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Sonia Nieto

As a young child growing up in Brooklyn, New York, during the 1940s, I experienced
firsthand the effects of relative poverty and discrimination. In the schools I attended,

a common perception was that my culture and language were inferior. I spoke only

Spanish when I entered first grade, and I was immediately confronted with the ardu-

ous task of learning a second language while my developed native language was all

but ignored. Almost 50 years later, I still remember the frustration of groping for
English words I did not know to express thoughts I could say very capably in
Spanish. Equally vivid are memories of some teachers’ expectations that my class-
mates and I would not do well in school because of our language and cultural differ-

ences. This explains my fourth-grade teacher’s response when mine was the only

hand to go up when she asked whether anybody in the class wanted to go to college.
“Wel), that's okay,” she said, “because we always need people to clean toilets.”
I also recall teachers’ patronizing attitudes about students who spoke a lan-

guage other than English. “Is there anybody in this class who started school with-

out speaking English?” my tenth-grade homeroom teacher asked loudly, while

filling out one of the endless forms that teachers are given by the central office. By

this time, my family had moved to a middle-class neighborhood of mostly Jewish,

;Italian, and Irish families. My classmates watched in hushed silence as I, the only
Puerto Rican in the class, raised my hand timidly. “Are you in a special English

ass?” he asked in front of the entire class. “Yes,” I said. “I'm in Honors English.”
My teacher looked surprised, and I was secretly pleased that I could respond in

this way. Certainly there is nothing wrong with being a second language learner,
‘or being in an ESL (English as a Second Language) class, but I had learned to feel

ashamed of speaking Spanish and I wanted to make it very clear that I was intelli-
gent in spite of it.
_ Those first experiences with society’s responses to cultural differences did not

‘convince me that something was wrong with the responses. Rather, I assumed, as

many of my peers did, that there was something wrong with us. We learned to feel
ashamed of who we were, how we spoke, what we ate, and everything else that

‘was different about us. “Please,” I would beg my mother, “make us hamburgers
‘and hot dogs for dinner.” Luckily, she never paid attention and kept right on cook-

ing rice, beans, plitanos (plantains), and all those other good foods that we grew up

‘with. She and my father also continued speaking Spanish to us in spite of our




INTRODUCTION

.2achers’ pleas to speak to us in English only. And so, alongside the messages at
school and in the streets that being Puerto Rican was not something to be proud of,
we learned to keep on being who we were. As the case studies in this book point
out, a great many young people still face negative messages about their language
and culture in school, even while their families attempt to teach them to see diver-
sity in a positive light.

DIVERSITY: THE VIEWS OF SCHOOLS AND TEACHERS

Negative beliefs about diversity leave their imprint not only on students but on
teachers and schools as well. Although I have been fortunate to work with many
talented and caring teachers who welcome their students’ identities and view them
as assets, [ have met others who accept the notion that differences get in the way of
learning. Even many well-meaning teachers who care about their students hold this
belief. This has become evident to me through the scores of presentations on multi-
cultural] and bilingual education I have made in many different school systems, col-
leges, and universities over the years. After each session, a few teachers invariably
approach me with the same concern: Why do some of their students (usually
African American, Latino, or American Indian students and very often poor
European American students) fail no matter what they, their teachers, do, whereas
other students (usually middle-class European American and some Asian American
students, as well as middle-class students of other ethnic groups) succeed?

A small number of these teachers may believe that their unsuccessful students
are genetically or culturally inferior. But I am convinced that the vast majority of
teachers do not harbor such racist and classist beliefs. I have found that some
teachers who were committed and idealistic when they began teaching have sim-
ply tired of facing hostile and nonachieving students in their classrooms every day.
Still other teachers who have not been able to reach students of diverse back-
grounds may start to believe that children from some groups may indeed be inher-
ently “better” students than others. The cause for failure, they may reluctantly
conclude, must be within the children, their families, or their culture. After all, the
schools have tried everything from compensatory education to free lunch and
breakfast programs. Nothing seems to work, and the same young people keep
dropping out and failing. How can multicultural education help?

WHAT GOOD CAN MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION DO?

Educational failure is too complex and knotty an issue to be “fixed” by any single
program or approach. To view multicultural education as “the answer” to school
failure is simplistic because other important social and educational issues that
affect the lives of students would be ignored. Multicultural education does not
exist in a vacuum but must be understood in its larger personal, social, historical,
and political context. However, if it is broadly conceptualized and implemented,
multicultural education can have a substantive and positive impact on the educa-
tion of most students. That is the thesis of this book.
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INTRODUCTION 3
sat i . T have come to this understanding as a result of many experiences, including
lof, § my cnildhood and my life as a student, teacher, researcher, and parent. I believe
sint | that to be effective, multicultural education needs to move beyond diversity as a
age |  passing fad. It needs to take into account our history of immigration as well as the
ver- inequality and exclusion that have characterized our past, our present, and our

educational record. These issues are too often ignored in superficial treatments of
multicultural education.

For example, immigration is not a phenomenon of the past. In fact, the expe-
rience of immigration is still fresh in the minds of a great many people in the
United States. It begins anew every day that planes land, ships reach our shores,
and people on foot make their way to our borders. Many of the students in our
schools who themselves are not immigrants have parents or grandparents who
are. Not just a nation of past immigrants, often romantically porirayed, the United
States is a nation of immigrants even today.

Although almost all of us have an immigrant past, very few of us know or
‘even acknowledge it. Buf because schools have traditionally perceived their role as
that of an assimilating agent, the isolation and rejection that accompany immigra-
tion have simply been left at the schoolhouse door. The rich experiences of mil-
Lions of our students, and of their parents, grandparents, and neighbors, have been
lost. Rather than using students’ experiences as a foundation, curriculum and ped-
‘agogy have been based on the myth of a painless and smooth assimilation,
‘+U.S. history is also steeped in slavery and conquest. Millions of descendants of
‘Africans, American Indians, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans and others colonized within
and beyond U.S. borders have also experienced disparagement of their native cul-
~hures and languages. But the history of racism and exploitation experienced by so
-many of our people, including their children, is rarely taught.

. The research reported in this book suggests to me that we need to make the
history of all these groups visible by making it part of the curriculum, instruction,
nd schocling in general. The words of the students in the case studies in thi$ book
Provide eloquent testimony for the need to do so. For instance, Manuel Gomes,
€ young man who is the subject of one of the case studies following Chapter 6,
C aims that he “cannot be an American” because it would mean forsaking his Cape
Verdean background. Vanessa Mattison, a young woman fiercely devoted to social
tice and equality but with little awareness of the U.S. history of racism and
flequity, knows nothing about her European American past and even feels uncom-

table discussing it. James Karam, whose case study is presented at the end of
Chapter 5, is a Lebanese Christian student whose culture is totally missing in the
00l's curriculum and extracurricular activities. James has learned to appreciate
¥ references to his background, even if negative.

e immigrant and colonization experiences are a significant point of depar-
€ for our journey into multicultural education. This journey needs to begin with
chers, who themselves are frequently unaware of or uncomfortable with their
Wn ethnicity, By reconnecting with their own backgrounds, and with the suffer-
s well as the triumphs of their families, teachers can lay the groundwork for
dents to reclaim their histories and voices.

on o
ny &
em £
7 of

My
0T
eas
zan




INTRODUCTION

No child should have to make the painful choice between family and school,
~vhich inevitably becomes the choice between belonging or succeeding. The costs
of such a choice are too high, from becoming a “cultural schizophrenic” to devel-
oping doubts about one’s worth and dignity. This is nowhere more poignantly
described than in Richard Rodriguez’s painful recollection of growing up as a
“scholarship boy,” an academically promising student doomed to lose his family
and native culture and language in the process. His conclusion is that the public
and private worlds of immigrant children cannot be reconciled:

My awkward childhood does not prove the necessity of bilingual educa-
tion. My story discloses instead an essential myth of childhood—
inevitable pain. If I rehearse here the changes in my private life after my
Americanization, it is finally to emphasize the public gain. The loss
implies the gain.!

Because of the wrenching experience of the loss of his native language and cul-
ture, Rodriguez decided that policies such as bilingual education, multicultural
education, and affirmative action do not work because they only delay the
inevitable loss. My conclusion is quite the opposite: Losing one’s culture and lan-
guage is too high a price to pay for academic success and social acceptance. I am
not calling here for cultural separation or “ethnic purity”; these notions are not
only unrealistic but also undesirable and impossible in a pluralistic nation. But
because culture and language help define the very soul of a people, to insist on
wiping them out is both an unusually cruel strategy and, in the end, a counterpro-
ductive one.

I am not suggesting that multicultural education simply concerns the affirma-
tion of language and culture. Multicultural education is a transformative process
that goes far beyond cultural and linguistic maintenance, In the final analysis, mul-
ticultural education needs to confront issues of power and privilege in society. This
means challenging racism and other biases as well as the structures, policies, and
practices of schools.

As you will see in this book, affirming language and culture can help students
become successful and well-adjusted learners. But unless language and cultural
issues are approached through a critical lens based on equity and social justice,
they are unlikely to have a lasting impact in promoting real change.

SOME ASSUMPTIONS

There are a number of assumptions in the text that I want to clarify. The first con-
cerns who is included in my idea of multicultural education. My framework is
broad and inclusive: multicultural education is for everyone regardless of ethnicity,
race, language, social class, religion, gender, sexual orientation, ability, and other
differences. But although I refer to many kinds of differences, this text is primarily
concerned with race, ethnicity, and language. I use these as the major lenses to
understand multicultural education. Both multicultural and bilingual education
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were direct outgrowths of the civil rights movement and they developed in
-esponse to racism, ethnocentrism, and language discrimination in education.
These inequities continue to exist, especially for Native American, Latino, and
African American youngsters.

Other lenses with which to view inequality in education include gender, social
class, sexual orientation, religion, and exceptionality. But because one book can-
not possibly give all of these topics the central importance they deserve, my focus
is on race, ethnicity, and language. Other books emphasize differences that are
equally meaningful and necessary for all teachers to know about. I encourage you
o become aware of all the differences that are not the main focus of this book
because they provide valuable insights into how students who are not considered
part of the “mainstream” are also marginalized in schools.?

Having a broad definition of multicultural education raises another

dilemma, however. One reason it is easier for some educators to embrace a very
inclusive and comprehensive framework of multicultural education is that they
have a hard time discussing and facing racism. For example, whenever I bring up
racism with a group of predominantly White teachers, I find that too often they
want to go immediately to, say, sexism or classism without spending much time
on racism. Sexism and classism are certainly worthy of study and attention; in
fact, they must be part of a multicultural agenda. But the discomfort that many
White teachers feel in talking about racism is very evident in incidents such as
these. Racism is an excruciatingly difficult issue for most of us. Given our his-
tory of exclusion and discrimination, this is not surprising. But it is only through
a thorough exploration of discrimination based on race and other differences
related to it that we can understand the genesis as well as the rationale for mul-
ticultural education.
- Another assumption that guides this book is that teachers cannot be singled
~out as the villains in the failure of students. Although some teachers do bear
responsibility for having low expectations, being racist and elitist in their interac-
ons with students and parents, and providing educational environments that dis-
courage many students from learning, most do not do so consciously. Most
teachers are sincerely concerned about their students and want very much to pro-
vide them with the best education. But because of their own limited experiences
and knowledge, they may know very little about the students they teach. As a
result, their beliefs about students of diverse backgrounds may be based on spuri-
ous assumptions and stereotypes. Further, teachers are often at the mercy of deci-
sions made by others far removed from the classroom; they generally have little
to do with developing the policies and practices in their schools, and frequently
they do not even question them.

Teachers are also the products of educational systems that have a history of
racism, exclusion, and debilitating pedagogy. Hence their practices reflect their
experiences and they may unwittingly perpetuate policies and approaches that are
harmful to many of their students. We cannot separate schools from the commu-
nities they serve or from our society in general. Oppressive forces that limit oppor-
funities in the schools reflect such forces in the society at large. But the purpose of
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this book is not to point a finger but to provide a forum for reflection and discus
sion so that teachers take responsibility for their own actions, challenge the action:
of schools and society that affect their students’ education, and help bring abou
positive change.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Why students succeed or fail in school has been the subject of much research anc
debate, particularly for students whose racial, ethnic, linguistic, or social clas:
backgrounds differ from that of the dominant group. Programs in bilingual anc
multicultural education have been two responses to the dilemma of school failure
and both have been viewed as controversial because they challenge the status quo
But in the final analysis, even bilingual and multicultural education by themselve:
will not substantially change the outlook for most students because the issue i
more complicated than implementing a specific program or approach. The com
plex interplay among personal, social, political, and educational factors help:
explain students’ academic success or failure. In this book, I will consider these
links in exploring the benefits of multicultural education. I will also use case stud
ies because it is especially by listening to students that we can learn how they expe
rience school, how social and educational structures affect their learning, and wha
we can do to provide high-quality education for them.

Educators frequently rely on their own experiences and common sense wher
they teach. However, educational research (i.e., the systematic and careful study o
how and why students learn) generally provides a better source for educationa
practice. Rather than relying on convention or tradition or what seems to work, i
is more effective to look to research for ways to improve teaching. This book i
grounded in research because research gives us a way to understand what hap
pens in classrooms, with implications for improving education.

I do not mean to imply that research is always neutral and fair. As humas
beings, we approach each endeavor with a set of assumptions and a philosophica
and political outlook. No research can be entirely free of biases, no matter how
neuiral it may claim to be. Even the decision to study a particular phenomenon i:
not impartial and may have unstated agendas. Moreover, research findings ar
seldom neat and tidy, and often contradictory. But research nonetheless con
tributes to our understanding of education by sharpening our awareness of com
plex issues.

This book explores the meaning, necessity, and benefits of multicultural edu
cation for students from all cultural backgrounds through the following:

1. Aninvestigation of how schooling is influenced by
a. racism and other biases and expectations of students’ achievement.
b. school organization and educational policies and practices.
¢. cultural and other differences such as ethnicity, race, gender, language,
and social class.
2. A rationale for multicultural education based on that investigation.




part one

Setting the Stage
Approaches and Definitions

Mldﬁcultural education cannot be understood in a vacuum. Yet in many schools
it is approached as if it were divorced from the policies and practices of schools
and from society. The result is a “fairyland” multicultural education disassociated
from the lves of teachers, students, and communities. The premise of this book is
Quite different: No educational philosophy or program is worthwhile unless it Jocuses on
two primary concerns:

* Raising the achievement of all students and providing them with an
equitable and high-quality education.

* Giving students an apprenticeship in the opportunity to become critical
and productive members of a democratic society.

Let me begin by defining a number of terms and explaining the approach used
in this book. Helping students get along, teaching them to feel better about them-
selves, or “sensitizing” them to one another may be meaningful goals of multicul-
tural education. But these goals can turn into superficial strategies that only scratch
t%‘le surface of educational failure if they do not tackle the far more thorny ques-
tions of stratification and inequity. Simply wanting our students to get along with
and be respectful of one another makes Little difference in the options they will

Ave as a result of their schooling, Because students’ lives are inexorably affected
by socia] and political conditions in schools and society, we need to consider these
conditions in our conception of multicultural education. Decisions made about
education are often treated as if they were politically neutral. Such decisions are
Hever politically neutral, but rather tied to the social, political, and economic struc-

res that frame and define our society. This book is predicated on the sociopolitical
_Cf??’ztext of multicultural education.

Two terms often associated with multicultural education are equality and equity,
ey although they are sometimes used interchangeably, they are in fact different.

i Fuiel education does not just mean providing the same resources and opportunities

oF all students (although this alone would afford a better education for a wide

9
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range of students). Equal education also means considering the skills, talents, and
experiences that all students bring to their education as valid starting points for
further schooling. Equity is a more comprehensive term because it suggests fair-
ness and the real possibility of equality of outcomes for a broader range of students.
Throughout this book, both equal education and equity are considered funda-
mental to multicultural education.

Our public schools are unsuccessful with many students, primarily those from
racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse and poor families. Why schools fail to
meet their mission to provide all students with an equal and high-quality educa-
tion has been the subject of educational research for some time. Theories about cul-
tural deprivation and genetic inferiority are once again being used to explain
differences in intelligence and achievement, and the implications of these deficit
theories continue to influence educational policies and practices. Deficit theories
assumne that some children, because of genetic, cultural, or experiential differences,
are inferior to other children; that is, they have a deficit. One problem with such
hypotheses is that they place complete responsibility for children’s failure on their
homes and families, effectively reducing the responsibility of the school and soci-
ety. Whether the focus is on the individual or the community, the result remains
largely the same: blaming the victims of poor schooling rather than looking in a
more systematic way at the schools in which they learn (or fail to learn) and the
society at large. All these factors need to be explored together.

Another problem with deficit theories is their focus on conditions that are out
of the control of most teachers, schools, and even students. Deficit theories tend to
foster despair because students’ problems are thought to be determined, with no
hope for changing the circumstances that produced them in the first place. But
teachers and schools cannot alleviate the poverty and other oppressive conditions
in which students may live. It is more realistic to tackle the problems that they can
do something about, among them, providing educational environments that
encourage all students to learn. That is why school policies and practices and
teachers’ attitudes and behaviors, rather than the supposed shortcomings of stu-
dents, are the basis for the kinds of transformations suggested in this book.

Part I sets the stage for understanding the approach used in this text. Chapter 1
begins with the rationale for using case studies, then describes the case study

the Case Siudy .
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chapter 2

About Terminology

Language is always changing. Because it mirrors social, economic, and political
events, it is an important barometer of a society at any given time. Language also
becomes obsolete; it could not be otherwise because it is a reflection of societal
changes. The shift in terminology over the years, for example, from Negro to Black
to Afro-American and more recently to African American, is a case in point. Such
changes often represent deliberate attempts by a group to name or rename itself.
This decision is political as well as linguistic, and it responds to the need for
group self-determination and autonomy. Terms also evolve as an attempt to be
more precise and correct. In this sense, the term African American is more com-
prehensive than Black because it implies culture rather than simply color. This
term recognizes that the notion of “race,” in spite of its overarching importance
in a society rigidly stratified along these lines, does not define the complexity of
a people.

Terminology is particularly important in multicultural education. In our soci-
ety we have not always been appropriate or sensitive in our use of words to
describe people. In its most blatant form, this ingensitivity is apparent in the racial
and ethnic epithets that even our youngest children seem to know. It is also evi-
dent in more subtle examples, such as observations made by Allport many years
ago: (a) that the refusal of southern newspapers to capitalize negro was meant to
diminish the stature of Blacks, and (b} that certain words develop stereotypical
ethnic connotations (e.g., inscrutable is almost automatically associated with Asians,
rhythm with African Americans).! Although these words are not negative in and
of themselves, they can become code words for simplifying the experience of an
entire group of people, and hence are disparaging.

MAKING CHOICES ABOUT WHAT TERMS TO USE

To be both sensitive and appropriate in the use of language, I prefer particular
words or terms over others. I am not suggesting that these terms are “politically
correct” or that they are the only ones that should be used, nor do I want to impose
my usage on others. Rather, I will explain my own thinking to help others deter-
mine what terminology is most appropriate for them.

24
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My choice of terms is based generally on two major criteria:

1. What do the people themselves want to be called?
9. What is the most accurate term?

4ve answered these questions by talking with people from various groups, read-
current research, and listening to debates regarding the use of terms. Language
always tentative, and so are the choices made here. New terms evolve every day.
¢h is the inexactitude of language that it can never completely capture the com-
xity of our lives?
" In some cases, ] have chosen to use two terms or more, sometimes inter-
changeably, because each may have meanings important in particular contexts.
fv choices change over the years because of changing usage. For example, for
ars T used the term Native American exclusively for the many indigenous nations
the Western Hemisphere. During the late 1960s this seemed to become the pre-
orred term because it reflected a people’s determination to name themselves and
5 have others recognize them as the original inhabitants of these lands.
- During the late 1980s and 1990s, the use of this term declined, so I decided to
Gse the terms American Indian, Indian, and Native people more often. I did so because
noted that people from this group generally used the term Indian. Also, a number
of students explained to me that it is not so much that the term Native American
has been abandoned, but rather that some of their communities had never really
adopted it. Another student told me that this term had become confusing because
t was often used to mean a citizen of the United States whose early ancestors came
from Europe (i.e., who is now native to this land). Because Indian also refers to peo-
ple from India, I usually add the qualifier American or Native. More recently, the
erm Native American has again become common among the group itself* Fern,
one of the young women in the case studies, deliberately refers to herself in this
way, thus reminding us that even among people from the same group, different
terms are used.

Chicano, a term popular in the late 1960s and early 1970s, is also making a
comeback. An emphatically self-affirming and political term reflecting the culture
and realities of urban, economically oppressed Mexican Americans in U.S. soci-
éty, Chicano grew out of the Brown Power Movement in the 1960s. It was never
wholly accepted in the general community. Although used by many scholars and
activists, the more descriptive but less political term Mexican American has been
more common in many segments of the community. Mexican, on the other hand, is

~used generally to refer to first generation immigrants. I have decided to use all
- these terms within their appropriate contexts because each has connotations that
“: must not be lost.

I have used the terms Hispanic and Latino more or less interchangeably to refer

" to people of Latin American and Caribbean heritage. Although I generally prefer
. the term Latino—because its connotation includes the African and indigenous her-
- itage as well as the Spanish heritage of these groups—Hispanic is more widespread
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and well known.* Unlike European, African, Latin American, or Asian, however, it
does not refer to a particular continent or country (i.e., there is no continent named
Hispania). Latino, on the other hand, has the disadvantage of having a sexist con-
notation when used to refer to groups that include both genders. I use neither term,
however, when the more specific ethnic name is available. For example, none of
the Latino students in the case studies refer to themselves as either Latino(a) or
Hispanic: Marisol defines herself as Puerto Rican; Yolanda is Mexican; and Paul
uses both Chicano and Mexican American. Whenever possible, these distinctions
need to be made because otherwise fundamental differences in ethnicity, national
origin, self-identification, and time in this country are easily overlooked.

White people, as the majority in U.S. society, seldom think of themselves as
ethnic—a term they tend to reserve for other, more easily identifiable groups.
Nevertheless, the fact is that we are all ethnic, whether we choose to identify our-
selves in this way or not. This is one of the reasons I have opted to use the term
European American rather than White in most cases in this book. Although
Whiteness is an important factor, it hides more than it reveals: There is a tremen-
dous diversity of ethnic backgrounds among Whites, and this is lost if race is used
as the only identifier. The term European American also implies culture, something
that many European Americans lament they do not have. This is nonsense, of
course. Everybody has a culture, whether clearly manifested in its more traditional
forms or not.

The term European American, just as all terms, has its drawbacks. For one,
although it is more specific than White, it is still overly inclusive of a great many
ethnic backgrounds that may have little in common other than “race.” A similar
criticism applies to terms such as African, Asian, or Latin American. For another,
many Buropean Americans are a mixture of several European ethnic groups: A
person may be German, Irish, and Italian and not speak any of the languages or
follow any of the rituals associated with any of these cultures. It is reasonable to
ask, in such cases, why they should be called European American when in effect
they are “as American as apple pie.” They may never have even visited Europe, for
example, or may not at all identify with a European heritage. I have chosen to use
the term because the habits, values, and behaviors of White Americans are
grounded in European mores and values. Although these may be quite distant,
and adapted and modified within the U.S. context, their roots are still European.
Because Whites in U.S. society tend to think of themselves as the “norm,” they
often view other groups as “ethnic” and therefore somewhat exotic and colorful.
By using the term European American, | hope to challenge Whites also to see and
define themselves in ethnic terms.

I do not use the terms Anglo and Anglo-American, except when speaking
specifically of those with an English heritage, because it is inaccurate as a general
term to refer to Whites in the United States. Many Whites are not English in origin
but represent a wide variety of ethnic groups from European societies; classifying

all of them as Anglos is a gross overgeneralization. If used to contrast English

speakers from speakers of other languages, Anglo-American is equally inaccurate
because African Americans, among others whose native language is English, are

included in this classification.
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not included in this classification. Finally, it is a term rejected by some, not the least
whom are many Irish Americans, who are often understandably offended at
being identified with an English heritage.
Race as a notion is dubious at best, as I will explain. But the problem with
using terms that emphasize culture only is that the very real issue of racism in our
society is then obscured. My use of terminology is in no way meant to do so but
rather to stress that the notion of race alone does not define people. For example,
African Americans and Haitians are both Black. They share some basic cultural
alues and are both subjected to racist attitudes and behaviors in the United States.
ut the particular experiences, native language usage, and ethnicity of each group
overlooked or even denied if we simply call them both Black rather than also
identifying them ethnically.

I have decided to use terms that refer specifically to so-called racial groups
hen they are warranted. In speaking of segregated schools, for example, it makes
ense to refer to Black and White students rather than to African American and
uropean American students because color is the salient issue, In this way, I also
hope to underscore the fact that there are always differences of opinion about the
use of various terms.

1 have capitalized the terms White and Black. I do so because they refer to groups
f people, as do terms such as Latino, Asian, and African. As such, they deserve to
e capitalized. Although these are not the scientific terms for so-called racial groups,
erms such as Negroid and Caucasign are no longer used in everyday speech or are
ejected because of their negative connotations. Because I treat the more commonly
sed words Black and White as the terms of preference, I capitalize them.

The concept of “race” itself has come in for a great deal of criticism because, in
strictly biological sense, race does not exist at all. There is no scientific evidence
that so-called racial groups differ biologically or genetically in significant ways.
ifferences that do exist are primarily social; that is, they are based on one’s expe-
iences within a particular cultural group. There is really only one “race”. In the
words of Linda Howard, one of the interviewees in the case studies that follow
“hapter 3, “I'm human. That's my race; I'm part of the human race.” Linda identi-
ied as Black American and White American, but she saw herself primarily as a
member of her family rather than a race: “My culture is my family,” she explained.

he knew that, historically, the concept of race has been used o oppress entire
groups of people for their supposed differences.
- Itis now generally accepted that the very concept of race is a social construc-
on, that is, a racial group is socially and not biologically determined. Many schol-
ars who write about race have made the decision to use it only in quotation marks
o underscore its social construction (“race”)® I have decided not to do so for a
couple of reasons. First, it can be reasonably argued that all differences are socially

onstructed (social class, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and so on) and to
separate race from the others seems arbitrary. The second reason is for the sake of
convenience: Given the many times that race, gender, social class, ethnicity, and
other differences are discussed in this text, readers would find it disconcerting to
p over entire paragraphs about “race,” “gender,” “social class,” and so on.
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I generally use terms related to specific ethnic backgrounds, but if an overar-
ching term is needed, [ prefer either people of color or bicultural rather than minority.
First, minority is a misnomer; it is never used to describe groups such as Swedish
Americans, Albanian Americans, or Dutch Americans. Yet strictly speaking, these :
groups, which represent numerical minorities in our society, should also be
referred to in this way. Historically, the term has been used to refer only fo racial
minorities, implying a status less than that accorded to other groups. :

Even when these groups are no longer a “minority,” there seems to be in the
dominant discourse a tenacious insistence on maintaining the “minority” status of
some groups. The result is convoluted language that maintains a pejorative classi-
fication. For example, schools in which African American students become the
majority are called “majority minority” schools rather than “primarily Black”
schools. The connection between name and low status in the use of this term is
quite clear. Given this connotation, the word is offensive.

The term people of color encompasses those who have been labeled “minority,”
that is, American Indians, African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans, and
it emerged from these communities themselves. It also implies important connec-
tions among the groups and underlines some commeon experiences in the United
States. But in spite of the acceptance of people of color and its use by many people ial class, level of education, anc
(and in this book), I find it increasingly unsatisfactory on several counts. One prob- may make a dramatic difference in
lem is the implication of a common historical experience among all those included tinct groups.
under this designation. Aside from a mutual history of oppression at the hands of The same discussion applie:
those in power—not an insignificant commonality—a shared historical experience tericans, each of which includes g
among all people of color is an illusion. Moreover, a presumed common experi- tures. Again, although they may
ence suggests that there is no conflict among these groups. As we know, such corn- eriences, specific ethnic charac
flicts not only exist but they have resulted in periodic outbreaks of serious 0st when we lump these people al:
interethnic violence. These emanate not only from a shared oppression and the p by national origin. Besides b
competition for scarce resources that results from political domination, but also efer to be called. A Bolivian, for e
from deep-seated cultural and social differences among the groups themselves. T as a Latina; the same can be ¢

People of color is also inaccurate when referring, for example, to Latinos of Nation and second with Indians as
European background, as is the case with many Argentinians and Cubans, and But it is also true that there ar
light-skinned Latinos in general. When these Latinos refer to themselves in this oups, as there are among most La
way, it might imply that they have experienced the same level of virulent racism as mmon historical experience, and
their dark-skinned compatriots, and this may be entirely false. I am thus not ere such commonalities exist, I &
wholly comfortable with its use. alized term. In addition, I am rest

In the case of biculturel, I am following the lead of Antonia Darder, who has th American Indian and Hispanic
argued that this term is preferable to “minority” because it emphasizes the fact hin them. As a result, I am some
that students from these groups must contend with two cultural systems that are reference to disaggregate alon
often at odds with one another and with a vastly different educational experience A similar argument can be mad
from that of majority-group students.® I like the term because it emphasizes what ese classifications include an |
students from these groups have rather than what they are missing, as is usually Nese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Fili
the case when terms such as minority, disadvantaged, at risk, or even more con- elieve that one designation co
sciously politically charged words such as disempowered or dominated—terms that inardy, because they differ not or
are accurate although incomplete because they emphasize only victimization— Latinos, most of whom share
are used. cial class, length of time in tl
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At the moment, there is no completely adequate language for such a huge con-
omeration of groups. Whenever possible and for the sake of clarity, I prefer to
entify people by their specific ethnic or racial group to avoid lumping people of
fferent groups together.

UMPING GROUPS TOGETHER

verarching terms cause a number of problems. The term European American, for
ample, implies that all those who are White are also European American. This is
t-always true, as in the case of many Jews, but language remains imprecise in
pturing these differences. Although some groups, such as Latinos, share a great
any cultural att:gibutes, they are also quite different from one another. A
uatemalan and a Dominican, for example, may both speak Spanish, practice the
Catholic religion, and share deeply rooted family values. But the native language
some Guatemalans is not Spanish, and Dominicans have an African background
t shared by most Guatemalans. These differences, among many others, often go
acknowledged when we speak simply of Latinos or Hispanic Americans. Within
the context of the U.S. experience, Latinos differ in many respects, including race,
al class, level of education, and length of time in this country. Each of these
may make a dramatic difference in the school achievement of children from dis-
tinct groups.
The same discussion applies to the terms Native Americans and Asian
Americans, each of which includes groups with tremendously distinct histories and
tures. Again, although they may share some basic cultural values and historical
experiences, specific ethnic characteristics and historical frames of reference are
st when we lump these people all together. For this reason, I try to refer to each
group by national origin. Besides being more accurate, it is ordinarily how people
prefer to be called. A Bolivian, for example, refers to herself first as a Bolivian and
then as a Latina; the same can be said for a Navajo, who identifies first with his
Nation and second with Indians as a larger group.
-+ But it is also true that there are many commonalities among all indigenous
oups, as there are among most Latino groups. These may include a worldview, a
mmon historical experience, and shared conditions of life in the United States.
Where such commonalities exist, I sometimes refer to the groups by the more gen-
ralized term. In addition, I am restricted by the fact that much of the literature of
both American Indian and Hispanic groups does not distinguish the ethnic groups
thin them. As a result, I am sometimes obliged to use the generic term in spite of
my preference to disaggregate along ethnic lines.

A similar argument can be made for Asian and Asian American ethnic groups.
These classifications include an incredibly diverse array of groups, such as
Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Filipino, Native Hawaiian, Pakistani, and Indian.
To believe that one designation could possibly be sufficient to cover them all is

oolhardy, because they differ not only in history and culture, but also in language—
uniike Latinos, most of whom share at least a common language. Asians also differ
social class, length of time in the United States, Immigrant experience, and
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educational background and experiences, and these differences invariably influ-
ence the educational achievement of the children in these groups.” The term Pacific
Islander now is used together with Asian to provide a more specific term for a num-
ber of groups. It is preferred to the outdated and exotic Oriental by most Asians
and Pacific Islanders, but this term also fails to account for all differences.

Finally, a word about the terms America and American. Because America refers

to the entire Western Hemisphere, whenever possible I will refer to our country
as the United States. Also, although American has been limited by common use to
mean U.S. citizens, this is not only inaccurate but also offensive to millions of
North, Central, and South Americans who consider themselves as much
Americans as people living within the confines of the United States. Nevertheless,
because the term is in common use in the United States, | have decided to use it at
times to refer to citizens and residents of the United States.

¢ CONCLUSION

The language choices made throughout this book are meant first and foremost to .

affirm diversity. L have attempted to identify people as they would want to be identi-
fied. Thave also used terms that emphasize what people are rather than what they are

not (e.g., I have avoided terms such as non-White and non-English-speaking). Readers

familiar with the first and second editions of this text will note that I have made
some changes in my terminology for this third edition, and I expect to continue to do
so. Language that refers to human beings is inaccurate and imprecise, and although
I have strived to be both precise and sensitive, my choices are certainly open to
debate. Language can capture only imperfectly the nuances of who we are as people
but, like multicultural education itself, it is in constant flux. We therefore need to
pay close attention to the connotations and innuendos of its daily use.
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Racism, Discrimination, and Expectations of
Students’ Achievement

[Racists have power] only if you let them! We'll stick with [the example of]
striped shirts: If I go where everyone is wearing solids, and I'm wearing a
stripe, and someone comes up to me and tells me, “You don't belong here;
you're wearing stripes,” I'll say, "1 belong anywhere I want to belong.” And
I'll stand right there! But there are some people who just say, “Oh, okay,” and
will turn around and leave. Then the racist has the power.

Linda Howard, Interviewee

Linda Howard is a young woman who has been directly harmed by racism i
and out of school, and she has a highly evolved understanding of it on both a
individual and an institutional level. As you will see in her case study, Linda ha
thought very deeply about racism. Many teachers and other educators, howeve
have not. In this chapter, we will explore the impact that racism, other biases, an
expectations of student abilities may have on achievement. We will focus on racisr
as an example of bias, but I will also point out other kinds of personal and institu
tional discrimination when appropriate. These include discrimination on the bas
of gender (sexism), ethnic group (ethnocentrism), social class (classism), languag
(linguicism)' or other perceived differences. I will also mention anti-Semitism, dis
crimination against Jews; anti-Arab discrimination, directed against Arabs; ageism
discrimination based on age; heterosexism, discrimination against gay men an
lesbians; and ableism, discrimination against people with disabilities.

DEFINITIONS OF RACISM AND DISCRIMINATION

Discussions of prejudice and discrimination tend to focus on the biases and nega
tive perceptions of individuals toward members of other groups. For example
Gordon Allport, in his groundbreaking work on the nature of prejudice, quotes

United Nations document defining discrimination as “any conduct based on a dis
tinction made on grounds of natural or social categories, which have no relatio
either to individual capacities or merits, or to the concrete behavior of the individ
ual person.”? This definition is helpful but incomplete because it fails to describ
the harmful effects of such conduct. More broadly speaking, discrimination denote

34
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tive or destructive behaviors that can result in denying some groups life’s
ssities as well as the privileges, rights, and opportunities enjoyed by other
s. Discrimination is usually based on prejudice, that is, the attitudes and
iefs of individuals about entire groups of people. These attitudes and beliefs are
rally, but not always, negative.
Qur society, among many others, categorizes people according to both visi-
#nd invisible traits, uses such classifications to deduce fixed behavioral and
tal traits, and then applies policies and practices that jeopardize some and ben-
thers.® Classifications based on race, ethnicity, gender, social class, and other
ical or social differences are all around us. Frequently, they result in gross
gerations and stereotypes: Girls are not as smart as boys; African Americans
hythm; Asians are studious; Poles are simple-minded, Jews are smart; and
or people need instant gratification. Although some of these may appear to be
sitive” stereotypes, both “negative” and “positive” stereotypes have negative
ults because they limit our perspective of an entire group of people. There are
o' major problems with categorizing people in this way: First, people of all
ups begin to believe the stereotypes; and second, both material and psycholog-
esources are doled out accordingly.
We see a clear example of the implications of such categorizations in the case
dy of Rich Miller. Rich was quite severe in his criticism of other African
ericans, whom he characterized as “settling for the easiest way out,” “lazy,” and
cky.” He had internalized the myth of success based completely on individual
deavor rather than as also influenced by structural issues such as institutional
cism and lack of opportunity. It is easy to understand how this happens: In our
iety, the metaphor of “pulling yourself up by your bootstraps” is powerful indeed;
ows little room for alternative explanations based on structural inequality.
Racism and other forms of discrimination are based on the perception that
e ethnic group, class, gender, or language is superior to all others. In the United
tes, the conventional norm used to measure all other groups is European
rican, upper-middle class, English-speaking, and male. Discrimination based
perceptions of superiority is part of the structure of schools, the curriculum, the
ucation most teachers receive, and the interactions among teachers, students,
1 the community. But discrimination is not simply an individual bias; it is above
an institutional practice.
~Most definitions of racism and discrimination obscure the institutional nature
pression. Although the beliefs and behaviors of individuals may be hurtful,
‘greater damage is done through institutional discrimination, that is, the sys-
natic use of economic and political power in institutions (such as schools) that
ds to detrimental policies and practices. These policies and practices have a
armfuyl effect on groups that share a particular identity (be it racial, ethnic, gender,
other). The major difference between individual and institutional discrimina-
1is the wielding of power, because it is primarily through the power of the peo-
le 'k}o control institutions such as schools that oppressive policies and practices
einforced and legitimated. Linda Howard, one of our young interviewees,
eady understood this distinction. In her case study, she distinguished between
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prejudice and racism in this way: “We all have some type of person that we don't -
like, whether it's from a different race, or from a different background, or they
have different habits.” But she went on to explain, as we saw in the quote at the
beginning of this chapter, that a racist is someone who has power to carry out his or
her prejudices.

Let me give another example: Let's say that I am prejudiced against tall people.
Although my bias may hurt individual tall people because I refuse to befriend them |
or because I make fun of them, I can do very little to limit their options in life. If,
however, I belonged to a group of powerful “non-talls” and we limited the access
of tall persons to certain neighborhoods, prohibited them from receiving quality -
health care, discouraged intermarriage with people of short or average height, :
developed policies against their employment in high-status professions, and placed .
all children who were the offspring of “talls” (or who showed early signs of becom-
ing above average in height) in the lowest ability tracks in schools, then my bias
would have teeth and its institutional power would be clear. In the discussion that
foHows, we will be concerned primarily with institutional discrimination.

Institutional discrimination generally refers to how people are excluded or :
deprived of rights or opportunities as a result of the normal operations of the insti-
tution. Although the individuals involved in the institution may not be prejudiced
or have any racist intentions or even awareness of how others may be harmed, the
result may nevertheless be racist. In this sense, intentional and unintentional
racism are different. But because they both result in negative outcomes, in the end
it does not really matter whether racism and other forms of discrimination are
intentional. Rather than &rying to figure out whether the infent was to do harm or
not, educators would do better to spend their time addressing the effects of racism.

When we understand racism and other forms of discrimination as a systemic
problem, not simply as an individual dislike for a particular group of people, we
can better understand the negative and destructive effects it can have. Vanessa
Mattison, whose case study is one of those that follows this chapter, provides a
good example of a young person struggling to reconcile our country’s lofty ideals
of equality and fair play with the reality of the injustice she saw around her.
Vanessa was committed to social justice, but she saw it primarily as working to
change the attitudes and behaviors of individuals. She had not yet made the con-
nection between racist and institutional oppression, and she did not grasp that
institutional racism was far more harmful than individual biases or acts of mean-
ness. But she was beginning to see that certain norms existed that were unfair to
Blacks, women, and gays and lesbians. In her words: “There’s all these underlying
rules that if you're not this, you can’t do that.”

This is meant neither to minimize the powerful effects of individual prejudice
and discrimination, which can be personally painful, nor to suggest that discrimi-
nation occurs only in one direction, for example, from Whites toward Blacks. There
is no monopoly on prejudice and individual discrimination; they happen in all
directions, and even within groups. However, interethnic and intraethnic biases
and personal prejudices, while negative and hurtful, simply do not have the long-
range and life-limiting effects of institutional racism and other kinds of institu-
tional discrimination.
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s an illustration of institutional racism, let us look at how testing practices
sometimes used in schools: Students from dominated groups may be stigma-
{:and labeled because of their performance on standardized tests. What places
students at a disadvantage is not that particular teachers have prejudiced atti-
s about them; teachers may, in fact, like the students very much. What places
students at jeopardy is the fact that they may be labeled, grouped, and tracked,
etimes for the length of their schooling, because of their score on an ethnocen-
and biased test. In this case, it is instifutions—schools and the testing industry—
have the major negative impact on students from culturally dominated groups.
Prejudice and discrimination, then, are not just personality traits or psycho-
cal phenomena; they are also a manifestation of economic, political, and social
wer. The institutional definition of racism is not always easy to accept because it
 against deeply held notions of equality and justice in our nation. According to
verly Tatum, “An understanding of racism as a system of advantage presents a
us challenge to the notion of the United States as a just society where rewards
ased solely on one’s merits.”* Racism as an institutional system implies that
e people and groups benefit and others lose. Whites, whether they want to or
enefit in a racist society; males benefit in a sexist society. Discrimination
ys helps somebody—those with the most power—which explains why racism,
xism, and other forms of discrimination continue.
ccording to Meyer Weinberg, racism is a system of privilege and penalty.
at is, one is rewarded or punished in housing, education, employment, health,
d so on, by the simple fact of belonging to a particular group, regardless of one’s
(vidual merits or faults. He goes on to explain, “Racism consists centrally of
o facets: First, a belief in the inherent superiority of some people and the inher-
inferiority of others; and second, the acceptance of distributing goods and
rvices—let alone respect—in accordance with such judgments of unequal
rth.” In addressing the institutional nature of racism, he adds, “. . . racism is
vays collective. Prejudiced individuals may join the large movement, but they do
t cause it.” According to this conception, the “silence of institutional racism”
d the “ruckus of individual racism” are mutually supportive.’ It is sometimes
difficult to separate one level of racism from the others, as they feed on and inform
another. What is crucial, according to Weinberg, is understanding that the doc-
e of White supremacy is at the root of racism.
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HE HISTORY AND PERSISTENCE OF RACISM
INE_-U.S, SCHOOLS

in#%’cutions, schools respond to and reflect the larger society. It therefore is not
Urprising that racism finds its way into schools in much the same way that it finds

way into other institutions such as housing, employment, and the criminal jus-
ce system. Overt expressions of racism may be less frequent in schools today than

t.he past, but racism does not just exist when schools are legally segregated or
?;_C:lffil epithets are used against Black students. Racism is also manifested in rigid
bility tracking, low expectations of students based on their identity, and
equitably funded schools.
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Racism and other forms of discrimination—particularly sexism, classism, eth-_
nocentrism, and linguicism—have a long history in our schools and their effects are
widespread and long lasting. The most blatant form of discrimination is the actual
withholding of education, as was the case with African Americans and sometimes
with American Indians during the nineteeth century. To teach enslaved Africans
to read was a crime punishable under the law and it became a subversive activity
that was practiced by Blacks in ingenious ways.® Other overt forms of discrimina-
tion include segregating students, by law, according to their race, ethnicity, or gen-
der, as was done at one timme or another with African American, Mexican American,
Japanese, and Chinese students, as well as with females; or forcing them into board-
ing schools, as was done with American Indian students. In such groups, children
have been encouraged to adopt the ways of the dominant culture in sundry ways,
from subtle persuasion to physical punishment for speaking their native language.”
This, too, is a bitter reminder of the inequities of U.S. educational history.

Unfortunately, the discrimination that children face in schools is not a thing of
the past. School practices and policies continue to discriminate against some chil-
dren in very concrete ways. Recent studies have found that most students of color
are still in schools that are segregated by race and social class, and the situation is
worsening rather than improving.® At the impetus of the civil rights movement,:
many school systems throughout the United States were indeed desegregated. But
less than rigorous implementation of desegregation plans, “White flight,” and hous-
ing patterns have succeeded in resegregating many schools. Segregation invariably
results in school systems that are “separate and unequal” because segregated schools-
are differently funded, with fewer resources provided to schools in poor communi-
ties and vastly superior resources provided to schools in wealthier communities.

Segregation often results in students receiving differential schooling on the.
basis of their social class, race, and ethnicity. In addition, schools that serve sto-
dents of color tend to provide curricula that are watered down and at a lower level.
than schools that serve primarily White students. Also, teachers in poor urban
schools tend to have less experience and less education than colleagues who teach
in schools that serve primarily European American and middle-class students.”
Even when they are desegregated, many schools resegregate students through
practices such as rigid ability tracking. Consequently, desegregating schools in and
of itself does not guarantee educational equity.

Manifestations of Raeism and Discrimination in Schools

Racism and discrimination are manifested in numerous school practices and poii-;
cies. Policies most likely to jeopardize students at risk of educational failure are
most common precisely in the institutions in which those students are found. For!
example, many studies have found that rigid tracking is most evident in poor com-:
munities with large numbers of African American, Latino, and American Indian
students.”

It is sometimes difficult to separate what is racist or discriminatory from what
appear to be neutral school policies and practices or behaviors of individual teach-
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An early study cited by Ray McDermott™ can help illustrate this point. Through
fimed classroom observations, he found that a White teacher tended to have much
e frequent eye contact with her White students than with her Black students.
this behavior the result of racism? Was it because of cultural and communica-
differences? Or was poor teacher preparation responsible for her behavior?
David and Myra Sadker cite many anecdotes in their powerful report on sex-
in schools that bring up similar questions. They found that well-intentioned
otherwise excellent teachers often treat their female students far differently
ni their male students, interacting with them less frequently, asking them fewer
estions, and giving them less feedback than they give male students. Because
ys are expected to be more verbal and active and are both praised and
roached more often by their teachers, girls become invisible in the classroom.
s are singled out neither for praise nor for disciplinary action. They are sim-
-expected, as a group, to be quiet, attentive, and passive.? Is this because of
erent sexism? Are teachers simply unaware of how such practices may jeopar-
e girls and, in a different way, boys as well?
‘In another example of how difficult it is to separate racism from individual
chers’ behaviors or seemingly neutral policies, Patricia Gandara found in a
dy of 50 low-income and high-achieving Mexican Americans that most were
r light-skinned or European-looking. Few of the sample, according to
ara, looked “classically Mexican in both skin color and features.”3 Does this
ean that teachers intentionally favored them because of their light skin? Did
chers assume that their light-skinned students were smarter?
‘These questions are impossible to answer in any conclusive way; it is probable
institutional racism and teachers’ biases both play a role in negative outcomes
as those described in the studies. The results, however, are very clear: In the
dy by McDermott, the Black children had to strain three times as hard to catch
e teacher’s eye, looking for approval, affection, and encouragement. In the Sadker
Sadker report, the researchers concluded that girls are frequently denied an
nal education simply because of their gender, rather than because of any per-
nal talents or deficits. In Géndara’s study, the light-skinned students were able to
erive more benefits from their schooling than their darker-skinned peers.
-Thus students’ educational success or failure cannot be explained solely by
eir family circumstance, social class, race, gender, or language ability. Racism
d other forms of institutional discrimination also play a part. African American,
tino, American Indian, and poor children in general continue to achieve below
ﬁide level, drop out in much greater numbers, and go to college in much lower
portion than their middle-class and European American peers. Two concrete
amples illustrate this point: Black students are chronically underrepresented in
grams for the gifted and talented, being only half as likely to be placed in a
ss for the gifted as are White students, even though they may be equally gifted.
tino students drop out of school at a rate higher than any other major ethnic
: 8roup; and in some places, the rate has been as high as 80 percent.™ If educational
s racist or discriminatory from wha failure were caused only by students’ background and other social characteristics, it
2es or behaviors of individual teach: ould be difficult to explain why similar students are successful in some classrooms
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and schools and not in others. For instance, students at Central Park East Hig
School in East Harlem, one of the most economically impoverished communities i
New York City, have reached unparalleled levels of success compared to thei
peers in other neighborhood schools who are similar to them in every way.”

School structures have also proved to be sexist in organization, orientation,
and goals. Most schools are organized to meet best the needs of White males; that
is, the policy and instruction in schools generally reflect what is most effective fo
the needs of their male students, not the needs of either females or students o
color.'® This organization includes everything from the curriculum, which follow
the developmental level of males more closely than that of females, to instruction
techniques, which favor competition as a preferred learning style, although it
not necessarily the best learning environment for either females or most students o
color. The effect of such discrimination on female students is to reinforce the pe
sistent message that they are inferior. In fact, high-achieving female students ten
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to receive the least attention of all from their teachers.’”

Discrimination based on social class is also prevalent in our public schools.
a study of affluent and low-income youth in a secondary school, Ellen Brantling
found that students’ social class was highly correlated with their academic plac
ment, with most low-income students in special education or low tracks and 4
the high-income students in college preparatory classes. This was the case in spi
of the fact that two of the high-income students were classified as “learning di
abled.”*® Using data from 1993, the National Center for Education Statistics als
found a significant correlation between social class and dropping out of schoo
While only 6 percent of high-income students dropped out, over 40 percent of low

income students did 0.7

The hidden curriculum, that is, subtle and not-so-subtle messages that are n
part of the intended curriculum, may also have an impact on students. These me
sages may be positive (e.g., the expectation that all students are capable of hig
quality work) or negative (e.g., that children of working-class backgrounds are
capable of aspiring to professional jobs), although the term is generally used
refer to negative messages. These frequently unintentional messages may contr.
dict schools’ stated policies and objectives. For instance, Carolyn Persell found the
in spite of schools’ and teachers’ stated commitment o equal education, social cla
is repeatedly related to how well students do in school® In fact, she found th
students are more different from one another when they legve school than whe
they enter it, thus putting to rest the myth of school as the “great equalizer.” Perse
found that differences in academic achievement experienced by students of diffe
ent economic and cultural backgrounds are due primarily to a number of specifi
factors: the kinds of schools the students attend, the length of time they stay
school, the curriculum and pedagogy to which they are exposed, and societ

beliefs concerning intelligence and ability.

Rather than eradicate social class differences, then, it appears that schooling
reflects and even duplicates them. This finding was confirmed by Samuel Bowl
and Herbert Gintis in their ground-breaking class analysis of schooling.® Th
compared the number of years of schooling of students with the socioeconont!
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The effect of discrimination on students is most painfully apparent when stu-
dents themselves have the opportunity to speak. Their thoughts concerning their
education are revealing. In her study, Karen Donaldson found that students were
affected by racism in three major ways: White students experienced guilt and
embarrassment when they became aware of the racism to which their peers were
subjected; students of color sometimes felt they needed to compensate and over-
achieve to prove they were equal to their White classmates; and at other times, stu-
dents of color said that their self-esteem was badly damaged.” However,
self-esteem is a complicated issue that includes many variables. It does not come
fully formed out of the blue, but is created in particular contexts and responds to
conditions that vary from situation to situation. Teachers’ and schools’ complicity:
in creating negative self-esteem cannot be discounted. This point was illustrated
by Lillian, a young woman in a study of an wrban high school by Nitza Midalgo.
Lillian commented, “That’s another problem I have, teachers, they are always talk-
ing about how we have no type of self-esteem or anything like that. . . . But they're
the people that's putting us down. That's why our self-esteem is so low.”®
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RACISM, DISCRIMINATION, AND SILENCE

Many times, unintentional discrimination is practiced by well-meaning teachers
who fear that talking about race will only exacerbate the problem. As a conse-
quence, most schools are characterized by a curious absence of talk about differ-
ences, particularly about race.”! The process begins with the preparation of
teachers. In one study, Alice McIntyre interviewed a group of White female stu:
dent teachers working in urban schools in order to understand how they made
meaning of their Whiteness in relation to teaching.? She found that these preser-
vice teachers were reluctant to discuss racism or to consider their individual ot
collective role in perpetuating it. Because they saw their students primarily as vic-
tims of poverty and parental neglect, these student teachers preferred to place
themselves in relationship to their students as protective “White Knights.” This
patronizing stance facilitated their denial of racism. '

Silence and denial about racism are still quite prevalent when student teachers
become teachers. In a follow-up study to her initial research concerning students’
experiences with racism, Karen Donaldson had a hard time recruiting White teach-
ers to take part in an antiracist education teacher study because most White teach:
ers were not aware (or claimed not to be aware) of racial biases in schools and of
how these biases could influence students’ achievement.® In another study, Julie
Wollman-Bonilla found that a sizable proportion of the teachers in her children’s
literature courses explicitly rejected children’s books about race and racism for usé
with their students. Whether it was to shield their students from unpleasant reali®
ties, or to uphold particular societal myths, Wollman-Bonilla concluded that many
teachers lack the courage to present views that differ from the mainstream per:
spective. As a result, their role becomes one of maintaining the status quo rathe’
than helping children question social inequality and injustice.* That this attitude
can be taken to an extreme is evident in research by Ellen Bigler: When she asked
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dle school librarian in a town with a sizable Puerto Rican community if there
e any books on the Hispanic experience, the librarian answered that carrying
books was inadvisable because it would interfere with the children’s identi-
cation of themselves as ” American”*®
Silence pervades even schools committed to equity and diversity. This
or finding in a study by Kathe Jervis of the fir,s’(c:‘l yez of a New Yzyrk Ciicywncg:isclef
school consciously designed to be based on these principles.® Although she
not originally intended to focus her study on race, Jervis found that there was
odd silence on the part of most teachers to address it. Their reluctance to discuss
e resulted in their overlooking or denying issues of power that are imbedded in
.- Jervis concluded that “even in the ‘best’ schools, where faculty try hard to
attention to individuals, Whites’ blindness to race clouds their ability to notice
‘hat children are really saying about themseles and their identities.”*
- Failure to discuss racism, unfortunately, will not make it go away. As you will
in her case study, Linda Howard’s close relationship with Mr. Benson, her
glish teacher, was no doubt partly due to the fact that they were able tof talk
penly a.bout racism and other biases. Racism, classism, and other forms of dis-
crimination play a key role in setting up and maintaining inappropriate learning
3 vironments for many students. A related phenomenon concerns the possiblz
pact of teachers’ expectations on student achievement.
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PECTATIONS OF STUDENTS® ACHIEVEMENT

ach research has focused on teachers’ interactions with their students, specifi-
y teacher expectations. The term self-fulfilling prophecy, coined by Robert Merton
.948, means that students perform in ways that teachers expect.* Student per-
) rmance is based on both overt and covert messages from teachers about stu-
- saw their students primarily as vic ents’ worth, intelligence, and capability. The term did not come into wide us
student teachers preferred to plac il 1968, when a classic study by Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson pr Ej
as protective “White Knights.” This ided the impetus for subsequent extensive research on the subject.* In this stgdo
eral classes of children in grades one through six were given a nonverbal inte)lf:
igence test (the researchers called it the “Harvard Test of Influenced Acquisition”)
hich researchers claimed would measure the students’ potential for intellectuai
with. Twenty percent of the students were randomly selected by the researchers
tellectual bloomers,” and their names were given to the teachers. Although
¢ students’ test scores actually had nothing at all to do with their potential t?xe
eac}}ers were told to be on the alert for signs of intellectual growth among tilese
articular children. Overall these children, particularly ig the lower grades
howed considerably greater gains in IQ during the school year than did tlfia otIm—':}.f
dents. They were also rated by their teachers as being more interesting, curi-
us, and happy, and thought to be more likely to succeed later in life. 7
i thlzzsjﬁmf-l and ]acobsonjs research on teacher expectations caused a sensation
S Frca 12;1:51 coz‘mn.umty, and cor}troversy surrounding it continues to the
T om the beginning, the reception to this line of research has been mixed,
oth supporters and detractors.¥ But one outcome was that the effect of teachers’
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expectations on the academic achievement of their students was taken seriously.
for the first time. Before this research, students’ failure in school was usually:
ascribed wholly to individual or family circumstances. Now, the possible infiu-
ence of teachers’ attitudes and behaviors and the schools” complicity in the process
had to be considered as well. The most compelling implications were for the edu- become teachers, however. In z
cation of those students most seriously disadvantaged by schooling, that is, for stu- d:that teacher education stude
dents of color and the poor. . Targe view diversity of stude
Early research by Ray Rist on teachers’ expectations is also worth mentioning the most common characterist
here. In a ground-breaking study, he found that a kindergarten teacher had that their students are capabl
grouped her class by the eighth day of class. In reviewing how she had done so, f to the students. Martin Haber
Rist noted that the teacher had already roughly constructed an “ideal type” of stu- er of functions of successful 1
dent, most of whose characteristics were related to social class. By the end of the d that successful teachers did mu
school year, the teacher’s differential treatment of children based on who were 1tly high expectations of their
“fast” and “slow” learners became evident. The “fast” learners received more is chapter, offers compellin
teaching time, more reward-directed behavior, and more attention. The inferac- lards would be higher in his h:
tional patterns between the teacher and her students then took on a “castelike” Fhe reason was not because W
appearance. The result, after three years of similar behavior by other teachers, was s don't push the Black students
that teachers’ behavior toward the different groups influenced the children's and, Black teachers, Rich sa
achievement. In other words, the teachers themselves contributed to the creation of e teachers. . . because they kno
the “slow” learners in their classrooms.* ' hat happens when teachers d
In the research by Rist, all the children and teachers were African American derful example of how chang
but represented different social classes. But similar results have been found with ement in a positive directior
poor and working-class children of any race. Persell, in a review of relevant perience with five Spanish-speald
research, found that expectations for poor children were lower than for middle: e semester after placing them
class children even when their IQ and achievement scoves were similar.* Teachersf ame students who had previ
beliefs that their students are “dumb” can become a rationale for providing lows eaming college credits while j
level work in the form of elementary facts, simple drills, and rote memorization: ‘the AP Spanish Literature ex
Students are not immune to these messages. On the other hand, a study by Diane three-year period, Latino ar
Pollard found that the academic performance of African American students 18 ere performing at a level con
enhanced when they perceive their teachers and other school staff to be supportive issue of labeling is key in t
and helpful.® that the self-esteem of immig:
Some of the research on teacher expectations is quite old. Although it is rea- 1¥ schools. Specifically, he fo
sonable to expect that, with the increasing diversity in our schools, it no longer they are labeled “Limited Eng’
holds true, there are still numerous examples of teachers’ low expectations of stit 1gly neutral term, more loaded lab
dents. A recent study by Francisco Rios underscores the problem. Rios studied abeling may not even be n
teachers in an urban city in the Midwest to determine what principles of practice that causes low student ac
they used for teaching in culturally diverse classrooms.* Among the 16 teachers he ased on the constant devalu,
studied, he found that most of the comments they made about their students were and schools.* In schools,
negative; further, none of the teaching principles that they identified focused on attitudes and beliefs that tez
academic achievement and only one teacher said that her students wanted to leartt Steele maintains, “Deep i
These findings are particularly problematic when we consider the impact tha nthat black students need
such beliefs can have on students. Given the increasing diversity in our publi Curricula to overcome backg
schools, the problem is even more acute because many teachers know little or noth though disadvantage may ««
ing about the background of their students. Consequently, teachers may conside derachieve even when the
their students’ identity to be at fault. This was the result found by Bram Hamovitch ‘

: - Preparation, and a strong
in an ethnographic study of an urban after-school program for adolescents at ris L, he reviewed a number of
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on—has an underlying philos
ement or failure, as we will see in
have a profound influence on the
‘receive. But linguistic and otk
they are perceived in the general s
betweean students’ race, culture

improving the academic achievement of Black students without specificallp
addressing either their culturally specific learning orientations or socioeconom!
disadvantage. What made the difference? In these programs, student achievem
was improved simply by treating students as if they were talented and capab
Steele concludes, “That erasing stigma improves black achievement is perhaps
strongest evidence that stigma is what depresses it in the first place.”®
Research on teachers’ expectations is not without controversy. First, it h
been criticized as unnecessarily reductionist because, in the long run, what tea
ers expect matters less than what teachers do.®® Second, the term itself and th asn
research on which it is based imply that teachers have the sole responsibility f qtional discrixrm.‘latlon, school pra
students’ achievernent or lack of it. This is both an unrealistic and an incomple al class provides _another exan
explanation for student success or failure. The study by Rosenthal and Jacobso nd discrimination. In spite of the firn
for example, is a glaring indication of the disrespect with which teachers have fr ailable tp all, classism is a gri
quently been treated and raises serious ethical issues in research. Blaming teacher, tin the United States ?hﬂ” nany ¢
or “teacher bashing,” provides a convenient outlet for complex problems, but | fact, social class inequality |
fails to take into account the fact that teachers function within contexts in which elated to this reality is the _Wldf"—‘l}’ ac
they usually have little power. verty causes academic failure.
There are, of course, teachers who have low expectations of students from p n student achievement, the bel
ticular backgrounds and who are, in the worst cases, insensitive and racist. B ] _::onable. Research by Den_ny T
placing teachers at the center of expectations of student achievement shifts th nce that by itSEI_f poverty is not
blame to some of those who care most deeply about students and who strugg their work with Black familie
every day to help them learn. The use of the term teachers” expectations distanc es of academically successful s
the school and society from their responsibility and complicity in student failur ly did their homework, mad‘e
That is, teachers, schools, communities, and society interact to produce failure. chool. The parents C?f these chil
Low expectations mirror the expectations of society. It is not simply teache pes for their educahc?n, were 0]
who expect little from poor, working-class, and culturally dominated group anvintegral part of their lives—t
Garfield High School in East Los Angeles, a school made famous by the extraords / deaths; no food, heat, or hotw
nary efforts of Jaime Escalante and other teachers in propelling an unprecedented Similarly, an in-depth sfudf bX’E
number of students to college in spite of poverty and discrimination, was visit night be jdentified as “at risk” t
by George Bush when he was running for U.S. president. Rather than build on fou_gd ’tha.t these studen'ts came -
message that college was both possible and desirable for its students, Bush focus .Of)l failed to recognize and !
instead on the idea that a college education is not needed for success. He told their homes to help them beco;
largely Mexican American student body that “we need people to build oul me ba.ckground can no longer
buildings. . . people who do the hard physical work of our society.”** It is doubtful ool failure of large numbers of
that he would even have considered uttering these same words at Beverly Hills .al_nPl.esf such as ’fhese demonst
High School, a short distance away. The message of low expectations to studen ge, }t 1s not an_msurmountab
who should have heard precisely the opposite is thus replicated even by those & f}fﬂcan Arnerlc_an Efnd othe:
the highest levels of a government claiming to be equitable to all students. t.lor.‘ for academic failure, but
African American youths, sta:
at have, over long periods
S of African-American studer
ot hopeless.”8 In fact, one ma
ment lies in the lack of equit;
asses and cultural backgrour
found in the 1997 national Co

THE COMPLEX CONNECTIONS BETWEEN DIVERSITY
AND DISCRIMINATION

Because societal inequities are frequently reflected in schools, institutional racis
and other biases are apparent in inequitable school policies and practices in co
plex ways. Let us take the example of language. The fact that some children do not
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chool speaking English cannot be separated from how their native language
red by the larger society or from the kinds of programs available for them in
Each of these programs—whether ESL, immersion, or two-way bilingual
cducation—has an underlying philosophy with broad implications for students’
ement or failure, as we will see in Chapter 6. As a consequence, each approach
ave a profound influence on the quality of education that language minority
dren receive. But linguistic and other differences do not exist independently of
ey are perceived in the general society or by teachers; there is a complex rela-
hip between students’ race, culture, native language, and other differences with
utional discrimination, school practices, and teachers’ expectations.
Social class provides another example of the complex links between difference
scrimination. In spite of the firm belief in our society that social class mobil-
. available to all, classism is a grim reality because economic inequality is now
er in the United States than in any other industrial or postindustrial country in the
I; in fact, social class inequality has actually increased in the past 20 years.®
ted to this reality is the widely accepted classist view among many educators
poverty causes academic failure. Yet although poverty may have an adverse
ct on student achievement, the belief that poverty and failure go hand-in-hand
questionable. Research by Denny Taylor and Catherine Dorsey-Gaines provides
idence that by itself poverty is not an adequate explanation for the failure to
.In their work with Black families living in urban poverty, they found inspir-
ases of academically successful students. They discovered children who con-
tently did their homework, made the honor roll, and had positive attitudes
out school. The parents of these children motivated them to learn and study, had
hopes for their education, were optimistic about the future, and considered lit-
ey an integral part of their ives—ithis in spite of such devastating conditions as
y deaths; no food, heat, or hot water; and a host of other hostile situations.>
. Similarly, an in-depth study by David Hartle-Schutte of four Navajo students
10 might be identified as “at risk” by their teachers because of poverty and cul-
e found that these students came from homes where literacy was valued. But
their school failed to recognize and build on the many literacy experiences they
d in their homes to help them become successful readers.” These cases point out
1t home background can no longer be accepted as the sole or primary excuse for
school faﬂure of large numbers of students.
- Examples such as these demonstrate that although poverty is certainly a dis-
vantage, it is not an insurmountable obstacle o learnmo- The economic condi-
n of African American and other poor students has often been used as an
planation for academic failure, but as Kofi Lomotey, in a review of the educa-
tion of African American youths, states: “. . . there are clear examples of environ-
nis that have, over long periods of tlme, been successful in educating large
umbers of African—Amencan students. These models can be replicated; the situa-
N is not hopeless.” In fact, one major explanation for students’ lack of academic
chievement lies in the lack of equitable resources given to students of different
cial classes and cultural backgrounds. For instance, one of the most disturbing
atterns found in the 1997 national Condition of Education report was that, compared
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with middle-class White children, children of color and low-income students wer
much more likely to be taught by teachers who had little academic preparation fo;
their teaching field. Furthermore, the skills differentials that result from thi
inequity will lead to earnings differentials as adults to a much greater extent than
was the case even 20 years ago.”

In the ideal sense, education in the United States is based on the lofty values o
democracy, freedom, and equal access. Historically, our educational system pro
posed to tear down the rigid systems of class and caste on which education in most o
the world was (and still is) based and to provide all students with an equal education
Education was to be, as Horace Mann claimed, “the great equalizer.” On the othe
hand, some educational historians have demonstrated that the common school’s pri
mary purposes were to replicate inequality and to contzrol the unruly masses.* Thus
the original goals of public school education were often at cross purposes.

Mass public education began in earnest in the nineteenth century through thy
legislation of compulsory education and its most eloquent democratic expression
found in the early-twentieth-century philosophy of John Dewey.®! The commit
ment that Dewey articulated for educational equity continues today through poli
cies such as desegregation and nonsexist education and through legislation an
policies aimed at eradicating many existing inequalities, But the legacy of inequal
ity also continues through policies and practices that favor some students over oth
ers, including unequal funding, rigid tracking, and unfair tests. As a result, schoo
have often been sites of bitter conflict.

Race is another pivotal way in which privilege has been granted on a
unequal basis. Based on his research, the historian David Tyack asserts that th
struggle to achieve equality in education is nothing new, and that race has often
been at the center of this struggle. He adds: “Attempts to preserve whit
supremacy and to achieve racial justice have fueled the politics of education fo
more than a century.”® But resistance on the part of parents, students, and teacher
has been crucial in challenging the schools to live up to their promise of equality
That is, schools were not racially desegregated simply because the courts ordere
it, and gender-fair education was not legislated only because Congress thought
was a good idea. In both cases, as in many others, educational opportunity wa
expanded because many people and communities engaged in struggle, legal ©
otherwise, to bring about change.

Although in theory education is no longer meant to replicate societa
inequities but rather to reflect the ideals of democracy, we know that such is no
always the reality. Our schools have consistently failed to provide an equitabl
education for all students. The complex interplay of student differences, institu
tional racism and discrimination, teachers’ biases that lead to low expectation
and unfair school policies and practices all play a role in keeping it this way.

ievement. Drug abuse, violence,
e, deficient nutrition, and a strug
ldren’s lives, including their scho
parents do not have at their di
mic privilege would give them is

But blaming poor people and pe
their educational problems is n
ers can do nothing to change tt
they can work to change their ov
act as obstacles to student learn
crimination play a central role
enon of low expectations.

TO THINK ABOUT

et's say that you are a high scl
ith your students about the t
orace Mann's claim that educai
s simplistic or unrealistic. On t
ion, and teachers’ expectations
‘explaining school failure, Wha
ay to students, “You can do an
{ the United States. The sky’s
do you say, “No matter what
ything if you are [Navajo, Af
ole playing this situation in w)
eneficial stance.

ink about schools with which
ism or other forms of discrim
er, class, language, sexual orier

erve a classroom for a nurmbe
the hidden curriculum. How
essages, unintended or not, th
ere has been some controver
ew some of the debate in 1l
Ur own experiences as a stud
ns did or did not make a diffe

@ CONCLLUSION

Focusing on the persistence of racism and discrimination and low expectations
meant in no way to deny the difficuit family and economic situation of many poo
children and children of color, or its impact on their school experiences an
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vement. Drug abuse, violence, and other social ills, as well as poor medical
“Jeficient nutrition, and a struggle for the bare necessities for survival harm
Aren’s lives, including their school experiences. The fact that poor children and
parents do not have at their disposal the resources and experiences that eco-
jc privilege would give them is also detrimental.

But blaming poor people and people from dominated racial or cultural groups
their educational problems is not the answer to solving societal inequities.
chers can do nothing to change the conditions in which their students may live,
they can work to change their own biases as well as the institutional structures
act as obstacles to student learning. As we have seen, racism and other forms
discrimination play a central role in educational failure, as does the related phe-
menon of low expectations.
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O THINK ABOUT

et's say that you are a high school teacher and you are having a discussion

with your students about the benefits of education. This is your dilemma:

- Horace Mann's claim that education is “the great equalizer” has been criticized

“as simplistic or unrealistic. On the other hand, a focus on racism, discrimnina-

' tion, and teachers’ expectations can be criticized as being overly deterministic

in explaining school fajlure. What is the appropriate approach to take? Do you

say to students, “You can do anything you want! You can become president
of the United States. The sky’s the limit, and all you need to do is work hard”;

“or do you say, “No matter what you do, it is almost impossible to accomplish

-anything if you are [Navajo, African American, Mexican, female, etc.]”? Try

‘role playing this situation in which you, as the teacher, try to find the most

“ beneficial stance.

“Think about schools with which you are familiar. Have you seen evidence of

“racism or other forms of discrimination? Was it based primarily on race, gen-

* der, class, language, sexual orientation, or other differences? How was it man-

“ifested?

- Observe a classroom for a number of days to see if you can find some examples

of the hidden curriculum. How does it work in that classroom? What are the

. Imessages, unintended or not, that children pick up?

There has been some controversy about research on teachers’ expectations.
Review some of the debate in the sources cited in this chapter. Think about
your own experiences as a student: Describe a time when teachers’ expecta-

. tions did or did not make a difference in your life.
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Case Study: Linda Howard
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Linda lives with her mothe

“Unless you're mixed, you don’t know what it’s like to be mixed.”

50

brothers in a middle-class, pre
amily moved from a public hou
ome two years later. She still
where she grew up “part of m
Linda’s parents are working pn
se. She is proud of the fact tha
Jineman some 20 years ago. +
human services administrator.

Jefferson High School is a large, comprehensive high school in Boston, |
has a highly diverse papulation of students from throughout the city, including
African American, Puerto Rican and other Latino, Haitian, Cape Verdean;
Vietnamese, Cambodian, Chinese American, other Asian American, and
European American students. This is the high schoo! from which Linda
Howard," a 19-year-old senior, is just graduating. Linda is the class valedicto; Being both outgoing and
rian, has been awarded a four-year scholarship to a prominent university in hen showing her more playful
New England, and is looking forward to her college education. She is already . cruise around, find cute guys, a
thinking about graduate school, and although she has not yet decided what she we hang!” Tyrone is her “very
wants to study, she is contemplating majoring in education or English. years and were actually er

Frequently taken for Puerto Rican or Cape Verdean because of her biraci engagement because she felt th
background (her father is African American, and her mother is European plan for college and a career. (
American), she resents these assumptions by those who do not know her. Linda’s are still good friends. Linda say
insistence about being recognized as biracial and multicultural sometimes puts rone. Both of them think that
her in a difficult situation, especially with friends who pressure her to identify ‘the future.
with either her Black or her White heritage. She remains steadfast in proclaiming Linda is very aware of her
her biracial identity in spite of the difficulty it has caused her. Her friends repre: rmation. Her interviews high
sent the varied backgrounds of her school and of the community in which she nderstanding these values: her
lives. Her best friend is Puerto Rican, and her boyfriend is West Indian. tarice of teachers’ caring and the

Linda has had an uneven academic career. At Tremont School, a highly “education in her life and her
respected magnet elementary school in the city, she was very successful. The :
school’s population was quite mixed, with children from diverse backgrounds
from all over the city. She loved that school and has good memories of caring
teachers there. By the time she reached junior high, she was held back twice, in
both seventh and eighth grades. There were twa major reasons for this: She had
been in an accident and had to be absent from school a great deal during her
recuperation; and she disliked the school, Academic High, one of the most pres-
tigious public schools in the city. After the eighth grade, Linda transferred to her
present school, which she attended for two years, including summer school. By
the end of her second eighth grade, she had improved her grades significantly.
She has been a highly successful student ever since, although she feels that
Jefierson High is “too easy.” The normal load for most students is four academic
courses and two electives, but Linda has taken six academic courses per semester.

Linda is recognized as a gifted student by her teachers. She is a talented
singer and hopes someday to make a living as a musician. She inherited her
love of music from her father, who gave up a career in music. The entire family
sings together, and Linda claims to be the best singer when her father is not
around. She has been a member of the s¢hool choir and also studies music on
her own. Music gives her great solace and motivates her to do her best. In addi-
tion to her musical talent, Linda is also gifted in language. She frequently writes
poems to express her feelings.

Identity, Racism, and Self-D:

y parents are Black and White
French, English, Irish, Dutch,
I don't really use race. | alv
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to look at me as being the other race. . . whereas if I'm in a group full of

[racially mixed] people, my race doesn’t seem to matter to everybody else,

Then | don't feel like I'm standing out. But if I'm in a group of totally one

race, then 1 sort of stand out, and that’s something that's hard to get used to.
It's hard. I look at history and 1 feel really bad for what some of my

ancestors did to some of my other ancestors. Unless you’re mixed, you don't

know what it's like to be mixed.

My boss, who was a teacher of mine last year, just today said something

about me being Puerto Rican. | said, “We’ve been through this before. I am
not Puerto Rican. | am Black and White.” | may lock Hispanic, but this is

what | mean. And this is a person who I've known for a whole year and a ha

now. [I felt] like [ was insignificant, [f, after all this time, he didn‘t know and

we discussed it last year. . . . It was insulting. | usually don’t get insulted by it

I say, “Oh, no, I'm not Spanish. I'm Black and White.” And people say, “Oh
really? You are? | thought you were Spanish.”

[Teachers should not] try to make us one or the other. And God forbid
you should make us something we're totally not. . . . Don’t write down that
I’'m Hispanic when I'm not. Some people actually think I'm Chinese when |
smile. . .. Find out. Dont just make your judgments. And I'm not saying jud
ment as insulting judgments. But some people, they don't realize that there
are so many intermarried couples today. You have to ask people what they
are. If you really want to know, you have to ask them. You don’t just make

assumptions. ‘Cause you know what happens when you assume. . . . If you'r

filling out someone’s report card form and you need to know, then ask. ...
Like [ said, race isn’t important to me. But if you need it for paperwork, or if
you need it for something important, then ask. When people are misjudged,
especially after you've known them for a while, and you write down the
wrong thing about them, it's kind of insulting.

[ don’t know how to put this. . . race hasn’t really been a big factor for

me. Because in my house, my mother’s White, my father’s Black; [ was raise

with everybody. Sometimes [ don’t even notice. | see people walking down
the street, 1 don‘t care what they are; they're people.

My culture is my family. | have an enormous family. | have three broth-

ers, two parents, and my father has 10 brothers and sisters, and all of my

aunts and uncles have children. That to me is my culture. . . . | was born and

raised in America. I'm fourth-generation American, so it's not [ike I'm secon
generation where things were brought over from a different country or
brought and instilled in me. I'm just American and my culture is my family
and what we do as a family. Family is very important to us. . . . My family is
the center of my life.

I've had people tell me, “Well, you're Black.” I'm not Black; I'm Black
and White. I'm Black and White American. “Well, you're Black!” No, I'm

not! I'm both. it's insulting, when they try and. . . bring it right back to the ol

standards, that if you have anybody in your family who's Black, you're
Black. . .. I mean, Ym not ashamed of being Black, but I'm not ashamed of
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whereas if 'm in a group full of
seem to matter to everybody else.
ut if I'm in a group of totally one
iomething that’s hard to get used t
really bad for what some of my
tors. Unless you're mixed, you do

“being White either; and if 'm both, | want to be part of both. And [ think
teachers need to be sensitive to that.

I would say | have more Black culture than White. . . because | know all
about fried chicken and candied yams and grits and collard greens and ham
hocks and all that because that's what we eat. . . . My father had to teach my
mother how to cook all that stuff [faughs]. But that's just as far as food goes. . . .
- But as far as everything else, my family is my culture.

See, the thing is, [ mix it at home so much that it’s not really a problem
for me to mix it outside. But then again, it's just my mother and my grand-
mother on the “White side,” so it's not like | have a lot to mix.

My [Black] grandmother, 1 don’t think she means to do it, when she talks,
- she refers to people, she describes them. If she’s telling you, “Oh, you know
that girl, the White one, with the blond hair and the blue eyes?” Why not “the
thin girl with the long hair”? Instead, they have to get you by the color. | don't
- notice [color] too much. But it is unusual, because a lot of people | know do
it. And | just say, what's that got to do with it?

| don’t think [interracial identity is] that big of a problem. It's not killing
anybody, at least as far as | know, it's not. [t's not destroying families and lives
and stuff. It's a minor thing. If you learn how to deal with it at a young age, as
-1 did, it really doesn’t bother you the rest of your life, like drugs. . . .

in the city, t don’t think there’s really much room for racism, especially
anymore, because there’s just so many different cultures. You cant be a
racist. . . . | think it's possible, but [ don’t think it's ogical. | don‘t think it was
- ever logical. It's possible, it's very possible, but it's sort of ridiculous to give it
Catry.

. I think we're all racist in a sense. We all have some type of person that
we don’t like, whether it's from a different race, or from a different back-
~ground, or they have different habits.

But to me a serious racist is a person who believes that people of differ-
ent ethnic backgrounds don’t belong or should be in their space and should-
n't invade our space: “Don’t come and invade my space, you Chinese person,
You belong over in China or you belong over in Chinatown.”

Racists come out and tell you that they don't like who you are.

Prejudiced people [on the other hand] will say it in like those little hints, you
know, like, “Oh, yes, some of my best friends are Black.” Or they say little
ethnic remarks that they know will insult you but they won’t come out and
tell you, “You're Black. | don’t want anything to do with you.” Racists, to me,
-would come out and do that.

' Both racists and prejudiced people make judgments, and most of the
time they’re wrong judgments, but the racist will carry his one step further. . . .
A racist is a person that will carry out their prejudices.

[Racists have power] only if you let them! We’ll stick with [the example
of] striped shirts: If [ go where everyone is wearing solids, and I'm wearing a
stripe, and someone comes up to me and tells me, “You don’t belong here;
you're wearing stripes,” I'll say, “I belong anywhere | want to belong.” And
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Il stand right there! But there are some people who just say, “Oh, okay,” and

will turn around and leave. Then the racist has the power.
[ wrote a poem about racism. | despise [racism]. . ..

Why do they hate me?

I'll never know

Why not ride their buses

[n the front row?

Why not share their fountains

Or look at their wives?

Why not eat where they do

Or share in their lives?

Can’t wall with them

Can't talk with them unless I'm a slave
But all that | wonder is who ever gave
them the right to tell me

What | can and can’t do

Who | can and can't be

God made each one of us

Just like the other

the only difference is,

¥m darker in color.

I love to write. | do a lot of poetry. . . . Poetry is just expression. You can
express yourself any way you want; it doesn’t have to be in standard English
I had a fight with a woman at work. She’s White, and at the time | was

the only Black person in my department. Or | was the only person who was at
all Black in my department. And she just kept on laying on the racist jokes. At

one point, | said, “You know, Nellie, you're a racist pig!” And she got
offended by that. And | was just joking, just like she’d been joking for two
days straight—all the racist jokes that she could think of. And we got into a
big fight over it. She threw something at me, and | was ready to kill her. . . .
There's only so far you can carry this. . . . She started to get down and dirty. .

She was really getting evil. . .. They locked her out of the room, and they had

to hold me back because | was going to throttle her.
She thought | was upset because she tossed the water at me. | said, “Yo

know, Nellie, it's not the water. It's all these remarks you’ve been saying. And

you just don’t seem to have any regard for my feelings.”

f remember one thing she was talking about. She said, “I'm not racist,
just because | was jumped by eight Black girls when | was in the seventh
grade, I'm not racist.” After [30] years, why was she still saying they were
eight Black girls? That to me was insulting. That was then; this is now. | didn
do it to you, | didn’t jump you. It wasn’t my father who jumped you; it wasn’
my aunt who jumped you. . . . | told her [ didn’t want it taken out on me,
that's the thing. I don’t want anybody’s racism taken out on me.
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_ I've got a foot on both sid
ake. I'm straddling the fence,
you're talking about the foot tt
She couldn’t understand i
had to work with her. We didr
work. And then | just said, “Sn
miled and laughed. And we'\
you don’t say ethnic things arc
hat because | won't stand for
~can talk about anything else—

Teachers, Role Models, anc

My first-grade teacher and | are
or. 'm following in her footste
he's always been there for m
em, | could always go back tc
_been able to go back and talk
ner, which is a very high awar
me on my toes. . . . When [ sta

who don’t have you in any of

<now who you are. . .. The Tr
love that school! | want to te:
I knew [Academic High] v
would be so. . . they're just so

‘said, the Tremont was a comi
erson; 1'm an outgoing persor
eel that | can't talk to someomn
‘want to feel that | can talk to |
IL. 1 hated it, absolutely hated
‘Was average. They slapped m
was terrible. | don’t remember
er.it was the first time in my i
=+ I'think you have to be cre
sting. You can’t just go in anc
hat; I'm gonna teach them rig
lon't ask questions.” Because
Because | know there were ple
But those were all because the
age.” They never made up pr
the book. You didn’t ask qu



/N A SOCIOPOLITICAL CONTEXT RACISM, DISCRIMINATION, AND EXPECTATIONS OF STUDENTS' ACHIEVEMENT 55

people who just say, “Oh, okay,”
ist has the power.
ise [racism]. . . .

I've got a foot on both sides of the fence, and there’s only so much | can
ake. I'm straddling the fence, and it's hard to laugh and joke with you when
sou’re talking about the foot that’s on the other side,

She couldn’t understand it. We didn’t talk for weeks. And then one day, |
ad to work with her. We didn’t say anything for the first like two hours of
work. And then | just said, “Smile, Nellie, you're driving me nuts!” and she
miled and laughed. And we've been good friends ever since. She just knows
ou don’t say ethnic things around me; you don‘t joke around with me like
hat because | won't stand for it from you anymore. We can be friends; we
an tatk about anything else—except race.

eachers, Role Models, and Caring

ive

My first-grade teacher and | are very close. . .. As a matter of fact, she’s my men-
ve

~tor. I'm following in her footsteps. I'm going to study elementary education. . . .
he's always been there for me. After the first or second grade, if | had a prob-
_lem, I could always go back to her. Through the whole rest of my life, I've
“been able to go back and talk to her. . . . She's a Golden Apple Award win-
ner, which is a very high award for elementary school teachers. . . . She keeps
‘me on my toes. . .. When | start getting down. . . she peps me back up and |
.get back on my feet.

All of my teachers were wonderful. | don’t think there’s a teacher at the
‘whole Tremont School that | didn‘t like. . . . It's just a feeling you have. You
now that they really care for you. You just know it; you can teil. Teachers
-who don’t have you in any of their classes or haven't ever had you, they still
‘know who you are. . .. The Tremont Schoo! in itself is a community. . . .

I love that school! | want to teach there.

I knew [Academic High] would be a hard school, but | didn‘t know it
‘would be so. . . they're just so rigid. The teachers, there's no feeling. . . . Like
I'said, the Tremont was a community for me and | loved it. I'm that type of
person; I'm an outgoing person and | like to be able to talk to anybody and not
feel that | can't talk to someone. If | have to spend six hours a day in school,

I want to feel that | can talk to my teachers. At Academic, | didn‘t feel that at
-all. 1 hated it, absolutely hated it. They let me know that | wasn’t high anymore.
F'was average. They slapped me with it. My first report card, oh goodness, it
was terrible. | don’t remernber exactly what grades they were; | just do remems-
‘ber it was the first time in my life | had seen an For a D under my name.

I think you have to be creative to be a teacher, you have to make it inter-
esting. You can‘t just go in and say, “Yeah, I'm going to teach the kids just
that; I'm gonna teach them right out of the book and that's the way it is, and
don’t ask questions.” Because then you're gonna lose their interest. . . .
Because | know there were plenty of classes where I lost complete interest.
But those were all because the teachers just [said], “Open the books to this
page.” They never made up problems out of their head. Everything came out
of the book. You didn’t ask questions. If you asked them questions, then the
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answer was, “In the book.” And if you asked the question and the answer
wasn’t in the book, then you shouldn’t have asked that question!

Mr. Benson, he cared; he was the only one of the two Black teachers [at
jefferson High School]. He was not enough. . . . The other Black teacher, he
was a racist, and | didn’t like him. | belonged to the Black Students’
Association, and he was the advisor. And he just made it so obvious. . . he
was all for Black supremacy. . . . A lot of times, whether they deserved it or
not, his Black students passed, and his White students, if they deserved an A
they got a B. .. . He was insistent that only Hispanics and Blacks be allowed
in the club. He had a very hard time letting me in because I'm not all
Black. ... 1just really wasn't that welcome there.

He never found out what | was about. He just made his judgments from
afar. He knew that | was Black and White and | looked too White for him,
| guess. But we never discussed it.

At Jefferson, just about the whole school is like a big community. There
are very few White, Caucasian, whatever you want to call them, us [laugh-
ingl. There are very few, but they don’t cluster together. It's all integrated. ..
Nobody gets treated differently. We're all the sarne.

I've enjoyed all my English teachers at Jefferson. But Mr. Benson, my
English Honors teacher, he just threw me for a whirl! [ wasn’t going to colleg
until I met this man. . . . He was one of the few teachers | could talk to. . . .
Instead of going to lunch, | used to go to Mr. Benson’s room, and he and |
would just sit and talk and talk and talk. . . . My father and Mr. Benson share
lot of the same values. And every time I've heard Mr. Benson talk, all | could
think about was Daddy: “Oh, that's exactly what my father says!” . ..
“Education, get your education and go far.” “Whether you're flipping burgers at
the local joint or you're up there working on Wall Street, be proud of yourself."

‘Cause Mr. Benson, he says, | can go into Harvard and converse with
those people, and | can go out in the street and rap with y'all. It's that type o
thing, I love it. [ try and be like that myself. | have my street talk. 1 get out in
the street and | say “ain’t” this and “aint” that and “your momma” or “wha’
up?” But  get somewhere where | know the people aren’t familiar with that
language or aren’t accepting that language, and | will talk properly. . . . I wa
into a place and t listen to how people are talking, and it just automatically
comes fo me.

Mr. Benson is the same as | am. Well, his mother was Black and his
father was White, so Mr. Benson and | could relate on all the problems that
you face in the world. Like when you go to fill out any kind of form and they"
ask you, “Black, White, Chinese, Hispanic, Other.” | check off “Other” and
"Il write it down. And then Mr. Benson told me that he found out that when
you write it down, they put you under “Black” because it all comes back to
the old laws about if you had any Black blood in you, you were Black.

| wrote a poem about it. It was just a bunch of questions: “What am 1?”
I had filled out a whole bunch of college essays, and [ was tired of having to
write out “Other: Black American and White American.” And [ went to him

i_hily Values and Education
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1ly Hispanics and Blacks be allowed
ing me in because 'm not all
me there.

ut. He just made his judgments from
e and | looked too White for him,

nd | said, “Mr. Benson, what do you do when you get all these forms and
hey ask you “Black, White, or Other?” And he said, “You might as well just
It out “Black” because that’s what they’ll do to you.” That just drives me nuts!
nd we got on this big conversation about it. . . . But no other teacher ever. . . .
~ He came from the lower class in Chicago and worked his way, and he
tudied every night, six hours a night. He got into Harvard and he went to
arvard, and now he’s back helping the people who needed help. Because
he way he sees it, he could go and he could teach at Phillips Academy and
e could teach at Boston Latin, which he did for awhile. But those people
on’t need his help. That’s how he sees it. They're gonna learn with or with-
ut him. He wanted to come back to a small community, the underprivileged
ommunity, and help those people. That's what made me admire him the
ost because | like to help people.
+ The teacher who didn’t really help me at all in high school. . . was my
‘computer lit, teacher. Because | have no idea about computer literacy. | got
’s in that course. Just because he saw that [ had A’s, and that my name was
all around the school for all the “wonderful things” | do, he just automatically
‘assumed. He didn’t really pay attention to who [ was. The grade | think |
deserved in that class was at least a C, but | got A just because everybody else
gave me A’s. But everybody else gave me A’s because | earned them. He gave
‘me A’s because he was following the crowd. He just assumed, “Yeah, well,
she's a good student.” And | showed up to class every day. . . . He didn’t help
me at all because he didn’t challenge me. Everybody else challenges me; |
had to earn their grades. | didn’t have to earn his grade. 1 just had to show up.
Id do what I've seen teachers who | like or enjoyed do: make the class-
room fun; make it exciting. If | were to teach math, I'd turn all the math prob-
lems into games. | had a teacher who did that. | hated math up until the
second time | was in the seventh grade. . . . | hated math; | despised math
until I met Ms. Morgan. And from that point on, | have never received less
than a B in math. She turned every math problem, every type of math prob-
ftem was a game.
Sa that school is never, “This is the way it is, and that's just it Just learn it.”
1d make everything exciting and fun, or Id try to. That makes school enjoyable.
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In the Tremont and in the Williams [schools], [ was the top of my class, well,
not top of my class, but | was very high up in the ranks. . . . That all comes from
family. My mother’s been reading me books since probably the day [ was born,
up until school age. . . . Any book with a serious message for children. . . .
My mother’s always been very big on that, to make sure that reading was
important. 1 still love to read. . . mysteries, human interest stories. . . . It made
a difference in elementary school, it really did. And, actually, it made a differ-

ence in high school, after | left Academic High, because | graduated first in
my class.
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My parents know that the further | go in school, the better life I'll have.
Because they had to struggle to get where they are today. They had to strugg
to make themselves comfortable. Going to school is going to be a struggle.
But as long as I'm in school, my parents will always be there for me.

The first five years of your life, that's when you develop the most. Befor
you go to school, you've already got your personality. If you have parents
who are showing you the right values (not “the right values” because every-
body’s values to them are right. . . ), whatever values they’ve given you are
what you carry for the rest of your life.

That's the way my family has raised me. . . . They really taught me not ¢
judge. .. . You just accept [people] the way they are. . . . With my family, if
you go to church, you go to church; if you don’t, you don’t. My grandmothe
says, “Jesus still loves you and | still love you, whether you go to church or
not. . .." It's that kind of thing. You just learn to accept people.

Sexuality—! don't judge, | try not to, anyway. I'm sure subconsciously
I'do. ... ldon't come out and say, “Ugh, he's gay.” My neighborhood is tho
oughly mixed and sexually open. And they’re my neighbors. 1 don't different
ate them. And that's something | wish a lot of people would do. Because |
think it's wrong. Because if you were to take people and differentiate becaus
of their preferences, be it sexual or anything, everybody’s different. | prefer a
certain type of music; you prefer a different type of music. Does that mean w
have to hate each other? Does that mean you have to pick on me and call m
names? That's the way | see it.

I’'m not going to be exactly ltke my parents. | grew up with basic values.
And | follow those basic values. And if you think about it, the choices | mak
have something to do with my values. And the only place I got my values
from was [homel]. . .. So, | may change things around, flip them over, just
adjust them a bit. But they still come down to my home values, my basic val
ues, and my basic values came from home.

[My parents] have always taken good care of me. . .. They're always
there for me, all the time, if | need to talk. And they make it so obvious that
they love me, you know, with these ridiculous curfews that | have Haughsl.
I know it’s for the better, although 1 can’t stand it; | know there’s a reason
behind it, some twisted reason! . . . Just a regular night out, | have to be in at
midnight. If it's a party, [ don't have to be in till two. All my friends stay out
till three and four in the morning. But that's because their parents can go to
sleep. My parents can’t sleep if I'm not home. That's what | like the most
about them.

| was reading an article the other day about how the family dinner has
sort of been tossed out the window in today’s society. My family sits down t
dinner together four out of seven nights a week, all six of us. Dinner’'s at six.
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I¥'s very important to my parents and it'll be important to me. Because

that's the time when we sit down and say, “How was your day? What'd you

do? How are you feeling? Do you have a headache? Did you have a rough
day? Did you have a good day?” You know? And that’s about the only time
the whole family can sit together and talk and discuss. . . . It's different from
other families, because a lot of families, they sort of miss each other. And they
say, "Oh, you were supposed to pick johnny up today?”. . . My family never
has that problem because we always sit down together and talk.

| have wonderful parents, although | don’t tell them {faughing]. [Do they

. know?] Probabiy.

My father and my mother had to work up. . . . My father has been work-
ing for the telephone company for 20 years. He started off cutting lines and
working underground. Now he sits in his office. . . . He's a businessman these
days, and he had to work his way up. Whereas if | go and get myself a college
education, I'm not going to have to start splicing lines if | want to work at the

- telephone company. I'm going to start with the knowledge that | don’t have to
- splice a line. | could start in the office with my father.

A lot of us [Black kids] just don’t have the home life. | really do think it
begins when you're a baby! My mother, like | said, | believe she read to me
from the day | was born; I'm sure of it. A lot of people just didn’t have that.

- Their parents both had to work; they didn’t have anybody at home to read to

them. They just sat in front of the tube all day. When they came home from
school, their homework was just tossed aside and they sat in front of the tele-
vision until Mom and Dad came home. Then Morm and Dad rushed them
through dinner, got them to bed, and this and that. A lot of them just didn’t
come from the right background to have—not the smarts, but to be educated
enough to pass that test [to get into Academic High]. Because the Academic
test isn’t a test of how much you know; it's more of a test of how well can you
solve problems. . . . The Black population wasn’t very high there.

I blew two years. . .. | learned a lot from it. As a matter of fact, one of my

. college essays was on the fact that from that experience, | learned that | don’t

need to hear other people’s praise to get by. . . . All I need to know is in here
[pointing to her heart] whether [ tried or not.

It's not the school you go to, it's what you want to get out of it and what
you take from it.

If I know | did my hardest, if | know | tried my very best and | got an F, I'd
have a beef with the teacher about it, but if that's what | got, that's what [ got.
If that's seriously what | earned after all my efforis, then I'll have to live with it.

[Grades] are not that important. To me, they’re just something on a piece
of paper. . .. [My parents] feel just about the same way. If they ask me,
“Honestly, did you try your best?” and | tell them yes, then they’ll look at the
grades and say okay. . .. The first thing my father always looked at was con-
duct and effort. If all the letter grades in the academic grades said F’s, and |

had A’s in conduct and effort, then my father would just see the F’s, and say
“Oh, well. .. 7
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interviews on “Good Morning, America”. . . [faughing]. of slavery because with this Ic
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over. . . . | like the recognition. 0 increase after the civil rights
I'm ready now. | can face the challenge. . .. I'm ready to go out in the rof interracial marriages do
world and let [that] university know who 1 am! he number had climbed to 9
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Issues of identity are clearly at the core of Linda’s striving to carve out a place fo
herself in her family, community, and school. Although she has reached quite
sophisticated understanding of race, racial awareness, racism, and identity, somé
feelings of ambivalence, conflict, and pain are still apparent. Being “mixed,” 10
use Linda’s term, is the reality of more and more students in U.S. schools. In af
ethnographic study of an alternative urban public school in East Harlem, fol
instance, Linda Levine found that almost two-thirds of the children in the class
room she observed were members of biracial or interethnic families.? Yet many
schools are unaware of the strains and dilemmas that biracial identity poses i
children. A recent study concerning the self-concept of biethnic and biraci
students found that the school environment was hostile to them through an insis:
tence that these students deny part of their heritage. Moreover, the students wh
were interviewed felt that their schools did not promote the inclusion of biethniC
and biracial students, and in fact, hindered their self-identification.? _

Many people in the United States are probably a mixture of several racid
heritages, but this is either not known or not readily acknowledged. Accordin
to some estimates, Blacks in the United States are on average about 20 perc
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white, and Whites are about 1 percent Black.# Although this assertion is impos-
sible to prove, miscegenation, or racial mixing, is far more common than gen-
‘erally admitted in our society. Discomfort with this issue is understandable,
given the history of rape and subjugation forced on African and African
-American women, especially during slavery. This is an example of the legacy of
{racism, as is the “one-drop” rule—the law that one drop of Black blood makes
a person Black—to which Linda alluded. In fact, the “one-drop” rule was reaf-
firmed as late as 1982 in a court decision in Louisiana, in which 1/32 African
-ancestry was sufficient to keep “Black” on an individual’s birth certificate.’
~ This classification has not been practiced in other societies and was not
-always the case in the United States, either. Rather, it emerged sometime in the
early eighteenth century.® The classification was to the benefit of the institution
of slavery because with this logic, people could still be enslaved even if they
were mostly White. As is the case with race itself, this was a social construction
-rather than a biologic one. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the vast
‘majority of those of mixed African and European ancestry were identifying as
Black rather than as White or mixed. Horace Mann Bond, the renowned soci-
‘ologist and educator-~and himself a light-skinned Black—wrote of a blue-eyed
-and seemingly Anglo-Saxon man who spoke fervently at a meeting about “the
necessity that all of us black men in America and the world stand together.””

Although interracial marriages in the United States had declined dramati-
cally during the first half of the twentieth century from earlier times, they began
to increase after the civil rights movement, Between 1970 and 1980, the num-
ber of interracial marriages doubled, from 310,000 to 613,000, and by 1991,
‘the number had climbed to 994,000. As documented in Of Many Colors, a
recent book of portraits and interviews of multiracial and multiethnic families,
it is estimated that there are now over a million interracial marriages. However,
‘this still represents a small percentage of all marriages in the United States.®

Given the racist underpinnings of group and self-identification in the
United States, the dilemmas Linda faces are difficult indeed. According to
obin Lin Miller and Mary Jane Rotheram-Borus, the biracial child may be even
‘more vulnerable to racism than monoracial adults: “This is because the bira-
cial child represents an affront to the racial divide; biracial persons must often
‘cope with reactions reflecting the internalized racism of society.” The pressure
to identify as one race or the other is something that Linda has lived with since
-birth. In Of Many Colors, lfeoma Nwokoye, a young adult of Nigerian/White
American heritage, writes, “In America, people are often unwilling to accept
‘the idea of a biracial person. In our everyday lives we are constantly confronted
with situations in which we must define who we are. We check the boxes
marked “white,” “black,” on our college forms, but there is no space marked
'multiracial’ yet. There is no place for me.”*°

Linda is adamant in claiming both her heritages. But she is certain that
although she goes to the trouble of writing “Mixed—Black and White” on col-
lege applications and other forms, she is automatically placed in the “Black”
Category anyway. (Like Linda, the national movement Interracial Pride~or
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“|-Pride”—advocates the elimination of “check only one” forms; they alsg
object to current census categories.”) But Linda identifies most strongly with
her family. As she says, “My culture is my family.” And because her family is
mixed, so is her culture. Mers is an extraordinarily courageous stand in a soci
ety that either forces you to choose one over the other, or fits you into one tha
you have not necessarily chosen yourself. The simple act of naming herself has
been a powerful experience.

ligent, Linda has for the most part loved school. Having teachers who have
understood and cared has also been meaningful for Linda. Fortunately, there have
been a number of such teachers in each of her schools. Of course, Linda does no
expect all her teachers to be biracial like herself, but she expects them all to be
sensitive and accepting of who she is, rather than imposing their own identity on
her. Her strong family background has been her first and most significant sup
port system. This is evident from what she calls “family jam sessions,” in which
everybody takes part; the key role of reading in the family; and the centrality o
family dinners. Friends are Linda’s second strongest support. Her schools have
come in a distant third, although she has had some stellar teachers. The teachers
who have stood out have been not only those with whom she could identify cul
turally but also those who have made learning fun, engaging, and challenging.:

certain of her talents, and ready for the future. Her strong family bonds, love ¢
learning, and steadfast identification as Black and White no doubt all contribut
to her academic success. Her teachers and schools have not always been abl
to understand or support her, emphasizing the importance of a school’s socia
context and the degree to which it can insulate students from racism and influ
ence self-esteem.

TO THINK ABOUT
1.

. If you were one of Linda’s teachers, how might you show her that you affirm
. What kind of teachers have most impressed Linda? Why? What can y0

. Linda’s family is, as she says, “the center of my life.” How do you think thi

. Can issues of race and identity be handled by the school? Or are these issu¢
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Except for her time at Academic High, where she was made to feel unintel.

Linda Howard is an extraordinary young woman who is full of ambition

Linda Howard insists on identifying herself as biracial. She also says that sh
is just “a member of the human race” and that race is not that important
her. Nevertheless, she obviously has spent a great deal of time thinkin
about race, as some of her anecdotes and poems make clear. Are thes
assertions contradictory? Why or why not?

her identity? Give specific suggestions.

learn from this in your own teaching?

has helped Linda become a successful student? Does this mean that studen
whose families are different from hers cannot be successful? Give som

examples of academically successful students you have known.

too complicated for schools? What skills do you think teachers need if the ned along the way.
are to face these concerns effectively?
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Speaking slowly and deliberately, Rich Miller' is a young man who thinks
carefully about life, education, and the key role of family. Rich is 17 years old
and is just graduating from high school. He is Black and has lived in a racially
and ethnically mixed community in Boston since he was born. Rich says that
the neighborhood “isn‘t bad” but laments that it was once much nicer than it
is now.

The youngest of three children, Rich lives with his mother, brother, and
sister. Both of his siblings are in college—his brother in a public college in the
outh studying engineering, and his sister in a private liberal arts college in
New England. All three are close in age, the oldest being 20. Rich’s mother is a
nursery and kindergarten teacher. She did not attend college until she was an
adult, and she has had to struggle to get an education and develop her profes-
sional career. Consequently, she feels very strongly about the need for her chil-
dren to get a college education. This is a major value in their family. Rich is
clearly devoted to his mother and considers himself lucky to be part of his fam-
ily. But he is also quick to point out that at times he feels that his mother is
overbearing, “getting on his case.”

Rich feels that he has had a good basic education. He has always gone to
desegregated schools that have “a good mix” and are, he recalls, free of racial
tension. At present, he attends a comprehensive high school that he describes
as “pretty good.” He decided not to go to his neighborhood school because his
high school offers a number of special programs, including one in music.
Almost three-quarters of the students in his school are African American, about
10 percent Latino, 15 percent White, and a smali number of Asians. Rich will
be graduating this year, and although he feels that he has had a very good edu-
- cation there, he points out that the teachers’ expectations are often based on
their students’ race and background. He plans to study pharmacology and has

been accepted into a respected program at a good college.

. Because he has been studying music (both violin and piano) since fourth
- grade, Rich has been very involved in the music program at school. He played
_ at graduation and other occasions, and he has conducted workshops for other
students. Music is a big part of Rich’s life outside of school, too: He plays the
organ at his church, and he and his family frequently take part in church
activities. Thus his church is also a significant part of his life. Rich is contem-
plating combining a profession as a pharmacist with teaching music to pri-
vate students.

Three themes emerged through interviews with Rich. One is his great sense
of personal responsibility and independence; another focuses on the expecta-
tions and pressures he feels from society and teachers and some of the attitudes
he has developed as a result. The third relates to family lessons that he has
learned along the way.
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I'm more or less an independent person. | don’t depend on anyone to do an
thing for me. . . . I don't let dependence stand in the way of anything that has -
to get done. ... . 1 don’t depend on anyone learning for me or making deci-
sions for me or anything. [ just want to see how far | can carry myself and
what | can achieve on my own. I'm not saying that | wouldn't accept the aid
of others, but just see what Rich can do.

The first year [of high school} was real heavy . . . because | was in that
transition going from junior high to high school, and at that particular time,
when you have that homework—! had never had this much homework
before! . . . My mother stayed on me about that, but then it was my decision.
That first semester of my first year was, oh, it was terrible. It actually opened
my eyes up that it was left up to me; it's up to me to go and get that educatio

I’'m looking at the future as long as | can just continue right into educa-
tion and not wait until the latter part of my life. | believe that “business befor
pleasure,” so take care of this now and later | can enjoy the time off; | can
enjoy the finer things in life that one wants earlier. . . . Many of us want to g0
out and get cars, but some things have to give and some things come first.
feel that if | involve myself in a lot of things now within the world, then that
may hinder me from getting my education. . . . My future is getting that edu-
cation. Whatever efse happens after that, I won't have that problem or worry
about getting a job.

I decided on pharmacy. . . . That's next to being a doctor, so it's just as
hard. I decided that | wanted to go into a career that would give me guaran-
teed bacon. . . . Like with music, there’s so much competition out here and n
matter how much or how hard you study, there’s always somebody better
than you are. . .. So | figured there’s enough room out here for pharmacists.

Falways liked music, but when | was little | never felt there was a place
for me in music. Other people are talented, and they can just sit down and
just actually play. Well, 1 started from scratch, so | didn’t know that there was
a place for me. . .. So [ began taking lessons. . . and | have stuck with that.

There was a time that | had decided to go into music education. Now,
['am going to pursue this career in pharmacy, but [ also want to be a music
teacher. . . . Now, as far as performance, that's something that has to be
worked with. | feel there can be a slot for me in music education.

| plan on keeping my music up. | really don't have hobbies and | don't
play too many sports or anything like this, so | really think this keeps me
going. It gives me something to go for from day to day. And you learn some-
thing new all the time,

I'm always looking to learn something new. The music | like playing the
most is, well, [ like playing between the classical and the gospel music.

I learned the classical and | always feel that it’s a challenge. That's the first
music that | really got into before | began the gospel music. . . . | fike gospel
music because | like to play for the church.

xpectations, Pride, and S

ent 1o the Robert Jennings
lass. Advanced Work Class
udents [Note: Students nee
hat's when I first became fa
each violin and cello and
rted with music and | bege
ake piano lessons, so that
. I was a good student in 1
ryone has to go through. |
re there are students who
g to be there. [ managed to
be there. And 1 think that's
tdid act out, as [ didn/ty
taculty, I never did get ot
ighth grade. | was trying t
t because it was just a sho
sn't a real disability of not
- There are certain teachey
say, “School is really tot
18 just too hard for me. . .
" education for them. The
ause they might be better
- that helps you to think. §
eve there are parts of scl



IN A SOCIOPOLITICAL CONTEXT

| don’t depend on anyone to do an
tand in the way of anything that b
2 learning for me or making deci-
e how far | can carry myself and

1ying that | wouldn’t accept the ai

al heavy . . . because | was in that
chool, and at that particular time,
ver had this much homework

it that, but then it was my decision
|, it was terrible. It actually opened
p to me to go and get that educati
can just continue right into educa-
y life. | believe that “business befo
ter | can enjoy the time off; | can
i earlier. . . . Many of us wantto g
give and some things come first.
ags now within the world, then th
1.... My future is getting that edu
I won't have that problem or wor

xt to being a doctor, s0 it's just as
career that would give me guaran

o much competition out here and nc

there's always somebody better
igh room out here for pharmacists

littte | never felt there was a place

d, and they can just sit down and

itch, so | didn’t know that there was

ns. .. and | have stuck with that.
0 go into music education. Now,
acy, but | also want to be a music
‘hat’s something that has to be
me in music education.

Ily don’t have hobbies and | don’t
. 5o | really think this keeps me

n day to day. And you learn some- |

g new. The music | like playing the
lassical and the gospel music.

at it’s a challenge. That's the first
the gospel music. . . . | like gospel
1.

RACISM, DISCRIMINATION, AND EXPECTATIONS OF STUDENTS ACHIEVEMENT 65

Getting ahead in life, not letting anyone discourage you in any way [is
mportant]. Say, “Well, I want to go forth and do this. . . .” And then someone
might say, “Well, | don’t think you can do it; [ don't think you can make it.”

-And because of someone saying something, then you decide, “Well, no, 1’1l
- Jeave it alone. . . .” [ think no matter what anyone says, if you feel that within
{yourself you can achieve something, go for it!

| was fairly comfortable in school. I'll admit, | mainly kept to myself. Now,

~it's not saying that | didn’t have any friends or anything like that. I had friends,
“but | knew how to take relationships up to how far. So I've maintained trust
-and loyalty to friends. So it’s not like | was totally alone. . . . | know how | want

my friends to treat me, and | treat them how they would expect to be treated.
Friends won't let you down. Friends will be around. My closest friends

. are there. . . more so to offer encouragement to get that education. . . . Many
~-of my friends are encouraging me to go on to college. I've had that kind of

push from outside just as much as | have from inside.
There’s just things that I just want to fulfill for myself, and if it takes the
rest of my life, eliminating {plans for a} family and whatever, then so be it. . ..

. | don’t want to take on a million responsibilities at once.

Expectations, Pride, and Shame

| went to the Robert Jennings School, where we had an Advanced Work

Class. Advanced Work Class was more like an exam school for elementary
students [Note: Students need 1o take an examination to be admitted].. . .
That's when | first became familiar with music. We had a teacher to come in

" to teach violin and cello and those string instruments. So that’s where | first

started with music and 1 began taking violin. My mother asked me did | want
to take piano lessons, so that's also when | started taking piano lessons.

[ was a good student in the average class, the normal, basic class that
everyone has to go through. Now, getting into the Advanced Work Class,
there there are students who fall behind. And | think that [ wasn‘t really look-
ing to be there. | managed to get myself there, but I don't think [ really wanted
to be there, And | think that's more what the problem was.

I did act out, as | didn’t want to be there. But between my mother and
the faculty, | never did get out! So, [ managed to be in there up until the end
of eighth grade. | was trying to get out by acting out, but they didn’t go for
that because it was just a show that | was putting on that could be stopped. It
wasn't a real disability of not being able to do the work.

There are certain teachers that challenge you to think. There are students
who say, “School is really tough and | can’t do this and | can’t do that, and
this is just too hard for me. . . .” Some students get through high school; that's
it for education for them. They don’t pursue college. They take a trade
because they might be better at working with their hands. . . . Then there is a
part that helps you to think. Some people like challenging problems. . . .
| believe there are parts of school that can promote you to think.
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eague. | don't think many of us are working to the ability that we can. We

re settling for the easiest way out as far as working, as far as education. We
el that after high school, that's it for us; we don’t have to go on with it. As

ar as getting a job, some of us even would resort to selling drugs (not only the
lack race, but specifically speaking on the Black race); we would even go to
ell drugs just to make it easier for us. | mean, selling drugs, you can make

~ more that day than the average person makes a week. We always oftentimes,
~we set up the limits rather than going on to higher expectations.

It's important to me because | believe that | am no different from anyone

“else. | believe there is a space for me. And it's up to me as an individual; it's
“up to others in the Black race, to take on those opportunities to further our-
selves education-wise and as far as living is concerned.

I'm not saying that there’s not enough of us out there. | mean, let's take a

- household, for example. Nine times out of ten, out of a family, there may be
at least one person that succeeds in life. Well, why can’t everyone succeed in

life? That's the question that I'm asking: Why can’t everyone?
We're somewhat tacky. We don't act professional at anything. 1'm not

saying everyone, but there are some of us who just don’t want to be profes-
sional. We rely on welfare to take care of us. | don't believe that even those
that are on welfare, | don’t believe that anyone should have to touch
welfare. . . . You know, there are some of us who are smart or some of us
who are able to either further our education or get a job, and we don’t even
want to do that much. . .. Lazy. [ think lazy, and we get too comfortable. . ..

“Well, I won't go today, I'll go tomorrow.” And tomorrow never comes. And
[ think too many of us are just too comfortable at home, comfortable with the

way things are, not really struggling, getting this check every month.

See, | believe that you can take a rich White and put him in a poor Black
neighborhood, and he would {be] somewhat immune to it. But if you take a
Black and put him in a rich White neighborhood, how do you think that
Black would act? There are some of us who are classy, but then there are
some who like to have those parties, and have everyone over and being
loud. . . . They just really can't fit in.

| feel that's something that Black people are doing to themselves. Like,
for instance, | find that a White can move anywhere, and a Black, if he wants
to get out in a highly suburban area where there are rich White doctors,
something like that, and for instance, if that house is $300,000, it might go up
$100,000 just so you can’t get in there. Because it is known for Blacks to, not
necessarily true, but it is known for Blacks to pull down an area.

I believe that we can do something about it as Blacks. Because we buy
homes, very nice homes and so forth, but we don’t seem to be upkeeping our

- homes. We just let it fall down to the ground completely. And then we say,

“Oh, look at them! They’re not taking care of the house,” and whatever.

With [my] school being predominately Black, well, it’s natural that you're
going 1o have quite a bit of top Black students. However, if you were to take
those top Black students, say you have two top Black students, and you put
them in a classroom with 20 top White students, where would you rank? . . .
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just how educated do you think you are? You know some of us, because we s
in this class, and we say, “Well, I'm the smartest,” just how educated are you'?

Most people think it’s not being top [because it's a Black school]. . . .

I think if we had more White students, Black students would go further. [ find
that White students want to learn. Most White students wanted to learn as
much as they can get. | think standards would be higher [if there were more
White students].

Many of the White teachers there don’t push. . . . Their expectations
don’t seem to be as high as they should be. | mean, work that | feel myself,
being a teacher, | would give them to promote any kind of high standards.
| know that some Black teachers, their expectations are higher than White
teachers. . . . They just do it, because they know how it was for them. . . .
Actually, 1'd say, you have to be in Black shoes to know how it is.

Black teachers. . . want to impress you more about getting an education,
you know; they’re your own race, more so than the opposite race. Because 0
back then, segregated times or times when you weren't able to get that educa
tion. But | think that it is just important to all teachers and to all students just
to teach the curriculum as they would in an all-White school or as they
would any other student.

My only thing to make it better is just to encourage the teachers to push
the curriculum, that's about it.
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Family Lessons

| have one brother, one sister, and my mother. And we're just a happy-go-
lucky family. My brother is the oldest; my sister is the second to the last in
line. [t's okay, because the parent and first-child relationship has broken the
barrier for the second and the last child. So things that they did, they can
expect from the second and the third. So it's not like it's tougher on me.

[My mother] didn’t go to college right away. . . so she felt that a [ot of
what she’s doing now, she could’ve been doing back then. But by not going
to school right away, by prolonging that time, “Well, | won't go this year, bu
I'll go next year,” has turned into a matter of years. And she feels that if you
go right after school, then things will look up. And then you'll say, “Well, I'm
glad [ went to school now rather than wait.” You see, we don't want to go t0
school (going to college, | should say} because we've had it with 12 years of
school! It's hard; it's dull; it's boring; we don't like the teachers! So this is ou
option, whether we want to go on to college. And many of us feel that “Well
I’m not going to go right away. . . .” And she didn’t want the same thing to
happen to us. . . . Even today, she’s wondering, “Well, what are you going to
do about school? All | want is you kids to go to college and get an education
and live a halfway decent life.”

It mattered to me, because | used to say to myself, and probably still do,
back in my mind, “Well, what's the big deal about going to school?” I'm not
going to find a job without going to college.
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| like the goals and objectives that she set for herself being a single par-
nt. Things that [ would change: She's really bossy. | should say bossy to her
hildren, not to everyone else, Because she desires those things for us to go
n and gradually be pharmacists and nurses and engineers. So, she’s very per-
istent. . . . It's out of love, but it’s really aggravating [faughs]. . . . Actually, it
“is out of love and persistence, so I'm trying to bear with it.
it's wonderiul being a member of my family. We have our ups and
“downs, but every day, | have fun. | enjoy being with my mother, my sister,
and my brother. And | don’t think | can compare her. | wouldn’t exchange her
“for anyone else’s parents. . .. | mean, look at us, we're not out roaming the
“streets or anything like that.
- My sister’s going into nursing, so it's the same [field}, medicine. So I'm
looking to actually learn with her. Because some classes, she already had that
. I'm going to be taking in the fall. And then some classes we're going to be hav-
ing together. So | feel that this will be an excellent benefit for the both of us.
: | don’t want to be a letdown to my family, personally, and to myself. But
| feel that if | tried and then failed, then that's a different story. At least 1 did
“put forth that effort, But you never know until you've tried. You don’t know
what you can do or what you cannot do unless you've tried.

I've learned from my family, | could say how to survive. Now you say, how
~do you survive? | know I've learned how to work a job, how to stay on the job.

I've learned about being Black. . . that Blacks have to work harder at
things. Some things are just harder than others. What | mean by working hard,
‘I say if you work hard now, it'll pay off later, it definitely will. Something
good will come in your life. But let’s not look at life as a piece of cake,
-because eventually it'll dry up, it'll deteriorate, it'll fall, it'll crumble, or some-
body will come gnawing at it. . . . But we want to build sofid foundations for
ourselves and for our future generations, for our future children.

We find many students saying, “Well, Mom, you didn’t go to college.
How come you’'re making me go?” But let’s not look at it that way. Let’s look
at it, “Well, you have the opportunity; you can get scholarships; you can get
financial aid.” And just pursue it. Do something for yourself. You know, it
might be hard trying to help with your parents, but that'|l make them happy,
by you prospering.

Grades are very important to my family. My mother is the most influen-
tial on that, and my sister. . . . At all times, [ just look out for what Rich can
do, what he can accomplish, how well he can do it. Because | find that when
you are competing, sometimes if you're trying just a little too hard, sometimes
we fry just a little too hard and we end up messing things up for ourselves. So
I feel that, don’t take it easy, but you know how much you can take and when
toletgo. . .. I'm comfortable setting my own standards.

' mean, | feel that there’s a thing with “very well,” “good,” “average,”
and “poor” and “inferior.” | believe that everyone should at least be “aver-
age.” It's all right to come out “good” and it's all right to come out “excel-
lent,” but you should try to at least be average.
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The three themes revealed here are inextricably linked. Independence an
responsibility, for example, are major values in Rich Miller’s life. He h
learned these by being the son of a strong mother who is deeply conceme
about the education of her children. But the expectations held for him by teac
ers and society sometimes counteract this message. What emerges in this ca
study is a portrait of a highly complex young man who is independen
resourceful, mature; at once proud, and critical of his culture; and alwa
appreciative of his family for their pressure and support. Through the messag
of family, school, and community, Rich has also learned that Blacks have
work harder to get anywhere and that White teachers have lower expectatio
of Black students than of White. ' .

The sociopolitical context in which Rich has developed his values an
learned these lessons cannot be underestimated. For example, Rich’s enro
ment in an Advanced Work Class placed him with a minority of Afric
American students. Data collected by the U.S. Office for Civil Rights suppo
the contention that African American students do not receive equal educational
opportunities but in fact are subjected to what has been called “second gene
ation school discrimination” through practices such as ability grouping, diffe
ential disciplinary practices, and lower graduation rates. They are grossly
overrepresented in classes for the mentally retarded and grossly underrepr
sented in classes for the gifted and talented.? Although racism may be man
fested differently from before, it still exists.

Another way messages are communicated to students is through the social
status of students and staff in schools. Rich, for example, has concluded th
the presence of more White students would raise standards for alf students. It
not simply the presence of these students that would raise standards, howev
but rather teachers’ expectations of them. The issue he raises is one of teache
perceptions as well as of student responsibilities. Even the percentage of Black
teachers in a schaol may make a crucial difference (in his case, for instanc&
Rich feels that Black teachers have higher standards for Black students). P)
stressing what Michele Foster calls “the paradox of desegregation,” that is, the,
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contrast between the ideology and the reality of equal educational opportunity
in desegregated schools, African American teachers help to challenge the status
quo.? Yet, the number of teachers of color in public schools is diminishing.*
fn Rich’s case, we can see that the relationship among students, teachers,
and communities can influence both student achievement and the perceptions
hey may have of themselves and their people. Organizational arrangements in
schools such as tracking, discriminatory disciplinary policies, and testing can
also have an impact. All of these factors in combination may send damaging
messages to young people about themselves, their families, and their cultural
groups.
Rich has benefited academically from school, but in the process he has
picked up some disabling messages: that Blacks are lazy, unproductive, and
o0 ready to take “the easy way out.” Rich has no doubt had experiences in his
own community that reinforce these perceptions, but by presenting the problem
- in such broad strokes, it becomes an indictment not against particular Blacks
“but against Blacks as a class. Rich has learned to “blame the victim,” although
= he himself becomes one of them.
' The issue is not this simple, however. Although Rich may be demonstrating
some negative perceptions of his community, he is also tremendously proud of
+his culture: He loves gospel music and is involved in his church; he wants to
““build solid foundations” for future generations; and most important, he feels
that Blacks can take control of their lives (“| believe we can do something about
it as Blacks”). His ideas are influenced by expectations from schools and soci-
ety and point to their complex role in helping young people develop their self-
concepts.
The issue of Black self-esteem has been studied by many scholars.
Research by William Cross on African American identity may help us to under-
-stand the many and seemingly contradictory statements made by Rich about
his culture, family, and teachers. Cross points out that diversity is at the very
core of Black psychology. Although most African Americans have healthy per-
sonalities, they may have different ideologies. Cross also challenges the view
that “Negro self-hatred” is a thoroughly documented finding or that it explains
everything. He proposes that it is a complex, layered, multidimensional con-
struct. In what he calls “The Pre-Encounter Stage” of Black identity, Cross
describes several characteristics and attitudes that are clearly evident in Rich:
social stigma attitudes (race is seen as a problem or stigma); anti-Black attitudes
(2 “blame the victim” prism); and spotlight, or race image, anxiety (anxiety
+ about being “too Black,” and hence too conspicuous).’ This anxiety is evident
when Rich talks about Blacks being loud or not taking care of their property.
Cross points out what is apparent in Rich: “A great deal of pain and sorrow can
be associated with such behaviors.”¢
The role of parents and family in building strong character and motivating
children to succeed in school is equally important. Rich’s mother and siblings
have provided strong motivation for him to succeed and go on to higher edu-
cation. But Rich’s mother is not unlike other parents in this regard. What makes
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TO THINK ABOUT

children’s welfare. Her involvement with her children’s education, starting wit
elementary school, is evident every step of the way. Rich talks of how instru
mental she was in keeping him in the advanced class. He also complains
although lovingly, that she is too “bossy.” She came from an economicall
oppressed family, and she learned the hard lesson of the value of an education
and passed it on to her children. The fact that she may have been poor or that sh
is a single parent have not been viewed by her as insurmountable roadblocks,

These family lessons are not always easy to teach. In fact, some of them
run counter to the reality that Rich confronts every day and that he will con-
tinue to face in the future. The role that a strong family takes on in teaching its
children to struggle against societal constraints becomes much more crucial in
the lives of students like Rich, who must constantly buck the tide of low expec-
tations and negative images.

Rich Miller is, like all of us, a product both of his environment and of his
own doing. He has learned about his worth and about the value of an educa-
tion from his mother. He has learned about his culture from his family and his
church. He has learned about the expectations of Blacks from his teachers and
from society in general. And he has learned the important lesson that “self-
respect is one gift that you give yourself.” We are left with the portrait of a
young man who defies easy categorization and who challenges us as educators
to look beyond stereotypes of students, their families, and communities for the
more subtle but complex issues that help explain student achievement.
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1. What does Rich Miller mean when he says, “Self-respect is one gift that yo

give yourself”?

- What do you think has helped Rich become a successful student?

3. How is Rich’s determination to get ahead apparent to you? How might it b
related to his criticisms of other Blacks?

4. Rich says that most teachers “just pass out the work, you do the work, pass
in, get a grade, good-bye.” What are the implications for teachers? Ho
might you design curriculum to appeal to Rich?

5. Think of some of the Black students you teach or have known. How are the
different from Rich? How are they the same? What did you learn from read
ing this case study?

M
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Study: Vanessa Mattison

od education is like growing, expanding your mind and your views.”

Vanessa Mattison' is 17 years old and European American, and her family

‘has been in the United States for generations. Vanessa lives in a small, rural hill
‘town in western New England, but she has had a number of experiences that
have helped make her far more worldly than others in her circumstances. By

17, she had traveled to Africa, the Caribbean, and Mexico. Her travels opened
her eyes to some of the realities beyond Welborn Hills, the town where she lives.

Welborn Hills is a small community made up of several diverse groups of
people: farming families, who have lived in the area for generations; more edu-
cated and liberal families who have come from urban areas; and working-class
farmilies, who make their living in the retail and light industry of the surrounding
towns and small cities. Although Vanessa’s family does not fit neatly into any
category, it is probably closest to the second group. For example, they read not
only Newsweek but also Greenpeace; they are vegetarians; they listen to Bob
Dylan, Joan Baez, and reggae and blues music; and they have traveled from
time to time. A number of the other families from Welborn Hills routinely travel
outside the United States, but others have never even been ta Boston or New
York, both just a few hours away by car. In the town’s only elementary school,
as well as in the regional secondary school that the town's students attend, the
class conflict between the more liberal and educated families and the families

* that have lived here for generations is almost palpable.

Only a tiny minority of the residents of Welborn Hills are people of color.
The same is true of Hills Regional High School, a grades 7 to 12 school with a
population of approximately 700 students, which serves a number of rural towns
including Welborn Hills. For many of the European American students, access
to understanding cultural differences and to meeting and being friends with peo-
ple different from themselves depends on class and educational privilege. Only
students who have had the privilege of traveling—as Vanessa has—have any
inkling of the influence of racism or cultural differences on those different from
themselves. Both their social class background and rural, White New England
culture have influenced their perceptions of people of other cultures.

Currently taking classes in Spanish, calculus, sociology, humanities, art,
and “contemporary problems,” Vanessa is in an academic track. She is looking
forward to being the first in her family to go to college and is successful and
engaged in school. She is socially active, involved in sports, and quite self-
confident and open to new ideas. She has many friends, both male and female,
from a variety of cultural backgrounds. She enjoys spending time with her
friends and describes a good time as laughing and talking with them. Very soft-
spoken and thoughtful in all her replies, Vanessa has deeply held beliefs about
the value of all people, peace, social justice, and environmental issues.

Al present, there are just three people at home: Vanessa and her parents.
Her sister, age 21, lives in a nearby town. Her father, who was raised in this
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area, is a craftsperson; her mother is a paralegal. Although both parents fil
ished high schoal, neither went to college. Vanessa sees her family as differe
from others because her parents are still together and everyone is happy an
gets along. She takes pride in the fact that her parents stand up for what the
believe in. At the time she was interviewed, their courage of conviction wa
taking the shape of protest against the Gulf War, which had just begun. Vaness
and her family live in a modest home and are economically lower middle clas
She works after school in a local store.

Having never needed to identify ethnically or racially because she ha
always been considered the “norm,” it became clear from the outset th
Vanessa was embarrassed and uncomfortable with the issue of seli-identificatio
and culture. [n spite of her probable greater awareness of culture and cultur
differences than the majority of her peers, it nevertheless was a difficult issue fo
her. She did want to grapple with it, however. In fact, she agreed to be inte
viewed precisely because the project sounded “interesting and important,” an
she made time for it in her busy schedule. Discomfort with issues of cultura
racial, and linguistic differences is the major theme that emerged with Vaness White. But they're representex
The other issues focused on the promise, sometimes unfulfilled, of educatio e've seen movies, | think we
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The Discomfort of Differences

[How do you describe yourself?): 1 generally don't. . . . Wait, can you explain
that? Like, what do you want to know?

Well, | would [describe myself as Whitel, but it doesn’t matter to me, so
that's why [ said it’s a tough question. 'Cause I usually just describe myself as
like what | believe in or something like that. Rather than like what culture
Fam, whether I'm Black or White. ‘Cause that doesn’t matter.

('m]. .. well, Scottish, French, and German, | guess. My family all speak
English at home, though I'm taking Spanish. | guess I'm middle class or lower
class. It depends on how you think of it. | guess the German part might have
come in the twentieth century. I'm not really sure, that's just a general
guess. ... | wasn’t really interested. | don't really know if we have that many
connections back to who was where when and what happened.

I don’t have any [religious beliefs]. I've never gone to church. We never
like read the Bible as a family or anything. 1 think both of my parents used to
go to church. | think they were Catholic. . . . They probably didn’t think it was
as important to their life as the people who had wanted them to go. . . . | don’
really know much about it. But if | had a choice, | probably wouldn’t want to
g0 to church because [ think that I'd rather formulate my own ideas than
being told that the earth was created in seven days and God did this and He
did this. I don’t know, He seems like just too almighty of a person to me. | jus
don’t believe it.

F guess obviously [ just made it seem like {culture] wasn’t [important]. It's
just that like all the stuff that's happened to people because of their culture,
like the slaves and Jewish people. Culture, what you look like, whether you're

on’t help you, and that's re:
as.a child, they go off with t
ay with them for three mon
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Black or White could matter less to me. It’s the person who you are. . . it's not

what your appearance depicts.

The American society has always been. . . you had more opportunities
and stuff. But | don’t really see that as good 'cause it's not fair. You have more
opportunities and just more of an equal chance. But | guess “equal” can't
really be used there. Less of a struggle.

I don’t think it's fair. | don’t think that one person should have an easier
time just because of the color of their skin, or their race, or ‘cause they belong
to a particular church or something.

People like Blacks still don’t have as many rights as the White man. I'm
saying “man” because women don’t have their rights either. The “superiority
game. . . ” 'Cause people just have it stuck in their head that that's the way it

" is and. . . | dont really know how to change it. | try and change it, speak out

against it.
[Other cultures] are not that well represented [in my school] because

“-there’s not that many people who live around here. The majority is probably
- White. But they’re represented in a small margin. . . . We've read books and

we've seen movies. | think we saw part of the freedom marches in the South
and stuff like that. And we saw Gandhi, although that isn’t really to this culture.
Each of us that go there is important to our school because it adds what

~ you could say would be a culture. Just like our community, the school com-
“munity. ... Well, [ guess people’s backgrounds do [matter] because that's
- what makes them what they are.

[Culture] is like a conglomeration of language, the way you speak, the

“ way you are. . . things that are important to you. . . . Well, the culture of the
United States is kind of like norms, things that happen a lot. Like if you were

to go to another country, it might strike you as weird because you don’t do it

- at home that way.

Well, people in Central Africa, if you go into a store you need to say “hi”

- to the person who's working there and acknowledge them. Because if you

don’t acknowledge them, they’re not going to acknowledge you and they
won't help you, and that's really important to them. . . . Like when a woman

- has a child, they go off with their mother and their aunts and their sisters and

stay with them for three months to start to raise the child. Which | don’t know
if | completely agree with, because it leaves the husband away and detaches
him at the very start.

In Mexico, | was in a really big city, quite the change. There’s lots of
rules there about what women can wear. | know at one time, they couldn’t
wear shorts. | don't really think that's true anymare. It was weird. . . . The way
people did things was really different. . . . Like in Central Africa, people

~sweep their houses and their yards every day, but then they'll just throw their

junk right off the edge of their property. Which here, it's a little bit more dis-
creet because you throw it at the dump.

| don’t agree with a lot of our culture. I don't agree with how it's so
rushed and how if you're Black, you're supposedly not as geod or you're not
as fit for the job or something like that. And if you're a woman, it's the same
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thing. And like you can’t be gay without being put down. i don’t know,
there’s all these underlying rufes about if you're not this, you can’t do that.

It seems weird. . . because people came over from Europe, and they
wanted to get away from all the stuff that was over there. And then they cam
here and set up ali the stuff like slavery, and | don’t know, it seems the oppo-
site of what they would have done. It was probably like burned into their
head already from where they were: If you were lower class, then you usuall
weren't taught to read or educated. . . . They might not have come over think
ing that's what they had in mind, but since that's what they had always
known, that's what they did.

When [ see racism, [ often think that | wish | was Black or | wish | was
the group that was being discriminated against. You know how some women
say, “1 hate men”? I don’t know, but I'm sure that Black people said this,
when they were slaves, like “1 hate White people.” | don’t want to be though
of like that because I'm not against them. [ think they’re equal. And also after
they’ve been put through so much awfulness, 1 think that every White person
should be in their shoes.

Like {President] Bush says in his speech a little while ago that “We're
doing all we can to fight racism” and blah, blah, blah, when the Supreme
Court just made the ruling about schools and busing, which was basically
turning back a decision they had made a long time ago.

When [ was in second grade, there was somebody coming into our class
who was going to be Black. He was like a new student and somebody said
something about it, and me and a couple of my other friends got really mad
him. “It doesn’t matter what color they are. They could be orange or yellow
or brown. It doesn’t matter, they’re just a person.”

For strength and inspiration, | usually look to Martin Luther King, Jr.

I like Gandhi too, because | believe in nonviolence. And | believe they
helped to strengthen the basis for my belief and they gave specific examples
of how it could work. | just believe in nonviolence as a way to get what you
want and peace. | don't believe if you punch somebody, then, yeah, they ma
do what you want them to do, but they're not going to be doing it because
they want to. They're just going to be doing it because of fear. | don’t think
fear is a good policy.

Education and Values

Supposedly education is what this country is built on, but there’s no money
for it.

Money is being cut out of all the schools. We lost a bunch of programs.
We don’t have as many teachers. We're going to lose more money, and it
seems like the government’s always promoting it as this great big deal. Then,
where’s the money for it? They're not supporting it. . . . They still have, for
seventh and eighth grade, sewing and cooking and art. Music is still there,
and sports was supported by the public this year through bottle drives and 2
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ig fund-fest. 1 don’t know what's going to happen next year. | hope it's still
upported.

[My parents] feel the same way, that the government needs to step in and
elp and that it’s sad that it's going downhill. I think they think it's important
o learn. Because they want me to be able to do what [ want to do, and not,

" a5 1 said before, get locked in a corner.

I've learned a lot of my morals [from my parents], like nonviolence and
spressing myself, and striving for what | want, being able to have the confi-

- dence to reach what | want.

They're caring and they’re willing to go against the norm. They're willing

.-to protest, that's a good word for it, for what they believe in.

| think [Dad] values being able to survive on his own. Like moving away

from your farnily and growing up and having your own job and supporting
-yourself and being able to get around, and not always having to have people
- do things for you. . . . He's fun and supportive.

[Mom] also strives for what her goals are and believes in seli-support,

~working for what's yours.

[l would like] a little less pressure. . . like around college and school.
It's not a broken-up family. My parents are together and they're happy
and there isn't any fighting. Everybody gets along. A lot of my friends [are
from divorced families]. There's a lot of support that | don’t see in other
families. . . . We don’t always go with the flow. You know, like most people

- supposedly right now are for the Gulf War. We're not, so we stand in the
~minority. . .. I personally don’t believe in violence to solve things. ] don't

think that killing a zillion million people for oil is a good reason either. And

. you can't bring peace to somewhere that’s not your culture and has a differ-

ent government, and you especially can’t do it through war. That's not going

- to solve things. And it would take a lot of talking and rearranging their entire

ociety to get them to be like us, which | don't think is what they should be,
‘cause they're not and they never have been and probably won’t be. . . .
People drive by the [peace] vigils and give us the finger.

[My parents want me to go to school] so | can be educated and get a job.
So | can have options and not get stuck. . . . Probably because they didn’t go
to college and they’d like me to. That's just a guess.

[l want to] go to college to help people. [ want to be a psychologist or do
social work, work with the environment. I'm not sure. . . . There's a guidance
counselor, but my parents have done more of that with college. 'm not sure
what help | need.

| guess [grades are important] because they’ve kind of become that way.
Once you get into the cycle of being in one place, you kind of stay there. .. .

-1 think education is if you learn personally. That's not what the school thinks.

[t's not like if you get an A or an F, but if you learn. It's not just for the grades. . . .
If | get grades that aren’t real good, [my parents] are not real excited. And
they always make sure that I'm doing my homework. They tell me to get off
the phone.
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I'm happy. Success is being happy to me, it's not like having a job that
gives you a zillion dollars. It's just having self-happiness.

A good education is like when you personally learn something. . . like
growing, expanding your mind and your views.

Making School More Fun

[In elementary school | liked] recess, ‘cause it was a break between doing
stuff. Everything wasn’t just pushed at you. And art, which was really fun. .
It was a safe place and | liked the teachers and the people that went there.
I'tiked that on Valentine’s Day and Christmas and birthdays they had [parties
for us. They mixed school and fun.

t did the work, | understood it, and | was interested.

My favorite [subject] is art because of the freedom to express myself, to
paint and draw. Humanities is my worst ‘cause it's just lectures and tests.

I play field hockey and I've done track and I've done tennis, because it's
a way of releasing energy and feeling good about yourself and being in shape
And working with other people. . . . [ play sports and I'm in a peer education
group. [t's a group of 18 seniors who set up programs to educate the other
students in the school on issues like alcoholism, drunk driving, stereotyping,
bunch more. It's kind of like, since they’re students and they’re projecting to
student audience, it’s easier for some people to relate.

We did a skit on [stereotyping]. We had jocks, hippies, snobs, burnouts,
and a nerd. And we did these little scenarios like the snob liked this guy who
was a hippie and all her friends were like, “Oh, my God! You like him?! He's
such a hippie!” And then like the hippie friends said the same thing about the
snob, and then like everything stopped and the two people who liked each
other got up and said, “I wish my friends would understand. .. .” And then
the person who was narrating said, “Well, here’s one way in which the situa-
tion could be fixed.” So they went back where they were and said, “Okay,
yeah, well, [ guess we should give them a chance.” Most of the ideas came
from us except for the one | just explained to you. Me and two other people
basically wrote the whole skit. We just did it for the seventh and eighth grade
We thought that would be the most effective place ‘cause that's where it basiz
cally starts. They liked it.

[t's important for teachers to get to know all the students and know
where they're coming from and why they may react a certain way to certain
things because then it'll be easier to get through. And there won't be as ma
barriers because they’ll already know. . . . Maybe if school didn’t just start 0
on the first day with homework, maybe if it started off with just getting to
know each other, even if you're in a class that's already known each other.

Have games, more free time. . . . You could have games that could tea
anything that they‘re trying to teach through notes or lectures. Well, like if
you're doing Spanish, you can play hangman or something. You can play
word games where you have to guess the word. Like they give you a defini-
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on and it makes you remember the words. Or if somebody acts out a word,

ou remember it befter than someone just looking it up or writing it down.
Make it more entertaining ‘cause people learn a lot from entertainment. If

ou see a play, you'll probably remember it more than a lecture, if you see a

movie, play a game, or something. Work those more into what they're

ping. . . . | think that some books should be required just to show some

points of view.
Some [teachers}, based on [students’] reputation, may not be as patient

‘with some people. [Students get reputations) basically through grades and

troublemaking, like if you get in trouble with the system and get detentions.
[Unhelpful teachers are] ones that just kind of just move really fast, just

trying to get across to you what they're trying to teach you. Not willing to
slow down because they need to get in what they want to get in.

[Most teachers] are really caring and supportive and are willing to share
their lives and are willing to listen to mine. They don’t just want to talk about

what they’re teaching you; they aiso want to know you.

IMMENTARY

Coming face-to-face with racial, class, cuitural, and other differences was diffi-
cult for Vanessa because she had not often needed to consider these things. One
gets the sense that for her, “culture,” “ethnicity,” and “race” are what other peo-
ple have and Vanessa sometimes seemed offended at having to talk about them.
It was almost as if it were rude to broach questions of race and culture, that dis-
cussing them meant you were a racist, [n this, Vanessa is similar to other young
people of European descent: In one study assessing the salience of identity for
young people of various backgrounds, the researcher found that most African

.- American, Mexican American, and Asian American youngsters rated ethnicity as

important to their identity, but only one quarter of White students did.?
Vanessa took the approach that cultural and racial differences are not sig-
nificant, that it “couldn’t matter less to me.” In this, she is simply reflecting the
value of being color-blind, which we all have been led to believe is both right
and fair. In this framework, differences are seen as a deficit rather than as an
asset’ Being White and Christian, she rarely has been confronted with her cul-
tural identity. She considers herself the “norm,” “just a person.” As is the case
for most White Americans, she has the privilege of seeing herself as just an indi-
vidual, an opportunity not generally afforded to those from dominated groups.
Because Vanessa, as well as others from dominant (and dominating)
groups, associates culture, race, and other differences with oppression and
inequality, the subject becomes difficult to address. For one, she sees cultural

-and other differences as causing oppression (“like all the stuff that happened to

people because of their culture, like the slaves and the Jewish people”). For
another, she is offended by the unfairness with which differences are treated:
The fact that some people are penalized for being who they are, while others
are rewarded for it, makes it difficult for her to confront differences.* Not wanting
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to benefit from racism, Vanessa finds it easier to avoid or downplay the issy
Her growing awareness of sexism, revealed through comments such as, “I'n
saying ‘man’ ‘cause women don't have their rights either” may help her make
the connection between the two issues. '

Vanessa is struggling to understand the contradictions between the ideals
she has been taught and the discrimination she sees around her. She is begi
ning to forge links among issues such as peace, social justice, and racism a
other biases, Although she associates herself with her race only when co
fronted with the example of other White people being racist, it is at such times
that Vanessa sees clearly the need for Whites to stand up and take responsib
ity. She also understands that being White means having more opportuniti
which she resents as unfair,

Through dialogue with Vanessa, it became clear that few of these issues
have ever been addressed in any of her classes. When asked if she learns hj
tory and other subject matter in school from the perspectives of different grou
of people, she answered that everything was taught from what she called
general perspective.” Because the viewpoints of others are invisible in the cu
riculum, students begin to think of the one reality that is taught as the “genera
reality, whereas the experiences of others become little more than ethnic ad
ons to “real” knowledge.

In spite of her lack of awareness of diverse perspectives, Vanessa is becon:
ing keenly aware of and committed to social issues. For example, she says that
she speaks out against discriminatory statements and in that way tries to change
things. This quality was already apparent in second grade. Even in that in
dent, however, she and her friends thought that by overfooking racial diffe
ences, they would be helping the new boy in class. Being color-blind was,
their understanding, the moral imperative.

Vanessa is quite involved in a peer education group and has taken the issu
of drug abuse, alcoholism, and others seriously. To make the skits they developed
for young audiences more accessible to their experiences, they centered on social
class types in the school (e.g,, “nerds,” “hippies”) rather than race or culture.

Vanessa believes that education should be a major priority in our society
we want to give all students an equal education; yet she is aware that the so
etal commitment simply is not there. The promise of education for advanc
ment and rewards is important but “not as important as society makes out,” s
is quick to add. “They want me to go and | have to,” she says, supporting t
idea that although education is compulsory it often is not engaging. Related
the value of education are the other values that Vanessa has learned from h
parents: self-reliance, seif-confidence, and independent thought. These value:
obviously have helped her develop her own persona in a school setting that
may be both conformist and conservative,

The role that her parents play in supporting her personal choices and h
academic success is very clear. Vanessa’s parents value education beyond hi
school for their daughter, understanding very well that it will give her optio
they themselves did not have. They are involved in school activities (her moth
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easier to avoid or downplay the is
raled through comments such as, -
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served on the local school committee, and both parents have volunteered time
to the schools) and have demonstrated their concerns in many other ways as
well. Their involvement, in Vanessa's words, “shows that they care.”

~ Vanessa sees education as crucial, but she is not getting as much out of it
as she thinks she should. She wishes it were more interesting and interactive.
Her perceptions on the boring and “flat” nature of schooling, especially at the
secondary level, corroborate what has been found concerning many schools
around the United States,® and her suggestions for teachers emphasize making
school more entertaining and fun for all students. She is particularly concerned
about students who want to drop out because they feel so disconnected from
school. In relation to this, Vanessa also suggests that clubs, sports, and other
activities be continued. She is dismayed that so many of these activities have
been removed because of budgetary constraints. In her own case, involvement
in a school club and in several sports, as well as her part-time job, seems to
have helped her develop in more than just academic ways.

. Astrong and forthright young woman with deeply held values and beliefs,
Vanessa Mattison views education as a vital part of every person’s growth and
development. Although still uncomfortable with issues of diversity in any com-
prehensive way, she is committed to struggling with them. The interviews them-
selves seemed to have served as a catalyst to her thinking more extensively
about diversity, racism, and identity. For example, after thinking about how
unimportant race and culture are to her, she quietly admitted, “Well, | guess
‘people’s backgrounds do [matter] because that's what makes them what they
are.” Given the strength and support of her family, her searching soul, and her
- grounding in peace and social justice, she is a wonderful example of a young

person ready to, in her words, “expand my mind and my views.”
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THINK ABOUT

. Why do you think that White people in the United States in general do not
identify with any particular racial or ethnic group? Who might be exceptions?
'2. What kinds of school experiences might have made Vanessa more comfort-
* able with diversity?
: 3. As a teacher, what is your responsibility in introducing your students to
diversity? What strategies and activities might you use? How would these
differ in a primarily White school from a more culturally and racially het-
.. erogeneous school?
4. What is the role of values in education? Should schools teach values? Why
~or why not? Would some of the values that Vanessa’s family believes be
included? Why or why not?
. Vanessa gave several suggestions to make school more entertaining and fun.
What do you think of these? Do they contraclict the purpose of school?
6. In a group, develop suggestions for teachers that would make school more
~ interesting and engaging for students. Focus on a particular grade level and
subject area.
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