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Chapter 21 – Section 4
New Approaches to Civil Rights

Cynthia Bowers: Yolanda Williams has spent most of her life in the classroom, most recently at this school on Chicago’s Northwest side teaching middle school students a lesson she learned early on.
Yolanda Williams: I will, I must, if it is to be, it’s up to me.
Cynthia Bowers: She worked hard in school to escape her roots in one of Chicago’s most notorious housing projects, and remembers the pain she felt when she realized, despite good grades, going away to college was out of reach in the segregated America of the 1960s.
Why was it so important for you to go away to college?

Yolanda Williams: I basically needed some place to be that was secure, that was safe.

Cynthia Bowers: It was a time when few in America felt safe. The year was 1968 and the country was changing and burning. Spurred by the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, a bold program was initiated at the University of Illinois and Williams became one of 500 black students recruited to it’s nearly all white Champaign campus.
Clarence Shelly: We were challenging the university’s image of itself; we had no models to go by, nothing to look at to measure ourselves against.
Cynthia Bowers: Even though critics gave the students virtually no chance of success two thirds of them went on to graduate and more than 35 years later what became known as project 500, offers a case study of how opportunity in the form of affirmative action, had the power to change the lives of these students who went on to become city planners, lawyers and teachers. What would you say to Americans who are still on the fence about affirmative action?
Yolanda Williams: We deserve it, we need it, affirmative action gives students or people who have been left out of the mainstream an opportunity, if they want it.
Cynthia Bowers: Despite today’s mixed ruling, Williams remains convinced affirmative action is here to stay and looks with pride upon her alma mater, which is now twenty-five percent minority.
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