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How Racial Identify Affects Performance

In her essay from Young, Gifted and Black: Promoting High Achievement Among African-American
Students, Theresa Perry notes that success means somehow negotiating the dilemmas that characterize
the notion of achievement for many students of color. Perry poses four questions that she believes
students must be taught to ask themselves:

How do | commit myself to achieve, to work hard over time in school, if | cannot predict
(in school or out of school) when or under what circumstances this hard work will be
acknowledged and recognized?

How do | commit myself to do work that is predicated on a belief in the power of the mind,
when African-American intellectual inferiority is so much a part of the taken-for-granted
notions of the larger society that individuals in and out of school, even good and well-
intentioned people, individuals who purport to be acting on my behalf, routinely register
doubts about my intellectual competence?

How can | aspire to and work toward excellence when it is unclear whether or when
evaluations of my work can or should be taken seriously?

Can | invest in and engage my full personhood, with all of my cultural formations, in my
class, my work, my school if my teachers and the adults in the building are both attracted
to and repulsed by these cultural formations—the way | walk, the way | use language, my
relationship to my body, my physicality and so on? 78

These questions, Perry argues, require African-American students to summon extra emotional, social
and physical strength to remain committed to success. She writes, “The task of achievement requires
that you and others believe that the intellectual work that you engage in affirms you as a social being and
is compatible with who you are.”™

Such strength is difficult to maintain on your own, and students of color may avoid big competitions or
gifted programs in which they do not see their peers included. Susan Asiyanbi 01, now the Philadelphia
Institute Director, taught fourth grade math in Newark, New Jersey. She describes what this looked like
in her classroom:

One of my students, Aaliyah, was a very bright young girl. She was very strategic in her
thinking and her ability to break problems down. Aaliyah was content with doing the
minimum to get by because she had always done so. During class discussions, Aaliyah
often questioned the use of committing hard work, knowing her background would
always be a product that stifled her growth. Knowing that Aaliyah felt this way, | made
sure to prove to her that she could actualize her dreams. | forced her to apply for
summer programs and competitions. As she began this process, the pressure was on for
her to focus and really dedicate time and energy to succeeding. Competing and working
with others from different schools and backgrounds was just what Aaliyah needed. This
was the first time she felt she could not only keep up, but do just as well as anyone else
despite sociletal conditions and/or community and racial background.

8 Perry, Theresa, et al. Young, Gifted and Black. Boston: Beacon Press, 2003, p. 4.
" 1bid. p. 6.
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The “acting white” hypothesis. You have already learned about some of the work by John Ogbu, who
suggests that some minority students reject academic success because they would be seen as “acting
white.” Tatum makes similar conclusions in Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?
Other scholars have shown that successful African-American students deemphasized attributes that
would signal their “Blackness” and asserted that race was not an important part of their identity.®

While this may be true for some students, more recent studies have suggested that “racial/ethnic
minorities do not necessarily associate school success with ‘Whiteness,” nor are they subjected to peer
pressure that leads to not doing well.”8! Flores-Gonzalez argues that it is not necessary to give up one’s
background in order to be academically successful, indicating that students learn to manage both a
“school” identity and a “home” identity at once and that these are not contradictory or incompatible.? In
a recent critique of the “acting white” hypothesis, the University of Pennsylvania’s Vinay Harpalani pointed
to data that showed students who were judged to be in the “pre-encounter” phase of Cross’s racial
identity development were less academically
1 will never forget the time one of my students told  successful than those shown to have attitudes of the
me | was the only white person they had met who “internalization” stage. This means that students who
they liked. It was devastating. Obviously wanted  more strongly associated themselves with positive
my students to like me, but not at the exclusion of  African-American identity performed better than those
the rest of my race. We talked about why they felt  \ho viewed themselves from a Eurocentric frame of
that way, and | challenged them to think about reference.8 Scholars have recently made similar
Wﬁe.mer L my parents or arguments for encouraging native Spanish speakers to
siblings. We talked about why we like people, and N . .
A e S, e malntam. thglr home- Ianguagg, rather. than simply
continuing conversation. abandoning it for English.®* Native American students,
once asked to deny their heritage and adopt the goals

Cate Reed, DC ‘00 and values of Western education, show progress in
Project Manager (via Broad Residency), schools where children are encouraged and shown
Pittsburgh Public Schools how to use Native knowledge and language while also

pursuing national curriculum standards.8®

Harvard sociologist Prudence Carter suggests that, while some students of color may not wish to
relinquish their own clothing, styles and language, they do not necessarily see their culture or race in
opposition to academic success. & In fact, in one national study, scholars found that African-American
students had higher aspirations than their white peers. 8 It may be that adults, looking at students who
project an outward appearance that is different from white, middle-class “norms,” come to presume and
perpetuate the idea that those students are not interested in success. Ask yourself: Are there certain
assumptions you hold about what an intellectually curious student looks or sounds like?

8 Fordham, S. “Racelessness as a Factor in Black Students' School Success: Pragmatic Strategy or Pyrrhic Victory?” Harvard
Educational Review, Vol. 58, No. 1, 1988, pp. 54-83.

81 Flores-Gonzalez, Nilda. School Kids/Street Kids. |dentity Development in Latino Students. New York: Teachers College Pr., 2002,
p. 9.

82 |bid.

8 http://www.urbanedjournal.org/archive/Issue%201/Commentaries/comment0001.html, accessed 7/1/2010. For a Miami-specific
example refuting the “acting white” hypothesis, see http://www.fiu.edu/~iei/index/working3.html, accessed 7/1/2010.

84 Nieto, Sonia. Affirming Diversity, 4" ed. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2004, pp. 214-216.

8 Lipka, Jerry. “Schooling for Self-Determination.” ERIC Digest, EDO-RC-01-12, January 2002.

8 http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/inequality/Seminar/Papers/Carter.pdf, accessed 7/1/2010.

87 Ainsworth-Darnell, James W. and Downey, Douglas B. “Assessing the Oppositional Cultural Explanation for Racial/Ethnic
Differences in School Performance.” American Sociological Review. \ol. 63, No. 4, August 1998, pp. 536-553.
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How Racial Identify Affects Performance

Culturally specific challenges. While many of the aforementioned issues may cross racial lines, it is
important to highlight that children from different racial groups face stigmas and challenges particular to
their own experiences. For example, the “model minority myth,” which lumps Asian Americans together
into a single group of super-intelligent, hard-working future scientists and mathematicians, creates
unrealistic and limiting expectations and masks the very real problems of gangs, high dropout rates, and
the more meaningful patterns of success and struggle apparent when you disaggregate “Asian-

Americans” by country of origin.

Asian-American children also face the problem of being seen as

“perpetual foreigners,” rather than having their long and complex history as contributors to America

affirmed in school.

In many immigrant groups, children must come
to grips with school’s demands to assimilate
(which often reject and demean their native
language), while deciding where there is still a
place for their own ethnicity. Native Americans,
for whom school has a history of being an
instrument of forced assimilation, face the
additional challenge of a curriculum that often
represents their identity as something primitive
and museum-like rather than modern and
relevant. Native American male adolescents also
have a suicide rate that is more than 150 percent
higher than the national average.®® Many biracial
or bicultural students face the challenge of a
society that expects them to pick (or places them
in) one race or the other, all the while not being
fully accepted into either one. Indeed, the
existing theories for racial identity development
do not fully accommodate individuals of biracial
backgrounds, given the complexities and
individual circumstances involved.®

It is crucial for you to investigate the particular
challenges facing students in your school through
additional reading, as well as conversations with
colleagues and community members.

8 The Surgeon General's Call To Action To Prevent Suicide, 1999.

In first grade, Angel had more character than many of the
aaults | know. He often manipulated assignments to
better highlight his interests. He carefully considered the
topics of his journal entries and relentlessly researched
new interests in the school library — seeking the
supervision of adults who could answer his many
questions and the partnership of his classmates to whom
he could teach his newfound knowledge. Angel loved to
talk — and in these conversations with adults and his
peers, his English language fluency rapidly improved. One
morning Angel came to school with an uncharacteristic
crease across his brow. He greeted me, “Buenos dias
maestra,” which was the first of what was to be an entire
aay of Spanish-only participation. My students often
conducted their social conversations in Spanish, but Angel
refused to participate in any class discussion that called
for English responses. After school | pulled Angel aside to
inquire about the shift. With prodding in English and then
Spanish, he eventually revealed that he had had a dream
that he had forgotten how to speak Spanish. Afraid that
his dream would come true and that in turn, he would no
longer be able to speak to his mother, he was determined
to speak only in Spanish. At the mature age of 7 Angel
was aware of the impact that learning academic English
could have on his status in his family. At age 7, Angel was
frightened to learn what his mother didn’t know.

Kate Sobel, Los Angeles ‘98
Principal, Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/calltoaction/calltoaction.htm, accessed 7/1/2010.

8 Root, Maria. “The Biracial Baby Boom: Understanding Ecological Constructions of Racial Identity in the 215t Century.” In Racial
and Ethnic Identity in School Practices. Aspects of Human Development, by Sheers and Hollins, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum Associates,

1999.
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[1l. Implications for Teachers

You may feel daunted by the section you just read. There are so many forces that complicate the
assumptions students of color make about their potential academic success. How can you as a teacher
reverse it all?

Before the prospect of these psychological phenomena gets too overwhelming, it’s important to start by
acknowledging that many things are out of your control. In the next two years, you cannot stop America
from pre-judging the abilities of students who we know can absolutely succeed, or Hollywood from
perpetuating messages that stereotype our children and shake their confidence in themselves.

But you do control everything that goes on in your classroom. You control how you choose your
instructional content and strategies, how you interpret and respond to your students’ behaviors, how you
communicate your confidence in your students, and how you address your students’ own comments and
feelings about race when they arise. Here are some initial strategies—that apply both to developing your
classroom and to pushing your own thinking—to consider when creating a classroom that conveys that all
students can achieve:

e Scaffold instruction. By starting with simpler concepts and building up, you can help students build
confidence in their abilities by ensuring that you are analyzing assessments and developing
instruction that meets students where they are. Students are far more likely to exert effort when
they believe that they have a chance to succeed — a belief you can build by helping students
experience smaller successes first.

e Show your students how they can succeed in your classroom. Be transparent about your criteria for
assessments and your grading methods. This way, students can believe that their work in your class
will be evaluated based on their effort, not on a race-based perception of their ability.

e Show your students how they can succeed in the outside world. Help students learn the steps they
need to achieve their dreams. Some may not have the opportunity to take college tours — let alone
know words like GRE, LSAT or MCAT, or the processes that go along with college and graduate
school admissions. Expose your students to people of different professions, and ask these guests to
share how they reached their positions. You’ll not only be sharing some valuable strategies, but
you’ll be demonstrating that you believe they can be successful.

e Do your research. Don’t know much about history? ) ) _
Deepen your understanding of your students’ #aving Community Meetings was the most
background and their past. Share what you learn with ~ €7€ctive method of researching my students
. . . . backgrounds and cultures. Giving the children
your students, and not just on Black History or Hispanic

. . the opportunity to interact in a respectful,
Heritage Month, but throughout your curriculum. group-building setting allows them to open up.

Highlight the ways in which the past is laden with  pajyy they reveal to me some insight - whether
multicultural stories of intellectual curiosity and jtjs a collogquialism of the region and its

resistance through education. You'll be building a  meaning or their definition of love. During a
counter-narrative to the messages your students may  Community Meeting they always educate me
be receiving from other sources. Along those lines,  @nd one another.

examine the perspective from which your textbooks and
school celebrations view historical events. For
example, you might challenge the traditional notion that
Columbus “discovered” America by noting that
indigenous people had lived in this hemisphere for centuries.

Brianna Twofoot, Delta ‘04
Field Organizer, Maine Civil Liberties Union
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How Racial Identify Affects Performance

e Look within. Perhaps you have a very narrow conception of what a “good student” looks like. Just
because students dress or speak in a certain way does not mean that they are not interested in
success. Take a hard look at your own preconceived notions — and talk honestly with students —
before making judgments about them.

e Don’t hide from conversations about race. Instead of saying “if you work hard, you will succeed” to
students who communicate a lack of faith in the system, acknowledge the wrongs of the past and
point out the ways in which people have resisted and overcome societal stigmas. Truly listen to your
students and hear their concerns, without defensiveness. Call in “backup” in the form of community
members or recent alumni from your school who can demonstrate the strength and perseverance
that they used to be successful. When possible and appropriate, integrate lessons about race,
identity and stereotypes into your curriculum. In one example, educator Linda Christensen had her
students write poems in the style of Margaret Walker’s “For My People,” to respond to stereotypes
head-on. You'll find an article about Christensen’s “Lesson on Addressing Stereotypes” on pages 3-6
of the Diversity, Community, & Achievement Toolkit; this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource
Exchange on TFANet. %

IV. Conclusion: Building Supportive and Responsive Classrooms

This chapter has argued that, for students of color, racial identity represents a significant aspect of self-
perception and self-esteem. This chapter and its accompanying articles aim to give you a broader
understanding of the ways in which your students may be thinking about their racial identity — and the
impact of their perceptions on their larger sense of self and, as a result, their academic performance.

At several stages of development, the teacher has the opportunity to help students navigate their self-
understandings by being supportive and responsive in a number of ways. As a teacher of younger
students, you can jumpstart the identity development process by affirming your students and their racial
background through positive stories and explanations of human differences. For adolescents, you can
counteract the degrading messages that influence students’ self-perceptions, critically examine biased
and stereotyped texts, consistently communicate your confidence in your students’ abilities, and
celebrate their rich intellectual heritage.

We have also brought up the racial identity development that you yourself may be going through.
Depending on your current feelings about your own racial group, you may believe that there is no need to
focus on racial-cultural differences. If that is the case, this chapter has hopefully spurred your thinking
about the ways in which the psychology of racial identity makes a significant impact on teaching and
learning.

Please pause in your reading and read “How Racial Identity Affects School Performance” by Pedro
Noguera, which can be accessed by visiting the Pre-Institute Work page on the Institute Info Center within
TFANet. Please also read both “The Early Years” and “Critical Issues in Latino, American Indian, and
Asian Pacific American Identity Development” by Beverly Daniel Tatum, which are found in the Related
Readings section.

84



“Cultural Learning Styles”:

Should Students’ Culture Inform Instructional Choices?

Chapter Seven

I.  “Good Teaching Is Good Teaching” for Whom?

[I.  General Principles of “Cultural Learning Styles” for Low-Income and Minority
Students

lll.  Group-Specific Theories and Their Critique

IV. Conclusion: Treating Culture with Care

I. “Good Teaching Is Good Teaching” for Whom?

Among teacher educators in this country, there are

two conflicting perspectives on the relevance of  additional Readings

students’ culture to classroom decision-making. = After this chapter, please read the following
Probably the majority (and more traditional) view selections found on the Institute Info Center within
stresses that “good teaching is good teaching”—that ~ TFANet:

the methods, strategies, and techniques that good ® Speaking, Relating and Learning. A Study of
teachers learn and master are equally valuable for Hawaiian Children at Home and at School
students of a variety of cultures. This theory holds (abstract) by Steven Bogs, Karen Watson-Gegeo,

. . and G. McMillen
that “no special knowledge and skills other than the | ., Indian Father’s Plea” by Robert Lake

mainstream, traditional knowledge bases of teacher (Medicine Grizzlybear)

education are needed to train teachers for « “American Indian/Alaskan Native Learning
classrooms of students from culturally and Styles: Research and Practice” from ERIC Digest
linguistically diverse backgrounds.”® The key to by Karen Swisher

serving students of diverse backgrounds, according * “Culture, Identity, and Learning,” by Sonia Nieto
to this view, is simply vigorous and intense work, and Patty Bode from Affirming Diversity: The

using the same techniques as you would with a non- Sociopolitical Context of Multicultural Education

diverse class.

A competing perspective, however, argues that what works for White, middle-class students (which,
some would argue, represents the conventional canon of teaching methods taught to new teachers) may
not necessarily work for less affluent, minority students. This research on “cultural learning styles”
(which was in large part originated by African-American scholars in the 70’s and 80’s who were
concerned that schools were not meeting the needs of children of color), holds that “there really is a body
of special knowledge, skills, processes, and experiences that is different from the knowledge bases of
most traditional teacher education programs and that is essential for preparing teachers to be successful
with culturally and linguistically diverse student populations.”! According to this view, teachers must
learn the ways in which students’ cultures impact their learning styles and must study students’ cultural
backgrounds because “matching the contextual conditions for learning to the cultural experiences of the
learner increases task engagement and hence increases task performance.” %

% Smith, G. Pritchy, Common Sense about Uncommon Knowledge: The Knowledge Bases for Diversity. The American Association
of Colleges for Teacher Education. 1998. p. 17.

% lbid. p. 18.

2 Allen, B. A., & Butler, L. “The effects of music and movement opportunity on the analogical reasoning performance of African
American and White school children: A preliminary study.” Journal of Black Psychology, 22(3), 1996, p. 317.
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“Cultural Learning Styles”

Education scholar Geneva Gay argues that the nexus of cultural influence is a student’s “learning style,”
shaping the way children receive and process information most effectively. “[T]eachers must understand
cultural characteristics of different ethnic, racial, and social groups so they can develop instructional
practices that are more responsive to cultural pluralism. Cultural characteristics of particular
significance in this undertaking are communication styles, thinking styles, value systems, socialization
processes, relational patterns, and performance styles.”®® Thus, the theory holds, by knowing about a
student’s culture, one can make predictions about the student’s receptivity to various styles of teaching.

Note that this perspective does not discard traditional teacher training models altogether. Rather, it
holds that those conventional knowledge bases (instructional planning, classroom management, etc.)
must be supplemented with additional cultural and social knowledge to most effectively lead students of
color.

Proponents of culture’s power to inform instructional choices point to examples of classrooms and
schools in which educators have studied students’ cultural norms and then tailored instructional
methods to align with those norms. Consider, for example, a well-known study conducted in Hawaii:

One graphic illustration of these effects is the Kamehameha Early Education Program
(KEEP). Several researchers have been documenting the effects of this language arts
program for young native Hawaiian children. The results have been phenomenal. When
the communication, interpersonal, and learning styles of native Hawaiian students were
employed in the classroom, both their social and academic skills (including time on task,
attention span, quality and quantity of participation, school attendance, reading ability,
and language arts skills) improved significantly. Reading test scores increased from the
13th to the 67th percentile in four years.%

[For more on studies of native Hawaiian children’s learning styles, and for a more thorough model of this
“cultural learning style” reasoning, please read the short abstract Speaking, Relating and Learning. A
Study of Hawaifan Children at Home and at School.)

For some, the notion that we can generalize about the learning styles of an entire ethnic or racial group is
mistaken, if not offensive. Other skeptics of this culture-focused approach do not question the success of
the applied teaching methods (for the numbers are unquestionably impressive); rather, they contend that
these same methods when applied deliberately in any classroom with any group of students would
produce good results. As one researcher labels it, “culturally contextualized instructional variability”
(meaning an instructional approach that considers cultural propensities but also greatly varies
instructional methods) may hold great promise of academic achievement for both minority and White
students.

In this chapter, we will explore both sides of this debate in hopes of giving you the knowledge you need to
decide whether “cultural learning styles” will present a net-benefit to your students. We will begin this
discussion with a general overview of some of the lessons that theories of “cultural learning styles” claim
to teach us. Then we will simultaneously consider (a) some specific guidelines these theories suggests
for teaching African-American, Latino, and Native American students and (b) some common critiques of
the idea that different ethnic and cultural groups have different “cultural learning styles.” Finally, we still
step back and discuss the implications of this debate for your classroom.

% Gay, Geneva. At the Essence of Learning: Multicultural Education. \West Lafayette, IN: Kappa Delta Pi, 1994, p. 2.
% Smith, G. Pritchy, Common Sense about Uncommon Knowledge. The Knowledge Bases for Diversity. The American Association of
Colleges for Teacher Education, 1998, p. 19.
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racism, Frisby puts side-by-side two quotes: one from a modern day proponent of the notion of a Black
cultural learning style and one from a nineteenth century, overtly racist education commentator. To
Frisby, the juxtaposition of these two (arguably similar) perspectives makes his point that this line of
thinking will do more harm than good for students:

To characterize Afro-Americans as culturally
different from Euro-Americans is not graphic
enough. To the extent that the Black
experience reflects a traditional West African
cultural ethos, the two frames of reference
are  noncommensurable. There are
fundamental incompatibilities between them:
they are not quite polar opposites, but they
are almost dialectically related. . . . This
incommensurability makes it difficult to put
Black cultural reality in the service of
attainment in  Euro-American  cultural
institutions, such as schools. The ideology
that informs those institutes is a profound
negation of the most central attributes of

The ground of distinction . . . is one of races, not of
colors, merely. The distinction is one which the
All-wise creator has seen fit to establish and it is
founded deep in the physical, mental and moral
natures of the two races. No legislation, no social
customs, can efface this distinction. . . We
maintain that the true interests of both races
require that they should be kept distinct.
Amalgamation is degradation. We would urge our
brethren of the African race, the duty of cultivating
the genuine virtues peculiar to that race.

From Crowell, W., Ingraham, J.W., & Kimball, D.
“Extracts from the majority report on the caste
schools.” The Liberator, Vol. 16, No. 34, 1846.

African culture.

From Boykin, A.W.

“The triple quandary and the schooling of
Afro-American children.”

In U. Neissser (ed.) 7he school achievement
of minority children: new perspectives.
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1986, pp.
57-92.

Thus, to some scholars and educators, the downsides of attempting to discern universal cultural
generalizations about certain racial or ethnic groups are simply not worth the risk of perpetuating
negative stereotypes. These individuals believe that “[I]t is high time that BCLS (Black cultural learning
style) models be laid to rest. Failure to do so may result in the realization that, instead of making
significant steps forward, we have indeed made one giant step backward.”!

IV. Conclusion: Treating Culture with Care

What are your reactions to these criticisms? Given the benefits and risks of utilizing cultural learning
styles, what approach do you think you will take? To what degree, if any, will you tailor your teaching
methods based on generalizations you make about how African-American, or Latino, or Native American
students best learn? We encourage you to engage in discussions of these complex questions this
summer with your instructors and co-workers.

As you have heard repeatedly in these various training texts, excellent teachers get to know their
students. Knowing your students’ cultures and backgrounds, individually and collectively, is an important
part of that process, and getting to know your students as individuals is, ultimately, the most effective

1 Frishy, C.L. “One giant step backward: Myths of Black cultural learning styles.” School Psychology Review, Vol. 22, 1993, pp.
535-557.
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“Cultural Learning Styles”

means of adjusting your methods to maximize each student’s learning. The degree to which “cultural
learning styles” are a part of that calculation is a difficult question that you must continue to explore in
your teaching practice.

To provide you with an additional perspective on the complexities of this issue, please read an excerpt of
the book, Affirming Diversity: The Sociopolitical Context of Multicultural Education. This chapter, titled
"Culture, Identity, and Learning," focuses on the dangers of not appreciating students’ culture, race, or
ethnicity in the classroom. Nieto encourages teachers to reject the “color-blind” mentality that ignores
students’ culture. And, on the complex question of instructional decision-making, Nieto comes down
squarely on the side of using one’s knowledge of students’ culture to affect instructional planning and
delivery. For Nieto, this issue is closely related to the notion of differentiation: like any good teacher who
differentiates a classroom based on multiple intelligences or different learning modalities, Nieto argues
those practices can be applicable to cultural differences, if a teacher keeps in mind the all-important
individual differences among students.

As you consider this chapter and Nieto’s perspective, think about what you already know and do not know
about the culture and background of the students whom you will be teaching. How will you improve that
knowledge? In what ways, if at all, can you imagine using it to improve your effectiveness as a teacher?

Once again, please stop at this point to read four short selections or articles, which have all been
mentioned throughout what you just read: Abstract of Speaking, Relating, and Learning: A Study of
Hawailan Children at Home and at School by Boggs, Watson-Gegeo, and McMillen; “An Indian Father’s
Plea” by Robert Lake; “American Indian/Alaskan Native Learning Styles” by Swisher; and “Culture,
Identity, and Learning” by Nieto and Bode. These selections can be accessed by visiting the Pre-Institute
Work page on the Institute Info Center within TFANet.
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Multicultural Education

Chapter Eight

I.  What Is “Multicultural Education”?

II.  “But Can They Do Math?”—Multicultural and Equitable Education
[ll.  So What Does “Multicultural Education” Mean in My Classroom
IV.  Conclusion

Thus far, we have discussed several of the important “knowledge
bases” that teachers must develop in order to harness the potential  Aggitional Readings
of diversity as a path to student achievement. After the introduction  Along with this chapter, please take a
to “dynamics of difference and sameness” in Chapter Four, we few minutes to read the following
explored in Chapter Five the importance of learning about one’s  selection found on the Institute Info
self—one’s own biases and privileges—as a means of maintaining ~ Center within TFANet:
high expectations for our students. In Chapter Six, we considered ¢ "Profoundly Multicultural
students’ and teachers’ racial identity development, and in the last Qs Loy el M ey
. Educational Leadership, Vol. 60

chapter we considered the lessons suggested by, and debate

. . ) i No. 4, December 2002/ January
surrounding, the idea that students’ cultures should influence a 2003, pp 6-10
teacher’s instructional methods.

In this chapter, we step back to approach the practice of “multicultural education” more broadly. Over the
past several decades, a body of knowledge and teaching methods that falls under that heading has
developed—a body of knowledge that is meant to improve teachers’ abilities to lead their students to
academic success and personal growth. Next, we will consider what is meant by “multicultural education”
and explore some of the specific ways that teachers can implement its principles in the classroom.

I. What Is “Multicultural Education”?

In the most general sense, multicultural education is an approach to teaching that values diversity in the
classroom—diversity in content, methods, perspectives, educators, students, and cultures. Being a
multicultural educator means embracing your students’ and others’ cultural diversity as a means of
nurturing your students’ academic and personal growth.

Of course, within this broad framework, “[m]ulticultural education means different things to different
people™*? (and it is worth noting that we will be able to explore only a small slice of that complex network of
meanings here). Given its broad definitions, teachers implement “multicultural education” in a variety of ways:

Some definitions rely on the cultural characteristics of diverse groups, while others
emphasize social problems (particularly those associated with oppression), political
power, and the reallocation of economic resources. Some restrict their focus to people of
color, while others include all major groups that are different in any way from
mainstream Americans. Other definitions limit multicultural education to characteristics

112 Gay, Geneva. “A Synthesis of Scholarship in Multicultural Education.” North Central Regional Educational Laboratory. Urban
Educatino Program, 1994. http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/educatrs/leadrshp/le0gay.htm, accessed 7/10/2010.
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of local schools, and still others provide directions for school reform in all settings
regardless of their characteristics.*?

Some of the Defining Motivations of Multicultural Education. Perhaps the most meaningful way to come
to grips with the rather expansive scope of approaches and practices that make up the notion of
“multicultural education” is to consider some of the various reasons that educators incorporate those
approaches into their classrooms. While we will save the most important motivation—increasing
instructional effectiveness—for last, here we will briefly review some of other the reasons that teachers
incorporate multicultural education into their classroom. Education expert Geneva Gay, in her survey of
research on and the parameters of multicultural education called “A Synthesis of Scholarship in
Multicultural Education,” helpfully delineates various purposes of multicultural education as follows:

Developing Ethnic and Cultural Literacy. In some cases, exploring and engaging diverse
cultures is valued for the content of that knowledge. As Gay explains, in this way, students “learn
about the historical backgrounds, languages, cultural characteristics, contributions, critical
events, significant individuals, and social, political, and economic conditions of various majority
and minority ethnic groups,” including those that may have traditionally been excluded from texts
and lessons.

Personal Development. Another value of multicultural education is that—especially when those
otherwise-underrepresented groups are brought into texts and lessons—students are offered
more opportunity to see positive representations of aspects of themselves, leading students to
“greater self-understanding, positive self-concepts, and pride in one’s ethnic identity.”
Educators stress that these personal development benefits directly translate to academic
achievement benefits as students are more inclined to be motivated to work hard and succeed.

Attitudes and Value Clarification. Another intention of multicultural education is to better
prepare students for living in a diverse community. For this purpose, the “intent is to teach
youths to respect and embrace ethnic pluralism, to realize that cultural differences are not
synonymous with deficiencies or inferiorities, and to recognize that diversity is an integral part of
the human condition and U.S. life.”

Multicultural Social Competence. Closely related to the previous purpose, another sub-intention
of multicultural education is to teach students concrete techniques for interacting with people
who are different from themselves. This idea extrapolates to a whole range of important
academic and analytical skills and is achieved “by teaching skills in cross -cultural
communication, interpersonal relations, perspective taking, contextual analysis, understanding
alternative points of view and frames of reference, and analyzing how cultural conditions affect
values, attitudes, beliefs, preferences, expectations, and behaviors.”

In addition to these classroom motivations for multicultural education, many educators and scholars
point to extra-classroom purposes, including the broader quest for educational equity and excellence and
personal empowerment for social reform. These “social change” motivations focus on the long-term
impact of developing students who will, through their lives, help to improve society by eradicating such
social ills as racism, sexism and classism. Such teachers see themselves as those engaged “in the
ongoing struggle to advance social justice for the various groups who fail to get their adequate share of
resources and decision-making power in the larger society.”14

113 |bid.
114 Montecions, Carmen and Francisco A. Rios. “Assessing Preservice Teachers’ Zones of Concern and Comfort in Multicultural
Education.” Teacher Education Quarterly, Summer 1999, Vol. 26, No. 3.
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As mentioned previously, while all of these various motivations for multicultural education are important
to understanding what it is and why it is important, the ultimate purpose of multicultural education
explains why we stress its methods to new corps members—multicultural education can be a means of
increasing your effectiveness as an instructional leader in your classroom.

The Bottom Line—Multicultural Education Drives Student Growth and Achievement. By engaging and
appreciating diverse cultures and perspectives in the classroom, teachers broaden the menu of possible
connections to students that can be leveraged into greater, more efficient teaching and learning. For
example, cultural learning styles (as discussed in Chapter Seven) may be considered a component of
multicultural education, and its proponents claim that teachers are more effective when they align their
methods with the learning propensities of his or her students’ cultures. Moreover, by creating an
atmosphere of achievement that is inclusive of all cultures and perspectives, a teacher helps students
overcome some of the challenges to hard work and learning (lack of motivation, low expectations, low
self-esteem) that may hold them back. As Gay explains,

Multicultural education can improve mastery of reading, writing, and mathematical
skills; subject matter content; and intellectual process skills such as problem solving,
critical thinking, and conflict resolution by providing content and techniques that are
more meaningful to the lives and frames of reference of ethnically different students.
Using ethnic materials, experiences, and examples as the contexts for teaching,
practicing, and demonstrating mastery of academic and subject matter skills increases
the appeal of the tools of instruction, heightens the practical relevance of the skills to be
learned, and improves students' time on task. This combination of conditions leads to
greater focused efforts, task persistence, skill mastery, and academic achievement
(Cazden, John, & Hymes, 1985; Garcia, 1982; Boggs, WatsonGregeo, & McMillen, 1985).115

There is a growing body of evidence that directly links multicultural education to improved teacher
effectiveness and student achievement. ¢ One study, for example, found favorable results in a pre-
school program that integrated material on African American culture throughout the curriculum.’
Another found that elements of African and other cultural traditions were useful for teaching complex
math concepts to urban children.'®®* Another researcher looked at three elementary programs for
Hispanic children who were not English-proficient, and discovered that the math, reading, and language
scores of students in bilingual and multi-culturally-integrated English As a Second Language (ESL)
programs were significantly superior to scores of students enrolled in bilingual ESL without the
multicultural integration.’*® (Note that these approaches are somewhat different from the “cultural
learning style” approaches debated in the previous chapter; here the focus is on culturally diverse and
representative materials as springboards for learning, rather than on students’ learning styles.)

In addition to the direct applicability of diverse cultures to the instructional process as described in these
studies, research suggests that multicultural education leads to greater learning because it creates a
more comfortable, inclusive, supportive environment where students feel validated, and where their race,
ethnicity, gender and other identities are respected and valued. Students are said to be better positioned
to take the academic risks necessary for intensive learning.

115 Gay, Geneva. “A Synthesis of Scholarship in Multicultural Education.” North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, p. 13.

116 Web, Michael. “Multicultural Education in Elementary and Secondary Schools.” ERIC Digest, Number 67.

(ED 327 813) Available online at http://www.ericdigests.org/pre-9218/secondary.htm, accessed 7/1/2010.

117 Hale-Benson, J. “Visions for children: African American early childhood education program.” ERIC Digest, 1989. (ED 270 235)
118 Zaslavsky, C. “Integrating mathematics with the study of cultural traditions.” Paper presented to the 6™ Annual International
Conference on Mathematical Education, Budapest, Hungary: July 1988. (ED 303 540)

119 Fulton-Scott, M. “Bilingual multicultural education vs. integrated and non-integrated ESL instruction.” NAME Journal, Vol. 11,
No. 3, 1983, pp. 1-12.
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Il. “But Can They Do Math?”—Multicultural and

Equitable Education The language my students speak is vital and valuable

part of who they are, where they come from, and
This core purpose of multicultural education—to  what makes the Mississippi Delta unique. But the
improve  students’ learning and teachers’  reality of life is that the language they speak is not
instruction—highlights a certain tension in the thelanguage that gives them access to power. As my
implementation of multicultural methods.  As  Student Ken pointed out, “If this test was in my
important as it is to incorporate multicultural /a79uage. /'d geta100.” And he's probably right. But

education into your classroom, you must do so not at I/ know and my stuaents know [hatp,owe”s, .
. controlled by those who can speak ‘formal’ English.
the expense of other areas of learning, but rather for

: . My students, colleagues, and | make a point of

the benefit of those other areas of learning. speaking only ‘formal’ English in the classroom and
in the office. Our reading is more varied. We read

As you contemplate your own approach 0  authors who speak in a very similar style to my

multicultural education in your classroom, an  students and also those who speak in a more ‘formal’

important principle to remember is that multicultural ~ manner. We talk very candidly about using the right

education—like this diversity text—is ultimately a /a7guage at the right time. The longer I've lived in

means to the end of academic achievement. Thus, as € Deélta, the more local language I've been able to
the instructional leader of your classroom, you must pick up. Frequently, in the cafeteria or on the streets

trv t f tak dvant f . bet | impress my students with words ['ve learned from
ry _O of lake a Yan age ol synergies Dbe Weerj them. But most of all, | make sure that they know
multicultural education methods and your students that the language they speak at home is not bad,

needs for intense instruction in academic skills. wrong, or incorrect. My students’ language holds a
rich history and they need to know that.

Consider the repercussions if this balance is

unsettled. On the one hand, a teacher who views Amy Charpentier, Delta ‘02

multicultural education as the ultimate goal of his or ~ Social Studies Teacher, KIPP Delta Collegiate High

her classroom might end the year with self-confident, ~ School and KIPP through College Counselor

culturally aware students who cannot read. On the

other hand, a teacher who ignores the strategies and benefits of multicultural education altogether could

easily end the year not reaching the students’ reading goals because students have not become as

invested in the goals themselves as they would have if the classroom had more inclusive.

Along with this chapter, you are asked to read an essay called “Profoundly Multicultural Questions,” by
Sonia Nieto, one of the country’s leading thinkers on and proponents of multicultural education. Nieto
ponders the need for multicultural education that complements rather than replaces rigorous, effective
teaching of basic academic skills, while contemplating the all-important question posed by one of her
friends who had observed an innovative multicultural program: “But can they do math?”

As you read Nieto’s essay, think about this question yourself. If you are one who thinks you may tend
toward an emphasis on multicultural education to the exclusion of basic academic skills, how will you
check that tendency in order to assure that you are using multicultural education techniques to reach, not
replace, your academic goals? If you are one who may naturally tend to focus on academic skills to the
exclusion of diverse materials and perspectives, how will you ensure that you are reaping the education
benefits of multicultural education for your students? How will you ensure the right integration of
academic skills and valuing diversity so that your students can, in fact, “do math?”
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I1l. So What Does “Multicultural Education” Mean in My Classroom?

Each of us could probably quickly brainstorm a whole list of somewhat atomized ways to annex
multicultural methods into our classroom practices—we could collect and use articles from newspapers
and magazines that deal with one or more groups, make maps showing origins of various groups,
maintain a multicultural calendar, learn songs in different languages, and incorporate articles and texts
from diverse authors, to name a few.'* But how does a teacher systemically create a classroom that
values diversity and that benefits at all levels from the incorporation of multicultural education?

The fact is that translating the various definitions and motivations for multicultural education into actual
practices and behaviors in your classroom takes considerable planning and work. And as mentioned
above, we believe that each new teacher must develop his or her own approach to these issues based on
the unique circumstances of his or her background, classroom, school, and community. That being said,
there are five general methods for implementing multicultural education that teachers should consider:

(1) Recognize and appreciate the particular cultures and backgrounds represented in your
classroom through you and your students.

(2) Make recognition and appreciation of diverse background, cultures, and perspectives (including
those not represented by you or your students) a constant theme of your classroom.

(3) Consider the potential insights of research on the “cultural learning style” of your students.

(4) Teach and model norms of positive, inclusive interactions among members of the class.

(5) Evaluate materials for their inclusiveness and cultural relevance.

Below, we’ll expound on each of these aspects of multicultural education in turn.

METHOD #1: Recognize and appreciate the particular cultures and backgrounds represented in your
classroom by you and your students. One of your charges as the instructional leader of your classroom
is to enter an ongoing process of learning about the backgrounds and cultures of the students you are
teaching. As you do, you will inevitably encounter in your instructional planning various means of
highlighting or celebrating those backgrounds and cultures represented in your classroom. These
means might be as simple as building a classroom library that includes books involving the cultures,
backgrounds and identities represented by your second graders, or constantly collecting and periodically
sharing news articles about the impacts of medical and biological research on the communities where
your tenth graders live.

While a teacher should be careful to avoid a superficial “heroes and holidays” approach to multicultural
education, there is considerable benefit to a well-developed strategy for consistently highlighting the
contributions of individuals with whom students identify. Consider, for example, the following discussion
of the benefits and means of highlighting African-American contributors for African-American students:

Chronicling the accomplishments of African-Americans in the classroom provides
encouragement and motivation for students (Diller 1999; Chandler 1995). Scientists such
as the laser physicists and astronaut Ronald McNair, the chemist Percy Lavon Julian, and
the physician and astronaut Mae Jemison demonstrate to students that Blacks can excel
in science, have done so in the past, and are doing so in the present. There are examples
of Black doctors including Charles Drew, who discovered the importance of the use of
blood plasma in transfusions, Daniel Hale Williams, who performed the first successful

120 Hylton, V.W. and Dummet, L. Multiethnic/multicultural materials. Richmond, VA: Virginia State Department of Education, Division
of Technical Assistance for Equity in Education, 1986. (ED 272 440)
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heart operation; and David Satcher, a genetics researcher who [served] as the Surgeon
General for the United States. The lives of these phenomenal African-Americans can
empower Black youth by demonstrating that they too have the option to choose a career
in medicine. Inventors such as Lewis Latimer, who designed the carbon filament for light
bulbs, and Jan Matzeliger, who designed a shoe-lacing machine, have added to the
quality of U.S. life, but few students know this. These role models are important to all
students, especially to those who live in economically depressed neighborhoods where
academics compete with hopelessness, gang activity, and overemphasis on athletic and

entertainment careers.1

Of course, any time a teacher is considering adding materials and methods to the curriculum, a tension
arises regarding how to best synthesize the traditional “canon” of materials (whatever that may include)
and the more diverse collection of materials, texts, and perspectives. At a fundamental level, a teacher
must find a balance between the urge to build on and validate the students’ background and culture, and
preparing students to live in a world where their background and culture may not be the dominant one.
As multicultural education scholar Marilyn Cochran-Smith explains, “children need to know something
about the ‘canon’ of history and literature and how and when to utilize the conventions of standard
English, but they also need to see their own experiences reflected in novels and history books...How to do
both...is, | would venture, a life-long theme for many teachers and teacher educators.”?

METHOD #2: Recognize and appreciate diverse
backgrounds, cultures, and perspectives (including
those not represented by the individuals in your
classroom). The most effective classrooms not only
highlight those backgrounds and cultures that are
represented in the classroom, but also—to some
degree—recognize and appreciate other backgrounds
and cultures that may be new and unfamiliar to the
students. Many cultures and backgrounds are
brought to students from outside the classroom to
students through strategic choices of books,
materials, and lessons. The process of exploring and
engaging different backgrounds and cultures is in
and of itself a valued learning experience that can
offer many synergies to accelerate students’
learning.1®

The best way to understand your students’
backgrounds and cultures is to take as many
opportunities as possible to interact with the
community, and to approach those opportunities with
humility, respect, and an eagerness to learn. Get to
know the people in and around your school: janitors,
secretaries, crossing guards, local librarians, park
administrators, clerics, businesspeople. Form
relationships. Ask them questions about the
neighborhood, its history, their experiences.
Understanding the way your kids understand their
community will allow you to make more effective
connections between academic concepts and
students’ lives outside of school.

Andrew Clark, Chicago ‘02
Associate Regional Planner, Chicago Metropolitan
Agency for Planning

121 Texeira, Mary Thierry, and Pamela Merchant Christian. “And Still They Rise: Practice Advice for Increasing African American
Enrollments in Higher Education.” Educational HORIZONS, Spring 2002, p. 122.
122 Cochran-Smith, Marilyn. “Uncertain Allies: Understanding the Boundaries of Race and Teaching.” Harvard Education Review,

Vol., 65, No. 4., Winter 1995, p. 13.

123 For great ideas regarding a number of multicultural lesson plans for all grades and subject areas, visit

www.RethinkingSchools.org.
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METHOD #3: Consider and benefit from the potential insights of research on the “cultural learning
style” of your students. In chapter seven of this text, we explored the debate over, and some of the
findings of, research that suggests that students of a given culture learn differently than do students of
another culture. We will not rehash those ideas and debates here, but as you recall, there were a
number of purported insights about the learning styles of African-American, Latino, and Native American
students. Whether or not you find those generalizations about how these various groups best learn
useful, you should familiarize yourself with both the research findings and the cultural backgrounds of
your students. At the very least, that information will likely serve as meaningful background for your
individual interactions with your African American, Latino, and Native American students.

METHOD #4: Teach and model norms of positive, inclusive interactions among members of the class.
In chapter five of the Classroom Management & Culture text, a number of ways of creating a positive,
inclusive atmosphere are presented. Without restating those methods here, we would like to highlight
some of the key strategies that corps members have found to be successful in their attempt to create a
classroom community that values diverse cultures and perspectives.

As you read in that chapter, the four main goals you

must accomplish as a teacher in order to form a  /discovered that one of the most important ways /
culture of community are establishing a respectful  could create a community in which diversity was
tone, establishing a bond with and among your valuedwas to respond every time diversity wasn't
students, creating a community that values all 2eingvalued. Atthe beginning of each school year, |
students, and helping students resolve conflicts. A  SO/Metimes heard my students say things that were
few strategies that corps members have relied on as racist or heterosexist. | knew that if | didn't respond to

" N . these comments, | would be teaching my students that
best practices” in working towards these goals are ;o okay to say these things. The comments quickly

revisited briefly here as a review: subsided. Atfirst | think this was because students
thought that the comments upset me. (Students would
Establishing a Respectful Tone say things like, "Don’t say that; it makes Ms. Crement

e Model this behavior by maintaining angry.") As the year went on, the comments stopped
a tone of respect with your students, because my students began to value diversity and to
regardless of what you might see  S€€ that if they were going to feel safe, valued, and

respected in our classroom, they needed to take

them doing. . .
g responsibility to create a culture that promoted this.

e Speak in your own natural voice at

all times - do not yell or use a Stephanie Crement, Bay Area ‘99

condescendlng tone. ) Special Education English/Language Arts Teacher,
e Err on the side of being "overly"  Boston Public Schools

sensitive to your students’ feelings.
Beware of using sarcasm, even in a joking manner.

Establishing a Bond With and Among Your Students

e Attend or lead student activities to demonstrate an interest in their lives while gaining
greater knowledge of your students' strengths, personalities, and abilities.

e Use a suggestion box or other way to collect student feedback in your classroom; this will
help make your students feel respected and valued.

e Utilize "getting-to-know-you" and team-building activities to facilitate your students
working together and learning with and about each other.

e Set aside time for daily or weekly meetings to create a safe, respectful place for
communication.
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Creating a Community that Values All Students

Deconstruct your personal biases (see the chapter in this text on Unpacking Privilege).
Ensure you are involving all students by looking for patterns of preference in your classroom.
Capitalize on any opportunity to incorporate messages of tolerance into the curriculum.
Respond to insensitive comments - do not allow them to go unnoticed, and recognize the
"teachable" moments that they create.

Helping Students Resolve Conflict

Teach students how to use "I" statements to explain their actions and feelings to each other.
Possibly have them record their thoughts in writing before a discussion about a conflict.
Teach and model "active listening" strategies for your students so that they all feel they are
being heard and understood.

METHOD #5: Evaluate materials for their inclusiveness and cultural relevance. The fifth method for infusing
principles of multicultural education into your classroom involves assessing all of the materials you use in
your classroom to ensure that they do not somehow undermine messages of inclusiveness. A number of
multicultural scholars have proposed lists for identifying forms of subtle and blatant bias that teachers should
look for in textbooks and other materials. Consider for example, the following guidelines for assessing the
inclusiveness of education materials, proposed by the Intercultural Development Research Association:*?

Invisibility. Certain groups may be underrepresented in curricular materials. The
significant omission of women and minority groups has become so great as to imply that
these groups are of less value, importance and significance in our society.

Stereotyping. By assigning traditional and rigid roles or attributes to a group, instructional
materials may stereotype and limit the abilities and potential of that group. Children who
see themselves portrayed only in stereotypical ways may internalize those stereotypes and
fail to develop their own unique abilities, interests, and full potential.

Imbalance and Selectivity. Textbooks can perpetuate bias by presenting only one
interpretation of an issue, situation or group of people. This imbalanced account restricts the
knowledge of students regarding the varied perspectives that may apply to a particular
situation. Through selective presentation of materials, textbooks may distort reality and
ignore complex and differing viewpoints. As a result, millions of students have been given
limited perspectives concerning the contributions, struggles and participation of certain
groups in society.

Unreality. Textbooks sometimes present an unrealistic portrayal of our history and our
contemporary life experience. Controversial topics may be glossed over, and discussions
of discrimination and prejudice may be avoided. This unrealistic coverage denies children
the information they need to recognize, understand and perhaps someday conquer the
problems that plague our society.

Fragmentation and Isolation. By separating issues related to minorities and women from
the main body of the text, instructional materials imply that these issues are less important
than and not a part of the cultural mainstream.

Linguistic Bias. Curricular materials can sometimes reflect the discriminatory nature of
our language. Older texts about Native Americans might use terms like “savage” or
“simple” to describe their lifestyle, for example. Common masculine terms, including the
generic “he,” also arguably deny the participation of women in our society. Imbalance of
word order and lack of parallel terms that refer to women and men are also forms of
linguistic bias.

124 Adapted from Love, Reeve Ph.D. and Alicia Salinas Sosa, Ph.D. Stereotyping and Bias. Their Origin and Effects. San Antonio,
Texas: Intercultural Development Research Association.
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Diversity, Community, & Achievement Toolkit (p. 8: “Multicultural Education Tools on the
Internet”); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.

IV. Conclusion

We began this chapter with the obvious point that “multicultural education” means different things to
different people. As we have explored those different meanings, however, we hope you have come to
recognize some common themes in multicultural education that you can use in your classroom. Through
these methods, you will be able to develop ethnic and cultural literacy in your students, nurture the
personal esteem and development of your students (who may not often see themselves in the materials
they are studying), teach important values of inclusiveness and tolerance, and prepare students for
interacting and working with people who are different than themselves. Of course, above all, taking a
multicultural education approach to your classroom means more effectively teaching your students.

At this time, please stop in your reading and turn to the final additional article that goes with this text,

“Profoundly Multicultural Questions” by Sonia Nieto. This selection can be accessed by visiting the Pre-
Institute Work page on the Institute Info Center within TFANet.
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Part Ill: Effecting Change with Respect and Humility

As you know, this Diversity, Community, and Achievement text is built on the idea that valuing diversity in
your classroom can and should be a means of increasing learning and growth for your students.

Three key principles provide guidance in your quest to harness the positive power of diversity matters in
your classroom. First, set and maintain high expectations, despite all the forces that may be working
against them (see Part I: Chapters 1-3). Second, build a strong diversity-related knowledge base that
includes not only information about racial identity development, cultural learning styles, and multicultural
education methods, but also includes knowledge about yourself (see Part Il: Chapters 4-8). Part Ill of this
text—which consists of only Chapter Nine—describes best practices for successfully achieving change as a
new member of your community.
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Effecting Change with Respect and Humility:

It Starts with Success in Your Classroom

Chapter Nine

I.  Effecting Change as a New Member of a Community

Il.  Getting Started: Tangible Steps Toward Effecting Positive Change
[ll.  Conclusion: Do Choose Your Battles—Wisely

As mentioned at the start of this text, your commitment to propel your students to achieve ambitious
academic goals is an effort to make change. As new members of our school and community, we must
approach any attempts to make change with great respect and humility.

This is even more critical if you seek to change policies or practices at your school that you believe to be
inhibiting your students’ academic achievement. Your quest to close the achievement gap for your
students in your classroom may lead you to encounter other, related problems that you are eager to take
on and overcome. Perhaps there are special education placement policies that you believe could be
adjusted to better serve the needs of your students. Perhaps a mandatory dress-code check is leading to
excessive tardiness to first period. Perhaps you have opinions about how money should be spent. As a
member of your school community, you may be able to influence some of those policies and decisions. If
and when such issues truly hinder your students’ learning, you may feel the need to engage in those
issues to maximize the likelihood that your students can meet their academic goals. Of course, fowyou
choose to approach the issues can be just as important as which issues you choose to address.

Your greatest influence will come if you approach both your efforts to achieve significant gains with your
students and your efforts to change policy or practice with sensitivity to dynamics of diversity that we have
discussed thus far in this text.

I. Effecting Change as a New Member of a Community

Among the dynamics of difference that virtually every corps member encounters during his or her initial
two-year commitment to the classroom are the challenges inherent in being “new” to a community, or
campus, or faculty, or classroom. No matter what our race, ethnicity, religion, culture, background,
sexual orientation, or gender may be, as new corps members we are entering a role with which we are
unfamiliar, and in which most of those around are unfamiliar with us. When one considers the additional
layers of dynamics of difference and sameness that come from our and new colleagues’, neighbors’, and
students’ wide range of identities, one is faced with a complex tapestry of expectations, assumptions, and
relationships that must be acknowledged and navigated in order for you to become a successful agent of
change.

These dynamics pose an interesting challenge for you as a new teacher. On one hand, you have been
recruited, selected, and trained because of your potential to effect significant gains and your
demonstrated leadership ability. Our collective mission as an organization, in fact, calls on corps
members and alumni to bring their leadership skills to bear on difficult problems and to change an
inequitable system. On the other hand, you are new to your classroom, school, and community, and you
may have little or no education experience. You have not yet proven yourself in this context and may be
lacking credibility as a leader when you begin. Who are you to enter this unfamiliar system with the
intention of changing it?
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Effecting Change with Respect and Humility

This tension—between your great potential to effect change and your status as a newcomer with little
initial influence in your community—has a profound impact on many corps members’ experiences. All of
us, as new teachers, struggle with gaining the necessary influence to be in a position to effect change and
with choosing which challenges to take on and which ones to let pass.

On occasion, some corps members have failed to

| knew early on that the only way to be “heard” at make those choices wisely. They have instead
my school was to gain respect as an educator. My charged into their new arenas with well-intended, but
first year, | worked extremely hard to get my overly aggressive plans to change long-standing
children to master the standards and to do well on policies or practices. They have attempted to solve a
state standardized tests. During my 2@ and 3¢ problem or make a change without the necessary

year, my hard work paid off as my colleagues and
administrators listened and treated me as an equal
contributor to help solve the pressing issues
occurring at our school.

sensitivity to the dynamics of diversity that are at play
in a particular context, and have therefore failed.
Imagine a corps member who, in his or her first week,
marches into the principal’s office and demands that
Jenny Tan, Los Angeles ‘00 the policy barring field trips be changed. Or imagine a
Elementary School Principal, new teacher who promptly tells his department
Clark County chairperson how to restructure the literacy program.
Or imagine a corps member writing a letter to the
editor of the newspaper to report on what she sees as
misappropriation of funds in the school district. Whether or not those corps members are right on the
merits of their concerns, they probably doomed their cause with their somewhat arrogant assumption
that they, as newly arrived members of the school community, could immediately effect policy changes in
their districts.

Of course, many, many more corps members have been successful agents of positive change in their
schools—effecting significant gains among their students and on a whole range school policies and
practices. These positive changes are a fundamental part of your teaching experience. In seeking to
effect change, however, heed the lessons learned by those who have done so before you.

The sum of our “lessons learned” about successfully making changes and solving problems as a new
member to your community can be boiled down to two critically important principles. First, the path to
meaningful leadership in your school and your community can only begin with success in your classroom.
Second, you must work toward your primary goal of success in your classroom and any derivative goals
that impact school policy or practice with the utmost respect and humility for those around you and the
task before you.

Rule for Change #1. It Starts With Success in Your Classroom

As we have talked to hundreds of corps members who have in one way or another positively
impacted their schools and communities, we have seen an unfaltering pattern. In virtually every
case, the teacher who is successful in making changes outside of his or her classroom first built
credibility through success inside his or her classroom. Until you have your own successful
program in place in your classroom, your suggestions for how to fix other systems have little
credibility and therefore are unlikely to lead to any change in policies or practices that you believe
hinder your efforts to achieve those gains.

106



Rule for Change #2: Respect and Humility

Moves Mountains / approached every interaction with the notion that /

A proven record of achievement is a wasan outsider in my new school community, and |

necessary prerequisite to having ability to needed to rely on the expert/;e of parents, fellow

lead people to make positive changes for teachers, and other community m?mbers._ /made_sur'e
that | was respectful and humble in every interaction in

the sake of your students. At the same which | engaged. They were the experts about the

time, as a new member of your community,  community, the school, their children, and | wanted to

you are undeniably ignorant of much of  work as a partner with them to make sure their

what is going on and has gone on around  students achieved. | believe that, because of the way

you. Somewhat paradoxically, we have  that/presented myself, | was well-received in my

found that a key to successfully effecting  community as someone who had come from the outside

change in a new community is focusing on but was interested in ach/:e_v/ng the same ultimate

what you do ot know rather than on your goal as my students’ families, other teachers, and

proven record of leadership. You best bet ~ COTMunily members—student achievement.

for succeeding in making meaningful
change is to approach each issue with an
unmitigated and continued sense of
respect and humility.

Stephanie Crement, Bay Area ‘99
Special Education English/Language Arts Teacher,
Boston Public Schools

The fact is that no matter what your background and experience, you have much to learn about
how things work in your new community. Where you may simply see a problem that needs to be
solved, others around you may see a whole history and context that you do not. Where you may
see an opportunity to change some policy or practice for the benefit of students’ learning, others
around you may see a web of political dynamics that can only be navigated in a particular way.
And, where you may see what you believe to be an obvious solution, others around you may, with
the benefit of their experience, know that solution to be fatally flawed.

Thus, to be most effective as a leader for change—no matter how big or small the issue may be—you
must approach the project with profound respect for the perspectives and opinions of those around you
and with the humility to recognize how little you may know about the context of the problem. This
approach will lead you to ask the right questions of the right people, and to garner the support of those
around you so that the change will be lasting.

Clearly, one of the messages of this chapter is to check any inclination you may have to burst on the
scene in your community with plans to “change the world.” Such an approach and attitude is
disrespectful of the norms and culture of your new community. It is also usually ultimately ineffective
because you have not yet built the credibility you need to have an influential voice on key issues.

We want to make clear, however, that this chapter is not a call for passivity; rather, the point is that to be

effective in your leadership for change you must (1) build your credibility with success in the classroom
and (2) approach every interaction with the respect and humility appropriate for a newcomer.
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Il. Getting Started: Tangible Steps Toward Effecting Positive Change
Here, we describe a number of concrete ways to establish yourself in your community as a leader, and
discuss methods that are particularly pertinent to proceeding effectively in your efforts to excel as a

teacher and, where important, bring about policy change:

Learn From Those around You. Successful

teachers have found that they are most effective If you have grand ideas to engage, motivate, and create
when they remain open to learning (and are in fact  with your students and community, first and foremost
on a constant mission to learn) from the acquire the capital that is necessary to get these BIG
community of teachers, administrators, students, ~ P/9/ects done. Humbly asking, “What can | help other

people accomplish?” will garner you the relationships
and experience necessary to carry out your vision. By
volunteering to help fellow staff members and
administrators at concession stands, organizing a

and students’ families with whom they work.
Most corps members can share inspiring stories
of the guidance and support they received from

their veteran colleagues. Do not wait to take Veteran’s Day program, and leading an activity that no
advantage of opportunities to learn from other teacher wanted, my students were the

colleagues who have considerably more beneficiaries because we were able to get a grant for
experience than you working in your community. reading incentives and prizes through the administration.

A wonderful way to “break the ice” with your co-

workers is to ask them for advice and suggestions  Krishnan Subrahmanian, South Dakota ‘04
for your teaching. 9th-12t Special Education

At times, corps members may encounter

situations where they feel that their “values” differ from those of the communities in which they’re
placed. When you encounter a situation where community practices or norms seem to conflict with your
own values, talk with community members to understand the roots of the practice or norms so as to be
able to view the issue through another lens. You may discover that it is possible to accept different
practices or norms even if you don’t agree with them. Even teachers those whose methods you may be
determined not to adopt can often teach you an enormous amount about how to be effective in the
classroom.

Develop Positive Relationships With Co-Workers and Community Members. Not only can other
teachers, administrators, and community members help make you a better teacher, but they can prove to
be invaluable allies in helping you access the resources you need or helping you work around obstacles,
whether small or large. Conversely, if your colleagues do not support your efforts, they can make it more
difficult for you to accomplish your goals for students.

To develop positive relationships, it will be
Professionalism for a new teacher in a new community  important to understand how you are perceived by
/s listening Withogtjudgn?ent, keeping opinions to others, as this self-awareness can help you
y‘;;”se{ffara W/;{Ie, ”;ak’”ga” efforz‘t/‘;yuna’erstana’ determine how best to form positive relationships
OLners  perspectives, iearning as much as you can with co-workers and community members. The
about the community, your students, and their families, fact that b to thi lei
and engaging in community events on the residents’ act that you wifl be n(_a\_/vcomer_s 0 this n_) € inyour

schools and communities can in and of itself be a

terms (not your own,). o

reason for skepticism (however, new energy and
Jane Henzerling, Phoenix ‘98 enthusiasm can also be warmly welcomed as an
Fellow, Building Excellent Schools asset to the school); you may be entering a system

where new teacher retention rates are very low, so
whether you plan to teach for two years or more,
your colleagues may believe that they will be around long after you leave. If your race, ethnicity, religion,
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sexual orientation, educational background, economic background, or any other aspect of your identity is
different from that of most of your co-workers, it may take time for some teachers to warm up to you. If
the different characteristic or characteristics make you part of a more privileged group, some colleagues
may express skepticism toward your presence, particularly if you somehow convey that you “know it all”
and are out to “save” the school.

Finally, your participation in Teach For America may work either for or against you as you work to develop
these relationships. Teach For America is controversial in some parts of the teacher education
community given its abbreviated pre-service training program and two-year commitment that some
perceive as short-term, and various individuals may have either misconceptions or philosophical
disagreements with our program. While many principals and teachers of the schools in which you will
teach are huge fans of Teach For America, in some rare cases, your colleagues will have had negative
experiences working with a corps member.

Very often, however, persistent efforts to get to know others and to ask them for help and guidance pay
off as others sense your commitment to their students and discover commonalities on which to base their
trust and respect. Invest some time and energy “networking” with other teachers, administrators, and
community members. Sit with veteran teachers at faculty meetings, attend local events, and work to
meet and get to know your administrators. Consider 2000 Delta corps member Laura Bowen’s account of
her relationship with a veteran teacher at her school:

“Well, it looks like we’ll be teaching together this year,” Mrs. Nero said as she
walked into my classroom in mid-August. It was our first teacher workday at Carver
Elementary and | was overcome with emotions after my first glimpse of my school, my
colleagues, and my classroom. | had also just found out that | would not be team-
teaching with [fellow corps member] Rachel Schankula, as we had previously thought.
Instead, | was paired with Mrs. Nero, whose reputation as a larger-than-life fifth grade
teacher is legendary at Carver, as is her paddle named “Bessie.” Misbehaving children
at Carver apparently are threatened with Mrs. Nero’s discipline in their kindergarten
year! Within the timespan of that first day at Carver, | found out (from another teacher)
that Mrs. Nero is often assigned her share of the “difficult” students and that she most
likely was not going to be ecstatic about being teamed with a young, white, TFA teacher
for the school year. Needless to say, | was daunted by the task that lay before me.

Fast forward eight months—it is now a beautiful Sunday morning in early April. 1
walk into a small country church and immediately notice that | am the only white person
present. However, | soon forget the color of my skin as | am welcomed with a warm
embrace. The smiling woman who embraces me and introduces me as “her friend” is
Mrs. Mae Bell Nero, a woman who has become a trusted colleague and a supportive
friend. A few days later Mrs. Nero sent a note to my classroom in which she expressed
her happiness that we had worshipped together. | was also invited to return to share the
church service at any time. On the return visit, | was again treated as an honored guest.
These events have caused me to reflect on the evolution of my relationship with Mrs.
Nero, a teacher who once looked at me with doubtful eyes. How did the expression in her
eyes begin to change? When exactly was | welcomed?

Looking back on these eight months, | now realize that there was no huge event that
changed my status at Carver or with Mrs. Nero. Nothing spectacular happened to
integrate me into the group of fifth grade teachers. There are simply a series of things
that inevitably happen if you approach a new environment with respect, humility, and
love. These things that happen are small building blocks that chip away at old
prejudices, past threats, and deep doubts; and since all eyes are on us during our first
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few months, all actions and words are
noticed and remembered! Thus, the
cheerful hallway conversations, the
long afternoons, the dedication shown
to kids, the willingness to help out, and
the hard work is noticed. No one will
give you a medal for all of these things,
but believe me, they will notice and they
will be appreciative. And so, Mrs.
Nero’s eyes, the eyes that were
watching me the closest, took in all of
these things and she slowly began
sharing herself with me. She would
bring me supplies for my classroom,
introduce me to family members, back
me with certain difficult parents, and
most importantly, she supported me in
front of the students of Carver. There

My first-year of teaching | was fully committed to
doing anything / could to impact student
achievement, both inside and outside the
classroom. Putting in the hours, having
administrators visit my classroom, and building
strong relationships with my fellow teachers that
improved my own teaching led to an incredible
opportunity my second year: being a representative
on the Superintendent's Advisory Council. Being
able to sit on that committee and directly affect the
policy decisions that were shaping my students’
education was invaluable-it gave me a whole new
perspective on school and district leadership, and
the tough choices that our administrators face in
running effective and high-performing schools.

Crystal Brakke, North Carolina ‘99
Vice President - Institutes

has never been a time when she TeachFor America

questioned my methods in front of

others and | am very sure that this isn’t a result of her not questioning my methods!
Instead, she chose to see the successes rather than the failures of my first year. Despite
our disagreements over discipline (I know she thinks | “baby” my kids!) and over the
workload (reading groups aren’t yet considered real work!), we have managed to forge a
strong relationship, one that benefits the both of us.

From my part, the relationship was necessary—in short, | needed to work with Mrs.
Nero in order to be successful at Carver. However, | realize that she did not face that
similar need. She very well could have ignored me or put up with me for the duration of
my stay. Instead, she welcomed me as a friend and colleague even though she wasn’t
aware that she wanted to! Her spirit, character, and her strength have made my
experience thus far a far more valuable one. | know that next year at Carver will be even
better, in part, because | will again be teaching with my friend, Mrs. Nero.

The point of this reflection is that we all encounter colleagues who aren’t too
sure of us. That is an obstacle that either has faced us all or will face us at some pointin
the future. However, there is always a way around the obstacle, but only if you choose to
overcome it. | did make that choice on the very first day and for that, | will be eternally
thankful. | can honestly say that all of the unease was worth it — | know that | have been
changed and | think that if you asked Mrs. Nero, she would probably admit that | have
affected her in the same way! However, be sure to catch her on a good day!

Team Up With Students’ Families. In particular, invest time and energy building relationships with
students’ families. They can be your greatest ally in leading your students to academic gains, and their
support when you are trying to effect broader changes is crucial.

Maintain the Highest Level of Professionalism. Professional conduct is one of the keys to building
positive relationships with colleagues, supervisors, students and community members. Following the
conventions of your school — although some of them may at first seem restrictive or odd to you — is the
most effective way to become a trusted member of the faculty. As a newcomer to your school community,
your behavior will likely be under the scrutiny of those who wonder who you are and what you’re about.
Behaviors that may at first seem peripheral to your core objectives — like dressing appropriately,
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TV/VCR to make it a reality. You could be required to provide students with a blue pass before
sending them to the nurse. You may feel that it is more important to focus on teaching your class
than it is to interrupt your class to fill out a blue pass. There may be a special procedure for
covering textbooks, for notifying the office if someone is planning to observe you teach, or clipping
your attendance to the door by 8:15 a.m. Some of these regulations may seem unnecessary or even
burdensome to you. It is important that in this area, as in others, you seek to understand the point
of view of those who have put the regulations in place, that you trust that they have done so with
good intentions, and that you comply with these regulations. If you get the reputation of someone
who is insubordinate or who won’t follow simple rules, it will be much harder to gain the support of
your fellow teachers and your administration when you need it in order to best serve your students.
The office secretary or a veteran teacher down the hall can help you get up to speed on these
regulations. They can also be very helpful in providing you with background information that will
help you to understand the rationale for these regulations—and may be able to help you find a way to
get the TV/VCR after all.

Be careful with records and documents. Teachers are expected to juggle a lot of paperwork and
documentation: attendance, grades, assignments to grade, schedules, notes home, lunch menus,
permission slips, special education documents, and discipline referrals — for starters. In most
cases, this documentation is required of your school by the central office or state department of
education. If you do not complete them, your school may suffer penalties or be exposed to potential
lawsuits. If you need to write a discipline referral, maintaining accurate records allows you to be
taken seriously by administrators. It is far less effective to say “Paul’s always late to class” than it
is to report that “Paul was late five times in the past two weeks — 12/12, 12/13, 12/15, 12/19 and
12/20.” In addition, be sure to remain official, factual and dispassionate in your communications,
particularly if you are responding to a family’s complaint or an administrator’s request. Consider
having a friend or your regional program director give such letters a second pair of eyes. Written
documents have a way of coming back to haunt their well-intentioned authors, so you will want to be
sure you can stand by every word that you’ve chosen.

Uphold school rules. If you are not much older than your students, students may pressure you to
bend rules and be “the cool teacher.” But by doing so, you would be undermining the authority of
your colleagues who stand firm to uphold school policy. Learn the rationale for school rules, such
as no gum chewing, and communicate this honestly with your students. If your school has a dress
code, you will need to enforce it. Some schools expect all students to be silent during the morning
announcements. If there are students who have not submitted their Internet permission slips, it will
be up to you to plan an alternative activity for these children while the rest of the class is doing
research on the Web. You are also responsible for monitoring the halls and supervising students on
the school grounds, and you may be expected to oversee student arrival, lunch, recess or dismissal.

Maintain your boundaries. You will want to avoid any suggestion of an inappropriate relationship
with a student. By touching students, driving students in your car without parent or guardian
consent, or scheduling one-on-one tutorials without anyone else’s knowledge, you are opening
yourself up to potential allegations of misconduct. If you need to detain a student after class, alert
another teacher before doing so and be sure to keep the door open. Also, you should stop students
from flattering you about the way you look, or talking about your romantic life. If you are unsure
whether your comments or actions are inappropriate or not, err on the side of caution.

Professionalism extends outside of school. When you're acting out of “teaching mode” (for
instance, at a bar or a dance club), avoid venues where you're likely to bump into students or their
families. This does not mean abandoning your social life during your entire teaching career, but it



does mean being aware how you may be viewed in your community and paying attention to where
you let your hair down.

Be discreet. Like a doctor or lawyer, you will learn specific and personal details about your students
and their families. Keep sensitive information to yourself and avoid gossip. (There may be times
where you learn information — for instance, about physical or sexual abuse — that you are required by
law to report.) You should also avoid making comments about other teachers in front of your
students or colleagues.

Express your gratitude. The librarians, secretaries, janitors, bus drivers, food service workers,
security guards and other school personnel work extremely hard so that your school runs smoothly
every day. Be friendly, and be sure to acknowledge their contribution to your work.

Remain flexible and stay positive. The copy machine may break. Supplies may run out. Faculty
meetings may be scheduled the same afternoon you need to grade midterms, and it would be rude to
do paperwork while your principal is addressing the faculty. A fire drill may interrupt your most
important lesson. You will need to muster your patience and ingenuity to rise above these
inconveniences; dwelling on circumstances outside your control is mental energy you’ll want to save
for helping your students. You also need to call upon your generosity of spirit to remind yourself that
your colleagues are most likely not intentionally creating obstacles to make your job more difficult.
Rather, they too are doing the best they can to work with a system that can be challenging,
disorganized and unpredictable. As a member of your community, your energy and emotions affect
the tenor of the environment. You play a role in creating a positive or negative vibe at your school.

Learn About the History and Culture of Your Region. When you arrive in your region, you will be afforded
opportunities to learn about the region, its history, and its culture. Take full advantage of those
opportunities, even if you are already familiar with the community you will be working in. While no
workshop or tour can give you a full picture of a new community, beginning to explore your region
provides foundation on which to build your knowledge of your community throughout the year. Moreover,
your interest in learning about your region will be another sign of your respect for your new community.

[1l. Conclusion: Do Choose Your Battles—Wisely

You have joined Teach For America because you want to change things. As mentioned above, we do not
want to suppress that interest and energy because such an attitude is exactly what it is going to take—in
both the short- and long-term—to close the achievement gap for students from low-income
communities. We do, however, want to encourage you to choose your causes carefully, strategically, and
purposefully. Generally, when you decide to take on existing practices, it is wise to recruit allies within
your communities who can help you determine how best to approach your goal and perhaps even help you
in the pursuit.

Making wise choices about what issues to tackle means choosing just those causes that align with your
core mission as a teacher of students who are on the losing end of the achievement gap. Your litmus test
for investing energy in any particular quest for change should be whether or not the change will positively
affect students’ academic development and if you’re in a good position to bring about that change.

You may find yourself pulled in many directions by many motivations as opportunities arise for leadership

in and around your school. Many of those motivations may be absolutely valid and worthy, but they may
not actually be for the benefit of students’ academic growth. You might, for example, see the need for a
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recycling program in your school. Or, you
might disagree with the application of a certain ~ Several times, students from other classes have asked me
item in the dress code. Or you might disagree questions like, “Why do your students ride that bus? My
teacher says if | don’t do my homework, I'll have to ride the
. . retarded bus.” Each time, my stomach turns. | explain that
particular bumper sticker from your car. You o

. . my students don’t live near enough school to walk, and /
must ask yourself: I_S f[h's worth the ene-rgy It spend some time thinking about how best to approach this
would take to see this issue through? Will My  seacher. 7his fall, I decided to address the issue school-
work on this issue actually advance my  wide, by presenting at a staff meeting and simply explaining
students’ learning? Given the precious value  why my students are in a Special Day Class and how | would
of your time and energy, we believe that you like teachers to field questions about my class. The staff
should focus your leadership energies on  was tremendously supportive, and several people
those “battles” that will truly help to close the approached me later to share things they had said to their
class without thinking but would avord in the future. Just by
putting this issue in the open and trusting my colleagues’
intentions, / got the support | needed.

with a principal’s insistence that you remove a

achievement gap for your students.

In deciding whether to pursue an agenda that
requires change outside of your classroom, | isa Barrett, Bay Area ‘02

newcomers to communities must evaluate the  partner, The New Teacher Project

implications, challenges, and potential

consequences of guestioning family,

community, school, and district norms. Herb Kohl, a well-known education reformer and advocate for
social change, reflects in his book, Creative Maladjustment and the Struggle for Public Education, on his
mistakes in questioning the system when he was too early in his career. He writes:

When it is impossible to remain in harmony with one’s environment without
giving up deeply held moral values, creative maladjustment becomes a sane alternative
to giving up altogether. Creative maladjustment consists of breaking social patterns that
are morally reprehensible, taking conscious control of one’s place in the environment,
and readjusting the world one lives in based on personal integrity and honesty — that is, it
consists of learning to survive with minimal moral and personal compromise in a
thoroughly compromised world and of not being afraid of planned and willed conflict, if
necessary....

Sometimes decisions to maladjust are made without thought and can lead to
trouble. Such trouble befell me twice at the beginning of my teaching career. During my
six weeks of student teaching | got into trouble for trying things that clashed with the
style and practice of my supervising teacher. | was accused of getting too close to the
students, of being too informal, and of replacing structured learning activities with open-
ended, cross-disciplinary projects. When | was asked to do things that in my judgment
were detrimental to student learning and self-respect, | changed them without asking
permission. This maladjustment made sense in terms of maintaining my integrity and
helping my students, but it was suicide for a student teacher who didn’t have his or her
own classroom and who had no status within the school. Two weeks before the end of
my student-teaching assignment, | was unceremoniously terminated by the supervising
teacher and ordered out of the school by the principal....

The same thing happened during my first teaching assignment.... At that time,
my maladjustment was neither creative nor effective, and | continue to wonder how much
more useful | might have been to the school and the community had my responses been
more tempered and my maladjustment better thought-out.
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However, as a beginning teacher | found
myself with too much to learn, too little
support, and an inflated sense of how
much reform | could accomplish by
myself without having experience or
friends or allies within the community or
the school district.18

As Kohl implies, it is important for you to ask
yourself whether pursuing a change will
compromise your ability to succeed in your core
mission. For example, if it will cost you your job,
by definition the change prevents you from
expanding the opportunities available to your
students. If your actions make your school
principal resistant to your efforts, they may

compromise your ability to pursue other initiatives that are equally or more important.

/ learned early on in my teaching career that creating
change in my school was a delicate procedure. You have
to choose your battles—iollow the lead and advice of
experienced teachers in your school. While you might
Initially be frustrated with some of the administrative
goals in your school, as time passes you will find that you
have a greater ability to make things happen. But, in the
words of Confucius, the journey of a thousand miles
begins with a single step. The first steps will be
moderate and cautious, but as the year passes you will
be amazed how far you’ve progressed.

Richard Reddick, Houston ‘95

Assistant Professor and M.Ed. Coordinator, The
University of Texas at Austin

While it is

admirable to act according to your convictions, you must do so strategically and think about whether the
end results of your efforts will truly be in the best interests of your students.

128 Kohl, Herbert. “/ Won’t Learn From You” And Other Thoughts on Creative Maladjustment. New York: The New York Press, 1994,

p. 130-132.

115



116



Diversity, Community, & Achievement

Related Readings



A Note About the Related Readings

The following three chapters appear in this text because they are
required reading. All other related readings that are referenced
throughout this text should be accessed online by visiting the Pre-
Institute Work page on the Institute Info Center within TFANet.




Note: Copyright © 2003 Beverly Tatum.
Used with permission of Basic Books, a
member of the Perseus Books Group.

Identity Development in Adolescence

“Why are all the Black kids sitting together
in the cafeteria?”

Walk into any racially mixed high school cafeteria at lunch time and
you will instantly notice that in the sea of adolescent faces, there is an
identifiable group of Black students sitting together. Conversely, it
could be pointed out that there are many groups of White students
sitting together as well, though people rarely comment about that.
The question on the tip of everyone’s tongue is “Why are the Black
kids sitting together?” Principals want to know, teachers want to
know, White students want to know, the Black students who aren’t sit-
ting at the table want to know.

How does it happen that so many Black teenagers end up at the
same cafeteria table? They don'’t start out there. If you walk into
racially mixed elementary schools, you will often see young children
of diverse racial backgrounds playing with one another, sitting at the
snack table together, crossing racial boundaries with an ease uncom-
mon in adolescence. Moving from elementary school to middle
school (often at sixth or seventh grade) means interacting with new
children from different neighborhoods than before, and a certain
degree of clustering by race might therefore be expected, presuming
that children who are familiar with one another would form groups.
But even in schools where the same children stay together from
kindergarten through eighth grade, racial grouping begins by the
sixth or seventh grade. What happens?

One thing that happens is puberty. As children enter adolescence,
they begin to explore the question of identity, asking “Who am I?
Who can I be?” in ways they have not done before. For Black youth,
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asking “Who am I?” includes thinking about “Who am I ethnically
and/or racially? What does it mean to be Black?”

As I write this, I can hear the voice of a White woman who asked
me, “Well, all adolescents struggle with questions of identity. They all
become more self~conscious about their appearance and more con-
cerned about what their peers think. So what is so different for Black
kids?”” Of course, she is right that all adolescents look at themselves in
new ways, but not all adolescents think about themselves in racial
terms.

The search for personal identity that intensifies in adolescence
can involve several dimensions of an adolescent’ life: vocational plans,
religious beliefs, values and preferences, political affiliations and
beliefs, gender roles, and ethnic identities. The process of exploration
may vary across these identity domains. James Marcia described four
identity “statuses” to characterize the variation in the identity search
process: (1) diffuse, a state in which there has been little exploration or
active consideration of a particular domain, and no psychological
commitment; (2) foreclosed, a state in which a commitment has been
made to particular roles or belief systems, often those selected by par-
ents, without actively considering alternatives; (3) moratorium, a state
of active exploration of roles and beliefs in which no commitment has
yet been made; and (4) achieved, a state of strong personal commit-
ment to a particular dimension of identity following a period of high
exploration.’

An individual is not likely to explore all identity domains at once,
therefore it is not unusual for an adolescent to be actively exploring
one dimension while another remains relatively unexamined. Given
the impact of dominant and subordinate status, it is not surprising that
researchers have found that adolescents of color are more likely to be
actively engaged in an exploration of their racial or ethnic identity
than are White adolescents.

Why do Black youths, in particular, think about themselves in
terms of race? Because that is how the rest of the world thinks of
them. Our self-perceptions are shaped by the messages that we receive
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from those around us, and when young Black men and women enter
adolescence, the racial content of those messages intensifies. A case in
point: If you were to ask my ten-year-old son, David, to describe him-
self, he would tell you many things: that he is smart, that he likes to
play computer games, that he has an older brother. Near the top of
his list, he would likely mention that he is tall for his age. He would
probably not mention that he is Black, though he certainly knows
that he is. Why would he mention his height and not his racial group
membership? When David meets new adults, one of the first ques-
tions they ask is “How old are you?” When David states his age, the
inevitable reply is “Gee, you're tall for your age!” It happens so fre-
quently that I once overheard David say to someone, “Don'’t say it,
know. I'm tall for my age.” Height is salient for David because it is
salient for others.

When David meets new adults, they don'’t say, “Gee, you're Black
for your age!” If you are saying to yourself, of course they don’t, think
again. Imagine David at fifteen, six-foot-two, wearing the adolescent
attire of the day, passing adults he doesn’t know on the sidewalk. Do
the women hold their purses a little tighter, maybe even cross the
street to avoid him? Does he hear the sound of the automatic door
locks on cars as he passes by? Is he being followed around by the secu-
rity guards at the local mall? As he stops in town with his new bicy-
cle, does a police officer hassle him, asking where he got it, implying
that it might be stolen? Do strangers assume he plays basketball? Each
of these experiences conveys a racial message. At ten, race is not yet
salient for David, because it is not yet salient for society. But it will be.

Understanding Racial Identity Development

Psychologist William Cross, author of Shades of Black: Diversity in
African American Identity, has offered a theory of racial identity devel-
opment that I have found to be a very useful framework for under-
standing what is happening not only with David, but with those
Black students in the cafeteria.’ According to Cross’s model, referred
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to as the psychology of nigrescence, or the psychology of becoming
Black, the five stages of racial identity development are pre-encounter,
encounter, immersion/emersion, internalization, and internalization-commit-
ment. For the moment, we will consider the first two stages as those
are the most relevant for adolescents.

In the first stage, the Black child absorbs many of the beliefs and
values of the dominant White culture, including the idea that it is bet-
ter to be White. The stereotypes, omissions, and distortions that rein-
force notions of White superiority are breathed in by Black children
as well as White. Simply as a function of being socialized in a
Eurocentric culture, some Black children may begin to value the role
models, lifestyles, and images of beauty represented by the dominant
group more highly than those of their own cultural group. On the
other hand, if Black parents are what I call race-conscious—that is,
actively seeking to encourage positive racial identity by providing
their children with positive cultural images and messages about what
it means to be Black—the impact of the dominant society’s messages
are reduced.® In either case, in the pre-encounter stage, the personal
and social significance of one’s racial group membership has not yet
been realized, and racial identity is not yet under examination. At age
ten, David and other children like him would seem to be in the pre-
encounter stage. When the environmental cues change and the world
begins to reflect his Blackness back to him more clearly, he will prob-
ably enter the encounter stage.

Transition to the encounter stage is typically precipitated by an
event or series of events that force the young person to acknowledge
the personal impact of racism. As the result of a new and heightened
awareness of the significance of race, the individual begins to grapple
with what it means to be a member of a group targeted by racism.
Though Cross describes this process as one that unfolds in late ado-
lescence and early adulthood, research suggests that an examination of
one’s racial or ethnic identity may begin as early as junior high school.

In a study of Black and White eighth graders from an integrated
urban junior high school, Jean Phinney and Steve Tarver found clear
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evidence for the beginning of the search process in this dimension of
identity. Among the forty-eight participants, more than a third had
thought about the effects of ethnicity on their future, had discussed
the issues with family and friends, and were attempting to learn more
about their group. While White students in this integrated school
were also beginning to think about ethnic identity, there was evidence
to suggest a more active search among Black students, especially Black
females.” Phinney and Tarver’s research is consistent with my own
study of Black youth in predominantly White communities, where
the environmental cues that trigger an examination of racial identity
often become evident in middle school or junior high school.®

Some of the environmental cues are institutionalized. Though
many elementary schools have self-contained classrooms where chil-
dren of varying performance levels learn together, many middle and
secondary schools use “ability grouping,” or tracking. Though school
administrators often defend their tracking practices as fair and objec-
tive, there usually is a recognizable racial pattern to how children are
assigned, which often represents the system of advantage operating in
the schools.” In racially mixed schools, Black children are much more
likely to be in the lower track than in the honors track. Such appar-
ent sorting along racial lines sends a message about what it means to
be Black. One young honors student I interviewed described the
irony of this resegregation in what was an otherwise integrated envi-
ronment, and hinted at the identity issues it raised for him.

[t was really a very paradoxical existence, here I am in a
school that’s 35 percent Black, you know, and I'm the
only Black in my classes. . . . That always struck me as
odd. I guess I felt that I was different from the other
Blacks because of that.

In addition to the changes taking place within school, there are
changes in the social dynamics outside school. For many parents,
puberty raises anxiety about interracial dating. In racially mixed com-
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munities, you begin to see what I call the birthday party eftect.Young
children’s birthday parties in multiracial communities are often a
reflection of the community’s diversity. The parties of elementary
school children may be segregated by gender but not by race. At
puberty, when the parties become sleepovers or boy-girl events, they
become less and less racially diverse.

Black girls, especially in predominantly White communities, may
gradually become aware that something has changed. When their
White friends start to date, they do not. The issues of emerging sex-
uality and the societal messages about who is sexually desirable leave
young Black women in a very devalued position. One young woman
from a Philadelphia suburb described herself as “pursuing White guys
throughout high school” to no avail. Since there were no Black boys
in her class, she had little choice. She would feel “really pissed oft”
that those same White boys would date her White friends. For her,
“that prom thing was like out of the question.”

Though Black girls living in the context of a larger Black com-
munity may have more social choices, they too have to contend with
devaluing messages about who they are and who they will become,
especially if they are poor or working-class. As social scientists Bonnie
Ross Leadbeater and Niobe Way point out,

The school drop-out, the teenage welfare mother, the
drug addict, and the victim of domestic violence or of
AIDS are among the most prevalent public images of
poor and working-class urban adolescent girls. . . . Yet,
despite the risks inherent in economic disadvantage, the
majority of poor urban adeolescent girls do not fit the
stereotypes that are made about them.’

Resisting the stereotypes and affirming other definitions of them-
selves is part of the task facing young Black women in both White
and Black communities.

As was illustrated in the example of David, Black boys also face a
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devalued status in the wider world. The all too familiar media image
of a young Black man with his hands cuffed behind his back,
arrested for a violent crime, has primed many to view young Black
men with suspicion and fear. In the context of predominantly White
schools, however, Black boys may enjoy a degree of social success, par-
ticularly if they are athletically talented. The culture has embraced the
Black athlete, and the young man who can fulfill that role is often
pursued by Black girls and White girls alike. But even these young
men will encounter experiences that may trigger an examination of
their racial identity.

Sometimes the experience is quite dramatic. The Autobiography of
Malcolm X 1s a classic tale of racial identity development, and I assign
it to my psychology of racism students for just that reason. As a junior
high school student, Malcolm was a star. Despite the fact that he was
separated from his family and living in a foster home, he was an A stu-
dent and was elected president of his class. One day he had a conver-
sation with his English teacher, whom he liked and respected, about
his future career goals. Malcolm said he wanted to be a lawyer. His
teacher responded, “That’s no realistic goal for a nigger,” and advised
him to consider carpentry instead.” The message was clear: You are a
Black male, your racial group membership matters, plan accordingly.
Malcolm’s emotional response was typical—anger, confusion, and
alienation. He withdrew from his White classmates, stopped partici-
pating in class, and eventually left his predominately white Michigan
home to live with his sister in Roxbury, a Black community in
Boston.

No teacher would say such a thing now, you may be thinking, but
don’t be so sure. It is certainly less likely that a teacher would use the
word nigger, but consider these contemporary examples shared by
high school students. A young ninth-grade student was sitting in his
homeroom. A substitute teacher was in charge of the class. Because
the majority of students from this school go on to college, she used
the free time to ask the students about their college plans. As a sub-
stitute she had very limited information about their academic perfor-
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mance, but she offered some suggestions. When she turned to this
young man, one of few Black males in the class, she suggested that
he consider a community college. She had recommended four-year
colleges to the other students. Like Malcolm, this student got the
message.

In another example, a young Black woman attending a desegre-
gated school to which she was bussed was encouraged by a teacher to
attend the upcoming school dance. Most of the Black students did
not live in the neighborhood and seldom attended the extracurricu-
lar activities. The young woman indicated that she wasn’t planning to
come.The well-intentioned teacher was persistent. Finally the teacher
said, “Oh come on, I know you people love to dance.” This young
woman got the message, too.

Coping with Encounters: Developing an Oppositional Identity

What do these encounters have to do with the cafeteria? Do experi-
ences with racism inevitably result in so-called self-segregation?
While certainly a desire to protect oneself from further offense is
understandable, it is not the only factor at work. Imagine the young
eighth-grade girl who experienced the teacher’s use of “you people”
and the dancing stereotype as a racial affront. Upset and struggling
with adolescent embarrassment, she bumps into a White friend who
can see that something is wrong. She explains. Her White friend
responds, in an effort to make her feel better perhaps, and says, “Oh,
Mr. Smith is such a nice guy, 'm sure he didn’t mean it like that.
Don’t be so sensitive” Perhaps the White friend is right, and Mr.
Smith didn’t mean it, but imagine your own response when you are
upset, perhaps with a spouse or partner. He or she asks what’s wrong
and you explain why you are offended. Your partner brushes oft your
complaint, attributing it to your being oversensitive. What happens to
your emotional thermostat? It escalates. When feelings, rational or
irrational, are invalidated, most people disengage. They not only
choose to discontinue the conversation but are more likely to turn to
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someone who will understand their perspective.

In much the same way, the eighth-grade girl’s White friend doesn’t
get it. She doesn’t see the significance of this racial message, but the
girls at the “Black table” do. When she tells her story there, one of
them is likely to say, “You know what, Mr. Smith said the same thing
to me yesterday!” Not only are Black adolescents encountering racism
and reflecting on their identity, but their White peers, even when they
are not the perpetrators (and sometimes they are), are unprepared to
respond in supportive ways. The Black students turn to each other for
the much needed support they are not likely to find anywhere else.

In adolescence, as race becomes personally salient for Black
youth, finding the answer to questions such as,“What does it mean to
be a young Black person? How should I act? What should I do?” is
particularly important. And although Black fathers, mothers, aunts,
and uncles may hold the answers by offering themselves as role mod-
els, they hold little appeal for most adolescents. The last thing many
fourteen-year-olds want to do is to grow up to be like their parents.
It is the peer group, the kids in the cafeteria, who hold the answers to
these questions. They know how to be Black.They have absorbed the
stereotypical images of Black youth in the popular culture and are
reflecting those images in their self-presentation.

Based on their fieldwork in U.S. high schools, Signithia Fordham
and John Ogbu identified a common psychological pattern found
among African American high school students at this stage of iden-
tity development.' They observed that the anger and resentment that
adolescents feel in response to their growing awareness of the sys-
tematic exclusion of Black people from full participation in U.S. soci-
ety leads to the development of an oppositional social identity. This
oppositional stance both protects one’s identity from the psychologi-
cal assault of racism and keeps the dominant group at a distance.
Fordham and Ogbu write:

Subordinate minorities regard certain forms of behav-
ior and certain activities or events, symbols, and mean-
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ings as not appropriate for them because those behaviors,
events, symbols, and meanings are characteristic of
white Americans. At the same time they emphasize
other forms of behavior as more appropriate for them
because these are not a part of white Americans’ way of
life. To behave in the manner defined as falling within a
white cultural frame of reference is to “act white” and
is negatively sanctioned."

Certain styles of speech, dress, and music, for example, may be
embraced as “authentically Black” and become highly valued, while
attitudes and behaviors associated with Whites are viewed with dis-
dain. The peer groups’s evaluation of what is Black and what 1s not
can have a powerful impact on adolescent behavior.

Reflecting on her high school years, one Black woman from a
White neighborhood described both the pain of being rejected by
her Black classmates and her attempts to conform to her peer’s defi-
nition of Blackness:

“Oh you sound White, you think youre White,” they
said. And the idea of sounding White was just so absurd
to me. . . . So ninth grade was sort of traumatic in that
I started listening to rap music, which I really just don’t
like. [T said] I'm gonna be Black, and it was just that stu-
pid. But it’s more than just how one acts, you know.
[The other Black women there| were not into me for
the longest time. My first year there was hell.

Sometimes the emergence of an oppositional identity can be
quite dramatic, as the young person tries on a new persona almost
overnight. At the end of one school year, race may not have appeared
to be significant, but often some encounter takes place over the sum-
mer and the young person returns to school much more aware of
his or her Blackness and ready to make sure that the rest of the
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world is aware of it, too. There is a certain “in your face” quality that
these adolescents can take on, which their teachers often experience
as threatening. When a group of Black teens are sitting together in the
cafeteria, collectively embodying an oppositional stance, school
administrators want to know not only why they are sitting together,
but what can be done to prevent it.

We need to understand that in racially mixed settings, racial
grouping is a developmental process in response to an environmental
stressor, racism. Joining with one’s peers for support in the face of
stress 1s a positive coping strategy. What is problematic is that the
young people are operating with a very limited definition of what it
means to be Black, based largely on cultural stereotypes.

Oppositional Identity Development and Academic Achievement

Unfortunately for Black teenagers, those cultural stereotypes do not
usually include academic achievement. Academic success is more
often associated with being White. During the encounter phase of
racial identity development, when the search for identity leads toward
cultural stereotypes and away from anything that might be associated
with Whiteness, academic performance often declines. Doing well in
school becomes identified as trying to be White. Being smart becomes
the opposite of being cool.

While this frame of reference is not universally found among
adolescents of African descent, it is commonly observed in Black peer
groups. Among the Black college students I have interviewed, many
described some conflict or alienation from other African American
teens because of their academic success in high school. For example,
a twenty-year-old female from a Washington, D.C., suburb explained:

It was weird, even in high school a lot of the Black stu-
dents were, like, “Well, you're not really Black.”Whether
it was because I became president of the sixth-grade
class or whatever it was, it started pretty much back
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then. Junior high, it got worse. I was then labeled cer-
tain things, whether it was “the oreo” or I wasn’t really
Black.

Others described avoiding situations that would set them apart
from their Black peers. For example, one young woman declined to
participate in a gifted program in her school because she knew it
would separate her from the other Black students in the school.

In a study of thirty-three eleventh-graders in a Washington, D.C.,
school, Fordham and Ogbu found that although some of the students
had once been academically successful, few of them remained so.
These students also knew that to be identified as a “brainiac” would
result in peer rejection. The few students who had maintained strong
academic records found ways to play down their academic success
enough to maintain some level of acceptance among their Black
peers.”

Academically successful Black students also need a strategy to find
acceptance among their White classmates. Fordham describes one
such strategy as racelessness, wherein individuals assimilate into the
dominant group by de-emphasizing characteristics that might iden-
tify them as members of the subordinate group." Jon, a young man I
interviewed, offered a classic example of this strategy as he described
his approach to dealing with his discomfort at being the only Black
person in his advanced classes. He said, “At no point did I ever think
I was White or did I ever want to be White. . . . I guess it was one of
those things where I tried to de-emphasize the fact that I was Black.”
This strategy led him to avoid activities that were associated with
Blackness. He recalled, “I didn’t want to do anything that was tradi-
tionally Black, like I never played basketball. I ran cross-country. . . . I
went for distance running instead of sprints.” He felt he had to show
his White classmates that there were “exceptions to all these stereo-
types.” However, this strategy was of limited usefulness. When he trav-
eled outside his home community with his White teammates, he
sometimes encountered overt racism. “l quickly realized that I'm
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Black, and that’s the thing that they’re going to see first, no matter
how much I try to de-emphasize my Blackness.”

A Black student can play down Black identity in order to succeed
in school and mainstream institutions without rejecting his Black
identity and culture.” Instead of becoming raceless, an achieving
Black student can become an emissary, someone who sees his or her
own achievements as advancing the cause of the racial group. For
example, social scientists Richard Zweigenhaft and G. William
Domboff describe how a successful Black student, in response to the
accusation of acting White, connected his achievement to that of
other Black men by saying, “Martin Luther King must not have been
Black, then, since he had a doctoral degree, and Malcolm X must not
have been Black since he educated himself while in prison.” In addi-
tion, he demonstrated his loyalty to the Black community by taking an
openly political stance against the racial discrimination he observed in
his school.”

It is clear that an oppositional identity can interfere with acade-
mic achievement, and it may be tempting for educators to blame the
adolescents themselves for their academic decline. However, the ques-
tions that educators and other concerned adults must ask are, How
did academic achievement become defined as exclusively White
behavior? What is it about the curriculum and the wider culture that
reinforces the notion that academic excellence is an exclusively White
domain? What curricular interventions might we use to encourage
the development of an empowered emissary identity?

An oppositional identity that disdains academic achievement has
not always been a characteristic of Black adolescent peer groups. It
seems to be a post-desegregation phenomenon. Historically, the
oppositional identity found among African Americans in the segre-
gated South included a positive attitude toward education. While
Black people may have publicly deferred to Whites, they actively
encouraged their children to pursue education as a ticket to greater
freedom.” While Black parents still see education as the key to
upward mobility, in today’s desegregated schools the models of suc-
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cess—the teachers, administrators, and curricular heroes—are almost
always White.

Black Southern schools, though stigmatized by legally sanctioned
segregation, were often staffed by African American educators, them-
selves visible models of academic achievement. These Black educators
may have presented a curriculum that included references to the
intellectual legacy of other African Americans. As well, in the context
of a segregated school, it was a given that the high achieving students
would all be Black. Academic achievement did not have to mean sep-
aration from one’s Black peers.

The Search for Alternative Images

This historical example reminds us that an oppositional identity dis-
couraging academic achievement is not inevitable even in a racist
society. If young people are exposed to images of African American
academic achievement in their early years, they won’t have to define
school achievement as something for Whites only. They will know
that there is a long history of Black intellectual achievement.

This point was made quite eloquently by Jon, the young man I
quoted earlier. Though he made the choice to excel in school, he
labored under the false assumption that he was “inventing the wheel.”
It wasn’t until he reached college and had the opportunity to take
African American studies courses that he learned about other African
Americans besides Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, and Frederick
Douglass—the same three men he had heard about year after year,
from kindergarten to high school graduation. As he reflected on his
identity struggle in high school, he said:

It’s like I went through three phases. . . . My first phase
was being cool, doing whatever was particularly cool
for Black people at the time, and that was like in junior
high. Then in high school, you know, I thought being
Black was basically all stereotypes, so I tried to avoid all
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of those things. Now in college, you know, I realize that
being Black means a variety of things.

Learning his history in college was of great psychological impor-
tance to Jon, providing him with role models he had been missing in
high school. He was particularly inspired by learning of the intellec-
tual legacy of Black men at his own college:

When you look at those guys who were here in the
Twenties, they couldn’t live on campus. They couldn’t
eat on campus. They couldn’t get their hair cut in town.
And yet they were all Phi Beta Kappa. . . . That’s what
being Black really is, you know, knowing who you are,
your history, your accomplishments. . . . When I was in
junior high, I had White role models. And then when I
got into high school, you know, I wasn’t sure but I just
didn’t think having White role models was a good
thing. So I got rid of those. And I basically just, you
know, only had my parents for role models. I kind of
grew up thinking that we were on the cutting edge. We
were doing something radically different than every-
body else. And not realizing that there are all kinds of
Black people doing the very things that I thought we
were the only ones doing. . . .You've got to do the very
best you can so that you can continue the great tradi-
tions that have already been established.

This young man was not alone in his frustration over having
learned little about his own cultural history in grade school. Time and
again in the research interviews I conducted, Black students
lamented the absence of courses in African American history or liter-
ature at the high school level and indicated how significant this new
learning was to them in college, how excited and affirmed they felt
by this newfound knowledge. Sadly, many Black students never get to
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college, alienated from the process of education long before high
school graduation. They may never get access to the information that
might have helped them expand their definition of what it means to
be Black and, in the process, might have helped them stay in school.
Young people are developmentally ready for this information in ado-
lescence. We ought to provide it.

Not at the Table

As we have seen, Jon felt he had to distance himself from his Black
peers in order to be successful in high school. He was one of the kids
not sitting at the Black table. Continued encounters with racism and
access to new culturally relevant information empowered him to give
up his racelessness and become an emissary. In college, not only did
he sit at the Black table, but he emerged as a campus leader, confident
in the support of his Black peers. His example illustrates that one’s
presence at the Black table is often an expression of one’s identity
development, which evolves over time.

Some Black students may not be developmentally ready for the
Black table in junior or senior high school. They may not yet have had
their own encounters with racism, and race may not be very salient
for them. Just as we don't all reach puberty and begin developing sex-
ual interest at the same time, racial identity development unfolds in
idiosyncratic ways. Though my research suggests that adolescence is a
common time, one’s own life experiences are also important deter-
minants of the timing. The young person whose racial identity devel-
opment is out of synch with his or her peers often feels in an awk-
ward position. Adolescents are notoriously egocentric and assume that
their experience is the same as everyone else’s. Just as girls who have
become interested in boys become disdainful of their friends still
interested in dolls, the Black teens who are at the table can be quite
judgmental toward those who are not.“If I think it is a sign of authen-
tic Blackness to sit at this table, then you should too.”

The young Black men and women who still hang around with
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the White classmates they may have known since early childhood will
often be snubbed by their Black peers. This dynamic is particularly
apparent in regional schools where children from a variety of neigh-
borhoods are brought together. When Black children from predomi-
nantly White neighborhoods go to school with Black children from
predominantly Black neighborhoods, the former group is often
viewed as trying to be White by the latter group. We all speak the lan-
guage of the streets we live on. Black children living in White neigh-
borhoods often sound White to their Black peers from across town,
and may be teased because of it. This can be a very painful experi-
ence, particularly when the young person is not fully accepted as part
of the White peer group either.

One young Black woman from a predominantly White commu-
nity described exactly this situation in an interview. In a school with
a lot of racial tension, Terri felt that “the worst thing that happened”
was the rejection she experienced from the other Black children who
were being bussed to her school. Though she wanted to be friends
with them, they teased her, calling her an “oreo cookie” and some-
times beating her up.The only close Black friend Terri had was a bira-
cial girl from her neighborhood.

Racial tensions also affected her relationships with White stu-
dents. One White friend’s parents commented, “I can’t believe you're
Black.You don’t seem like all the Black children.You’re nice.” Though
other parents made similar comments, Terri reported that her White
friends didn’t start making them until junior high school, when Terri’s
Blackness became something to be explained. One friend introduced
Terri to another White girl by saying, “She’s not really Black, she just
went to Florida and got a really dark tan.” A White sixth-grade
“boyfriend” became embarrassed when his friends discovered he had
a crush on a Black girl. He stopped telling Terri how pretty she was,
and instead called her “nigger” and said, “Your lips are too big. [ don’t
want to see you. I won’t be your friend anymore.”

Despite supportive parents who expressed concern about her sit-
uation, Terri said she was a “very depressed child.” Her father would
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have conversations with her “about being Black and beautiful” and
about “the union of people of color that had always existed that I
needed to find. And the pride”” However, her parents did not have a
network of Black friends to help support her.

It was the intervention of a Black junior high school teacher that
Terri feels helped her the most. Mrs. Campbell “really exposed me to
the good Black community because I was so down on it” by getting
Terri involved in singing gospel music and introducing her to other
Black students who would accept her. “That’s when I started having
other Black friends. And I thank her a lot for that.”

The significant role that Mrs. Campbell played in helping Terri
open up illustrates the constructive potential that informed adults can
have in the identity development process. She recognized Terri’s need
for a same-race peer group and helped her find one. Talking to groups
of Black students about the variety of living situations Black people
come from and the unique situation facing Black adolescents in
‘White communities helps to expand the definition of what it means
to be Black and increases intragroup acceptance at a time when that
1s quite important.

For children in Terri’s situation, it is also helptul for Black parents
to provide ongoing opportunities for their children to connect with
other Black peers even if that means traveling outside the commu-
nity they live in. Race-conscious parents often do this by attending a
Black church or maintaining ties to Black social organizations such as
Jack and Jill. Parents who make this effort often find that their chil-
dren become bicultural, able to move comfortably between Black and
White communities, and able to sit at the Black table when they are
ready.

Implied in this discussion is the assumption that connecting with
one’s Black peers in the process of identity development is important
and should be encouraged. For young Black people living in pre-
dominantly Black communities, such connections occur sponta-
neously with neighbors and classmates and usually do not require spe-
cial encouragement. However, for young people in predominantly
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White communities they may only occur with active parental inter-
vention. One might wonder if this social connection is really neces-
sary. If a young person has found a niche among a circle of White
friends, 1s it really necessary to establish a Black peer group as a refer-
ence point? Eventually it is.

As one’s awareness of the daily challenges of living in a racist soci-
ety increase, it is immensely helpful to be able to share one’s experi-
ences with others who have lived it. Even when White friends are
willing and able to listen and bear witness to one’s struggles, they can-
not really share the experience. One young woman came to this real-
ization in her senior year of high school:

[The isolation] never really bothered me until about
senior year when I was the only one in the class. . . .
That little burden, that constant burden of you always
having to strive to do your best and show that you can
do just as much as everybody else. Your White friends
can’t understand that, and it’s really hard to communi-
cate to them. Only someone else of the same racial,
same ethnic background would understand something

like that.

When one is faced with what Chester Pierce calls the “mundane
extreme environmental stress” of racism, in adolescence or in adult-
hood, the ability to see oneself as part of a larger group from which
one can draw support is an important coping strategy.” Individuals
who do not have such a strategy available to them because they do
not experience a shared identity with at least some subset of their
racial group are at risk for considerable social isolation.

Of course, who we perceive as sharing our identity may be influ-
enced by other dimensions of identity such as gender, social class,
geographical location, skin color, or ethnicity. For example, research
indicates that first-generation Black immigrants from the Caribbean
tend to emphasize their national origins and ethnic identities, dis-
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tancing themselves from U.S. Blacks, due in part to their belief that
West Indians are viewed more positively by Whites than those
American Blacks whose family roots include the experience of U.S.
slavery. To relinquish one’s ethnic identity as West Indian and take on
an African American identity may be understood as downward social
mobility. However, second-generation West Indians without an iden-
tifiable accent may lose the relative ethnic privilege their parents
experienced and seek racial solidarity with Black American peers in
the face of encounters with racism."” Whether it is the experience of
being followed in stores because they are suspected of shoplifting, see-
ing people respond to them with fear on the street, or feeling over-
looked in school, Black youth can benefit from seeking support from
those who have had similar experiences.

An Alternative to the Cafeteria Tahle

The developmental need to explore the meaning of one’s identity
with others who are engaged in a similar process manifests itself
informally in school corridors and cafeterias across the country. Some
educational institutions have sought to meet this need programmati-
cally. Several colleagues and I recently evaluated one such effort, ini-
tiated at a Massachusetts middle school participating in a voluntary
desegregation program known as the Metropolitan Council for
Educational Opportunity (METCO) program.” Historically, the
small number of African American students who are bussed from
Boston to this suburban school have achieved disappointing levels of
academic success. In an effort to improve academic achievement, the
school introduced a program, known as Student Efficacy Training
(SET) that allowed Boston students to meet each day as a group with
two staff members. Instead of being in physical education or home
economics or study hall, they were meeting, talking about homework
difficulties, social issues, and encounters with racism. The meeting was
mandatory and at first the students were resentful of missing some of
their classes. But the impact was dramatic. Said one young woman,
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In the beginning of the year, I didn’t want to do SET at
all. It took away my study and it was only METCO stu-
dents doing it. In the beginning all we did was argue
over certain problems or it was more like a rap session
and I didn’t think it was helping anyone. But then when
we looked at records . . . I know that last year out of all
the students, sixth through eighth grade, there was, like,
six who were actually good students. Everyone else, it
was just pathetic, I mean, like, they were getting like Ds
and Fs. .. . The eighth grade is doing much better this
year. | mean, they went from Ds and Fs to Bs and Cs
and occasional As. ... And those seventh-graders are
doing really good, they have a lot of honor roll students
in seventh grade, both guys and girls. Yeah, it’s been
good. It’s really good.

Her report is borne out by an examination of school records. The
opportunity to come together in the company of supportive adults
allowed these young Black students to talk about the issues that hin-
dered their performance—racial encounters, feelings of isolation, test
anxiety, homework dilemmas—in the psychological safety of their
own group. In the process, the peer culture changed to one that sup-
ported academic performance rather than undermined it, as revealed
in these two students’ comments:

Well, a lot of the Boston students, the boys and the girls,
used to fight all the time. And now, they stopped yelling
at each other so much and calling each other stupid.

It’s like we've all become like one big family, we share
things more with each other. We tease each other like
brother and sister. We look out for each other with
homework and stuff. We always stay on top of each
other ’cause we know it’s hard with African American
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students to go to a predominantly White school and try
to succeed with everybody else.

The faculty, too, were very enthusiastic about the outcomes of the
intervention, as seen in the comments of these two classroom teachers:

This program has probably produced the most dra-
matic result of any single change that I've seen at this
school. It has produced immediate results that affected
behavior and academics and participation in school life.

My students are more engaged. They aren’t battling out
a lot of the issues of their anger about being in a White
community, coming in from Boston, where do I fit, I
don'’t belong here. I feel that those issues that often
came out in class aren’t coming out in class anymore. I
think they are being discussed in the SET room, the
kids feel more confidence. The kids’ grades are higher,
the homework response is greater, theyre not afraid to
participate in class, and I don’t see them isolating them-
selves within class. They are willing to sit with other
students happily. . . . I think its made a very positive
impact on their place in the school and on their indi-
vidual self-esteem. I see them enjoying themselves and
able to enjoy all of us as individuals. I can’t say enough,
it’s been the best thing that’s happened to the METCO

program as far as I'm concerned.”

Although this intervention is not a miracle cure for every school,
it does highlight what can happen when we think about the devel-
opmental needs of Black adolescents coming to terms with their own
sense of identity. [t might seem counterintuitive that a school involved
in a voluntary desegregation program could improve both academic
performance and social relationships among students by separating the
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Black students for one period every day. But if we understand the
unique challenges facing adolescents of color and the legitimate need
they have to feel supported in their identity development, it makes
perfect sense.

Though they may not use the language of racial identity devel-
opment theory to describe it, most Black parents want their children
to achieve an internalized sense of personal security, to be able to
acknowledge the reality of racism and to respond eftectively to it. Our
educational institutions should do what they can to encourage this
development rather than impede it. When I talk to educators about
the need to provide adolescents with identity-affirming experiences
and information about their own cultural groups, they sometimes
flounder because this information has not been part of their own
education. Their understanding of adolescent development has been
limited to the White middle-class norms included in most textbooks,
their knowledge of Black history limited to Martin Luther King, Jr.,
and Rosa Parks. They sometimes say with frustration that parents
should provide this kind of education for their children.
Unfortunately Black parents often attended the same schools the
teachers did and have the same informational gaps. We need to
acknowledge that an important part of interrupting the cycle of
oppression is constant re-education, and sharing what we learn with
the next generation.
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The Early Years

“Is my skin brown because | drink chocolate milk?”

Think of your earliest race-related memory. How old were you?
When I ask adults in my workshops this question, they call out a
range of ages: “Three,” “Five,” “Eight,” “Thirteen,” “Twenty.”
Sometimes they talk in small groups about what they remember. At
first they hesitate to speak, but then the stories come flooding for-
ward, each person’s memory triggering another’.

Some are stories of curiosity, as when a light-skinned child won-
ders why a dark-skinned person’s palms are so much lighter than the
backs of his hands. Some are stories of fear and avoidance, communi-
cated verbally or nonverbally by parents, as when one White woman
describes her mother nervously telling her to roll up the windows and
lock the doors as they drove through a Black community. Some are
stories of active bigotry, transmitted casually from one generation to
the next through the use of racial slurs and ethnic jokes. Some are sto-
ries of confusing mixed messages, as when a White man remembers
the Black maid who was “just like family” but was not allowed to eat
from the family dishes or use the upstairs bathroom. Some are stories
of terror, as when a Black woman remembers being chased home
from school by a German shepherd, deliberately set loose by its White
owner as she passed by. I will often ask audience members, “What do
you remember? Something someone said or did? A name-calling
incident? An act of discrimination? The casual observation of skin
color difterences? Were you the observer or the object of observa-
tion?”

In large groups, I hesitate to ask the participants to reveal their
memories to a crowd of strangers, but I ask instead what emotions are



32 Understanding Blackness in a White Context

attached to the memories. The participants use such words as anger,
confusion, surprise, sadness, embarassment. Notice that this list does not
include such words as joy, excitement, delight. Too often the stories are
painful ones. Then I ask, “Did you talk to anyone about what hap-
pened? Did you tell anyone how you felt?” It is always surprising to
me to see how many people will say that they never discussed these
clearly emotional experiences with anyone. Why not? Had they
already learned that race was not a topic to be discussed?

If they didn't talk to anyone else about it, how did these three- or
five- or eight- or thirteen-year-old children make sense of their expe-
rience? Has the confusion continued into adulthood? Are we as adults
prepared to help the children we care about make sense of their own
race-related observations?

Preschool Conversations

Like many African Americans, I have many race-related memories,
beginning when I was quite small. I remember being about three
years old when I had an argument with an African American play-
mate. He said T was “black.” “No I'm not,’ I said, “I’m tan.” I now see
that we were both right. I am Black, a person of African descent, but
tan is surely a more accurate description of my light brown skin than
black is. As a three-year-old child who knew her colors, I was pre-
pared to stand my ground. As an adult looking back on this incident,
I wonder if T had also begun to recognize, even at three, that in some
circles it was better to be tan than to be black. Had I already started
internalizing racist messages?

Questions and confusion about racial issues begin early. Though
adults often talk about the “colorblindness” of children, the fact is
that children as young as three do notice physical differences such as
skin color, hair texture, and the shape of one’s facial features.’
Certainly preschoolers talk about what they see, and often they do it
in ways that make parents uncomfortable. How should we respond
when they do?
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My own children have given me many opportunities to think
about this question. For example, one winter day, my youngest son,
David, observed a White mother helping her brown-skinned biracial
daughter put on her boots in the hallway of his preschool.“Why don’t
they match, Mommy?” he asked loudly. Absentmindedly collecting his
things, I didn’t quite understand what he was talking about—mis-
matched socks, perhaps? When I asked, he explained indignantly,“You
and I match. They don’t match. Mommies and kids are supposed to
match.”

David, like many three-year-olds (and perhaps some adults), had
overgeneralized from his routine observations of White parents with
White children, and Black parents, like his own, with Black children.
As a psychologist, I recognized this preschool tendency to overgener-
alize as a part of his cognitive development, but as a mother standing
with her child in the hallway, I was embarrassed, afraid that his com-
ment might have somehow injured the mother-daughter pair stand-
ing in the hallway with us. I responded matter-of-factly, “David, they
don’t have to match. Sometimes parents and kids match, and some-
times they don’t.”

More often, my children and I have been on the receiving end of
a preschooler’s questions. The first conversation of this type I remem-
ber occurred when my oldest son, Jonathan, was enrolled in a day care
center where he was one of few children of color, and the only Black
child in his class. One day, as we drove home from the day care cen-
ter, Jonathan said, “Eddie says my skin is brown because I drink too
much chocolate milk. Is that true?”” Eddie was a White three-year-
old in Jonathan’s class who, like David, had observed a physical differ-
ence and was now searching for an explanation.

“No,” I replied, “your skin is brown because you have something
in your skin called melanin. Melanin is very important because it
helps protect your skin from the sun. Eddie has melanin in his skin,

* With the exception of my own children’s names, all names used in these

examples are pseudonyms.
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too. Remember when Eddie went to Florida on vacation and came
back showing everybody his tan? It was the melanin in his skin that
made it get darker. Everybody has melanin, you know. But some peo-
ple have more than others. At your school, you are the kid with the
most!”

Jonathan seemed to understand the idea and smiled at the
thought that he was the child with the most of something. I talked
more about how much I liked the color of his pecan-colored skin,
how it was a perfect blend of my light-brown skin and his father’s
dark-brown complexion. I wanted to affirm who Jonathan was, a
handsome brown-skinned child. I wanted to counter the implication
of Eddie’s question—that there was perhaps something wrong with
brown skin, the result of “too much” chocolate milk.

This process of affirmation was not new. Since infancy I had
talked about how much I liked his smooth brown skin and those lit-
tle curls whenever I bathed him or brushed his hair. I searched for
children’s books depicting brown-skinned children. When Jonathan
was one year old, we gave him a large brown rag doll, complete with
curly black hair made of yarn, a Marcus Garvey T-shirt, and an African
name. Olayinka, or Olay for short, was his constant companion at
home and at the day care center during nap time. Especially because
we have lived in predominantly White communities since his birth, I
felt it was important to make sure he saw himself reflected positively
in as many ways as possible. As many Black families do, I think we
provided an important buffer against the negative messages about
Blackness offered by the larger society.”

But Jonathan continued to think about the color of his skin, and
sometimes he would bring it up. One Saturday morning I was cook-
ing pancakes for breakfast, and Jonathan was at my side, eagerly
watching the pancakes cook on the griddle. When I flipped the pan-
cakes over, he was excited to see that the cream-colored batter had
been transformed into a golden brown. Jonathan remarked, “I love
pancakes. They are brown, just like me.” On another occasion when
we were cooking together, he noticed that I had set some eggs out on
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the kitchen counter. Some of the eggs were brown, and some of them
were white. He commented on the fact that the eggs were not all the
same color. “Yes,” I said, “they do have different shells. But look at
this!” I cracked open a brown egg and emptied its contents into a
bowl. Then I cracked open a white egg.“See, they are different on the
outside, but the same on the inside. People are the same way. They
look different on the outside, but they are the same on the inside.”

Jonathan’s questions and comments, like David’s and Eddie’s, were
not unusual for a child of his age. Preschool children are very focused
on outward appearances, and skin color is the racial feature they are
most likely to comment on.” I felt good about my ability as a parent
to respond to Jonathan’s questions. (I was, after all, teaching courses
on the psychology of racism and child development. I was not caught
completely oft guard!) But I wondered about Jonathan’s classmates.
What about Eddie, the boy with the chocolate milk theory? Had any-
one set him straight?

In fact, Eddie’s question, “Is your skin brown because you drink
too much chocolate milk?” represented a good attempt to make sense
of a curious phenomenon that he was observing. All the kids in the
class had light skin except for Jonathan. Why was Jonathan’s skin dif-
ferent? It didn’t seem to be dirt—Jonathan washed his hands before
lunch like all the other children did, and there was no change. He did
often have chocolate milk in his lunch box—maybe that was it.
Eddie’s reasoning was first-rate for a three-year-old. The fact that he
was asking about Jonathan’s skin, rather than speculating about his
own, reflected that he had already internalized “Whiteness” as the
norm, which it was in that school. His question did not reflect prej-
udice in an adult sense, but it did reveal confusion. His theory was
flawed, and he needed some help.

I decided to ask a staff member how she and the other preschool
teachers were handling children’s questions about racial differences.
She smiled and said, “It really hasn’t come up.” I was amazed. I knew
it had come up; after all, Jonathan had reported the conversations to
me. How was it that she had not noticed?
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Maybe it was easy not to notice. Maybe these conversations
among three-year-olds had taken place at the lunch table or in the
sand box, away from the hearing of adults. I suspect, too, that there
may have been some selective inattention on the part of the staff.
When children make comments to which we don’t know how to
respond, it may be easier simply not to hear what has just been said
or to let it slip from our consciousness and memory. Then we don’t
have to respond, because it “hasn’t come up.”

Many adults do not know how to respond when children make
race-related observations. Imagine this scenario. A White mother and
preschool child are shopping in the grocery store. They pass a Black
woman and child, and the White child says loudly, “Mommy, look at
that girl! Why is she so dirty?” (Confusing dark skin with dirt is a
common misconception among White preschool children.) The
White mother, embarassed by her child’s comment, responds quickly
with a “Ssh!”

An appropriate response might have been: “Honey, that little girl
is not dirty. Her skin is as clean as yours. It’s just a different color. Just
like we have difterent hair color, people have different skin colors.” If
the child still seemed interested, the explanation of melanin could be
added.* Perhaps afraid of saying the wrong thing, however, many par-
ents don’t offer an explanation. They stop at “Ssh,” silencing the child
but not responding to the question or the reasoning underlying it.
Children who have been silenced often enough learn not to talk
about race publicly. Their questions don’t go away, they just go
unasked.

I see the legacy of this silencing in my psychology of racism
classes. My students have learned that there is a taboo against talking
about race, especially in racially mixed settings, and creating enough
safety in the class to overcome that taboo is the first challenge for me
as an instructor. But the evidence of the internalized taboo is appar-
ent long before children reach college.

When addressing parent groups, I often hear from White parents
who tell me with pride that their children are “colorblind.” Usually
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the parent offers as evidence a story of a friendship with a child of
color whose race or ethnicity has never been mentioned to the par-
ent. For example, a father reported that his eight-year-old daughter
had been talking very enthusiastically about a friend she had made at
school. One day when he picked his daughter up from school, he
asked her to point out her new friend. Trying to point her out of a
large group of children on the playground, his daughter elaborately
described what the child was wearing. She never said she was the only
Black girl in the group. Her father was pleased that she had not, a sign
of her colorblindness. I wondered if, rather than a sign of colorblind-
ness, it was a sign that she had learned not to be so impolite as to
mention someone’s race.

My White college students sometimes refer to someone as Black
in hushed tones, sometimes whispering the word as though it were a
secret or a potentially scandalous identification. When I detect this
behavior, I like to point it out, saying it is not an insult to identify a
Black person as Black. Of course, sometimes one’s racial group mem-
bership is irrelevant to the conversation, and then there is no need to
mention it. But when it is relevant, as when pointing out the only
Black girl in a crowd, we should not be afraid to say so.

Blackness, Whiteness, and Painful History

Of course, when we talk to children about racial issues, or anything
else, we have to keep in mind each child’s developmental stage and
cognitive ability to make sense of what we are saying. Preschool chil-
dren are quite literal in their use of language and concrete in their
thinking. They talk about physical differences and other commonly
observed cultural differences such as language and style of dress
because they are tangible and easy to recognize. They may be con-
fused by the symbolic constructs that adults use.’

This point was brought home to me in another conversation with
my son Jonathan. As a working mother, I often found trips to the gro-
cery store to be a good opportunity for “quality” time with my then
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four-year-old. We would stroll the grocery aisles chatting, as he sat in
the top part of the grocery cart and I filled the bottom. On such an
outing, Jonathan told me that someone at school had said he was
Black. “Am I Black?” he asked me. “Yes, you are,” I replied. “But my
skin 1s brown,” he said. I was instantly reminded of my own preschool
“I'm not black, I'm tan” argument on this point. “Yes,” I said, “your
skin is brown, but Black is a term that people use to describe African
Americans, just like White is used to describe people who came from
Europe. It is a little confusing,” I conceded, “because Black people
aren’t really the color black, but different shades of brown.” I men-
tioned different members of our family and the difterent shades we
represented, but I said that we were all African Americans and in that
sense could all be called Black.

Then I said, “It’s the same with White people. They come in lots
of different shades—pink, beige, even light brown. None of them are
white like this piece of paper.” I held up the white note paper on
which my grocery list was written as proof. Jonathan nodded his
agreement with my description of Black people as really being vary-
ing shades of brown, but hesitated when I said that White people were
not really white in color. “Yes they are,” he said. I held up the paper
again and said, “White people don’t really look like this.” “Yes, they
do,” he insisted. “Okay,” I said, remembering that children learn from
actual experiences. “Let’s go find one and see.” We were alone in the
grocery aisle, but sure enough, when we turned the corner, there was
a White woman pushing her cart down the aisle. I leaned over and
whispered in Jonathan’s ear, “Now, see, she doesn’t look like this
paper.” Satisfied with this evidence, he conceded the point, and we
moved on in our conversation. As [ discovered, we were just getting
started.

Jonathan’s confusion about society’s “color” language was not sur-
prising or unusual. At the same time that preschoolers are identifying
the colors in the crayon box, they are also beginning to figure out
racial categorizations. The color-coded language of social categories
obviously does not match the colors we use to label objects. People
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of Asian descent are not really “yellow” like lemons, Native Americans
don’t really look “red” like apples. I understood the problem and was
prepared for this kind of contusion.

‘What was of most concern to me at that moment was the tone
of my son’s question. In his tone of voice was the hint that maybe he
was not comfortable being identified as Black, and I wondered what
messages he was taking in about being African American. I said that
if he wanted to, he could tell his classmate that he was African
American. I said that he should feel very proud to have ancestors who
were from Africa. I was just beginning to talk about ancient African
civilizations when he interrupted me. “If Africa is so great, what are
we doing here?” he asked.

I had not planned to have a conversation about slavery with my
four-year-old in the grocery store that day. But I didn’t see how I
could answer his question otherwise. Slavery is a topic that makes
many of us uncomfortable. Yet the nature of Black-White race rela-
tions in the United States have been forever shaped by slavery and its
social, psychological, and economic legacies. It requires discussion.
But how does one talk to a four-year-old about this legacy of cru-
elty and injustice?

I began at the beginning. I knew his preschool had discussed the
colonial days when Europeans first came to these shores. I reminded
him of this and said:

A long, long time ago, before there were grocery stores
and roads and houses here, the Europeans came. And
they wanted to build roads and houses and grocery
stores here, but it was going to be a lot of work. They
needed a lot of really good, strong, smart workers to cut
down trees, and build roads, and work on farms, and
they didn’t have enough. So they went to Africa to get
the strongest, smartest workers they could find.
Unfortunately they didn’t want to pay them. So they
kidnapped them and brought them here as slaves. They
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made them work and didn’t pay them. And that was
really unfair.

Even as I told this story I was aware of three things. (1) I didn’t
want to frighten this four-year-old who might worry that these
things would happen to him (another characteristic of four-year old
thinking). (2) I wanted him to know that his African ancestors were
not just passive victims, but had found ways to resist their victimiza-
tion. (3) I did not want him to think that all White people were bad.
It is possible to have White allies.

So I continued:

Now, this was a long, long time ago. You were never a
slave. I was never a slave. Grandmommy and
Granddaddy were never slaves. This was a really long
time ago, and the Africans who were kidnapped did
whatever they could to escape. But sometimes the
Europeans had guns and the Africans didn’t, so it was
hard to get away. But some even jumped off the boats
into the ocean to try to escape. There were slave rebel-
lions, and many of the Africans were able to escape to
freedom after they got here, and worked to help other
slaves get free. Now, even though some White people
were kidnapping Africans and making them work with-
out pay, other White people thought that this was very
unfair, which it was. And those White people worked
along with the Black people to bring an end to slavery.
So now it is against the law to have slaves.

Jonathan was paying very close attention to my story, and when I
declared that slavery had ended a long time ago, he asked, “Well, when
they weren’t slaves anymore, why didn’t they go back to Africa?”
Thanks to the African American history classes I took in college, I
knew enough to say,“Well, some did. But others might not have been
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able to because they didn’t have enough money, and besides that, by
then they had families and friends who were living here and they
might have wanted to stay.”

“And this is a nice place, too,” he declared.

“Yes it 1s.”

Opver the next few weeks, an occasional question would come up
about my story, and I knew that Jonathan was still digesting what I
had said. Though I did not anticipate talking about slavery with my
four-year-old, I was glad in retrospect that it was I who had intro-
duced him to the subject, because I was able to put my own spin on
this historical legacy, emphasizing both Black resistance to victimiza-
tion and White resistance to the role of victimizer.

Too often I hear from young African American students the
embarrassment they have felt in school when the topic of slavery is
discussed, ironically one of the few ways that the Black experience is
included in their school curriculum. Uncomfortable with the por-
trayal of their group as helpless victims—the rebellions and resistance
offered by the enslaved Africans are rarely discussed—they squirm
uncomfortably as they feel the eyes of White children looking to see
their reaction to this subject.

In my professional development work with White teachers they
sometimes remark how uncomfortable they, too, are with this and
other examples of the painful history of race relations in the United
States. As one elementary school teacher said,

It is hard to tell small children about slavery, hard to
explain that Black young men were lynched, and that
police turned firehoses on children while other men
bombed churches, killing Black children at their prayers.
This history is a terrible legacy for all of us. The other
day a teacher told me that she could not look into the
faces of her students when she taught about these things.
It was too painful, and too embarrassing. . . . If we are all
uncomfortable, something is wrong in our approach.’
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Something is wrong. While I think it is necessary to be honest
about the racism of our past and present, it is also necessary to
empower children (and adults) with the vision that change is possible.
Concrete examples are critical. For young children these examples
can sometimes be found in children’s picture books. One of my
favorites is Faith Ringgold’s Aunt Harriet’s Underground Railroad in the
Sky.” Drawing on historical accounts of the Underground Railroad
and the facts of Harriet Tubman’s life, this story is told from the point
of view of a young Black girl who travels back in time and experi-
ences both the chilling realities of slavery and the power of her own
resistance and eventual escape.

White people are present in the story both as enemies (slave-
owners) and as allies (abolitionists). This dual representation is impor-
tant for children of color, as well as for White children. I remember a
conversation I had a few years ago with a White friend who often
talked to her then preschool son about issues of social justice. He had
been told over and over the story of Rosa Parks and the Montgomery
bus boycott, and it was one of his favorites as a four-year-old. But as
he got a little older she began to notice a certain discomfort in him
when she talked about these issues. “Are all White people bad?” he
asked her. At the age of five, he seemed to be feeling badly about
being White. She asked me for some advice. I recommended she
begin talking more about what White people had done to oppose
injustice. Finding examples of this in children’s literature can be a
challenge, but one example is Jeanette Winters book, Follow the
Drinking Gourd.* This too is a story about the Underground Railroad,
but it highlights the role of a White man named Peg Leg Joe and
other White allies who offer assistance along the escape route, again
providing a tangible example of White resistance to injustice.

A Question of Color

All of these preschool questions reflect the beginnings of a develop-
ing racial identity. The particular questions my child asked me reflect-

L 35



The Early Years 43

ed his early experience as one of few Black children in a predomi-
nantly White community. Even in the context of all-Black commu-
nities, the color variations in the community, even within families, can
lead to a series of skin-color related conversations. For example, it is
common to hear a preschool child describe a light-skinned Black
person as White, often to the chagrin of the individual so identified.
The child’s misclassification does not represent a denial of Blackness,
only the childs incomplete understanding of the adult world’s racial
classifications. As preschoolers, my own children have asked me if I
was White. When [ am misidentified by children as White, I usually
reply matter-of-factly, “I am an African American person. We come in
all shades of brown, dark brown, medium brown, and sometimes light
brown—Ilike me.”

The concept of race constancy, that one’s racial group membership
is fixed and will not change, is not achieved until children are six or
seven years old. (The same is true of gender constancy.)’ Just as
preschool boys sometimes express a desire to have a baby like Mom
when they grow up (and are dismayed when they learn they cannot),
young Black children may express a desire to be White. Though such
statements are certainly distressing to parents, they do not necessarily
mean that the child has internalized a negative self~image. It may, how-
ever, reflect a childs growing awareness of White privilege, conveyed
through the media. For example, in a study of children’s race-related
conversations, one five-year-old Black boy reportedly asked, “Do I
have to be Black?”To the question of why he asked, he responded, “I
want to be chief of paramedics.” His favorite TV show at the time fea-
tured paramedics and firefighters, all of whom were White."

Though such comments by young children are not necessarily
rooted in self-rejection, it is important to consider what messages
children are receiving about the relative worth of light or dark skin.
The societal preference for light skin and the relative advantage
historically bestowed on light-skinned Blacks, often referred to as col-
orism, manifests itself not only in the marketplace but even within
Black families."
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A particular form of internalized oppression, the skin-color prej-
udice found within Black communities is toxic to children and adults.
A by-product of the plantation hierarchy, which privileged the light-
skinned children of enslaved African women and White slaveowners,
a post-slavery class system was created based on color. Historically the
Black middle class has been a light-skinned group. But the racially
mixed ancestry of many Black people can lead to a great deal of color
variation among siblings and extended family members. The internal-
ization of White-supremacist standards of beauty and the desire to
maintain what little advantage can be gained in a racist system leads
some families to reject darker-skinned members. Conversely, in some
families, anger at White oppression and the pain of colorism can lead
to resentment toward and rejection of lighter-skinned members.
According to family therapist Nancy Boyd-Franklin, family attitudes
about skin color are rarely discussed openly, but the messages are often
clearly conveyed when some children are favored over others, or
when a relative teasingly says, “Whose child are you?” to the child
whose skin color varies from other family members. Boyd-Franklin
writes,

All Black people, irrespective of their color, shade, dark-
ness, or lightness, are aware from a very early age that
their blackness makes them difterent from mainstream
White America. It sets them apart from White immi-
grant groups who were not brought here as slaves and
who have thus had a different experience in becoming
assimilated into mainstream American culture. The
struggle for a strong positive racial identity for young
Black Afro-American children is clearly made more dif-
ficult by the realities of color prejudice.”

We need to examine not only our behavior toward our children,

but also the language we use around them. Is black ever used as a
derogatory term to describe others, as in “that black so-and-so?” Is
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darkness seen as an obstacle to be overcome, as in “She’s dark, but she’s
still pretty,” or avoided, as in “Stay out of the sun, youre dark enough
already?” Is lightness described as defective, as in “You need some sun,
girl?” Do we sing hymns in church on Sunday proclaiming our wish
to be washed “white as snow”? Even when our clear desire is to
reflect positive images of Blackness to young Black children, our
habits of speech may undermine our efforts unless we are inten-
tional about examining the color-coded nature of our language.

Related to questions of color are issues of hair texture, an espe-
cially sensitive issue for Black women, young and old. I grew up with
the expression “good hair.” Though no one in my household used
that phrase often, I knew what it meant when I heard it. “Good hair”
was straight hair, the straighter the better. I still remember the oohs
and ahs of my White elementary school classmates when I arrived at
school for “picture day” with my long mane of dark hair resting on
my shoulders. With the miracle of a hot comb, my mother had trans-
formed my ordinary braids into what I thought was a glamorous cas-
cade of curls. I received many compliments that day.“How pretty you
look,” the White teacher said. The truth is I looked pretty every day,
but a clear message was being sent both at home and at school about
what real beauty was.

I now wear my hair in its natural state of tiny curls. It has been
that way for more than twenty-five years. My sons are unfamiliar with
Saturday afternoon trips to the beauty parlor, the smell of hot combs
and chemical straighteners. Instead they go with me or their father to
the Black-owned barber shop where Black men and some women
wait their turn for a seat in the barber’s chair. I admire their neatly
trimmed heads, and they admire mine. I genuinely like the way my
short hair looks and feels, and that sends an important message to my
sons about how I feel about myself as a Black woman and, by exten-
sion, how I feel about them.

Though a woman’s choice to straighten her hair is not necessar-
ily a sign of internalized oppression, it does reinforce the notion to an
observant child that straight is better. In her book Sisters of the Yam:
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Black Women and Self Recovery, bell hooks relates a conversation she
had with a Black woman frustrated by her daughter’s desire for long
blond hair, despite the family’s effort to aftirm their Blackness.
Observing the woman’s dark skin and straightened hair, she encour-
aged the mother to examine her own attitudes about skin color and
hair texture to see what messages she might be communicating to her
child by the way she constructed her own body image."”

Countering the images of the dominant culture is a challenge, but
it can be done. Finding images that reflect the range of skin tones and
hair textures in Black families is an important way to aftirm a positive
sense of Black identity. A wonderfully illustrated book for children
that opposes the prevailing Eurocentric images of beauty is John
Steptoe’s Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters: An African Tale."* As the story
states on the opening page, “everyone agreed that Manyara and
Nyasha are beautiful.” These lovely brown-skinned sisters have broad
noses and full lips, with hair braided in short cornrows.

Though it is easier than it used to be to find children’s picture
books depicting Black children authentically rather than as White
children painted a darker shade, it may still be hard to find children’s
books depicting Black children with very dark or very light skin. A
medium brown seems to be the color of choice. Decorating one’s
home with photographs of family and friends who represent a range
of skin tones and hair textures is one way to begin to fill this repre-
sentational gap.

From the time my children were infants, reading has been a shared
activity in our family. I have always loved to read, and that love of
books has been imparted to my children, who rarely leave home with-
out a book to read on the way. I have worked hard to find good chil-
dren’s literature featuring African Americans and other children of
color, but I have also introduced my children to some of the books I
liked when I was a child, most of which only included White children.
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When Jonathan was just learning to read on his own and had
advanced to “chapter books,” I introduced him to The Boxcar Children
series of easy-reading mysteries that I loved as a child.” Originally
written in the 1940s, these books feature four White children, two
boys and two girls, orphaned and homeless, who lived in an aban-
doned railway car until they were found by their wealthy grandfather.
From then on, they traveled with Grandfather and solved mysteries
wherever they went.

Reading these volumes again with Jonathan, I had a new percep-
tion of them: how sexist they seemed to be. The two girls seemed to
spend most of their time on these adventures cooking and cleaning
and setting up house while the boys fished, paddled the canoe, and
made the important discoveries. After reading several pages of this
together, I decided to say something about it to my then seven-year-
old son. I asked if he knew what sexism was. He did not, so I
explained that it was when girls were treated differently than boys just
because they were girls. I said that the girls in this story were being
treated differently than the boys, and I pointed out some examples
and discussed the unfairness of it. Jonathan wanted to continue the
story, and I agreed that we could finish it, despite my new perception.
What pleased and surprised me as we continued to read was that
Jonathan began to spot the gender bias himself.“Hey Mom,” he inter-
rupted me as I read on, “there’s that stuff again!”

Learning to spot “that stuft”—whether it is racist, or sexist, or
classist—is an important skill for children to develop. It is as impor-
tant for my Black male children to recognize sexism and other forms
of oppression as it is for them to spot racism. We are better able to
resist the negative impact of oppressive messages when we see them
coming than when they are invisible to us. While some may think it
is a burden to children to encourage this critical consciousness, I
consider it a gift. Educator Janie Ward calls this child-rearing process
“raising resisters.”'* And there are infinite opportunities to do so.

One such opportunity came in the form of a children’s book of
Bible stories, a gift from a friend. My son and I sat down to read the
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story of Moses together. We hadn’t gotten very far when I said, “You
know, something is bothering me about this book.” “What is it?” he
replied. “You know, this story took place in Egypt, and the people in
these pictures do not look much like Egyptians.” “Well, what do
Egyptians look like?” he asked. We turned to a children’s world atlas
and found that the photographs of the Egyptians in the atlas had
noticeably darker skin and hair than the drawings in the book.
Though we did not discard the book, we did discuss the discrepancy.

I do not point out every omission or distortion I notice (and I am
sure that a lot go by me unnoticed), and sometimes my children don’t
agree with my observations. For example, when discussing with them
my plans to talk about media stereotyping in this book, I offered the
example of the Disney film The Lion King. A very popular family film,
I was dismayed at the use of ethnically identifiable voices to charac-
terize the hyenas, clearly the undesirables in the film. The Spanish-
accented voice of Cheech Marin and the Black slang of Whoopi
Goldberg clearly marked the hyenas racially. The little Lion King is
warned never to go to the place where the hyenas live. When the evil
lion (darker in shade than the good lions) takes over, and the hyenas
have access to power, it is not long before they have ruined the king-
dom. “There goes the neighborhood!”

My sons, now ten and fourteen, countered that the distinguished
Black actor James Earl Jones as the voice of the good lion offset the
racial characterizations of the hyenas. I argued that to the target audi-
ence of young children, the voice of James Earl Jones would not be
identified as a voice of color, while the voices of the hyenas surely
would. The racial subtext of the film would be absorbed uncritically
by many young children, and perhaps their parents. Whether we agree
or not, the process of engaging my children in a critical examination
of the books they read, the television they watch, the films they see,
and the video games they play is essential.

And despite my best efforts, the stereotypes still creep in. One
Saturday afternoon a few years ago, after attending choir rehearsal at
a church located in a Black section of a nearby city, my oldest son and
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I drove past a Black teenager running down the street. “Why is that
boy running?” my son asked. “I don’t know,” I said absentmindedly.
“Maybe he stole something.” I nearly slammed on the brakes. “Why
would you say something like that?” I said. “Well, you know;, in the
city, there’s a lot of crime, and people steal things,” he said. He did not
say “Black people,” but I knew the cultural images to which he was
responding. Now, this neighborhood was very familiar to us. We had
spent many Saturdays at choir rehearsal and sat in church next to
Black kids who looked a lot like that boy on the street. We had never
personally experienced any crime in that location. In fact the one
time my car stereo was stolen was when it was parked in a “good
neighborhood” in our own small town. I pointed out this contradic-
tion and asked my son to imagine why he, also a Black boy, might be
running down the street—in a hurry to get home, late for a bus, on
his way to a job at the McDonalds up the street? Then we talked
about stereotyping and the images of urban Black boys we see on
television and elsewhere. Too often they are portrayed as muggers,
drug dealers, or other criminals. My sons know that such images are
not an accurate representation of themselves, and I have to help them
see that they are also a distorted image of their urban peers.

Children can learn to question whether demeaning or derog-
atory depictions of other people are stereotypes. When reading books
or watching television, they can learn to ask who is doing what in the
story line and why, who is in the role of leader and who is taking the
orders, who or what is the problem and who is solving it, and who
has been left out of the story altogether."”

But not only do children need to be able to recognize distorted
representations, they also need to know what can be done about
them. Learning to recognize cultural and institutional racism and
other forms of inequity without also learning strategies to respond to
them is a prescription for despair.Yet even preschool children are not
too young to begin to think about what can be done about unfair-
ness. The resource book Anti-Bias Curriculum: Tools for Empowering
Young Children, includes many examples of young children learning
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to recognize and speak up against unfairness.” The book suggests
increasing levels of activism for developing children. Two- and three-
year-olds are encouraged to use words to express their feelings and to
empathize with one another. With adult guidance, four- and five-
year-olds are capable of group activism.

Several years ago a group of seven-year-olds in a second-grade
class in Ambherst, Massachusetts, wrote letters to the state Department
of Transportation protesting the signs on the Massachusetts Turnpike
depicting a Pilgrim hat with an arrow through it. This sign was cer-
tainly a misrepresentation of history, and offensive to American
Indians. The children received national recognition for their efforts,
and more important, the signs were changed. I am sure the lesson that
collective eftort can make a difference will be remembered by those
children for a long time.

As early childhood educator Louise Derman-Sparks and her col-
leagues write in Anti-Bias Curriculum,

For children to feel good and confident about them-
selves, they need to be able to say, “That’s not fair,” or “I
don't like that,” if they are the target of prejudice or dis-
crimination. For children to develop empathy and
respect for diversity, they need to be able to say,“I don’t
like what you are doing” to a child who is abusing
another child. If we teach children to recognize injus-
tice, then we must also teach them that people can cre-
ate positive change by working together. . . . Through
activism activities children build the confidence and
skills for becoming adults who assert, in the face of
injustice, “I have the responsibility to deal with it, I

9319

know how to deal with it, I will deal with it.
When we adults reflect on our own race-related memories, we

may recall times when we did not get the help we needed to sift
through the confusing messages we received. The task of talking to
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our children about racism and other isms may seem formidable. Our
children’s questions may make us uncomfortable, and we may not
have a ready response. But even a missed opportunity can be revis-
ited at another time. It is never too late to say,“I've been thinking about
that question you asked me the other day . . ””We have the responsibil-
ity, and the resources available, to educate ourselves if necessary so that
we will not repeat the cycle of oppression with our children.
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American Indian, and Asian Pacific

American ldentity Development
“There’s more than just Black and White, you know.”

“I took a Chicano Studies class my freshman year and
that made me very militant.”

JUDITH, A CHICANA COLLEGE STUDENT

“There’s a certain amount of anger that comes from the
past, realizing that my family because they had to assimilate
through the generations, don’t really know who they are”

DON, AN AMERICAN INDIAN COLLEGE STUDENT

“Being an Asian person, a person of color growing up in
this society, I was taught to hate myself. I did hate myself,
and I'm trying to deal with it.”

KHANH, AN ASIAN AMERICAN COLLEGE STUDENT!

Like the African American and European American students I have
described, each of the young people quoted above is also engaged in
a process of racial or ethnic identity development. Although conver-
sations about race, racism, and racial identity tend to focus on Black-
White relations, to do so ignores the experiences of other targeted
racial or ethnic groups. When we look at the experiences of Latinos,
American Indians, and Asian Pacific Americans in the United States,
we can easily see that racial and cultural oppression has been a part of
their past and present and that it plays a role in the identity develop-
ment process for individuals in these groups as well.”
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Though racial identity models such as that of William Cross were
developed with African Americans in mind, the basic tenets of such
models can be applied to all people of color who have shared similar
patterns of racial, ethnic, or cultural oppression. Psychologist Stanley
Sue, an expert in crosscultural counseling, writes, “[I|n the past sev-
eral decades, Asian Americans, Hispanics, and American Indians have
experienced sociopolitical identity transformations so that a “Third
World consciousness’ has emerged with cultural oppression as the
common unifying force.”

In this multiracial context, Jean Phinney’s model of adolescent
ethnic identity development stands out. Grounded in both an
Eriksonian understanding of adolescence and research studies with
adolescents from various racial or ethnic groups, Phinney’s model is
made up of three stages: (1) unexamined ethnic identity, when race or
ethnicity is not particularly salient for the individual; (2) ethnic iden-
tity search, when individuals are actively engaged in defining for
themselves what it means to be a member of their own racial or eth-
nic group; and (3) achieved ethnic identity, when individuals are able
to assert a clear, positive sense of their racial or ethnic identity.*
Phinney’s model shares with both Crosss and Helmss models the
ideas that an achieved identity develops over time in a predictable
fashion and that encounter experiences often lead to the exploration,
examination, and eventual internalization of a positive, self-defined
sense of one’s own racial or ethnic identity.

While Phinney’s work describes the identity process for adoles-
cents of color in general, it is important to continually keep in mind
the cultural diversity and wide range of experience represented by the
groups known as Latinos, Asian Pacific Americans, and American
Indians. Because of this tremendous diversity, it is impossible in the
space of one chapter to detail the complexities of the identity process
for each group.’ Therein lies my dilemma. How can I make the expe-
riences of my Latino, Asian, and Native students visible without tok-
enizing them? I am not sure that I can, but I have learned in teach-
ing about racism that a sincere, though imperfect, attempt to interrupt
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the oppression of others is usually better than no attempt at all. In that
spirit, this chapter is an attempt to interrupt the frequent silence
about the impact of racism on these communities of color. It is not
an attempt to provide an in-depth discussion of each group’s identity
development process, an attempt which would inevitably be incom-
plete. Rather this chapter highlights a few critical issues pertinent to
the identity development of each group, particularly in schools, and
points the reader to more information.

What Do We Mean When We Say “Latino”?

Latinos, also known as Hispanics, are the second largest and fastest-
growing community of color in the United States. There are more
than 25 million Latinos residing permanently in the United States. As
a result of high birthrates and continuing immigration, the Latino
population is expected to surpass the African American population in
number early in the twenty-first century, thereby becoming the
largest “minority” group in the United States. Over 60 percent of
Latinos are of Mexican ancestry, a population that includes U.S.-born
Mexican Americans (also known as Chicanos) whose families may
have been in the Southwest for many generations as well as recent
Mexican immigrants. Approximately 13 percent of Latinos are Puerto
Rican, 5 percent are Cuban, and about 20 percent are considered
“other Hispanics” by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. The last cate-
gory includes Dominicans, newly arrived Central Americans (e.g.,
Nicaraguans, Guatematecos, and Salvadorenos), and South Americans
(e.g., Chileans, Colombians, and Argentinians).® Each of these groups
is a distinct population with a particular historical relationship to the
United States.

In the case of Chicanos, the U.S. conquest and annexation of
Mexican territory in 1848 created a situation in which people of
Mexican ancestry became subject to White domination. Like African
Americans and Native Americans, Mexican Americans were initially
incorporated into U.S. society against their will. It was the general
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teeling among White settlers that Whites and Mexicans were never
meant to live together. Segregated schools, segregated housing, and
employment discrimination were the result. State legislation in Texas
and California outlawing the use of Spanish in the schools was
enacted. Though the Mexican population declined immediately after
the conquest (due to forced relocations), it increased again during the
early twentieth century when U.S. farmers actively encouraged
the immigration of Mexicans as an inexpensive source of agricultural
labor. Subsequently, political and economic conditions in Mexico
have fueled a steady stream of immigrants to the United States.’
While most Mexican-origin Latinos are legal residents, people of
Mexican descent are often stereotyped as illegal aliens. Most Mexican
Americans continue to live in the Southwest in urban areas.
According to the most recent census data, Mexican-origin Latinos are
the youngest of all Latino subgroups—median age in 1990 was 24.1
as compared to 33.5 for non-Hispanics. Education and family income
remain below the U.S. average—only 45 percent of Mexican
Americans age 25 and older have completed high school, and approx-
imately 26 percent of all Mexican-origin families live in poverty.*
Like the conquered Mexicans, Puerto Ricans did not choose to
become U.S. citizens. Puerto Rico became an unincorporated terri-
tory of the United States in 1898, ceded by Spain at the conclusion
of the Spanish-American War. Puerto Rico, which had struggled to
become independent of Spain, did not welcome subjugation by the
United States. An active policy of Americanization of the island pop-
ulation was implemented, including attempts to replace Spanish with
English as the language of instruction on the island. The attempts to
displace Spanish were vigorously resisted by Puerto Rican teachers
and students alike. In 1915, resistance to the imposition of English
resulted in a student strike at Central High School in San Juan, part
of a rising wave of nationalism and calls for independence. Rather
than let the Puerto Rican people vote on whether they wanted citi-
zenship, the U.S. Congress passed the Jones Act of 1917, imposing cit-
izenship and the obligation to serve in the U.S. military but denying
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