
Prepared for the July 7-9, 2015 Board Meeting 

Title: Race and Social Justice Training 

As Related To:   Goal One: Develop and support 
policies to close the achievement 
and opportunity gaps. 

  Goal Two: Develop 
comprehensive accountability, 
recognition, and supports for 
students, schools, and districts.  

  Goal Three: Ensure that every 
student has the opportunity to meet 
career and college ready standards. 

  Goal Four: Provide effective 
oversight of the K-12 system. 

  Other

Relevant To 
Board Roles:

  Policy Leadership 
  System Oversight 
  Advocacy 

  Communication 
  Convening and Facilitating 

Policy 
Considerations / 
Key Questions:

1. What are the tools and strategies the Board can use to better 
understand the causes of and address race-based opportunity gaps? 

Possible Board 
Action:

  Review   Adopt 
  Approve   Other 

Materials
Included in 
Packet:

  Memo 
  Graphs / Graphics 
  Third-Party Materials 
  PowerPoint 
  Other 

Synopsis: The City of Seattle Office of Civil Rights Race and Social Justice Initiative will 
be providing State Board of Education members and staff with a race and social 
justice training. Inlcuded in your packet are three readings in preparation for the 
training and discussion.  

The readings are: 
 An excerpt on education from the 2015 “Creating an Equitable Future in 

Washington State: Black Well-Being and Beyond” report sponsored by 
the African American Leadership Forum, Centerstone, and the 
Washington State Commission on African American Affars. 

 An article from the Clearinghouse Review Journal of Poverty Law and 
Policy, “Using a Racial Equity Impact Analysis in the Minneapolis Public 
Schools.” 

 An article from the April 2003 issue of Principal Leadership “Reasons 
for Hope: You Can Challenge Educational Inequities.” 
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Systemic barriers to opportunity and racial oppression 

have impeded progress for Black people, with devastating 

consequences for nearly every indicator of their well-being.  

For example:

 A history of exclusion from economic and educational 

opportunities has systematically denied Black people 

access to the middle class and the intergenerational 

benefits of prosperity. This history has affected 

generations of Black Washingtonians, resulting 

in poorer job prospects, lower rates of college 

completion, higher rates of poverty, and lower net 

worth than their peers.

 The cumulative impact of social and economic 

exclusion takes a toll on every area of well-being. For 

example, Black children and adults in Washington 

state have higher rates of illness and death than many 

of their peers, and the second lowest life expectancy 

of any racial and ethnic group. 

 National and state systems have evolved to threaten 

progress for Black people. Since 1980, following the 

roll-out of the War on Drugs, the prison population 

has increased 300 percent in Washington state. Black 

people are disproportionally more likely than white 

people to be sentenced to prison—for drugs and 

other crimes—even when their backgrounds and 

circumstances are similar. 

 In a political system so heavily influenced by wealth, 

and one that limits the right to vote for people 

with a felony conviction, fewer economic resources 

combined with unequal criminal justice outcomes put 

Black Washingtonians at a disadvantage politically. 

The contributions that Black Washingtonians have made in 

spite of such barriers should inspire all of us. Imagine what 

we could accomplish as a state if barriers to opportunity 

were removed for everyone. This report is one contribution 

to making this vision a reality. 

Goals of Report & Audience

This report is the first phase of a longer effort by African 

American Leadership Forum–Seattle, Centerstone of 

Seattle, and the Washington State Commission on African 

American Affairs to elevate and amplify the voices of Black 

Washingtonians in the decision-making processes that 

influence their everyday lives. It is inclusive of all people 

with a common ancestry in Africa and who racially identify 

as Black in Washington state, while also honoring the vast 

differences in history, experience, and culture within the 

community as a whole.  

The primary audiences for this report are policymakers and 

the people who influence them, but we hope the findings 

are shared in communities throughout the state. The 

purpose is threefold: 

To evaluate barriers to opportunity and conditions 

in key areas of well-being for Black Washingtonians.  

Five barometers of well-being are analyzed in the report: 

economic security, education, criminal justice, health, 



THE DEPTH  DIVERSITY 
OF BLACK WASHINGTONIANS

TWO

T
 

he 238,000 Black people living in Washington state today encompass a wide range of diversity and 

depth of experience. They share a history as the descendants of survivors of the Middle Passage 

who became enslaved in the antebellum South, and are the ancestors of the Freedom Riders, the poets of 

the Harlem Renaissance, the founders of jazz and blues, the veterans of every American war, epic sports 

heroes and Olympians, and the leaders of the Civil Rights movement, among countless other economic, 

social, political, and cultural influences. Their ancestors arrived in the Pacific Northwest as far back as 17881,  

but came en masse during The Great Migration—the period between 1910 and 1970 when large numbers of 

Black people left the South to pursue greater opportunities in the urban centers of the North, Midwest, and 

West.2 Since 1970, the number of African-Americans living in Washington state has almost tripled.3

The 1970s also saw the beginning of an increase in the number of Black people in Washington state who were 

born outside of the United States, as several federal laws4 made it easier for immigrants and refugees to come 

here. The number of Black immigrants and refugees in Washington state was small initially, and they largely 

came from Europe, Canada, and Latin America to seek education and job opportunities. As political instability, 

famine, and violent conditions grew in Africa, however, the number of Black immigrants and refugees from 

that continent increased dramatically.5 Today, the vast majority (83 percent) of Black people born outside of 

the United States were born in Africa (see map),6 bringing their own unique brand of knowledge, culture, skills, 

and experience to Washington state. 
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WHERE BLACK WASHINGTONIANS LIVE

85%

of Black people live in the 
following counties:

9%

of Black people live in the 
following counties:

6%

KING (49%)

PIERCE (22%)

SNOHOMISH (8%)

THURSTON (3%)

KITSAP (3%) 

CLARK (3.5%)

SPOKANE (3.5%)

YAKIMA (1%)

BENTON (1%)

SPARSELY POPULATED 
REMAINING COUNTIES

NEARLY NINE OF EVERY 10 BLACK WASHINGTONIANS LIVE IN FIVE 

COUNTIES SURROUNDING THE SOUTH PUGET SOUND. 

COUNTY OF RESIDENCE,  

BLACK POPULATION 

WASHINGTON STATE 2013
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2x
The unemployment rate for Black Washingtonians  

in 2013 was 14 percent, twice as high as the  

state rate of seven percent.

6 in 10
The number of jobs that pay less than what is  

needed for a family of three to meet basic needs on one 

income in Washington state.

54%
The share of monthly income 

a Black family of three pays for 

housing and child care—the two 

biggest expenses a family has. 

The average family in Washington 

state pays 36 percent.

Major Obstacles to Economic 
Security

The economic security of Black people in Washington state 

today, and the future of the entire middle class in our state, 

cannot be understood or envisioned apart from this history.  

The barriers to economic security for Black Washingtonians 

today have taken on new forms, but they have evolved 

from old challenges that must be tackled if we are to create 

equal economic opportunities moving forward.  

Disproportionally high rates of unemployment. As the 

Great Recession gripped Washington state, policymakers’ 

attention rightfully focused on a soaring unemployment 

rate, which reached a peak of 10 percent in 2010. The 

concern about such high unemployment was warranted—

an economy cannot function when such a large number 

of people are without work and businesses are without 

customers. The total unemployment rate, however, masked 

a more troubling trend for the Black community. The rate 

among Black Washingtonians rose to a staggering 21 

percent in 2010, and remained at 14 percent at the end of 

2013, compared to the state rate of 7 percent.11 The same 

level of concern for the general population should apply to 

all groups. The Black community cannot thrive when such a 

large share of the community cannot find work.  

A low-wage job market with racial discrimination. 

The lack of employment opportunities for Black people 

is compounded by the low quality of the jobs available. 

While Washington state has the largest share of high-wage, 

high-skill science, technology, engineering, and math 

o 

a
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Making Progress on Economic Equity: Key Gaps to Close

As a result of these barriers, Black people are far more likely to face economic hardship than many of their peers, and often 

lack the savings and assets to invest in their future or withstand the impact of a personal financial crisis or weak economy.  

Are less likely to have a job that pays enough to meet basic needs. Just more than one quarter (28 percent) of Black 

workers in Washington state are in a job that pays enough for a family of three to meet basic needs—such as food, shelter, 

utilities, and child care—on one income.18 The reason, in part, is due to Black workers being overrepresented in lower-

paying jobs, such as retail sales, food service, and administrative work, and underrepresented in the higher-paying STEM 

occupations, such as computer science, architecture, engineering, and biotech.19   

Have lower household incomes and higher rates of poverty: Weaker job opportunities translate into lower household 

incomes for Black families, and higher rates of economic hardship. The median household income of Black households in 

Washington state is nearly $18,000 less than the state median, and nearly 60 percent of Black children are living in poverty, 

compared to 39 percent of children overall.20 

Less likely to own a home or have enough assets to weather a personal financial crisis or weak economy. Fewer 

resources, especially given the high cost of living in Washington state, prevent Black families from accumulating the kinds 

of assets needed to build wealth, such as buying a home or saving for retirement. Just 35 percent of Black people live in 

households that own their homes compared to 65 percent of Washington households overall.21 Nationally, 25 percent of 

Black households have enough assets to weather a personal financial crisis or weak economy, compared to 46 percent of 

households overall.22  

Lower median net worth. Systemic barriers to building assets put current and future generations of Black Washingtonians 

at a significant disadvantage. With net worth 11 times less than the state average, they do not have the resources to achieve 

permanent economic security or pass down wealth from one generation to the next.23    

COMPARED TO WASHINGTONIANS GENERALLY, BLACK PEOPLE: 
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Major Obstacles to Education 
Opportunities

For education to be the great equalizer many people 

perceive it to be, equal access to high-quality education 

—across early learning, K-12, and higher education—is a 

precondition. In practice, today’s education system falls 

short of providing equal opportunity for Black students.   

The high cost of early learning opportunities. High-

quality early learning experiences, such as those provided 

in child care settings, are essential for development and 

help prepare children to be successful in school. The cost 

of child care, however, is prohibitive for many families in 

Washington state. Child care for a family of three can cost 

up to 18 percent of monthly household income; for a Black 

family of three it can consume up to 27 percent of income, 

given their generally lower earnings.26   

Inadequate state funding for K-12. In 2012, the 

Washington State Supreme Court ruled in McCleary v. State 

of Washington that the state is not fulfilling its paramount 

duty under the state constitution to fund basic K-12 

education. The court recognized that funding for schools 

varies by geographic location, and that many schools rely 

too heavily on local taxes to make up for resources that 

should be provided by the state.27 In its ruling, the Supreme 

Court gave the Legislature until 2018 to invest an additional 

$4.5 billion into the K-12 system to meet its constitutional 

obligation.28  

$917
The median cost of child care per month for a  

family of three in Washington state takes up 27 

percent of a Black family’s income.

1 in 10
Just one in 10 teachers in Washington state is of color, 

even though four of every 10 students are of color.

2x
The rate at which Black students in Washington state 

are suspended or expelled compared to their peers.

$4.5 BILLION

The amount of additional resources needed to 

adequately fund K-12 education in Washington state.

25%
The share of a Black family’s income needed to pay 

for average tuition at Washington state’s four-year 

public universities.
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Making Progress on Equity in Education: Key Gaps to Close

For the 80,000 Black children in Washington state public schools, difficulty finding affordable, high-quality early learning 

opportunities, lack of adequate school funding for K-12, disproportionate disciplinary action, a lack of teacher diversity, and 

the prohibitive cost of higher education combine to affect their achievement and attainment across the education pipeline, 

as well as their future opportunities in the labor market.

Have lower rates of preschool enrollment. The cost of child care is likely just one reason why less than half (45 percent) 

of Black children are enrolled in preschool compared to their peers (53 percent).36 Other reasons may include a shortage of 

child care availability in neighborhoods, lack of culturally competent child care, or differences in care preference by racial 

or ethnic background. 

Are slightly less likely to be prepared for kindergarten. At 41 percent, the share of children ready for kindergarten in 

Washington state is low overall; Black kindergarteners are only slightly behind their peers, with 39 percent prepared in all six 

areas of kindergarten readiness.37  

Are less likely to meet standards in third grade reading and eighth grade math. Proficiency in third grade reading and 

eighth grade math are key predictors of future success in school.38 The achievement gap is evident by third grade, with Black 

students trailing their peers in reading proficiency by 15 percentage points. By eighth grade, Black students trail their peers 

in meeting math standards by 22 percentage points.39  

Are less likely to graduate from high school on-time. Graduating from high school is an essential step in transitioning 

into adulthood. Sixty-five percent of Black students entering ninth grade graduate within four years, compared to 76 percent 

of students overall.40   

Have similar rates of college enrollment after they graduate high school, but have lower degree completion rates. 

Black high-school graduates have similar rates of college enrollment as their peers. However, colleges and universities in 

Washington state are less likely to retain Black students. For students entering college in 2005, for example, the rate of 

completion at public universities was 68 percent overall, but 52 percent for Black students.41  

COMPARED TO THEIR PEERS, BLACK STUDENTS IN WASHINGTON STATE: 
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“There is a problem in  

[Washington state’s] criminal justice 

system … put simply, we have found 

disparity and mistrust. Together we must 

fix it for the sake of our democracy.”

Task Force on Race in the Criminal Justice System

BLACK WELL-BEING  BEYOND22

Obstacles to Equity in the 
Criminal justice System

If we want communities throughout Washington state 

to be places where people truly feel protected and trust 

local law enforcement, a deeper understanding of the 

disproportionate involvement of Black people in the 

criminal justice system is needed.

A weak relationship between declining crime and rising 

incarceration. The total crime rate in Washington state 

has been declining for the last two decades, decreasing 

from 60 per 1,000 people in 1994 to 40 per 1,000 people 

in 2013.63 The violent crime rate has been declining as 

well, dropping by more than half (54 percent) during the 

same period.64 Some policymakers have speculated that 

increases in incarceration are the major reason crime is 

declining, but the reality is more complicated. The impact 

of incarceration varies widely depending on the time 

frame and geographic location analyzed, suggesting 

other factors are largely at play.65 For example, one study 

found that 25 percent of the drop in crime rates in the 

1990s can be attributed to the increase in incarceration; 

the remainder is due to other factors, including the strong 

economy of the 1990s, the waning crack epidemic, and 

successful community-led efforts to address crime.66 Given 

the extraordinary toll of incarceration on society generally, 

but for the Black community especially, a discussion of 

reversing trends in incarceration is needed.    

18%

In Washington state, the share of Black people in 

prison (18 percent) is four times higher than their 

share in the state population.

#1
The United States incarcerates its population at a higher 

rate than anywhere else in the world, even though it has a 

marginal effect on reducing crime. The prison population 

in Washington state increased more than 300 percent 

between 1980 and 2011.



Black children are detained at a rate four times higher than the state average. The 

rate of juvenile detention is four per 1,000 for Black children, compared to the state rate 

of one per 1,000.76  

Black adults have a rate of incarceration five times higher than the state average.  

The rate of incarceration for Black adults is 33 per 1,000, compared to the statewide rate 

of six per 1,000.75   

Making Progress on Equity in the Criminal Justice System: 
Key Gaps to Close

The collateral damage of mass incarceration affects the economic security, health, and civic engagement of entire 

communities. If current trends continue, one in three Black men and one in 18 Black women in the United States will spend 

some time in prison, removing a critical mass of workers, parents, brothers, sisters, friends, and voters from the Black 

community. Nearly two million children in the United States currently have a parent in prison, many of whom struggle 

to maintain relationships with their incarcerated parents, face more economic hardship than their peers, and struggle in 

school. Use of excessive force and violence in the Black community will only serve to further undermine trust between the 

community and law enforcement. 

IN WASHINGTON STATE:
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42%

The number of Black children with more 

than two adverse childhood experiences 

(see definition box), compared to  

24 percent of children overall.

60%

The number of Black children living in families with 

economic hardship—the most common adverse 

experience children face—compared to the state 

average of 39 percent.

23%

The number of Black working-age (18 to 64) 

adults without health insurance, compared 

to the state average of 19 percent. 

Major Obstacles to Equity  
in Health

Improving the health and well-being of Black 

Washingtonians is largely dependent on how much 

progress we make on removing the social and economic 

barriers to opportunity they face, including:

Adverse experiences and toxic stress. A growing body 

of research suggests that stress resulting from adverse 

experiences in childhood (see table for definition) can 

harm the maturing brains of children and have health 

consequences that last well into adulthood. The more 

adversity a child experiences, the greater the risk for 

cardiovascular disease, lung and liver disease, depression, 

violence, smoking, drug and alcohol abuse, obesity, risky 

sexual behaviors, and early death.45 Forty-two percent of 

Black children in Washington state have had two or more 

adverse experiences, compared to 24 percent of children 

overall.46 Economic hardship is the most common adversity 

children face.47 Black children and families in Washington 

state have a rate of economic hardship one-and-a-half 

times higher than the state average.48  
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COMPARED TO THEIR PEERS IN WASHINGTON STATE, BLACK PEOPLE:

Making Progress on Health Equity: Key Gaps to Close 

Social and economic inequality affects the health of many Black Washingtonians from birth onward, playing out across 

multiple dimensions of health and well-being.

Are more likely to be born at low birth weight. Babies born at a low weight (less than 5.5 pounds) are less likely to survive 

than babies born at a normal weight, and have a higher likelihood of experiencing a range of negative health outcomes 

in childhood and adulthood.54 Eleven percent of Black babies are born at low birth weight, compared to six percent of  

all babies.55

Have higher rates of childhood asthma and obesity. Research suggests that the quality of the natural (e.g., air quality) 

and built environments (e.g., access to healthy food and parks, walkable neighborhoods, and housing quality) plays a major 

role in health outcomes. In Washington state, Black children have higher rates of both obesity and asthma than their peers,56

two illnesses that are strongly linked to economic inequality and environmental factors.57 

Have higher rates of mortality and lower life expectancy. Barriers to economic and education opportunities accumulate 

over time and are strongly associated with higher rates of illness and premature death in the Black community. Overall age-

adjusted mortality among Black people (885 per 100,000) is significantly higher than the state rate (677 per 100,000).58 A 

Black baby born in Washington state today has a life expectancy four years shorter (76) than the state average (80).59  
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Obstacles to Equity in Civic 
Engagement

For public policies and programs to truly reflect the needs 

of Black Washingtonians, barriers to civic engagement 

must be removed. In particular, policies that bolster the 

inclusion of Black people in politics and policymaking 

need to be a priority for policymakers. 

Wealth inequality and the campaign finance system. 

Nationally and in Washington state, the political system 

is increasingly dominated by wealthy people and 

corporations, whose interests differ considerably from 

those of average Americans. Wealthy people, for example, 

tend to favor policies that will increase their wealth—like 

lower taxes on capital gains and tax breaks for corporations 

—and are less likely to favor policies that support the 

middle class, like adequately funding K-12 education, 

public transportation, and affordable health care.81 As a 

result, the overwhelming influence of money in politics 

fuels greater inequality and undermines the very premise 

of a well-functioning democracy—equal representation.

For Black people, whose median net worth ($6,314) is 

far below the median for the United States as a whole 

($68,828),82 and minuscule compared to the net worth of 

most wealthy people and corporations, the obstacles to 

equal political participation are virtually insurmountable.  

The wealth gaps for Black people are rooted in systemic 

barriers to economic and education opportunities that 

should be removed to improve overall conditions for the 

Black community. But removing those barriers alone will not 

elevate Black representation in politics and policymaking 

until the laws that allow wealth to dominate United States 

and state politics are reformed. 

Voter disenfranchisement. A person convicted of a felony 

in Washington state who is currently serving time in a 

correctional facility, or is on parole or probation, is unable 

to vote. The disproportional impact of the War on Drugs 

on the Black community has disenfranchised a greater 

share of Black voters with a felony record—four percent 

compared to just one percent of felons overall.83  

11x
The median net worth of the average U.S. 

household is 11 times greater ($68, 828) than 

the average Black household ($6,314). In 

a political system so heavily influenced by 

wealth, it is nearly impossible to ensure equal 

representation for a strong democracy.

4:1
Four percent of Black 

people with a felony have 

lost their right to vote, 

compared to an average of 

one percent for the felon 

population as a whole. 
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usually start my workshops on educational equity by
asking educators how they would explain the
achievement gap between different racial and socioe-
conomic groups if they were invited to make a state-
ment to their school board. Their explanations span
an array of categories: family conditions, peer cul-
ture, poverty, curriculum, pedagogy, cultural differ-
ences, teachers’ expectations, unequal access to

resources, lack of role models, and language differences.
Although their list illustrates the complexity of the situation
and its emotional nature, very few of the thousands of edu-
cators to whom I have asked this question have specifically
mentioned racism or classism. 

Their reluctance to include race does not surprise me.
Race and class are two of the most controversial issues fac-
ing U.S. society and are usually neglected in educational
forums. A Latina teacher (in a district with 85% students
of color) wrote at the end of an institute I led, “I’ve never
had the opportunity to talk about this issue [racism] with

other people of different cultural groups than mine.... It has
been very encouraging to see that it is possible to address
these issues in a sensitive and respectful manner.” 

A Proposal
Because these topics deserve and require considerably more
attention than they traditionally command, I propose that
educators establish programs to:
• Increase people’s understanding of how race and class

bias—personal and institutionalized, conscious and
unconscious, blatant and subtle—operate in schools and
society to impede student learning 

• Identify practices and policies that interfere with the
learning of students of color and of students from low-
income households and replace them with effective ones. 

Reasons for hope that inequity, racism, and the achieve-
ment gap will be eliminated exist, and there are some prac-
tical steps for carrying out such a program. They are not
simple actions, however, and they demand commitment and

Inequity in education has many causes and correlates, but one important element is

often left out. Racism is hard to discuss and its devastating effects hard to

understand, but there are ways to begin the conversation and start the healing.

BY JULIAN WEISSGLASS
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You Can Challenge
Educational Inequities

Reasons for Hope:
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dedication to be successful. Before any actions are taken, I
suggest two guidelines to help principals begin the task of
examining these issues in their schools:
A. Resist trying to solve specific school problems until you
have created shared meaning and increased trust. Even if
you believe that you have a collegial atmosphere, unless you
have given members of the school community the opportu-
nity to talk with one another about how they have been
affected by different forms of prejudice, “problem-solving
discussions” often become unproductive, confrontational,
or confused by posturing and pretense.
B. Avoid conducting major projects, such as schoolwide
“celebrating diversity” events, until the steps are taken to
establish trust. Although such events may cause people to
feel good temporarily and appear to be successful, they may
be counter-productive in the long run if no substantial
progress is made toward building trust among members of
different ethnic or class groups and increasing understand-
ing of how racism or classism affects teaching and learning. 

DEFINITIONS

Start by discussing definitions to create shared meanings
of the terms that people use or at least a shared under-
standing of what they disagree about. It is important, for
example, that we know what other people mean when they
use the terms racism or sexism or classism. Because of space
constraints, I will focus on racism in this article, but the
implications for addressing these other issues should be
clear. I use the following definition of racism:

Racism is the systematic mistreatment of certain groups
of people (often referred to as people of color) on the basis
of skin color or other (real or supposed) physical character-
istics. This mistreatment is carried out by societal institu-
tions or by White people who have been conditioned by
the society to act, consciously or unconsciously, in harmful
ways toward people of color, with the mistreatment con-
doned or colluded in by the society as a whole. [Author’s
note: The terms used to describe different racial groups are
themselves controversial. This is inevitable since humans
form one race, and racial terms are social, not biological,
classifications. Any label is inadequate and a gross simplifi-
cation. Because skin color is the basis of racism, I will use
“people of color” as a term for darker skinned people resid-
ing in the United States whose origins are outside Europe. I
will use White or European Americans for U.S. residents
whose ancestors came from Europe. I know there is no
such thing as a white-skinned person, that some European

Americans are darker-skinned than some people from out-
side Europe, and that there are many people of mixed her-
itage.]

Racism is different than prejudice. Although a person
of color can be prejudiced toward and hurt a White person,
people of color face systematic and ongoing personal and
institutionalized biases every day in this country. Shirley
Chisholm, the first Black U.S. congresswoman wrote:
“Racism is so universal in this country, so widespread and
deep-seated, that it is invisible because it is so normal”
(1970). Because schools are the primary formal societal
institution that young people encounter, they have enor-
mous responsibility in combating racism. What schools
do—or don’t do—significantly affects the future of their
students and of our society.

Racism can be subtle or blatant, conscious or uncon-
scious, personal or institutionalized. Unconscious personal
bias occurs, for example, when teachers have low expecta-
tions of Black or Latino students and interact with them
less thoughtfully and less often than they do with White
students. Institutionalized racism includes: 
• The incorporation into institutional policies or practices

of attitudes and values that work to the disadvantage of
students of color (for example, tracking practices that
consign many students of color to low tracks with less-
experienced teachers from which they can seldom escape)

• The unquestioned acceptance by the institution of White
middle-class values (for example, rewarding facility in tak-
ing tests or the absence of authors of color in many sec-
ondary school English curricula) 
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• Schools’ passiveness in the face of prejudiced behavior
that interferes with student learning or well-being 
(for example, not addressing harassment or teasing or
meeting it with punishment instead of attempting to
build communication and understanding). 

ASSUMPTIONS
Provide opportunities for people (including yourself ) 
to reflect on and talk about their assumptions about
different dimensions of equity. The National Coalition
for Equity in Education has developed 12 assumptions,
called Perspectives on Equity, to guide our work [see figure
1]. People at our workshops talk about whether they agree
with these assumptions, what they would add, and what
the implications are for their work if the assumptions are
true. We do not seek agreement on the perspectives,
although I emphasize the importance of accepting, at least
as a working hypothesis, that no one is born prejudiced. 
It is important that people think and talk about their
assumptions related to the issues raised in the Perspectives
on Equity. Educators can also read and discuss personal sto-
ries that have been transcribed to illustrate the various
perspectives. For example, the story in figure 2 is used to
encourage discussion of Perspective 4.
THE HISTORY AND NATURE OF RACISM
Provide opportunities for students and adults to learn
about the history and nature of the oppression that peo-
ple of color have endured. Schools rarely teach in depth
about the genocide of indigenous peoples, the kidnapping
and slavery of Africans, the seizure of the Southwest U.S.
territory from Mexico, the mistreatment of Chinese immi-
grants and citizens, the imprisonment of Japanese Ameri-
cans during World War II, and the practices of segregation
and discrimination. Students are often told falsehoods. For
example, the authors of The Connected Mathematics Project,
a popular eighth-grade mathematics text, in an attempt to
situate an algebra lesson in a historical situation, wrote,
“When Mexico ceded California to the United States in
1848, California was a relatively unexplored territory with
only a few thousand people.” In fact, anthropologists esti-
mate that there were approximately 150,000 indigenous
people in California at that time. Furthermore, to say that
“Mexico ceded California to the United States” without
mentioning that the U.S. military was threatening to
conquer the whole country is akin to saying that in the
17th century, large numbers of Africans came to North
America to help grow cotton without mentioning slavery. 

A lack of knowledge is a large part of the problem. Most
educators do not know very much about the eugenics move-
ment and how its theories of White superiority influenced

Perspectives On Equity
1.   No one is born prejudiced. All forms of bias, from

extreme bigotry to unaware cultural biases, are

acquired—actually imposed on the young person.

2.   We are one species. All humans are very much alike

biologically.

3.   In many societies, many of the assumptions, values,

and practices of people and institutions from the

dominant culture serve to the disadvantage of stu-

dents from the nondominant culture. 

4.   Individual prejudice and institutionalized biases are

dysfunctional for individuals and to the society as a

whole.

5.   Systematic mistreatment (such as racism, classism,

or sexism) is more than the sum of individual preju-

dices. Thoughtful action with regard to curriculum,

pedagogy, and school policies and organization is

necessary to overcome the effects on people and

institutions of a long history of prejudice and discrimi-

nation.

6.   Individuals and groups internalize and transfer the

systematic mistreatment. They often act harmfully

toward themselves and each other. This process must

be identified and eliminated.

7.   Educators are an important force in helping many

people overcome the effects of societal bias and dis-

crimination, but schools also serve to perpetuate the

inequalities and prejudices in society. 

8.   Race, class, and gender bias are serious issues fac-

ing U.S. society and education that are usually not

discussed. Talking about them is necessary, not to lay

blame, but to figure out better ways of educating our

children. 

9.   Lack of acceptance and support is an impediment to

the development of educational leadership among

people of color, women, and the working class. 

10. To make progress on this very complex problem, it

will be necessary to improve alliances between edu-

cators from different ethnic and racial groups,

between males and females, and between people of

different class backgrounds. 

11. Discussing and gaining new understandings about

the existence and effects of bias and discrimination

will usually be accompanied by strong emotions.

12. Changed attitudes and actions will be facilitated if we

are listened to attentively and allowed to release our

emotions as we attempt to make sense of our experi-

ences and the experiences of others.

Figure 1
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education. For example, Carl Brigham, who as secretary of
the College Entrance Examination Board developed the
Scholastic Aptitude Test (now called the SAT), wrote in A
Study of American Intelligence, “The decline of American
intelligence will be more rapid than the decline of the intel-
ligence of European national groups owing to the presence
here of the Negro” (1923). Educational Testing Services, the
organization that produces and sells the SAT, has a library
named after Brigham. (See Tucker, 1994, and Gould, 1981
for more discussion of the eugenics movement.) 

And Brigham was not an isolated fanatic. The eugenics
movement included prominent citizens; psychologists, such
as Lewis Terman, one of the primary developers of the
Stanford Binet IQ test; and educators and geneticists from
leading American universities. For example, Edward East
(1929), a Harvard geneticist, wrote, “Gene packets of
African origin are not valuable supplements to the gene
packets of European origin; it is the white germ plasm that
counts” (p. 199). The standardized tests that we currently
use were originally developed on the basis of the theories
and assumptions of men who believed in the superiority of
certain racial, national, and social groups and attempted to
influence governmental and educational policies. Although
the eugenics movement in this country fell into disrepute
after the Nazis took the belief of racial superiority to a hor-
rific conclusion in the 1940s, many people’s expectations
and attitudes toward people of color are still influenced by
these discredited theories. The ideas persist, often in subtler
and more sophisticated forms. For example, as late as 1994,
Murray & Herrnstein stated in The Bell Curve, “Putting it

all together, success and failure in the American economy
and all that goes with it, are increasingly a matter of the
genes that people inherit” (p. 91). 

Let me be clear that the eugenics movement was based
on untruths. Human beings are one species. We are much
more alike than we are different. Each human being is
valuable beyond measure. Each deserves to be treated with
complete respect—regardless of race, class, gender, sexual
orientation, age, physical abilities, or physical appearance.

Therefore, it is not surprising that European Americans
do not always understand the feelings of Native Americans,
African Americans, Mexican Americans, or Asian Ameri-
cans because they do not understand how the long history
of racism has affected people of color.
SCHOOLS AS COMMUNITIES
Work toward having people view your school as a
community that embraces the idea of the opportunity
to understand racism and other forms of systematic
mistreatment and to heal from the hurts they cause.
Good intentions, commitment, and even hard work are
not sufficient for eliminating racism in schools. Neither
will excellent curricula and pedagogy be enough to eradi-
cate the achievement gap. We need communities where
White people can listen to people of color talk about how
they and their ancestors have experienced racism and
where people of color can listen to White people talk
about how they have seen racial prejudice in operation
and how it affected them. Listening to each other’s stories
and emotions helps people identify what needs to change
within their institutions and within themselves. Being lis-

tened to helps us heal. Professional therapists
are not necessary for this, nor are there enough
of them to do the job. It is our responsibility—
and our opportunity—as educators to do this
work. In my professional development work-
shops, I use dyads, support groups, and per-
sonal experience panels (Weissglass, 1997) to
build community and promote healing. In these
structures, people divide time equally and
receive attention for their thoughts and feelings.
Listeners do not give advice or interpretation
and emotional release is accepted. Confidential-
ity is maintained. People do not complain
about the listeners or mutual acquaintances
(Weissglass, 1990; 2000).

A school community in which people have
the necessary support to heal from how they’ve
been hurt is quite different than a typical school
and deserves an explanation. Human beings
experience considerable hurt (physical and emo-
tional) when they are young—from accidents
and from mistreatment or neglect by other
young people, adults, or institutions. Although as
adults we may have forgotten many of those
experiences, they still affect us. People who are

I JUST GAVE IN

I grew up in a city and lived in a very Italian American community, which

also had a pretty high minority percentage of African Americans…. My

school was primarily children of Italian American and African American

background. When I was about seven, I made friends with a girl in my

class, who was African American. I brought her home one day. We were

there playing for awhile, and I gave her something to drink. After she

left, my mother threw the glass away. (crying) She couldn’t explain to me

(pause, crying).… Other things I will forgive her for, but that I won’t. She

said I couldn’t play with her anymore. And I guess I just gave in. I was

young and didn’t know what to do. She tried to say that these people

lived in these projects and they had diseases. She went on and on

about this kind of stuff.… It just didn’t make sense to me. She was a

nice child, she didn’t seem any different from me. I was poor too....

It’s to the point now that there are things I won’t talk to my family about.

We don’t talk about any deep issues because we can’t talk about them

without getting into arguments. If I see my family once a year, that’s

probably the most I will see them. I live across the country from them

and that’s not an accident. 

Excerpt from a White female college professor talking on a Personal

Experience Panel.

Figure 2
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“feeling bad” as a result of earlier experiences sometimes act
in ways that are harmful to others. They may make mis-
guided attempts to feel better by bonding with a group
(informal or organized) that discriminates against (or even
actively harasses) other people. They may exclude or mar-
ginalize others or act in patronizing or condescending ways.
It is obvious to most people that it is hurtful to be the tar-
get of racism (or any form of bias); it is less obvious that
any biased stance (thoughts, beliefs, actions) limits an indi-
vidual’s learning, relationships, and emotional health. 

When young people see or hear about injustice in the
world, they often feel fear, confusion, or grief even when
they are not the targets. If they question injustice, they are
often ignored, ridiculed, or humiliated by adults who say
such things as “I don’t have time to talk about that now,”
“This is just a phase you’re going through,” or “You are so
naive.” These hurtful experiences perpetuate racism. We
can heal from these experiences, but it requires the release
of the ensuing painful emotions through the natural physi-
ological processes of talking, laughing, trembling, perspir-
ing, “tantrumming,” yawning, and crying. (I learned about
emotional release from reevaluation counseling. See Jack-
ins, [1965] for an introduction to the theory of reevalua-
tion counseling.) 

Unfortunately, our society does not allow people to
heal sufficiently in this way. Boys are told, “Big boys don’t
cry.” Children are sent to their room or given sweets or
other inducements to stop them from crying. Expressing
frustration or anger is stifled. Showing fear is often greeted
with derision or taunts—“Don’t be a sissy.” The net result
is that most adults do not have full access to the natural
physiological processes of emotional release with which
they were born.

Building and sustaining communities committed to heal-
ing from the hurts of racism, however, will be challenging.

The culture of schools does not respect emotional release.
(See Weissglass, 1990, for a discussion of possible reasons.)

It is easier for educators to have a one-day workshop
celebrating diversity, to develop new curriculum, or to write
mission statements than to talk about personal experiences
with racism. Politicians prefer to talk in the abstract about
the achievement gap, to blame teachers, or pressure stu-
dents rather than to enable schools to deal with racism in
meaningful and productive ways. 
Internal and Transferred Racism
Understand internalized racism and transferred racism
and intervene and undo the hurts from these phenomena.
I use the terms internalized racism and transferred racism to
refer to the processes of people believing and acting on the
negative messages they receive about themselves (internal-
ized) and their group (transferred). Internalized racism
causes some people of color to believe that they are not as
intelligent or as worthwhile as White people. And it seems
to impede their academic functioning. (Figures 3 and 4 are
used to help people understand internalized and transferred
racism.) Research on test taking shows that the perform-
ance of members of nearly any stereotyped group can be
negatively affected by manipulating the conditions of the
environment to bring to consciousness or subconsciousness
one’s membership in that group (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

Internalized and transferred racism occur when people
are hurt and not allowed to heal through emotional release.
As a result, they are pulled to reenact the hurt on someone
else. Because people of color have rarely been able to act
out their hurt on White people, they tend to act it out on
family members and other people of color. The hurts tend
to get passed on from generation to generation. Giving
encouragement, setting high expectations, interrupting put-
downs, helping students build caring relationships, and
instilling self-confidence help students contradict the effects

of internalized and transferred oppression. Teachers
and schools who have closed the achievement gap
for Blacks, Latinos, and Native Americans have
undoubtedly made progress in helping students
overcome or heal from the effects of internalized
racism.

Leadership Is Necessary
There is substantial resistance to addressing racism.
White people may not recognize racism, and if they
do, they may avoid confronting their own or other
peoples’ prejudices—or even talking honestly about
them. They may deny that racism affects them or
institutional policies. They may be fearful of dis-
cussing racial issues with people of color. People of
color may feel hopeless or cynical about the possibil-
ity of change. They may be skeptical of White peo-
ple making a commitment to combat racism. If they
have been academically or financially successful,
they may contend that racism is no longer a factor

BEING DARK WAS A PROBLEM
I was taught very early that being dark was a problem in my family

because we had very light people. And we talked about skin

color—that that [light color] was an advantage. And I was told by

my grandparents that if my mom hadn’t married my black dad, I

would have been light like my beautiful cousins. And probably

would have been able to have good hair like them. And so, that

preference and that superiority that I saw among my lighter com-

plexion relatives was one. And then class was part of that because

so many [of our family] were middle class. And I got direct instruc-

tion that “if you want to make it in the white world, you’re going to

have to be twice as good. But, it’s too bad you’re dark. But, you can

overcome that if you’re smart. And say your words right”—and all of

that…. I now know that I was giving away a whole lot of myself to fit

in and that I was disconnecting from how I felt and who I was.

Excerpt from an African American educator (former principal) talk-
ing on a Personal Experience Panel.

Figure 3
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in current society. Leaders for educational equity will need
to understand the personal, social, and institutional roots
of inequities and have healed themselves from some of the
hurts that a racist society imposed on them. They will
need to understand how racism works in schools, be able
to raise controversial issues while building unity, relate well
with people from diverse backgrounds, and help people
deal constructively with their own and others’ emotions
about inequities. They will be able to help people recover
from feelings of passivity, hopelessness, and powerlessness.
Leaders will require exceptional commitment, understand-
ing, persistence, and sensitivity.

Reasons for Hope
Any reform effort attempting to solve the inequities in edu-
cation that does not help people heal from the hurts of
growing up in a racist and classist society is not likely to
succeed over time. But if schools develop communities
where people can speak honestly and productively about
racism and heal from their hurts, educators will be able to
identify how their biases affect their students. They will
challenge any attitudes of low expectations, communicate
caring to students, and work with parents to help them sup-
port their children’s learning. They will identify how racism
and classism become institutionalized in policies and prac-
tices. They will question their curricula and pedagogy and
work to make it more engaging to students from different
cultures and socioeconomic classes. Educators and parents
will regard the character, understanding, and values that a
young person develops as more important than his or her
test scores. Schools will teach the history of oppressed peo-
ples and how they have been treated and support students
of color and their families to challenge internalized and
transferred racism. They will move beyond the celebration
of diversity and create communities in which it is possible

for students to heal from how they experience unfairness
and discrimination. As students recover from their hurts
they will be more likely to achieve their full academic poten-
tial. Establishing a caring community of learners will
increase true learning and reduce student alienation and
violence.

The above ideas may seem to you to be an idealistic,
even naive, view of what is possible. Growing up in a dys-
functional society causes many people to have limited views
of what schools can be. People are good, however, born
without prejudice, and very intelligent. There is good reason
to be hopeful that we can enable people to heal from how
they have been hurt and create equitable schools—and a
better society. PL
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I ALWAYS FELT INADEQUATE

It happened slowly and you know what’s going on but

you can’t understand it…like the SRA, the reading

classes…there’s different colors [for different levels]. I

was always in the lower one. I was treated a little bit dif-

ferent again because I was in this lower group and I

started noticing a lot of my buddies were in the same

group I was in and a lot of the other kids that were usu-

ally quiet were in the higher groups and you start kind of

feeling a little bit less. You start feeling less about your-

self…as I went into high school, they have the tracks A,

B, and C. And C is just one step above special ed. And

again, I was in the C group and my buddies were in the

C group with me. You know…people treat you differently.

As I got into college I always felt inadequate, not being

capable to do these things.

Excerpt from a Latino principal talking on a Personal

Experience Panel.

Figure 4
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