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JOYCE UY: My name is Joyce Uy. I'm interviewing Derek Williams. The date is 

April 10, 2001. The location is a room in the Southern Oral History Project office. The 

topic we will be discussing is "Teachers and Students of Guy B. Philipps Junior High 

School." Mr. Williams, let's start with an easy question. Where were you born? 

DEREK WILLIAMS: [laughter] Durham, North Carolina. 

JU: Where were your parents born and raised? 

DW: Um, [pause] you got me there. My father was born in western North-

Carolina, in Bryson City I think. Or Hendersonville area. And my mother was born in 

Yadkinville, North Carolina. So they were sort of western North Carolinians. My mother 

was mostly raised right in Durham and my father in various places around North 

Carolina. His father was a minister and on the move. 

JU: What denomination was he? 

DW: His father was a Methodist minister in the mountains of North Carolina. My 

mother grew up in a Baptist family. 

JU: Where did you attain your formal education before entering college? 

DW: Formal education [pause] well, well I guess I started out at what is now 

Durham Academy. It used to be called Calvert Method School, a private school where 

my mother taught in Durham. And then I went to public school in the middle of 

elementary school to George Watts School on Watts Street in Durham. And then junior 

high school and Durham High School. And then I got my diploma from Phillips High 

School Academy, which is as happens is where I teach now, in Andover, Massachusetts. 

And then went to college in Connecticut, at Wesleyan University. 
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DEREK WILLIAMS 

JU: Why did you decide to become a social studies teacher? 

DW: Oh [pause] why—you ask? 

JU: Yes. 

DW: Well, I was graduating from college in the late 60s—in 1969. It was hard not 

to be concerned about social studies. I majored in government. If you can say I majored 

in anything, political science. And I was over in Europe in 1968, which was kind of a 

wild time both in the States and elsewhere, particularly in Paris. And things were just 

swirling all around me. So [pause] and both my parents had been teachers, and so I think 

I in some ways came to teaching naturally. Although I never really aspired to be a teacher 

in my youth. And I was hoping also that it might be a way of staying out of the draft. And 

so I came to Chapel Hill after I graduated. When I graduated from college, I didn't plan 

on teaching in Chapel Hill. I did have a job teaching in a public school in Vermont. But 

things happened in the summer, and I ended up in Chapel Hill instead. 

JU: OK, um, why did you decide to join Teachers Incorporated and teach junior 

high school pupils here in Chapel Hill? 

DW: Well, the Teachers Incorporated was an organization that I read about, heard 

about a little bit through the grapevine. The people at Wesleyan had been involved in 

New York City in it. It was an organization, you may know, that intended to reform 

education in America, a modest goal. But I heard about them and heard that they were 

going to start a program. They had been headquartered or had programs, sort of pilot 

programs in New York City, in the lower east side in Ocean Hill-Brownsville. And they 

had been out on Long Island. And they wanted to start a project in the South. And I just 

Interview number K-0223 in the Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern  Historical Collection, 
The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill.



DEREK WILLIAMS 

happened to discover that they were going to start a project in Chapel Hill. They had 

seduced the superintendent of schools in Chapel Hill to save some places in the Chapel 

Hill school system for teachers who had unusual, essentially uncertified backgrounds in 

education. But he reserved some places, and I thought that sounded pretty interesting. 

And so I ended up in Chapel Hill in the summer of 1969 with others; about a dozen new 

people to Chapel Hill teamed with about a dozen teachers from already inside the system. 

And we did a variety of training projects and so on during the summer. And I had no idea 

what I was going to teach or where I was going to teach. That's just where I got assigned. 

I got assigned at junior high. Some others got assigned to elementary school. Some others 

to high school. I don't remember having much say in that. So I ended up teaching my 

first year predominantly seventh graders North Carolina history. I had a Hugh Lefler 

textbook which had been the same textbook that I'd been taught out of when I'd been an 

eighth grader in North Carolina. So I was teaching North Carolina history to seventh 

graders predominantly and then some U.S. history to a class of eighth graders, as I 

remember. 

JU: Paul Killough, another former Teachers Inc Chapel Hill teacher who I 

recently interviewed made known his weakness in mastering difficult classroom 

situations. How adept were you in maintaining the standard classroom atmosphere 

conducive to learning? 

DW: Pathetic, basically very pathetic. And partly because I didn't believe in being 

a real disciplinarian, partly because I didn't know how to do anything [laughter]. We 

were many of us quite inexperienced and things were pretty wild and crazy. But I can 
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remember some pretty interesting episodes of classroom craziness where I was definitely 

didn't feel as if I were in control. So, yeah. As far as maintaining the standard kind of 

classroom, I wasn't very good at it and it showed. 

JU: Could you cite a particular instance where the class got particularly unruly? 

DW: Oh gosh, how long you have? 

JU: Just a few minutes. 

DW: No, I mean. I remember I was barely calling the roll the first day of class in 

September and a kid on the front row, uh, turns around to the kid behind him and says, 

"This mother fucker honky aint gonna teach me anything." I mean that was, that was my 

introduction to seventh graders. And one time we had a fire drill. And all my kids just 

went screaming right out of the class and down the hall and out the door and were gone 

into the woods. And I finally, after much ado, coaxed them back into the classroom. It 

took me a long time. Everybody else had [pause] you know, properly lined up their kids 

and got them back in. And then a little tap tap tap on the door, and here comes the 

principal. And he says, "Mr. Williams, you didn't do that fire drill very well, did you?" I 

said, "Well, no." He said, "Well, you'll have to do it again." And so the kids just erupted 

into cheers. Anyway, you know, things like that. There were some pretty amusing 

episodes. They were funny if it hadn't been so, you know-if I hadn't felt so powerless to 

do anything about it. Uh, but you know, that aside, I don't think it was all a waste of 

years certainly. But these were times when I sure wished I had more control. 
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JU: Did you discern a consistent pattern among your students of talented children 

of university professors performing extremely well in academics and underprivileged 

children of working-class parents struggling to meet requirements in their courses? 

DW: Ah, absolutely, absolutely. I mean that was pretty stark right from the first, 

actually. I mean there was the Chapel Hill-Carborro system for one thing. The two were 

combined, and it was relatively recently at that period that they had been merged. And so 

in some sense there were really three. This is really oversimplification, but really three 

groups that tended to dominate. They were the university sons and daughters. Ah, and 

then there was the African-American community which had largely lived in Chapel Hill 

and whose parents had been part of the service industry for the university in various 

forms. And then Carborro traditionally was a relatively poor white, you know, textile mill 

working-class community. And those groups in the late 60s were still noticeable. Ah, and 

there was quite a bit of tension between them. I mean, I certainly taught students that, you 

know, I teach at another private school now, high school now. And you know, those kids 

were every bit as bright and talented as, you know, the ones that I see now and go off to 

Harvard and Yale and all the rest. And there were others who really struggled and were 

so very uncomfortable and ill suited and resentful of the kind of attention that they'd been 

given, you know, throughout their years. And certainly the racial dynamic was in full 

bloom. And there were plenty of racial tensions. 

JU: Which students of yours proved to be exceptions to this rule? 

DW: Uh, exceptions to the... 
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JU: .. .to the rule of university professors' children performing extremely well in 

school and underprivileged children of working-class parents doing poorly? 

DW: Uh [pause] well, you know, I don't know how to answer that exactly. Uh, 

clearly there were exceptions. I mean it's an oversimplification. I mean if you mean by 

exceptions, "Were there university kids doing poorly?" Certainly. "Were there, you 

know, sons and daughters of poor parents who virtually had no education who did well?" 

Certainly. But I can't, you know, I can't name them unless I go back and start thinking 

about individuals. And since I was teaching about 150 of them a day, you know, that 

would take me a little rattling through my file. So certainly, I mean, you know, there are 

exceptional kids in all cases. So whatever generalization I make doesn't, you know, hold 

when you look at it up close. Perhaps. But I think it holds, you know, in a broad sense. 

JU: How did you take on the challenge of teaching disadvantaged students, many 

of whom were African-American? 

DW: How did I? 

JU: Yes. / -f 
DW: Um. Well, I certainly didn't have any pad answers. Um, but I thought that 

by being sensitive to their needs, listening to them, ah, responding to topics and so on that 

I suspected that they were interested in, and doing some things that involved less 

traditional ways of thinking and collaborating and so on, that I could, you know, interest 

them and excite them in various projects. I mean, one of the interesting things about 

social studies at that time in the system was that social studies was one of those non, what 

do they call it, tracked subjects. The kids were tracked in for science and math. So you 
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know you tended to have almost segregated, uh. A given class of math students would 

tend to be pretty well segregated. There are those who are competent and those who are 

less so by the usual standard. In social studies, they were all mixed in. So in a given class 

there was a huge range of ability and interest. And I tried to, I mean I think my basic tact 

was to decentralize the classroom. I learned early on that I as a teacher standing up there 

trying to give a lesson particularly about Sir Walter Raleigh or whatever it might be, it 

wasn't going to be readily absorbed by everyone. And so a lot of what I did was group 

and individual projects where I could try to get to students on a more individual and small 

group basis, where, you know, leaving it open-minded enough. So that the students who 

were really able could use their talents and skills to, you know, take some sort of 

investigation pretty far and others could take it as far as they could take it. And so I was 

always trying to think up, you know, different kinds of exercises. Rarely ever, ever can I 

remember lecturing but a lot of exercises and a lot of having kids in groups and a lot of 

my moving around listening to different students say what they had to say. But as far as 

the traditional stand up in front of the class either for me or for them-not so much of that. 

Although more of that was possible a couple years later. In my final year, I was teaching 

ninth graders. And there certainly was a big difference in my mind between the seventh 

and eighth graders and ninth graders You know, the seventh and eighth graders are 

notoriously rambunctious and hormonal. And I found that to be the case. And by the time 

they reached ninth graders, you know. Whether poor or underprivileged, however you 

want to call it, or very privileged, they had been through junior high together in a sense 

and had reached a kind of compatibility with each other, I think, and understanding. 
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There were fewer, you know, fights in the middle of the classroom or fights in the middle 

of the hall, or just sort of acting out in all sorts of impetuous ways by the time they're 

ninth graders and interested in ideas and a little more able to listen to one another. So I 

felt that, you know, and partly the times had changed too in just a few years. 1969-69, 

70-those seemed particularly wild. And maybe I was a little better by my third year at 

handling things as well. So, you know, things changed a little bit. I certainly felt as 

though I was always adapting. Um, and it didn't matter how much I knew about any 

given subject. What I needed to do every night when I was trying to prepare was to think 

of ways to distribute, process, work through a given project. It was more the process that 

I was trying to think about. You know, methodology and so on. It wasn't content so 

much. 

JU: Might any of your African-American pupils here in Chapel Hill have resented 

a Caucasian instructor guiding them as a parent guides his children? 

DW: Say me as a Caucasian teaching them? 

JU: Yes. 

DW: Yah, sure. I mean, as I told you, you know, my first, about five minutes into 

my first class, I had a black student turn to his neighbor and tell him what he thought of 

that honky up there. So sure, there was plenty of resentment. There was resentment of 

me. There was resentment of others. Things were pretty ah, nerves were pretty raw in a 

lot of ways. You know, in my nice liberal, I thought I had my eyes open. I didn't go in as 

a completely naive, some sort of liberal junkie from up North. But I was, I had a lot of 

things pressed in my face. And I found, you know, myself scrambling to handle all sorts 
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of situations. In many ways I thought that ah [pause] yeah there was certain resentment. 

But there wasn't so much resentment against, you know. I can't remember feeling it so 

much against me personally as it were. I mean I didn't feel in danger from () in that 

respect. But there was resentment against authority from, of which I was a piece. There 

was resentment against white folks of which I couldn't deny. And so on. So far as the 

institutional structure, certainly. I ran into all sorts of resentment. 

JU: Why do you think there was strong resentment against the institution at that 
time? 

DW: Ah, that's a good question. And one that somebody who has done a little 

more research than I can remember on the, in some ways, on the particularities of 

education, maybe, in Chapel Hill. But it was part of, I mean you can go back generations 

and look at the kind of education—segregated public education. I went to school in 

public schools in Durham which was ten miles away. And I didn't run into, I didn't have 

an African -American classmate until I was in the eighth grade, which would have been, 

what would have been early 60s. Eight years after Brown v. Board. So North Carolina 

was certainly part of the all deliberate, very deliberate speed in desegregation. And there 

had been certainly generation of poor education, poor state support for education, 

discrimination against African-Americans for as long as you can look. I mean I remember 

1969 going down to the beach for a weekend and coming home on Sunday afternoon. 

And there's a Klan meeting going on out in the field in Princeton, North Carolina. Uh, so 

given all of that, it's understandable why African-Americans in particular and the poor 

more generally felt resentment towards the system; I mean they, they knew what they 

were not getting. One could argue that it was not a unified voice. And they were speaking 
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with, when you asked them what they wanted—certainly they knew they had been getting 

the short end of the stick. And then with desegregation, which had just been developing, 

there was a lot of resentment which took a few years to percolate to the surface, I think. 

But there was a lot of resentment over integration-was simply assimilation or intended to 

be so by the white community, perceived to be so. Black schools lost their identity; they 

were merely being absorbed into the white schools, and that was clearly on people's 

minds. And people there in their local communities there had already seen various 

protests down on Franklin Street, and so on, and in Durham, and in the nation at large. 

And they were certainly aware of that, and it didn't, the seventh and eighth graders, 

young as they are, they were very much part of that whole mix. I mean, I'd go to school 

any number of days, and there's a sit-in going on in the hall. Or there's a group of black 

students in the principal's office wondering how come there are no black cheerleaders. Or 

any number of issues would come up. And so, it was in that kind of broader context that 

we as teachers were trying to bring students to the issues. We, in some ways, as part of 

Teachers Inc., we were provocative. Some in the community thought we were much too 

provocative by even entertaining, or allowing, some of this resentment to be expressed. 

So you know, part of me wanted to encourage people who felt that they were being 

discriminated against to voice their views and be heard. And how to balance that with 

keeping order in the classroom and being part of a kind of a civilized discussion wasn't 

always easy. 

JU: Did you sense that the African-American and Caucasian students under you 

tutelage envision you as a role model? 
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DW: Ah gosh. I don't know. I don't know. I mean I'd say, "Yes, I hope so." I did 

not see myself as some paragon of virtue that they should emulate. But I saw myself as a 

kind of mentor, a facilitator of them trying to find—in today's terms—find their voice, 

find who they were, find what their interests were. Uh, be concerned about social policy, 

politics. All of those things. Look outwards towards the world. See themselves in a 

broader view. I wanted then to be conscious of all that. That's sort of what I think social 

studies teachers ought to do. [Clearing of voice] So if I encouraged them to do that and 

they said, "He's ok" and "I like him ok for helping me to open my eyes," well then, you 

know, great. I don't mind being called a role model. But I can't say that I saw myself as 

some sort of pied piper; "here, be like me," exactly. I still have some lasting friendships 

from those years; students who were in the seventh grade in 1969,1 count them as 

friends. I haven't kept up with them really, but I would still feel as though we went 

through a lot and understood each other—black and white. So, to that extent, they. This is 

part of what one learns in teaching, in a way. Whether they knew it or not, in some ways, 

they were my role models; I learned as much from them as they learned from me. But 

certainly, it is best. I think teaching can be rationalized as partly that where there is a kind 

of mutual learning process and each is kind of interested and excited about it. 

JU: Did the African-American and Caucasian students treat you in similar or 

different ways? 

DW: Ah, it's hard to generalize. It's hard to generalize. I mean it's [pause] I think 

when one of the things that strikes me in a sense by that question is maybe again. I'm one 

who tends to, by my description earlier on, I tend to paint the same portrait of 

polarization between, again to oversimplify, rich university kids and poor black kids. And 
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it wasn't that. And the element that I think is kind of starkly missing is a fair number of 

white kids who also had a lot of resentment, both towards blacks and towards the 

university kids. And so to call it sort of black and white and how each treated me or how 

they viewed me. It's hard for me to generalize on that on that. It's certainly, at a certain 

level, I guess I attracted some of the university kids in ways that I might not have the 

black kids or the other white kids. I can remember in the years, after I taught I used to go 

camping with some of the students I met in ninth grade, in high school, and so on. And 

they were admittedly white kids; they weren't the black kids that I went camping with. 

But, as I say, I'd like to think that there was a kind of respect even if I, even at that time I 

spent pretty much time at black homes as well as white homes. But probably more in the 

white homes than in the black homes, I would say. 

JU; Paul Killough thought you taught your junior high school pupils in Chapel 

Hill better than he taught his junior high school pupils. Um. 

DW: What am I supposed to say to that? Agree with him? 

JU: What teaching methods did you employ which worked? 

DW: Oh gosh, I think I've already been through that as well as I can. Again, you 

try to hope that you can establish some basic respect and ground rules of stability, even if 

it's not beautiful, perfect order—that there's a kind of stability that rules in the classroom. 

And that I tried, as I said, to decentralize and to combine students in various kinds of 

groups in a lot of different kinds of projects. And I don't know if that was better than 

what Paul Killough would do or better than anyone else would do. It certainly was not 

what the English teacher next door was doing. [Cough] I mean, she had students march 

into her room and sat in a row and shut up unless she spoke to them. I never could quite 
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reach that degree of discipline. And who knows what's better? I didn't know; I was flying 

by the seat of my pants virtually every day it seemed. 

JU: Did you notice any teaching methods that didn't work? 

DW: Well, I think and still think today that some teaching methods. It's hard. I 

probably shouldn't admit this. But as long as I've been in education, which is thirty plus 

years now, including a stint as a principal of a school, that I'm almost allergic to reading 

to reading anything about education. That seems shameful. But to me, there are very few 

prescriptions for what works in a classroom or what works for a particular teacher's style 

or subject or anything. You know, what works for one teacher doesn't necessarily work 

for another. And what works for one subject doesn't necessarily work in another. And I 

have to admit that I've been, I still feel thirty years later that I'm flying by the seat of my 

pants. I mean I have a confidence that I can do this and that. And it doesn't mean that I 

walk into every classroom having no idea what I'm going to do. I spend pretty much time 

preparing, but I never know quite what to expect. In some ways that's the joy of teaching. 

There are very few times when I say, "Okay, this is exactly what's going to happen." So 

bottom line is I keep trying things different and different methods. And what seems to 

work, I try to remember and stick in my repertoire. And things that don't work, I might 

try them again, and tweak them, and see if they can work if they're adjusted. Or toss them 

out. And it's a continual process of that. One of the things I always felt that, and I knew 

that, in part having grown up with my mother a public school teacher, even though she 

never taught me directly, although one year she did as a music teacher. There were some 

fabulously talented and terrific public school teachers around, and I think they get way 

too little credit. It's easy to talk about, "Oh, the education system is just a bunch of bean 
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counters and dead heads." But there's some terrific things that go on in the classroom. 

And there's all different kinds of things. I mean there's almost as many approaches as 

there are teachers, or more so because every teacher has a whole bag of tricks. 

JU: In your personal evaluation, what was the essence of the Teachers 

Incorporated project? 

DW: The essence of the Teachers Incorporated project [pause] Wow, boy. That's 

a deceptively simple question that I'd love to know the answer to. I can't say that I know 

it now. And I haven't really focused on it in years. I think the intentions were noble. And 

basically, I don't know how to say this exactly the way it ought to be said, affirmatively. 

But I don't think they were wrong-headed. But kind of a double negative. I admire what 

Teachers Inc. set out to do. I think it took a lot of courage, and I know the people who 

were involved in it were determined, and energetic, and intelligent. And most of them 

tried to be quite flexible and ultimately were very effective in their own world. On the 

other hand, as being part of a movement, a lasting movement of really changing 

education in America, certainly they fell short. And I think, that myself included, we 

were a bit naive in thinking that we could do more than we were able to do. I think most 

of us ended up tending our own little garden trying to survive in the classroom as best we 

could and ultimately deciding to work outward from there rather than stating with the big 

picture and work back. That the best way we could change was to try to start at home-

Personally, and so in some sense, naive. But basically an admirable attempt to at least 

shake up education. And I think education needed to be shaken at that time. One could 

argue it still does. But at least at that time I would not, again a double negative, I would 

not call it not a success. I don't know if I would go out and say, "Yah, we were very 
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successful. But I think it was productive. It was certainly productive in a lot of individual 

lives, and I don't think it destroyed or harmed too many lives or subverted. I mean I don't 

see it as essentially a subversive organization, although some did. I do see it as a kind of 

questioning, skeptical kind of organization, intentionally so. But I didn't think some 

would see the people in Teachers Inc. as trying to bring down something. I didn't think 

we were trying to bring it down as shake it and perhaps rebuild it. I'm not sure we rebuilt 

much, but we did shake it and maybe get people to look at education in Chapel Hill 

differently than the way they had before. 

JU: What components of Chapel Hill's school board policy did you disagree with 

while you were a teacher in this town? 

DW: Oh, God. I can't remember. Yah, I can't remember. To tell you the truth, I 

remember deriding the school board in many ways in my mind. But I can't remember 

particular policies or edicts that they handed down that I thought were particularly 

misguided. I just can't remember specifics in that way. I mean I can remember one guy () 

who was one among three of us who got fired the very first year. And he wanted, he 

asked for a personal appearance when he got his dismissal notice in front of the school 

board. And there a bunch of parents and other people who were in a sense, they weren't 

really picketing. But they went to the school board meeting to protest, at least keep watch 

over the school board meeting that he was going to have a hearing at to defend himself. 

And he went in and then he came out after, I don't know, twenty minutes or so. And they 

(fellow teachers) said, "Well, how did it go? What did they say?" And he said, "They 

wouldn't talk to me." And so he had got in to defend himself and they wouldn't talk to 

him. They wouldn't say anything. He s said, "How come I got fired?" And they said 
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nothing, zero; "Thank you very much. You may leave now." And he thought, Uh, this is 

kind of ludicrous. So those kinds of things. I mean there were all kinds of due process 

issues and every once in a while, it wasn't just the school board. But most of the battles 

were on a much local scale actually between some teachers and some principals at 

school, administrators, and so on about what they let kids do and not let them do or 

curriculum issues and all of that. I think most of it, what you might call the more political 

battles, were waged between students, teachers, parents, and the administrators in the 

workplace—namely the principals and vice-principals. There were some school board 

larger issues, but I can't remember exactly what they were. The superintendent of the 

school board, yeah, I mean I can remember several sort of things. But the superintendent 

of the school board, at least in the early years, was the one who invited us. So to a certain 

extent we saw him as an ally. Although, he was put in such a difficult situation that he 

was unable to defend us in certain situations, even if maybe he had wanted to. So 

politically, it was a pretty hot time for all sorts of reasons. 

JU: Thank you very much, Mr. Williams 

DW: Well, thank you, Joyce. 

END OF TAPE 1, SIDE A 
END OF INTERVIEW 
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