25 have a 
graduate or professional degree. Only 6.3% of  Blacks and 5.3% of  Latinos hold 
a graduate or professional degree. Educational attainment of  Blacks in Boston 
therefore must increase for Blacks to be competitive in a knowledge economy and 
society.

College Participation
To address disparities in educational attainment, it is important to examine college 
participation rates. Over the past two decades, enrollment in American higher 
education institutions has grown for traditional college-aged students (18-24 years) 
of  all racial/ethnic groups. While enrollment for Blacks has increased from 22% 
in 1988 to 34% in 2008, progress over the past 10 years (1998-2008) has slowed 
(Ryu, 2010). Moreover, college enrollment for traditional college-aged Blacks na-
tionally still lags behind Asian Americans (63%) and Whites (45%).

Figure 2: Boston Educational Attainment Rates 
      by race/ethnicity
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Similarly Blacks and Latinos in the city of  Boston are underrepresented in college. 
While Blacks make-up 23.3% of  the traditional college-age population (18-24 
years olds) in Boston, only 15.4% of  Blacks are enrolled in college. Similarly, La-
tinos make-up 16.3% of  the Boston population but only 11.8% of  those enrolled 
in college. In contrast, Whites are overrepresented in college, representing 57.5% 
of  the city population and 63.8% of  the college population.

When examining college participation for Boston Public Schools (BPS) specifi-
cally, 69% of  Blacks who graduate from BPS go on to immediately enroll in col-
lege the following fall. Still, Blacks lag behind Whites and Asians in terms of  col-
lege participation. While nearly 70% of  Black high school graduates from Boston 
Public Schools, went on to college, 77% of  Whites and 89% of  Asians enrolled in 
college. Latinos had the lowest participation rate with only 59% of  Latino high 
school graduates enrolled in college the fall after high school graduation.

Perhaps equally troubling, is the institutional stratification that occurs within 
higher education. Not surprisingly, Blacks and Latinos are more likely to enroll 
in two year colleges and less likely to enroll in four-year colleges. Two-year col-
leges are often viewed by the state and some members of  the general public, as a 
low-cost option for students concerned about paying for college. Community col-
leges, however, are the least publicly funded and often the most under resourced 
institutions. Students who begin their college careers in community colleges are 
less likely to obtain a baccalaureate degree. Black BPS graduates who enrolled 
in Massachusetts colleges and universities were also less likely than Whites and 
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are typically higher for all students. Where students enroll, therefore, remains an 
important equity question.

Performance in College
Once in college, Blacks and Latinos are more likely to enroll in remedial and 
developmental education1 courses. In fact, Blacks from the Boston public school 
system are less likely than Blacks in the state as a whole to enroll in remedial and 
developmental education courses, yet they are more likely than any other group to 
enroll in these courses during their first semester. While the impact of  college re-
mediation on degree completion is unclear (Parker, Bustillos, & Behringer, 2010), 
remedial and developmental education courses are likely to increase the time it 
takes students to earn a degree.

Blacks and Latinos from Boston also earn fewer college credits than their White 
and Asian counterparts. While Whites and Asians earn 28 credits after their first 
year of  enrollment, Blacks and Latinos only earn 24 and 23 credits respectively. 
Slower attainment of  degree credits is also associated with increased time to de-
gree. It is therefore important that students maintain college credits that will lead 
to a degree. Moreover, remedial and developmental education courses often count 
only for institutional credit (housing, financial aid, etc.) but do not 

Figure 4: Massachusetts College Participation 
        of  BPS Class of  2005
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count towards a degree. Reductions in time to degree may also reduce the total 
cost of  college attendance, an issue that continues to grow in importance.

Degree Completion
Degree completion is a key measure of  educational success and future economic 
opportunity. Some of  the greatest racial disparities, however, are found when ex-
amining degree completion. Nationally, Blacks have the lowest persistence rates of  
all racial/ethnic groups and only American Indians have lower 6-year graduation 
rates (National Center for Higher Education Management Systems [NCHEMS], 
2010).

When comparing seven-year college graduation rates for the Boston public school 
graduates, Whites are nearly twice as likely to earn a degree than Blacks. More-
over, Blacks are more likely to graduate from private four-year colleges than they 
are from public two- or four-year colleges; again suggesting where students enroll 
is significant.

These indicators of  low degree completion rates present a significant challenge to 
the city of  Boston in an effort to increase educational attainment. It is important 
to also understand that several factors impact graduation rates including whether 
students attend college full- or part-time, students experiences while 

Figure 5: Percentage of  Students Enrolled in 
Remedial Courses by race/ethnicity Fall 2005
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in college, and their decisions on whether to stop-out as they progress towards a 
degree. Supporting students at every stage of  their academic careers will go a long 
way to improve degree completion.

Envisioning the Future: Implications
 for Policy and Practice
At a time when the entire nation is increasingly diverse and at the same time in-
creasingly reliant on an educated workforce, the state of  Massachusetts and more 
specifically the city of  Boston can ill afford to maintain racial and ethnic inequali-
ties in higher education. Education in general, and higher education in particular 
is the key to changing lives and changing communities. High educational attain-
ment rates allow individuals and communities to benefit from increased earnings 
and an improved quality of  life. At the same time, the city and state benefit from 
increased tax revenues and an educated and skilled workforce when residents en-
roll and complete higher education. An educated society is also healthier, more 
civically engaged, safer, and less dependent on public assistance. It is not surpris-
ing then, that Boston Mayor Thomas Menino, in partnership with community 
groups and founders, hopes to increase the graduation and educational attain-
ment rates for all citizens. The city, however, will see little movement in this area 
if  the racial inequities that plague Boston are not resolved. Indeed, this is an eco-
nomic and moral imperative.

Figure 6: College Credits Earned 
by BPS Class of  2005 by Race/Ethnicity
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To be successful, it will take thoughtful, comprehensive, and unrelenting effort. 
While public policy plays a role in producing and alleviating racial inequality, 
community members are also called to action. The educational inequalities pre-
sented in this chapter will persist if  not directly and holistically addressed.  Policy 
makers, philanthropic organizations, and members of  Boston’s Black community, 
therefore, have individual and collective roles to play in increasing levels of  college 
participation and educational attainment. The following recommendations are 
just a few ways to advance college access and equity.

Preparation
First, students must be better prepared for enrolling and succeeding in college. 
While much of  the blame for low college participation and high developmental 
education rates is often placed on secondary education, colleges and universities 
must also share the responsibility. Colleges and universities in the city of  Boston 
and state of  Massachusetts should work with high schools to ensure that admis-
sions requirements are clear and well aligned with high school graduation require-
ments.

Further, taking remedial or developmental education courses should not be a bar-
rier to completing a college degree. Rather, higher education institutions should 
review their policies and practices around re-mediation. In particular, colleges and 
universities should review assessment tests so that students are properly placed 
into remedial courses. Further, colleges and universities should review courses to 
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Figure 7: Degree Completion BPS Class 
of  2000 by Race and Institutional Type
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quently graduate.

Participation
Findings also reveal that Blacks in Boston are more likely to enroll in public two 
and four-year colleges, yet these institutions have lower graduation rates than pri-
vate four-year institutions. While it is important to pressure private four-year col-
leges to widen access for Black and Latino students, it is public colleges that have 
a particular obligation to provide “Massachusetts citizens with the opportunity to 
participate in academic and educational programs for their personal betterment 
and growth” (Massachusetts Department of  Higher Education, 2010). These op-
portunities, however, should not be limited to some populations, while excluding 
others. Therefore, all institutions of  higher education should review their admis-
sions policies and their campus climate to ensure access and success of  people of  
color.

Affordability
Additionally, the increasing cost of  college attendance limits access for many 
Blacks, especially those who are low-income. While public higher education in 
Boston and the state of  Massachusetts is significantly lower than private institu-
tions, tuition and fees at public four-year colleges and universities have increased 
over 100% and 77% at two-year colleges since 2000, according to the Boston 
Globe (Campbell, 2010). At more than $11,000, the University of  Massachusetts 
(UMass) system’s average tuition and fees exceeds the national average of  other 
public colleges and universities by 36.5%. At UMass Boston, the city’s only public 
university, tuition and fees are $10,611, still well over the national average. To 
help curb college costs, the state must do its part by adequately funding public 
higher education institutions to keep tuition and fees low. At the same time, the 
Black community should partner with colleges and universities to increase institu-
tional aid for students in financial need. Black greek organizations or the NAACP 
of  Boston, for example, should work with institutions to develop and/or support 
scholarships and grants for students through four years of  college. Students then 
may be able to work less, earn more degree credits, and ultimately reduce their 
time to degree.

Organizations should also partner with institutions to locate and provide financial 
support to individuals who were in good academic standing at their institutions 
but left college due to financial reasons. Regaining students who may be just a few 
credits short of  a degree could have a significant impact on boosting graduation 
rates and improving the lives of  individuals.

Information
Finally, college access and success can be improved for Blacks in Boston by simply 
increasing access to information. Students need information about college costs, 
college preparation, and also others college experiences. Some non-profit organi-
zations, such as ACCESS, provide free financial aid advice to students in Boston. 
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In addition to working in high schools, financial aid advisors are available to work 
with students after school in the Center for College Affordability. Students work-
ing with the program are then eligible to apply for scholarships sponsored by AC-
CESS. 

Paying for college is not the only issue of  which students need more information. 
Members of  the Black community should work together to provide college infor-
mation sessions where higher education administrators, faculty, and students or 
alumni share information about how to get in to college and how to be successful 
once enrolled. Further, students and college graduates can talk about the campus 
climate to students and provide ways to navigate challenges they may face once on 
campus. Students need to know where they can go to get answers about going to 
college and persisting towards a degree.

Clearly much work needs to be done, as far too many Black and other students 
of  color in Boston are either not starting college, or not succeeding once they get 
there. Despite the increasing significance of  higher education, findings of  this 
chapter reveal sharp contrasts between racial groups’ access to and success in col-
lege. Specifically, Blacks and Latinos trail Whites in every educational outcome 
examined in this report. Thus people of  color seem to be squeezed out of  the 
American dream of  obtaining a baccalaureate degree. Redressing these racial/
ethnic inequities in higher education will require persistent efforts by the city, the 
state, K-12 schools, institutions of  higher education, and indeed the Black com-
munity at-large.
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A college degree is more important today, than ever before. Indeed higher educa-
tion is critical not only to the individual but also to the economic and social health 
of  a society. 

As the nation grows more racially and ethnically diverse, it is critical no group 
is left behind in the push to increase degree completion. The gap in educational 
attainment rates between Whites and Blacks or Latinos, however, is widening (Na-
tional Center for Public Policy and Higher Education [NCPPHE], 2008). A na-
tion, a state, or even a city that does not work to eradicate racial disparities in edu-
cational experiences and degree attainment will forego the social and economic 
benefits that an educated workforce can bring. 

Boston: An Educational Paradox
Like other cities across the nation, Boston is increasingly racially and ethnically di-
verse. In fact, Blacks and Latinos currently comprise 41% of  the city’s population. 
Further, the Metropolitan Area Planning Council predicts more than a third of  
the entire Boston metropolitan region (including suburbs) will be Black, Latino, or 
Asian by 2030. The city of  Boston, however, represents an educational paradox. 
Recently named the “smartest city” in the nation (The Daily Beast, 2010), Boston 
is home to nearly 40 colleges and universities. Moreover, more than 44% of  its 
residents aged 25 and over hold a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

At the same time, remnants of  the city’s segregated past remain, as Boston con-
tinues to face racial disparities across educational outcomes. Blacks in Boston tend 
to outperform Blacks in the state of  Massachusetts, as a whole, on nearly every 
measure; yet they do less well when compared to Whites and Asian Americans. 
If  gaps between racial and ethnic groups in educational attainment and earnings 
were erased, total annual personal income in the state would increase by approxi-
mately $10 billion.

With 44.7% of  its adults aged 25 and over holding a baccalaureate degree or 
higher, the city of  Boston surpasses the rest of  the state (38%) and the U.S. (27.9%) 
in educational attainment (U.S. Census, 2009). The percentage of  Blacks in Bos-
ton with at least a B.A. degree, however, is significantly lower (18.5%) than that 
of  Whites (57.8%) (U.S. Census, 2009) (See figure 2). More specifically, Whites 
outpace Blacks and Latinos in both baccalaureate and graduate degree attain
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ment. While 33.3% of  Whites hold a bachelor’s degree, only 12.2% and 11.3% of  
Blacks and Latinos respectively have the same degree. The differences in gradu-
ate school are even more striking as nearly one-quarter of  Whites over 25 have a 
graduate or professional degree. Only 6.3% of  Blacks and 5.3% of  Latinos hold 
a graduate or professional degree. Educational attainment of  Blacks in Boston 
therefore must increase for Blacks to be competitive in a knowledge economy and 
society.

College Participation
Over the past two decades, enrollment in American higher education institutions 
has grown for traditional college-aged students (18-24 years) of  all racial/ethnic 
groups. While enrollment for Blacks has increased from 22% in 1988 to 34% in 
2008, progress over the past 10 years (1998-2008) has slowed. Moreover, college 
enrollment for traditional college-aged Blacks nationally still lags behind Asian 
Americans (63%) and Whites (45%). 

Similarly Blacks and Latinos in the city of  Boston are underrepresented in college. 
While Blacks make-up 23.3% of  the traditional college-age population (18-24 
years olds) in Boston, only 15.4% of  Blacks are enrolled in college. Similarly, La-
tinos make-up 16.3% of  the Boston population but only 11.8% of  those enrolled 
in college. In contrast, Whites are overrepresented in college, representing 57.5% 
of  the city population and 63.8% of  the college population.

Envisioning the Future: Implications for Policy and Practice
At a time when the entire nation is increasingly diverse and at the same time in-
creasingly reliant on an educated workforce, the state of  Massachusetts and more 
specifically the city of  Boston can ill afford to maintain racial and ethnic inequali-
ties in higher education. It is not surprising then, that Boston Mayor Thomas 
Menino, in partnership with community groups and funders, hopes to increase 
the graduation and educational attainment rates for all citizens. The city, however, 
will see little movement in this area if  the racial inequities that plague Boston are 
not resolved. Indeed, this is an economic and moral imperative.

To be successful, it will take thoughtful, comprehensive, and unrelenting effort. 
While public policy plays a role in producing and alleviating racial inequality, 
community members are also called to action. The educational inequalities pre-
sented in this chapter will persist if  not directly and holistically addressed. Policy-
makers, philanthropic organizations, and members of  Boston’s Black community, 
therefore, have individual and collective roles to play in increasing levels of  college 
participation and educational attainment. The following recommendations are 
just a few ways to advance college access and equity. 

Preparation
First, students must be better prepared for enrolling and succeeding in college. 
While much of  the blame for low college participation and high developmental 
education rates is often placed on secondary education (or the students them
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selves), colleges and universities must share the responsibility. Colleges, for exam-
ple, often raise admissions requirements for first-year students without considering 
what high schools expect from their graduates. Colleges and universities in the city 
of  Boston and state of  Massachusetts should therefore work with high schools to 
ensure that admissions requirements are clear and well-aligned with high school 
graduation requirements. 

Further, taking remedial or developmental education courses should not be a bar-
rier to completing a college degree. Rather, higher education institutions should 
review their policies and practices related to remediation. In particular, colleges 
and universities should review assessment tests for reliability and validity so that 
students are properly placed into remedial courses (or in “college level” courses). 
Perhaps more important though, is placement in remedial or developmental edu-
cation courses should not be dependent on a single test. Rather multiple measures 
(including high school grades) should be used to determine course placement.

If  placement exams are used, both two- and four-year higher education institu-
tions should provide high schools with the placement exams used to determine 
students’ college readiness. These tests should be administered to students in the 
9th, 10th,or 11th grade. Students who show a need for academic support should 
be provided with necessary interventions to further develop their academic skills 
in high school.

Moreover, colleges and universities should review remedial courses to ensure that 
students who take them are successful in the courses and subsequently gradu-
ate. Such a review might include making sure that the best faculty are teaching 
students in developmental education courses, reviewing specific teaching strate-
gies and learning techniques used in the classroom, as well as the inclusion of  a 
curriculum that extends beyond basic skills to encompass, for example, critical 
thinking and time management. Similarly, the state should also increase its invest-
ment in colleges and universities that demonstrate success with students who enter 
college in need of  academic support. In this way increased funding could be used 
as an incentive for student success and may promote innovation in instruction and 
delivery and ultimately improve educational outcomes. 

Participation
Findings also reveal that Blacks in Boston are more likely to enroll in public two- 
and four-year colleges, yet these institutions have lower graduation rates than pri-
vate four-year institutions. While it is important to pressure private four-year col-
leges to widen access for Black and Latino students, it is public colleges that have 
a particular obligation to provide “Massachusetts citizens with the opportunity to 
participate in academic and educational programs for their personal betterment 
and growth” (Massachusetts Department of  Higher Education, 2010). These op-
portunities, however, should not be limited to some populations, while excluding 
others. Therefore, all institutions of  higher education should review their admissions 
policies and their campus climate to ensure access and success of  people of  color. 
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Affordability
Additionally, the increasing cost of  college attendance limits access for many 
Blacks, especially those who are low-income. While student costs at public higher 
education in Boston and the state of  Massachusetts is significantly lower than 
private institutions, tuition and fees at public four-year colleges and universities 
have increased over 100% and by 77% at two-year colleges, since 2000, accord-
ing to the Boston Globe (Campbell, 2010). At more than $11,000, the University 
of  Massachusetts (UMass) system’s average tuition and fees exceeds the national 
average of  other public colleges and universities by 36.5%.  At UMass Boston, 
the city’s only public university, tuition and fees are $10,611, still well over the na-
tional average. To help curb college costs, the state must do its part by adequately 
funding public higher education institutions to keep tuition and fees low. At the 
same time, the Black community should partner with colleges and universities to 
increase institutional aid for students in financial need. Black Greek organizations 
or the NAACP of  Boston, for example, should work with institutions to develop 
and/or support scholarships and grants for students through four years of  college. 
Students then may be able to work less, earn more degree credits, and ultimately 
reduce their time to degree.

Organizations should also partner with institutions to locate and provide financial 
support to individuals who were in good academic standing at their institutions 
but left college due to financial reasons. Regaining students who may be just a few 
credits short of  a degree could have a significant impact on boosting graduation 
rates and improving the lives of  individuals. 

State of  Black Boston Community Advisory 
Committee Higher Education Recommendations

What can you do to help yourself ?

• Secondary students should begin researching colleges by ninth grade
• College students should not work more than fifteen hours a week while in 

college
• Families should not regard a college student as a critical/principle income 

source
• College students should understand and access student support services avail-

able at higher education institutions upon arrival
• College students should understand the credits attached to all college courses 

and develop a road map to achieve their goals
• Students should apply for financial aid/scholarships from local community 

organizations as well as from other federal and state programs
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What can you do to help your community?

• Successfully complete high school and go to college
• Teach others the process that is learned to get into college and obtain finan-

cial aid and scholarships
• Teach others the things that you did to successfully complete college

What can your community do to help you?

• Advocate for one guidance counselor for every one hundred students for col-
lege and career guidance 

• Increase investment in remedial and academic support services for students in 
two year and four year schools

• Unify the governance structure for P-12 and higher education into a P-16 or 
P-20 structure 

• Align high school curricula with college entrance requirements 
• Understand tracking mechanisms that keep students from attending higher educa-

tion
• Use community events to educate families on successfully navigating and 

transcending tracking mechanisms in secondary schools
• Use community events to educate students on the two and four year college 

credit system, the requirements to graduate, and the amount of  time that it 
will take

• Develop scholarship foundations in Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan for 
individual and corporate donations
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1826—Edward Jones graduates from Amherst College. He is believed to be the 
first African American to earn a college degree in Massachusetts and the second 
in the country.

1870—Richard T. Greener becomes the first Black student to earn a bachelor’s 
degree from Harvard University.  He is also the first to attend the undergraduate 
college.

1879—Wiley Lane is elected to Phi Beta Kappa at Amherst College. He is the 
first African American to enter the honorary society at a college in Massachusetts 
and the third in the country.

1892—A football player at Amherst College, William Henry Lewis, is the first 
Black athlete named an All-American.

1892—Robert Robinson Taylor is the first Black student to graduate from the 
Massachusetts Institute of  Technology. He then spends more than 40 years on the 
faculty of  the Tuskegee Institute, where he designs most buildings on the Alabama 
campus.

1894—William Monroe Trotter, who grew up in the Hyde Park neighborhood of  
Boston, is elected to Phi Beta Kappa, the first Black student to enter the honorary 
society at Harvard University.

1895—W.E.B. DuBois receives a PhD from Harvard University, the first African 
American to do so. His doctoral dissertation, “The Suppression of  the African 
Slave Trade,” is published as a book the next year.

1898—Alberta Virginia Scott becomes the first Black graduate of  Radcliffe College.

1907—Alain Locke of  Harvard University becomes the first Black Rhodes Schol-
ar. Evidence shows that the Rhodes committee is unaware of  Locke’s race when 
the scholarship is offered.

1915—Harvard University requires freshman to live on campus, but Black stu-
dents are officially banned from the residence by President Abbot Lawrence Low-
ell and live off  campus with Black families instead. After Black students protest, 
the university’s Board of  Overseers in 1923 votes to lift the ban.

1921—Eva B. Dykes receives a PhD from Radcliffe College. She is one of  the 
three first Black women to receive a doctorate, and the first at Radcliffe.
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1921—Charles Hamilton Houston becomes the first Black editor on the Harvard 
Law Review. 

1925—Clara Burrill Bruce becomes the African American editor-in-chief  on the 
Boston University Law Review. 

1941—A Black lacrosse player at Harvard University, Lucien V. Alexis Jr., is side-
lined for a game against the U.S. Naval Academy because Annapolis  refuses to 
allow Blacks on its field. After protests erupt at Harvard, the university vows its 
teams will no longer play games under those restrictions.

1945—Adelaide Cromwell becomes the first Black faculty member at a highly-
selective liberal arts college when she joins the sociology department at Smith 
College, her alma mater.

1948—Edwin D. Driver joins the sociology department at the University of  Mas-
sachusetts Amherst. He and a University of  Minnesota professor appear to be the 
first Black faculty members hired by a state flagship university in the twentieth 
century.

1964—The Massachusetts Legislature votes to establish the University of  Mas-
sachusetts Boston, which absorbs Boston State College in 1968 and moves to a 
new harbor campus in Dorchester in 1974. UMass Boston remains the only public 
university in the city.

1968—Boston University’s administration building is shut down by a student sit-
in demanding a Black history major and better treatment of  Black students. The 
next year, the university launches a program in Afro-American Studies.

1969—Harvard’s faculty votes to create an Afro-American Studies Department.  
Ewart Guinier, a Jamaican immigrant, is the first chairman.

1971—Randolph W. Bromery is elevated from vice chancellor for student affairs 
to chancellor of  the University of  Massachusetts Amherst, making him the first 
African American to lead a college or university in the state, and the third in the 
country to preside over a historically White institution of  higher education.  The 
geologist and Tuskegee Airman is chancellor for eight years.

1971—Archie Epps becomes the first Black dean of  Harvard College, serving in 
that capacity until 1999.

1973—Roxbury Community College is established, expanding access to higher 
education to residents of  the Black community. The college holds classes in a 
series of  temporary quarters until moving in 1988 to a new campus in Roxbury 
Crossing.
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e 1988—About 200 students take over the New Africa House at the University of  
Massachusetts Amherst to protest racial incidents on campus. After six days, the 
administration establishes new procedures to expel students guilty of  racial vio-
lence and to promote a more diverse curriculum.

1990—Barack Obama is elected president of  the Harvard Law Review. The fu-
ture president of  the United States becomes the first Black student to lead the 
most prestigious law review in the country.  

1991—Henry Louis Gates Jr. arrives as chair of  the African and African-Amer-
ican Studies Department at Harvard University. He builds up the faculty and 
academic offerings before stepping down in 2006.

1993—Action for Boston Community Development, the local community action 
program, founds Urban College of  Boston to provide associate degree programs 
in early childhood education, human services administration, and general studies. 

1994—The trustees of  the University of  Massachusetts vote to name the main 
campus library in Amherst in honor of  W.E.B. DuBois, responding to a petition 
drive. His papers are housed in the library.

1995—Ruth Simmons is named president of  Smith College, one of  the presti-
gious Seven Sisters. She remains until 2001, when she becomes the first Black 
woman to lead an Ivy League school, Brown University.

2000—The University of  Massachusetts Amherst announces a new admissions 
policy that uses a point system that downplays race and SAT scores, and puts 
greater emphasis on high school grades. 

2000—Mount Holyoke College stops requiring SATs for admission, leading to a 
50 percent increase in Black applications and first-year enrollments. 
 
2007—J. Keith Motley is named chancellor of  the University of  Massachusetts 
Boston, becoming the first African American to lead the campus on a permanent 
basis.

2008—Evelyn M. Hammonds becomes the first Black woman to serve as dean of  
Harvard College.

Sources

Journal of  Blacks in Higher Education, Boston Globe, William Monroe Trotter 
Institute research.
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Massachusetts Colleges and Universities

1970s

Randolph W. Bromery UMASS Amherst   1971-1979
Lawrence A. Johnson Roxbury Community College 1971-1973
Robert L. Randolph Westfield State College  1973-1978
James D. Corbin  Roxbury Community College 1974
Walter L. Smith  Roxbury Community College 1974-1977
Louis G. Bond  Roxbury Community College 1977-1978
Kenneth W. Haskins Roxbury Community College 1978-1982

1980s

George Ayers  Massasoit Community College 1980-1982
Brunetta R. Wolfman Roxbury Community College 1982-1988
O. Clayton Johnson Quincy College   1983-1993
William D. Thompson Jr. Roxbury Community College 1988-1989
Randolph W. Bromery Westfield State College  1988-1990
Walter Howard  Roxbury Community College 1989-1991

1990s

David T. Shannon Sr. Andover Newton Theological  1991-1994
Charles E. Stikes  Bunker Hill Community College 1992-1995
Randolph W. Bromery Springfield College  1992-1998
Hubert Jones  Roxbury Community College 1992
Grace Brown  Roxbury Community College 1992-2001
Robert Coard  Urban College of  Boston  1993-1995
Ruth J. Simmons  Smith College   1995-2001
Lee Hines  Urban College of  Boston  1995-2002
Richard K. Fields  Benjamin Franklin Institute 1996-2004
Sylvan Lashley  Atlantic Union College  1997-2003
Theodore C. Landsmark Boston Architectural College 1997-

2000s

Marcellette G. Williams UMASS Amherst   2001-2002
Beverly Daniel Tatum Mount Holyoke College  2002
Dana Mohler-Faria Bridgewater State College  2002-
Randolph W. Bromery Roxbury Community College 2002-2003
Terrence A. Gomes Roxbury Community College 2003-
Linda Edmonds Turner Urban College of  Boston  2003-
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Jackie Jenkins-Scott Wheelock College  2004-
Ronald A. Crutcher Wheaton College   2004-
J. Keith Motley  UMASSs Boston   2004-2005
Carole Berotte Joseph Mass Bay Community College 2005-2011
Thomas W. Cole  UMASS Amherst   2007-2008
J. Keith Motley  UMASS Boston   2007-

2010s

Robert E. Johnson Becker College   2010-
M. Lee Pelton  Emerson College   2011-
Deborah Jackson  Cambridge College  2011-

Reference 
William Monroe Trotter Institute Research
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Director, William Monroe Trotter Institute
University of Massachusetts Boston

“We have no voice,” Sarah Ann Shaw, a veteran television journalist in Boston, 
said recently in exasperation.  “We need someone to tell our story.”  What nar-
rative is associated with the Black community in Boston?  For the most part, it 
is tragic, a story of  death and disadvantage.  The broad brush viewpoint is that 
Black folks are seen as poor, uneducated, criminal, irresponsible, and deserving of  
the bad that is their lot.  The victims of  society rather than the victors, and widely 
painted as the losers, the ones to avoid, to be kept at a distance.  Can this percep-
tion be recast?  If  so, how is the adjustment to be accomplished?  How can the 
Black community be viewed as assets, as winners, as heroes, as men and women 
of  honor and worth to be emulated?  The first task is to figure out the impedi-
ments, identify strengths, and cast a new image, strike a new mold.  Otherwise, 
like Helen Jackson, more people will be stuck in a seemingly endless cycle of  no 
empathy or identification, exiled from attention, left with little assistance at a time 
of  dire need.  Last year, Helen Jackson, an 82-year-old woman alone and virtually 
unseen died in the view of  a rushing, oblivious public while riding the escalator 
to an exit near City Hall.  Jackson, a mother who volunteered in day care and 
sang in her church choir, was going to a doctor’s appointment downtown when 
her scarf  became entangled in an escalator.  Despite her being in distress, hardly 
anyone at the crowded station stopped to help this elderly Black woman.  She was 
beneath general notice.  Few people felt sympathy for her, which reflects the real-
ity for so many Blacks in Boston.  They exist outside the circle of  concern in this 
city.  How to shift such a scenario?   It will not be easy given that Blacks, in the 
main, are perceived as weak and undeserving, a perception that is increased by 
internal wrangling, which includes elbowing competitors out of  the way so as to 
oust them from any option of  personal advantage.  Instead of  considering how to 
work together and amplify resources, the knee-jerk tendency is to jockey for posi-
tion in what has often been described as a crabs-in-the-barrel mentality.  Boston is 
not alone in exhibiting this behavior; but Boston is the focus of  this chapter and so 
it is the place where the question is being raised of  how to use the resources and 
capacities of  art and culture to craft a new image and story.  Art, specifically in 
the form of  theatre (seesawing between tragedy and triumph), is intended to forge 
consensus and strength from within a community of  citizens that share a history, 
involving them in a project of  mutual education and engagement.

Science and discovery have determined that Africa, despite the often dismissive 
notice it receives, is the continent where humans first lived.  As such, it constitutes 
an Eden, a place of  origins.  In many African traditions, art, which describes what 
humans make from mating imagination and material, is part of  the everyday, 
and reflects the spirit with which the community carries out its daily tasks.  By 
honoring the ancestors who came before and the children who are yet unborn, 
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the living pay homage to what was and what will be through art, which ideally is 
the endeavor to do the best with what we have and to hear the words and honor 
the feelings of  the largest number so that the group remains strong and cohesive, 
united for itself.  Art is collaborative.  Even when the artist works alone, he or she 
creates for a community of  viewers, doers, listeners, seers, who may not be present 
during the process of  creation, but nevertheless they share in the product and in 
the value that the product brings to all.  The community is bigger than the sum of  
the living, and as such all must be honored by the right and good doing of  things 
so that all can thrive.  Art acknowledges that in uniting our forces, we are tied 
together by the work that we do, by the effort that we contribute, by the goals that 
we aspire to achieve.  Of  course, this view is utopian but nevertheless is useful in 
striving toward a society that is not so divided as is the case with the Black Boston 
community, which is often loath to think of  itself  as Black since “Black,” particu-
larly in the popular mindset, is considered a pejorative term.

The question of  what art means and accomplishes is one that I have thought about 
for a long time ever since I read in a history text about a male slave sitting in the 
corner of  a cabin in the dark hours of  the morning after all work in the field was 
done and whittling a shape out of  wood because through that action he remained 
true to the gods that he and his community worshipped before the ships came to 
take them away, separating them from what they knew and valued.  The spirit of  
yesterday lives in art just as the spirit of  tomorrow lives there too.  Sometimes, in 
the hustle and bustle of  the west, the profound role of  art is forgotten.  We think 
of  art as leisure, as extra, not as meat.  It is my belief  that art is social sustenance.  
Ever since puzzling over the stamina of  that lonely tired slave who found refresh-
ment for his mind and body by setting a task for himself  and completing it in time 
that he took away from the creation of  profit for others, I have marveled at the sig-
nificance of  art.  How does it function?   What does it do?  A workable answer for 
me is that art gives voice and form, actual presence, to the potential and the sacred 
in the individual.  It elevates the person and brings people together to focus their 
minds and hearts on what is enduring and excellent, evoking feeling and thought.  
It acknowledges that each life is limited and therefore attempts to capture what is 
beautiful and worth remembering from a given moment or experience.  It serves 
as a Bible, in the sense of  collected images and stories that speak across time.  In 
Genesis, which itself  means beginning, we learn that the Divine possesses the abil-
ity to create, to give birth to, or, alternatively, to banish and destroy.  Like the Being 
in whose image man and woman were created, humans can use the creative to 
change or rearrange what surrounds us, to stir into existence what we want and to 
eliminate what is no longer useful, what no longer serves.  That is very important 
in the Black community, which is challenged to alter its future, to reshape it so 
that the generations coming to maturity now will not face the same difficulties as 
their elders, so that a forward thrust will predominate in corners that have been 
too long inhabited.  In the currency of  today, which demands the remaking of  to-
morrow, art is a tool with educational, economic, social, and political significance.  
Art, expressed in dance, music, painting, sculpture, poetry, and theater or drama, 
puts on display the big and small moments of  our collective lives and memories, 
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the whole.  Art can engender triumph, mastery, commonality, victory.

In 2004, the National School Boards Association and Americans for the Arts con-
cluded that regular art instruction, particularly music and theater, has a positive 
impact on students, increasing their knowledge and their ability to draw lessons 
and everyday utility from what they have absorbed.  More specifically, students 
who study the arts improve their skills in math and science and writing, have bet-
ter class attendance records, and are more engaged with student government.  In 
short, they are better academic citizens.  Champions of  Change1, a 1999 study, found 
that “involvement with the arts provides unparalleled opportunities for learning, 
enabling young people to reach for and attain higher levels of  achievement.”1   
Further, the same study emphasized that the arts can revitalize teaching, making it 
fresh and responsive to the problems of  the day.  Around us every day we see the 
young being drawn in fairly large numbers to the arts.  They idolize and imitate 
the celebrities who have broken through to big money and fame as artists.  They 
connect to images and the visual.  They memorize the lyrics to songs, often repeat-
ing them publicly in sing-song fashion as they move their bodies to the beat at the 
slightest provocation, even the youngest among them.  When trained and devel-
oped, these tendencies can serve as the basis for later jobs in the creative industries, 
in film, advertising, television, music, technology, and in other occupations where 
a creative perspective is needed and welcome.  Because technology has turned our 
world into one that is so information rich that we sometimes get muddled – we 
have all seen the commercials about data overload – what makes the difference 
now is the staying factor.  In order to be noticed and remembered, current infor-
mation has to appeal to the mind, heart, eye; and that is the realm of  art.  Accord-
ing to the Champions of  Change research, because it is engaging and brings into play 
more than the surface of  the mind, an arts curriculum in schools and after-school 
programs helps to diminish the achievement gap between students from economi-
cally dissimilar backgrounds, bringing urban students into closer alignment with 
their suburban contemporaries, who are pumped full of  arts activities so that they 
go out into the world as well-rounded individuals.   When the young have some-
thing useful and fulfilling to do, they are less prone to violence, less angry about 
the disregard in which they tend to be held.  It’s not without reason that in the 
vernacular of  the urban young, dis has become a word.

Because the arts are about creation, about making something new from the old 
and sharing that product with an audience that offers gratification, the areas of  
music, theatre, dance, painting, performance, spoken word, sculpture, and writing 
can be brought to bear on improving self-esteem not only for the individual but 
for the group as well.  Image is a stumbling block in the Black community, how 
it sees itself  and how it is seen from the outside.  Remaking that image is funda-
mental to elevating its general stock in the public eye and also in easing relations 
with other members of  the Black community in Boston, many of  whom tend to 
look down on those who do not belong to their affinity group.  The Black com-
munity in Boston and nationally is not monolithic.  Rather, because of  immigra-
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tion, which in Boston accounts for roughly a third of  the urban Black population, 
the demographic profile is changing not only rapidly but radically as well.  The 
Black community is splintered along national, class, and cultural lines, with each 
group holding staunchly together in parochial pockets.  For enhanced social and 
political effectiveness, a greater sense of  cohesion has to be created.  The arts can 
contribute to and undergird an agenda of  cultural dynamism by stressing com-
monalities instead of  differences, by sponsoring projects devoted to fostering trust 
and understanding throughout Black Diaspora communities that share histories 
and memories of  struggle and resistance plus a common ancestral origin.  In the 
dispersal to various mainland and island destinations, languages changed but reli-
gious beliefs and food ways branched from a single root and retained kinship.  The 
arts offer a mechanism for communicating across and through language, culture, 
tradition.  Theatre particularly is intended to bring people together in sympathy 
and empathy.  That is necessary for cultural and political consensus.  The health 
of  the larger Black community in Boston, its ability to confront and survive chal-
lenges with consolidated strength, depends on its aptitude for bridging social and 
historical distances.

As a political act, theatre brings people together into a cultural congregation to 
share a real coming together, a consensus or at least an alignment of  thought and 
feeling.  That is why I think of  theatre as the most political form of  art.  It can ac-
cumulate a quorum of  people, representative of  the whole.  Because it depends on 
the assembly of  human bodies, some of  whom are in a state of  activity and others 
who are receptive and witnessing, theatre resembles church, which is an institution 
with clout and longevity in Black Diaspora communities.  Theatre, which brings 
together the oral and the written and celebrates the power of  the word as well as 
action, concentrates human endeavor.  It also reflects human faculties and frailties, 
becoming a mirror in which we can see ourselves and either improve the reflection 
or fail to change.  Theatre functions as a keynote in this chapter that addresses the 
cultural history of  the Black community in Boston and profiles some of  its artistic 
activities, achievements, and challenges.  In this chapter, I am hoping to spark a 
dialogue about the role of  art and culture in enhancing the cultural citizenship of  
Boston Blacks as the twenty-first century unfolds.

First, it must be acknowledged that the Boston arts community is fragmented as 
well as under-resourced, and lacks a defined sense of  its center or potency.  This is 
especially true in theatre, where there are several fledgling groups, some new, some 
older but all of  them unconsolidated.  The black theatrical community in Boston 
remains split and weak, without a definite home under its control.  To help address 
this difficulty, the Trotter decided to collaborate with the Color of  Film Collabora-
tive, run by Lisa Simmons, co-producer of  the Roxbury Film Festival, to create the 
Boston Black Theatre Collective, an organization developed to help strengthen 
the black theatrical community in Boston, its contributing theatres, as well as its 
audiences.  In 2008, we began with four theatres: Roxbury Crossroads under the 
direction of  Ed Bullins, former Cultural Minister for the Black Panther Party, who 
became a Professor of  Theatre at Northeastern in 1995, and has been living in 
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re Boston since; the New African Repertory Company, founded by James Spruill in 
the 1960s and run now by his successor, Born Bi-Kim, an alumnus of  the Elma 
Lewis School; Up You Mighty Race, led by Akiba Abaka, a young woman of  
Jamaican background who fell in love with the theatre after working as a stage 
manager for August Wilson’s production of  Jitney at the Huntington; and Tri-
cord Productions, a new company founded by Juanita Rodrigues, who heads the 
Theatre Department at the Boston Arts Academy (a successor to the Elma Lewis 
School), where she works with John Adekoje, a playwright of  Nigerian descent 
whose work she often stages.  In 2009, Boston Black Theatre Collective joined 
forces with StageSource, a service organization that offers the member companies 
technical advice and support to advance their capacity to acquire greater business 
expertise.  Over the last few years, we sponsored two series of  staged readings with 
the four theatres, first at UMass Boston and then at a black-owned establishment 
in Jamaica Plain, a cultural enclave in Boston, called JamaicaWay Books, which 
recently announced that it was closing, another example of  the short-lived tenure 
of  many Black cultural institutions in Boston.  Having finished our initial phase 
with these four companies, the Boston Black Theatre Collective has asked Benny 
Sato Ambush of  Emerson College to survey the Black theatre companies in Bos-
ton so that we can see the larger picture and design our next phase in line with 
where the Black theatrical community would like to see itself  over the next five 
to ten years.   In this regard, we will be working with Donna Walker Kuhne, an 
expert on Black audiences, in defining the second phase of  our effort, which more 
than likely will mean a name change since “Black” is a controversial term to which 
not all the communities in the African Diaspora subscribe.

InterAct Boston is another arts and culture initiative under the Trotter Institute 
banner.  In conjunction with Jacqui Lindsay, of  Innovation by Design, InterAct 
Boston sponsored public dance performances by several multicultural groups in 
Boston in the summer of  2010, with appearances in Copley Square, Christopher 
Columbus Park, and the Rose Kennedy Greenway.  For New Bostonians Day at 
City Hall in September 2010, InterAct Boston featured World Rejectz, a group of  
young male krumpers from Dorchester.  In December 2010, a group of  teenagers 
called the Slap Bracelets led by a ballet major at Boston Arts Academy, performed 
on behalf  of  InterAct Boston at the Bright Lights, Winter Nights Festival put on 
by the Rose Kennedy Greenway.  InterAct Boston also co-sponsored a youth dra-
ma written and performed by members of  Project Hip-Hop in Spring 2011.  The 
public performances, both dance and dramatic, are intended to bring attention to 
InterAct Boston, which has an ultimate agenda of  connecting people of  various 
histories and backgrounds across the different fences that are of  long standing in 
Boston, and which serve to keep divisions strong and virtually impassible between 
separate and divided communities.  Instead, InterAct Boston is committed to us-
ing dialogue to address issues of  common concern so that change and improve-
ment can be provoked and stirred from within.

In the twentieth century, the Black arts had a towering Boston champion in Elma 
Lewis (1921-2004), a woman who made her dream real.  For four decades, from 
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1950 when Lewis founded her school up through the 1990s, she took hold of  the 
youth of  color in Boston and gave them technical and artistic training in dance, 
theatre, and the visual arts, sending several to careers as performers and cultural 
leaders.  Born in Boston to a couple who came to the United States from Barba-
dos, Lewis had the immigrant spirit and sense of  purpose, and she achieved big 
things in her life.  One proof  of  that is the MacArthur “genius award,” which 
she received in 1981.  Her ability to inspire confidence beyond her community is 
reflected in her acquisition of  a former synagogue in Roxbury.  Lewis lived what 
she espoused.  For her, art was not just about creating exquisite work; it was also 
a laboratory of  hard work in which one gained the discipline and cast of  mind to 
shape and transcend circumstance.  She understood the value of  applying your-
self  to the task and respecting others, and those values she instilled in the youth 
she taught.  She emphasized excellence, and she saw the arts not just as social but 
as political, the means of  cultivating an ethic of  dignity and excellence.  Several 
generations came under her guidance, and she pushed them all to dream big and 
overcome boundaries.  Lewis is integral to understanding the value of  art for 
people of  color in Boston, how it can give youth a sense of  pride that they are able 
to do things well, while training them to shoulder the responsibilities of  creating 
and not accepting what is.  Every year, Lewis brought the community together 
with annual Black Nativity performances and in her summer theatre program in 
Franklin Park, which drew all Bostonians, both black and white, together to share 
time, shoulder to shoulder, in positive bonding in a city AT THAT TIME WAS 
known for its racial divisions.  She believed that the arts can heal, can allow people 
to recognize their similarities despite barricades of  distance. 

Richard Florida, who wrote The Rise of  the Creative Class and is considered an 
expert on the significance of  creativity in today’s world, argues that the cities that 
are most open to the creative individual from whatever class echelon, ethnic back-
ground, or lifestyle choice he or she arises from are the most dynamic and mag-
netic.  Those cities become the most vibrant and attractive places to live.  As a 
result, they are also more economically diverse, meaning that because there are 
more people, there is a larger clientele and more businesses can not only develop 
but also flourish.  This translates into jobs and a robust economy.  The contempo-
rary challenge is crafting the new and exciting from the debris of  the old.  Things 
are changing so fast that what was new yesterday is old the next month, and the 
race is on for gaining the attention and allegiance of  the many.  In such a swirl of  
distractions, how to forge a creative profile is a persistent question.  Finding the 
drumbeat that excites the feet to move and making the heart think and feel and 
connect are the keys to success.  The stock of  creativity has gone up in the world 
because a focus on the novel and catchy reinvigorates the future without strictly 
cloning the past.  The creative mindset is focused on tomorrow, while it also keeps 
its eye on yesterday.  It is no surprise that by paying attention to the innovative it 
is possible to remake and revitalize a city.  The creative element in local culture 
and history as renewal agents in American cities has been tested and proven in 
Seattle, Memphis, St. Paul, and many other urban locations.2  Seattle decided to 
embrace its increasing multiculturalism, and the Emerald city is now a destination 
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re of  note.  Beale Street in Memphis was run-down in the 1970s and 1980s, and its 
musical history was forgotten, but entrepreneurs drew businesses to the area, and 
today it is capitalizing on its musical past.  In St. Paul, Minnesota, which is seen 
as having cultural vibrancy, Lowerton Redevelopment Corporation concentrated 
on rehabilitating downtown as a venue for artists, and the whole district boomed.  
Closer to home, Central Square in Cambridge was far from a desirable place to be 
in the 1970s.  It was crime-ridden, and fast-food establishments were everywhere.  
The pendulum swung in the other direction (or rather was pushed by a coalition 
of  business and municipal organizations) starting in the 1980s and 1990s.  Now 
the area is a hotspot with a slew of  ethnic restaurants and two theatres linked to 
Boston University.

The artists are bellwethers for what will be the next prime spot in a city.  They are 
like tokens in a flock of  geese, pointing the way for others to follow.  Recognizing 
the bones of  value and appreciating space, they are the ones who congregated in 
Fort POINT Channel and in the Fenway. Fenway was the first to go posh with 
Fort POINT Channel following.  Knowing that the artist is the bellwether for the 
“new,” it is possible to figure out how to turn things around and attract artists into 
an area, with the result that businesses begin to thrive, new stores and services 
arrive, a repeat-customer pool is cultivated, and the streets begin to look better 
and are safer.  That is definitely a boon in communities that have been relegated 
to the outer corners of  attention, which is where the predominant numbers of  
people of  color reside, in stark and limited circumstances.  Everyone deserves 
amenities, good places to eat, good places to shop, parks and playgrounds that are 
safe, streets that are violence-free.  If  we study how others have grabbed control 
of  their future and upped neighborhood equity, it is definitely possible to create 
change through collaboration with a focus on the cultural and historical resources 
that are present.  Uphams Corner used to be a crossroads.  That was early in the 
twentieth century, when the section was a lively shopping district.  As a testament 
to the numbers it could draw to its heart and charm, the Strand Theatre, Boston’s 
first movie house, opened there in 1918.  The area, however, was cultivated as a 
main crossroads long before that.  The local cemetery, the gated Dorchester North 
Burying Ground, was founded in the 1633, three years before Harvard College 
was established.  The second oldest cemetery in the country, it boasts a judge from 
the Salem Witch Trials as one of  its permanent residents, proving its long colonial 
era pedigree.

From its early twentieth century inception, the Strand THEATER has gone 
through numerous phases.  After the silent movies turned to talkies, the Strand 
showed the Marx Brothers films during the Depression, and it remained a cinema 
house until the end of  the 1960s.  From the 1970s through the 1990s, the theatre 
became a community hub, hosting cultural programs for teens and was also a 
venue for big name acts such as B.B. King, Public Enemy, Boogie Down Produc-
tions, New Kids on the Block, and Tracy Chapman.  Louis Farrakhan, who went 
to school in Boston’s South End, when it was the point of  entry for new urban 
populations in Boston that were immigrant, southern, poor, displaced, spoke at 
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the Strand.  The knowledge that the South End, now gentrified, was at one time 
a vibrant mixed community of  people striving for better is absent from most ac-
counts of  the neighborhood except for the art of  Allan Rohan Crite (1910-2007), 
who produced voluminous testaments to the Black presence in the South End, 
once a gateway for diverse communities in Boston.  One Crite work hangs in the 
new Americas wing at the Museum of  Fine Arts.  In the 1990s, a young Savion 
Glover appeared at the Strand in a jazz/tap/hip-hop festival sponsored by Dance 
Umbrella.  LL Cool J appeared there, and a series of  gospel plays pulled in the 
audiences.  Anthony Williams, a choreographer and producer, put on Urban Nut-
cracker, a very popular holiday show that mixed the music of  Tschaikovsky and 
Ellington and imported performers from the Dance Theatre of  Harlem.  Mayor 
Menino pumped $10 million into rehabbing the theatre and gave two State of  
the City addresses from the Strand stage.  One of  Menino’s finest moments, he 
has said in interviews, was when more than a thousand people from all parts of  
the city came together in 2009 to see Ruben Stoddard and Frenchie Davis in 
Ain’t Misbehavin.  Despite all that, the Strand is still moribund, its doors closed 
more often than open because the neighborhood is blighted AND PARKING IS 
LIMITED.  It remains a symbol of  the arts and culture in Boston, full of  bursts 
and promise, but short on sustained fulfillment.  Things tend to start off  well, 
and then, for a variety of  reasons, become shadows of  their former selves.  This 
is not to say that there aren’t black cultural and historical institutions of  note and 
longevity.  Certainly, there are.  The Prince Hall Masons have an unbroken line 
of  community advocacy back to the late 1700s, as well as a full yearly calendar of  
activities.  The National Center of  Afro-American Artists in Roxbury, under the 
guidance of  Barry Gaither, opened in the 1960s and now has extensive expan-
sion plans that include strategies to base its future existence on a business model.  
Beverly Morgan-Welch, the director of  the Museum of  Afro-American History, is 
an enormously skilled fund-raiser who has added considerably to museum hold-
ings, acquiring property in Nantucket and refurbishing the school and nineteenth 
century meeting house on Beacon Hill that are historical jewels for the coun-
try.  AAMARP (Afro-American Master Artists in Residence Program), which is 
administered by Northeastern University, offers opportunities for local artists to 
exhibit. The Roxbury International Film Festival, dating from the 1990s, is grow-
ing in national reputation and shows films from around the world, thus exciting a 
global awareness of  how the African Diaspora has tentacles in so many different 
locations.   ACT Roxbury, which co-sponsors the Roxbury International Film Fes-
tival, began as a consortium in the 1990s.  The original idea was that the Dudley 
Square area, with Hibernian Hall as showplace, could be revitalized through the 
arts, and a number of  programs were launched.  Some of  the major ones were 
Open Studios Roxbury, which continues, and a cultural series featuring speakers 
and theatrical performances that is sporadic at best.  How do we make the poten-
tial real?  That is the now question.

Boston is a city where history and culture matter.  At least that’s the party line.  
People visit Boston to celebrate the history of  a nation, and this city by the sea, 
this city on a hill, has a special legacy, one created not just by Paul Revere or Sam 
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re Adams, or the men of  protest who tossed tea into the harbor, or Henry David 
Thoreau or Abigail Adams.  There were communities here in the Pilgrim period, 
in the Enlightenment years of  the late eighteenth century, and in the abolitionist 
era of  the nineteenth century that valued freedom, excellence, and the flint of  am-
bition, fighting hard to insure that the privilege of  liberation and aspiration was 
extended to all. For a long while, Boston was also the capital for African Ameri-
cans longing for independence and autonomy, a place where they could live and 
breathe without being under the boot of  another.  Some of  those early heroes and 
heroines are: Crispus Attucks, William Wells Brown, Frederick Douglass, Nancy 
Prince, Maria Stewart, David Walker, Phillis Wheatley, and James Monroe Trot-
ter.  These men and women were humanists.  They believed that the fruits of  their 
intellectual and creative endeavors could lay the groundwork for a better time, a 
time when the human spirit would be fully appreciated.  What differentiates hu-
mans from animals is the ability to create, to think ahead, to conceive beyond the 
now.  Art facilitates that process.  In the main, the Black community has survived 
by creative response to challenge, with an attendant ability to see beyond the giv-
ens of  the status quo.

While traveling in Germany this summer, I realized that industry in Munich, 
which has the highest standard of  living in that country, derived initially from 
one product: beer.  What product is most associated with Black creativity?  Art, 
style, and performance, whether on the musical stage, the big screen, on the sports 
playing field, or in dance and theatre are features that excite the public about 
blackness.  Theatricality and difference, standing just outside the mainstream and 
offering a new view, a new sound, a new look make blackness marketable.  On the 
other side of  that coin, part of  the cachet of  blackness might be the sense that it 
is up for grabs, that it can be easily appropriated and turned to profit without any 
need to insure a fair exchange for the men and women who originated the appeal 
of  the moment.  They can be paid, but often their payment can be a relative pit-
tance because for the most part they exist outside a network of  equals.  Unless they 
have risen to a level of  excellence that cannot be denied and must be remunerated 
at full value, the larger degree of  profit is held by hands outside the Black com-
munity, and that is a scenario ripe for change.  Owning the self  and what the self  
produces is a challenge to be faced, and one that can solidify collective advantage.  
In Boston, we are poised for that struggle since culture and art matter to a great 
extent in this city.  In November 2010, the Museum of  Fine Arts (MFA) in Boston 
opened a new wing, which cost more about a half  billion dollars.  The money 
was raised to provide the city with a suitable monument to its history and culture, 
amplifying its standing around the world.  Boston, the new MFA proclaims, is 
culture central in New England, and Malcolm Rogers, the museum head, boasted 
that Boston was able to do in these hard economic times what no other city could 
achieve.  That is because Boston is seen as a repository of  art, culture, and history.  
Boston has revitalized its cultural persona for the world, and, in the process of  re-
newing its image, the MFA included some examples created by African Americans 
in the mix, paying homage to the notion that major cities are also diverse cities.  
I’ve already mentioned Allan Rohan Crite.  Other Black artists being shown in 
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the new wing include Archibald Motley (from Chicago), Wilfredo Lam (of  Afro-
Cuban descent), Horace Pippin (a World War I veteran who lost the use of  his 
right arm but enlisted his left arm to compensate), and Henry Osawa Tanner (of  
Paris and Philadelphia).  This list is not exhaustive, but indicative.  Whether the 
cultural leaders in Boston really believe the rhetoric of  inclusion and will live by it 
is yet to be determined.  In the meantime, Boston has put on a show of  openness 
to the idea that the culture of  America was created by all, emphasizing, of  course, 
that much of  what we think of  as American culture got its start in Boston, among 
the wealthy white Boston Brahmins.  

Such a narrative gives short shrift to Blacks, even though Blacks were and have 
continued to be participants in the creation of  nation.  That is true not only in 
terms of  contributing the lion’s share of  the labor that undergirded the establish-
ment and building of  commerce, manufacturing, and industry, North as well as 
South from the seventeenth century forward, but also in terms of  providing much 
of  the resolve and muscle of  war, from the last to the first domestic and interna-
tional conflicts.  Even today, in the early years of  the twenty-first cen-
tury, the percentage of  African Americans who constitute the veteran 
population in Boston are twice as numerous as Latino Americans, 
and more than three times the rate of  Asian Americans.  Going back to 
the birth of  the country in the eighteenth century, it was Crispus Attucks who shed 
the first blood of  the American Revolution; but in the Paul Revere engraving that 
commemorates that event and is considered the artistic interpretation par excel-
lence, Attucks is whitened.3  Being excluded from the main trajectory of  events 
has not changed appreciably since that time, and the Black arts community has 
not gathered the strength necessary to counteract similar erasures.   The aggre-
gate numbers have not been there, but a shift is occurring demographically, which 
might tilt the balance toward eliciting a greater degree of  voice.

Before Elma Lewis, Black Boston had another cultural heyday. A cultural leader 
at that time was William Wells Brown (1817-1884), who wrote his name across 
the literary landscape of  the nineteenth century.  Like Elma Lewis, Brown was 
focused on getting past the limitations that had been put in his path.  He not only 
took advantage of  opportunities, but also created them as well and shared his var-
ied experiences with the public in an autobiography, novels, histories, and plays.  
One of  the most popular speakers on the abolitionist circuit, Brown settled in the 
Boston area, making Chelsea his home.  To escape the net of  the 1850 Fugitive 
Slave Law, Brown went abroad to Europe, where he was joined by William and 
Ellen Craft, a couple who engineered a genius escape that involved Mrs. Craft 
performing as a white male planter and William serving as her faithful valet.  The 
Crafts and Brown lectured throughout the British Isles in the 1850s.  When Brown 
returned from Europe, he began writing plays, taking inspiration and possibly 
exception to the Black characterizations in Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher 
Stowe, whom he had met in England.  Brown wrote two dramas, thus putting 
African American-authored theatre on the national map of  culture prior to the 
beginning of  the Civil War.  Brown also turned performer in order to get a hearing 
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ments about life under the plantation system.  He performed on abolitionist stages 
and platforms around the Northeast.  The first play, which survives as an outline, 
critiqued the morals of  a churchman who supported slavery and also turned the 
tables on him.  The second, The Escape; or a Leap for Freedom, was published in its 
five-act entirety, and so serves as the theatrical genesis for black theatre as written 
text.  Brown was not happy that the Stowe novel, which was immediately staged 
and remained popular as drama for the next three quarters of  a century at least, 
killed off  Tom and sent other characters, for example Topsy and George and 
Eliza, to Liberia, which he interpreted, and many others did as well, as a state-
ment that Blacks would never be American citizens.  A Boston abolitionist press 
associated with William Lloyd Garrison, editor of  The Liberator, printed The Escape 
in 1858, and Brown gave countless readings to appreciative audiences, proving 
that he was not only a skilled writer but also a very able performer.  He portrayed 
the roles of  the slaves and the roles of  the master class, demonstrating his belief  
that Blacks could reach beyond the roles that society had assigned them.  Cato, 
Brown’s main character, is emotionally limber, accommodating some of  slavery’s 
demands while he must, but biding his time as he waits and watches for the op-
portunity to renew and transform himself  into a free man.

Brown knew from the inside what Harriet Beecher Stowe described, and his in-
terpretation departed from hers.  So, like the male slave who whittled into reality 
what he knew, refusing to accept the images created for him, Brown applied his 
energies to writing narratives that reflected his understanding.  Further, he had 
spent several years outside the country and understood the institution on a very 
broad level, which gave him the distance to form a more critical perspective.  As 
a result, he faulted the slaveholder class for a weak morality that allowed it to prey 
on the virtue of  the slaves, many of  whom believed in the teachings of  religion 
and did their best to live in accordance with the teachings of  Scripture.  As previ-
ously mentioned, in Britain, he shared the lecture stage with William Craft, who 
grew in stature as an orator on tour.  Ellen, who had a huge hand in engineering 
the escape of  the couple, was not expected to talk very much, given the mores of  
the time relative to female behavior in public, especially a female who had come 
out of  a history of  slavery.  Still, because Ellen was visibly white, due to the high 
degree of  racial intermixture in her heritage, she was often treated with the kind 
of  respect accorded a white woman.  The story of  Ellen and William Craft prob-
ably found its way into Escape, which features a couple, Glenn and Melinda, who 
are determined to escape slavery in order to live their love in peace, free from 
external assault, specifically the immoral attentions of  the slave master who wants 
to set up Melinda as his love slave or concubine in an out-of-the way cottage.  It is 
one thing when a single slave escapes.  It’s quite another when a couple gets free 
together.  That is the basis of  family and of  community.  William Wells Brown, in 
Escape, celebrates more than the individual in freedom.  He heralds the strength 
of  community built on the resolve to be subservient to no one.
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Approximately two decades later, more theatrical ground is broken in Boston 
when Pauline Hopkins, a protégé of  William Wells Brown, wrote, co-produced, 
and performed in a musical play, Peculiar Sam; or, The Underground Railroad at Oak-
land Gardens in Franklin Park during the summer of  1880.  As in Wells Brown’s 
earlier play, the focus was on group escape to freedom in Canada, and Hopkins 
also engages some of  the themes that Stowe popularized, taking a stand against 
her position that former slaves would be too troublesome in freedom to be allowed 
to stay in geographical proximity to the United States.  Trying her hand at the 
stage was the first step in Hopkins’ writing career, during which she also developed 
as a journalist, editor, short story writer, and novelist, producing at least four novels 
in her lifetime before she died in a fire while working as a stenographer at MIT in 
1930.  With Pauline Hopkins, the black woman writer for the stage officially enters 
the theatrical arena, initiating a long line of  descendants that include contempo-
rary playwrights, such as Ntozake Shange, Suzan-Lori Parks, and Lynn Nottage.4

Henrietta Vinton Davis, a classical black actress publicly championed by Freder-
ick Douglass, came to New England on tour in the 1880s, under the management 
of  James Monroe Trotter, father of  William Monroe Trotter and a musicologist by 
avocation.  Trotter’s full-length study, Music and Some Highly Musical People, reprint-
ed in the twentieth century, is considered a classic on the history of  African Ameri-
cans in music.  Henrietta Vinton Davis studied at the Boston School of  Oratory 
and specialized in Shakespearean monologues, but when her career foundered 
years later, she became affiliated with the Marcus Garvey movement, serving as a 
national and international organizer, using her compelling oratorical skills on the 
political dais.  Theatre and political activism have long been linked.  The recogni-
tion that theatre and politics are traditionally connected, which Garvey exploited 
in his emphasis on mass public presence, goes back to early societies.  The Greeks 
promoted theatrical activity and convening in festivals of  public display as a po-
litical mission.  In African tribal society, theatre is conceived of  as ritual homage 
to the ancestors and also a forum for the negotiation and resolution of  disputes.

Theatre expresses dissent as well as consensus and is a vital and necessary art 
when a people are discovering who they are and what they can be.  That was 
true in the formative years of  the American Republic, with the highly theatrical 
and dramatic Boston Tea Party.  In the city’s harbor, men costumed as slaves and 
Native Americans put on the legitimacy of  people who had been aggrieved and 
mistreated, and acted out their resistance to what they deemed unfair taxation and 
external, imposed authority.  A quorum of  the new nation, those who rebelled 
rejected domination by others, doing so in a very visible and public fashion.  They 
performed their inception as a sovereign people, subject to the demand only of  
their own wills.  William Wells Brown, who acted every role in his play about 
slipping slavery’s grip, the white ones as well as the black ones, also performed 
the legitimacy of  the black enslaved body yearning to be free and unfettered, 
encompassing the universe, not a limited status, as usually thought.  Whiteness 
is universal; that is the going belief.  It contains all within itself—black, white, 
and other.  The same is true of  blackness.  It includes multitudes as well.  Pauline 
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re Hopkins and Henrietta Vinton Davis helped widen the performance of  the black 
self.  Hopkins performed the musical, feminine self  contained in the world of  
blackness, and Vinton Davis performed the classical self, touching on the aristo-
cratic with her renditions of  the royal women in Shakespeare.  Boston played an 
unmistakable role in hosting the originators of  the theatrical pantheon of  black 
belonging in America.  Before I move on to look at other aspects of  the arts, I must 
mention the production of  Rachel in Boston in 1917.  Rachel, written by Angelina 
Weld Grimke, is considered by Black theatre historians as the play that kicks off  
legitimate Black theatre in the twentieth century when it was premiered in the na-
tion’s capital in 1916.  As was mentioned before, Escape is the first surviving play 
written by a Black author.  A solo effort, it was entirely dependent on the energies 
of  William Wells Brown and his abolitionist connections, which were consider-
able.  During the Harlem Renaissance, W.E.B. DuBois defined the basics of  Black 
theatre, then called Negro theatre or race drama.  First of  all, he saw it as a group 
effort, bringing together and melding the talents of  several creative artists, which 
generated a new whole from constituent parts.  Second, the focus was a subject 
that impinged fundamentally on the whole.  Third, the production was located 
within the environs of  the community, thus within its physical and economic con-
trol.  Fourth, the objective of  the production was the health and survival of  the 
group.  Rachel, which satisfied these requirements, was a full-fledged production 
that started out in Washington, D.C., under the auspices of  the NAACP as that 
organization’s choice to counteract the negative images in the film, Birth of  a Nation 
(1915), which glorified lynching, a practice of  public torture and execution, with 
Black men, women, and children as the most frequent targets, that was popular in 
the South and regularly covered in the national press at the time.  Like a latter day 
Joan of  Arc, Angelina Weld Grimke was influenced by religion.  The kernel of  her 
text and the inspiration for the play’s title was taken from the Bible, specifically the 
Genesis story of  Rachel who had difficulty conceiving.  Weld Grimke argued that 
lynching not only killed the present when it crushed Black life but also threatened 
the future by blighting the wombs of  Black women so traumatized by the reign 
of  lynching that motherhood became fraught with difficulty especially since they 
faced the prospect that they were breeding victims marked for death.  In Bos-
ton, where Weld Grimke was born and educated, William Monroe Trotter also 
galvanized protests against the Thomas Dixon play and its filmic sequel.  Weld 
Grimke and Trotter were the children of  activist families imbued with abolition-
ist ideals,5 and they raised their voices when many others remained silent, fearful 
of  retribution.  Trotter redoubled his efforts when Birth became the nation’s first 
blockbuster, enjoying the backing of  President Woodrow Wilson.  Thanks to Trot-
ter, the Boston outcry against Birth of  a Nation as a film was more successful than in 
any other city, with the result that some of  the more offensive scenes were cut but 
fervor for the film was too strong to entirely bar its showing.  After its performance 
in D.C., Rachel was produced in New York and then in Boston in 1917, the year 
that America entered World War I, and needed Black soldiers to fight on its behalf.  
Weld Grimke’s conclusion that the streets of  America are not conducive terrain 
for Black survival has not lost traction in the almost one hundred years since this 
Boston native wrote about the travails of  Black life and motherhood.   In fact, it 
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would be an interesting project for the Louis D. Brown Peace Institute to stage 
Rachel and invite the community to discuss the overlap between then and now.

Marita Bonner, another controversial Harlem Renaissance playwright, was born 
and educated in Boston.  Unlike Weld Grimke, who was influenced by a longer, 
more verbose and circuitous nineteenth century style, Bonner wrote short plays 
in a modernist vein, impacted by German expressionism.  Her most famous work 
is The Purple Flower, (1927), which investigates the question of  how a group of  
people, collectively described as the Us, who are predominately but not exclusively 
brown, living in subservience at the bottom of  a hill on which a prized purple 
flower grows, might come together and stop the incursions against their progress 
by an antagonist group, described as little white demons. The plurality of  the Us is 
multiplied through an apostrophe (as in Us’s) most likely to reflect the multiplicity 
of  the Us, who come in varied shades and are not all the same.  In their meetings 
and deliberations, which come across as choral (and theatre emerged from the 
chorus, meaning that it is interactive in nature) they consider various options that 
they have used in order to ascend without any appreciable progress being made, 
such as book learning, hard work, economic cooperation, and the stand-by of  
religion.  The final assessment is that it will take sacrifice in order to bring about 
real change, and that the supreme sacrifice is the shedding of  blood, but more 
specifically blood that comes from someone who does not form part of  the affinity 
group.  For the pot of  revolution to be fundamentally stirred, what is required is a 
dose of  the alien. The Purple Flower anticipates later writers, and Bonner’s insight 
resonates with the notion that Ralph Ellison includes in the prologue to Invisible 
Man (1952), ranked as one of  the twentieth century’s leading novels.  While work-
ing at Liberty Paints, after losing faith in education as the ladder up to success, 
the protagonist, who exists in a basement (similar to the valley location of  the Us 
in Purple Flower) is instructed that in creating a color that can be perceived as truly 
white by the human eye, drops of  black must be included to bring into play the 
totality of  the illusion and reflect the full spectrum of  possibility.

Perhaps some of  that thinking, meaning that the whole gamut is required to seal 
the prospect of  success, contributed to the range of  disguises chosen by the self-
selected devisers of  a new nation who publicly enacted a scenario of  us-versus-
them by ritually dumping the symbols of  foreign sovereignty into the Charles 
River in the revolutionary era of  the eighteenth century.  Making a not-yet truth 
into a now-truth, as happened in the Boston Tea Party, is part and parcel of  the 
theatrical mission, allowing a witnessing and participating body to transform into 
reality what it is collectively desired.  Theatre is a shared experience that empow-
ers those who participate, takes them outside the limits of  their narrow lives, and 
allows them to breathe and exist within a larger, more potent setting.  Television, 
film, and technology are younger, newer cousins of  the theatre.  They traffic in sto-
ries that consume people and permit both an escape from what is known and also 
allow for the creation, in microcosm, of  the unified desire of  the participating, au-
thoring group acting to give flesh and representation to its ideas and ideals, includ-
ing its self-concept as victorious and righteous.  Before television and technology 
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re were ever present, theatre had great public significance in America; it served as a 
public forum where all manner of  issues could be debated and resolved.  Further, 
it offered a setting for rehearsing and reproducing reality in different images such 
that a sense of  exerting wizard-like control over tomorrow and its repercussions 
was considered tangible.  In short, the image became the focus, a stand-in for 
reality that was turned into a puppet with strings attached, easily manipulated, 
held in the hand and moved according to the will.  In return for giving form to 
group fictions, actors and actresses became icons, and were lionized, celebrated, 
a practice that endures today.  What made theatre so important back then, apart 
from the fantasy factor, was its ability to bring people together to watch and hear 
the same thing at the same time in the same place.  Theatre was a unifier and an 
educator.  Citizens came together and learned the narrative of  their origins and 
struggles in theatre, and they felt their collective pulse, the power that was theirs as 
a connected force.  Now, with television and technology, people may be watching 
the same shows and stories, but they are not all in the same place at the same time, 
so the consolidation that theatre makes happen is missing.  Film is more consoli-
dating than television, but in neither television nor film is the actor present in the 
same space with the audience.  There is disconnect and disruption.  Part of  what 
made theatre so appealing (television and film retain this) was its ability to put out 
into the open what people were thinking and feeling, what they found important.  
In coming together to see images of  themselves at their best and sometimes at their 
worst, people felt revitalized, more alive.  They laughed together, they also cried, 
and their emotions connected them.  Theatre was the medium for an active people 
making themselves anew out of  traditions of  the past, finding their way around 
yesterday.  For a group struggling to discover an expansive sense of  self  and short 
on communal activity but wanting to push forward, theatre can offer a corrective.

After William Wells Brown and before Elma Lewis, the arts in Boston were cul-
tivated during the Federal Theatre Project in the 1930s, and going back further, 
to the revolutionary period.  Phillis Wheatley was a distinguished Black poet and 
scholar of  the classics, whose writing was published at the end of  the eighteenth 
century. She was published not in America but in England, which was more recep-
tive to her genius, given her status as a slave in America, a piece of  property.  In 
the nineteenth century, Edward Bannister painted landscapes and did stage sets 
for amateur theatrical groups in Boston, especially the Histrionic Club, which was 
active in the 1840s and 1850s.  A little later in the nineteenth century, Edmonia 
Lewis, a sculptress who came to Boston in 1863, amassed a clientele and was able 
to command sizeable commissions, as much as $50,000 on occasion.  In Rome, 
where she moved because she felt freer there, she gained an international reputa-
tion.  An example of  her work can be seen in the Boston area at Mount Auburn 
Cemetery.  It is a marble figure called Hygeia that a privately-trained female doctor 
named Harriot Keria Hunt (1805-1875) commissioned.  Another Black sculptress, 
Meta Warrick Fuller, moved to Boston in 1910, accompanying her husband, a 
physician.  A school in Framingham is named in her honor. In the first decade of  
the twentieth century, Anne Du Bignon, later the wife of  Atlanta philanthropist 
Alonzo Herndon, came to Boston to go to school, and followed in the Shakespeare 
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footsteps of  Henrietta Vinton Davis, offering Boston a taste of  classical perfor-
mance.  In the 1920s, there was a vibrant music life that brought major artists 
and performers to town in the jazz era.  In the 1930s, Ralf  Coleman headed the 
Federal Theatre, and shepherded it through its short but productive history.  Even 
though the Boston unit received less attention than many others in the nation, 
Frank Silvera, an actor who went on to film success, albeit most often portray-
ing Mexicans and others in westerns, got his basic grounding in Boston’s Federal 
Theatre.  For the black actors lucky enough to perform in the Federal Theatre, 
they had regular employment for several years, and were thus able to support 
their families without moonlighting in other jobs.  A new note was being sounded.  
Perceiving of  Blacks as having no arm for resistance and retaliation was not such 
an easy assumption in the World War II era and its aftermath, when the regime 
of  segregation began to fray.  Wally’s Jazz Club, on Massachusetts Avenue, was 
founded in 1947, in the vibrant post-war period; still open for business, it draws 
a student crowd eager to hear jazz and socialize with a bohemian crowd reminis-
cent of  the days when the South End, now gentrified, was Boston’s equivalent of  
Harlem, an era that Allan Crite documents visually.

Like Crite, Lois Mailou Jones was a painter with a long, ground-breaking career.  
Because of  her bold and daring canvases, Jones was considered one of  the major 
Black artists of  the twentieth century.  A professor at Howard University, she ex-
hibited around the world her art quite successfully.  Born in Boston in 1905, Jones 
regularly spent summers on Martha’s Vineyard as a child, where her grandmother 
worked, and where the family eventually purchased a home.  There, she was in-
spired by the patterns of  nature.  Early in her career, she worked as a textile de-
signer but found that she could never develop a name for herself.  She then turned 
to painting and studied in France, where her work was extremely well-received.  
In 1973, Jones was the first Black artist to have a solo show at the Museum of  
Fine Arts.  John Woodrow Wilson, a sculptor and painter, taught for many years 
at Boston University, starting in the 1960s and retiring in 1986.  Born in Roxbury 
in 1922 to African Diaspora parents either from South America or the Caribbean, 
Wilson went to France to study with Ferdinand Leger, and later studied in Mexico.  
Wilson was fascinated by the work of  the Mexican muralists who celebrated the 
common man and woman and depicted the pulse of  history. In his print work, 
Wilson also pays homage to the working class: the unsung heroes who pay the 
bills, educate their children, and find a way to deflect the pain of  being the regular 
target of  discrimination.  In 1985, Wilson won a national competition to create 
a statue of  Martin Luther King Jr. for display in the rotunda of  the U.S. Capitol.  
Another monumental work of  his, a giant head, perhaps inspired by the Olmec 
heads from the southern part of  Mexico, which may have been created by ancient 
African travelers to the Americas, graces the grounds of  the National Center of  
Afro-American Artists in Roxbury.

In photography, Hubert Collins, the focus of  a recent play by Kirsten Greenidge 
of  Boston, worked in the South End as a janitor early in the twentieth century 
while he took portraits of  a striving community.  Collins was contemporary with 



304 Good News & Good Work to be Done        www.ulem.org  

A
rt

s 
an

d
 C

ul
tu

re VanderZee in Harlem and Richard Roberts of  Carolina: men who captured the 
wealth and vibrancy of  their communities through a unique lens, showing the 
pride of  a people often scorned by outsiders.  Also, a recent book, Looking for Mr. 
Gilbert (2005), has been published about Robert Gilbert, a photographer who 
worked for William Brewster, the ornithologist.  Like the work of  Collins and 
Roberts, Gilbert’s photographic trove was rediscovered in the seventies, a decade 
in which a consciousness of  the contributions of  the past and a desire to preserve 
them were strong.

It is important to recognize music’s contribution to the local and global economy 
and the creation of  black cultural capital.  Jazz, gospel, blues, hip hop, and rap 
have been and are ambassadors of  black achievement.  Wherever you go in the 
world today, you hear a black-inflected beat.  Donna Summer, the Queen of  Disco 
in the 1970s, came out of  Boston.  So did Bobby Brown, rap pioneer and bad boy.  
Another Boston native, Marky Mark, now the actor Mark Wahlberg, started out as 
a rap artist, imitating blackness.  Also not to be forgotten is that Boston is home to 
the Berklee College of  Music, which counts Quincy Jones and Branford Marsalis 
among its alumni, and the Boston Conservatory of  Music, where, decades ago, an 
icon of  early twentieth century black music, James Rosamund Johnson, brother to 
James Weldon Johnson, got his training.  The two Johnson brothers had phenom-
enal careers in music, including a major stint on Broadway, and collaborated on 
writing the “Negro National Anthem,” which is still sung in formal gatherings.  At 
a conference at the Sorbonne in Paris that I attended in 2000, we sang “Lift every 
voice and sing.”  Modern technology has ramped up the music industry and now 
anyone can walk around with over two thousand songs on an iPod.  That is what 
the youth tune into, and we need to pay more attention to what they are hearing 
and producing.  As Beyonce, Jay-Z, Will Smith, P-Diddy, Russell Simmons, and so 
many others have shown, there is a lot of  money in playing the music the world 
wants to hear.  Capturing a larger share of  the purse is a worthwhile agenda to 
consider.

An emphasis on the 1970s, also the decade of  rap’s birth, was underlined in a No-
vember 2010 panel, moderated by Klare Shaw, who has funded several local arts 
and culture projects through the Barr Foundation.  The panel was sponsored in 
conjunction with a Massachusetts College of  Art and Design exhibit, co-curated 
by Gloretta Baynes of  AAMARP, featuring seven Black Boston photographers 
who began taking pictures in the seventies: Omobowale Ayorinde, Ekua Holmes, 
Reginald Jackson, Lou Jones, Eric Meza, Hakim Raquib, and Rudy Robinson.  
Barry Gaither, one of  the leading arts administration figures in the city, talked 
about the changes he has noticed in the artistic landscape that the contemporary 
African American artist has inherited.  What he said was that African American 
artists face a more complex world today and also have a wider range of  choices 
and possibilities.  The high fence that once separated the Black world from the 
white is lower, more easily negotiated but all the obstacles are not yet gone.  Ekua 
Holmes, one of  the featured photographers, talked about being hungry for images 
that reflected what she knew and lived; her work takes up the project of  memory 



305www.ulem.org      Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts

A
rts and

 C
ulture

and homage to ancestors.  Lou Jones said that he was open to the world, traveling 
wherever his wanderlust took him and learning that what was right in the mores 
that he had inherited might be wrong in another setting; so he refrains from edi-
torializing about the images that he captures, letting them be to express their own 
truth. Klare Shaw talked about a recent trip abroad where she turned on the tele-
vision and saw the show Good Times staring back at her, proclaiming a reduced 
and stereotyped view of  blackness that had very little, if  anything, to do with the 
wealth of  the black experience.  During the question and answer period, one con-
cern was the MFA’s approach to African American art.  Gaither, who is affiliated 
with the MFA, said that he and other like-minded cultural folk had been working 
since the 1970s to get the MFA to be more receptive to African American art, and 
that the new wing represents an improvement but is by no means an endpoint. 
There is much left to do, perhaps at least another century of  work, until African 
American art is truly recognized and valued, he concluded.

Elma Lewis hired Barry Gaither to direct the fine arts program at the National 
Center of  Afro-American Artists, which she founded.  Gaither, who had been a 
curator at the Museum of  Fine Arts, helped Lewis develop the center.  Currently, 
Gaither has plans to revitalize and expand the center, including designs to raise 
the theatrical profile of  Boston through a grant and fellowship program that will 
attract significant visual and performance artists to Boston.  This initiative is in 
line with recent trends that show Black theatre receiving more attention in Boston 
and in New York.  In 2010 alone, in Boston we saw Lydia Diamond’s Stick Fly pro-
duced at the Huntington and her play about runaway slave Harriet Jacobs at the 
Central Square Theatre in Cambridge.  At Roxbury Community College, Robbie 
McCauley, a faculty member at Emerson College, directed a play written by Janet 
Langhart Cohen, who worked as a television journalist. Cohen’s play brought 
together Anne Frank and Emmett Till, both teenagers when fatally victimized by 
discrimination.  Johnny Baseball retold the story of  the curse against the Red Sox 
and premiered at the American Repertory Theater in Cambridge in July 2010.  
In this rendition, the curse had a racial root.  Fela, about a musical phenomenon 
from Africa, has been one of  the biggest hits in New York and is produced by 
Hollywood heavyweights Will and Jada Pinkett Smith and directed by famed cho-
reographer, Bill T. Jones.  John Guare, who gave us Six Degrees of  Separation, which 
boosted Will Smith’s career when it became a film, is back in New York at the end 
of  2010 with a play about a black man who is extremely wealthy in antebellum 
New Orleans. Before seeing the play, I was ambivalent about its focus, wondering 
if  the play promotes the narrative that Blacks are not free from complicity in slav-
ery and its ills.  Having seen it, I can only report that I was appalled at its excesses.  
Jacques Corneille, the mulatto who has inherited wealth from his father, because, 
at the time, New Orleans was under a more liberal Spanish system, is stripped of  
any sense of  himself  as a human being when, in 1803, Louisiana is purchased by 
the United States, and Corneille is put on the auction block.  The play, which in-
flates the stereotype of  the sexually-avaricious and personally-irresponsible Black 
male, ends with what I interpret as a warning to whites that it is risky to allow 
Blacks to hold economic or political power for longer than a couple of  minutes, 



306 Good News & Good Work to be Done        www.ulem.org  

A
rt

s 
an

d
 C

ul
tu

re a theme that could be interpreted as expressing a backlash against the political 
ascendancy of  President Obama, and, on the Boston scene, of  Deval Patrick, who 
recently became the nation’s first Black governor to be elected to a second term.6

Rather than investing energy in changing the behavior and beliefs of  others, per-
haps a focus can be placed on adjusting past patterns so as to achieve new results.  
Like the artist that I referenced at the beginning of  this chapter, who sat alone 
in his cabin at night pursuing the goal of  using his time for his own purpose, it 
is important to invest in discovering the common endeavors that are worth pur-
suit.  Again, I turn to theatre as a paradigm.  The man in the cabin was working 
alone.  In theatre, the many work together as one.  They converse together and 
join their energies while functioning as a quorum charged with creating an image 
or proposition that the group will accept and ratify as representative.  The product 
of  their effort is offered for consolidated approval, which the audience can provide 
or deny.  Intended to be democratic, theatre is also indigenous, occurring in a fixed 
locale, focusing on specific people at a given time, and offering an experience that 
will never again be duplicated.  Theatre is rooted in place; yet it is also about flux, 
about the movement of  life, which is constant.  Theatre can tour and link different 
locales, but it does not lose its distinctiveness, its link to a given time and space.  
In each venue, the experience of  each of  the spectators remains unique, non-re-
peatable.  In a world that thrives on the repeatable, given technology and film and 
television, having unique qualities is valuable.  What this uniqueness represents is 
the life force of  the individual that lives only once.  A single life is perishable, and 
so is theatre; each performance is its own entity and will never again be exactly 
reduplicated.  Thus, the logic of  combination prevails.  At the same time that 
one performance dies, another is reborn tomorrow and so theatre celebrates the 
continuity of  lives that are joined together to defeat the hold of  death.  Film and 
television and technology with their myriad copies attempt to deny the hold of  
time, and they do so through manufacturing copies of  the self.  In a culture where 
copying is celebrated, what results is a parade of  look-alikes, but the one or the few 
who manage to create a difference are the ones who take the lead; they are copied 
and take the lead. The theatre does not traffic in copies, and as such it is a more 
real approximation of  actual life, which cannot be duplicated except through the 
process of  reproduction, which is not a copy per se but another version.  The-
ater allows for the expression of  differing opinions, and from the conversation it 
inspires between same and different, progress and insight can occur.  Through a 
healthy resolution between same and different (and again I return to the idea of  
why it is important to include opposition a la Ellison and Bonner), it is possible for 
Bostonians of  different histories and cultures to strike a democratic balance.  Bos-
ton is the navel of  this nation, and so this could be a key site for figuring out how to 
give flesh to the democratic promise.  According to the most recent census figures, 
Massachusetts has one of  the oldest populations in the country, but that is not true 
for African Americans or ethnic immigrant populations such as Latinos, Haitian 
Americans, and Cape Verdeans.  So for Black and ethnic youth to be dispropor-
tionately targeted by violence, whether that violence is inadvertent or deliberate, 
occasioned by gang disputes or police, the assault on youth of  color is an epidemic 
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that needs to be stemmed, recalling the casualties that Angelina Weld Grimke and 
others railed against on stage.  In theatre it was mostly women playwrights who 
denounced lynching, and Angelina Weld Grimke was the pioneer in this regard.  
The theatre of  the urban streets is a theatre of  death, and finding a way out of  this 
dilemma of  death is an agenda that Weld Grimke confronted roughly a century 
ago.  Many decades later, that dilemma remains unsolved.   The demands of  a 
collective future require that we, defined as those sharing a democratic objective, 
come together to do what we can to upend the agenda of  death and disadvantage 
that caught Helen Jackson in its mechanical cogs, that took tomorrow from Louis 
D. Brown as he walked to a meeting on peace, that whizzed away the life of  ten-
year-old Trina Persad, and most recently targeted Danroy Henry as he was driv-
ing a car.  Theatre has a collective mission, and that is a useful thing at this time, 
especially in confronting a problem that unites the various ethnic Black popula-
tions of  Boston, whether Cape Verdean, Haitian, Jamaican, African American, 
the public death and murder of  the vulnerable.

I am not arguing for theatre in the same old way of  presenting a viewpoint that 
the public must applaud and passively accept but for using theatre more in the 
way that Agosto Boal of  Brazil teaches.  Boal started with Theatre of  the Op-
pressed, which argues that the theatre of  the drawing room is a weak cousin of  
people’s theatre.  The latter is not about fawning over the aristocracy but focused 
on pulling folks together to generate potency inside the group and pushing for-
ward in alliance to achieve what the group defines as success.  After serving time 
as a politician in Rio, Boal developed what he calls legislative theatre, which func-
tions to bring the community into dialogue about what matters to it, and more 
than that, considering solutions that rise up from within the ranks.  Legislative 
theatre is structured to allow community members who have gathered to watch 
and hear the story question the way the narrative is proceeding and thus intervene 
to rewrite the script and the relationships if  what is portrayed on stage misses 
the truth of  their lived experience, their understanding, or their recommenda-
tions.  In a similar vein, writers, artists, and cultural practitioners in Boston could 
consider use the legislative theatre format to determine which stories and narra-
tives foster an enhanced voice and presence in Boston’s Black community, thereby 
revitalizing its sense of  collective worth.  At the same time, these narratives, for 
full appreciation and impact, will have to reach beyond the borders of  the Black 
community.  In writing Rachel, Angelina Weld Grimke sought to gain credence 
and create solidarity for her message by appealing to all women who cared about 
motherhood, white, black, other.  William Wells Brown attracted a wide audi-
ence.  So did Pauline Hopkins when her musical was performed in Franklin Park.  
When Elma Lewis put on plays in the same public park many years later, she also 
pulled in people from all over the city and throughout the region.   In reaching 
for new tools, it is key to keep in mind that the object of  art and theatre is to pro-
mote understanding and accord at the same time that art can spark what is novel 
and different and innovative.  New tools can be tested for what they offer to the 
emergence of  new solutions to persistent problems as well as how they assist the 
building strength and mutual understanding.  Fighting together is stronger and 
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consolidated power in hands that are joined.   Combined effort is the basis of  the-
atre’s impact.  Given that the stock in blackness has risen since Weld Grimke was 
writing, early in the twentieth century, it might be time to dramatize and call wide 
attention to the threat that stares Black youth in the face at a time when blackness 
is enjoying global currency, and when the technological has virtually eliminated 
geographical boundaries.  In five seconds or less, we can send a message all around 
the world and go viral by pressing a button.  Michael Jackson was a master of  tech-
nology, leaving a deep imprint on the field of  video representation with his em-
phasis on morphing, with one image dissolving into another before our eyes; what 
drew his attention was the sameness we share, how entities can migrate into one 
another with the result that what initially appears as difference can be expressed in 
mutuality.  A Black Peter Pan figure who attempted to merge whiteness and black-
ness in his own body, Jackson is ironically considered a king in Germany.  A statue 
honoring him in one of  the toniest sections of  Munich is replenished regularly 
with fresh flowers, and he is considered royalty throughout Europe and the world, 
where he is revered as the King of  Hearts.  Jackson still symbolizes a mindset that 
has continuing, and perhaps even rapidly growing currency.  The man or woman 
in synch with today doesn’t always want to be slotted or shoved into one pigeon 
hole or the other to be pinioned there forever like a captive butterfly but exists out 
in the world and sometimes even at home with a plural identity, able to be and be-
come whatever is comfortable or pleasing, whether for a season or a longer period.  
Identities today are multiple, not necessarily fixed, variable.  The many faces of  
Beyonce, the tawny goddess supreme who also merges difference, are everywhere 
and global.  Oprah Winfrey, a billionaire, whose face beams from practically every 
tabloid on view in the newsstand, is one of  the most influential media women in 
the world; she has gathered in so many dew (or do) drops they can no longer be 
easily counted, and her celebrity was a definite asset in the political campaign of  
Barack Obama.  And then there is Bob Marley, whose music is played around the 
world.  Years after his death, people still believe he will return.  So potent was his 
song and his rhythm.  Music, dance, theatre, television, film, hip hop, and politics 
offer a measure of  the ways in which African Americans and those of  African de-
scent are seen internationally.  Blackness has cachet; it is a measure of  success and 
difference that excites at the same time that it suggests failure and lack.  So far, the 
market determines which aspect of  value predominates when and where.  So if  
change is going to be made in the area of  representation on the question of  whose 
autonomy counts, art and culture can weigh in on the new narrative, which might 
very well be poised on the brink of  gathering in its rosebuds, pulling in its chips.

In Boston, the arts community is disorganized, not yet consolidated for major 
impact; but with effort and thought that can change.  Although Boston is not 
considered a performance center or the source of  new ideas, trends, and cultural 
innovations, it is a hub of  education and technology, and those are major engines 
of  industry.  The Black Boston community exerted itself  in the eighteenth, nine-
teenth, and twentieth century.  So what will it do in the twenty-first?  In the eigh-
teenth, forward-thinking members of  the community sought remedy in the court, 
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which shares with theatre a public positioning and also involves the presentation 
and weighing of  two sides in a contest, with either victory or loss as prospect.  I 
think specifically of  the enslaved Mum Bett, the ancestor of  W.E.B. DuBois, who 
sued for her freedom and won; she lived at the time of  Crispus Attucks, Phillis 
Wheatley, Prince Hall.  Along with other like-minded men of  color, the latter ap-
pealed to the Massachusetts state legislature by delivering a petition with multiple 
signatures requesting that due consideration be paid to the youth of  color who de-
served to be educated and equipped for a future as citizens of  the Commonwealth.  
The Legislature denied the petition, but Hall and his compatriots would not be 
stopped.  Hall gave instruction in his Beacon Hill home, which became an educa-
tional institution, the cornerstone of  the Abiel Smith School that still stands.  In 
the nineteenth century, William Wells Brown and Pauline Hopkins created for the 
stage and underlined the cause for freedom and liberty for all; both employed the 
culture of  narrative and performance to make decisive, revolutionary statements, 
issuing an outcry about injustice.  Not only did they raise their voices but they 
activated their bodies and took charge to change tomorrow.  Ellen and William 
Craft illustrate this resolve for change and their situation demonstrates the theatri-
cal coming together of  Black Bostonians to impact and alter the rule of  law and 
loosen the hold of  the past.  After their daring escape from Georgia, they found a 
home in Boston.  Shortly after settling down, they were pursued by bounty hunt-
ers from the South in the employ of  their Ellen’s former master, who was eager to 
recapture and reclaim his property, backed up by President Millard Fillmore.  So 
Boston’s Black community closed ranks around the Crafts and moved them under 
stealth from house to house until they could make their escape to Canada and 
then take a boat to England, where their freedom would be assured and honored.  
The story is similar to the one that William Wells Brown tells in Escape, which 
celebrates a community built up and drawn together for the protection of  liberty.  
Marita Bonner, a lone voice bred in Boston, created a parable for galvanizing the 
group to pursue and take hold of  the flower of  promise.  Can these dramatic nar-
ratives be updated for today and included in the performance of  a collective truth 
that acknowledges yesterday at the same time that it gives voice to and enacts the 
performance of  a contemporary and collective truth?

This is an opportune time for the city and its various communities to focus on 
creativity, the arts, culture and performance, since Boston is evolving demographi-
cally, and leaving behind, however slowly, the perception that it is a white-bread 
place wary of  outsiders, a city on a hill that wavers in its promise to offer oppor-
tunity and equality to the many.  Sometimes, it is an open and welcoming city.  
Sometimes, it is a closed place that pushes into the corners of  the city those it 
considers alien, good only to do the dirty work.  A hard, stony, sneering face is not 
one that will win customers in the marketplace of  a difficult economy.  Tourism is 
the third biggest engine in the city’s economy, and tourism depends on numbers.  
At the same time that more and more domestic tourists are coming to Boston 
to visit its places of  history and culture as overseas travel becomes increasingly 
prohibitive, international travelers are also flocking to Boston, and the city is also 
a major draw for international conference goers.  Boston attracts a constantly 



310 Good News & Good Work to be Done        www.ulem.org  

A
rt

s 
an

d
 C

ul
tu

re renewable global clientele interested in its colleges and universities, and the make-
up of  foreign students is shifting as well, with more and more students originating 
from outside Europe.  To quote Richard Florida again, the cities that are the most 
open to diversity are the ones that will fare the best on the terrain of  the future.  
Since the Black community serves as the paradigm for how groups considered as 
other are treated, stories, narratives, and dramas that emerge from within the Black 
community, defined in the larger sense of  a global community impacted by the Af-
rican Diaspora, can speak to a wide range of  peoples, all of  whom have the desire 
to be included in a new, revitalized American agenda.  As such, a focus on creating 
new narratives that portray the Black community from an empathetic perspective 
is very much needed, and could be promoted through a regular summer festival 
to nurture the talents and insights of  urban youth who have proven to be popular 
images around the world, given the phenomenon of  hip hop taken up by cultures 
as varied as those of  Bollywood, the underclass in world cities such as Vienna, 
Johannesburg, Lima, and Lisbon.  In order to shore up the artistic possibilities 
of  a regular festival, the technical aspects of  the theatre would also have to be 
stressed, and an infrastructure would need to be built linking to arts organizations 
throughout New England and in industry centers on the East and West coasts, 
as well as internationally.  In order to realize the above, the city’s public schools 
would have to make a commitment to upgrading its arts offerings, and the various 
enclaves that comprise the dispersed Black community in Boston would need to 
interact in sufficient numbers and with a necessary measure of  good will to create 
a turn-around scenario that would revitalize the group narrative.  Such an effort is 
reminiscent of  a community barn-building, where everyone in the neighborhood 
contributes what he or she can to improve resources and participate in a collabora-
tive effort of  revitalization.

Recommendations
Support Black youth in Boston who are interested in the arts and consider creating 
a summer performance festival, which would be annual or bi-annual but would 
become a magnet for the Northeast.  It could also have international resonance and 
appeal to the many communities that have made Boston and the region their home.

Insure that the arts are not eliminated from the public schools, despite the current 
economic hardships.  Consider using technology as a way to enhance arts instruc-
tion and not only provide students with artistic training but also capitalize on the 
technology skills that many of  the young possess.  

Assert a greater sense of  presence relative to major cultural institutions in Boston, 
such as the MFA, American Repertory Theater in Cambridge and Boston Center 
for the Arts, at the same time that the community gets behind its own cultural 
organizations such as ACT Roxbury and Project HipHop.

Create a council to participate with other groups interested in revitalizing Up-
ham’s Corner.  With culture and history as focus, the council would help establish 
a strategy for revitalizing other inner-city neighborhoods. 
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Continue and expand the work of  the Boston Black Theatre Collective and In-
terAct Boston, with one related project being the development of  a play reading 
group.  The Boston Black Theatre Collective could also take on an arts research 
agenda.  More specific to InterAct Boston, encourage an annual series of  public 
dialogues that will seek to unite the city across its various populations.

Come together around a music project for youth.  It could start with research.  
One beginning point could be to compare and consider the changing message in 
rap lyrics from 1985 to 1995 and from 2000 to 2010.

Profile the black cultural consumer.  What art forms does he or she enjoy?  Identify 
the black culture and performance audience and figure out how to build its base 
and power.

Create a cultural steering committee that will take on the task of  outlining a black 
cultural agenda in five-year segments, forecasting forward until 2025.  Part of  that 
agenda could include the creation of  a Diaspora Arts conference, which would ex-
amine and study the political significance of  art from an educational perspective.
Consider organizing a volunteer program that promotes cultural literacy in youth 
through mentoring events that expose a younger generation to art works that they 
would not necessarily discover on their own.

Connect with art ministries at various neighborhood churches and offer a series 
of  historical and cultural tours to significant monuments and resources in the city.

Investigate and adapt for practice the theories and work of  the Brazilian Agosto 
Boal, who emphasized the activist aspect of  performance in legislative theatre, 
which was performed in schools, churches, and community organizations to stim-
ulate community voice and address issues of  concern in the neighborhoods. 

Consider re-staging Rachel by Angelina Weld Grimke, whether in its original ver-
sion or updated, as a project done in conjunction with the Louis D. Brown Peace 
Institute.   Also consider staging The Purple Flower by Marita Bonner, which, has 
never been produced.     

A glaring lack exists in the collection of  data describing arts efforts within the 
Black community in Boston or capturing the strengths of  arts patronage in the Af-
rican American community, and that is a circumstance that needs correcting.  So, 
at the Trotter an effort will be made to collect and organize arts research focused 
on the Black community in Boston in order to identify need and monitor progress 
as well as build arts infrastructure in the city so that the creative arts can promote 
self-knowledge, regeneration, and cohesion in the Black Diaspora community. 
 
To take advantage of  the university focus in this city, one initiative might be to 
sponsor an annual or bi-annual conference on multicultural theatre that could be 
hosted by a consortium of  participating colleges and universities, some of  which 
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in downtown Boston and so could be a major player; so could Suffolk, which has 
recently updated the Modern Theatre that has the advantage of  being a small and 
intimate house.  

The Trotter Institute is also considering inviting Black theatre companies and 
Black theatre artists to regular roundtable discussions to help build solidarity and 
cooperation and monitor areas in need of  development.   
    
Consider what would be a worthwhile artistic, cultural, or theatrical achievement 
for which to offer an annual Purple Flower award in recognition of  the individual 
or group that has significantly advanced Black culture and performance in Boston.
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Arts and Culture Chapter
Chapter written by Barbara Lewis, PhD
Director, William Monroe Trotter Institute
University of Massachusetts Boston

In Boston, the arts community is rich in talent, persistence and innovation. At the 
same time,  the arts community is disorganized, not yet consolidated for major 
impact; but with effort and thought that can change.  This is an opportune time 
for the city and its various communities to focus on creativity, the arts, culture and 
performance, since Boston is evolving demographically, and leaving behind, how-
ever slowly, the perception that it is a “white-bread” place wary of  outsiders, a city 
on a hill that wavers in its promise to offer opportunity and equality to the many.  
Sometimes, it is an open and welcoming city. 

Tourism is the third biggest engine in the city’s economy, and tourism depends on 
numbers.  At the same time that more and more domestic tourists are coming to 
Boston to visit its places of  history and culture as overseas travel becomes increas-
ingly prohibitive, international travelers are also flocking to Boston, and the city is 
also a major draw for international conference goers.  Boston attracts a constantly 
renewable global clientele interested in its colleges and universities, and the make-
up of  foreign students is shifting as well, with more and more students originating 
from outside Europe.  As noted by Richard Florida, the cities that are the most 
open to diversity are the ones that will fare the best on the terrain of  the future.  

Since the Black community serves as the paradigm for how groups considered 
as other are treated, stories, narratives, and dramas that emerge from within the 
Black community, can speak to a wide range of  peoples, all of  whom have the 
desire to be included in a new, revitalized American agenda.  As such, a focus on 
creating new narratives that portray the Black community from an empathetic 
perspective is critical. 

Recommendations

• Support Black youth in Boston who are interested in the arts and consider 
creating a summer performance festival, which would be annual or bi-annual 
but would become a magnet for the Northeast.  It could also have interna-
tional resonance and appeal to the many communities that have made Boston 
and the region their home.

• Insure that the arts are not eliminated from the public schools, despite the 
current economic hardships.  Consider using technology as a way to enhance 
arts instruction and not only provide students with artistic training but also 
capitalize on the technology skills that many youth already possess.  

• Assert a greater sense of  presence relative to major cultural institutions in 
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Boston, such as the MFA, American Repertory Theater in Cambridge and 
Boston Center for the Arts, at the same time that the community gets behind 
its own cultural organizations such as ACT Roxbury and Project HipHop.

• Create a council to participate with other groups interested in revitalizing 
Upham’s Corner.  With culture and history as focus, the council would help 
establish a strategy for revitalizing other inner-city neighborhoods. 

• Continue and expand the work of  the Boston Black Theatre Collective and 
InterAct Boston, with one related project being the development of  a play 
reading group.  The Boston Black Theatre Collective could also take on an 
arts research agenda.  More specific to InterAct Boston, encourage an an-
nual series of  public dialogues that will seek to unite the city across its various 
populations. Come together around a music project for youth.  It could start 
with research. One beginning point could be to compare and consider the 
changing message in rap lyrics from 1985 to 1995 and from 2000 to 2010.

• Profile the black cultural consumer.  What art forms does he or she enjoy?  
Identify the black culture and performance audience and figure out how to 
build its base and power.

• Create a cultural steering committee that will take on the task of  outlining a 
black cultural agenda in five-year segments, forecasting forward until 2025.  
Part of  that agenda could include the creation of  a Diaspora Arts conference, 
which would examine and study the political significance of  art from an edu-
cational perspective.

• Consider organizing a volunteer program that promotes cultural literacy 
in youth through mentoring events that expose a younger generation to art 
works that they would not necessarily discover on their own.

• Connect with art ministries at various neighborhood churches and offer a 
series of  historical and cultural tours to significant monuments and resources 
in the city.

• Investigate and adapt for practice the theories and work of  the Brazilian 
Agosto

• Boal, who emphasized the activist aspect of  performance in legislative the-
atre,  which was performed in schools, churches, and community organi-
zations to stimulate community voice and address issues of  concern in the 
neighborhoods.

• At the Trotter an effort will be made to collect and organize arts research 
focused on the Black community in Boston in order to identify need and 
monitor progress as well as build arts infrastructure in the city so that the 
creative arts can promote self-knowledge, regeneration, and cohesion in the 
Black Diaspora community.  

• Sponsor an annual or bi-annual conference on multicultural theatre that 
could be hosted by a consortium of  participating colleges and universities, 
some of  which have recently updated their facilities in Boston.  Emerson Col-
lege has six theatres in downtown Boston and so could be a major player; so 
could Suffolk, which has recently updated the Modern Theatre that has the 
advantage of  being a small and intimate house. 

• Consider what would be a worthwhile artistic, cultural, or theatrical achieve
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or group that has significantly advanced Black culture and performance in 
Boston.  

Community Advisory Committee 
Arts & Culture Recommendations

What can you do to help yourself ?

• Tell your story. Keep a journal. Join community cable TV and radio to pro-
duce your own programming – then go viral with it.

• Be an informed cultural consumer. Call, write or e-mail reporters and editors 
to encourage them to cover the arts.

• Write letters, e-mail, or make a call when you see, read or hear stereotypes or 
omissions in arts coverage.

• Support the arts in your community.  But tickets to performances. Attend 
exhibits. And buy art – if  you can.

• Give young people an appreciation for the arts. Take them to museums, plays 
and concerts.

 
What can you do to help your community?

• Contact elected officials and encourage them to budget for arts and culture
        in the community and in the public schools.
• Lobby public officials to prioritize the development of  potential cultural dis-

tricts such as historic Dudley Square, the home of  Hibernian Hall which 
features ongoing arts performances and exhibits.

What can your community do to help you?

Make good on the promise to revitalize underserved communities such as the 
historic Dudley Square which lack the infrastructure of  restaurants, parking and 
security that attract patrons of  the arts and make arts and culture sustainable.
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In 1767, Phillis Wheatley, an African woman brought to 
Boston on a slave ship in 1761, has her first poem pub-
lished in the Newport Mercury. Wheatley is regarded as 
the first African woman to be published in the Americas 
(then the British colony).

On April 8, 1801, Mr. Bates portrays the title role in the 
pantomime drama “Obi, or Three Fingered Jack” about 
a Jamaican maroon and is also seen in Shakespeare’s 
“Richard III” at the Federal-street Theatre, Boston’s first 
theater building.

 
In 1857, the self-liberated William Wells Brown writes 
“The Escape, or a Leap For Freedom” in Boston (the 
manuscript is at the Boston Athenaeum Library with 
other personal effects). Brown performed the drama in 
Boston as an abolitionist fund raiser. 
 

Active in 1858, one of  the 
first African American amateur 
theater groups, the Histrionic 
Club, stages plays by African 
American historian William C. 
Nell and other original work. Artist Edward M. Bannister 
(1828-1901) performs with the company where he meets 
his wife-to- be Christina Cardeaux. (her prosperous 
hair salon business permits Bannister to paint full time). 
Many of  the productions were comedies. Performed its 
“Second Exhibition” Tues., March 2, at Chapman Hall 

in Boston. Another prominent member is George Lewis Ruffin (who graduated in 
1858 from the Chapman Hall School).

In 1863, sculptor Edmonia Lewis moves to Boston and holds her first solo exhibit 
on 1864. Her statue of  Greek goddess Hygieia remains on display in Boston’s 
Mount Auburn Cemetery.
 
On August 20, 1877, The Hyers Sis-
ters Combination brings a full-length 
musical written or adapted especially for 
them, “Out of  Bondage,” to the Boston 
Theatre for a week’s run. The musical 
was adopted from a play by the Rev. Jo-
seph Bradford of  Boston. The sisters’ fa-
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ther is the manager of  the troupe composed entirely of  colored performers. Actor 
Sam Lucas appeared with the company, as well as, singers John Lucas and Wallace 
King. The Boston Theatre (1854 -1901), since torn down, is the site of  the Opera 
House which was recently extensively renovated and reopened in 2004 with the 
musical “The Lion King” (also with a black theme).
 
In 1880, Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins of  Boston sees her first play, the 4-act “Slaves 
Escape; or The Underground Railroad” also referred to as “Peculiar Sam; or The 
Underground Railroad,” produced as a musical drama by the Hopkins Colored 
Troubadours. Performed July 5, 1880, at the popular Oakland Garden, a pavilion 
in Franklin Park, Roxbury, and then taken on tour. The cast included Hyers Sisters 
Anna Madah and Emma Louise and a chorus of  over 60 voices.

In 1880, Othello was performed with a mixed cast and 
audience in Boston. African American actor and Cam-
bridge, MA native, Paul Molyneaux played the title role 
after studying with veteran Shakespearean actor Wyze-
man Marshall.

On Aug. 4, 1890, “The Cre-
ole Show” with a chorus line of  

six black women debuts in Haverhill and then comes to 
Boston. Created by Sam Jack, a white Chicago theater 
owner, and Sam Lucas, a veteran of  the minstrel show 
circuit and the first black actor to portray the title role 
in “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” The burlesque/musical com-
edy, dispensing with using black cork and successfully 
introducing African American numbers, travels to the 
Chicago World’s Fair where it’s a sensation and plays for 
a year. The show features the dance “The Cakewalk.” 
Scott Joplin sees the show which heartens his thinking 
that serious black music can be popular with American audiences.
 
In the 1880’s James Monroe Trotter organized co-produced a New England tour 
for the classically trained black actress, Henrietta Vinton Davis. Davis’s trademark 

performances were her Shakespearean monologues.

On Jan. 28, 1904 Anne Du Bignon aka Adrienne Mc-
Neil (Herndon) makes her drama debut at Steinert Hall 
(162 Boylston St., downtown Boston across from the 
Boston Common) reciting all the parts of  Shakespeare’s 
“Anthony and Cleopatra.” Already the wife (Oct. 31, 
1893) of  Alonzo Herndon, Atlanta’s leading black phi-
lanthropist and founding member of  the National Negro 
Business League organized by Booker T. Washington, 
Du Bignon had furthered her education by attending the 
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ture in 1902, and one in public reading in 1903. 
 
On April 26, 1906, “The Commandant” opens at the Bijou Theatre, a musical 
comedy in two acts produced by L Company, 6th Regt. Infantry, a Black Vol-
unteer Militia authorized by the Mass. State Legislature in 1877. The company 
served in the Philippines among other battles. The show’s book, lyrics, and mu-
sic are by Lieutenant W. Spencer Carpenter. The Bijou was the first theater in 
America lit by electricity.
 

On May 24, 1917 Angelina Weld Grimke’s drama 
“Rachel” about the consequences of  racial oppression 
in a society which declares itself  free is staged at Brat-
tle Hall in Cambridge. The realistic portrayal of  life in 
America for black people had been awarded the newly 
formed NAACP’s prize for new scripts that speak to its 
mission of  promoting racial equality in 1916. The pro-
duction was sponsored by St. Bartholomew’s Church in 
Cambridge. “Rachel” was published in Boston in 1920 

by The Cornhill Company, 96 pg., $1.25.

In 1918, The Strand Theatre, a film and vaudeville house, opens in Boston’s 
Upham’s Corner neighborhood.  

 In 1929, Maud Cuney Hare, founder of  the interracial Allied Arts Center, stages 
her “Tambour,” a two-act play by John Frederick Matheus with incidental music 
by Charles Clarence White including a native dance number set to the music 
“Merique” (pub. by Carl Fischer Co.). The following year, 1930, she produces her 
original full-length “Antar of  Araby,” inspired by an historical figure she writes 
about in her history of  black music “Negro Musicians And Their Music” (The 
Associated Publishers, Inc., 1936). Among her actors is Avon Long, who came to 
Boston to study at the Boston Conservatory of  Music.

In 1934, Ralf  Coleman assumes the directorship of  
the Negro arm of  the Federal Theater Project in Bos-
ton. Among the actors who get a start in this company 
is Frank Silvera, who goes on to a major career as a film 
actor. That same year, Director Coleman and his entire 
company, including his brother Warren Coleman, who’d 
performed “Scarlet Sister Mary” as The Boston Players 
at the Fine Arts Theater (a small intimate theater situ-
ated in Loew’s State Theater (?), Washington St.), was 
signed by a Broadway scout to be in a new Paul Green 
drama first named “Potter’s Field” (later called “Roll 
Sweet Chariot”) which rehearsed at 464 Massachusetts Ave, the Women’s Service 
Club, and opened at the Plymouth Theater (later the Gary Theater) downtown 
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Boston before heading to New York.

 
In 1935, Ralf  Coleman stages an all black cast produc-
tion of  “Macbeth” in Boston, six months before the play 
runs in New York

In 1942, Paul Robeson appears as Othello at the Brattle 
Theater in Cambridge, MA. Co- stars with white actress 
Uta Haagen and interracial cast.  

In 1947, the famed Wally’s Café Jazz Club opens in Bos-
ton.

In 1950, the Elma Lewis School of  Fine Arts is established in Roxbury to provide 
theater and technical training to low income residents.

In 1963, the Museum of  African American 
History opens its first exhibits in Boston.

In 1968, Elma Lewis founds the National 
Center of  Afro-American Artists in Rox-
bury to “preserve and foster the cultural 
arts heritage of  black peoples worldwide 
through arts teaching, and the presenta-
tion of  professional works in all fine arts 
disciplines.”

In 1968, actors James Spruill and Gus Johnson 
come on to head the still active New African 
Company, an arm of  the Theater Company of  
Boston., originally funded by a grant obtained by 
David Wheeler, artistic director and founder of  
TCB. 

In 1969, Alice Childress’s play, “Wine in the Wil-
derness” appears on WGBH Boston as a part of  
the series, “On Being Black.”

In 1972, James Spruill produces William Wells Brown’s “The Escape” at Emer-
son College, the first time a theatrical company produces the play. Walter Bland 
composes music for the production.

In 1973, textile artist Lois Maliou Jones becomes the first black artist to have a 
dedicated show at the Museum of  Fine Arts in Boston.

In 1972, Elma Lewis publishes Who Took The Weight? Black Voices From Nor-
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In 1976, the Underground Railway Theater was found-
ed in Oberlin, OH, and it is now a theatre in residence at 
the Central Square Theater in Cambridge, MA. 

In 1979, the Strand Theatre recieves a renovation from 
the city of  Boston.

In 1982, the Huntington Theater is founded.

In 1986, August Wilson began 
his longstanding relationship 

with the Huntington Theater in Boston with the perfor-
mance of  “Joe Turner’s Come and Gone.” Wilson would 
use the Huntington as a testing ground for many of  his 
works until his death in 2005.

In 1999, The Roxbury International Film Festival, cel-
ebrating films created by people of  color, hold its first 
annual meeting.

In 2000, nearly 200 years following the production at the Federal-street Theater, 
Our Place Theatre Project, under the artistic direction of  Jacqui Parker, stages its 
first annual African American Theater Festival in Boston.  

In 2006, playwright Lydia Diamond becomes a fellow at the Huntington Theater.

In 2007, Lydia Diamonds adaptation of  Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye pre-
mieres in Boston with Company One.

On January 9th, 2007, Mayor Thomas Menino delivers the State of  the City ad-
dress from the Strand Theatre.

 
In 2009, the Boston Black Theater Col-
lective was formed to give financial, ad-
ministrative, and publicity support to lo-
cal black theater troupes.  In collaboration 
with the William Monroe Trotter Institute 
at UMass Boston, The Color of  Film Col-
laborative, and StageSource, the BBTC 
currently represents four theater compa-
nies in Boston: The Roxbury Crossroads 
Theater, the New African Company, Tri-

Cord Productions, and Up You Mighty Race.
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Compiled by Kay Bourne, Adjunct Scholar Northeastern University
 Lead Critic “The Color of  Film Presents the Kay Bourne Arts Report
 with Lisa Simmons, President and Founder The Color of  Film Collaborative 
 Additional content from Ann Terry and Dr. Barbara Lewis of  the William 

Monroe Trotter Institute
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Howard Manly
Executive Editor, Bay State Banner

Given the circumstances, Melvin B. Miller had little choice. He had started the 
Bay State Banner back in 1965, and with one three-week exception, he had delivered 
a newspaper to Boston’s black community for nearly 44 straight years. His weekly 
had become the voice of  the community—at least in print—and had grown sub-
stantially over the years to a circulation of  30,000 and readership of  150,000.

All of  that mattered little during the summer of  2009 as Miller weighed his op-
tions. Advertising was down, and despite an increase in Boston black population, 
advertisers were staying away not only from the Banner but other print publica-
tions as well. Mainstream newspapers were shutting down across the country, and 
publishers were scrambling to stay out of  bankruptcy courts. For those left stand-
ing, drops in circulation and advertising revenues were just the beginnings of  the 
problem of  informing the citizenry in the digital age.

Hardest hit was the Black Press in general and the Banner in particular. Already 
suffering from decades of  meager advertising and losing talent, black-owned pub-
lications were barely holding on, and worse, had become almost irrelevant to the 
national discourse on critical issues facing the nation. Even the venerable Ebony 
magazine was in dire need of  some change.

The Banner was hardly immune to the industry’s bleak financial prospects. As a 
result, on July 8, 2009, Miller decided to pull the plug, if  not permanently, then 
for the foreseeable future. “The severe reduction of  advertising during this reces-
sion has placed a burden on the resources of  the 44-year old weekly newspaper,” 
Miller explained in a statement announcing the closing. “Publication is expected 
to resume once financial arrangements have been completed.”

Reaction was quick – and depressing. “Losing that voice is not helpful,” Boston 
Mayor Thomas J. Menino told the Boston Globe. “It’s a fabric of  the community 
that people look forward to every week…” In the same story, Deval Patrick, the 
first African American governor in Massachusetts and the nation’s second elected 
one, was equally disappointed, saying he had a personal connection to the paper. 
“It’s a channel that has been enormously important to me,’’ he said.

Jimmy Myers, a host at radio station WTKK-FM and a popular personality in 
Boston’s black community, was equally dejected. “It’s totally a blow to the com-
munity,” he told the Globe. “[The Banner] is a staple to the community. It’s the sign 
of  the tough economic times. I think it’s tragic.”

For Sarah-Ann Shaw, the Roxbury activist and retired WBZ-TV reporter, the 
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problem went a little deeper. She understood the role of  the Banner at its most basic 
level—providing information of  interest to African Americans often overlooked or 
neglected by the mainstream media.

“The Banner was the place where you could get stories that were important to 
the community that weren’t covered elsewhere,” Shaw told the Boston Phoenix. 
“You could call the Globe and the local television stations and give them the same 
information, and most of  the time they wouldn’t move on stories. But the Banner 
understood that it was important to get information out to the community — not 
just about things that were sensational, but about things that showed positive de-
velopments going on.”

It wasn’t the first time Miller had faced the possibility of  shutting down. A year af-
ter he started the weekly, the paper went out of  business for four weeks. But when 
the community called for its return by pressuring local businesses to advertise, the 
paper resumed printing.

But this time, Miller, in the face of  enormous financial difficulties, called for the 
black community to step up – and particularly the black business community. “I 
would hope,” he told reporters, “that before it’s too late that people step forward 
to decide, even though we are in the middle of  a recession, that this is the time to 
step forward.” Miller put a finer point on the Banner’s future during an interview 
with the Boston Phoenix. “I’m of  an age where I think it’s appropriate for a younger 
generation to come up and start running the Banner,” he explained.

Stepping forward had never been more difficult – or necessary. Though able to 
trace its roots to the mid-nineteenth century, Boston’s black-owned media in the 
21st Century were virtually invisible. Blacks have not had an ownership stake in a 
local television station since 1986 when Bertram Lee sold his share of  WNEV-TV, 
Boston’s CBS affiliate, for an estimated profit of  as much as $13 million. At the 
time, Lee was the lead investor and president of  the Dudley Station Corporation, 
the company that Lee used for nearly a decade to fight for increasing minority 
ownership in major media properties.
Thanks to several favorable rulings by the FCC, the battle finally was won in 1982, 
when New England Television Corporation, a minority-led consortium that had 
merged with Dudley Station Corporation, acquired WNEV-TV. Bertram served 
as president of  New England Television Corporation from 1982 to1986.

The city’s network affiliates broadcast a handful of  shows focused on black issues, 
most notably WGBH’s Basic Black, WCVB’S City Line and WHDH’s Urban Update. 
But black ownership of  television still has some considerable distance to go, not 
only in Boston but also across the country. Out of  1,379 commercial TV stations, 
African Americans own only eight. The biggest black presence on television is on 
cable, BET, which has not been black-owned since 2000 when the station was sold 
to Viacom. (Advertising Age, 2009)
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Black-owned radio in Boston has had a more painful story. Though Radio One 
Inc., the media conglomerate put together by Cathy Hughes, still owns WILD 
1090 AM, the 2006 sale of  its more powerful FM sister station, WILD 97.7 FM, 
for an estimated $30 million, threw its mostly black listeners into a tailspin. Just 
seven years earlier, Radio One had purchased the former country radio station 
and turned it into Hot 97.7 with an urban format. But under the station’s new-
est ownership, Entercom, the nation’s fourth-largest radio broadcaster, which also 
owns WEEI, Boston’s leading sports talk station, 97.7 is now a head-banging, 
rock-and-roll station.

The AM station is at least still geared to a black audience. A year after buying the 
FM station in Boston, Radio One spent about $5 million in cash and stocks to pur-
chase WILD-AM from Bernadine Nash, the widow of  Kendall Nash, the black 
businessman who bought the station in 1980. Despite a weak signal that barely 
covered parts of  Roxbury and Dorchester and a 10 p.m. daily sign-off, WILD was 
extremely popular among its diehard listeners.

All of  that changed after Radio One purchased the station. Part of  the problem 
was that Radio One was not convinced that local programming was profitable, a 
corporate strategy that was underscored by its decision to forego renovating the 
station’s aging building in Dudley Square and to move to fancier office space in 
suburban Quincy.

Radio One President and CEO Alfred C. Liggins III said as much in the com-
pany’s first public comments about its sale of  WILD-FM. While Boston was a 
“wonderful” radio market, Liggins wrote in an investor news release, “it is not of  
great strategic importance to us.”

For a while, WILD AM was a working laboratory of  sorts, as Radio One played 
with different formats, including a short-lived Praise 1090 that featured gospel 
music. But within six months, Radio One returned to its nationally syndicated 
programming during the week: “The Tom Joyner Morning Show,” “The Truth-
fighters Show” with Warren Ballentine and “Keeping It Real” with the Rev. Al 
Sharpton. The only local talk show, “Talk To Me,” hosted by longtime Boston 
radio personality Jimmy Myers, was cancelled.

In a letter sent to Radio One founder Cathy Hughes, Sondra Newman wrote 
about the loss of  a different perspective. “A few months ago,” Newman wrote, “my 
radio scanner landed on WILD-FM. I heard something fresh, new, uplifting and 
intelligent. I preset 97.7 and looked forward to listening again.

No longer.”

Newman went on. “Lest you think that blacks in the Boston area are the only 
listeners feeling the loss of  the REAL (read: previous) WILD-FM, take it from
a 40-year-old professional white woman too,” Newman wrote. “…This station 
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seemed to be going places and added value by helping to bridge a cultural gap 
between the black and other communities in our historically white-bread town.”

As it is now, Touch-FM has the best claim on being the voice of  the black com-
munity on Boston radio airwaves. And that voice is limited to a listening base that 
is reached by waves sent from a five-foot antenna perched atop a small building in 
Grove Hall section of  Roxbury.

Charles Muhammad, John Laing Jr., owner of  Laing Enterprises, and Leroy 
McLaurin, a former news photographer, started the low-power FM station
in November 2007 in Grove Hall. As a community station, Muhammad told the 
Banner, Touch FM reflects the needs and concerns of  communities of  color, fo-
cusing on everything from substance abuse to black history, community empower-
ment to financial advice.

Muhammad says he has just fewer than 100 watts to serve as the “fabric of  the 
community.” The 100- watt cutoff  is key, because the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) requires a license if  a radio station exceeds that amount of  
power, and with little space remaining on the Boston FM dial coupled with the 
multi-million price tag, black-oriented formats are likely to remain low power for 
the foreseeable future.

And that is where the Banner comes in. More than most, Miller, a Harvard man 
who grew up in Roxbury, knew the reality of  running a news operation that fo-
cused on the black community.

At the time Miller was a director of  the Greater Boston Chamber of  Commerce. 
He also had founded Urban Research Inc., a non-profit corporation for economic 
and educational development and community organization in urban areas.

“Now let me say,” Miller explained, “that my biggest problem has been that, as 
you know, most publications depend upon advertising for survival. Here is no sub-
stantial black business, so obviously we have to depend upon the white business 
community for advertising support.”

To Miller, the reason for their reluctance was clear. “The white business commu-
nity first saw me as a bearded revolutionary with a hand grenade under each arm 
ready to go and tear up the power structure,” Miller said. “I don’t know why they 
thought this but that was the idea they had of  me.”

And there were questions about the Banner’s journalistic integrity. “Every story 
was criticized as being unfactual in the beginning just because we were coming 
up with things that were here-to-fore unreported,” Miller said. “But when it really 
came down to the wire, and there were attempts made to dispute the facts, we 
were found right.”
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cording to the Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ), 
the numbers tell the story. PEJ reported that advertising revenue for black media 
declined 9.6 percent, to $1.8 billion, in the 12 months ending June 2009, accord-
ing to estimates by the Nielsen Company. In comparison, ad revenues to Spanish-
language media fell 6.3 percent.

Not all of  the numbers were bad. One major black newspaper saw an increase in 
circulation in 2009. The New York Amsterdam News, a weekly founded in 1909, 
reported an average circulation of  17,477 for the six-months ending September 
2009, an increase of  46 percent from the same period the year before.

A five percent decrease on Tuesdays for the six months ending September 2009 
when compared with the same period the year before. The paper’s Friday circula-
tion declined even more significantly, 19 percent, over the same period.

Another long standing newspaper, the Afro-American publishes weekly editions in 
the majority black cities of  Washington and Baltimore. The paper’s Washington 
edition suffered a considerable 21 percent drop in circulation in the six months 
ending September 2009, falling to 6,592 from 8,374 for the same period in 2008. 
The Baltimore Afro-American saw more stable numbers in 2009 than its sister 
newspaper. In September 2009, the Baltimore edition reported its six-month aver-
age circulation at 7,244, not significantly lower from the circulation of  7,303 the 
year before.

“It’s tough,” Afro-American Publisher, John J. Oliver Jr. told PEJ. “National and 
local advertising has grinded — though not completely — to a halt.
Very rarely have I seen it consistently this bad… We’re not about to go out of  
business, but it’s a strain.”

That strain was felt in most black newspapers across the country. Between 2000 
and 2008, The Black Press of  America, another name for the National Newspa-
per Publishers Association (NNPA), has experienced sharp membership declines, 
down to 189 weekly newspapers in 2008 from 300 in 2000. In an August 2008 
story in Advertising Age, NNPA Chairman John Smith said the declines don’t end 
there.

Among those 189 papers, average weekly circulation continued to fall as well. In 
April of  2008 the average was 250,000, half  of  the number in 2000,
Smith said. The circulation losses occurred at some venerable newspapers, includ-
ing many stalwarts of  the civil rights movement, although in some cases their 
declines were in line with trends across the mainstream media.

Those numbers were equally bleak. According to the Newspaper Association of  
America (NAA), a non-profit organization representing nearly 2,000 newspapers 
that monitors the newspaper industry, advertising plummeted by a historic 27.2 
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percent in 2009 to $27.6 billion and sales continued to fall at mid-teen levels in 
the first part of  2010.

Though based on anecdotal reports from publishers in diversified markets in vari-
ous regions of  the country, the numbers suggest that newspaper advertising, which 
accounts for some 80 percent of  the industry’s revenues (circulation makes up the 
rest), could hit another new low in 2010.

The NAA further reported that the skid in newspaper sales was “only” 23.7 per-
cent in the final period of  2009 – a year in which sales declined 28.3 percent in the 
first quarter, 29.0 percent in the second period and 29.9 percent in the third quar-
ter. The latest drop is the smallest since the recession began in late 2007. NAA es-
timated that nearly 43 percent of  advertising revenue had disappeared since 2005.

Online advertising has not been the answer either. In 2009, it tumbled nearly 12 
percent to $2.7 billion, which represents an improvement from the $2 billion in 
digital advertising sold in 2005. The 1 percent decline in online ad sales in the 
fourth quarter of  2009 suggests interactive advertising could be the first category 
to turn the corner. Unfortunately, digital advertising represents only 10 percent of  
total ad revenues.

For the black press, publishing a newspaper is more than just numbers. When he 
started the newspaper, Miller saw his mission as continuing the tradition of  the 
Guardian, the weekly newspaper founded by William Monroe Trotter in 1901. 
Trotter was an outspoken critic of  Booker T. Washington and reserved his sharp-
est criticism for the segregationist policies of  President Woodrow Wilson. After 
Trotter’s untimely death in 1934, his sister Maude and her husband, Dr. Charles 
Steward, ran the Guardian until her death in 1957. With Dr. Steward’s blessings, 
Miller started the Banner eight years later.

“By airing the issues,” Miller told Boston Magazine in an interview published in 
October 1969, “We have helped residents in the community remain aware of  
what is going on; people can know about successes and failures and possibilities 
for change.”

Miller went on. “When people have grievances that are not being heard by the 
power structure and people inside the community are just seething and there is no 
way to give expression to this, we are in danger…” he said. “People have to feel 
that there is some way that their grievances and their desires are being brought to 
the attention of  others. You have heard time and again when people have been 
interviewed about the so-called riots that they claim they are ‘making the white 
man listen.’ How many times have you heard that? Isn’t it much easier to have 
some kind of  news medium that prints stories, makes it clear exactly what is going 
on well in advance?”
When asked then if  he would characterize the Banner as “a safety valve,” Miller 
said he has never considered the role of  the Banner to be a “pacifier” of  the black 



330 Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts        www.ulem.org  

community. “ Our role is to tell the truth,” he explained. “Sometimes it will stir 
the community up and sometimes it won’t. But I have to abide by the feeling that 
the truth must be told.”

That truth was sorely needed during the turbulent Sixties and then the Seventies, 
when racial tensions in Boston escalated because of  busing to desegregate the 
city’s schools. The mainstream press in every region and city was slow to realize 
that racism had been indeed worthy of  coverage. “In America,” wrote Gene Rob-
erts and Hank Klibanoff  in The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, 
and the Awakening of  a Nation, “the First Amendment kept the government in 
check, but the press… simply didn’t recognize racism in America as a story. The 
mainstream American press wrote about whites but seldom about Negro Ameri-
cans or discrimination against them; that was left to the Negro press.”

Telling the “truth” was only part of  the Black Press’ mission. First and foremost, 
explained Robert Chrisman in Voices of  a Black Nation: Political Journalism in 
the Harlem Renaissance, the press is an organizing device. “It orders, shapes and 
directs the consciousness of  its readers…” he wrote. “For, the individual reading 
a newspaper or periodical is not only being exposed to a collection of  facts and 
attitudes, he is undergoing a collective experience; he is part of  a community of  
fellow readers who share their same experience with him… One could accurately 
regard a newspaper as a printed rally.”

Therein lay the seeds of  what would later be called “market share.” It wasn’t 
enough, Chrisman argued, for black newspapers to “find a particular chord of  
interest, “but it should also create new levels of  consciousness. “Very often,” 
Chrisman wrote, “whether a publication’s circulation expands, stays fixed or dies 
depends upon its ability to understand correctly the consciousness of  its reader-
ship, to respond to that consciousness and shape it further and to anticipate the 
direction of  the communities consciousness as social, economic and political con-
ditions change.”

Freedom’s Journal, the nation’s first black newspaper, was founded in 1827 by 
Samuel E. Cornish and John B. Russwurm and provides a clear example of  argu-
ably the most important role of  the black press. Harvard Professor Henry Louis 
Gates notes that in the pages of  black newspapers can be found “a remarkable 
amount of  information about the world’s impact every day upon African Ameri-
cans, and their impact upon the world, [which] can be scrutinized by scholars, 
thus filling in lacunae that even the most subtle intellectual history cannot oth-
erwise address.” (tktktktkt) Because a newspaper serves as a forum for the ideas 
of  people whose views may not be published elsewhere, discussions and debates 
in Freedom’s Journal provide a more comprehensive view of  African American 
responses in the late 1820s.

Although it was only published for two years — with Russwurm assuming sole 
editorship after six months — Freedom’s Journal transformed African American 
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life. The scope of  the newspaper, which featured commentary and reports from 
leaders and sources throughout the United States as well as other parts of  the 
world, linked free black communities throughout the urban North and connected 
African Americans to Haiti and Africa.

Freedom’s Journal established the central role of  the black press as a tool for pro-
testing injustice and uplifting the community, and helped shape the careers of  
many influential writers, orators, and social activists. “We wish to plead our own 
cause,” the editors asserted in their first editorial. “Too long have others spoken for 
us.” Freedom’s Journal attacked friend and foe alike. “That white leaders, clergy 
and editors were racist is not to be disputed,” writes Jacqueline Bacon in Free-
dom’s Journal: The First African-American Newspaper, “nor would it be valid to 
deny that African American leaders wished to have a forum to respond to their 
bigoted rhetoric and to institutional oppression.”

Cornish and Russworm had their own opinions and provided that forum to others. 
“From the press and the pulpit we have suffered much by being incorrectly rep-
resented,” they wrote. As an 1827 correspondent to Freedom’s Journal remarked, 
“Even our pious clergymen, in their exhortations and religious consolations, when 
they condescend to favour the coloured people with attentions, are always careful 
to represent them as an inferior race of  beings.”

The editors also maintained that they wished to respond to misrepresentations of  
purported friends. “Men, whom we equally love and admire, have not
hesitated to represent us disadvantageously,” they lamented, “without becoming 
personally acquainted with the true state of  things…Indeed, as we have discov-
ered, many who professed to oppose slavery or favor civil rights often express fear 
or distrust of  African Americans and were ignorant of  their true concerns.”
 
The editors explicitly noted, in fact, that many ostensible supporters held racist 
views. “Our friends, to whom we concede all the principles of  humanity and reli-
gion,” they wrote once. “…seem to have fallen into the current of  popular feeling 
and are imperceptibly floating on the stream – actually living in the practice of  
prejudice, while they abjure it in theory, and feel it not in their hearts.”

But the goal was more than simply countering the “malignant rhetoric” of  the 
mainstream press at the time. As Bacon explains, “This assumption diminishes 
the agency of  the African American community; suggesting that this pivotal ac-
complishment was a response to white society rather than a self-directed effort of  
African Americans themselves, and undervalues the forces within the black com-
munity that contributed to this movement.” As noted Emory University Professor 
of  English and Women’s Studies Frances Smith Foster argues, the creation of  
“the African American press owed as much, if  not more, to the desire to create a 
positive and purposeful self-identified Africa America as to any defensive gestures 
responding to racist attacks and libel.”
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in vital and significant ways. In a detailed account of  that involvement published 
in a 20tktk Bay State Banner, Bacon provides a clear example of  how the Boston 
community stepped up. On the evening of  Monday, Feb. 20, 1827, Bacon writes, 
a group of  prominent black Bostonians gathered at the home of  abolitionist David 
Walker. Among the guests were John T. Hilton, leader of  the black Freemasons 
in the city; Walker’s neighbor George B. Holmes — a hairdresser, musician and 
mason — and the Rev. Thomas Paul, pastor of  Boston’s African Baptist Church.

The meeting was convened to consider the Prospectus for Freedom’s Journal, 
which would begin publication the following month in New York. “In the opinion 
of  this meeting,” they resolved, “there is reason to believe that great good will 
result to the People of  Colour by the publication of  the ‘FREEDOM’S JOUR-
NAL.’ … [W]e freely and voluntarily agree to give it our aid and support, and to 
use our utmost exertions to increase its patronage.”

In Boston, David Walker and Rev. Thomas Paul, the newspaper’s agents dur-
ing its two-year run, were charged with promoting the periodical and signing up 
subscribers. John Remond had this assignment in Salem, Mass., where he was an 
important community leader; he would later join the Massachusetts Anti- Slavery 
Society and lead an early campaign to desegregate the city’s schools. His children 
Charles Lenox Remond and Sarah Parker Remond would become important 
anti-slavery orators. Walker became famous in his own right for his dynamic and 
uncompromising denunciation of  slavery and colonization in his 1829 Appeal to 
the Coloured Citizens of  the World.

The content of  Freedom’s Journal included articles by and about blacks in Boston. 
Boston correspondent F.A., for example, wrote to the newspaper in February 1828 
to “argue for something like action and result, in regard to African Education in 
this country.”

“An Enquirer” from Boston asked in August 1828 about the “derivation of  the 
word” Negro and “the propriety of  applying this term” to African Americans. 
The newspaper also reprinted pieces from Boston publications such as The New-
England Galaxy and short, relevant news items about the city, such as a report of  
a march in Boston of  sailors demanding higher wages and the announcement of  
the arrest in Boston of  a “man of  colour” from Maryland who was charged by 
authorities in Philadelphia of  “stealing free coloured children from that city, and 
selling them for slaves.”

Announcements of  black Bostonians’ marriages, births and deaths were also in-
cluded in the newspaper, as were advertisements for David Walker’s new and used 
clothing store and clothes cleaning service on Brattle Street.

Freedom’s Journal reported frequently on Walker and his fellow black activists 
in Boston. In October 1828, the newspaper noted Walker’s contribution to “the 
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fund about to be raised for the purchase of  George M. Horton, of  North Caro-
lina.” Horton, a North Carolina slave who taught himself  to read and write, was 
a poet whose talents had first become known among students at the University of  
North Carolina and whose fame eventually spread. Efforts in the North and South 
were undertaken to purchase his freedom from his master, and African Americans 
throughout the nation, including Walker, became involved. The effort, unfortu-
nately, did not prove successful.

The following December, Freedom’s Journal reprinted a speech given by Walker 
to the Massachusetts General Colored Association, an organization founded in 
1826 by Walker, Hilton and others to fight for equal rights and the abolition of  
slavery. In this impassioned speech, Walker called on his audience to seek the 
unity, education, and improvement of  their condition that their white oppressors 
tried to suppress.

“Inactivity” in the face of  oppression was unacceptable, Walker asserted, and co-
operation was vital: “Two millions and a half  of  colored people [live] in these 
United States, more than five hundred thousand of  whom are about two-thirds 
of  the way free. Now, I ask, if  no more than these last were united (which they 
must be, or always live as enemies) and resolved to aid and assist each other to the 
utmost of  their power, what mighty deeds would be done by them for the good of  
our cause?”

Just as African American Bostonians met to pledge their “aid and support” for 
Freedom’s Journal before the first issue emerged, so too did they reaffirm their 
commitment a year into its run. The newspaper reported that a meeting was held 
in Boston in March 1828 “for the purpose of  enquiring whether the Freedom’s 
Journal had been conducted in a manner satisfactory to the subscribers and to the 
Coloured community at large.” Without providing details, the account mentioned 
“opposition” to the newspaper, which the meeting’s attendees countered strongly; 
Freedom’s Journal was also, by this time, suffering financially.

George B. Holmes spoke first, urging African Americans to see “the necessity of  
supporting [Freedom’s Journal] with something more substantial than good wish-
es” and to pay their bills promptly. Hilton declared that support for the newspaper 
constituted “patriotism,” and Walker connected Freedom’s Journal to the struggle 
to obtain education, about which he would elaborate in his “Appeal”: “The very 
derision, violence and oppression, with which we as a part of  the community are 
treated by a benevolent and Christian people, ought to stimulate us to the greatest 
exertion for the acquirement both of  literature and of  property.” Despite Boston’s 
efforts, Russwurm determined the following year to give up the publication.

Though Freedom’s Journal started in New York, a black-owned newspaper in Bos-
ton was not far behind. New England’s first black paper appears to have been 
The Anti-Slavery Herald, launched in Boston in 1838 by one of  the city’s promi-
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nent black citizens, Benjamin F. Roberts, a printer. Roberts is better known for 
his unsuccessful lawsuit in 1849 challenging the segregation of  the school system 
in order to enroll his daughter Sarah in a school closer to the family home at the 
northern foot of  Beacon Hill. The paper faced competition for black readers from 
William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator at a time of  dissension among abolitionists. 
The Herald had financial problems from the start and closed soon. No copies are 
known to have survived.

“The little paper must have been aimed mainly at white readers,” wrote Roland 
Wolseley in The Black Press, USA, “since the literacy rate of  blacks in the early 
part of  the nineteenth century was low. It is likely that the editors wished to influ-
ence the whites, for they were in a position to help free the blacks man. Doubt-
less, also, the publishers needed white support, since blacks were not able to help 
financially.”

The Anti-Slavery Herald appears to be followed the Impartial Citizen, a weekly 
whose editor Samuel Ringgold Ward was a Congregational minister, abolition-
ist and public intellectual of  national prominence. Surviving letters to the editor 
indicate the paper circulated by mail to other eastern states – possibly further west 
– and had an influence beyond Boston. Ward’s stature, Journalist Ken Cooper 
writes in tktktktk, set a precedent for the editor of  a black Boston paper to play on 
the national stage.

That newspaper was the Guardian. More than most, Monroe Trotter understood 
the power of  the press. He knew he needed a wider audience to change the miser-
able condition of  most blacks — and the stubborn attitudes of  most whites. But 
none of  those efforts afforded Trotter a national platform. All of  that changed 
when he started the Guardian with Rev. Williams Scott and George W. Forbes.

The first issue appeared on Nov. 9, 1901, and cost a nickel. Trotter opened the 
Guardian’s office in the same building that had housed Garrison’s Liberator. He 
published the newspaper almost without fail, missing only two issues between 
1901 and 1934, even writing during a 30-day jail sentence in Boston.

That sentence was the result of  Trotter’s behavior during the Boston Riot of  1903. 
By modern-day media standards, it wasn’t much of  riot, a noisy disturbance at 
most, and, particularly noisy to those who packed the Columbus Avenue AME 
Zion Church to support the featured orator. Booker T. Washington was the pre-
eminent voice on race relations in America at the turn of  the century. From where 
he sat, and that was frequently with U.S. presidents, the “Negro problem” would 
disappear if  the recently freed slaves would just learn to accept their role in society 
— at the bottom, in the fields, toiling still.

“We shall not agitate for political or social equality,” Washington declared in his 
famous Atlanta Compromise speech. “Living separately, yet working together, 
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both races will determine the future of  our beloved South.” That sort of  southern 
obeisance was widely accepted at the time by liberal whites and a lot of  blacks, 
even in Northern cities like Boston, where the small black population depended 
on the white community for jobs and political patronage.

Trotter wasn’t one of  them. He had his own money and his own politics and he 
used both to help start the weekly newspaper. Its mission, Trotter wrote, was to 
serve as “an organ which is to voice intelligently the needs and aspirations of  the 
colored American.” For nearly two years Trotter openly attacked Washington in 
the pages of  the “Guardian,” and his upcoming speech in Boston provided Trot-
ter a rare chance to confront Washington directly. “The policy of  compromise has 
failed,” Trotter wrote. “The policy of  resistance and aggression deserves a trial.”

The speech was scheduled on July 30, 1903. Trotter had prepared a handful of  
questions — nine of  them to be exact — and based on the tone of  his editorial 
published a week before the scheduled speech, none of  them could have been 
exactly objective. In fact, it was more than a matter of  philosophical differences 
between Trotter and Washington. It was personal.

“In view of  the fact that you are understood to be unwilling to insist upon the 
Negro having his every right (both civil and political), would it not be a calamity at 
this juncture to make you our leader?” Trotter wrote. “Don’t you know you would 
help the race more by exposing the new form of  slavery just outside the gates of  
Tuskegee than preaching submission? Are the rope and the torch all the race is to 
get under your leadership?”

Quite naturally, Washington wasn’t listening to those sorts of  questions, much 
less answering any of  them, especially not while he had the podium inside the 
jammed church. “As soon as I began speaking,” Washington wrote later, “the lead-
ers, stationed in various parts of  the house, began asking questions. In this and in a 
number of  other ways, they tried to make it impossible for me to speak.”

Historians paint a chaotic scene: radicals hissing and booing at Washington while 
others hissed and booed amid shouts of  “Throw Trotter out the window.” For his 
part, Trotter stood on a chair and shouted his questions. The shouting quickly 
turned to shoving and only ended when billy-club wielding cops plowed through 
the crowd and arrested Trotter and his associate, Greenville Martin. Both were 
charged with inciting a riot and disorderly conduct, fined $50 and imprisoned for 
30 days. It was a small price to pay. The sensationalized media coverage of  the 
so-called Boston Riot demonstrated that Washington was not the only voice in the 
nation’s racial wilderness.
The Guardian quickly became a national institution, catching the attention of  
another Harvard man, W.E.B. Dubois. He described the Guardian as “bitter, sa-
tirical and personal; it was well-edited, it was earnest and it published facts. It at-
tracted wide attention across the country; it was quoted and discussed.”
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as the poor,” Trotter once wrote, “against white as well as Black... We want a decent 
education for our children... They have a right to know, to think, to aspire.”

What Trotter didn’t say was that an equally important role of  the Black Press was to 
account for the emergence of  the idea of  a race man, as defined by the mainstream 
media, and a legitimate race man, as defined by the black community. In their land-
mark 1945 book Black Metropolis, St. Clair Drayton and Horace Cayton agued 
that “race consciousness” was not solely the work of  ‘agitators,’ or ‘subversive influ-
ences.’” But rather, they explained, “race consciousness” was forced upon blacks “by 
the very fact of  their separate-subordinate status of  American life.”

As a result, blacks have had to prove, “actively and consistently,” that they were not 
as inferior as their second-class status would suggest. The success of  one was inter-
preted as the success of  all. Race pride then was based on the “aggressive demon-
stration of  … superiority in some field of  achievement, either individually or collec-
tively. But St. Drake and Cayton added this cautionary note. “People try to draw a 
line between ‘sincere Race leaders’ and those Race Men who are always clamoring 
everything for their race, just for the glory of  being known,” they wrote. “The issues 
of  acting as a race man for particular audiences is still relevant in society where the 
mass media all too eagerly assign to a few carefully chosen voices the representation 
of  the racialized many, and the chosen rarely reject their designation and transient 
moment of  glory. What a race man signifies for the white segments of  our society is 
not necessarily how a race man is defined for various black constituencies.”

By that definition, Trotter was clearly a race man, and while his tactics were debat-
able – even within the black community – no one questioned his commitment to 
the cause of  equal justice. That was no more apparent than in his dealings with 
President Woodrow Wilson. As a watchdog against discrimination, Trotter was 
unafraid to take his protest to the White House. Dissatisfied with Roosevelt during 
the 1912 election, the Guardian endorsed Woodrow Wilson in the hope that he 
would prove a better friend to the Negro. That hope seemed misplaced when Wil-
son appointed five southern white men to his cabinet, including a Texan, Albert 
Burleson, to the head the U.S. Post Office, a substantial employer of  blacks. Unlike 
Trotter, Wilson’s classmates knew where he stood on issues of  race. According to 
one Princeton alumnus, Wilson was “the best narrator of  darky stories that I have 
ever heard in my life.”

On Nov. 12, 1914, Trotter led a delegation from the National Independent Politi-
cal League to the White House to protest the president’s wandering so far from 
his campaign pledge for “absolute fair dealing” toward black Americans. Trotter 
had met with Wilson a year earlier and asked him to look into halting the re-
segregation of  federal departments. Wilson agreed to do so, and now in answer to 
Trotter’s question told him that his cabinet officers had ordered the move because 
of  “friction between colored and white clerks.”
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Wilson continued: “Segregation is not humiliating but a benefit, and ought to be 
so regarded by you gentlemen.”

Trotter had heard enough. “Two years ago,” Trotter told Wilson, “you were re-
garded as a second Abraham Lincoln ... Now we colored leaders are denounced 
in the colored churches as traitors to our race ... For 50 years white and colored 
clerks have been working together in peace and harmony and friendliness, doing 
so even through two Democratic administrations. Soon after your inauguration, 
segregation was drastically introduced.”

Wilson interrupted. “If  this organization is ever to have another hearing before 
me it must have another spokesman. Your manner offends me.” “In what way?” 
Trotter asked.

“Your tone, with its background of  passion.” “But I have no passion in me, Mr. 
President, you are entirely mistaken; you misinterpret earnestness for passion.”

The meeting went on like that for 45 minutes, with the two men repeatedly in-
terrupting each other — until Wilson bluntly told Trotter that he was the one to 
do the interrupting and abruptly asked the delegation to leave. Infuriated, Trot-
ter then did what Wilson considered unforgivable. Standing on the White House 
grounds, he held a press conference and detailed what had just happened. The 
episode made national news. The story ran on the front page of  The New York 
Times. Not surprisingly, the mainstream press sided with Wilson and character-
ized Trotter as poor representative of  his race and having “superabundant untact-
ful belligerency.”
With the onset of  the Great Depression, Trotter struggled to put out the newspa-
per. He soldiered on until 1934 when he died after a mysterious fall from the roof  
of  his Lower Roxbury apartment building. Many called his death a suicide without 
offering any real evidence other than conjecture. One thing was clear. Trotter died 
with little money, and worse, unappreciated by those he had faithfully served and 
unrecognized by the new generation of  black immigrants to Boston.

If  blacks misunderstood the role of  the Black Press, whites remained completely in 
the dark. “The result is an astonishing ignorance about the Negro on the part of  
the white public in the North,” wrote Gunnar Myrdal in his seminal An American 
Dilemma. “There are many educated Northerners who are well informed about 
foreign problems but almost absolutely ignorant about Negro conditions both in 
their own city and in the nation as a whole. The Northern newspapers help him 
by minimizing all Negro news, except crime news.”

Left to their own devices, Myrdal wrote, white people in America would want to 
keep it that way. “They’d prefer to be able to accept the stereotype that Negroes 
‘are criminal and of  disgustingly, but somewhat enticingly, loose sexual morals; 
that they are religious and have a gift for dancing and singing; and that they are 
the happy-go- lucky children of  nature who get a kick out of  life which white peo-
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ple are too civilized to get.” Myrdal concluded that there was one barrier between 
the white northerner’s ignorance and that barrier was knowledge, “incontrovert-
ible information that was strong enough, graphic enough, and constant enough to 
overcome the opportunistic desire of  the whites for ignorance.”

Myrdal argued that a great many Northerners, perhaps the majority, get “shocked 
and shaken” in their conscience when they learn the facts. “There is no doubt, in the 
writer’s opinion, that a great majority of  white people in America would be prepared 
to give the Negro a substantially better deal if  they knew the facts.”

But the facts were slow in coming. In 1947, a Free and Responsible Press, a report 
commissioned by the publisher Henry Luce, contained the first major indictment of  
the press coverage of  minorities by a mainstream panel. The report concluded that 
the press was more concerned with “scoops ad sensations” than the social signifi-
cance of  news, and recommended a representative portrait of  society.

“Even if  nothing is said about Chinese in the dialogue of  the film, if  the Chinese 
appear in a succession of  pictures as sinister drug addicts and militarists, an image 
of  China is built which needs to be balanced by another,” the report stated. “If  the 
Negro appears in the stories published in magazines or national magazines only 
as a servant, if  children figure constantly in radio dramas as impertinent and un-
governable brats – the image of  the Negro and the American child is distorted.”

Twenty years later, mainstream critics lashed out even further. The National Ad-
visory Commission on Civil Disorders, known as the Kerner Commission after 
its chair, Governor Otto Kerner, Jr. of  Illinois, was an 11-member commission 
established by President Lyndon B. Johnson to investigate the causes of  the 1967 
race riots in the United States and to provide recommendations for the future. 
Published in 1968, the report was unrelenting in its criticism of  the white press. 
“They [general media] have not communicated to the majority of  their audience 
– which is white—a sense of  the degradation, misery and hopelessness of  living in 
the ghetto,” the report stated. “They have not communicated to whites a feeling 
for the difficulties and frustrations of  being a Negro in the United States. They 
have not shown understanding or appreciation of  –and thus have not communi-
cated—a sense of  Negro culture, thought or history.”

The report concluded that most newspaper articles and most television programs 
ignored the fact that an appreciable part of  their audience was black. “The world 
that television and newspapers offered to their black audience was almost totally 
white, in both appearance and attitude,” the report stated. “As we have said, our 
evidence shows that the so-called ‘white press’ is at best mistrusted and at worst 
held in contempt by many black Americans. Far too often, the press acts and talks 
about Negroes as if  Negroes do not read the newspaper or watch television, give 
birth, marry, die and go to PTA meetings.”
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The downside to the mainstream media attempting to answer their critics – and 
mainstream’s society’s gradual chipping away at Jim Crow and other forms of  
legalized segregation—was the slow demise of  the Black Press. It was a legitimate 
question to ask whether there was a need for black institutions any longer. Black 
press leaders generally supported the move toward integration –regardless of  its 
potential threat to black journalism. At the time when Miller was starting the Ban-
ner, white publishers were demanding more black journalists. Thus in the Sixties 
the black press no longer was the only medium telling the story of  the black com-
munity. The general media –newspapers, radio, television and magazines—joined 
in the reporting on black affairs, and they specifically focused on turmoil created 
when black interests collided with white resistance. As one critic suggested, “The 
black press in the decade following World War II was a confused and groping 
institution.”
Not only did circulations dip, but critics cited the omission of  serious issues as 
evidence of  waning Black Press relevance. At the same time, complaints about 
the quality of  reporting gained new credence because the loss of  top talent was 
increasingly evident. In Split Image: African Americans in the Mass Media, Jan-
nette L. Dates and William Barlow described the condition of  the Black Press in the 
Sixties and Seventies. “Many black newspapers,” they wrote, “had become scandal 
sheets with sensational screaming headlines and offensive pictures. Moreover, there 
was limited coverage of  events, frequent misprints, outdated formats, smudgy ink 
and a general perception that black newspapers were either too radical or too conser-
vative and were thus failing to reflect true views of  the black community.”

In arguably the most telling sign of  the Black Press’ irrelevance, they argued that 
blacks were no longer proud to take black newspapers home to share articles with 
their families. “Many hesitated to encourage their children even to see or read 
the papers,” they wrote. “By the 1980s black newspapers across the country had 
lost much credibility in African American communities as providers of  reliable and 
enlightened black perspectives and as protectors of  black interests.”

And all of  that hurt bottom-lines. “As the black press lost ground with readers, 
it also suffered a general loss of  economic viability,” they reported. “For, with 
integration, many black newspapers also lost their ‘natural’ advertisers, black busi-
nesses, to the general market press. In addition, many small black businesses had 
gone under, as black consumers, like their white counterparts, flocked to the ma-
jor chain stories for their purchases. As the revenue decreased, black newspapers 
also lost much of  their talent to the general market papers, which paid their staff  
higher salaries and offered them more career opportunities.”

The trend to hire African Americans made a fresh surge forward when the Kerner 
Commission strongly urged mainstream media to improve their lopsided racial 
coverage and discriminatory hiring practices, and when the American Society 
of  Newspaper Editors (ASNE) launched a campaign in the 1970s to lure more 
minorities into the media.
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ASNE’s initial survey in 1978 revealed that minority journalists comprised 3.95 
percent of  the total newsroom workforce (1,700 out of  43,000). According to 
ASNE, the survey is a tool used to measure the success of  its goal of  having the 
percentage of  minorities working in newsrooms nationwide equal to the percent-
age of  minorities in the nation’s population by 2025. Minorities now make up 
33 percent of  the U.S. population. As it is now, ASNE is far short in reaching its 
goal. In 2010, the percentage of  minorities in newsrooms totaled 13.26 percent, 
of  which only 21 percent are supervisors. In all, minorities account for 11 percent 
of  all newsroom supervisors.

The survey also detailed other information about the newspaper’s industry’s diver-
sity efforts. Of  the newspapers responding to the ASNE census, 465 newspapers 
had no minorities on their full-time staff. Nearly two-thirds of  minorities work at 
newspapers with circulations exceeding 100,000. The percentage of  minorities 
working at newspapers with more than 500,000 circulation is 18 percent; 250,001 
to 500,000 circulation, 19 percent; 100,001 to 250,000 circulation , 29 percent. 
The ASNE census also found 1,333 journalists worked solely online at both print 
and online-only newspapers; nearly 20 percent of  those journalists were minority.

The lack of  diversity still remaining at mainstream newspapers is not surprising 
and was predicted as much by Boston Globe editor Thomas Winship during his 
stint as ASNE president. In 1982, four years after ASNE launched its own diver-
sity campaign, Winship condemned editors for their failure to encourage, recruit, 
and hire minorities. “Our casual attitude toward minority employment is particu-
larly embarrassing because our mission is semi-public and because it is protected 
by constitutional guarantees,” Winship said. “Yet newspapers, with a nearly all-
white face, attempt to portray accurately a mixed society.”

These remarks were made a year after one of  the most severe tongue-lashings 
from any president when Winship chastised his fellow editors in 1981 and inaugu-
rated one of  the most vigorous eras of  ASNE minority involvement. Noting that it 
had been 14 years since the Kerner Commission report confirming
America media’s failure to communicate to blacks and whites, Winship said the 
neglect was “inexcusable.”

“The Kerner Commission barely pricked our conscience,” Winship said during 
his president’s address. “The effort to increase the number of  minority journalists 
simply never has had the broad based backing among editors and publishers. The 
majority of  the daily newspapers in the nation still does not employ minority jour-
nalists and never have. The number of  minorities in newspaper management jobs 
is still negligible.” Winship said that only one conclusion could be drawn from the 
lack of  progress in the area of  diversity. “Apparently most publishers and editors 
do not see a compelling enough argument –professional, moral or economic—for 
ending the history of  neglect of  a truly integrated press,” Winship said. “It is fair 
to ask whether such compelling arguments do exist.”
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Nearly thirty years later, The Boston Globe is still struggling for an answer – or 
meeting ASNE’s diversity goals. According to the 2010 ASNE census, the Globe 
reported to have a newsroom that was 9.5 percent African American, 8.2 percent 
Asian and 3.8 percent Hispanic, or about 22 percent minority.

Given the past problems and future uncertainty, it’s a little surprising that Mel 
Miller, at the spry old age of  75, would want to continue publishing the Banner. 
But continue he did. In several meetings with business leaders, community activ-
ists, wellheeled friends and public officials, Miller resumed publishing the Banner 
after a three-week suspension.

“The Banner is back!” Miller wrote in a feisty Aug. 6, 2009 editorial. “Enthusiastic 
readers and supporters would not let it die. Banner advocates believe, as the saying 
goes, that the Banner is ‘too big to fail.”

Miller went on to explain that several prominent members of  the community 
— including Harvard Law School Professor Charles J. Ogletree Jr., Next Street 
Financial President Ronald L. Walker II, and OneUnited Bank Chairman Kevin 
Cohee led the effort. But it was the contribution of  Boston Mayor Thomas M. 
Menino that raised media eyebrows. Menino endorsed a $200,000 loan from a 
nonprofit administered by the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA). The pur-
pose of  the Boston Local Development Corp. fund is to provide risk capital for 
small businesses in Boston.

Shortly after the deal had been publicized, Walker of  Next Street Financial told 
Commonwealth Magazine that the newspaper has 10 full-time and 10 part-time 
employees. He says it broke even the previous year but began to experience cash-
flow problems in 2009, when advertising revenue dropped and printing costs in-
creased slightly. Officials say the newspaper, with more than $1 million in annual 
revenues, was running a roughly $140,000 to $150,000 annualized deficit when 
publication was suspended.

But critics of  a newspaper receiving government aide had a field day, blasting 
Miller for jeopardizing “objectivity” and praising Menino for silencing one of  his 
harshest critics. Lee Bollinger, a noted scholar of  the First Amendment and the 
president of  Columbia University, strongly favors media subsidies, but in a recent 
essay titled “Journalism Needs Government Help,” he said he understands the 
case against it.

The idea of  public funding for the press stirs deep unease in American culture, 
Bollinger wrote. “To many it seems inconsistent with our strong commitment, em-
bodied in the First Amendment, to having a free press capable of  speaking truth 
to power and to all of  us. This press is a kind of  public trust, a fourth branch of  
government. Can it be trusted when the state helps pay for it?”
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Open, Bollinger concedes the widespread belief  “that government funding is an-
tithetical to the spirit of  an independent press.” But, he says, “This view needs to 
change.”

In the opinion of  the Boston Globe’s Jeff  Jacoby, that view does not need to 
change at all. “No, the press cannot be ‘helped’ with government largesse, not 
without undermining its objectivity or its reputation -- or both,” Jacoby argued 
in a July 2010 column. “As it is, the news business is strewn with ethical hazards 
and threats to journalistic integrity. Trading independence for indebtedness would 
only make things worse.”

In his editorial trumpeting the Banner’s return, Miller took his critics head-on. 
“Despite the outpouring of  public support,” Miller wrote, “there are some who 
assert that it is preferable for the Banner to fail than to accept a loan from the BRA 
fund. Their concern is that to do so creates the appearance of  political compro-
mise and the loss of  independence.”

Miller didn’t stop there. “Strangely,” he wrote, “Boston Globe reporters had no 
such objection when their parent company, the New York Times, became intense-
ly involved with the City of  New York for the development of  their new headquar-
ters. In order to create a suitable site, the Empire State Development Corporation, 
which acts similarly on the state level to the BRA, took by eminent domain the 
properties of  owners who refused to sell. Then the Times was given a ground 
lease, which, according to some critics, was below market. After construction, the 
Times was given tax breaks of  $26.1 million.”

Miller was still seething. “If, as some critics suggest, business relations with politi-
cal entities inevitably interfere with journalistic objectivity, then that must mean 
the Times is totally corrupted,” he wrote. “Clearly, that is not the case. Neither is 
National Public Radio journalistically impaired by the fact that 16 percent of  its 
budget comes from federal, state and local governments…Banner readers know 
from past experience that the newspaper is ruggedly independent.”
Though many still focused on the word “independent,” the most important word 
was “rugged,” largely because of  the challenges facing any black newspaper pub-
lisher in a day and age when the Internet and other digital platforms have radi-
cally altered the delivery of  news. But it is what they are delivering – rather than 
how they are delivering – that still remains troublesome.

In a survey conducted August 12-15, 2010 of  1,005 adults by the Pew Research 
Center for the People & the Press, the public is divided over whether news organi-
zations devote too much coverage to the nation’s race relations. Close to half  (48 
percent) say the media make those seem worse than they actually are, while about 
a quarter (24 percent) say they reflect race relations as they really are.
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According to the survey, black Americans are much more likely than whites to say 
news organizations give too little attention to race relations (51 percent vs. 24 per-
cent). Nearly six-in-ten blacks (58 percent) say that news coverage of  blacks is gen-
erally too negative. Surprisingly, the survey reported, a sizeable minority of  whites 
(31 percent) also says that blacks are portrayed too negatively in news stories.

Still, nearly half  of  whites (48 percent) say media treatment of  blacks is generally 
fair (just 28 percent of  blacks say this). African Americans also are more likely 
than whites to say that media coverage of  Hispanics is too negative (48 percent, 
compared with 32 percent of  whites).

Given this credibility gap between blacks and mainstream media, it would ap-
pear that black publications would have the ability to dominate a significant niche 
across the country. In its most recent analysis, the Selig Center for Economic 
Growth at the University of  Georgia estimated in 2008 that African Americans 
have $913 billion in buying power. The advantage that black-owned publications 
have is trust among black readers. According to survey released by Radio One 
and Yankelovich Research, African Americans are twice as likely to trust black-
owned or black-focused media as they are to trust the mainstream media. (2010, 
Pew Research).

The Banner’s future depends in part on its ability to sustain and grow its local 
base through public and private partnerships. With a strong local base, the Ban-
ner can then continue to contribute to the national dialogue as part of  what was 
once called “The Fighting Black Press.” To that end, in recent years, the Banner 
has launched a Web site, which in 2010 averaged about 1 million new visitors each 
month, and also launched several new publications to diversify revenue streams 
and create different advertising platforms.

The new publications include Be Healthy, a monthly health supplement—initially 
sponsored by Blue Cross and Blue Shield of  Massachusetts and Partners Health 
Care, two of  the state’s multi-billion insurance companies—focused on reduc-
ing racial disparities through public awareness; and Exhale, a quarterly magazine 
focused on women’s health. Another publication, Step Up, recently received a 
$50,000 grant from The Boston Foundation to highlight the achievements of  stu-
dents of  color throughout the Boston Public Schools system.

More important is the sustainability of  the Black Press as a collectivity entity – of  
which the Banner is only a part. Other black newspapers have already started to 
form new partnerships with each other to meet the needs of  their respective bases 
– and confront the challenges of  the digital age.

The challenge may have a new name; but the solution remains the same – working 
together, sharing resources and producing a quality product that consumers 
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want to not only read but also purchase. One needs to look no further than the 
emergence of  the telegraph in the mid-nineteenth century to learn how media 
organizations adapted their practices to remain competitive.

Much like the Internet is now, the telegraph became an international medium 
of  mass communication by virtue of  its role in disseminating the news. The very 
questions that are being asked now were asked then. As Paul Starr writes in his 
Pulitizer Prize-winning The Creation of  the Media: Political Origins of  Modern 
Communications, how much information of  what kind, between what places, with 
what degree of  freedom, under what rules concerning privacy – all such matters 
depended not on technology itself, but on the institutions and policies governing 
its development and use. “Cheap telegrams,” the Daily News wrote in 1876, “have 
become a necessity of  modern existence; and be they irksome or not, profits or no 
profits, the public must have them.” (Starr, 2004).

As a result, between 1846 and 1848, New York City was at the center of  an emerg-
ing telegraph network with connections north to Boston, west to Buffalo, and south 
to Washington, D.C. and beyond. During that period –the exact date remains a 
matter of  historical controversy—a half-dozen major New York newspapers en-
tered into a number of  working agreements to share the expense of  telegraph 
reports as well as news gathered from ships arriving in New York’s harbor. “Joint 
action by the largest and richest New York papers not only enabled them to avoid 
costly duplication…” Starr writes, “but also gave them an advantage over papers 
that they excluded.”

The creation of  black national wire service is not a new idea. In fact, Claude 
Barnett founded the Associated Negro Press (ANP) in 1919 and provided black 
newspapers with materials on the activities of  African American not available 
through white wire services. While acknowledging popular demand with feature 
stories on sports and entertainment, Barnett also provided high quality reporting 
on the Scottsboro trials and on events in Europe and Africa.

By most accounts, Barnett was always partial to success stories—the first, best, 
newest, oldest, the most—of  any respectable achievement. The other kind of  
news that the ANP supplied focused on aspects of  relevance to black people. For 
example, in years when the daily newspapers reported on New Deal relief  and 
recovery programs, the ANP carried stories on the number of  blacks employed 
in the programs and the kinds of  jobs they held. Barnett estimated that the ANP 
news releases could save a member newspaper the equivalent of  one employees’ 
time rewriting new stories from other sources.

Unfortunately, Barnett did not receive sufficient support from the Black Press. As 
Linda O. McMurry writes in a review of  Barnett’s papers in a 1984 edition of  The 
Journal of  American History, the ANP was typically under-funded. “Membership 
fees were low and frequently not paid promptly, if  at all, McMurry wrote. “To be 
truly effective on a limited budget, the ANP needed a degree of  reciprocity that 
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was not forthcoming.” The end came in 1945 when the Negro Newspaper Pub-
lishers Association established its own non-profit, cooperative news service.

Two years before he was forced to shut down the ANP, Barnett remained hopeful 
– and realistic – and his words are instructive to this very day. Barnett argued that 
the struggles of  the Negro masses to attain equal rights would be advanced were 
the “Negro Press willing to consolidate its energy, unify its aims and concentrate 
on a practical strategy for a sustained frontal attack on issues, institutions and per-
sonalities which are blocking the progress of  our race.”

He urged the Black Press to pool its resources. “Too many, far too many, of  our 
newspapers are working at cross-purposes,” Barnett wrote in The Journal of  Ne-
gro Education in 1943. “We need a program of  action which all of  us can act with 
unanimity and force. This should not be difficult of  accomplishment if  we can put 
aside petty intrigues and unprofitable competition.”

Barnett was unable to overcome but his idea is even more relevant now. The ques-
tion then, as it is now, is whether a new generation of  journalists steps up and 
restores the vitality of  what Myrdal once called “the greatest single power in the 
Negro race.”



Key Findings from the 
State of Black Boston Media Chapter
Chapter written by Howard Manly
Executive Editor, Bay State Banner

Since 1965, the Bay State Banner has been an important voice in the African-Amer-
ican community in Boston and throughout Massachusetts. But as the newspaper 
industry struggles through its transition to the Digital Age, it is of  critical impor-
tance that community-minded businessmen, government officials, nonprofit in-
stitutions, and community groups collaborate to insure the survival of  the weekly 
newspaper through advertising, sponsorships, event partnerships, and, where ap-
propriate, ownership investments.

The recent abrupt change in WILD 1090 AM’s format from African-American 
news, culture and music to Chinese news, culture and music is yet another remind-
er of  the lack of  control Boston’s African-American community has in the city of  
Boston. As it is now, 106 Touch FM, as well as several other low-power radio sta-
tions aimed at immigrant Blacks from African and Caribbean countries, are the 
only presence on Boston radio. Given the prohibitive cost of  buying a powerful 
FM or AM frequency, it is in the short-term interests of  the community as a whole 
for radio operators, in collaboration with community-minded businessmen, gov-
ernment officials, nonprofit institutions, and community groups, to insure those 
stations’ survival by lobbying the Federal Communications Commission to grant 
more low-power licenses throughout the city and state. 

If  minority ownership of  media in Boston is not attainable, it is incumbent upon 
community-minded businessmen, government officials, nonprofit institutions, and 
community groups to seek an ownership stake in existing mainstream media. As 
these institutions are offered for sale–or seeking investors to help raise operating 
capital–the time appears to be right to buy a piece of  media property – at bargain 
prices. A case in point is the Boston Globe. In 1993, the New York Times Co. pur-
chased the Globe for an estimated $1.1 billion. The daily newspaper is now valued 
at a reported $200 million, and the publicly-traded company is obliged to consider 
any purchase offer.

Regardless of  minority ownership, community-minded businessmen, government 
officials, nonprofit institutions, and community groups must maintain a watchful 
eye on content across all media platforms. Issues of  fairness, inappropriateness, 
and in some cases, actual factual errors, are still prevalent in the Digital Age. It 
is an imperative on the community and individual level to respond to any gross 
inaccuracies or offensive language. Even honest mistakes need correcting to insure 
accuracy for future historians. Holding mainstream and ethnic media accountable 
to community standards should also be a part of  that historical record.  
The single most important action is at least sustaining newspaper readership at 
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current levels. Newspapers continue to have the greatest capacity to gather news, 
except for wire services. And the best service covering the United States, the As-
sociated Press, is a cooperative of  newspapers. The newspaper reading could be 
done online or via Facebook. It doesn’t matter. As long as there is demand, some 
media will try to meet it, however the news is distributed. Reading newspapers is 
also a duty of  an informed citizenry.  

State of  Black Boston Community Advisory Committee 
Media Recommendations

Whether Blacks fully utilize the knowledge and skills of  the Diaspora or are con-
tinually led, ignored and\or exploited, will depend on the strength of  and com-
mitment to communications literacy.

What can you do to help yourself  and your community?

• Use teaching and mentorship opportunities to make children aware of  the 
changing professional landscape and global economy.

• Use teaching and mentorship opportunities to help Black children under-
stand and appreciate the sacrifices and contributions made to create the edu-
cational and professional opportunities they have access to today. 

• Use teaching and mentorship opportunities to help today’s youth, the future 
of  tomorrow get actively involved in skills improvement through academia 
and digital training. 

• Promote opportunities for young people to train for careers in media. 
• Bring forward your expertise as an authority within their field, industry & 

culture through education, training and self  development to write opinion 
articles and expand articles to chapter documents and books. 

• Those wanting to work in emerging markets must reinvent themselves to be-
come digitally literate to prepare to be competitive within their vocation and 
college choices.

• Master digital literacy to participate in and develop the kind of  information 
production & distribution venues that determine the future of  the Black com-
munity.- Form a community media committee that monitors media and pro-
vide media literacy training.

What can Professionals & Groups do to help the community?

• Facilitate broad distribution of  academic research & journals that inform the 
community about technology integration and the long-term impact of  social 
media.  

• Mentor and apprentice youth, students and new professionals into traditional 
and emerging media industries.  

• Create public awareness campaigns using web-based tools to educate and 
organize community residents to hold corporations accountable to investing 
a percentage of  citizen’s spending dollars back into the communities  with a 
focus on training, scholarships and hiring consumers/community residents.
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• Communicate and collaborate toward sharing expertise, knowledge and re-
sources with each other.-  Use the web’s social networking and media produc-
tion mediums to build cultural bridges for ongoing dialogue between Black 
communities locally, regionally, nationally and internationally.  

• Organize to create a high voltage radio station and other media outlets to 
meet constituent needs. 

• Create a web intranet for which acts as a virtual office space, allowing direct 
connectivity regardless of  community or country to collaborate on media 
campaigns.  This intranet should be both a center for sharing ideas and re-
sources as well as a forum for Black media professionals to learn, network, 
heal and collaborate.  

• Dialogue locally and abroad to share research, evaluate and identify effec-
tive strategies, showcase best practices and obtain better information on what 
works and why. 

• Create\keep an updated list of  Blacks in media coupled with an online media 
venue for networks, webcasts and other kinds of  discussions and showcases in 
Boston, the US and around the world.

• Develop a web and/or cell phone app that encourages civic engagement in 
the Black community outside of  service or product consumption. 

Systems & Agency Recommendations

• Agencies must make sure constituents are at the table when important policy 
decisions are being made.  

• Form partnerships with professional media groups to extend civic efforts.
• Providing on-line networking opportunities, panels, workshops and confer-

ences to develop community ideas.
• Make a significant impact by interpreting client base needs as a market seg-

ment
• Create systems that take findings to the community in developmental cam-

paigns organized into actionable information displayed with links to deliver 
equitable results to residents.

• Agencies must create succession programs that allow new and experienced 
professionals to provide help and eventually take the helm when necessary.

• Work on relationship development between people of  the Black Diaspora to 
build multi-ethnic, multi-national, local to global communities of  interest, 
culture and place toward long-term, sustainable, intergenerational economic 
security.

• Create\support micro lending and financing programs that support Black 
media
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1829 From Boston, David Walker issues his appeal for 
slaves to revolt against their masters. The broadside is 
circulated around the country. Walker was a correspon-
dent for Freedom’s Journal, the country’s first Black 
newspaper, established two years earlier in New York 
City.

1831 William Lloyd Garrison 
begins publishing The Libera-
tor, a prominent abolitionist 
newspaper that endures until 

1866. William Cooper Nell joins the staff  in the early 
1840s. The paper received financial support from Black 
subscribers and James Forten, a wealthy Black business-
man in Philadelphia.

1838 The city’s first Black-owned newspaper, The Anti-
Slavery Herald, is launched for a short run by Benjamin 
F. Roberts, a printer later known for his unsuccessful lawsuit challenging school 
segregation.

1850 The Impartial Citizen moves from Syracuse to Boston, where it continues to 
be edited by Samuel Ringgold Ward, an abolitionist and public intellectual with 
national stature. The paper, which circulates to other eastern states via the mail, 
ceases publishing the next year.

1853 Benjamin F. Roberts tries again, with The 
Self  Elevator, a semi-monthly “Devoted to the sub-
ject of  general elevation among the Colored People 
of  the country.” Financial problems cause it to close 
soon.

1880s Boston enters a golden age of  Black newspa-
pering with the appearance of  the Hub, Co-oper-
ator, Coordinator, Leader, Courant, Observer and 
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Advocate. Archibald Grimké edits the Hub.  The Advocate circulates as far away 
as Ghana, Jamaica and, in the United States, Texas.

1888 Robert T. Teamoh becomes the first Black journalist at the Boston Globe. 
While on its staff, he also edits the Leader in 1892-1893 and is elected a state 
representative in 1894.

1890 Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin publishes and edits 
Woman’s Era, a monthly that is the first magazine for 
Black women. She later helps found the National 
Association of  Colored Women’s Clubs.

1900 The Colored Ameri-
can Magazine, a literary 
monthly styled after At-
lantic, begins a four-year 
run in the city before re-
locating to New York City.  
Pauline Hopkins, novel-
ist and playwright, is the 

prime editorial force and becomes editor in 1904. 

1901 William Monroe Trotter launches the Guardian, 
an aggressive advocate for civil rights whose national 
reach helps prompt the founding of  the NAACP. The 
motto on the weekly’s editorial page: “For every right, 
with all thy might.”

1906 William Stanley Braithwaite contributes a regular 
column to the Boston Evening Transcript and later be-
comes the chief  literary critic of  the White-owned daily.

1915 The Chronicle is founded by West Indian immigrants, primarily from Ja-
maica, as a competitor to the Guardian. The upstart gradually broadens its audi-
ence to Black Bostonians of  all backgrounds.

1950s Both The Guardian and Chronicle cease pub-
lishing. 

1965 Melvin B. Miller es-
tablishes the Bay State Ban-
ner, a weekly, to fill a void 
caused the lack of  a Black 
newspaper in the city. 

1968 Terry Carter anchors local newscasts on WBZ-



TV, becoming the country’s first Black anchor on local 
television news. He stays at what is now CBS4 for three 
years, and then turns to acting and filmmaking.

1968 Say Brother debuts on WGBH-TV as a public af-
fairs program devoted to Black issues. Its successor, Basic 
Black, airs on the station.

1973 Sheridan Broadcasting purchases WILD-AM radio station and reorients its 
programming to the Black community.

1978 Seven Black investors and 23 White partners purchase WNAC-TV, a CBS 
affiliate whose broadcasting license had been challenged for inadequately serv-
ing the local community.  Now under different ownership, the station has been 
renamed WHDH-TV.

1980 Local entrepreneur Kendall Nash buys WILD.  After his death in 1992, his 
wife Bernadine Nash takes charge of  the station.

1987 Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years 
1954–1964 airs on public television channels across 
the country. The documentary is produced in Bos-
ton by Blackside Inc. under the leadership of  Hen-
ry Hampton, who dies in 1998.

2000 Radio One, founded by Cathy Hughes, pur-
chases WILD-AM for $5 million from Bernadine 
Nash and merges its operations with Brockton’s 
WBOT, which is renamed WILD-FM. 

2006 Radio One sells WILD-FM and strips WILD-AM down to a barebones 
operation. The new owner of  the FM station changes the format to rock music.

2007 Boston Neighborhood Network, the cable access channel, opens the Charles 
J. Beard II Media Center in Roxbury. 

Sources: William Monroe Trotter Institute research.
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