- BY BEVERLY DANIEL TATUM

olor Blind or

Color Conscious!

ve had many teachers say to me,
“Pm not prejudiced. | don’t notice
any differences in these kids. | treat
them all the same,” and my ques-
tion is, “The same as what?”

—an African American father

any teachers aspire to be
“color-blind” when inter-
acting with their students.
To notice the racial and
ethnic differences among
their students feels wrong to them, a sign
perhaps of bigotry or prejudicial think-
ing. But from the child’s point of view
(and that of his or her parents), not
noticing may mean that the educator is
overlooking an important dimension of
the young person’s experience in the
world and, even more specifically, in
that classroom.

As the father quoted above observed,
“If you're going to teach them all the
same, does that mean that you don’t rec-
ognize that they are black ... that they
have an experience that is rich and that
you can use to enrich this classroom?”

A color-blind approach often means
that the educator has not considered
the meaning of racial/ethnic identity to
the child.

How schools
acknowledge
racial and ethnic
Identities will
affect all students’
educational

~ experiences

However, when dealing especially
with adolescents, identity questions
are very important to keep in mind.
As children enter adolescence, they
begin to explore the questions of iden-
tity, asking, “Who am I? Who can I
be?” in ways they have not done be-
fore. For youth of color in particular,
“Who am [?” includes thinking about
Who am I ethnically and/for racially?
What does it mean to be black or Lari-
no or Asian?

Why are young people of color think-
ing about themselves in terms of race or
ethnicity? Because the rest of the world
is viewing them that way.

28 The School Administrator May 1999

Shaping of Self-Perception

The concept of identity is a complex
one, shaped by individual characteris-
tics, family dynamics, historical factors
and social and political contexts. Who
am I? The answer depends in large part
on who the world around me says I am.
Who do my parents say I am? Who do
my peers say | am? What message is re-
flected back to me in the faces and
voices of my teachers? My neighbors?
The store clerks? What do I learn from
the media about myself? How am I rep-
resented in the cultural images around
me? Or am I missing from the picture
altogether? As social scientist Charles
Cooley pointed out long ago, other
people are the mirror in which we see
ourselves.

Our self-perceptions are shaped by
the messages that we receive from those
around us, and when youth of color en-
ter adolescence, the racial content of
those messages intensifies. For exam-
ple, the young black boy that everyone
thought was cute when he was seven
may elicit a very different response
from adults when he is a young man of
15. Though he may be the same good-
natured person, now 6 feet tall and
wearing the adolescent attire of the
day, he may notice that women hold
their purses a little tighter when they

THOID © 3T HIEK MICOMS/TIKTUCKT DLPAREMINT OF 1DUCATION



see him or maybe even cross the street
to avoid him.

He may notice the sound of the auto-
matic door locks on cars as he passes by
or that he is being followed around by
the security guards at the local mall. As
he rides in town on his new bicycle, does
a police officer hassle him, asking where
he got it, implying that it might be
stolen? Do strangers assume he plays bas-
ketball? Each of these experiences con-
veys a racial message and his awareness
of his racial group membership is height-
ened as a result.

Some of the key environmental mes-
sages are received at school. Though
many elementary schools have self-con-
tained classtrooms where children of
varying performance levels learn togeth-
er, many middle and secondary schools
use ability grouping or tracking. Though
school administrators usually defend
their tracking practices as fair and objec-
tive, there is a recognizable racial pat-
tern to how children are assigned, which
often represents the system of advantage
operating in the schools.

I racially mixed schools, black chil-
dren are much more likely to be in the
lower track than the honors track. Such
apparent sorting along racial lines sends
a message about what it means to be
black. One young honors student in a
middle-class suburban school I inter-
viewed noted the irony of this resegrega-
tion in what he described as a “very inte-
grated environment” and hinted at the
idencrity issues it raised for him.

The teen-ager said: “It was really a
very paradoxical existence. Here l am in
a school that's 35 percent black, you
know, and I’m the only black in my
classes. ... That always struck me as odd.
1 guess I felt that I was different from the
other blacks because of that.”

Social Shaping
In addition to the changes taking place
within school, changes are occurring in
the social dynamics outside of school.
For many parents, puberty raises anxiety
about interracial dating. In racially
mixed communities, you begin to see
what I call the “birthday party effect.”
Young children’s birthday parties in
multiracial communities are often a re-
flection of that diversity. The parties of
elementary school children may be seg-
regated by gender, but not by race. At
puberty, when the parties become
“sleepovers” or boy-girl events, they be-
come less and less racially diverse.

Black girls, in white communities es-
pecially, may gradually become aware

that something has changed. When
" their white friends start to date, they do

not. The issues of emerging sexuality,
and the societal messages about who is
sexually desirable, leave young black
wormen in a very devalued position.

' One young woman from a Philadel-
phia suburb described herself as “pursu-
ing white guys all throughout high
school” to no avail. Since there were no
black boys in her class, she had little
choice. She would feel “really pissed off”
when those same white boys would date
her white friends. For her, “That prom

poor urban adolescent girls do not fit the
stereotypes that are made about them.”

Affirmation in Class

As these examples illustrate, during the
high school years students of color are of-
ten experiencing a heightened awareness
of the significance of race and racism and
are trying to make sense of these experi-
ences. This increased awareness may be
accompanied by feelings of confusion or
anger, alienation or sadness. Though
they may not always seek out the help of
teachers, educators who are color-con-

“A color-blind approach often means that the
educator has not considered the meaning of racial/

ethnic idenfity fo the child.”

thing was like out of the question.”
Though black girls living in the con-
text of a larger black community may
have more social choices, they too have
to contend with devaluing messages
about who they are and who they will
become, especially if they are poor or
working class. As social scientists Bon-
nie Ross Leadbeater and Niobe Way
point out in Urban Girls: Resisting Stereo-
types, Creating Identities: “The school
dropout, the teen-age welfare mother,
the drug addict and the victim of domes-
tic violence or of AIDS are among the
most prevalent public images of poor
and working-class urban adolescent girls
... Yet, despite the risks inherent in eco-
nomic disadvantage, the majority of

scious enough to notice their students
are struggling with questions of identity
can be helpful allies in the process.
Affirming identity in the classroom is
a very useful place to start. All students
should be able to see important parts of
themselves reflected in positive ways in
the school. Students want to find them-
selves reflected in the faces of other stu-
dents and in the faculty. They want to see
themselves reflected in the curriculum.
While middle-class white students
can take such affirmation for granted,
students of color often find that their ex-
periences are peripheral to what hap-
pens in their classrooms. The color-
blind teacher may not notice that some
children are included and others are not.
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Conversely the color-conscious teacher
will actively seek out materials (class-
room posters, literature, music, relevant
newspaper clippings, etc.) that reflect
the identities of his or her students ina
positive way.

In addition, the color-conscious
teacher may acknowledge the social
meaning of race by engaging students in
discussions about race and racism.
While such discussions may seem to be-
long only in social studies or literature

classes, even math and science teachers .

can incorporate such discussions into
their content. Affirming identity can be
as subtle as ensuring that the word prob-
lems include names like Juan and Lak-
isha as well as Tom and Jane or as overt
as asking students to collect and graph
data about stereotypical images in the
media and debunking myths about the
“biology” of race.

While teachers often are hesitant to
engage students in conversations about
race, ongoing classroom dialogue can
help both white students and students
of color begin to make sense of their
race-related experiences. Educators
who are able to ralk about issues of race
and racism with their students often

Beverly Daniel Tatum is the dean of oum .
Holyoke College.

find that their relationships with stu-
dents of color improve, and perhaps as a
result, so does the students’ academic
performance.

While not every student will re-
spond positively to an educator’s initia-
tive to suggest culturally relevant read-
ing material or to support the
organization of clubs for students of
color, many will see such efforts as a
sign that the school is also a place for
them. They no longer will feel invisible
in the classroom.

Better Understanding

Educators who abandon color-blind-
ness for a color-conscious approach
may find as this white high school
teacher did: “The most glaring mis-
take I have lived is that of embracing
all my students without seeing their
color. I used to be very proud that
skin color didn’t change my approach
to my students and the intended cur-
riculum in any way. I prided myself in
my non-partisan approach of equality
for all. I realize now that this lack of
acknowledgment left my students
thinking 1 did not recognize their
identiry.”

As educators develop a better under-
standing of the significance of racial and
ethnic identity in adolescence, hopeful-
ly it is a mistake that fewer of us will
make in the future. &

Beverly Daniel Tatum is dean of the college and
professor of psychology and education af Mount
Holyoke College, 50 College St., South Hudley,
Mass. 01075-1405. F-mail: btetum@mtholyoke.
edu. She is the author of “Why Are All the Black
Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?” And
Other Conversations About Race.
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