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students as well as they educate other students. In many school
districts throughout the United States, Black males are more likely
than any other group to be suspended and expelled from school.
Black males are more likely to be placed in special education and
more likely to be absent from advanced placement and honors
courses. Join this session and learn how it is possible for schools to
take actions that can bring about the substantive changes needed to
provide Black male students the opportunity to learn and succeed.
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Foundation for Public Education. In this role, Dr. Jackson leads the Foundation’s
efforts to ensure a high quality public education for all students regardless of race
or gender. Dr. Jackson joined the Schott Foundation after seven productive years in
leadership positions at the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP). He served as the NAACP Chief Policy Officer and prior to that
as the NAACP's National Director of Education.

Dr. Jackson also served as an Adjunct Professor of Race, Gender, and Public
Policy at the Georgetown Public Policy Institute. In 1999, President William
Jefferson Clinton appointed Dr. Jackson to serve in his administration as Senior
Policy Advisor in the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) at the U.S. Department of
Education.

Dr. Jackson possesses a Bachelor of Arts in Political Science from Xavier
University of Louisiana; A Master of Education in Education Policy from the
University of Illinois' College of Education; and a Juris Doctorate from the
University of Illinois' College of Law. In addition,

Dr. Jackson received a Master of Education and Doctorate of Education in
Administration, Planning, and Social Policy from the Harvard Graduate School of
Education.

Dr. Jackson served on the Obama-Biden transition team as a member of the
President’s 13-member Education Policy Transition Work Group.



the rush hour. As it turned out, the first car pooler to approach our car was another
Black male. As we drove across the bridge we made small talk, going from
basketball, to the merits of living in the Bay Area, until finally we approached the
subject of our careers. The rider informed us that he managed a highly profitable
telecommunications firm, and if his plans progressed as he hoped, he would be
retiring on a very lucrative pension in Hawaii before the age of 50. Contemplating
his financial good fortune and that of my colleague and myself (although the two of
us had no plans for early retirement), | posed the question, "What explains why we
are we doing so well, and so many brothers like us are not?"

The answer was not obvious. All three of us were raised in working class families,
had grown up in tough neighborhoods, had close friends and family members who
had been killed while they were young, and knew others who were serving time in
prison. What made our lives, with our promising careers and growing families, so
fortunate and so different? All three of us were raised by both of our parents, but
further exploration revealed that none of us had regular contact with our fathers.
We all attended public schools, but each of us felt that we had succeeded in spite
of, and not because of, the schools we attended. With time running out as we
approached our rider’s stop, we threw out the possibility that the only thing that
spared us the fate of so many of our brethren was luck - not getting caught for past
indiscretions and not being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Viewed in the context of the negative social patterns cited previously, the
explanation for our apparent good luck does not seem mysterious. While it is true
that many Black males are confronted with a vast array of risks, obstacles and
social pressures, the majority manages to navigate these with some degree of
success. The good news is that most Black males are not in prison, do not commit
suicide, and have not contracted HIV/AIDS. These facts do not negate the
significance of the problems that confront Black males, but they do help to keep the
problems in perspective. Understanding how and why many Black males avoid the
pitfalls and hardships that beset others may help us to devise ways to protect and
provide support for more of them.

The effects of growing up in poverty, particularly for children raised in socially
isolated, economically depressed urban areas, warrants greater concern,
especially given that one out of every three Black children is raised in a poor
household.(20) Here the evidence is clear that the risks faced by children,
particularly African American males, in terms of health, welfare, and education, are
substantially greater.(21) A recent longitudinal study on the development of
children whose mothers used drugs (particularly crack cocaine) during pregnancy
found that when compared to children residing in similar neighborhoods from
similar socio-economic backgrounds, the children in the sample showed no greater
evidence of long term negative effects. This is not because the incidence of
physical and cognitive problems among the sample was not high, but because it
was equally high for the control group. The stunned researchers, who fully
expected to observe noticeable differences between the two groups, were
compelled to conclude that the harmful effects of living within an impoverished
inner-city environment outweighed the damage inflicted by early exposure to

drugs.(22)

A vast body of research on children in poverty shows that impoverished conditions
greatly increase the multiplier effect on risk variables (i.e. single parent household,
low birth weight, low educational attainment of parents, etc.).(23) Poor children
generally receive inferior services from schools and agencies that are located in
the inner-city, and poor children often have many unmet basic needs. This
combination of risk factors makes it is nearly impossible to establish cause and



effect relationships among them. For example, research has shown that a
disproportionate number of poor children suffer from various sight disorders.(24)
Throughout the country Black children are over represented in special education
programs; and those most likely to be placed are overwhelmingly Black, male and
poor.(25) However, the disabilities experienced by children are often related to
poverty, rather than a biological disorder. For example, because poor children often
lack access to preventative health care, their untreated vision problems are
inaccurately diagnosed as reading problems and as a consequence, large numbers
are placed in remedial and special education programs.(26)

The situation in special education mirrors a larger trend in education for African
Americans generally, and males in particular. Rather than serving as a source of
hope and opportunity, schools are sites where Black males are marginalized and
stigmatized.(27) Consistently, schools that serve Black males fail to nurture,
support or protect them. In school, Black males are more likely to be labeled as
behavior problems and less intelligent even while they are still very young.(28)
Black males are also more likely to be punished with severity, even for minor
offenses, for violating school rules;(29) often without regard for their welfare. They
are more likely to be excluded from rigorous classes and prevented from accessing
educational opportunities that might otherwise support and encourage them.(30)

However, changing academic outcomes and countering the risks experienced by
Black males is not simply a matter of developing programs to provide support or
bringing an end to unfair educational policies and practices. Black males often
adopt behaviors that make them complicit in their own failure. It is not just that they
are more likely to be punished or placed in remedial classes, it is also that they are
more likely to act out in the classroom and to avoid challenging themselves
academically. Recognizing that Black males are not merely passive victims, but
may also be active agents in their own failure, means that interventions designed to
help them must take this into account. Changing policies, creating new programs,
and opening new opportunities will accomplish little if such efforts are not
accompanied by strategies to actively engage Black males and their families in
taking responsibility to improve their circumstances. Institutionally, this may require
programmatic interventions aimed at buffering and offsetting the various risks to
which Black males are particularly vulnerable. However, to be effective, such
initiatives must also involve efforts to counter and transform cultural patterns and
what some have called the "oppositional identities" adopted by Black males that
undermine the importance they attach to education.

As | will illustrate, one of the best ways to learn how this can be done is to study
those schools and programs that have proven successful in accomplishing this
goal. Additionally, it is important for such work to be anchored in a theoretical
understanding of how the pressures exerted upon Black males in American society
can be contested. Without such an intellectual underpinning it is unlikely that new
interventions and initiatives will succeed at countering the hazardous direction of
trends for African American males.

Structural Versus Cultural Explanations

Epidemiologists and psychologists have identified a number of risk factors within
the social environment which, when combined, are thought to have a multiplier
effect upon risk behavior. Lack of access to health care, adequate nutrition, and
decent housing; growing up poor and in a single-parent household; being exposed
to substance abuse at a young age; and living in a crime ridden neighborhood; are
some of the variables most commonly cited.(31) Similarly, anthropologists and



sociologists have documented ways in which certain cultural influences can lower
the aspirations of Black males and contribute to the adoption of self-destructive
behavior. John Ogbu has argued that community-based "folk theories" which
suggest that because of the history of discrimination against Black people, even
those who work hard will never reap rewards equivalent to Whites, can contribute
to self defeating behaviors.(32) There is also evidence that many Black males view
sports or music as more promising routes to upward mobility than academic
pursuits.(33) Finally, some researchers have found that for some African American
students, doing well in school is perceived as a sign that one has "sold out" or
opted to "act White" for the sake of individual gain.(34)

Despite their importance and relevance to academic performance, risk variables
and cultural pressures cannot explain individual behavior. Confronted with a variety
of obstacles and challenges, some Black males still find ways to survive, and in
some cases, to excel. Interestingly, we know much less about resilience,
perseverance, and the coping strategies employed by individuals whose lives are
surrounded by hardships, than we know about those who succumb and become
victims of their environment. Deepening our understanding of how individuals cope
with, and respond to, their social and cultural environments is an important part of
finding ways to assist Black males with living healthy and productive lives.

In the social sciences, explanations of human behavior, especially that of the poor,
have been the subject of considerable debate. Most often the debate centers on
those who favor structural explanations of behavior and those who prefer cultural
explanations of behavior. Structuralists generally focus on political economy - the
availability of jobs and economic opportunities, class structure and social
geography.(35) From this perspective, individuals are viewed as products of their
environment,, and changes in individual behavior are made possible by changes in
the structure of opportunity. From this theoretical perspective, holding an individual
responsible for their behavior makes little sense since behavior is shaped by forces
beyond the control of any particular individual. Drug abuse, crime, and dropping out
of school are largely seen as social consequences of inequality. According to this
view, the most effective way to reduce objectionable behavior is to reduce the
degree and extent of inequality in society.

In contrast, culturalists downplay the significance of environmental factors and treat
human behavior as a product of beliefs, values, norms, and socialization. Cultural
explanations of behavior focus on the moral codes that operate within particular
families, communities, or groups.(36) For example, the idea that poor people are
trapped within a "culture of poverty" which has the effect of legitimizing criminal and
immoral behavior, has dominated the culturalists perspective of poverty.(37) For
the culturalists, change in behavior can only be brought about through cultural
change. Hence, providing more money to inner-city schools or bussing inner-city
children to affluent suburban schools, will do little to improve their academic
performance since their attitudes toward school are shaped by the culture brought
from home and the neighborhood.(38) According to this view, culture provides the
rationale and motivation for behavior, and cultural change cannot be brought about
through changes in the governmental policy or by expanding opportunities.

A growing number of researchers are trying to find ways to work between the two
sides of the debate. Dissatisfied with the determinism of the structuralists, which
renders individuals as passive objects of larger forces, and with the "blame the
victim" perspective of the culturalists, which views individuals as hopelessly
trapped within a particular social/cultural milieu (39), some researchers have
sought to synthesize important elements from both perspectives while
simultaneously paying greater attention to the importance of individual choice and



agency.(40) From this perspective, the importance of both structure and culture is
acknowledged, but so too is the understanding that individuals have the capacity to
act and make choices that cannot be explained through the reductionism inherent
in either framework.(41) The choices made by an individual may be shaped by the
available opportunities and by the norms present within the cultural milieu in which
they are situated. However, culture is not static and individual responses to their
environment cannot be easily predicted. Both structural and cultural forces
influence choices and actions, but neither has the power to act as the sole
determinant of behavior because human beings also have the ability to produce
cultural forms that can counter these pressures.(42)

This is not to suggest that because individuals have the capacity to counter these
forces that many will choose or be able to do so. The effects of poverty can be so
debilitating that a child's life chances can literally be determined by a number of
environmental (e.g. the quality of pre-natal care, housing, and food available to
their mothers) and cultural factors that are simply beyond the control of an
individual or even of concerted community action. It would be naive and a mistake
to conclude that strength of character and the possibility of individual agency can
enable one to avoid the perils present within the environment, or that it is easy for
individuals to choose to act outside the cultural milieu in which they were raised.
Even as we recognize that individuals make choices that influence the character of
their lives, we must also recognize that the range of choices available are
profoundly constrained and shaped by external forces. For this reason, efforts to
counter behaviors that are viewed as injurious - whether it be dropping out of
school, selling drugs, or engaging in violent behavior - must include efforts to
comprehend the logic and motivations behind the behavior. Given the importance
of agency and choice, the only way to change behavioral outcomes is to
understand the cognitive processes that influence how individuals adapt, cope, and
respond.

In a comprehensive study of teen pregnancy, Kristen Luker demonstrates the
possibility for synthesizing the two perspectives- structural and cultural
explanations of human behavior that have traditionally been seen as irreconcilable.
Teen pregnancy, which for years has been much more prevalent among poor
minority girls than middleclass white girls, has traditionally been explained as either
the product of welfare dependency and permissive sexual mores (the culturalist), or
the unfortunate result of inadequate access to birth control and economic
opportunities (the structuralists). Through detailed interviews with a diverse sample
of teen mothers, Luker puts forward a different explanation that draws from both
the cultural and the structural perspectives and acknowledges the role and
importance of individual choice. She points out that while both middleclass and
lower-class girls engage in pre-marital sex and sometimes become pregnant,
middleclass girls are less likely to have babies during adolescence because they
have a clear sense that it will harm their chance for future success. In contrast,
when confronted with an unexpected pregnancy, poor girls are more likely to have
babies because they do not perceive it as negatively affecting their future, since
college and a good job are already perceived as being out of reach. In fact, many
girls in this situation actually believe that having a baby during adolescence will
help them to settle down since they will now be responsible for another life.(43)

Given the importance of individual "choice" to this particular behavior, any effort to
reduce teen pregnancy that does not take into account the reasoning that guides
decision making is unlikely to succeed. Similarly, efforts to improve the academic
performance of African American males must begin by understanding the attitudes
that influence how they perceive schooling and academic pursuits. To the extent
that this does not happen, attempts to help Black males based primarily on the



sensibilities of those who initiate them are unlikely to be effective and may be no
more successful than campaigns that attempt to reduce drug use or violence by
urging kids to "just say no."(44)

Investigations into the academic orientation of Black male students must focus on
the ways in which the subjective and objective dimensions of identity related to
race and gender are constructed within schools and how these influence academic
performance. Although psychologists have generally conceived of identity
construction as a natural feature of human development(45), sociologists have long
recognized that identities like social roles are imposed on individuals through
various socialization processes.(46) The processes and influences involved in the
construction of Black male identity should be at the center of analyses of school
performance since it is on the basis of their identities that Black males are
presumed to be at-risk, marginal, and endangered in school and throughout
American society(47).

Structural and cultural forces combine in complex ways to influence the formation
of individual and collective identities, even as individuals may resist, actively or
passively, the various processes involved in the molding of the "self". The fact that
individuals can resist, subvert and react against the cultural and structural forces
which shape social identities compels us to recognize that individual choice, or
what many scholars refer to as agency, also plays a major role in the way identities
are constructed and formed.(48) For this reason, research on identity must pay
careful attention to the attitudes and styles of behavior that African American males
adopt and produce in reaction to the social environment, and how these influence
how they are seen and how they see themselves within the context of school.
Writing on the general importance of identity to studies of schooling, Levinson,
Foley, and Holland argue that "student identity formation within school is a kind of
social practice and cultural production which both responds to, and simultaneously
constitutes, movements, structures, and discourses beyond school.”(49)

Students can be both unfairly victimized by the labeling and sorting processes that
occur within school, in addition to being harmed by the attitudes and behavior they
adopt in reaction to these processes. For this reason, it is important to understand
the factors that may enable them to resist these pressures and respond positively
to various forms of assistance that may be provided within school or in the
communities where they reside. By linking a focus on identity construction to an
analysis of cultural production, it is my hope that we can gain greater insight into
how schools can be changed and how support programs can be designed to
positively alter academic outcomes for African American males.

Identity and Academic Performance

It has long been recognized that schools are important sites of socialization.
Schools are places where children learn how to follow instructions and obey rules,
how to interact with others, and how to deal with authority.(50) Schools are
important sites for gender role socialization,(51) and in most societies, they are
primary sites for instruction about the values and norms associated with
citizenship.(52)

For many children, schools are also places where they learn about the meaning of
race. While this may occur through lesson plans adopted by teachers, it is even
more likely that children learn about race through the hidden or informal
curriculum(53) and through non-structured school activities such as recess.(54)
Even when teachers do not speak explicitly about race and racial issues with
children, children become aware of physical differences related to race quite



early(55). However, children do not become aware of the significance attached to
these physical differences until they start to understand the ideological dimensions
of race and become cognizant of differential treatment that appears to be based on
race(56). Name calling, including the use of racial epithets, serve as one way of
establishing racial boundaries even when children do not fully understand the
meaning of the words that are used(57). Similarly, school practices that isolate and
separate children on the basis of race and gender also send children important
messages about the significance of race and racial differences.(58) Schools
certainly are not the only places where children formulate views about race, but
because schools are often sites where children are more likely to encounter
persons of another race or ethnic group, they play central role in influencing the
character of race relations in communities and the larger society.(59)

As young people enter adolescence and develop a stronger sense of their
individual identities,(60) the meaning and significance of race also change. Where
it was once an ambiguous concept based largely upon differences in physical
appearance, language, and styles of behavior, race becomes a more rigid identity
construct as children learn the historical, ideological, and cultural dimensions
associated with racial group membership(61). Even children who once played and
interacted freely across racial lines when they were younger, often experience a
tightening of racial boundaries and racial identities as they get older and begin
following patterns of interaction modeled by adults(62). Peer groups play a
powerful role in shaping identity because the desire to be accepted by one's peers
and "fit in" with one's peers often becomes a paramount concern for most
adolescents. Research has shown that in secondary school peer groups assume a
great influence over the orientation young people adopt toward achievement(63),
and they profoundly shape the way identities are constituted in school settings.(64)
As adolescents become clearer about the nature of their racial and gender
identities, they begin to play a more active role in maintaining and policing these
identities. Peer groups are also likely to impose negative sanctions upon those who
violate what are perceived as established norms of behavior and who attempt to
construct identities that deviate significantly from prevailing conceptions of racial
and gender identity.(65)

Despite the importance that several researchers have placed upon the role of peer
groups in the socialization process, peer groups are by no means the only forces
that shape the social construction of identity within schools(66). The structure and
culture of school plays a major role in reinforcing and maintaining racial categories
and the stereotypes associated with them. As schools sort children by perceived
measures of their ability and as they single out certain children for discipline,
implicit and explicit messages about racial and gender identities are conveyed. To
the degree that White or Asian children are disproportionately placed in gifted and
honors classes, the idea that such children are inherently smarter may be
inadvertently reinforced.(67) Similarly, when African American and Latino children
are over represented in remedial classes, special education programs, or on the
lists for suspension or expulsion, the idea that these children are not as smart or as
well behaved is also reinforced. Such messages are conveyed even when
responsible adults attempt to be as fair as possible in their handling of sorting and
disciplinary activities. Because the outcomes of such practices often closely
resemble larger patterns of success and failure that correspond with racial
differences in American society, they invariably have the effect of reinforcing
existing attitudes and beliefs about the nature and significance of race.

For African American males, who are more likely than any other group to be
subjected to negative forms of treatment in school, the message is clear:
individuals of their race and gender may excel in sports, but not in math or history.



The location of Black males within schools - in remedial classes or waiting for
punishment outside the principal's office - and the roles they perform within school
suggests that they are good at playing basketball or rapping, but debating, writing
for the school newspaper, or participating in the science club are strictly out of
bounds. Such activities are out of bounds not just because Black males may
perceive them as being inconsistent with who they think they are, but also because
there simply are not enough examples of individuals who manage to participate in
such activities without compromising their sense of self. Even when there are a
small number of Black males who do engage in activities that violate established
norms, their deviation from established patterns often places them under
considerable scrutiny from their peers who are likely to regard their transgression
of group norms as a sign of "selling out".

Researchers like John Ogbu and Signithia Fordham have attributed the marginality
of Black students to oppositional behavior.(68) They argue that Black students hold
themselves back out of fear that they will be ostracized by their peers. Yet, what
these researchers do not acknowledge is the dynamic that occurs between Black
students, males in particular, and the culture that is operative within schools. Black
males may engage in behaviors that contribute to their under-achievement and
marginality, but they are also more likely to be channeled into marginal roles and to
be discouraged from challenging themselves by adults who are supposed to help
them. Finally, and most importantly, Ogbu and Fordham fail to take into account
the fact that some Black students, including males, find ways to overcome the
pressures exerted upon them, and manage to avoid choosing between their racial
and gender identity and academic success. Even if few in number, there are
students who manage to maintain their identities and achieve academically without
being ostracized by their peers. Understanding how such students navigate this
difficult terrain may be the key to figuring out how to support the achievement of
larger numbers of Black students.

A recent experience at a high school in the Bay Area illustrates how the interplay of
these two socializing forces - peer groups and school sorting practices - can play
out for individual students. | was approached by a Black male student who needed
assistance with a paper on Huckleberry Finn that he was writing for his 11th grade
English class. After reading what he had written, | asked why he had not discussed
the plight of Jim, the runaway slave who is one of the central characters of the
novel. The student informed me that his teacher had instructed the class to focus
on the plot and not to get into issues about race, since according to the teacher,
that was not the main point of the story. He explained that two students in the
class, both Black males, had objected to the use of the word "nigger" throughout
the novel and had been told by the teacher that if they insisted on making it an
issue they would have to leave the course. Both of these students opted to leave
the course even though it meant they would have to take another course that did
not meet the college preparatory requirements. The student | was helping
explained that since he needed the class he would just "tell the teacher what he
wanted to hear." After our meeting | looked into the issue further and discovered
that one student, a Black female, had chosen a third option - she stayed in the
class but wrote a paper focused on race and racial injustice, even though she knew
it might result in her being penalized by the teacher.

This example reveals a number of important lessons about the intersection of
identity, school practices, and academic performance. Confronted by
organizational practices, which disproportionately place Black students in marginal
roles and groupings, and pressure from peers, which may undermine the
importance attached to academic achievement, it will take considerable confidence
and courage for Black students to succeed. The four Black students in this English



class were already removed from their Black peers by their placement in this
honors course. In such a context, one seemed to adopt what Fordham has
described as a "raceless" persona (the student | was assisting) to satisfy the
demands of the teacher, but this is only one of many available options. Two others
responded by choosing to leave for a lower level class where the would be re-
united with their peers with their identities intact but with diminished academic
prospects. The option exercised by the female student in the class is perhaps the
most enlightening yet difficult to enact. She challenged her teacher's instructions,
choosing to write about race and racism, even though she knew she would be
penalized for doing so. Yet she also had no intention of leaving the class despite
the isolation she experienced to seek out the support of her peers.

This case reveals just some of the ways Black students may respond to the social
pressures that inherent in school experiences. Some actively resist succumbing to
stereotypes or the pressure of peers, while others give in to these pressures in
search of affirmation of their social identity. For those who seek to help Black
students and males in particular, the challenge is to find ways to support their
resistance to negative stereotypes and school sorting practices and to make
choosing failure a less likely option for them. The teacher described in the case just
described may or may not have even realized how her actions in relation to the
curriculum led her Black students to make choices that would profoundly influence
their education. As | will show in the following section, when educators are aware
of the social and cultural pressures exerted on students, the need to choose
between one's identity and academic success can be eliminated.

Learning from students and the schools that serve them well

Fortunately, there is considerable evidence that the vast majority of Black students,
including males, would like to do well in school.(69) Additionally, there are schools
where academic success for Black students is the norm and not the exception (70).
Both of these facts provide a basis for hope that achievement patterns can be
reversed if there is a willingness to provide the resources and support to create the
conditions that nurture academic success.

In my own research at high schools in northern California, | have obtained
consistent evidence that most Black students value education and would like to
succeed in school. In response to a survey about their experiences in school,
nearly 90% of the Black male respondents (N=147) responded "agree" or "strongly
agree" to the questions, "I think education is important", and "l want to go to
college.” However, in response to the following questions: "l work hard to achieve
good grades" and "My teachers treat me fairly", less than a quarter of the
respondents, 22% and 18% respectively, responded affirmatively. An analysis of
just these responses to the survey suggests a disturbing discrepancy between
what students claim they feel about the importance of education, the effort they
expend, and the support they receive from teachers.(71) Similar results were
obtained from a survey of 537 seniors at an academic magnet high school. African
American males were least likely to indicate that they agreed or strongly agreed
with the statement, "My teachers support me and care about my success in their
class.” (Figure 1).

“My teachers support me and care about my success in their class”

Black Asian Asian White White
Female Male Female Male Female

Stronalv 8% 12% 24% 36% 33% 44%

Black Male



Agree

Agree 12% 16% 42% 33% 21% 27%

Disagree 38% 45% 16% 15% 18% 11%

g?“’”g'y 42% 27% 18% 16% 28% 18%
isagree

N=537

Rosalind Mickelson’s research has found similar discrepancies between expressed
support for education and a commitment to hard work. Her research findings have
led her to conclude that some Black students experience what she refers to as an
"attitude-achievement paradox." For Mickelson, the reason for the discrepancy is
that while many Black students say they value education, such an expression is
litle more than an "abstract" articulation of belief. However, when pressed to state
whether they believe that education will actually lead to a better life for them, the
Black students in Mickelson's study expressed the "concrete" belief that it would
not. Mickelson concludes that the contradiction between abstract and concrete
beliefs toward education explains why there is a discrepancy between the attitudes
expressed by Black students and their academic outcomes.(72)

While Mickelson's findings seem plausible, | think it is also important to consider
how the experiences of Black students in schools, especially males, may result in a
leveling of aspirations. If students do not believe that their teachers care about
them and are actively concerned about their academic performance, the likelihood
that they will succeed is greatly reduced. In the Metropolitan Life annual survey on
teaching, 39% of students surveyed (N=3,961) indicated that they trust their
teachers "only a little or not at all." When the data from the survey was
disaggregated by race and class, minority and poor students indicated significantly
higher levels of distrust (47% of minorities and 53% of poor students stated that
they trusted their teachers only a little or not at all) (73). Though it is still possible
that some students will succeed even if they do not trust or feel supported by their
teachers, research on teacher expectations suggests that these feelings have a
powerful effect on student performance.(74) Moreover, there is research that
suggests that the performance of African Americans, more so than other students,
is influenced to a large degree by the social support and encouragement they
receive from teachers.(75) To the extent this is true, and if the nature of
interactions between many Black male students and their teachers tends to be
negative, it is unlikely that it will be possible to elevate their achievement without
changing the way in which they are treated by teachers, and the ways in which
they respond to those who try to help them.

However, there are schools where African American male students do well and
where high levels of achievement are common. For example, a recent analysis of
the academic performance indicators (API) of public schools in California revealed
that there are twenty-two schools in the state where Black students comprise 50%
or more of the student population and have aggregate test scores of 750 or greater
(1000 is the highest possible score) (76). Most significantly, when the test score
data for these schools was disaggregated on the basis of race and gender, there
was no evidence of an achievement gap. Though schools like these are few in
number, given there are over 2000 public schools in California, the fact they exist
suggests that similar results should be possible elsewhere.

Researchers who have studied effective schools have found that such schools
possess the following characteristics: (1) a clear sense of purpose; (2) core
standards within a rigorous curriculum; (3) high expectations; (4) commitment to



educate all students; (5) safe and orderly learning environment; (6) strong
partnerships with parents; and (7) a problem solving attitude.(77) Though the
criteria used to determine effectiveness relies almost exclusively on data from
standardized tests and ignores other criteria, there is no disagreement that such
schools consistently produce high levels of academic achievement among minority
students. Researchers on effective schools for low-income African American
students also cite the supportive relations that exist between teachers and
students, and the ethos of caring and accountability that pervades such schools as
other essential ingredients of their success.(78) Educational reformers and
researchers must do more to figure out how to adopt strategies that have proven
successful at schools where achievement is less likely. As Ron Edmonds, formerly
one of the leading researchers on effective schools, has stated: "We already know
more than enough to successfully educate all students."(79) The challenge before
educators and policy makers is to find ways to build upon existing models of
success.

Unfortunately, most African American children are not enrolled in effective schools
that nurture and support them while simultaneously providing high quality
instruction. Even as pressure is exerted to improve the quality of public education
so that the supply of good schools is increased, other strategies must be devised at
the community level to provide Black children with support. There are long standing
traditions within Jewish and many Asian communities to provide children with
religious and cultural instruction outside of school.(80) In several communities
throughout the United States, Black parents are turning to churches and
community organizations as one possible source of such support.(81) In northern
California, organizations such as Simba and the Omega Boys Club (both are
community based mentoring programs), provide African American males with
academic support and adult mentors outside of school.(82) Organizations like
these affirm the identities of Black males by providing them with knowledge and
information about African and African American history and culture, and by instilling
a sense of social responsibility toward their families and communities.(83)
Unfortunately, these organizations are small and are largely unable to serve the
vast numbers of young people in need. Moreover, it is unlikely that such
organizations can completely counter the harmful effects of attendance in
unsupportive and even hostile schools because they are designed to compliment
learning that is supposed to go on in school. Still, the model they provide
demonstrates that it is possible to work outside of schools to have a positive
influence on the academic performance of African American youth. Given their
relative success but small size, it would be advisable to find ways to replicate them
elsewhere.

Drawing from the research on mentoring and student resilience that has identified
strategies that are effective in supporting the academic achievement of African
American students, community organizations and churches can attempt to
compensate for the failings of schools. Through after school and summer school
programs, these groups can provide young people with access to positive role
models and social support which can help buffer young people from the pressures
within their schools and communities.(84) While such activities should not be seen
as a substitute for making public schools more responsive to the communities that
they serve, they do represent a tangible action that can be taken immediately to
respond to the needs of Black youth, particularly males who often face the greatest
perils.

Conclusion: The Need for Further Research

Although | have made reference to the cultural forms, attitudes, and styles of



behavior African American males may adopt and produce, which can diminish the
importance they attach to academic achievement, the emphasis of this paper has
been on the ways in which schools mis-serve and under-serve this population of
students. | believe that such an emphasis is appropriate because research on
effective schools has shown that when optimal conditions for teaching and learning
are provided, high levels of academic success for students, including African
American males, can be achieved. Put differently, if we can find ways to increase
the supply of effective schools, it may be possible to mitigate against some of the
risks confronting Black males. This does not mean the question of how to influence
the attitudes, behaviors, and stances of Black males toward school and education
generally does not need to be addressed or that it does not require further
investigation. To the extent that we recognize that all students are active
participants in their own education and not passive objects whose behavior can be
manipulated by adults and reform measures, then the importance of understanding
how to influence behavior cannot be understated. It is my belief that learning how
to influence their attitudes and behaviors must begin with an understanding of the
ways in which structural and cultural forces shape their experiences in school and
influence the construction of their identities. In this regard, it is especially important
that future research be directed toward a greater understanding of youth culture
and the processes related to cultural production.

Like popular culture, youth culture, and all the styles and symbols associated with
it, is dynamic and constantly changing. This is particularly true for inner-city African
American youth whose speech, dress, music, and tastes often establish trends for
young people across America. For many adults this culture is also impenetrable,
and often times, incomprehensible. Yet, despite the difficulty of understanding and
interpreting youth culture, it is imperative that efforts to help Black youth be guided
by ongoing attempts at understanding the cultural forms they produce and the
ways in which they respond and adapt to their social and cultural environment.
Without such an understanding, efforts to influence the attitudes and behaviors of
African American males will most likely fail to capture their imaginations and be
ignored.

| was reminded of the importance of understanding youth culture when | embarked
on research on how the popular media influences the attitudes of young people
toward violence. As part of this research, | attempted to study how young people
react to violent imagery in films by watching segments of popular movies with
groups of middle school students, and discussing their interpretations and
responses to the ways violence was depicted. Following a series of discussions
focused on their moral and ethical judgments of the violence conveyed in the films,
the students asked if we could watch the film Menace to Society as part of the
research exercise. To my surprise, several of the students owned copies of the film
and many had seen the film so many times that they had memorized parts of the
dialogue. The film, which tells the story of a young man growing up in South
Central Los Angeles, is filled with graphic images of violence. After viewing it, | was
certain that there might be some truth to the idea that violent films did condition
young people to rationalize violent behavior as a legitimate and appropriate way for
resolving conflicts and getting what they wanted. However, when discussing the
film, it became clear that most were repulsed by the violence even though they
were entertained by it, and rather than identifying with perpetrators of violence in
the film, they identified most strongly with those characters who sought to avoid

it.(85)

This experience and others like it, made me realize how easy it is for adults to
misinterpret and misunderstand the attitudes and behavior of young people.
Generational differences, especially when compounded by differences in race and



class, often make it difficult for adults to communicate effectively with youth. Many
adults are aware of the chasm that separates them from young people, yet, adults
typically take actions intended to benefit young people without ever investigating
whether the interventions meet the needs or concerns of youth. There is a need to
consult with young people on how the structure and culture of schools contribute to
low academic achievement, and to enlist their input when interventions to improve
student performance are being designed and implemented.

In addition to research on youth culture, there is a pressing need for further
research on how identities - especially related to the intersection of race, class and
gender - are constructed within schools and how these identities affect students’
attitudes and dispositions toward school, learning, and life in general. Presently
such an analysis is largely absent from the policies and measures that are pursued
to reform schools and improve classroom practice. Consistently, the focus of
reform is on what adults and schools should do to improve student achievement,
while students are treated as passive subjects who can easily be molded to
conform to our expectations. To devise a policy that will enable successes
achieved in a particular program, classroom, or school to be replicated elsewhere,
we must be equipped with an understanding of the process through which identities
are shaped and formed within schools. There is also a need for further research on
peer groups and their role in influencing the academic orientation of students.
Much of what | know about the plight of African American males comes from my
personal experience growing up as a Black male and raising two sons. | have an
intuitive sense that the way we are socialized to enact our masculinity, especially
during adolescence, is a major piece of the problem. Researchers such as Geneva
Smitherman and others have argued that Black children, and males in particular,
often behave in ways that are perceived as hostile and insubordinate by adults.(86)
Others suggests that males generally, and Black males especially, have
particularly fragile egos and are susceptible to treating even minor slights and
transgressions as an affront to their dignity and sense of self-respect.(87) Such
interpretations resonate with my own experience, but it is still not clear how such
knowledge can be used to intervene effectively on behalf of African American
males.

As a young man | recall that | often felt a form of anger and hostility that | could not
attribute to a particular incident or cause. As a teacher | have observed similar
forms of hostility among Black male students, and for the last three years, |
witnessed my eldest son exhibit the same kinds of attitudes and behavior.
Undoubtedly, some of this can be explained as a coping strategy: Black males
learn at an early age that by presenting a tough exterior it is easier to avoid threats
or attacks.(88) It may also be true, and this is clearly speculation, that the various
ways in which Black males are targeted and singled out for harsh treatment (at
school or on the streets by hostile peers or by the police), elicits postures of
aggression and ferocity toward the world.

Given the range and extent of the hardships that beset this segment of the
population, there is no doubt that there are some legitimate reasons for young
Black males to be angry. Yet, it is also clear that this thinly veiled rage and
readiness for conflict can be self-defeating and harmful to their well being. One of
the consequences of this hostility and anger may be that such attitudes and
behaviors have a negative effect upon their academic performance. Adults,
especially women, may be less willing to assist a young male who appears angry
or aggressive. A colleague of mine has argued that what some refer to as the
“fourth grade syndrome” - the tendency for the academic performance of Black
males to take a decisive downward turn at the age of nine or ten may be explained
by the fact that this is the age when Black boys start to look like young men.(89)



Ron Ferguson has found in his research in Shaker Heights that Black students
were more likely than White students to cite "toughness" as a trait they admired in
others.(90) If these researchers are correct, and if the toughness admired by Black
males evokes feelings of fear among some of their teachers, it is not surprising that
trouble in school would be common. Gaining a clearer understanding of this
phenomenon may be one important part of the process needed for altering
academic trends among Black males.

Still, it would be a mistake to conclude that until we find ways to change the
attitudes and behaviors of Black males, nothing can be done to improve their
academic performance. There is no doubt that if schools were to become more
nurturing and supportive students would be more likely to perceive schools as a
source of help and opportunity, rather than an inhospitable place that one should
seek to escape and actively avoid. Changing the culture and structure of schools
such that African American male students come to regard them as sources of
support for their aspirations and identities will undoubtedly be the most important
step that can be taken to make high levels of academic achievement the norm,
rather than the exception.

Published in In Motion Magazine May 13, 2002



Five Men, Five Different Views on Educating Black Males

by Cassie M. Chew, October 15, 2007

Black males are discovering that they don’t need to *hit the books’ in order to make a living, and this is
the reason behind recent statistics that report that as many as half of them drop out of high school and
don’t pursue a college education.

“There was a time when we were always taught that education was for us to get a good job, buy a house,
raise a family — education doesn’t play the necessary role in those things any longer to young Black
men,” according to poet, writer and filmmaker Malik Salaam.

Salaam was a member of a panel of five men who gave passionate, albeit divergent, views on how to
make education a priority among today’s Black males during a forum convened by U.S. House Rep.
Hank Johnson, D-Ga., at the Congressional Black Caucus Annual Legislative Conference last month.

During his opening statement, Johnson cited statistics from the Schott Foundation for Public
Education’s December 2006 report, “A Positive Future for Black Males,” which found only 42 percent
of Black males entering ninth grade will graduate. The report also found that Black students, who
comprise 17 percent of public school students, make up 41 percent of special education placements, and
85 percent of these students, are boys.

The different backgrounds of each panelist shaped their perspectives on these statistics.
Instead of education being the foundation for economic stability, success

in the music and entertainment businesses and the sale of illegal drugs has enabled some young Black
men without high school diplomas to have nice homes and nice cars, said Salaam, a poet featured on the
HBO series “Def Poetry.”

“We have to market education as something that builds the self — that builds the inner person, that
builds you as a human being — and get away from the material aspect of it because they can replace that
easily with hip hop music and crack cocaine,” Salaam said.

Dr. Robert M. Franklin, president of Morehouse University, recalled the community’s role in getting
him to excel in school.

“The elders in my village, in my church, in my neighborhood, they paid attention to my educational
achievements. They didn’t wait for graduation, they said “boy, you doing good,”” Franklin recalled.

“There’d be a mother in the church that would come by and slip a dollar in my hand and I’d say, ‘My
God, somebody notices,”” Franklin said. “We have lost the practice of paying attention to the small
achievements in Black boys lives,” he said.

Armstrong Williams, syndicated radio host of “The Right Side” agreed that not enough attention is paid
to Black male students who are excelling academically. He didn’t agree that providing positive
reinforcement is a responsibility to be shared by the community and argued that success is dependent on
the child’s own desire to learn, fueled by parental encouragement.



“It doesn’t matter what the community does. It doesn’t matter what the church does. When that kid gets
in that classroom, he or she must have the desire to learn, to have discipline, to respect authority, to
understand that they are making an investment,” Williams said.

While growing up, Williams said his parents encouraged him to read newspapers and books. “The best
example is not the pastor, it’s not the teacher, it’s the mother and the father who will have the most
impact on that child, whether you like it or not,” he said.

Journalist V. Dion Haynes, a Washington Post education writer who contributed to the newspaper’s
series “Being a Black Man,” agreed that part of the problem is a breakdown of families, yet said some
blame must be placed on a breakdown of the school system.

“In some cases, kids come to school enthusiastic and ready to learn ... a lot of them get turned off by
education because of the teachers who don’t want to be there, because the building is falling apart,
because the quality of the education they get it’s just so low they are not engaged.”

Instead of highlighting his own personal experiences with learning, the Rev. Jessie Jackson, president
and founder of the Rainbow PUSH Coalition, said the dropout rates are a civil rights issue.

There are issues relating to educational access that weren’t addressed in Brown vs. Board of Education
or during the integration of schools that don’t give Black students an equal playing field, Jackson said.
He citied policies that base school funding on property tax revenue, voucher programs, educational
tracking that puts White students on the academic track and Black males on the athletic track, and
policies that lead to greater expulsion rates among Black students.

“l can’t use me as an example for other kids to do the same,” Jackson said. “Black kids are facing
structural disorder, and that’s where we do well with equal protection under the law,” Jackson said.

Rep. Johnson said he wants to use the information to develop an initiative.
“My intent is to continue the dialogue and to digest the feedback that I continue to receive,” Johnson
said. “Ultimately, the discussion should result in some workable strategies that we can all utilize to

address this crisis.”

--Cassie M. Chew

There are currently 0 comments on this story.
Click here to post a comment
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How to close the black male achievement gap

Sunday, August 3, 2008

By CHARLES DAVENPORT JR.
Freelance

Two weeks ago in this space | addressed the misinformation that too often steers debate on the achievement
gap. As a consequence of flawed analyses from public school insiders and defenders, the Guilford County
Board of Education is chasing its tail - running full speed and going nowhere.

Board members, teachers and parents will spend innumerable hours condemning the phantom of "institutional
racism," noisily lobbying for teacher raises, damning "old-fashioned, culturally biased" tests, and eagerly
signing up for sensitivity training workshops. Many parents will be duped by media accounts that portray such
diversions as virtuous and effective.

Meanwhile, the status quo continues: Slouching in the back row of classes countywide, illiterate black males
learn little or nothing, create tumult and disorder, get suspended and, in many cases, drop out of school.
Professional educators recite all the right platitudes ("The children are our future!"), but they are too busy
chasing the aforementioned apparitions to actually do anything about the failure of black males.

Many local teachers sent e-mails in response to my musings on this subject two weeks ago. They were
overwhelmingly supportive but, for obvious reasons, the writers wish to remain anonymous. One of the most
heartbreaking missives came from a woman who has taught in GCS for over a decade. Of the illiterate black
male, she writes: "l can't even imagine what must go through the mind of one of those students when, on the
first day of class, he's handed a textbook he cannot read."

Unlike many of their peers, these anonymous correspondents consider academic achievement a high priority,
and they are disturbed by the system's lack of progress with black males. It is unfortunate that high-quality
teachers are afraid to publicly address the shortcomings of government schools.

Demise of black families

Many black males arrive at school handicapped by circumstances beyond their control. They begin the race
long after the starting gun has sounded, as their peers approach the horizon. The illegitimacy rate among
blacks, for example, is nearly 70 percent. Consequently, nationwide, only 37 percent of black kids (as
compared to 77 percent of whites) live with both parents. This is a well-known fact but one that is often ignored
in discussions of the achievement gap.

Black males are also hobbled by the age of their mothers. Studies reveal that being born to a mother 18 or
younger has a strong negative impact on a child's intellectual development, and this is a circumstance far more
common among blacks than whites. Likewise, low-birth-weight babies are slower to develop cognitive abilities;
they, too, are far more common among blacks.

Another often-overlooked stumbling block for black children is the ratio of kids to parents in the home. In black
households, the average is three children to each parent; among whites, the ratio is 1-to-1.

The cumulative impact of these conditions on black children is catastrophic. Many do not respect authority,
have no self-discipline and no desire to learn. But these are matters of culture that are, for the most part,
beyond the purview of public schools. It is sufficient to acknowledge that educating black children - black
males, in particular - is a formidable task. But it can be done.

Poor teacher training



Let's begin by exploding the fallacy that all teachers care about the academic achievement of their students. In
fact, many do not. Their training renders them indifferent to academic achievement. North Carolina's schools of
education, like most in the nation, dedicate far more time and effort to amateur psychology and issues of social
justice than they devote to academics. A recent study from The Pope Center in Raleigh illustrates that this
flawed philosophy dominates at UNC-Chapel Hill, UNCG, UNC-Wilmington, Appalachian State, N.C. A&T and
elsewhere.

The study, "University of North Carolina Education Schools: Helping or Hindering Potential Teachers?" was
written by George K. Cunningham and is available at http://www.popecenter.org/. It is a stinging indictment of
the education establishment, the reading of which makes abundantly clear that narrowing the achievement gap
will take place only with the assistance of parents and volunteers. Because of their education school
indoctrination, the current crop of teachers in GCS is neither qualified to improve, nor particularly interested in,
academic achievement.

Typical of North Carolina schools is a class offered to education students at Chapel Hill, the syllabus of which
proclaims that "we are first and foremost concerned with the agenda of constructing democratic learning
communities which are positioned in the larger society to support an agenda of social action which removes all
forms of injustice." No wonder black males can't read or write. Their teachers' minds are cluttered with social
activist gibberish and disdain for academic rigor.

Seven ideas for reform

With that in mind, if GCS is serious about a commitment to academic achievement and closing the
achievement gap, there are several proven reforms it could implement:

* Although the federal No Child Left Behind law requires that states use "highly qualified" teachers in core
subjects, states (and local districts) have some discretion in defining what "highly qualified" means, and in
establishing criteria that must be met for state certification. North Carolina and GCS should exploit all of the
"wiggle room" available under the law to decrease the number of education majors hired as teachers and to
minimize the degree of "pedagogical” knowledge that candidates must demonstrate for certification. These
"credentials" have nothing to do with teacher quality. Private schools outperform public schools, in part,
because many of their teachers are recruited from outside the establishment.

* Contrary to the vision of new superintendent Mo Green, "child-centered" teaching methods, or "collaborative
learning,” should be replaced with direct instruction - a proven method - districtwide.

* Give all parents school choice, so that children will not be trapped in failing schools. Competition will improve
school performance.

* Increase instruction time for struggling students, including evenings, Saturdays and summer sessions.

* Maintain order in the classroom, even if doing so entails suspending unruly students and regardless of
whether those suspended are disproportionately black males.

* Require homework in academic subjects four nights per week. Reading, writing and math are more important
than TV and video games.

* Cut administration by 25 percent and distribute those funds among deserving teachers - those whose
students demonstrate superior academic achievement.

Charles Davenport Jr. (daisha99@msn.com) is a freelance columnist who appears alternate Sundays in the
News & Record.
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Job: Associate professor, coordinator of graduate programs for education administration,
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Bright Idea: As editor of African American Males in School and Society (Teachers College
Press), Polite has pulled together a book targeted to educators that explores barriers to
learning that Black males face throughout their K-12 years, into college, and beyond.

As early as second ar third grade, African American males begin receiving subliminal messages
about who they are in society says Polite. And those messages, quite often, aren't good.

"Parity in education for African American males is still not there," asserts Polite, a former
public school administrator and elementary and high school principal.
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"In terms of their treatment, the number of expulsions and disciplinary actions taken in school,
and the disproportionate referrals to special ed as opposed to gifted and talented programs,
these students get the message that they are a problem population,” Polite notes.

With co-editor James Earl Davis, Polite presents the work of leading scholars such as Michele
Foster and Edmund W Gordon, who examine education policies and practices that challenge
African American males' ability to succeed.

Topics include attitudes toward learning, identity development, achievement and social class,
the impact of technology, responsible fatherhood, and college recruitment and retention.

Looking at the cycle of failure that many young Black males experience, Polite emphasizes the



importance of getting them through the K-12 years in a positive mode. Otherwise, he notes,
"they're not going to make it to higher ed at all.

"And if we fail to use technology for knowledge construction," Polite adds, "we relegate this
entire population from the job market of the future.”

Impact: The book provides concrete recommendations for educators, parents, school
administrators, and policy-makers that, according to Polite, stand to positively influence the
education and social outcomes of African American males.

For More: E-mail Polite at polite@cua.edu. To order African American Males in School and
Society ($23.95 paper), visit www. teacherscollegepress.com/ authfiles/polite.html or call
800/575-6566.
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Memphis City Schools, Memphis, TN
Metro Nashville Public Schools, Nashville, TN
Austin Independent School District, Austin, TX
Brownsville Independent School District, Brownsville, TX
Dallas Independent School District, Dallas, TX
El Paso Independent School District, El Paso, TX
Ft. Worth Independent School District, Fort Worth, TX
Houston Independent School District, Houston, TX
Mesquite Independent School District, Mesquite, TX
Richardson Independent School District, Richardson, TX
Judson Independent School District, San Antonio, TX
San Antonio Independent School District, San Antonio, TX
Ft. Bend Independent School District, Sugar Land, TX
Alexandria City Public Schools, Alexandria, VA
Hampton City Schools, Hampton, VA
Norfolk Public Schools, Norfolk, VA
Portsmouth City Public Schools, Portsmouth, VA
Richmond Public Schools, Richmond, VA
Roanoke City Public Schools, Roanoke, VA
Virginia Beach City School District, Virginia Beach, VA
Virgin Islands Board of Education, St. Thomas, VI
Seattle School District #1, Seattle, WA
Milwaukee Public Schools, Milwaukee, WI
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