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Reviews

Making a Mass Institution: Indianapolis and the
American High School

Joanne W. Golann

Making a Mass Institution: Indianapolis and the American High School is
the story of Indianapolis, a city “somewhere in the middle,” neither fully
northern or southern, eastern or western, a city whose very motto is “The
Crossroads of America” (p. 3). And though educational historian Kyle Steele
presents the particularities of a place, the book offers a window into
dynamics common across the nation. The contours of the story of how racism
has shaped American cities and its schools are familiar, chronicled in recent
books like Ansley Erickson’s Making the Unequal Metropolis (2016) on
Nashville, Tennessee and James Ryan’s Five Miles Away, a World Apart
(2011) on Richmond, Virginia. The details, though, are rich and compelling,
and the story of Indianapolis is a welcome addition to these other historical
accounts of schools and segregation.
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It is this story of how the nation created a divided and unjust system of
schools that Steele traces so well in his history of Indianapolis high schools
from 1890 to 1971. He shows how racism works often not through flagrant
acts of violence but through local decisions, legal cases, and board elections;
it is racism “spearheaded by seemingly respectable men in suits” (p. 51). It
is letters like that of a White father of a high school freshman daughter to the
local school board complaining that the city’s best high school has been
overrun by Black students that remind us of how ordinary citizens were and
are complicit in what Charles Tilly calls opportunity hoarding. In his letter,
written in the 1920s, the father concludes, “I want to know just how long the
citizens of Indianapolis are going to be compelled to submit to such
humiliation” (p. 50). In the following school board election, the Ku Klux
Klan puts forward the “United Protestant School Ticket,” a slate of five
candidates who are elected by a wide margin. To relieve overcrowding, this
board oversees the creation of the first segregated high school in the city.

Steele’s account appropriately includes the voices and actions of African
Americans who organized to resist segregation and discrimination. In the
case of the first segregated high school, we learn about how Black civic
leaders and the Black press opposed the founding of the new school, and
how the local NAACP worked with the national office to plan and raise
funds for legal action. What’s more, we see African Americans in the city
continuing to organize and exert influence even after the school is set to open.
They manage to convince the board to change the school’s intended name,
first from Thomas Jefferson High to Theodore Roosevelt High, and then to
Crispus Attucks High School, named after the Black man killed during the
Boston Massacre (p. 55). When the school opens, a Black principal is hired.
An experienced educator and Harvard graduate, he resourcefully identifies
top teachers from all over the South, all with bachelor’s degrees, many with
advanced degrees; and the school has remarkably little teacher turnover after
its first year. The school itself, though founded under racist auspices,



becomes a source of pride for the African American community. What we get
here, then, is a multi-layered story—not just of oppression but of ingenuity
and spirit, and of the effort Black Indianapolis made to fight against
segregated and inferior schools.

Black mobilization against segregated schools gained momentum in the
post-World War II period, and in 1946, Jay Smith, a Black veteran, presented
a petition signed by nearly 50,000 members of the Veterans’ Civil Rights
Committee calling for the end of segregation in Indianapolis (p. 89). In 1947,
civil rights leaders ran (and lost) in the school board elections. In 1949, with
the election of a Democratic governor, the legislature ended official
segregation in the Indianapolis schools. De facto segregation, however,
continued long afterward in Indianapolis, as it did in cities across the nation.
One particularly egregious finding raised in a later Justice Department case
against the school district was that from 1949 to 1968, school leaders shifted
the Indianapolis schools’ boundary lines 360 times to avoid integration (p.
136).

A note on the title: Making a Mass Institution is the story of the high
school and its expansion, to be sure, but the book could also be titled “The
Making of Racial Inequality in Schools.” The history of the Indianapolis high
schools and their growth over the years—in students, curricula, and mission
—does provide an interesting subplot, but it is the account of race and
segregation that is the most powerful storyline of the book, and one that will
likely attract broader sociological attention. Notwithstanding, the book deftly
traces the evolution of the high school from a specialized academic
institution to a mass institution servicing the cultural and social needs of
American youth.

As an example of this, I did enjoy peeking into high school handbooks in
the 1930s when high schools began to develop a custodial mission. In the
detailed prescriptions for student behavior, we find the origins of the
exacting behavioral scripts used today in new paternalistic urban charter



schools. In a letter, the school principal lists twelve items for faculty to “be
on the alert for” while supervising the lunchroom. These include #8: “Pupils
leaning back on two legs of their chairs or who fail to push chairs under the
tables when finished eating” and #10: “Pupils who cause trouble at the steam
table over rationing, or slip candy bars or food in their pockets until after
passing the cashier” (p. 76). Also of interest: at this time, the “cultivation of
cultural homogeneity” (p. 72) extended to students themselves. Steele finds
that the topic most covered by students in the school newspaper, with the
exception of sports, is exhortations for better student behavior.

In looking at the present, we too seldom see the past. Steele’s terrific first
book helps us recall our accumulated history, making tangible what
sociologists mean by institutional or structural racism. This portrait of
Indianapolis high schools offers us a lens to understand how schools in this
country became separate and unequal and urges us to heed the warnings that
Du Bois offered a century earlier, writing in 1921 on school segregation:
“The theory of the public school is that it should be the foundation of
democracy in the land.” The systematic segregation of students “usually
means their virtual separation through life,” which solidifies
“misunderstanding, friction, group, class, and racial hatred” (see p. 54). To
better understand the context in which we find ourselves now, we need only
turn and trace where we’ve been.
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