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Abstract 
 

 National parks reach out to millions of people each year by offering a number of 

recreational and educational experiences. People are exposed to new ideas and experiences in a 

national park that they may not get anywhere else. At Brown v. Board of Education National 

Historic Site in Topeka, Kansas, the National Park Service (NPS) compels visitors to step into 

the shoes of African American students in a segregated elementary school through the use of 

interpretive exhibits. This study was conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of the interpretive 

exhibits at Brown v. Board of Education National Historic Site.  Most visitors sampled (91%) 

were visiting for the first time, indicating that the site does not have many repeat visitors. Race 

and the American Creed, the 30 minute film that plays in the auditorium, was found the most 

impactful exhibit by 34.3% of visitors surveyed. Expressions and Reflections, the temporary 

exhibit in the Kindergarten room, was the second most impactful exhibit, at 21.6% of visitors 

surveyed. The least impactful exhibit was the film Pass It On, at 0.9% of visitors surveyed. As a 

whole, visitors were most impacted by dynamic exhibits with a clear theme, while static exhibits 

and those that did not have a clear theme were not as impactful. This research will help guide 

Brown v. Board of Education National Historic Site staff as they contemplate future changes in 

the interpretive exhibits. 
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Chapter 1 ï Introduction  

Background: History of Brown v. Board of Education  

National Historic Site 

 Monroe Elementary School was one of four segregated black schools in Topeka. In 1954, 

the Supreme Court ruled school segregation unconstitutional, in response to a legal battle that 

included lawsuits from five states. The cases were consolidated under the name Oliver Brown et 

al. v. the Board of Education of Topeka after the father of Monroe School student Linda Brown 

(National Park Service, 2012a). The Court declared ñéin the field of public education, the 

doctrine of óseparate but equalô has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently 

unequalò (Supreme Court, 1954). The ruling was a watershed moment in the fight for civil rights. 

In 1926, at a cost of $110,800, the Topeka Board of Education built the Monroe School,  

an elementary school for black children. Although Monroe School has had several minor 

changes (such as replacing the roof and chimney, removing some partitions on the first and 

second floors, and adding air conditioning), it stands essentially as it did upon completion in 

1926. However, the current building is not the first Monroe School building. The original 

building was built closer to 15
th
 Street (north of its current location). The first Monroe School 

building ñfaced east onto a large triangular grassy park across Monroe Avenue that lay between 

the school and the nearby railroad tracksò (Heath, 1993). When the new school was built, the old 

building was razed (Heath, 1993). 

In 1975, Monroe School closed due to lack of enrollment. Fairlawn Church of the 

Nazarene bought the school in 1981. Mark A. Stueve, President of S/S Builders, bought the 

school in 1985 to use as a warehouse. Mr. Stueve put it up for auction in 1990, but when the 

Brown Foundation intervened due to the schoolôs historical significance, and he learned of 

Monroe Schoolôs involvement in the Brown decision, he took it off the market (Heath, 1993). 

The school was named a national historic site in 1992 (Wolfe, 2005). On May 17, 2004, Brown 

v. Board of Education National Historic Site (NHS) opened on the site of Monroe School.  
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Site Description 

 When you walk through the door of Brown v. Board of Education NHS, the first things 

you see are two signs hanging from the ceiling (Figure 1.1). One says ñWhiteò and points one 

way, while the other says ñBlackò and points the other direction. Although the signs are not 

authentic to the building, they do hit visitors on an emotional level and set the tone of the site.  

 

Figure 1.1: "White" and "Colored" signs seen upon entering Brown v. Board of Education 

NHS 

There are four main rooms in Brown v. Board of Education NHS, each with different 

exhibits about the historic case and about civil rights. The four main rooms are the Auditorium, 

The Education and Justice room, the Legacy of Brown v. Board of Education room, and the 

Kindergarten room.  

Many visitors begin in the Auditorium, where a video titled ñRace and the American 

Creedò plays (Figure 1.2). Throughout the video, an African American man and young woman 

discuss segregation and civil rights. The video is approximately 30 minutes long and has five 

parts: 1. ñHow Segregation Came to Beò presents the evolution of segregation, from Slave Codes 

to Black Codes to Jim Crow Laws to ñseparate but equal.ò 2. ñResistanceò is about fighting back. 

It discusses how, at one time, the only right blacks had was the right to tell the truth. It also 

discusses the Underground Railroad, the NAACP, and about blacks starting to be heard. 3. ñWar 

and National Serviceò discusses racism and rights for soldiers and how they have changed over 

time. 4. ñEducationò is about segregation in schools. It presents the fact that it used to be illegal 
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to teach blacks. Then the law was changed to ñseparate but equal.ò The Brown ruling was the 

beginning of challenging all kinds of segregation. 5. Finally, ñCivil Rightsò discusses the courts 

overturning the Jim Crow laws and changing segregation, not just in education, but in all areas. It 

also discusses the passing of the Civil Rights Bill and blacks having ñfreedoméAND equality.ò 

 

Figure 1.2: The film ñRace and the American Creedò playing in the auditorium 

In the Education and Justice room, one exhibit, titled ñThe Five Lawsuits,ò has a screen 

with buttons below it. Visitors can press the buttons to learn about the five different lawsuits that 

came together to form the case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (Figure 1.3). A map of 

the United States is beside the screen to show where each of the five lawsuits originated.  
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Figure 1.3: The exhibit titled "The Five Lawsuits" in the Education and Justice Room 

The ñHall of Courageò is a short hallway with two screens on each side that show, as the 

exhibit text says, ñscenes from the front lines of segregation.ò (Figure 1.4). 

 

Figure 1.4: The ñHall of Courageò exhibit 

ñThey Gave Us Good Dreamsò is a video that shows accounts of well-educated African 

Americans that have big dreams or are already successful (Figure 1.5).  
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Figure 1.5: ñThey Gave Us Good Dreamsò video 

The exhibit ñEducation ï The Path to Freedomò has a display that describes education 

opportunities for African Americans over time before the case of Brown v. Board of Education 

(Figure 1.6). There are also flipbooks titled ñThe end of slavery and the rise of Jim Crow,ò and 

ñThe rise of education for African Americans.ò The exhibit also includes an interactive display 

titled ñSegregated Activitiesò in which visitors look at 10 pictures showing different activities, 

such as using public restrooms, telephones, and swimming pools, and select which activities they 

think were ever segregated somewhere in the United States (Figure 1.7).  
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Figure 1.6: ñEducation ï The Path to Freedomò exhibit 

 

Figure 1.7: Interactive display ñSegregated Activitiesò within the exhibit ñEducation ï The 

Path to Freedomò 

There is a timeline with important events through history that begins with the year 1600 

in the Education and Justice room and continues in the room of The Legacy of Brown v. Board 

of Education, ending with the year 2000 (Figure 1.8).  
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Figure 1.8: Timeline of important historical events 

The Legacy of Brown v. Board of Education room has an exhibit titled ñThe Struggle 

Continues.ò It includes a display about civil rights after the Brown v. Board of Education ruling 

(Figure 1.9). The exhibit has a display titled ñHistoric Figures,ò where visitors can learn about 

people that were important to the Civil Rights Movement (Figure 1.10). Visitors can turn a 

handle to change which people they are learning about. The exhibit also has flipbooks, titled 

ñThe Civil Rights Movement,ò ñThe Civil Rights Movement ï Organizations,ò ñDid the Schools 

Integrate?ò and ñBrownôs Ripple Effect.ò  
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Figure 1.9: ñThe Struggle Continuesò exhibit 

 

Figure 1.10: Interactive display ñHistoric figuresò within the ñThe Struggle Continuesò 

exhibit 
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There is a video titled ñPass It Onò with modern people talking about racism and civil 

rights (Figure 1.11).  

 

Figure 1.11: ñPass It Onò video 

ñLet Justice Flow Like Waterò is an exhibit with a display that presents the effects the 

Brown v. Board of Education ruling has had on inequality (Figure 1.12). There are two ñProtest 

in Musicò stations in the exhibit with headphones so people can listen to songs such as ñWhatôs 

Going Onò by Marvin Gaye and ñThe Times They Are a Changingò by Bob Dylan (Figure 1.13).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.12: ñLet justice flow like wateréò exhibit 

 

 

Figure 1.13: Songs available to listen to in the ñProtest in Musicò display within the ñLet 

justice flow like wateréò exhibit 
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The room that was once used as a Kindergarten classroom is now used for temporary 

exhibits. Two of the permanent areas of the room include Expression Station kiosks, where 

visitors can use touchscreens to do artwork or write their feelings, and a magnet board called ñIn 

Your Own Words,ò which has magnetic words with which people can write their thoughts 

(Figure 1.14).  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a)           (b) 

Figure 1.14: (a) ñExpression Stationsò and (b) ñIn Your Own Wordsò magnet board in the 

Kindergarten room 

Interpretation: Definitions and Principles 

Freeman Tilden, known as the ñFather of Interpretation,ò defined interpretation as: ñAn 

educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of original 

objects, by firsthand experience, and by illustrative media, rather than simply to communicate 

factual informationò (Tilden, 1977). 

The National Association for Interpretation (NAI) defines interpretation as ñéa mission-

based communication process that forges emotional and intellectual connections between the 

interests of the audience and the meanings inherent in the resourceò (National Association for 

Interpretation, 2012). 

 Along with his definition of interpretation, Tilden (1957) wrote six principles of 

interpretation. These principles are important to interpreters at museums, historic sites, 


