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Table 2: National Congress of Parents and Teachers, Reported Membership Between 1958 and 
1970. See “Summary of Local Unit Information, 1958-1959”, “Summary of Local Unit Information, 
1959-1960,” “Summary of Local Unit Information, 1960-1961”, “Summary of Local Unit 
Information, 1961-1962”, “Summary of Local Unit Information, 1962-1963”, “Summary of Local 
Unit Information, 1963-1964,” National Congress of Parents and Teachers, vol. 2, series 1, National 
Congress of Parents and Teachers Publications (NCPTP), Richard J. Daley Special Collections 
Library and University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago; and, “Summary of Local Unit 
Information, 1964-1965”, “ Summary of Local Unit Information, 1965-1966”, “Summary of Local 
Unit Information, 1966-1967”, “Summary of Local Unit Information, 1967-1968”,“Summary of 
Local Unit Information, 1968-1969,” and “Summary of Local Unit Information, 1969-1970,” 
National Congress of Parents and Teachers, vol. 3, series 1, National Congress of Parents and 
Teachers Publications (NCPTP), Richard J. Daley Special Collections Library and University 
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago. 
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Local Unit Summary 

Report Year 
States 

Reporting % 
Local Units 

Reporting % 

1959 100 60 
1960 96 62 
1961 92 63 
1962 92 61 
1963 94 61 
1964 92 60 
1965 85 53 
1966 89 47 
1967 85 46 
1968 92 46 
1969 83 37 
1970 83 38 

 
Table 3: Percentage of State and Local PTAs Reporting to National Congress of Parents and 
Teachers, 1959-1970. For summary of state and local PTA units filing annual summary reports with 
the National Congress of Parents and Teachers between 1959 and 1970, see Summary of Local Unit 
Information, National Congress of Parents and Teachers, vols. 2-3, series 1, National Congress of 
Parents and Teachers Publications (NCPTP), Richard J. Daley Special Collections Library and 
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago. Unit information is divided into school years. 

It is not altogether clear if Pres. Moorhead fully realized that the PTA was in the eye 

of the storm and sinking rapidly. Underfinanced, understaffed, publicly vilified, isolated from 

regional and national partners, and frustrated with the National PTA’s lack of economic and 

political action, local PTA leaders and parents withdrew from the organization enmasse. One 

newspaper reported the association lost 500,000 members each year.83 For some PTA 

members, the choice to disband came down to feelings of disconnect with state and national 

leadership, the desire to act without the bureaucratic hindrances of NCPT policy and 

regulations, and consternation over PTA membership dues. For many white, middle-class 

suburban PTA members, however, their frustration with the National PTA stemmed from its 

support of school integration and abandonment of neighborhood school policies. The 

growing chasm between local units and the national PTA was never more apparent than in 

                                                
83 Sue Roll, “PTA Substitutes Teeth for Tea ’n’ Cake Image,” Chicago Tribune, August 19, 

1975. 
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the ensuing local battles over school desegregation and the diminished capacity of parents to 

control neighborhood schools.  

In the history of the National PTA one of its most significant and defining moments 

in post-WWII America is the rejection of the PTA’s worth by white, suburban parents. As 

the National PTA struggled to hold national membership together during the 1960s the 

association began discussions to merge with the National Congress of Colored Parents and 

Teachers. Many angry, white suburban parents across the nation withdrew their affiliation in 

response to the National PTA merging with the National Congress of Colored Parents and 

Teachers.  

In response to school integration nationwide, some PTA members sought to weaken 

the National PTA integration policy through resolutions and unit dissolution. In most cases, 

angry and dissatisfied white PTA parents rallied together to dissolve their local PTA charter 

and start their own parent-teacher organizations separate from the National PTA and state 

branches. In some situations, the National PTA and state leaders tried to revoke local charters 

when PTA parents refused to follow national standards and guidelines regarding extremism 

and racial integration. In 1964, the Colorado PTA and its state leaders were stunned when the 

Arapahoe County PTA president resigned her post after calling the Colorado PTA 

“undemocratic.” The former president then campaigned during the annual state convention to 

block the state PTA’s proposals to censor extremist publications and annul local PTA 

charters.84 Typically, PTA leaders resigned as a result of illness, age, advancement in the 

association, or perhaps because of a job conflict or necessary relocation. The county 

president’s resignation is but one example of the growing frustration with the National PTA 

                                                
84 Walt Lindenmann, “Local Control P-TA Bloc Wins,” Denver (CO) Post, c. 1964, in 

Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers, History for 1961-1968, CCPTA Archives. 
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and state branches. Instead of resigning, other state and county leaders attempted to block the 

National PTA’s support of racial integration at the National Convention. At the 1964 

conference, a majority of state delegates watered down the NCPT’s amendment on school 

integration three times before settling on a policy that urged local PTAs to only follow “just 

and peaceful solutions” for achieving racial balance in the schools.85 If local PTAs failed to 

comply there were no repercussions for the chapter. This was a policy with the teeth 

removed.  

Between 1969 and 1974, Keyes v. School District No. 1, tested Denver’s local PTAs 

commitment to racial integration. Keyes only exasperated already existing racial and political 

tensions over local school control, neighborhood school policies, racial integration, and 

federal power. Furthermore, the court case deepened the strain between the Denver County 

PTA and the city’s local PTAs. Undoubtedly, local PTA leaders were not prepared to handle 

the collision of internal, associational level-conflicts, and the impending aftermath of the 

Keyes case. While Keyes tested the PTA’s foundation in Denver, the case also redefined the 

issue of school integration for an increasingly multiracial society. 

In analyses of Keyes v. School District No. 1, Denver, Colorado, 413 U.S. 189 (1973) 

legal scholars and historians assert Keyes as a landmark case in the legal battle for school 

integration because of its status as the first school segregation case outside the South, the first 

case to rely on circumstantial evidence to implement court-ordered busing, and for its failure 

to address racial disparity and educational inequity in multiracial communities. 86 Keyes also 

                                                
85 “P-TA Urges Peaceful Integration,” Denver (CO) Post, May 28, 1964, in Colorado 

Congress of Parents and Teachers, History for 1961-1968, CCPTA Archives. 
86 Tom I. Romero, II, “Foreword: How I Rode the Bus to Become a Professor at the 

University of Denver Sturm College of Law; Reflections on Keyes’s Legacy for the Metropolitan, 
Post-Racial, and Multiracial Twenty-First Century,” Denver University Law Review 90, no. 5 (2013): 
1023-1058; Michael A. Olivias, “From a ‘Legal Organization of Militants’ into a ‘Law Firm for the 
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exasperated tensions between desegregation and bilingual education. In January 1968, the 

Bilingual Education Act, an amendment to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 

provided federal grants to create bilingual education programs for students with limited 

English-speaking skills. Legal scholar Rachel F. Moran notes the Keyes decision “made clear 

that bilingual education was not a substitute for desegregation.” Legal professor Michael 

Olivas, a former director of the Director on the Mexican American Legal Defense and 

Educational Fund (MALDEF), similarly remarked that Keyes unnecessarily set desegregation 

and bilingual education against one another. Even though Mexican American outnumber 

African Americans in Denver, the plaintiffs and defendants pursued the case along black-

white arguments.87  

Dr. Wilfred Keyes, an African American father of two school-age children of the 

predominantly black neighborhood of northeast Denver, became the lead plaintiff in the case 

to desegregate Denver Public Schools. Seven other parents of Hispanic and black children 

joined Keyes in the lawsuit. The Colorado U.S. District Court heard the initial case in June 

1969. The previous year, two blue-ribbon panels, appointed by the Denver Board of 

Education, reviewed educational equality in Denver schools. School board member Rachel 

B. Noel, a PTA member and former member of the CCPT Board of Managers, proposed a 

comprehensive school integration plan to achieve racial balance in the Denver Public School 

                                                
Latino Community’: MALDEF and the Purposive Case of Keyes, Rodriguez, and Plyler,” Denver 
University Law Review 90, no. 5 (2013): 1151-1208; Rachel F. Moran, “Untoward Consequences: 
The Ironic Legacy of Keyes v. School District No. 1,” Denver University Law Review 90, no. 5 
(2013): 1209-1229; Catherine L. Horn and Michal Kurlaender, “The End of Keyes: Resegregation 
Trends and Achievement in Denver Public Schools,” The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2006). 

87 Moran, “Untoward Consequences: The Ironic Legacy of Keyes v. School District No. 1,” 
1209; Olivas, “From a ‘Legal Organization of Militants’ into a ‘Law Firm for the Latino 
Community’,” 1154. 
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system (DPS).88 Known as the “Noel Resolution,” the plan also proposed three resolution to 

specifically address racial integration of predominantly black schools in Park Hill (northeast 

Denver), voluntary student reassignment, and voluntary busing plans.89 Denver’s school 

board implemented resolutions 1520, 1524, and 1531 and proceeded with the reassignment of 

more than 3,000 black students from Park Hill to southwest Denver. The community’s 

response was “electric.” 90  

While Denver’s residents largely accepted Noel’s voluntary enrollment plan, DPS’s 

busing proposal met “significant backlash.”91 By May 1969 during the school board election, 

the seven-member school board which previously favored racial integration measures 

flipped. The “anti-busing team” of James C. Perrill and Frank K. Southworth shifted the 

board to a 4-3 majority opposed to busing. The Denver AP reported voter turnout was nearly 

double than the last school board election and by a margin of 2-1 the “anti-busing team” won 

a “walkaway election.” DPS school superintendent, Dr. Robert Gilberts, assured schools and 

parents court action would come to pass if Perrill and Southworth rescinded the busing plans. 

Days after the school board election, Perrill and Southworth did just that. On 19 June 1969, 

                                                
88 Based on records from the Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers, Rachel Noel was 

chairman of the CCPT Health Committee from 1962-1964. The committee was part of CCPT’s 
Department of Program Services and the CCPT Board of Managers. See Directory, Colorado 
Congress of Parents and Teachers, Board of Managers, 1962-1963 and 1963-1964, in Colorado 
Congress of Parents and Teachers, History for 1961-1968, CCPTA Archives. 

89 For more information about the blue-ribbon committees, the Noel Resolution, and 
resolutions 1520, 1524, and 1531 see James J. Fishman and Lawrence Strauss, “Endless Journey: 
Integration and the Provision of Equal Educational Opportunity in Denver's Public Schools: A Study 
of Keyes v. School District No. 1,” Howard Law Journal 32 (1989): 639-40. Keyes (413 U.S. 189) 
cited DPS’s racial composition as “66% Anglo, 14% Negro, and 20% Hispano,” see Olivas, “From a 
‘Legal Organization of Militants’,” 1155. 

90 For more information about the blue-ribbon committees, the Noel Resolution, and 
resolutions 1520, 1524, and 1531 see James J. Fishman and Lawrence Strauss, “Endless Journey: 
Integration and the Provision of Equal Educational Opportunity in Denver's Public Schools: A Study 
of Keyes v. School District No. 1,” Howard Law Journal 32 (1989): 639-40. 

91 Moran, “Untoward Consequences: The Ironic Legacy of Keyes v. School District No. 1,” 
1213. 
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the parents of eight minority school children sued the Denver’s school board and 

administrators for “unconstitutionally perpetuating a policy of segregation,” violating the 14th 

Amendment and Equal Protection Clause, and for rescinding school board resolutions 1520, 

1524, and 1531 implementing school integration.92 U.S. District Judge William Doyle, 

presiding over the case, found the school board’s rescission of the integration plan 

unconstitutional and placed a preliminary injunction on the school board keeping it from 

destroying documents related to the blue-ribbon committees, the resolutions, and integration 

plans. He ordered the school board to continue with compulsory busing and pupil 

reassignment.93 According to the Denver AP school board member Rachel Noel’s busing 

plan would have integrated more than 30,000 students. 94 The pupil enrollment of Ash Grove 

Elementary would have been impacted by the Noel Resolution. For much of its history, Ash 

Grove educated white, middle-class suburban children. As of 1969, the ethnic distribution of 

students at Ash Grove Elementary was 97.1% White, 1.6% Black, and 1.3% Asian 

American. City-wide, White students accounted for 60.2% of all enrolled students in DPS.95 

                                                
92 Burl Osborne, “Anti-Busing Team Wins in Denver,” Greeley (CO) Daily Tribune, May 21, 

1969; “Denverites Vote Against Racial Busing Proposal,” Colorado Springs (CO) Gazette, May 21, 
1969; and, David Fitzpatrick, “Denver School Busing Seen Necessary for Integration,” Greeley (CO) 
Daily Tribune, May 24, 1969; Romero, “Foreword: How I Rode the Bus to Become a Professor at the 
University of Denver Sturm College of Law,” 1026. 

93 “Denver School Integration Appeal Mulled,” Greeley (CO) Daily Tribune, July 30, 1969.  
94 Ibid.  
95 “Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Elementary Schools, September 26, 1969,” 

Denver Public Schools Report of Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Classroom Teachers, and 
Other Certificated and Classified Personnel, September 26, 1969, Office of Planning, Research, and 
Budget, Denver Public Schools, filed 27 October 1969, p. 1-3, in fol. 7, box 1, series 1, Rachel Noel 
Papers, ARL117, Blair-Caldwell African American Research Library, The Denver Public Library. 
After the implementation of the “Noel Resolution” and the school board’s integration plans in 1969, 
Ash Grove’s enrollment of black students increased to 3.4% by October 1970. According to a report 
filed by the Denver Public Schools administration submitted on October 2, 1970 the complete ethnic 
distribution of Ash Grove Elementary was the following: 93.4% “Anglo and Other,” 3.4% “Negro,” 
1.7 % “Oriental,” 1.5% “Spanish Surname.” The school reported 825 out of 883 enrolled for that 
school year were white. See “Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Elementary Schools, October 2, 
1970,” Denver Public Schools Report of Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Classroom 
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Ash Grove was one of forty-one of out ninety-two elementary schools in DPS with Anglo 

students making up more than 75% of the school’s student population. 96 As for parents, 

although the school’s PTA did not keep records of the ethnicity of their members, based on 

student enrollment data showing 735 of the 757 students at Ash Grove were white, it is 

reasonable to conclude that white, middle-class suburban parents also made up the majority 

of the school’s PTA membership and would have felt strong resentment towards DPS’s 

compulsory busing measure. 97 Judge Doyle further determined the actions of Perrill and 

Southworth and fellow anti-busing advocates on the school board’s repeal of 1520, 1524, and 

1531 “had the effect of perpetuating school segregation” rather than integration. The school 

board’s actions and inactions, Judge Doyle concluded, “had not only a chilling effect upon 

[plaintiffs’] rights; it had a freezing effect.”98 DPS was far from a unified school system.  

In the months leading up to the trial judgement, tensions and violence erupted in 

Denver. On 5 February 1970 twenty-three DPS school buses were destroyed in a series of 

bombings. James Perrill, one-half of the DPS “anti-busing team” had his house firebombed. 

Wilfred Keyes also had his home bombed during the appeal process. Reporting on the 

                                                
Teachers, and Other Certificated and Classified Personnel, September 26, 1969, Office of Planning, 
Research, and Budget, Denver Public Schools, filed October 27, 1969, p. 1-3, in fol. 7, box 1, series 
1, Rachel Noel Papers, ARL117, Blair-Caldwell African American Research Library, The Denver 
Public Library.  

96 “Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Elementary Schools, September 26, 1969,” 
Denver Public Schools Report of Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Classroom Teachers, and 
Other Certificated and Classified Personnel, September 26, 1969, Office of Planning, Research, and 
Budget, Denver Public Schools, filed October 27, 1969, p. 2, in fol. 7, box 1, series 1, Rachel Noel 
Papers, ARL117, Blair-Caldwell African American Research Library, The Denver Public Library. 

97 “Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Elementary Schools, September 26, 1969,” 
Report of Estimated Ethnic Distribution of Pupils, Classroom Teachers, and Other Certificated and 
Classified Personnel, September 26, 1969, Office of Planning, Research, and Budget, Denver Public 
Schools, filed October 27, 1969, p. 2, in fol. 7, box 1, series 1, Rachel Noel Papers, ARL117, Blair-
Caldwell African American Research Library, The Denver Public Library. 

98 For the preliminary injunction handed down by U.S. District Judge William E. Doyle see 
Keyes v. School District No. 1, 303 F. Supp. 279, 287 (D. Colo. 1969). For the trial case see Keyes v. 
School District No. 1, 313 F. Supp. 61, 83 (D. Colo. 1970).  
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destruction to the Keyes’ home, the Denver AP reported “the explosion blew a hole” straight 

through Keyes’ front porch and “blew the door off its hinges.” 99 Following these incidents 

and threats made to other school board members and city officials, the Denver police force 

formed an anti-bombing taskforce to end the attacks. The state legislature went so far as too 

restrict the sale and purchase of explosive materials.100 And, Judge Doyle still had to decide 

if the school board was responsible for perpetuating racially segregated school districts in the 

absence of de jure segregation. The attorney for DPS questioned the validity of the case 

stating it could never fall to the school board alone to “provide remedies for all sociological 

and economic ills.”101  

In 1970, Judge Doyle found DPS in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment and 

ordered DPS to implement Noel’s resolutions 1520, 1524, and 1531 along with compulsory 

busing. Despite the lack of over policies corroborating system-wide de jure segregation, 

Doyle still found the school board failing to provide equal educational opportunities to 

Denver’s black and Hispanic children. Explaining the responsibilities of school boards 

affected by racial housing practices and commenting on the responsibilities of parents as 

members of the Denver community to provide equal educational opportunities for all 

children, Doyle wrote:  

Today, a school board is not constitutionally required to integrate schools which have 
become segregated because of the effect of racial housing patterns on the 
neighborhood school system. However, if the school board chooses not to take 
positive steps to alleviate de facto segregation, it must at a minimum insure that 
schools offer an equal educational opportunity. The evidence in this case at bar 

                                                
99 “Man’s Home Bombed in Denver School Suit,” Greeley (CO) Daily Tribune, February 25, 

1970; “Colorado Weighs Blas Controls; 24 Fires and Explosions in 45 Days May Spur Curbs,” New 
York Times, March 9, 1970, 10. 

100 “Denver Police Anti-Bombing Squad Formed,” Greeley (CO) Daily Tribune, February 26, 
1970. 

101 “Judge Considers Decision in Denver School Integration,” Colorado Springs (CO) 
Gazette, August 20, 1970. 
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establishes, and we do find and conclude, that an equal educational opportunity is not 
being provided at the subject segregated schools within the District. The evidence 
establishes this beyond any doubt. Many factors contribute to the inferior status of 
these schools, but the predominant one appears to be the enforced isolation imposed 
in the name of neighborhood schools and housing patterns. It strikes one as 
incongruous that the community of Denver would tolerate schools which are inferior 
in quality.102 
 
And yet, white parents who sent their children to Denver’s predominantly white 

schools felt little reason to correct inequalities outside of their neighborhood school. As the 

Keyes case moved up through the district and appellate courts and finally landed before the 

U.S. Supreme Court, schools like Ash Grove Elementary were scheduled for mandatory 

busing beginning in 1970. While Ash Grove parents could not avoid integration plans, its 

PTA could cut itself off from pro-busing factions, namely the Denver County PTA, the 

Colorado PTA, and the National PTA.  

At the same time as Ash Grove’s white parents contemplated the implications of 

busing on their school and their children, the National PTA continued it process of 

desegregation with the official merger with the National Congress of Colored Parents and 

Teachers in June 1970. 103 Since Brown v. Board of Education Topeka, Kansas 347 U.S. 483 

(1954) the NCPT had worked towards racial integration of its state and local units but left the 

                                                
102 Keyes v. School District No. One, 313 F. Supp. 61, 83 (D. Colo. 1970). 
103 History of education scholar Christine Woyshner examines the origins and activities of the 

of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers (NCCPT) in the U.S. South in The 
National PTA, Race, and Civic Engagement, 1897-1970. Woyshner’s work is the first full-length 
monograph studying the role of black PTAs and the “Colored Congress” in the history of the National 
Congress of Parents and Teachers. Founded in on 7 May 1926 by Selena Sloan Butler, an African 
American clubwoman, in Atlanta, Georgia, the NCCPT operated as a “parallel organization . . .for 
black members . . .with separate national, state, and local units.” Woyshner also notes that although 
the unification between the NCPT and the NCCPT in June 1970 politically desegregated PTAs, 
integration led to the collapse of black PTA leadership and diminished authority in the decision-
making progress regarding the education of black children. Additionally, after desegregation of the 
two national PTAs in 1970, 28% of the National PTA’s membership losses for 1970-1971 came from 
southern PTA units. See Woyshner, The National PTA, Race, and Civic Engagement, 14, 56, 153-
154, 157, and especially chapters 2 and 5. 



	

168  

timing and process up to the discretion of state and local leaders. The National PTA also 

began the shift from opposing busing based on the dissolution of neighborhood schools to 

supporting busing as a viable method for school integration.104 In May 1972 during the 

NCPT’s annual convention, national delegates, elected by their local, county, and state PTAs, 

narrowly approved a resolution supporting busing. The resolution passed 302 to 296.105 

Additionally at the same convention, national delegates voted down an antibusing 

amendment, 342 to 331, which had proposed local and state PTAs “make every possible 

effort to insure that no school children shall be transported across municipal or school district 

boundaries in order to achieve racial segregation or racial integration.”106 The small margin 

of victory in both resolution votes indicated how deeply school integration and compulsory 

busing divided the membership. 

That September, the parents of the Ash Grove dissolved its PTA. The termination of 

the PTA in 1972 is interesting for two reasons. First, the point at which Ash Grove parents 

cancelled their charter with the National Congress of Parents and Teachers aligns with 

national trends of PTA-separations following the National PTA’s approval of pro-busing 

resolutions. Second, the reasons Ash Grove parents gave for disbanding echoed familiar 

arguments made by PTAs across the country, especially those situated in high-minority-

enrollment-school districts. In a newsletter sent home with students, the school announced 

                                                
104 For more information about merger between the National Congress of Colored Parents and 

Teachers (NCCPT) and the NCPT see Woyshner, The National PTA, Race, and Civic Engagement. 
For a history of the National PTA and its evolution on school desegregation policies in the South, see 
Sarah E. Heath, “‘Lubricating the Machine of Social Change’: The National PTA and Desegregation 
Debates, 1950-1970,” Peace and Change, 39 (January 2014): 49-72.  

105 For the resolution voting record regarding the National PTA’s support of school busing 
please see Gene I. Maeroff, “P.T.A. Convention Approves Busing Resolution by 6 Votes,” New York 
Times, May 24, 1972. 

106 New York, Associated Press, “PTA Approves Busing,” Chicago Tribune, May 24, 1972. 
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the dissolution of the PTA and the formation of a new parent-teacher organization. 107 Citing 

membership fees and the desire to focus on the students and neighborhood of Ash Grove, the 

PTA ended its 48-year operation. Even during Ash Grove’s transition from Arapahoe County 

Public Schools to Denver Public Schools in 1957-1958, the school maintained a chartered-

PTA. Per the executive committee chairman of the “Family-Teacher Organization,” Margaret 

McDowell, families broke with the Denver County PTA because they wanted to create a 

“vital, useful organization” to “keep [the] school united.”108 McDowell announced that the 

new organization would be fee-free for parents. But the new organization implied that Ash 

Grove parents would still need to financially support school committees, activities, programs, 

and materials like serving on the school’s Budget Advisory Committee and funding the 

school newsletter. The only disruption to the funding-flow was the stream of dues to the 

county, state, and national PTAs.109 McDowell’s promise of “no dues” was quickly rescinded 

the next year. After becoming president of the new Educator-Student-Parent (E.S.P.) 

organization at Ash Grove she recommended that involved parents become voting members 

of E.S.P. and give a 50¢ family contribution to the group for school events.110 In theory and 

in practice, E.S.P. was still a parent-teacher association. Just a stripped down and unaffiliated 

version cut-off from national resources and leadership support.  

The rising number of PTAs disbanding and creating independent parent-teacher 

organizations (PTOs) only compounded the already growing list of problems the National 

PTA faced. State PTA presidents voiced their frustrations to the National Congress urging 

                                                
107 “NOW IS THE TIME FOR ALL GOOD IDEAS TO COME FOR OUR NEW FAMILY-

TEACHER ORGANIZATIONS AT ASH GROVE!!” Ash Grove Accents, vol. 15, no. 1 (20 
September 1972), p. 1, in AG PTA / DPL Archives. 

108 Ibid. 
109 Ash Grove Accents, vol. 15, no. 1 (20 September 1972), in AG PTA / DPL Archives. 
110 Ash Grove Accents, vol. 16, no. 1 (19 September 1973), in AG PTA / DPL Archives. 
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the board to pump funding and resources into local and state PTAs. State presidents defined 

PTOs as any group that “withdraws from the PTA state and national organizations as an 

effort to either ‘keep the money’ themselves or to avoid policies.”111 Even before the PTA 

felt its largest membership losses in the mid-1960s and early-1970s, state presidents 

recommended strategies to minimize the impact and to curb the rise of PTOs. PTA presidents 

from across the country advised the National PTA to improve communication between state 

and local PTA boards, relax interpretations of PTA policies, increase cooperation with area-

colleges, foster closer and more supportive relationships with school principals, and finally, 

boost the community presence and leadership of local PTAs. 112 The suggestions were 

ignored by the National PTA and left to the states and county PTAs to address. And, as the 

National PTA backed busing and increased membership dues to replace diminished program 

funds, the mistrust between state and local PTAs, such as the case in Colorado, continued to 

grow. Ash Grove’s PTA not only wanted to “keep the money” but parents also wanted to 

control the impact of racial integration on its school and district. The Supreme Court’s ruling 

on DPS’s appeal of Keyes in 1973 would ensure that Ash Grove’s E.S.P. would also fail in its 

efforts to stop school desegregation. 

On 12 October 1972, opening arguments for Keyes v. School District No. 1, Denver 

began in the Supreme Court. While the Denver school board and Denverites eagerly awaited 

the Court’s ruling, New York Times author, Christopher Jencks, reporting on the case 

speculated that the Court’s ruling could indicate if the highest court was prepared to “launch 

                                                
111 “Appendix, Per Capita Membership Fee: State Congress Portion,” Minutes, State 

Presidents’ Conference, September 25, 1962, in fol. 318, box 62, series 4, PTAR / UIC Archives; and, 
“Report of Discussion Group of Presidents,” n.d., Appendix, fol. 318, box 62, series 4, PTAR / UIC 
Archives. 

112 “Report of Discussion Group of Presidents,” n.d., Appendix, fol. 318, box 62, series 4, 
PTAR / UIC Archives. 
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a major attack” on northern schools. He also indicated that one need only to examine 

Denver’s “history of gerrymandering” attendance zones to realize that the school boards’ 

neighborhood policies had never been “color-blind.113 

 

 On decision, Justice William Brennan, writing the Opinion of the Court, found the 

Denver Board of Education complicit in “practic[ing] deliberate racial segregation in 

schools” and charged the school board to “show that its policies and practices with respect to 

schoolsite location, school size, school renovations and additions, students-attendance zones, 

student assignment and transfer options, mobile classroom units, transportations of students, 

assignment of faculty and staff, etc., considered together and premised on the Board’s so-

called ‘neighborhood school’ concept . . . . were not taken in effectuation of a policy to create 

or maintain segregation in the core city schools.” If found practicing racial segregation in 

public education, the Court charged the District Court with forcing DPS to “desegregate the 

entire system ‘root and branch’.” 114 

                                                
113 Christopher Jencks, “Busing—The Supreme Court Goes North,” New York Times 

Magazine, November 19, 1972, 41, 121. 
114 Keyes v. School District No. 1, Denver, Colorado, 413 U.S. 189 (1973). 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Image 3: Busing--The Supreme 
Court Goes North. See 
Christopher Jencks, “Busing—
The Supreme Court Goes North,” 
New York Times Magazine, 19 
November 1972. 
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Historian Danielle Olden cites several practices implemented by the Denver School 

board to keep “racially recognizable schools” in place. The school board’s decisions 

regarding where to build new schools, assessing cost of maintenance repairs and building 

additions, determining attendance boundaries, testing scores, classroom placement, and 

voluntary busing, according to Olden, “ensure[d] as little racial mixing as possible between 

Anglo and other students.” Practices such as these helped shape the public’s perception of 

neighborhood school policies as race-neutral, when in fact, the policies, which Keyes would 

determine, represented de facto segregation.115 The failure in Keyes was the fact that the 

“plaintiffs’ decision to construct Mexican Americans as minorities along with blacks 

reaffirmed the black-white paradigm because it erased the distinct racialization of Mexican 

Americans that informed their educational experiences in Denver.” Furthermore, Keyes failed 

to account for the multiracial population in the U.S. West. DPS argued that it was not 

responsible for the city’s racial imbalance nor should it be forced to defend against 

arguments of systemic segregation.116  

Olden’s final assessment of Keyes is that it ultimately failed to deliver equal 

education because the plaintiffs and courts conflated Black and Hispanic experiences. The 

creation of “minority” as a legal term obfuscated multiracial communities and labeled them 

along an “Anglo/minority binary.” Additionally, Keyes and the proceeding cases in the U.S. 

District Court maintained racial balance was the only method of achieving educational 

equality.117 The possibility of introducing bilingual education into Denver’s schools to help 

                                                
115 Danielle R. Olden, “Becoming Minority: Mexican Americans, Race, and the Legal 

Struggle for Educational Equity in Denver, Colorado,” Western Historical Quarterly, 48 (Spring 
2017): 44-45. 

116 Ibid., 54. 
117 Ibid., 43-46. 
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achieve equal educational opportunities for Hispanic children was not a viable option 

according to the courts. As Olden concludes, “The traditional black-white binary could not 

account for the kind of segregation that existed in Denver’s public schools.”118 

Although the Court upheld Keyes in a 7-1 decision, the Opinion of the Court was 

complemented with a separate concurring opinion from Justice Douglas and a partial 

concurring opinion and dissent written by Justice Powell. In Douglas’ opinion, he pushed the 

Court to further consider the similarities between de jure and de facto segregative actions.119 

“I think it is time to state that there is no constitutional difference between de jure and de 

facto segregation, for each is the product of state actions or policies . . . calling [these 

actions] de facto is a misnomer, as they are only more subtle types of state action that create 

or maintain a wholly or partially segregated school system,” he argued.120 Justice Powell in 

partial concurrence with the Court agreed with Douglas that the time had come to abandon 

the “de facto/de jure distinction” and that school boards should only be held responsible for 

minimizing segregative conditions. “It is this policy which must be applied consistently on a 

national basis,” he continued “without regard to a doctrinal distinction which has outlived its 

time.” 121 However, forced busing was not the solution. According to Powell, it would be the 

“single most disruptive element in education.” 122 Powell expanded on this statement warning 

of the yet unforeseen consequences on private rights, minority communities, and public 

education: 

No one can estimate the extent to which dismantling neighborhood education will 
hasten an exodus to private schools, leaving public school systems the preserve of the 

                                                
118 Ibid., 44. 
119 Justice Byron White did not participate in the decision. See Keyes v. School District No. 1, 

Denver, Colo., 413 U.S. 189, 214 (U.S. 1973). 
120 Keyes v. School District No. 1, Denver, Colorado, 413 U.S. 189 (1973). 
121 Ibid. 
122 Ibid. 
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disadvantaged of both races. . . . Instead of recognizing the reality of similar, multiple 
segregative causes in school districts throughout the country, the Court persists in a 
distinction whose duality operates unfairly on local communities in one section of the 
country and on minority children in the others. 123 

 

The District Court, on directive from the Supreme Court, granted the Board the 

opportunity to prove they were not practicing system-wide racial segregation and not 

operating a dual system. “This is one more (and hopefully the final) episode in the Denver 

School desegregation case,” Judge Doyle wished. After reviewing submitted desegregation 

plans from DPS and the plaintiffs, Doyle concluded neither sufficiently addressed Denver’s 

problems. DPS relied extensively on busing to resolve racial imbalance, and the plaintiffs’ 

plan was “unduly complex and unadaptable.”124 Rather than have the two parties revise 

plans, Doyle appointed Dr. John A. Finger Jr., an outside consultant, to draft school 

desegregation plans. The final proposal outlined half-day busing for select elementary, junior 

high, and high schools, and recommended rezoning student assignment boundaries. DPS 

selected more than 4,800 minority students for school reassignment.125 

On the first day of the second round of court-ordered busing some local and national 

commentators reported Denver experienced little resistance to busing measures.126 However, 

the bombings and explosions had already gone off during the ruling. Perhaps the city’s 

                                                
123 Ibid. 
124 For Denver Public Schools desegregation plan see “A Plan for Expanding Educational 

Opportunity in the Denver Public Schools,” Submitted by School District No. 1, Denver, Colorado, 
January 22, 1974 in box 3, AG PTA / DPL Archives. Ash Grove Elementary was one of twenty-two 
schools classified by DPS as “predominately majority schools . . . with an Anglo enrollment of more 
than 75 percent,” see “A Plan for Expanding Educational Opportunity in the Denver Public Schools,” 
Submitted by School District No. 1, Denver, Colorado, January 22, 1974, p. 2, in box 3, AG PTA / 
DPL Archives. 

125 Keyes v. School District No. 1, 380 F. Supp. 673, 688 (D. Colo. 1974); and, “Consultant 
Presents New Plan for Denver School Integration,” Greeley (CO) Daily Tribune, March 28, 1974.  

126 Reporters described residents as complying with the measure “without incident” and 
showing “only token resistance” to the ruling, see “‘White Flight’ Threatens Denver School 
Integration,” Fort Collins Coloradoan, December 10, 1974; and, “Thousands Are Bused in Denver as 
School Desegregation Begins,” New York Times, August 31, 1974, 32.  
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tempered response was a sign of their own exhaustion similar to Doyle’s desire to put this 

case behind him. Instead of increased violence though, the city experienced a mass exodus of 

white homeowners and white schoolchildren. 

Following the Supreme Court ruling and the reestablishment of city-wide integration 

plans, Denver School Superintendent Louis Kishkunas reported severe declines in student 

enrollment. Since Keyes first hearing in 1969, the city’s school enrollment had dropped by 

17,000. Supt. Kishkunas cited a combination of “white flight” and dropping birth rates for 

DPS’ declining enrollment numbers. However, he confessed was “swimming upstream” with 

little hope of “stem[ming] the tide of white flight.”127 With the new school year underway, 

DPS reported “school enrollment was below expectations” after implementing busing plans. 

The New York Times reported Denver’s Catholic schools for the first time in five years 

increased their student enrollment.128 By December 1974, Supt. Kishkunas confirmed the 

enrollment exodus. More than 7,200 students had left DPS since the start of the school year 

that past August.129  

Attempts to stop school busing culminated in the passage of two amendments to the 

Colorado state constitution in 1974. The first initiative amended Articles XIV and XX to 

prohibit counties like Denver from “striking off of any territory from a County without first 

submitting the question to a vote of the qualified electors of the County and without an 

affirmative vote of the majority of those electors.” In perspective, while the amendment 

stopped Denver’s 40-year method of expansion, it also kept the city from further integrating 

                                                
127 “‘White Flight’ Threatens Denver School Integration,” Fort Collins Coloradoan, 

December 10, 1974. 
128 “Thousands are Bused in Denver as School Desegregation Begins,” New York Times, 

August 31, 1974, 32.  
129 “‘White Flight’ Threatens Denver School Integration,” Fort Collins Coloradoan, 

December 10, 1974. 
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public schools by incorporation into Denver School District No. 1. The second amendment 

was a direct assault on busing to achieve racial integration. The initiative passed 485,536 to 

220,842 in favor of prohibiting pupil assignment and transportation. Combined the 

amendments became known as the Poundstone Amendment. In one election, Coloradans 

officially clamped Denver’s ability to integrate surrounding public schools through suburban 

annexation land grabs and squashed school integration methods. Unequivocally, the two 

initiatives on the ballot that year was a clear sign of the “suburban vote against busing.”130  

Justice Powell’s predictions had unfortunately come true. Suburban, white Denverites had 

not only fled the core city, but Coloradans had restricted the powers of the City and County 

of Denver. Poundstone killed any hopes of achieving racial balance through busing and pupil 

reassignment, and undoubtedly, secured the continuation of “neighborhood school” policies 

and de facto segregation in the Rocky Mountain state.  

The National PTA’s response to JBS and the ESEA and Denverites response to Keyes 

and the school busing plans were the consequence of several closely associated factors 

bearing down on PTA efficacy—expanding federal government, rise of Far Right and 

extremist pressures, over-organization, and ideological and operational competition. The 

failure of the National PTA was its staunch belief in the efficacy of its local units to 

                                                
130 “‘White Flight’ Threatens Denver School Integration,” Fort Collins Coloradoan, 

December 10, 1974; “An act to amend Articles XIV and XX of the Constitution of the State of 
Colorado, concerning the annexation of property by a County or City and County, and prohibiting the 
striking off of any territory from a County without first submitting the question to a vote of the 
qualified electors of the County and without an affirmative vote of the majority of those electors,” 
1974 Initiative, Ballot History, Colorado State Legislature, 
http://www.leg.state.co.us/lcs/ballothistory.nsf; and, “An amendment to section 8 article IX of the 
Constitution of the State of Colorado, to prohibit the assignment or the transportation of pupils to 
public educational institutions in order to achieve racial balance of pupils at such institution,”1974 
Initiative, Ballot History, Colorado State Legislature, http://www.leg.state.co.us/lcs/ballothistory.nsf; 
and, Colo. Const. Art. IX, Section 8.  
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implement the national program with minimal resistance. Although suggestions flowed up 

through county and state delegates to the National Office, the proposals from local members 

died out. As the National PTA continued to hemorrhage members and unites across the 

county, local units continued to suffer from a lack of leadership, direction, and faced 

increasing pressures sever ties. By 1975, National PTA membership was nearly cut in half. 

At seven million members nation-wide, the Chicago Tribune, reported the PTA had loss on 

average 500,000 members a year since 1965.131 National PTA President Carol Kimmel, 

quoted in the same article, tried to reassure doubters the association hadn’t lost ground 

despite decreased membership. “The PTA hasn’t lost stature nationally,” Kimmel stated, 

“neither have the state groups.” Kimmel emphasized loss ground at the local level was the 

real problem, however.132 

•  •  • 

 “The lifeblood of the PTA is membership. Without membership there would be no 

P.T.A. We could not function at all, much less effectively,” Coreen Weiner, National 

Chairman of the Membership Committee, told PTA national delegates in 1960.133 Since the 

founding of National Congress of Mothers in 1895, the National PTA relied almost 

unilaterally on building a grassroots organization of parents, initially mothers and later 

expanding membership to include fathers, teachers, and school administrators to implement 

                                                
131 According to the Chicago Tribune, the National PTA reported its total membership for 

1965 at 12,000,000. This number is slightly more than the number reported in the “Summary of Local 
Unit Information, 1964-1965,” which reported 11,791,431. See, Sue Roll, “PTA Substitutes Teeth for 
Tea ’n’ Cake Image,” Chicago Tribune, August 19, 1975; and, “Summary of Local Unit Information, 
1964-1965,” National Congress of Parents and Teachers, vol. 3, series 1, NCPTP / UIC Archives.  

132 Sue Roll, “PTA Substitutes Teeth for Tea ’n’ Cake Image,” Chicago Tribune, August 19, 
1975. 

133 “Where Children Come First, P.T.A. Membership Follows,” National Congress of Parents, 
64th Annual Convention, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, May 25, 1960, p. 4, in fol. 266, box 52, series 4, 
PTAR / UIC Archives.  
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state- and locally-based child welfare and educational services. For eighty years, the 

centralized authority of the National PTA resided in the power of local parents and teachers 

to activate and shape an educational program and legislative action plan for local school 

districts and state departments of education.134 By 1975 the National PTA lacked an 

expansive, grassroots base of parents and teachers. As a result, the association, despite 

reassurances, could no longer claim to represent the majority will of public school parents. 

Numbers and public opinion were against them. In less than fifteen years, the National 

Congress had cut national representation in half. The NCPT sacrificed local control to secure 

federal aid and entitlements for public schools and low-income families. They rejected long-

standing neighborhood school practices to advance equal educational opportunities for 

African American and Hispanic children. The National Congress of Parents and Teachers 

had little hope of achieving pre-1963 membership levels. And yet in 1977, the National PTA 

and its state presidents conducted an autopsy report to try and do just that.  

National PTA President Grace Baisinger, interviewed by the Washington Post in 

1977, described the PTA’s return to its activist roots and “advocacy-oriented” agendas. Since 

the end of World War II, PTA leaders had fallen behind in leading the call for educational, 

social, labor, and health reforms for their communities and states. Instead of launching 

community health clinics, creating sex education classes for public schools, advocating for 

teacher salaries and benefits, or hosting civic leadership training seminars for women, local 

PTAs had become a “nice organization where you could go to a bake sale.”135 The National 

PTA had unintentionally displaced voluntarism from statecraft. The PTA of the 1960s was 

                                                
134 Jennelle Moorhead, “The Truth About the PTA,” 71st Annual Convention, National 

Congress of Parents and Teachers, May 22, 1967, in fol. 63, box 11, series 2, PTAR / UIC Archives. 
135 Lawrence Feinberg, “PTA Seeks to Reverse Decline with Activism,” Washington Post, 

December 5, 1977. 
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perceived as antithetical to civic engagement. Parents who grew up during the Civil Rights 

Movement and the Vietnam War, Baisinger noted, did not see a place for themselves in the 

PTA. “These parents,” Baisinger said “want meaningful participation.” For Baisinger, the 

only way the PTA could become meaningful once again was by “returning to the outlook of 

those who started it in 1897. . . [as] an unabashedly political organization.”136 The National 

Congress began publicly promoting its Progressive Era achievements and experience leading 

federal and state government departments on child welfare and parent education. It 

celebrated progress in welfare, labor, and education as part of its advocacy. In 1972, the 

National Congress made its first steps toward civic engagement when national delegates 

reversed a seventy-year old policy which discouraged members from opposing school 

administrators and kept parents on the sideline. The amendment revived parents’ activism by 

encouraging them to once again seek equal partnership with school administrators and to 

collaborate in the “decision-making process establishing school policy.”137 Additionally, 

after shutting down the National Parent Teacher, the main point of information for local and 

state PTAs, and cutting national staff in 1974 to save money, the National Congress reopened 

its legislative “satellite office” in Washington, D.C. in 1977.138 Moreover, as the membership 

became more urban and racially diverse, the National Office began actively recruiting “single 

parents, senior citizens, and business leaders” to advocate for public education beyond the 

schools. It seemed that the National PTA, at last, heard the single most pressing demand from 

their base: the incessant desire for civic engagement at all levels and arenas of government 

and society.  

                                                
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Lynn Simross, “PTA Graduates to Contemporary Image,” Los Angeles Times, October 14, 

1977. 
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Figure 2: Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers Organizational Chart. Reproduction of 
organizational chart from the Colorado Parent Teacher magazine. See “Colorado Congress of Parents 
and Teachers,” chart, Colorado Parent Teacher (April 1963), p. 14, in History for 1961-1964, 
Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers, Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers 
Association, Papers, Colorado State PTA Office, Wheat Ridge, Colorado. By 1964, the State Board 
of Managers added one council president and sixteen outside consultants to the state congress. See 
“Director, Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers, Board of Managers, 1963-1964,” in History 
for 1961-1964, Colorado Congress of Parents and Teachers, Colorado Congress of Parents and 
Teachers Association, Papers, Colorado State PTA Office, Wheat Ridge, Colorado. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

What happened in your mother’s PTA that led the nation, scholars, and even the PTA 

to discount its legacy of women’s political activism? Did the association grow too large too 

quickly? Was it “big government” intervening in local matters? Was it a result of women 

entering the workforce? Was it the image of the 1950s housewife? Or, can it be contributed 

to the extreme rhetoric of the 1960s that unseated millions of women from the PTA? 

Not Your Mother’s PTA: Women’s Political Activism in Twentieth-Century America 

provides the first in-depth study of women’s political activism in the National PTA and its 

local PTA units. It closely examines how women integrated themselves and their ideas on 

women’s and children’s welfare reform into government from the 1890s through the 1970s. 

This project explores the resources, strategies, and methods used by PTA women working for 

women and children’s interests at the local and national level, primarily in public schools and 

government agencies. Initially established as a maternalist organization, female members 

deployed maternalist language and their identity as mothers to insert themselves into 

government bureaucracy in matters related to childrearing. Following the passage of the 19th 

Amendment granting national suffrage to most women, female leadership within the National 

Congress believed that with access to the vote they no longer needed to argue for their 

inclusion in government based on sex difference. Rather, female members dropped “mother” 

from its official title and renamed the organization the National Congress of Parents and 

Teachers. This transition, while partially a rebranding tactic, challenged women to redefine 

parents as a constituency accorded particular rights and privileges in America’s public 

schools. By the mid-twentieth century, the National PTA’s success in mobilizing local 

parents, especially women, for community-centered activities and engagements on behalf of 
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publicly supported education contributed to the growing image of the iconic 1950s 

housewife.1 Not Your Mother’s PTA challenges the subtext of the PTA mother/housewife and 

shows how women used the language and identity of motherhood and later parenthood to 

expand women’s role in government, increase women’s political activism, and its ability to 

sustain a Progressive-era, female-led maternalist organization in the face of transformative 

social, economic, and racial changes in the twentieth century.  

Women have continuously led the PTA at all levels of the association since 1897, but 

not every woman in the PTA has been a mother. However, because women have been the 

face of the organization since its founding, the public and many scholars have continued to 

perceive the organization as a mothers’ institution based solely on women’s reproductive 

capacity. However, historical evidence shows that as the PTA evolved over the twentieth 

century, PTA women stopped using motherhood as a reason for oversight in America’s 

schools and started arguing as parents after the passage of the suffrage amendment in 1920. 

Although women remained central to the PTA’s operation on the national and local level, 

after the 1920s many women in the PTA rejected sex difference and argued as parents, a 

gender-neutral term, to maintain their presence in public school systems and government 

agencies. In the PTA, the term “parent” evolved into a broad category for women and men to 

advocate on behalf of children’s welfare. The term also included aunts, uncles, grandmothers, 

grandparents, and legal guardians, generally any adult interested in advancing the mission, 

goals, and objectives of the National PTA in local communities and school districts.  

Not Your Mother’s PTA uses the perspective of history to reexamine today’s 

organization within the context of women’s changing political access and activism over the 

                                                
1 For more on the caricature of the 1950s housewife and its impact on conservative women’s 

politics see Nickerson, Mothers of Conservatism. 
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course of the twentieth century. This dissertation is the first step in reconnecting today’s PTA 

with its gendered and political past and placing the PTA in the longer history of women’s 

organizations and movements in the United States. From the 1890s through the 1920s, PTA 

women supported and subsidized the expansion of the American welfare state by promoting 

women’s common bond of motherhood to bring women’s clubs and organizations under the 

umbrella of maternalism. Between the 1910s and 1920s, women assisted and directed 

government bureaus, such as the Children’s Welfare Bureau, the U.S. Bureau of Education 

Home Education Division, and state-level departments of public instruction and health tasked 

with managing women’s and children’s education, welfare, and health services.  

After most women achieved national suffrage in 1920, the National Congress of 

Mothers experienced an increase in female members and women’s activism just as other 

Progressive Era voluntary organizations, such as the GFWC and NWP, reported declining 

membership.2 The NCM successfully navigated the transition from maternalism to feminism 

without losing members, continued to expand Progressive-era reforms, and increased 

women’s public service roles by shifting its language from motherhood to parenthood.3 The 

social and economic decline created by the Great Depression had provided women the 

opportunity to dramatically expand their activities, increase their local civic engagement, and 

obtain the necessary skills and experience to become key stakeholders in their communities. 

From the 1930s to the 1950s, women’s increased activity as parents in local PTAs created 

tension between the local and national leaders as the National Congress struggled to develop 

                                                
2 Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 86-7. 
3 Nickerson also notes maternalism “lost cultural power” between the 1920s and 1940s. The 

NCM, I argue, recognized these changes and publicly rebranded their organization as the “National 
Congress of Parents and Teachers” in 1924 to continue women’s “mother-work” into the twentieth 
century. See Nickerson, Mothers of Conservatism, xv.  
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a viable narrative that would encompass the work of thousands of units, hundreds of 

councils, and state chapters and branches. During this period women increased their 

involvement in local PTAs by delivering health care services to rural families, lobbying for 

increased state-sponsored education standards, and managing wartime community defense 

programs.  

Just as the organization was succeeding on the local level, however, problems arose at 

the national level. The expansive and often hyper-reactive local level programs by mid-

century unintentionally watered down the National PTA’s message and weakened the 

national association’s impact in local and state school systems. PTAs had become so 

successful at the local level that individual members and local PTA leaders often operated 

autonomously from the National PTA. National leaders scrambled to find a way to maintain 

relevancy and significance to local PTA units and communities.  

The shift in power from the national headquarters to local, communal organizations 

hastened the National PTA’s massive membership loss between the 1960s and early 1970s. 

Other factors contributing to the PTA’s instability in the post-Cold War era included 

women’s greater opportunities in the work force, new attacks from the Far Right, and 

increasing tensions over the role of the PTA in federal aid and school integration. More 

broadly, local concerns regarding federal aid to education and racial integration of schools 

ultimately cut the National PTA out of many public schools and communities. Consequently, 

the National PTA and its rank-and-file members saw their political authority across state and 

national government significantly reduced for the first time in the association’s history. 

For more than 120 years, women in the PTA have partnered with government 

agencies to increase federal and state funding for education, organize rural health clinics, 
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introduce sex education courses, govern school boards, and extend the presence and 

influence of women across local, state, federal, and international agencies. The National PTA 

has created political spaces and national networks for women interested in community 

engagement and public service. And yet, the National PTA has spent the last two decades 

recalling a past of that describes women’s political ignorance. Scholars have declined to 

pursue inquiries into women’s activism in the PTA for several reasons, often themselves, 

buying into the belief that nothing was occurring in the PTA during the middle-part of the 

century. In the moment women’s participation in voluntary and maternalist organizations 

declined after 1920, female participation and women’s activism dramatically increased and 

continued to climb until 1963 when opposition politics, racism, suburbanization, and two-

income households brought it crashing down. The PTA, a longstanding American institution, 

is now found in less than a quarter of public schools, its membership represents less than 

1.18% of the national population, and it continues to have a PR problem when it comes to 

describing female participation and women’s activism.4  

Reframing the history of the PTA as part of a longer history of women’s political 

work offers not only new perspectives on women’s activism in local communities, but also 

brings into sharp focus women’s role in creating, expanding, and subsidizing government 

                                                
4 In June 2016, the National PTA estimated its membership at 3.8 million and reported 

24,334 PTAs. The National Center for Education Statistics reported 98,300 public schools in 2016. 
Comparing the number of PTA units in 2016 and the number of public schools that same year, PTAs 
were present in 24% of schools. For National PTA membership and unit summary for 2016 see 
National Congress of Parents and Teachers, Annual Report, 2015-2016 (Alexandria, VA: National 
PTA, 2016), 6. For public school statistics see “Fast Facts,” U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/. The U.S. Census Bureau estimated the 
national population at 323,127,513 by July 2016. For U.S. population estimates see, “Table 1. Annual 
Estimates of the Resident Population for the United States, Regions, States, and Puerto Rico: April 1, 
2010 to July 1, 2016,” Population Estimates, Population Change, and Components of Change, 
National Population Totals Tables: 2010-2016, December 2016, Population Division, U.S. Census 
Bureau, https://www.census.gov/data.html. 
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services and programs in the United States. One of the most important lessons we can learn 

from history of the PTA is its ability to mobilize citizens, especially women, into community 

action. Despite its downfall in the early 1970s, the National PTA had more than 70 years of 

success in organizing women across city, county, and state lines to achieve some of the 

nation’s greatest social and educational reforms for women and children. PTA women 

steadfastly worked across organizational and political party lines during periods of economic 

decline, social disruption, cultural backlash, and conservative ascendancy.  

 To understand the history of women’s politics and engagement in America, from the 

Progressive Era through the rise of modern conservatism in the 1960s is to recognize the 

factors pulling some women away from civic engagement. Since the 1960s, women have 

turned away from the PTA for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to full-time 

employment, familial obligations, finances, political beliefs, school policies, and even their 

own sense of boredom with the PTA. In turn some women started or joined independent 

parent-teacher organizations.  

Nevertheless, those women still active in the PTA remain politically and civically 

engaged with their local school populations and national association. Women pursue a broad 

range of political, social justice, and environmental issues impacting children’s health, 

education, and welfare. I believe a political revival in the PTA is occurring and that it can be 

found in local conversations between parents who are concerned about such issues as 

academic censorship, climate change, sexual assault and school reporting, gun violence, and 

the rights of LGBT students. 

For instance, in Jefferson County, Colorado, local PTA members took on the local 

school board between 2014 and 2016 in an effort to protect school curriculum from 
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censorship. On 18 September 2014, the new conservative-majority school board, backed by 

the Koch brothers, proposed a review of the AP History curriculum to ensure that students 

learned the “benefits of the free enterprise system, respect for authority and respect for 

individual rights.” The board issued a statement recommending that all history curriculum 

should be free of narratives “condon[ing] social strife, or disregard of the law.” Almost 

immediately, the PTA joined by concerned teachers and students of Jefferson County Public 

Schools spoke out. The American Historical Association even weighed in on the local school 

board decision and condemned its proposals.  

 Michelle Patterson, president of the Jefferson County PTA board (JeffCo PTA), 

“waded right into the muck” of the curriculum controversy. After declaring the school 

board’s move an effort to “whitewash” American history, Patterson and her PTA board 

members were harassed and threatened by community members and out-of-state trolls. 

Undeterred, the PTA packed school board meetings, wrote op-eds, called into local radio and 

news stations, held community hearings, coordinated public protests including student and 

teacher walkouts. After initially failing to stop the board from revising the curriculum, JeffCo 

PTA president saw students and her fellow parents regroup and “planning their next steps” 

against the school board. “I saw the tears in their eyes. Then I saw their resolve,” she wrote.5 

                                                
5 Charles Lane, “What the AP U.S. History Fight in Colorado is Really About,” PostPartisan 

Blog, Washington Post, November 6, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-
partisan/wp/2014/11/06/what-the-ap-u-s-history-fight-in-colorado-is-really-
about/?utm_term=.47697ab0f459; James Grossman, Letter to Ken Witt, President of the Jefferson 
County Board of Education, October 1, 2014; and, Michelle Patterson, “Heading the PTA, and 
Challenging the School Board in Colorado,” Motherlode blog , New York Times, October 8, 2014, 
https://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/10/08/heading-the-pta-and-challenging-the-school-board-
in-colorado/. James Grossman’s letter to the JeffCo school board was sent on October 1, 2014 and 
later published in AHA Today and circulated on the association’s social media platforms. For a copy 
of the “letter of concern” see James Grossman, “Letter to the Board of Education for Jefferson 
County Colorado Public Schools,” American Historical Association, AHA Today, October 2, 2014, 
http://blog.historians.org/2014/10/letter-board-education-jefferson-county-colorado-public-schools/. 
Initially Motherlode started as a parenting blog and a “play on words,” however, in March 2016 the 
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Outside of Jefferson County, ultraconservative pundits could not refrain from 

weighing in on the school curriculum controversy. Among the more fringe, conservative 

media outlets, The New American, a subsidiary of the John Birch Society’s American 

Opinion Publishing company, turned its focus on Jefferson County and its PTA. The New 

American, the quintessential conservative bully pulpit warned its readers of “teacher 

indoctrination” at all levels of education and described how history teachers “brainwashed” 

students with “environmental, anti-war, anti-capitalist, and anti-parent propaganda.” Essayist 

Walter E. Williams, a professor of economics at George Mason University, took a page 

straight from the John Birch Society’s 1960s playbook. He urged parents to “show up 

enmasse” at PTA meetings, urged students to “secretly record and expose academic 

misconduct by teachers,” and told parents to examine textbooks, lesson plans, and teachers 

for any sign of “anti-American” propaganda.6 American political historian Rick Perlstein, 

also commenting on the curriculum controversy, described the Republican Party’s 

“impassioned outpouring” as part of the larger “cult of optimism in education.” Perlstein 

argued: “In part, the controversy evinces the right-wing antipathy to federal dictates that 

undercut local control, especially local control of education.”7 

The controversy over the AP History curriculum and JeffCo PTA’s involvement in 

blocking censorship, demonstrates the PTA’s century-long commitment to federal education 

                                                
New York Times changed the blog’s name to Well Family launching a more inclusive and diverse 
recognizing “every possible variation” of the modern family. See K.J. Dell’Antonia, “Well Family: A 
New Name and New Home for Motherlode,” Well Family Blog, New York Times, March 3, 2016, 
https://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/03/03/well-family-a-new-name-and-new-home-for-
motherlode/.  

6 Walter E. Williams, “Teacher Indoctrination,” The New American, October 8, 2014, 
https://www.thenewamerican.com/reviews/opinion/item/19267-teacher-indoctrination.  

7 Rick Perlstein, “The Powerlessness of Positive Thinking,” In These Times, November 3, 
2014, http://inthesetimes.com/article/17309/the_powerlessness_of_positive_thinking.  
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initiatives and parents’ civic engagement. In early October 2015, the Jefferson County school 

board voted 3-2 to remove the JeffCo PTA council members from the school board. As the 

conservative-majority school board ended its 60-year partnership between the JeffCo PTA, 

Patterson, now the former JeffCo PTA president, took to social media calling out the school 

board and its president for damaging and whitewashing history. “Recall these clowns,” 

Patterson tweeted. The JeffCo PTA, loyal to its former president, retweeted Patterson’s 

demand and began efforts to recall the conservative school board members. The PTA 

organized voter drives and town hall meetings in an effort to reseat PTA members on the 

school board. By 2 November 2015, the PTA succeeded in its mission. Jefferson county 

residents voted out the three conservative members by 28-points.8  

During the same year, the California PTA passed the first state PTA resolution 

declaring climate change a threat to children and making it a priority-action issue not only for 

California’s PTAs but for the entire California public school system. State PTA leaders 

reached out to the National Center for Science Education (NCSE) to draft the California’s 

climate change policy and to help create educational materials for local PTAs. After 

                                                
8 For the JeffCo PTA’s response to the removal of the PTA members from the District 

Accountability Committee see Angela Geier, president of the Jefferson County Council PTA, “Your 
Voice: School Board Majority Removes JeffCo PTA from District Accountability Committee,” 
online community blog, YourHub, Denver (CO) Post, October 6, 2015, 
http://yourhub.denverpost.com/blog/2015/10/your-voice-school-board-majority-removes-jeffco-pta-
from-district-accountability-committee/113290/#comment-1244572. The JeffCo PTA encouraged 
high voter turnout through voter-drive campaigns, distribution of ballot and polling place information, 
as well as holding candidate forums. For the former JeffCo PTA President’s response to the school 
board’s 3 September vote see Michele Patterson, Twitter Posts, 3 September 2016, 8:56pm, 
http://twitter.com/mmcpatt. For JeffCo PTA efforts towards recalling the board members see JeffCo 
Council PTA, Twitter Posts, September 19, 2015, 7:40am; September 29, 2015, 1:16am; September 
30, 2015, 2:05pm; October 14, 2015, 12:12am; October 31, 2015, 11:32am; November 2, 2015, 
6:34am; and November 2, 2015, 8:55pm, https://twitter.com/JeffcoPTA. Yesenia Robles and John 
Aquilar, “JeffCo Voters Choose Recall; Incumbents Losing in DougCo School Race,” online edition, 
Denver (CO) Post, November 3, 2015, http://www.denverpost.com/2015/11/03/jeffco-voters-choose-
recall-incumbents-losing-in-dougco-school-race/.  
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reviewing proposal issued by the California PTA the NCSE policy director remarked, 

“People tend to blow off the PTA . . . But if the PTA supports something, it is hard for 

politicians and community leaders to go against it. It would mean going against the wishes of 

the majority of the parents in their state or district.”9 In 2016, the California PTA 

successfully lobbied the National PTA to adopt its environmental policy and begin the 

process of introducing it to other state and local PTAs for adoption.10 Environmentally-

conscious PTA members are diving into deep, controversial waters and taking on climate-

deniers in the schools and on a national stage and they are relying on their broad geographic 

base to persuade local, state, and national public officials to support the PTA’s 

recommendations.  

Today’s PTA is the PTA it has always been. Between 1897 and 1924, PTA women 

found motherhood a useful mobilizing category for American women. Since then, PTA 

women have exercised political action on matters of concern related to their family, their 

neighborhood, and their nation. The PTA is also a globally-connected network of parents, 

teachers, students, aunts, uncles, school administrators, legislators, and allies. Over its 

lifetime, its female members have achieved great advances in children’s health, welfare, and 

education services. It has also survived extraordinary losses at its base after pursuing more 

liberal and progressive agendas for children’s benefit. If the current political climate is any 

indication, we are crossing a bridge into an era of American history where we desperately 

need engaged citizens. Women’s relentless activism in the PTA may just offer us the 

                                                
9 Katherine Bagley, “Climate Change Lands on Agenda of the PTA,” Inside Climate News, 

May 19, 2015, https://insideclimatenews.org/news/19052015/climate-change-lands-agenda-pta. 
10 Bagley, “Climate Change Lands on Agenda of the PTA,”; and, National PTA Position 

Statement, “Environmental Health, Remediation, Sustainability and Climate Change,” National PTA 
Position Statement, Adopted November 2003, Amended November 2016, http://www.pta.org/.  
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framework to building national coalitions that reignite grassroots activism and strengthen 

alliances to expand and protect the democratic freedoms and rights of all our children. 
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