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Preface

Our anthropological study of public school education of minorities began
in 1968 in Stockton, California, with a focus on societal and school factors
that contribute to many of these students’ lower academic achievement.
We subsequently examined these factors comparatively and found simi-
lar results in six societies: Britain, India, Israel, Japan, New Zealand, and
the United States. However, when we began to compare the academic
achievement of different minorities in the same societies and in the same
schools, the differences among them could not be explained by societal
and school factors alone. For example, in Britain, East Indian students did
better than Afro-Caribbean students, even though both groups were dis-
criminated against in society and school. In the United States, the differ-
ences in the academic achievement among Black American, Mexican
American, Chinese American, Japanese American, and Vietnamese
American students, as well as students from the Caribbean and Central
and South America, cannot be attributed to discrimination in society and
school alone; to mere differences in culture, language, and pedagogic
style; or to differences in social class background.

Our comparative research led us in the early 1980s to examine differ-
ences in the community forces of the minorities and their possible contri-
butions to the differences in academic achievement among the minorities
themselves. Community forces include the ways minorities interpret and
respond to schooling; these interpretations and responses extend to cul-
tural and language differences. We treat this point more fully in chapter 3.

The comparative research suggests that there appears to be two sets of
factors influencing the academic engagement and achievement of minority
students: (a) Societal and school factors (the system), and (b) community
factors. However, current research, discussions, policies, and practices re-

vii



garding the academic achievement gap focus almost entirely on system fac-
tors. We argue that the minority community should be studied so other
factors that may also be contributing to the problem can be discovered.

Since the late 1980s, we and some of our students have been studying
the community forces in Oakland, San Francisco, and Union City, in Cali-
fornia. The studies were conducted among Black Americans, Chinese
Americans, and Mexican Americans. An opportunity to add Shaker
Heights, Ohio, to the study communities came in 1997 with an invitation
from some members of the Black community in that suburb.

There is no assumption that community forces are the only cause of, or
play the most important role in, the academic gap. However, community
forces can and should be studied in their own right just as societal and
school factors are studied in their own right. Furthermore, examining the
contribution of community forces to the academic gap does not mean ex-
onerating the system and blaming minorities. We believe, however, that
community forces and their role should be incorporated in the discussion
of the academic achievement gap by researchers, theoreticians,
policymakers, educators, and minorities themselves who genuinely want
to improve the academic achievement of African American children and
other minorities.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

This book is divided into four parts. Part I includes three chapters, two of
which describe the problems to be explained. The problem of the academic
achievement gap between Black and White students is described in chapter
1, and the academic disengagement of Black students is the subject of chap-
ter 2. In chapter 3 we review some conventional explanations of the pattern
of Black school performance and then offer an alternative perspective as
well as a framework for the present study. We report our findings in parts II
and III. In part 2, which comprises chapters 3–7, we present our findings on
societal and school factors that contribute to the twin problems of academic
disengagement and low school performance. These include race relations;
Pygmalion or internalized White beliefs and expectations; leveling or track-
ing; and the roles of teachers, counselors, and discipline. We then take up
community factors in part III. These chapters are about the educational im-
pact of opportunity structure, collective identity, cultural and language or
dialect frame of reference in schooling, peer pressures, and the role of the
family. We summarize our findings on community forces in chapter 12 and
offer our recommendations in chapter 13.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

One evening in the spring of 1997, we received a telephone call from a
group in the Black community in Shaker Heights, Ohio. It was about the
low school performance of Black children in that suburb. The caller told us
about a recent article in The Shakerite, the high school newspaper, on the
school performance gap between Black and White students. Members of
the Black community were angry both about the school performance gap
and its exposure in the article. The caller invited us to suggest what should
be done about the academic achievement gap.

We explained to our caller that we were primarily researchers and had
no programs for increasing students’ academic performance; however,
we could offer some suggestions after studying the situation. Our subse-
quent visit to Shaker Heights in May 1997 was jointly sponsored by the
community and the school district. After the visit, we proposed an
ethnographic research endeavor that was accepted by the community and
the school district, with the latter financing it.

The mutual agreement by the community and the school district was par-
ticularly important for the study. The school district was financially responsi-
ble for all phases of the study. The community gave us unlimited access to
children, parents, other adults, and various community events and activities.
During our initial visit, members of the community provided us with trans-
portation and accompanied us to meetings with school personnel and stu-
dent groups as well as with community groups. Some of the community
groups included Whites and Blacks. We also made two public presentations.
The first was to a mixed audience of school personnel, students, parents, and
concerned citizens. Many felt that the lack of a solution to the academic gap
threatened the racial harmony they had developed over the years. They lis-
tened attentively and wanted to know what to do about the problem. The
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secondpresentationwastoanalmostexclusivelyBlackcommunityaudience
in a church. They, too, listened attentively and raised questions about the
causes of and solutions to the problem and what to do about it.

Shaker Heights is an upper middle-class suburb outside Cleveland, Ohio,
with a population of about 30,000. Singham (1997, p. 2), described it as a care-
fully planned city, “with tree-lined streets winding past well-maintained
homes with manicured lawns, lakes, parks, and red-brick schools nestled in
campus-like grounds.” Blacks and Jews were initially prohibited from living
in Shaker Heights through real estate covenants. Then there was a round-
about turnduringthecivil rightsperiodof the1960s,whenitbecameamodel
of a voluntarily self-integrated community, discouraged “White flight,” and
promoted diversity. At the time of our study, about one third of the commu-
nity was African American. Some other minorities were present but not in a
significant number.

According to the 1990 census, about 32.6% of the Black households in Shaker
Heights and 58% of the White households, had an average annual family in-
come of $50,000 to over $100,000 (Stupay, 1993, p. 8). The average household in-
comerangedfrombelowofficialpovertylevel(about10%)tomillionaires,witha
median family income of $66,000. It was a highly educated community, with an
estimated 61% of the residents over 25 years old holding at least a bachelor’s de-
gree, about three times the national average. Among the many Black and White
residents were academics, professionals, and corporate executives. The
self-image of Shaker Heights residents was that theirs was a middle- and upper
middle-class community (Singham, 1997).

The school system was (and still is) one of the best in the nation. The com-
munity’sprideinitsexcellence ineducationwasreflectedinitsmotto:Acom-
munity is known by the schools it keeps. In addition to high academic
standards, the school district had many excellent extracurricular programs. It
was estimated that 85% of Shaker Heights high school graduates went to col-
lege, many to some of the best universities and colleges in the nation. More
Shaker Heights graduates than those from comparable school districts were
National Merit Scholarship finalists or semifinalists. For these reasons, rela-
tively affluent people were attracted to live in Shaker Heights. They were
willing to pay the very high school taxes that the community voluntarily as-
sesses itself in order to maintain its high standard of education. It had the
highest school tax rates in Ohio and at one point the highest in the nation
(Singham, 1997).

However, there was a problem: Awide gap in academic achievement ex-
istedbetweenWhiteandBlackstudents.Thedeepconcernofmanyresidents
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of Shaker Heights, Blacks and Whites, over the academic achievement gap,
was succinctly expressed in a question that an African American woman
asked us during our public presentation to a mixed audience:

In this community we have large numbers of Black families which are stable
and in which both parents are well-to-do, educated, professionals, uphold-
ing all the virtues that are assumed to be the prerequisites of educational suc-
cess. And yet, the children of these families still seem to under-perform
when compared with similar White families. What is going on? (Singham,
1997, p. 5)

We were touched by the question but at the time could not offer her a satis-
factory answer. We designed our subsequent study to examine some of the
reasons Black children whose “parents were well-to-do, educated and pro-
fessional” were academically disengaged and not achieving. The signifi-
cance of the study lies beyond Shaker Heights, because the racial gap in
academic achievement exists nationwide. In 1999, Shaker Heights joined
with 12 other affluent and high-quality school districts in a nationwide net-
work to deal with the same problem (Belluck, 1999).

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM(S)

We set out to discover some of the reasons for the low school performance of
Blackstudents in theShakerHeightsschools.Onepossible reasonthatcame
to our attention during our first visit was the disengagement of Black stu-
dents from academic work. Consequently, our second objective was to dis-
cover why Black students were disengaged from their academic work.

One assumption underlying the study is that two sets of factors affect
minority students’ school performance. One set consists of societal and
school factors; by society we mean national and local mainstream White
society. The societal and school factors are usually the focus of most re-
search. In our research framework we designated them system factors.
The second set of factors, which we call community forces, are the beliefs
and behaviors within the minority community regarding education that
minority students bring to school. These two sets of factors are not mutu-
ally exclusive. We examined both but focused more on community
forces, for three reasons. One reason was that we were informed by some
people in the community during our first visit that the U.S. Office of Civil
Rights was investigating the school district for the low school perfor-
mance of Black students. However, throughout our study we did not see
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anyone from the U.S. Office of Civil Rights conducting such a study. The
only trace of U.S. Office of Civil Rights we found was a flyer announcing
a meeting on March 15, 1997, at which someone from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education would speak. The flyer encouraged people to attend
the meeting because the speaker wanted their input in discussing “the
representation of minorities in higher level classes in the Shaker Heights
District.”

The second reason we did not focus on school factors is that an extensive
study of these factors had just been completed by a committee of school per-
sonnel and community members. The committee, known as Project
ACHIEVE, was established by the school board in January 1996 and submit-
ted its report on March 5, 1997. The primary task of the committee was to de-
termine the nature of and reasons for the widening academic achievement
gap between Black and White students. The school district seemed quite sen-
sitive to this problem, noting that it was not only a local but also a national
phenomenon. Before the committee began its work, there were many discus-
sions of the problem by teachers and other school personnel, parent–teacher
organizations, and between school officials and community groups. The
committee reviewed the literature on the problem and commissioned techni-
cal studies, including a comparative analysis of the performance of Shaker
Heights students with other students in the state and the nation on profi-
ciency and other standardized tests. It analyzed and compared the perfor-
mance of Black and White students on several measures of academic success
in the district from the 1980s to 1996. The report listed possible causes of the
lower academic achievement of Black students. Among these causes were
(a) societal or community-centered factors (e.g., lack of enriched preschool
opportunities and experiences, isolation of education from other commu-
nity activities, racism or vestiges of racism), (b) parent-centered factors (e.g.,
lack of involvement in education, low expectation of Black students, high
expectations of the school system, (c) school-centered factors (e.g., low ex-
pectations of Black students, tracking, lack of communication with parents),
and (d) student-centered factors (e.g., low ability, negative peer pressures,
belief that academic success is “acting White”). The report included recom-
mendations for dealing with each set of factors. It also described some re-
medial projects already in place.

We studied the report of Project ACHIEVE and the technical studies
commissioned by the committee. We also studied other documents and
previous studies of the students’ academic performance. On the basis of our
review of these materials and the data we collected during our first visit, we
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concluded that many societal and school factors contributing to the aca-
demic achievement gap were already known, and to some extent, were be-
ing used in policy decisions and change. We did not feel that we would be
contributing anything substantially new by focusing on societal and school
factors.

Neither the report of Project ACHIEVE nor the other documents we stud-
ied discussed the set of factors we call community forces, yet our impression
during our first visit was that in Shaker Heights, as elsewhere, community
forces might be contributing to the academic achievement gap. We con-
cluded that community forces were not recognized as a possible source of the
academic disengagement and low achievement. This, therefore, became our
third reason for focusing on community forces. We believed that knowledge
of the community forces and their inclusion in the discourse, policies, and
practice regarding the academic achievement gap would contribute to the
closing of the gap.

Fieldwork Methods

Because our theoretical framework suggested the examination of a host of
interlocking factors, we used ethnography as the most appropriate method
for the study. As ethnographers, we lived in Shaker Heights and interacted
on a daily basis with African Americans in the community and at school. In
this way we became more or less members of the Black and school commu-
nities. Our interaction enabled us to establish good rapport and to interact
informally and formally with students, school personnel, and people in the
Black community. Our goal in this daily interaction and rapport was two-
fold: (a) to understand the people’s own ideas about schooling, and (b) to
observe how students actually went about getting their education, how
their parents went about implementing their educational expectations, and
how the school personnel went about educating the children. In other
words, the interaction and rapport with the people allowed us, as it were,
both to “get inside the heads of the natives” and to evaluate their behaviors
on the basis of their beliefs about schooling. We used four techniques to col-
lect thedata in this regard: (a)groupandindividualdiscussions, (b) individ-
ual interviews, (c) formal documents, and (d) participant observation.

The research lasted over 8 months, including 4 months of continuous
fieldwork. The study was conducted in two phases. First, we visited the
community in May and early June in 1997, meeting with groups of school
personnel, students, and members of the Black community. With mem-
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bers of each group we discussed their understandings of the reasons for
the racial gap in academic achievement. These discussions were tape re-
corded, and some were also videotaped. The discussions were transcribed
when we returned to Berkeley. During this initial visit we also observed
some classroom lessons. As already mentioned, the school district pro-
vided us with statistical and other studies of the academic gap as well as
with evaluations of various remedial programs for students in need of ad-
ditional help. To prepare for the second phase of the research we studied
the documents and transcriptions of the discussions and the documents
from the earlier phase.

The second phase lasted continuously from September to December of
1997. This was a period of intensive fieldwork during which we lived in
Shaker Heights. Our research at this time fell into passive and active periods.
The passive period began on our arrival in September. In this period we did
not conduct any formal research but rather worked on the logistics of the
studywithschoolofficials.Wemetwiththeauthoritiesat thecentraladminis-
tration building and the elementary, middle, and high schools. We were
promised access to the schools and classes we wanted to study, permission to
interview students, and other assistance. It was suggested that we should
wear nametags, but we explained that this would make it difficult to blend
with the school community. In a few schools we wore the nametags initially;
later we were only required to sign in and out as visitors. We declined two
other suggestions, namely, to submit a log of hours spent on the research and
to provide a list of classes we visited. We explained that these would not be
compatible with ethnographic research.

We spent the first few weeks familiarizing ourselves with the various
schools and with the Shaker Heights community, especially the Black seg-
ment of the community. One major problem we did not satisfactorily re-
solve was finding an accommodation conveniently located for the study
and acceptable to the Black community. Because housing was difficult to
find, we accepted the offer of a room in the home of a White school board
member. This soon made our status in the Black community somewhat
problematic. Even though we spent almost all our time doing research at
school and in the Black community, and used our residence primarily as a
place to sleep, some Blacks still thought that living in the home of a White
school board member would bias our research in favor of the school district.
We were initially very concerned about this perception but eventually de-
cided to keep our residence partly because we could not find other housing
and partly because we did not think that living there would bias our re-
search. Our residence continued to be a matter of discussion throughout the
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study, and we used every opportunity to reassure the community members
that our residence did not and would not interfere with our study. When
people asked for our research findings, as they often did, we told them that
it was too early to come to conclusions, because ethnographic research took
a long time. The concern over our residence in the home of a White family
was a strong indicator of the mistrust the Black community had for the
school system and the White people who controlled it.

Data Collection. During the active period of the study we occasion-
ally visited and observed in (a) three elementary schools, with kindergarten
through 4th grade students; (b) one upper elementary school, Woodbury,
attended by all 5th and 6th graders; (c) the middle school, attended by 7th
and 8th graders; and (d) the high school, which serves grades 9–12. We
spent one full day a week at the elementary schools; on that day, we spent
more time at Woodbury than at the other schools because leveling, or track-
ing, began there, and we wanted to study closely the process of how stu-
dents became tracked before the middle school. We spent two days a week
at the middle school and the remaining two days at the high school.

We conducted 110 classroom observations, usually from the start to the
end of the lesson. We observed classes of different racial makeups, classes
on the same subject taught at different levels, and classes on different sub-
jects. We also observed the same teachers teaching the same courses at dif-
ferent levels as well as the same teachers teaching different courses and
teachers of different races and genders.

At the elementary schools, we assisted teachers with small tasks when
they requested help. Teachers at the middle and high schools encouraged
us to participate in class discussions. This was very helpful in establishing
rapport with students. We took notes on the attitudes and behaviors of
both teachers and students in the classrooms we observed. We generally
used lunchtime to write our field notes. Although we did not conduct for-
mal interviews with teachers, we interviewed many of them informally
on several occasions and situations. For example, we talked with many
teachers either before or after their classroom lessons, during math labs,
conferences, special projects, and other events; some teachers took us out
for lunch or coffee. On these occasions we talked at length about Black ed-
ucation in Shaker Heights. We describe in appropriate chapters our obser-
vations of teachers’ interaction with parents attending open house at the
middle and high schools, during a conference organized for parents to
learn how to help their children with mathematics, and at workshops on
how parents should help their children prepare for the state proficiency
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tests. Some teachers invited us specifically to discuss the academic prob-
lems of Black students or their own special efforts to do something about
the academic achievement gap. Our interaction with Black teachers was
particularly important, because these teachers provided us with both gen-
eral teachers’ perspectives and Black teachers’ perspectives.

We interacted and talked with school administrators, counselors, and
staff in groups and as individuals. During our first visit we had at least a
1-hour group discussion with members of the following categories of
school personnel: teachers, counselors, administrators, and staff. We
talked with security guards in the hallways, with librarians and, of course,
with students. We attended school board meetings and forums for candi-
dates for the school board and city council elections.

In the Black community, we interacted with a wide range of people. We
attended meetings organized by community groups around the issue of
Black education. We participated in and observed tutoring and other edu-
cational programs sponsored by community groups. On these and other
occasions we discussed with parents and other adults the education of
their children, including the academic achievement gap and students’ dis-
engagement from schoolwork. We greatly appreciated the many occa-
sions on which parents and other members of the Black community
invited us to their homes for lunch or dinner or to other social events.
These always gave us an opportunity to learn the views of parents and the
community on the education of Black children in Shaker Heights.

Formal ethnographic interviews were conducted only with students
who had their parents’ consent. Elementary school students were inter-
viewed in the classroom when the class was not in session. One student
was interviewed at home. All middle school students but one were inter-
viewed during tutoring sessions in the community; the one exception was
interviewed at home. All but one middle school student interviewed were
taking at least one honors class. Among high school students, two were in-
terviewed at home, and the rest were interviewed in the library or the
room reserved for our study. Most high school students came from classes
we were observing; a few students were those we had come to know in
other situations. Their interviews were conducted during lunch or free pe-
riods. We conducted a total of 28 student interviews. They were taped and
later transcribed when we returned to Berkeley.

Data Analysis. During an ethnographic research project the ethnog-
rapher tries to develop a kind of “mental construct” of what is going on
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from what he or she has heard, observed, and read. He or she begins to no-
tice meaningful groups of the data. Some of the groups of data fit the con-
cepts in the ethnographer’s conceptual framework; others emerge during
the research. In general, the meaningful groups of data constitute the cod-
ing categories or topics for data analysis. We followed this procedure in
our Shaker Heights study. The concepts from our conceptual framework
(see chap. 3), together with others we found during the study, constituted
the coding categories for our analysis and interpretation. We began our
coding by reading several times our observational descriptions, group
discussions, interviews, and other documents to find relevant passages.
We coded a passage as belonging to a topic if the passage was an explicit or
manifestly implicit statement about the topic. We then studied and sum-
marized the passages under each topic and considered the relevance of
the findings to the twin problems of academic disengagement and poor
school performance. By summarizing and studying the interviews, group
discussions, and documents we came to understand how the natives of
Shaker Heights mentally and socially constructed their social reality in ed-
ucation, or their points of view. As we show in various chapters, the na-
tives’ point of view varied by race as well as by school status, such as being
a student, school personnel, or parent. Finally, we studied the interrela-
tionships among the categories to gain an overall sense of what was going
on with respect to the students’ academic disengagement and school per-
formance.

Writing Style

We now say a word about the style of this book. In presenting our findings,
we have chosen to let our informants—students, school personnel, parents,
and other members of the community—address the issues as much as pos-
sible in their own words, for two reasons. One reason is that some of our
findings run counter to current academic and popular discourse regarding
Black or minority school performance. For example, we anticipate that
some readers will not accept our findings reported in chapter 2, namely, that
Black students in Shaker Heights do not work hard or to their full capacity.
Their low-effort syndrome is a significant part of their academic disengage-
ment. Current discourse, on the other hand, attributes their low school per-
formance primarily to societal and school factors. The discourse tends to
represent Black students as victims or marginalized people who, with some
justification, fail by “resisting” the marginalization. In general, schools are
held almost entirely responsible for the students’ failure and for lack of pa-
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rental involvement. There were people in Shaker Heights who shared this
perspective. Our response to this conventional discourse is to give voice to
our informants, whether they are students, school personnel, or parents; we
let them represent themselves as active human agents. Our informants are
articulate in describing or explaining their own roles in the issues of aca-
demic disengagement and performance.

Another reason for giving voice to our informants is one current criti-
cism of ethnography within anthropology. It is evident from our research in
Shaker Heights that ethnographic write-up is not merely the construction of
the researcher based on selective interpretations. Some critics have charged
that the conventional ethnographic writing process tends to exclude the
views of the subjects. As a solution, they suggest that the researcher should
“give voice” to the people being studied. However, there is a problem with
this criticism and the recommended remedy. The natives’ own account of
their social reality is also a social construction rather than the reality that is
out there. Acase in point is Shaker Heights natives’ self-portrayal, of which
there are at least two versions. The version constructed by Whites, or the
dominant group, is that this suburban community is a racially harmonious
community. The other version, constructed by Blacks, is the opposite. Our
own finding or construction, which we present in chapter 4, is that it is a
mixture of both. Furthermore, the ethnographer and the people he or she
studies may disagree about the interpretation of a particular event or phe-
nomenon. We have found this to be the case not only in Shaker Heights but
also in our previous studies in the United States. For example, we found
that Blacks in Shaker Heights and other communities in the United States
appear to hold a cultural model of teaching and learning which, when com-
pared with the cultural model of some other minorities, is less conducive to
school success. Yet they rejected the model when we described it to them.
The cultural model is discussed in chapter 11. In the case of a disagreement,
we prefer to report our own construction, because the construction of the
natives is not more valid. It is important to remember that the ethnographer,
as it were, gets inside the heads of the people by means of formal and infor-
mal interviews and discussions to discover their own constructions of their
social reality. The ethnographer then combines the people’s constructions
with his or her observations and other relevant data to construct his or her
understandings of the particular social reality, which is reported in the eth-
nographer’s account.
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Black–White Academic
Achievement Gap

CHAPTER 1ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT GAP

HISTORICAL AND NATIONAL CONTEXTS

The gap between Blacks and Whites in academic achievement is historical
and nationwide. The historical and national nature of the problem from the
time of slavery to the 1970s has been described elsewhere (Ogbu, 1978). A
part of this history can be seen in the school desegregation movement and
compensatoryeducation legislation.Thus,a fewyearsafter theU.S.Supreme
Court decision in 1954 that school segregation by statute was unconstitu-
tional, several southern school districts began to publish the gaps in test
scores of Black and White students. They used the lower test scores of Blacks
to justify their opposition to school desegregation. They argued that Black
and White children should not be educated in the same school because the
former were not as capable as the latter (Ogbu, 1978; “Under Survey,” 1956).
CompensatoryeducationbeganinSt.Louis,Missouri,asaremedialprogram
to improve the school performance of urban Black students. By 1960 it had
been adopted in New York City, and by 1965 it could be found in many urban
school districts nationwide. It became a federally legislated intervention pro-
gram in 1965 (Gordon & Wilkerson, 1966; Ogbu, 1978).

Differences between Black and White students are not limited to the gap
in grade point average, they are found in course level enrollment, perfor-
mance in specific courses, rates of participation in gifted programs and in
special education placement (Artiles & Zamora-Duran, 1997; Gelb &
Mizokawa, 1986; Harry & Anderson, 1994; Heller, Holtzman, & Messick,
1982; Patton, 1998; Russo & Talbert-Johnson, 1997). More Black than White
students drop out without completing high school (P. R. Brown & Haycock,
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1984; Fine, 1991; Oakland School District, 1999; Wehlage, 1989). Blacks are
overrepresented among students held back for not performing at grade lev-
els or for not meeting high school graduation requirements (Council of
Great City Schools, 1999; Oakland Unified School District, 1999). They per-
form considerably lower than Whites on standardized tests, such as the
state proficiency tests and the Stanford Achievement Test (College Board,
1993; L. S. Miller, 1995; Patterson Research Institute, 1997; Slade, 1982). Their
lower academic performance can also be seen in qualifications for college
admissions (College Board, 1999). The gap begins at the elementary school
and widens as students pass through higher grades. By the time they are in
the 12th grade, Black students are about 2 or more years behind their White
peers inreadingandmathematics (BerkeleyUnifiedSchoolDistrict, 1985).

SHAKER HEIGHTS BLACKS COMPARED WITH
NON-SHAKER BLACKS

Black students in some school districts do better than other Black students
elsewhere in the country. For example, Black students in Shaker Heights per-
form considerably better than other Blacks in the rest of the state of Ohio and
in the rest of the nation. The superior performance of Shaker Heights Blacks
to other Blacks was noted in the report of Project ACHIEVE (1997). In her
technical study for Project ACHIEVE, Whittington noted that (1996, pp. 3–4)
in 1995–1996 school year, fourth-grade Blacks in Shaker Heights scored
higher on a reading proficiency test than Blacks elsewhere in Ohio. In the
eighthgrade,ShakerHeightsBlacksscored37%inmathematics,83%inread-
ing, 77% in writing, and 48% in science, compared to 21% in mathematics,
64% in reading, 45% in writing and 23% in science. The mean SAT scores of
Shaker Heights Blacks in 1996 was 485 Verbal and 471 Mathematics, com-
pared with 464 Verbal and 441 mathematics for other Blacks in the state, and
434 and 422, respectively, for other Blacks in the nation as a whole. Finally,
Shaker Heights Blacks earned more credits in foreign languages, mathemat-
ics, and science than other Blacks in the state and in the nation in the
1995–1996 school year.

SHAKER BLACKS COMPARED
TO SHAKER WHITES

The school authorities in Shaker Heights were fully aware of the superior
performance of Black students in the district compared to Blacks in other
areas of the state and country. Their major concern, however, which was
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also the focus of our research, was that Black students in Shaker Heights
were not performing academically like their White counterparts in Shaker
Heights. This was evident in various measures analyzed by Whittington
(1996) for Project ACHIEVE. The 1997 report of Project ACHIEVE sum-
marized the gap as follows:

An examination of the grades earned in the school district reveals that a sig-
nificant achievement gap exists between African-American and White stu-
dents. While African-American students in the Shaker school score higher
than the state average for African-Americans on the Ohio Proficiency Tests
at all levels, as a group they score significantly lower than the White students
enrolled in the school district. A comparison of aggregate scores on the Stan-
ford Achievement Test in Shaker Heights also demonstrates higher perfor-
mance level on the part of White students over their African-American
counterparts. As a group, White students in the school district maintain [a]
higher grade point average than African-American students. While this dis-
parity reflects a local, regional and national problem, changing this reality in
the Shaker Heights City School district serves as [a] powerful motivating
force to task group members involved in the effort of Project ACHIEVE.
(1997, pp. 2)

Whittington (1996) concluded from her analysis of the 1995–1996
school year data that in every measure of academic performance there
was a considerable gap. We summarize next the gaps between the two
groups in specific measures of academic achievement in the district based
on an interim report of Project ACHIEVE (1996) and studies conducted by
Stupay (1993) and Whittington.

Proficiency Test Scores

On the proficiency test, differences were evident at almost all grade levels
tested and were larger in some academic areas, such as math and science,
than in others, such as writing and reading. In the fourth-grade profi-
ciency test in 1995, White students scored 98% in mathematics, 99% in
reading, 95% in writing, and 94% in science. In contrast, Black fourth grad-
ers scored 73%, 90%, 74%, and 51%, respectively. Among sixth graders, the
scores for Whites were 86% in mathematics, 97% in reading, 93% in writ-
ing, and 79% in science; for Blacks the rates were 28%, 70%, 67%, and 21%,
respectively. White eighth graders scored 92% in mathematics, 100% in
reading, 93% in writing, and 91% in science; the comparable scores of
Black eighth graders were 37%, 83%, 77%, and 48%, respectively.
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SAT Scores

ThemeanSATscoresofBlackstudents in1996were485Verbaland471Math,
whereasthoseofWhiteswere600and598,respectively(Whittington,1996).

Course Level Enrollment

Thetwogroupsdiffered in levelof theircourseenrollment.Stupay(1993:23)
found in 1993–1994 that proportionately fewer Blacks than Whites took ad-
vanced mathematics and science courses. Furthermore, overall, the Blacks’
share was 3.9% of the total 4.2% of the enrollment in general education and
43.1% of the 70.3% in the college prep. The proportion of Whites in these
lower level courses were 0.2% and 25.3% respectively. In the higher level
courses, Blacks were underrepresented with only 4.3% of them out of 17.3%
of the enrollment in the Honors and 1.1% out of the 8.1% enrollment in the
AP courses. In contrast, Whites made up the vast majority of those enrolled
in the higher level courses, 12.3% of the Honors and 6.4% of the AP.

Grade-Point Average

The Project ACHIEVE committee found that Black students received 80% of
… the Ds and Fs out of … the 50,000 high school semester grades issued by
the departments of English, mathematics, science, and social studies over the
5-year period from 1989 to 1994. Furthermore, the proportion of the D and F
grades received by Black students increased from 76% in 1989–1990 to 83% in
1993–1994. The unweighted grade-point average (GPA) of Black students
during the same period was 1.6, compared to 2.87 for White students. In the
graduating classes from 1992 to 1996 the average GPAof all Black graduates
was 2.20 (1.99 for Black males and 2.42 for Black females). The overall GPAof
Whitegraduateswas3.34(3.27forWhitemalesand3.42forWhitefemales).

Judging from Stupay’s (1993, p. 10) study of students’ academic
achievement at Shaker Heights from 1983 through 1992, the academic
achievement gap was not a recent development.

High School Graduation Ranking

Racial differences in high school graduation ranking first came to our attention
early in our fieldwork. One school official shared with us some graduation fig-
ures he was discussing with a teacher when we arrived at his office. We don’t
remember the year of the graduation. There were 400 students in the graduat-
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ing class, almost evenly divided between Blacks and Whites. Seventy-eight
percent, or 156 of the Whites graduated with honors; that is, their GPAwas 3.0
orhigher. Incomparison,only2.5%,or5oftheBlacksgraduatedwithhonors.

In the graduating classes from 1992 through 1995 there were only 22
Blacks of 310 students ranked in the top 20%. Of the 22 Blacks, 4 were
males, and 18 females. At the other end there were 295 Blacks out of 325
graduates who made up the bottom 20%; 195 of the Blacks were male, and
100 were female. Out of 787 students in the top half of the graduating
classes there were only 145 Blacks, 41 of whom were male and 104 of
whom were female. The bottom half had 809 students, 620 of them Black:
345 Black males and 275 Black females.

College Attendance

The proportion of high school graduates who went on to college was dif-
ferent for the two groups. Among Whites, 93% of the males and 87% of the
females went to college. The corresponding figures for Blacks were 69%
and 79%, respectively. Here, as in the high school graduation rankings,
there were more Black females than Black males going on to college, a re-
verse of the situation among Whites.

In almost every school we visited there was some direct or indirect evi-
dence of racial differences of the performance status. Indirect evidence
was usually in course-or-class level representation. For example, during
our early visit at Woodbury Upper Elementary School, one school official
drew our attention to some learning disability and skills classes that had
mostly Black students. In four basic skills classes of about 8 students each,
we noticed only 1 White student. We did not know if this was typical or
there was something special on the day of our visit. After a discussion
with the school official, we came away with the impression that most stu-
dents in the “academic enrichment” or “gifted” classes were White,
whereas most students in “remedial” or “skills” classes were Black.

Racial differences in course-level enrollment were more easily ob-
served at the middle and high schools. We saw instances where a teacher
taught the same subject as an honors class with mostly White students and
then as a college prep class with mostly Black students.

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE OF THE RACIAL GAP

Members of almost every segment of this suburban community knew and
talked about the racial gap in school performance. It was a matter of great
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concern to school authorities, who had sponsored several studies of the
problem and used some of the findings to develop remedial programs.
The problem became more widely known and discussed in the commu-
nity, especially among Blacks, following the publication of an article about
it in the high school newspaper, The Shakerite, in the spring of 1997.

We encountered discussions of the racial differences in course-level en-
rollment and in school performance in the community, at school, and dur-
ing various remedial programs. For example, during one meeting of the
Minority Achievement Committee (MAC), one student commented on
the small number of Black students in the honors and AP classes. He went
on say that a Black student felt uncomfortable when he or she found that
he or she was the only Black, or one of only a few Blacks, in such a class. At
several other MAC meetings at the middle and high schools teachers and
students discussed the relatively low academic achievement of Black
males in particular. From various accounts of MAC history, we learned
that the MAC program began because some teachers and other school of-
ficials were concerned about the low academic performance of Black
males. The program was initiated in the early 1990s in an attempt to ad-
dress the low academic achievement of Black males. The customary prac-
tice at that time was to post three academic rolls every 4 weeks: (a) an
Honor Roll, with names of the highest achieving students, with GPAs of
3.5 and above; (b) a Merit Roll, for students with GPAs of 3.0 to 3.49; and (c)
a Recognition Roll, for students with GPAs of 2.5 to 2.99. There were usu-
ally few, if any, Black students in the posted achievement categories. The
MAC program was designed to encourage higher academic achievement
among Black students. When the program started, the minimum GPA re-
quired for admission was 2.5. At the time of our research the qualifying
GPAwas 2.7. When the program was evaluated in 1996 it was found that it
had indeed been effective in improving the academic achievement of
Black males. The scholars not only achieved higher GPAs but also were
less likely to drop out of school than their Black peers who were not in the
program (Project ACHIEVE, 1997, p. 15).

Black students’ low academic performance was also a topic of discussion
at tutorial and other remedial programs for elementary and middle school
students. These programs were designed to help students pass state profi-
ciency tests. The discussion at a PROBE (Proficiency Review of Basic Essen-
tials) session serves as an example. The PROBE program prepared middle
school students who were taking the proficiency examination for the first
time. Apparently, some high school students who were going to repeat the
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test participated in the review. Most of the middle school students in the
PROBE program came from skills classes, because such students would
have difficulty passing the proficiency test without this extra help. We were
told that no middle school student in the skills class passed the proficiency
test the year before, whereas no student in the honors classes failed. The fail-
ure rate in 1996 was highest among Black males.

Teachers and other school personnel often brought up the subject of the
academic achievement gap. They also discussed racial differences in enroll-
ment in honors and AP classes as well as the programs the school district
had introduced to eliminate these problems. One school official lamented
that the problem persisted in spite of the district’s effort. One teacher re-
ported that he wanted to increase Black enrollment in the Honors and AP
classes by making Black parents more aware of the requirements for these
classes. He reasoned that if the parents knew more about the requirements,
they would more likely prepare their children to get into honors and AP
classes. He did not explain why his plan was not implemented.

The Black community was aware of the academic achievement gap. Some
members of the community had served on the Project ACHIEVE Committee
in 1996. The mission of the committee was to find ways to improve the aca-
demic achievement of “all students,” but it ended up focusing on “the dispro-
portional lowachievementofAfrican-Americanstudents” (ProjectACHIEVE,
1997, p. 2). We don’t know how widely the report of Project ACHIEVE was
read in the Black community, but we suspect that the report and the Shakerite
article increased the community’s awareness of the problem. After the report
was released, some community groups emerged to deal with the problem;
other groups already in existence began to focus on the racial gap.

One indication of the Black community’s concern over the low school
performance of its children was that it was members of this community
who initiated our invitation to look into the problem. During our initial
visit, community members provided us with transportation and accompa-
nied us to our meetings with school personnel, student, and community
groups. Another indication was that many parents and other members of
the community attended the two public presentations we made during that
visit. One of the presentations was given in a large church in the community.
The packed audience was attentive and concerned.

The publication of the Shakerite article on the academic achievement gap
not only made Black community members more aware of the problem but
also angered them. At issue for them was not the accuracy of the reported
facts but rather the public disclosure and discussion of the gap. This com-
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munity sensitivity to the article can be seen in a dialogue between a commu-
nity representative and a Black school counselor that we report in chapter 7.
The Black school counselor and the community representative expressed
the general sentiment and anger of the community over the academic per-
formance of Black students as well as the community’s disapproval of the
publication of the article. The community believed that White people pub-
lished the article to make Blacks in Shaker Heights look bad!

The White community also was concerned about the racial gap in aca-
demic achievement. This was evident in the attendance and discussion at
our first public presentation. During the question-and-answer period that
followed the presentation, most speakers ignored us and the substance of
our presentation. Instead, they expressed their concerns and diverse views
on the academic gap: its causes and possible remedies. Some blamed it on
the use of biased standardized testing to track children early into ability
groups. Others believed it was the result of low teacher expectations, peer
pressures, or differences in learning styles. Some suggested closing the aca-
demic gap by eliminating tracking and standardized testing, removing
from the school district teachers who had low expectations of Black stu-
dents, and educating Black parents to monitor their children’s TV watching
and their peer group membership. A Black male graduate from the district
said that Black students needed to feel that the school system recognized
their cultural identity and cared for them. AWhite woman asked how such
issues could be addressed. She was told to learn to “care.” She interpreted
this as a personal criticism, to which she responded that “it was precisely
because she cared that she bothered to come to meetings like this to begin
with.” (Singham, 1997, p. 2). The audience applauded. Another White per-
son, a father of a biracial student, entered the dispute, accusing the woman
and other Whites of not wanting to give up the power they had historically
used to control the Black education system and oppress Black people. He,
too, received applause as he stormed out of the meeting.

There was no consensus among the students about the stage of the chil-
dren’s school career when the academic achievement gap began. Some
students believed that it was not a significant problem until the upper ele-
mentary school. One student summed up this view by saying that the
problem could not be traced to “the foundations laid in kindergarten …
[and that] it’s something else that occurs later on in life, you know, like
around fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth grade.”

School counselors had no common opinion about the time in the students’
school career when the problem began. Counselors’ opinions seemed to de-
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pend on the age of the students under their charge. High school counselors
said that it started mostly at middle school. One high school counselor who
processed the admission of ninth graders said that eighth grade Black male
students were “perfectly capable of doing very good school work, [but ] were
[already] grossly, seriously underachieving [emphasis added].” Black males
entering ninth grade did not see themselves as learners. The ninth graders
themselves knew this (see chap. 8, on internalization). The counselor was not
sure when Black males began to feel this way or when they developed their
self-image as nonlearners. She said that one of the biggest challenges was to
find out just when the problem began and why. She suggested that middle
school teachers should monitor the behavior and attitudes of Black male stu-
dents. Middle school counselors believed that the problem began at the ele-
mentary school. One counselor who had worked with elementary and
middle school students said that the problem began as early as the first grade
or even at kindergarten. He declared emphatically: “It doesn’t just start at
middle school. You can see this building very early in kindergarten first.
Some people could even probably take it to preschool now with so many
preschools.”
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2

Academic Disengagement
in Shaker Heights

CHAPTER 2ACADEMIC DISENGAGEMENT

STUDENTS’ BELIEFS ABOUT WHAT IT TAKES
TO MAKE GOOD GRADES

From elementary school through high school, Black students considered
Shaker Heights schools to be exceptionally good. They believed that their
school system had higher academic standards than any other school in the
state. Because the students thought that the reputation of their school sys-
tem was due to its high standard of academic achievement, we asked
them what it took to make good grades in their school system.

Specifically, to learn what Black students believed it took to do well in
Shaker Heights schools, we asked them the following hypothetical ques-
tion: “What advice would you give to your relative (cousin) who is trans-
ferring to Shaker schools so that he or she would succeed at Shaker?”
Some informants were themselves transfers and thus were often describ-
ing their own experience. The consensus was that it required more effort
to succeed at Shaker than elsewhere. By effort they meant that a student
must work hard, do classwork, do a lot of homework, and study a lot.

The majority of the students believed that the transition to the Shaker
Heights school district was difficult because of heavy workloads, high
standards, and high expectations of behavior and performance. Even ele-
mentary school students knew that Shaker’s standard was high and that
expectations were equally high. This awareness can be seen in the follow-
ing excerpts from interviews with students at all school levels.
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Elementary School

Anthrop1: Now what kind of advice would you give to … a relative who’s
coming from another state say, and they’re coming to Shaker
Heights, to Boulevard Elementary School. What type of advice
would you give them?

Student: It’s a very good school system. Um … um, they help you learn.
Like I know, um, some teachers give a lot of homework, like in
Mrs. Rosack’s (pseudonym) class, she give us a lot of home-
work in first grade. You have to be ready to listen, be ready to
work. And that’s it.

Middle School

Anthrop: If you had a relative who was coming to Shaker Heights from
another state or somewhere else, and he didn’t know anything
about Shaker Heights, what would you tell him in order to do
well here?

Student: Study a lot and do your homework.

Anthrop: OK. Do you think Shaker Heights is any different from other
school districts?

Student: Mmm.

Anthrop: Or, would they need the same advice for other, like say, they were
going into Cleveland schools? Would they need the same advice?

Student: No, ‘cause Shaker is like, more higher level and stuff. And like
the top–one of the top ten in Cuyahoga schools and stuff. So, I
think you need to study hard, do your homework.

High School

The majority of the high school students believed that the transition to
the Shaker Heights school was very difficult. Five students reflected on
their own transition and how they suddenly found themselves doing
more work than in their former schools.
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Anthrop: If you had a relative that was coming from another state or
something, to come to Shaker schools, what would you, what
advice would you give them to do well here?

Student: Well I just tell them they have ta (sic) apply themselves because
like its, it’s a hard switch from like [where I came from]. Well,
when I came here, I came in the 10th grade and I came from
Cleveland Public School, so I had to adjust [my] work habits
and stuff like that.

Anthrop: OK, and how was that adjustment, was that really hard, or
manageable.

Student: It was hard at the beginning because I came from doing like
maybe three nights a week homework, to doing four or five
nights a week homework. And that was in all my subjects.

Transfer students reported that workload in honors and advanced place-
ment (AP) classes in their former schools was equivalent to the workload in
college prep and skills classes at Shaker. They were not comparable to the
workload in the honors and AP classes at Shaker. Consequently, those who
enrolled in the honors and AP classes at Shaker because of their high
grade-point average from their former schools usually had difficulty ad-
justing. They often found that they had to do almost twice as much home-
work as they did in their former schools. One such student described his
experience this way.

Anthrop: What about um, students who come in from other districts? Um,
that’s another reason that some people give for Blacks not doing
well. They say that it is because they come into Shaker late, and
that’s why they’re behind. Do you think that that’s true?

Student: Yeah. I think in Shaker, they push, they [push you] above [the
way they push you in] Cleveland or whatever, and all the other
school districts around here. It’s hard to get up to this [shaker]
level or whatever. I do think the college prep, these college
prep classes are basically the same [in other school districts],
’cept for like computer labs. But the honors classes, they’re the
ones that they’re basically talking about [as being more diffi-
cult things]. [Transfer students] can’t get up there or whatever.

Some transfer students from school districts with similarly high stan-
dards and expectations as Shaker adjust more easily. The next transfer stu-
denthadattendedaMontessoripreschoolprogramandwasagoodstudent
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in a school system with high standards and expectations. When she arrived
at Shaker she was placed in advanced classes and was doing quite well.

Student: In the Montessori programs like, I guess we all were consid-
ered as, you know, high achievers. And we were all excelling,
and, you know, I took the upper level classes as soon as they
were available. Um, because I don’t really remember but my
(inaudible) always tells me stories about um, my transfer into
the public schools. At Shaker they made me take some sort of
test, and, um, they gave me like … I don’t remember if it was
like they gave me a seventh-grade test in the fourth grade and I
passed it. Or if they gave me a test and I tested out as a seventh
grader. But … um, it was something and I just had, you know,
like great scores; the scores blew like the principal away and
she put me in every honors class I could be in.

BLACK AND WHITE ACADEMIC
EFFORT COMPARED

Both students and school personnel compared the academic efforts of
Black and White students. Students did so directly; school personnel did it
indirectly. However, both groups agreed that Black students did not work
as hard as White students.

Students

Black students often voluntarily compared their own academic efforts
with those of White students. They believed that they did not work as
hard as White students. This comparison began at the elementary school
level. One elementary student observed that Blacks did not study as much
as the Whites and recommended that the former “should stop watching a
lot of TV and read books more.” Asked why they should follow his recom-
mendation, he replied “Because I know a lot of White people who their
mother tells them, they told me, they’re not allowed to watch TV.”

Middle and high school students were explicit and emphatic in their
comparison. They believed that Black students preferred to take college
prep and skills classes because those classes were easier and had a smaller
workload; students did not have to work very hard. In contrast, White stu-
dents preferred to take Honors and AP classes because they were more
willing to work hard. One 11th-grade student described the course prefer-
ences of Black students and their reasons as follows:
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Student: Um, well in the Shaker School system, uh, the preference [of
Black students] seems to be the lower classes, like college prep
classes, and not so much the honors and the advanced place-
ment classes. Um, obviously the work is easier, and the stan-
dards of getting by are much lower. Um, and ’cause a lot—a lot
of people that go to school, their goal is just to get by, and not to
excel. And um, unfortunately a lot of um, uh Black students
have that mentality … so they tend to take those lower classes.

Racial differences in students’ academic efforts were discussed at
length by a group of high school students. Here is a relevant segment of
that discussion:

Anthrop: OK. Do White students work harder than Black students?

Male
Student 1:

I would say—

Female
Student 1:

A lot harder, yeah.

Anthrop: Yeah? (Several students responding and talking at once.) Wait
… a minute. I hear some say, “yes.” I hear some say, “no.”

Male
Student 1:

I wanted to ask a question. Are you talking individually or as a
whole?

Anthrop: As a whole in the sense that—(students talking and laughing at
once). Wait! (Continued student laughter.) Wait. (Student
voices quiet.) Wait. That there are more White students in AP
classes. Why are there more of them in AP classes or honor
classes? Why? (Calling on a student:) Yes. (Two female stu-
dents respond almost at the same time; student laughter.) Well,
one after the other. The lady in the white shirt, whatever. Go
ahead.

Female
Student 1:

There are more White students in AP classes because they
work hard.

Anthrop: Could you speak louder? Because they work hard?

Female
Student 1:

Well how come Black students in College Prep classes don’t
like to work hard? (Students talking at once.)

Anthrop: I don’t know; that’s what I want to know. (Student laughter.)
OK. The other person. Yes.
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Female
Student 2:

Yeah. I just, I think that in general White people do work hard.
The White people who are in AP and honors classes … do work
harder than the Black people who are not doing very well [in
the same classes], just because they’re [i.e., White students are]
more motivated or something. And they have better marks.

One student at a Minority Achievement Committee (MAC) meeting
complained that Black students spend more time watching TV and play-
ing video games, whereas White students spend more time working on
computers. In general, the students believed that Black students did not
work as hard as they should and could. This belief was expressed not only
at group discussions during the first phase of the study but also at individ-
ual interviews conducted several months later.

School Personnel

Usually teachers and other school personnel did not openly say that Black stu-
dents did not work hard—but they implied it in their actions. For example,
some teachers did not give homework in their college prep and skills classes,
which had mostly Black students. When asked, they would say that the reason
theydidnotassignhomeworkwasthatstudentswouldnotdoit.Teachersalso
expected and demanded less work from these students during lessons than
they did from their honors and APstudents. As we show in our case studies of
lessons in chapter 7, teachers’ perceptions and assumptions that students in
skills and college prep classes were not hardworking influenced not only their
homework policies but also their toleration of certain behaviors in class.

Although teachers and other school personnel did not openly say that
Black students did not work as hard as White students, they discussed
some factors that interfered with students’ academic effort. Among these
factors were students’ engagement in part-time jobs to earn money to pur-
chase material goods and the influence of peer groups. We discuss
part-time employment in chapter 8 and peer pressures in chapter 10. We
note here that teachers believed that White students were more engaged
in schoolwork than were Black students.

LOW EFFORT SYNDROME:
A COMMON KNOWLEDGE

In spite of the fact that the students knew and asserted that one had to work
hard to succeed in Shaker schools, Black students did not generally work
hard. In fact, most appeared to be characterized by low-effort syndrome. By
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low-effort syndrome we mean that students were not highly engaged in
their schoolwork and homework. The amount of time and effort they in-
vested in academic pursuit was neither adequate nor impressive. From our
observations in almost every schoolwork situation, our discussion with
groups of students and school personnel, and our interviews, we can confi-
dently say that Black students in Shaker Heights from elementary school
through high school did not work as hard as they should and could to make
better grades than their records show. The students themselves knew and
admitted this.

Elementary School

From elementary through high school students there was a near consen-
sus that, as a group, Blacks did not work hard in school. Students often re-
ported that they themselves did not work hard. The way they often
described themselves was that they did not work as hard as they should
and could. They would also add that most other Black students they knew
did not work hard. Among the few who believed that they worked hard
was a fourth-grade student who was motivated by his desire to go to col-
lege. As he put it, he worked hard “because you have to try hard to do stuff
in order to get in college and stuff.” In contrast, other Black students “try
just enough to get by.” The sixth grader in the following exchange is an ex-
ample of an elementary school student who could work harder and make
better grades but “just tried to get by.”

Anthrop: OK, and if you had to rate yourself as a student, do you think
you work as hard as you can, you work just enough to get by, or
you don’t really work that hard to get good grades?

Student: I work, um, enough just to get by.

Anthrop: OK, how come you don’t work as hard as you can?

Student: Cause I watch TV, and it drags me out, and I try, I mean last
week I tried real hard to just stay on task, but it’s, its extremely
hard. I’m distracted really easily.

Middle School

A higher proportion of middle school students believed that Black stu-
dents got poor grades because they did not work hard in class and did not
do their schoolwork. In fact, most middle school students described their
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own academic effort as “just enough to get by” or said that they could
work harder but did not. These included students in honors classes—that
is, even honors students reported that they were working hard enough “to
get by” and that with that level of effort they were doing well. Middle
school students generally agreed that Black students avoided honors
classes because those classes required a lot of work and effort.

High School

High school students had the most to say about low-effort syndrome, be-
cause they knew more about it than the younger students. Furthermore,
several of them did not hesitate to report that they themselves did not
work as hard as they could. In the words of one student:

I mean, I’ll do homework on occasion just to make sure my grades, just to
make sure I maintain a 3.0, but I won’t do anything overly. Like, like, say this
math class, and everything worth 5 points. So if he [the teacher] gives us like
20 problems, I’ll do it, but if he gives us like 40 or 50 problems and [it’s] worth
5 points, I won’t do it.

During a high school group discussion one male student said that Black
students blamed teachers for their poor academic performance. He be-
lieved, however, that the reason for the poor grades was that the students
did not work hard and did not usually do their assignments:

OK, um, with me, I have talked to a lot of young Black males who are not …
achieving. And what I’ve mostly heard is, most of them blame it on their
teachers. [They claim that] their teacher doesn’t like ’em, so they give ’em a
bad grade …. But one of the things that I [think] is wrong … Is that they find
an excuse why they’re not achieving. They find excuses for not doing their
homework or schoolwork, like, “Oh, yeah, well, um, I had to do this that
night. I had to—” I mean, I could accept … some excuse [like] if you had fam-
ily problems or something. But most of them just always find an excuse—.
We tried to help these kids [through] this MAC program, and some of ’em,
no matter what we said to ’em, just really don’t find the need to achieve. I
mean, they feel it’s easier to [do other things], than work hard for your
grades; rather than just to sit back, to come to school with … plans. We proba-
bly just see ’em in school, you know, most of ’em, I mean smoking things.
You know what I’m sayin’? They find other things to do with their time. And
some of ’em don’t find homework as being of importance, which [on the con-
trary] is very important, I mean, to pass and to study.
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Several students agreed with him that Black students got poor grades
partly because they did not do their schoolwork or homework, not be-
cause teachers did not like them.

SCHOOL LEVEL AND ACADEMIC EFFORT

Academic efforts decreased markedly from elementary to high school. At
least half of the Black students we encountered at the elementary school
were enthusiastic about their schoolwork, and some indicated, directly or
indirectly, that they wanted to make good grades. For example, the fourth
grader we quoted earlier said he tried to do make good grades in order to go
to college. As we moved to the upper elementary school, however, we ob-
served more students who were less enthusiastic about their schoolwork.

For example, the sixth grader whom we also quoted earlier said that he
worked hard enough “just to get by.” At the middle school we inter-
viewed and observed many more students who did not work hard or
worked just enough to get by. These students did not think that they
lacked the ability to get make better grades. They could do better if they
worked harder, but they chose not to. Their description of their academic
effort, including their study habits and those of other Black students in
Shaker in general, matched our own observations. Academic effort was
lowest at the high school. The majority of the high school students inter-
viewed or observed admitted that they did not work hard. Yet, like ele-
mentary and some middle school students, they asserted verbally that
making good grades to go to college was important. They would like to
make good grades, and they could do so, but they admitted that they did
not work hard and did not do their homework.

WIDESPREAD CONCERN AND DISCUSSION

We have seen that students individually reported that they and other stu-
dents they knew did not work as hard as they should and could. We now
turn to three situations in which their lack of effort was often discussed
and concern expressed as to what to do about it. These were (a) classroom
lesson periods, (b) MAC meetings, and (c) community tutorial sessions.

Classroom Discussions

On a number of occasions students’ academic effort was discussed during
lessons. The classes were made up of White and Black students, with racial
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variation depending on the type of class. Most of the discussions, how-
ever, occurred in classes with a majority of Black students and therefore
were situations where lack of effort affected teaching and learning more.
On one such occasion a student pointed out that most of his classmates
were content with being average. Another complained that people always
talked to him about the value of doing well in school but that it didn’t
mean anything to him; whatever message they were trying to communi-
cate to him did not get through. A third student said that teachers often
talked to students about the importance of education and the need work
hard to do well in class; however, most of the students didn’t care. Toward
the end of the discussion, someone said that his classmates would rather
have “freedom” than “calculus.” That is, calculus, or academic pursuit,
was less important and less meaningful than other pursuits.

MAC Meetings

MAC meetings are occasions when factors affecting students’ perfor-
mance and what to do about them are discussed. At one meeting at the
middle school some students explained why they did not pay attention in
class or do math and other assignments. They did not understand why
they had to learn math and some other subjects. Other students reported
that they did not study or do their homework at home because they did
not have enough space or because they spent too much time watching TV.
Still others said that they habitually put off doing their homework because
of distractions from friends and talking on the phone. Several students
said they did not know how to study how to prepare for tests.

At a high school MAC meeting one student shared with the group how
in the fifth grade he had changed the negative behaviors that prevented
him from getting good grades. Before then he often got into fights. He
made the decision to change when he received an F in a class and was al-
most suspended for bad behavior. He knew he had behavior problems
and that he got poor grades because he did not do his schoolwork and
homework, so one day he decided to stop getting into fights, to behave
well, and to get serious about school and work hard. Since then he has
been a successful student.

At MAC meetings students are often reminded, or they reminded them-
selves, of the need to prioritize, to set academics above sports, to budget
their time, and give up some present desires for academic pursuit. Arecur-
rent theme was the need to develop good study habits and concentration
skills. Students were advised on the importance of doing their homework,
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taking notes in class, and studying after school. Some students reported
having difficulty focusing on tasks. As a result, they failed tests for which
they knew the answers. Such was the case of one student who described her
experience at a “sisters” MAC meeting. She understood the problems in the
test but failed the test because she was talking while taking the test.

Tutoring Sessions

Lack of concentration or lack of focus on tasks was evident during tutor-
ing sessions in the community. Students often did not concentrate on as-
signments or follow through to complete assignment. For example, on
one occasion 12 students were each given a package of materials to read
before attending the next session. When the students arrived on that day,
only 3 had read the materials. Nine students had not only not read materi-
als but also reported that they had lost them!

Students were good observers of their own academic attitudes and be-
haviors and of those of their peers. They did not hesitate to discuss typical
attitudes and behaviors that affected their schoolwork in general and their
test scores in particular. Ahigh school student assisting at one tutoring ses-
sion summed up the attitudes and behaviors that typified the approach of
some students to their examinations, the consequence of which, predict-
ably, was low performance:

Well, it all depends on the person. If they wanna learn, if they’re willing to
learn and stuff like that, they’ll do the homework and study for the test. But
some of—some of us like to rush outside or stuff like that. They just rush into
things and then when the test come (sic), they, you know, put their faces on
the table in their faces, they like, “I don’t know this,” ‘cause they should have
studied instead of outside. ‘Cause people they do outside, go out to the
malls and the movies and stuff, hang around they (sic) friends; but don’t
wanna do no work or anything.

Classroom Observations

We now turn to our observations of students’ efforts in the classroom. What
we observed in these classrooms was consistent with the attitudes and be-
haviors students described at interviews and group discussions. As we de-
scribe later, we often saw students arriving late to class, coming without the
proper materials, talking among themselves during the lesson, not paying
attention, and barely doing classwork. These attitudes and behaviors are
described in more detail in the case studies we present in chapter 7. The
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cases cover different school levels and different types of classes: regular, re-
medial, and academic enrichment classes at the elementary school; skills,
college prep, and honors classes at the middle school; and general educa-
tion, college prep, honors, and AP classes at the high school. In addition,
there were special programs, such as tutoring centers for Grades K–12 to
provide students with after-school academic support by the faculty, certi-
fied teachers, and college students; programs to help low-and underachiev-
ing students, starting from Grade 1; and programs in basic academic skills
or general education classes for students in Grades 7–12.

HOW STUDENTS EXPLAINED THEIR
DISENGAGEMENT

Several reasons were given by students, school personnel, and others for
the low-effort syndrome of Black students in Shaker Heights. Some we
discuss in subsequent chapters; here we focus on students’ own views.

The Norm of Minimum Effort: They Don’t Want
to Do the Work

Akind of norm of minimum effort appeared to exist among Black students in
Shaker Heights schools. The students themselves recognized this and
used it to explain both their academic behaviors and their low academic
performance. We can best explain what we mean by a norm of minimum
effort with some of the self-descriptions of students. Consider the case of
one student with whom we had established good rapport before our inter-
view. We also talked at length after the interview. During the interview he
said that he was considering attending college in Florida or California. He
considered himself a good student, at least good enough to go to college.
When we asked about his grade-point average (GPA), he said that it was
“about 1.9 right now.” He said he could work harder to get higher grades,
but didn’t. The reason he did not want to work harder was that he be-
lieved he could be admitted to college to play football. Another example
was a high school student whose homework attitude and practices we
discussed earlier. He claimed or boasted that he would he would “do
homework on occasion just to make sure … I maintain a 3.0, but I won’t do
anything over that.” Many self-claimed “smart students” stated that they
could work harder and make better grades but that they didn’t.
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The norm of minimum effort existed at all school levels, especially among
the males. At every school level some students reported that they did not
work hard in school simply because they did not want to do so (the norm of
minimum effort). This was the main reason given by middle and high school
students for the reluctance of Black students to take honors and AP classes.
Instead, they preferred to take college preparatory and general education
classes, because these classes required less work. Two eighth graders de-
scribed the preference for courses requiring minimum or less work:

Student 1: I think they don’t take it ’cause they don’t want to do like the
work, ’cause its more work than regular college prep classes …
and I think that’s the only reason they don’t take it.

Anthrop: OK, um, do you think that the school does, you know, encour-
ages Blacks to take those classes?

Student 1: Yes.

Anthrop: OK, and why don’t Blacks take them?

Student 2: Well usually, they start out in those classes, but they just don’t
do the work and then just slack off and they end up in the lower
classes.

The belief that Blacks preferred basic skills and college prep classes be-
cause they didn’t have to work hard in those classes was even stronger
among high school students. Because this belief was widespread, it was
not surprising to hear the following statement at an interview with an
11th-grade student:

Um, well in the Shaker school system, uh, the preference seems to be the
lower classes, like college prep classes, and not so much the honors and the
advanced placement classes. Um, obviously the work is easier, and the stan-
dards of getting by are much lower. Um, and ’cause a lot of people that go to
school, their goal is just to get by, and not to excel. And um, unfortunately a
lot of um, uh, Black students have that mentality … So they tend to take those
lower classes.

“It’s Not Cool” to Work Hard or Show You’re Smart. Some stu-
dents did not study or work as hard as they should have and could have be-
cause of peer pressures. Among their peers, “it was not cool to be successful.”
Weaskedstudentsduringaclassdiscussionat thehighschoolwhyBlackstu-
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dents were not doing well academically. According to one female student,
some Black students believed that it was cute to be dumb. When pressed for
an explanation, she said that it was because they couldn’t do well and that
they didn’t want anyone else to do well.

Boring and Uninteresting Courses. Another reason was that the
courses were boring or uninteresting. The following student contended
that students who were really smart didn’t put forth effort because the
classes were boring and uninteresting.

Anthrop: Do you know any people who, like people who you know
would say, “That person’s really smart,” and they don’t really
try in school?

Student 1: Yeah, I know a lot of people that are like that. Like they score
real well on like the SATs and stuff, they just don’t do the work
’cause they don’t [want to], they’re bored with it, they’re not
pushing themselves enough.

Students wanted to be motivated.

Motivate Me If You Want Me to Learn. Still another reason that
Black students did not work as hard as they could was that the school did
not motivate them. It is ironic that, when asked who was responsible for
the kind of work students did, students said that it was their responsibility
to work hard to make good grades—yet when they discussed their own
effort they said that they could and would work harder if the school moti-
vated them. One 12th grader who admitted he did not work very hard still
put the blame on school:

I mean like, I know myself, I can do the work if I applied myself. But its like
school is ain’t interested. I mean it’s ain’t interested because you know, its
based on my future, what, [if] I can take that extra step and put more uh en-
ergy into my work, I’ll probably have all As. But, I mean, [the school] just
don’t motivate … the things here don’t motivate me.

Poor Study Habits

Students might not want to work hard. Many, however, who wanted to did
not know how to study. Poor study habits were a recurring theme in our in-
terviews and discussions with students as well as in our observations at
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school and community programs. Because Black students did not know
how to study and how to do their schoolwork they often did not think
through their assignments before starting to do them. They generally had
difficulty completing their work successfully. They also had difficulty with
testsbecause theydidnotstudyordidnotknowhowtostudyfor the tests.

Lack of good study habits was discussed several times during commu-
nity tutoring sessions for middle school students. At these tutorials simi-
lar problems at the high school were also discussed. One specific problem
was that students often rushed through their assignments or to answer
teachers’ questions without understanding them. The adults running
these programs repeatedly advised the students about the need to learn to
understand assignments and questions before commencing to do them.
We observed examples of such behaviors in skills classes at the middle
school. Students would rush to give the answer, right or wrong. Some
teachers described this behavior as the “Black learning style.” One ele-
mentary school teacher believed that such behavior distinguished the
Black learning style from the White learning style. She illustrated the dif-
ference with an incident that we witnessed in her class. AWhite male had
come up to the teacher for clarification on an assignment; he also wanted
to know what he should do next. The teacher explained the assignment
and told him to complete the first step before going on to the next one. This
prompted the teacher to talk about cultural differences in learning style.
She said that it was typical of her White students to make sure that they
understood an assignment and were doing it correctly before moving on
to the next assignment. In contrast, it was typical of her Black students “to
jump right out there” and attempt to do the assignment or answer a ques-
tion, “whether or not they understood it or know the right answer.” She
was not alone in her observation; we also heard other teachers reminding
Black students to think through a question before answering it.

The problem of poor study habits was also discussed at several MAC
meetings. On one occasion the group discussed the use of cards as a study
aid. One student described his use of the cards and recommended the
strategy to his peers. He told them that his study skills improved after he
learned how to use study cards. He said he used to procrastinate a lot, but
when he started using the study cards it helped him. Students’ inability or
unwillingness to follow through assignments and instructions was yet an-
other a problem discussed at the meetings. We also observed this both in
class assignments and in tutoring programs in the community. As we re-
ported earlier, during one tutorial session only 3 of the 12 students had
read their assignment. Most had lost the materials.
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Inability to Focus on Tasks

Another problem was an inability to concentrate or focus on the task at
hand. This was readily observable during lessons. Often students were do-
ing other things during lesson: Some were inattentive, others did not sit still,
some would be engaged in private conversations or reading magazines and
materials unrelated to the lesson, some would be lying with their heads
drooping on their desks during lessons. Lack of concentration and focus
was also evident at the community tutoring session. At one tutorial session
a student leader “burst” one table of girls who were not paying attention.

Studentsdidnot takenotesandprobablydidnotknowhowtotakenotes
during lessons. In several college prep and skills classes, in particular, we
found that students did not regularly take notes or take notes even when
teachers advised them to do so. Some who took notes did not know how to
use them to study for examination. The twin problem of note-taking and
preparation for examination was discussed at one MAC meeting. Some stu-
dents admitted during the discussion that they did not know how to pre-
pare for tests; they put off studying for exams until it was too late. After
describing their practices, students were taught how to prepare for tests in
order to make better than a C grade. One students shared his strategy for
preparing for tests. He said that “one could be smart about studying for an
exam … Usually,” he continued, “the teacher would tell you when a test is
coming up, so you should be aware of that.” What he apparently meant was
that students should listen to the teacher’s announcement of a forthcoming
test and then study for it. A female student said she was “a very organized
person” and that she sometimes took notes and studied them. But then she
would not be able to find them later to study for her tests. She really didn’t
understand why this always happened to her. Apparently she was not as
well organized as she thought she was. Another student said that some-
times he took notes as the teacher directed but that the notes didn’t mean
anything to him; that is, he did not understand his notes!

Blaming Teachers

It was not uncommon for students to blame teachers for their failure, a
practice reported by the students themselves. One believed that there was
something wrong with teachers: They would tell students to study one
thing and then would turn around and test them on something else. On
hearing this, another student mumbled “They tryin’ to fail us ‘cause we
Black.” There was also another complaint, namely, that teachers “go back
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to stuff that you have already done, and throw that in on the test.” Sugges-
tions made by students to do better on tests include taking a practice test
or peeking at the tests. We then asked them how these strategies would
help them do well at the high school. There was no response.

Toward the end of the discussion, students were asked what they could
do to make sure that they were always prepared for tests. Once again, a stu-
dent reminded the group that teachers usually notified students about im-
pending tests; teachers also encouraged students long before the exam time
to go and see them if they were having problems or had questions about the
upcoming tests. Students, however, preferred to wait until close to the ex-
amination date before trying to see their teachers. One student said that stu-
dents believed that going to see the teacher just before the exam was
“thinking smart” because “the information that you get during the confer-
ences is fresher when you are tested the next day.” He reminded the others,
however, that it did not always work and that for some it was too late. Even
at the high school some students did not do their homework, did not know
how to take notes at all or did not take notes during lessons, did not plan
ahead or know how to study for their examinations, or know how to con-
sult their teachers or seek advice from their counselors.

Other Priorities That Derailed Academic Effort

Almost everyone talked about lack of prioritizing as a factor that affected
Black students’ school performance. By this they usually meant that Black
students put other things, or preferred to do other things, before their
schoolwork. The competition between peer groups’ activities, TV, and
phone on the one hand, and schoolwork on the other, was discussed by
students and school personnel on several occasions. A student once re-
marked that students sometimes forgot to do their homework or study be-
cause of friends, TV, and phone, thus putting these as priorities above
academics. Students understood that school was the first priority, but they
tended to switch them around. Why switch them? One student explained
the switch by saying that he worked hard enough at school and did not
think that he should be doing schoolwork at home.

One major issue in prioritizing was deciding between sports and aca-
demics. It was evident from student interviews that for some of them
playing sports was more important than doing academic work to get good
grades. We report in more detail in chapter 8 the case of a student, noted
earlier, who considered himself a student who was good enough to go to
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college to play football even though he had a GPAof 1.9. His popularity at
school came from playing sports, and he was sure that he would go to col-
lege. Therefore, he did not think he had to work hard in his academic
courses because his future lay in sports rather than in academics. Teachers
recognized the competition between sports and academics. As we show in
chapter 6, some teachers tried, but apparently not successfully, to encour-
age the students to put academics ahead of sports.

In chapter 8 we show that even at the high school many students had not
made the connection between schooling and their future positions in adult
life. Ateacher in one class tried to impress on the students the importance of
considering how their education would help them in the future. Several of
the students prefaced their responses about their future goals with “When I
grow up.” The teacher reminded them that they were already grown up. He
told the students that in some other societies people of their age would be
old enough to be married and have a family with children to support.

Part-time jobs posed another competition. Some students held
part-time jobs to earn money to supplement family income; others, how-
ever, did so to purchase material things or pay off credit card debts. What-
ever the reason, it appeared that students worked too many hours and
that this interfered with their schoolwork. The extent of part-time employ-
ment and its consequences for school performance were described by two
school officials at a meeting with us:

Male school
official:

Credit cards [have] become very popular with the local billion-
aires’ company. Uh, and I think there’s a concern that’s been
raised nationally about any student working beyond 20 hours
a week. There is a direct relationship between the number of
hours and a declining academic performance. And I think it’s
long past due studying uh the degree to which our students are
involved in this work experience. And the degree to which par-
ents support this uh 30, 35-hour work week that many students
are in my experience this year—. I’ve taken informal surveys
and found unbelievable percentages of students that are putt-
ing 20 hours plus uh into a work week, and uh, uh, that are not
appearing for these after-school things, let alone many other
activities, uh because we value work so much in this culture, so
that’s, that’s—

Anthrop: But not only that, but you are working to get something now
rather than putting it off.

Male school
official:

Absolutely. Tommy Hell—, and so forth. Etcetera. Etcetera. It’s
un—, unbelievable.
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Anthrop: OK.

Female school
official:

And to add to that, most of my students who need to come in,
can’t because they work. I mean, I mean that is the most frus-
trating thing, if you have a kid who, they need to come in, and
they can’t because they work. And maybe it’s because they get
more satisfaction (emphasizes word) out of doing well at work,
then doing not so great at school. It’s not, I don’t think it’s, you
know, a stupid choice to make if you do okay at work. People
like you. Your friends are there. You work at (Hinans?). Every-
body works at Hinans. You know, it’s fun there for the most
part, and you get satisfaction out of it, but then can’t come in af-
ter school.

The preference of Black male students for part-time employment to ac-
quire material possessions rather than do their schoolwork to make good
grades was summarized by a frustrated male student who had worked
considerably with MAC scholars. He added, however, that the media
were partly to blame because of their failure to publicize the success of
Black professionals, Black people who had succeeded in life because of
their education:

OK, um, with me, um I have talked to a lot of young Black males who are not
um achieving. And what I’ve mostly heard is, most of them blame it on their
teachers. They find an excuse why they’re not achieving…. We tried to help
these kids (through) this MAC program, and some of ’em, no matter what
we said to ’em, just really don’t find the need to achieve. I mean, they feel it’s
easier to come to school and just to sit back, rather than work hard for your
grades and have plans; we just see ’em in school, you know, most of ’em, I
mean smoking things. You know what I’m sayin’? They find other things to
do with their time, and some of ’em don’t find homework as being of impor-
tance, which is very important. I mean, (if one wants) to study and pass….
I’ve watched like lots of TV and I see like, most people you watch TV, you see
like, maybe the, a White man that’s in like the higher power, like even on
these little make up TV shows. But you’ll see like the Black man’ll be like
picking out of trash cans and things, and, and the Black man always got to
get killed on the show.

Alternative Strategies

There was also a feeling that because of the failure of the media to present
to Black youth Black professionals who have succeeded because of educa-
tion that young Blacks have come to view nonacademic routes as more
likely to lead to success in life. One of the students spoke about this:
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I know of students who just do not see education as anything important,
they look at, “I want to be this, so therefore I don’t need to take this math
class, and I don’t need this science class, and I don’t need to take social stud-
ies, I’m going to be a hairdresser.” It’s a personal thing. Education to them is
not important. Education is not important because of what they desire to do
and also because some people just, they have no, I don’t want to say zeal, but
they have no motivation for knowledge. Some people just don’t care. As
long as they can get by, then that’s all that matters. As long as they can get by
that’s all that matters to them.

Residual Effects of Past Grading Practices

We conducted no systematic study of the grading practices of the teachers,
but our discussions with various people, including students, indicated
that in the past the school system passed students who did not perform at
grade level, promoting them from one grade to the next. This was particu-
larly the case with students below the ninth grade. Some informants said
that this practice sent a wrong message to students, namely, that they
would be passed to the next grade even if they did not work hard to earn
passing grades. We learned that this was precisely the prevailing attitude
among some Black students when the MAC program began. Many poten-
tial scholars had “lousy GPAs.” When asked why their grades were poor,
they would say that they did not take their schoolwork seriously because
they knew that they were going to be passed into the ninth grade anyway.

We observed some college prep, skills, and general education classes in
which there was minimal demand for students to perform. The require-
ments of teachers in one math lab with all Black students serves as a good
example. However, from our discussion with these teachers we can em-
phatically say that their requirements and expectations were based on
good intentions. At the same time, we found that there was almost no
other requirement in this class except that students should to bring them-
selves and, if possible, bring a pencil to class. Some students did not even
bring the pencil on the day we observed. When the class was in session
one teacher went into the adjacent room to get a pencil for a student who
did not bring one. He told the male student jokingly that if he didn’t give
the pencil back to him after class the student would have to wash and wax
his car for the rest of the year. One of three male students in the row in front
of us was particularly reluctant to pay attention to the teacher, who was
trying to help him with the assignment. The teacher patiently waited until
the student was willing to be involved in what the teacher was doing with
the group. On the whole, students were allowed to do as they pleased.
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As a result of experiencing little or no demand that they perform, stu-
dents might not develop a good knowledge of the relationship between
effort and grades. We came across several students in our classroom obser-
vations and in interviews who thought that they were good students but
were, in fact, making “lousy grades.” They also might feel that they were
doing well or that they were “good students” when, in fact, they were not.
This discrepancy could be seen among potential MAC scholars. Often po-
tential scholars thought that they were doing better than they really were.
One of the jobs of the mentors in the program was to help students learn to
make those connections.

CONCLUSION

Data from various sources, including students themselves, led us to con-
clude that Black students in the Shaker Heights school system did not
work as hard as they should and could. The reasons for this ranged from a
norm of minimal effort, or working just hard enough to get by to grading
practices that in essence endorsed the norm of minimum effort. The grad-
ing practices probably no longer exist; at the time of this study it was de-
scribed to us as a thing of the past. What seems to emerge from the
materials presented in this chapter is that Black students recognized the
importance of working hard to make good grades, but they had not devel-
oped the habit of working hard to make good grades or making it a prior-
ity. We came across only a few students who were determined to work
hard to make good grades in order to go to college. The reasons provided
by the students and other informants for the effort disengagement require
explanations. Thus, in chapters 8 through 11 we examine some factors be-
hind the norm of minimum effort including why students considered
their classes boring and wanted to be motivated by the school before they
would work hard to make good grades. What were the reasons for their
poor study habits? Why did they give in to other competing priorities and
alternative strategies? Before we address these issues, we review some of
the conventional explanations for the academic disengagement and pres-
ent an alternative framework that guided our study in Shaker Heights.
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3

Explaining the Academic
Gap; Conventional and
Alternative Explanations

CHAPTER 3EXPLAINING THE ACADEMIC GAP

Explanations of the school performance gap between White and Black
students are not lacking. Hardly any of them, however can be applied sat-
isfactorily to Shaker Heights. In this chapter we review some of them and
point out their limitations.

INADEQUATE IQ

The idea that the lower school performance of Black students is due to inad-
equate IQ has persisted throughout the history of Black American educa-
tion. Since the late 1960s, this idea has been reinforced by a number of
publications (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Jensen, 1969). Herrnstein and
Murray (1994), for instance, argued that Blacks do less well than Whites in
school because of their lower IQ, which in turn, is attributed to inadequate
genetic endowment. However, there is a problem with their argument
when it is placed into cross-cultural perspective: Differences in group IQ are
not necessarily the result of differences in genetic endowment. Consider the
case of the Buraku minority in Japan, which has lower IQ test scores and
lower school performance than the dominant, Ippan group in Japan, even
though the two groups are of the same “race.” On the other hand, as immi-
grants to the United States, the Buraku minority and the Ippan majority do
equally well on standardized tests, and both make good grades in school
(DeVos, 1973; Ito, 1967; Y. Nabeshima, personal communication, August 30,
1999; Ogbu, 2001; Ogbu & Stern, 2001; Shimahara, 1991).
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Another version of the inadequate-IQ explanation asserts that Blacks’
lower IQ is due to faulty family socialization, that poor Blacks do not de-
velop high IQs because their mothers do not raise them with White mid-
dle-class mothers’ childrearing practices. An underlying assumption is
the critical period hypothesis, which asserts that without intervention during
preschool or early years it is difficult for poor children to fully develop
their “intelligence” (Kerber & Bommarito, 1965; T. R. Williams, 1972). This
version of the inadequate-IQ explanation has had an enormous influence
on the design of Head Start and other preschool programs since the1960s
(Gallagher & Remy, 1987; H.L. Miller, 1967; Ogbu, 1978; White, 1973).

One problem is that this explanation is not a good theory of intellectual
development. Intervention or preschool programs that are based on this
reasoning have not raised the IQs of poor Black children, or of any other
children, permanently, although the programs have served the children
well in providing nutrition, health care, and other benefits (Darlington,
1986; Jensen, 1969; Ogbu, 1978). The few follow-up studies that have been
conducted show that poor Black children whose IQs were raised through
their participation in these programs were academically successful in mid-
dle and high schools. From our studies of Black students at the middle and
high schools in several school districts with preschool programs, we do not
believe that theseprogramsarean inoculationagainst futureschool failure.

The inadequate-IQ explanation is also wanting from cross-cultural per-
spective. Immigrant minority children do better in school than Black and
other nonimmigrant minority students even though they are not raised
like White middle-class children and their IQs were not raised through
early childhood intervention programs.

In the context of Shaker Heights Blacks the inadequate-IQ explanation is
inapplicable. To begin with, their performance on IQ tests did not predict
their academic achievement. Thus, although Black students in the school
district scored lower than White students on the Otis–Lennon School Abil-
ities Test, they performed considerably lower on the SAT than predicted by
their performance on the IQ test. Neither did their performance on IQ tests
predict their failure rate on the state proficiency examination or their share
of the D and F grades in high school (Project ACHIEVE, 1996, p. 1).

SOCIAL CLASS STATUS

One persistent view is that Black students do not perform academically like
White students because they come from a lower socio-economic background
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(Bond, 1981; P. R. Brown & Haycock, 1984; L. S. Miller, 1995). The comparison
is usually between poor Blacks and middle-class Whites. A favorite slant of
this version begins with a comparison of Black Americans and European im-
migrants. The comparison goes like this: During Reconstruction, Blacks and
Whites more or less had equal education. The school attendance and per ca-
pita expenditure for the education of the two races were about equal.
Compared to White immigrants, Blacks had higher school enrollment, atten-
dance, and educational achievement than the White immigrant groups. The
relatively better position of Blacks continued until about the1930s (Lieberson,
1980). The two reasons given for why Blacks eventually fell behind the Euro-
pean immigrants are (a) the per capita expenditure for Black education fell
about 30% below that for White education at the end of the Reconstruction,
and (b) the White immigrants became members of the middle class by
achieving higher socio-economic status—that is, they became assimilated
into the mainstream. It is then concluded that Blacks are not performing like
White students because either their schools have fewer resources or because
they have not been assimilated into the mainstream to the same extent that
other groups have been assimilated (Glazer, 1994). Other versions of the
class-inequality explanation attribute the gap to unequal power relations be-
tween the classes (Anyon, 1981, 1997), class reproduction (McCleod, 1987),
and class resistance (Weis, 1985).

None of the versions of the class-inequality can explain why Black stu-
dents from similar social class backgrounds, residing in the same neigh-
borhood, and attending the same school, don’t do as well as White
students. Within the Black population, of course, middle-class children do
better, on the average, than lower class children, just as in the White popu-
lation. However, when Blacks and Whites from similar socioeconomic
backgrounds are compared, one sees that Black students at every class
level perform less well in school than their White counterparts (Anton,
1980; College Board, 1999; Hu, 1997; Oliver, Rodriguez, & Mickelson,
1985; Slade, 1982; Stern, 1986). Class theorists often compare lower class
Blacks with middle-class Whites. What the data show is that the lower ac-
ademic performance exists among poor Blacks in the inner city (see Coun-
cil of Great City Schools, 1999; Fordham, 1996; Payne, 1984; School District
of Philadelphia, 1999); and among middle-class Blacks in the suburb (see
Alexandria City Public Schools, 1993; Arlington County Public Schools,
1991; Council of Great City Schools, 1999; Fairfax County Public Schools,
1984; Montgomery County Public Schools, 1984, 1993; Prince George’s
County Public Schools, 1993; Stern, 1986).
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The discrepancy between class status and academic performance of
Black students is evident in Shaker Heights. As we noted in the preface, in
this relatively affluent suburb White and Black social classes are not too
dissimilar. Yet, as we saw earlier, Black students received 80% of the Ds
and Fs in the 50,000 semester grades reported by various departments at
the high school. The discrepancy between social class status and Black stu-
dents’ school performance was pointed out by a Shaker Heights resident
who was neither Black American nor White American:

“In the highest-achievement tracks [the advanced placement sections] you
find only a handful of blacks [about 10%], while the lowest achievement
tracks [called general education] have them almost exclusively [about
95%].” He went on to say that “When educational statistics are dis-aggre-
gated by ethnicity, it is found that White … students on the average do better
than black students elsewhere, just as white students do better than their
counterparts in other school systems. He reported that in a survey con-
ducted in February, 1997, the average Black SAT score was 813, while that of
White students was 1118; Black students’ average GPA was 2.20, compared
to 3.34 for White students. (Singham, 1997)

RACIAL SEGREGATION

Black Americans have historically been discriminated against in educa-
tion. Prior to 1954, Blacks attended segregated and inferior schools by law
in the South or because of residential segregation in the North. Because
school segregation by law was abolished, many Blacks have continued to
attend segregated and substandard schools because of residential segre-
gation (Anyon, 1997; Bullock, 1970; Mickelson, 2001; Ogbu, 1978). One
consistent finding among researchers is that school segregation is a major
cause of poor school performance among Black students (Mickelson,
1998). This explanation is inapplicable to Shaker Heights. Shaker Heights
schools were voluntarily integrated when Blacks began to move into the
city in the 1960s. According to Black and White informants, the commu-
nity was determined to maintain its high-quality education for Whites
and Blacks from the beginning. At the time of this study, the schools were
not racially segregated in the traditional sense.

TEACHER EXPECTATIONS

Teacher expectations and their effects on Black students’ academic perfor-
mance have been discussed extensively (Irvine, 1991; Leacock, 1985;
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Ogbu, 1974; Rist, 1970; Reed, 1988; Steele, 1992). Researchers have argued
that Black students are taught by teachers who do not think that Black stu-
dents are capable of performing like their White peers. Hence, teachers
give them less challenging work, the result of which is lower performance.
Some researchers note that teachers do not call on Black students as often
as they call on White students to answer questions during lessons and,
when they are called on, teachers give them more negative feedback to
their answers to questions (Leacock, 1985). This sort of treatment contrib-
utes to the lower performance of Black students.

In Shaker Heights, parents and some school personnel were concerned
about teacher expectations. Indeed, the topic was a major theme in a
speech given in the school district by a major national figure during our re-
search. The speaker told teachers to hold high expectations and high stan-
dards for Black students. There is no doubt that low teacher expectations
can have adverse effects on students’ school performance.

The problem with this explanation is that the situation involving low
teacher expectations is more complicated than the proponents portray it.
What is often overlooked is the role of students themselves in creating
teacher expectations, low or high. As we discuss in chapter 7, in some
classrooms we observed, low teacher expectations coexisted with stu-
dents’ unwillingness or refusal to do classwork or homework. It was diffi-
cult to determine which came first.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES AND CONFLICTS

Since the late 1960s, it has been postulated that the low academic perfor-
mance of Black students is caused by differences in and conflicts be-
tween Black culture and White American culture (Boykin, 1986; Gay,
1979; Hale-Benson, 1986; Hilliard, Payton-Stewart, & Williams, 1991;
Irvine, 1991; Nobles & Mann, 1994; Pollard & Ajirotutu, 1997, 2000; St.
Lawrence, 1977; M. D. Williams, 1990). With very few exceptions (St.
Lawrence, 1977; M. D. Williams, 1990), the explanation based on cultural
differences is not derived from empirical study of culture either in the
Black community or at school or in the White community—at least, not
in the anthropological sense.

Boykin (1986) presented the most elaborate description of the nature of
the cultural differences and the learning problems they cause. According
to him, Black students face a “triple quandary” in the realm of culture and
schooling. The triple quandary is (a) that Black students simultaneously
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have to deal with three different cultural experiences, namely, European
American culture and African American culture, which is rooted in Afri-
can culture; (b) cultural hegemony that arises from their social, economic,
and political oppression as minorities; and (c) self-contradictory socializa-
tion of Black children. We now examine briefly each of the three problems
in comparative perspective.

Cultural Differences and Learning Conflicts

(1986) believes that Black students are compelled to master two incompat-
ible cultures: (a) Black American culture, which is rooted in African cul-
tures, and (b) European American culture. He suggested nine features of
Black culture that distinguish it from White American culture; they in-
clude movement, time orientation, and verve. Movement is a part of Black
psychological well-being; Black time orientation is more social, whereas
White time orientation is more mechanical; and verve is the propensity of
Blacks toward high-level stimulation. The problem that Black students
face is that they are asked to master both of these two cultures that are
sharply at odds with each other. To make matters worse, the public school
does not allow them to learn and perform in Black culture.

We found some differences between Black culture and White culture
but not necessarily as described by Boykin (1986). There were differences
in dressing, hairstyles, jokes, sports, communication styles, styles of reli-
gious worship, attitudes toward schoolwork, parental involvement in
school, study habits, time orientation, and peer group orientation. How-
ever, except for dialect differences and communication style, we did not
hear from parents or other adults in the community, or from students at
school, that Black children had difficulty learning the subjects in the cur-
riculum because of cultural differences. In our observation of more than
100 classroom lessons from elementary through high school we did not re-
cord a single instance of cultural barriers preventing a student from learn-
ing the subject; that is, we observed no instance in which Black students
said that they were unable to master a lesson because they were being
taught European American culture and values and in European American
pedagogy. It was during interviews that students reported that cultural
differences in jokes sometimes resulted in White teachers disciplining
Black students or Black teachers disciplining White students (see chap. 7,
on discipline). On the whole, what we heard and observed was that some
Black students did not want to or should not behave in certain ways that
they considered to be White people’s ways in and out of school.
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We do not argue that cultural differences do not cause learning prob-
lems for Black students and other minorities. What we have found
through comparative research is that the problems caused by cultural dif-
ferences are temporary for some minorities; that is, some minorities even-
tually accommodate or adopt the “White ways” as presented to them at
school and thereby become academically successful. Indeed, as we noted
earlier, the minorities who are more successful in public school tend to be
those whose cultures are more different from White mainstream Ameri-
can culture. They include immigrant minorities from Africa, Asia, and
Central and South America (Caplan, Whitmore, & Choy, 1991; Gibson,
1988; Johnson, 1999; Suarez-Orozco, 1989). Furthermore, a study compar-
ing African and Afro-Caribbean immigrant students with Black American
students casts doubt on the hypothesis that the low school performance of
Black American students is due to the fact that their culture is rooted in Af-
rican culture, which is almost in dialectical opposition to White American
culture: In her comparative study of African and Caribbean immigrant
students with Black American students, C. Johnson (1999) found that the
immigrants were more successful in the public schools. In our view, the re-
lationship between African cultures and White American culture is simi-
lar to the relationship between the cultures of immigrants from Asia, and
South and Central America and White American culture. They are differ-
ent cultures, not oppositional cultures.

Cultural Racism and Hegemony

The second problem Boykin (1986) identified has to do with cultural racism
and hegemony resulting from social, economic, and political oppression.
Boykin argued that cultural racism and hegemony are manifested in the at-
titudes and actions of White school authorities (and their Black representa-
tives) toward Black students. For example, public school authorities
evaluate Black students by White cultural values and interpret Black values
and behaviors as inferior to those of White people. The attitudes and behav-
iors of school personnel, therefore, show that the schools function as an in-
stitution in which Blacks are sorted and assigned to less desirable stations in
society. This may happen even when there is no overt racism.

The suggestion that schooling involves cultural racism and hegemony
needs to be examined in a comparative perspective. Public schools evaluate
the values and behaviors of all minorities by White values and behaviors;
however, not all minorities interpret or experience public school education
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as cultural racism and hegemony. Neither do cultural racism and hege-
mony adversely affect the school performance of all minorities even in the
same school or classroom. Finally, not all values or behaviors of teachers
and other school authorities are racist or hegemonic.

It appears that in current discourse on minority education there is some
confusion or misunderstanding about the meaning of culture and the cul-
tural role of schooling. We discuss this matter more fully later in this chap-
ter. What needs to be pointed out here is that the knowledge, skills, values,
and behavior taught and evaluated by the schools are supposed to be
those that children need in order to participate as adults in the workforce
and other positions. The mastery of curriculum materials (e.g., mathemat-
ics) and ways of speaking and writing (viz, standard English), ways or
styles of learning (e.g., analytical thinking, problem solving), and other be-
haviors is the mastery of the knowledge, skills, values, and behaviors re-
quired to function competently in an adult role in contemporary economic
and technological society (e.g., being an accountant, an engineer, a nurse, a
taxicab driver; conforming to schedule, achievement orientation, inde-
pendence, etc.). The curriculum and language of the public school are not
intended or designed to replace the cultures and languages of ethnic mi-
norities with those of mainstream White Americans.

These knowledge and skills are “White” only in the sense that school-
ing in the United States is based on White culture and language because
White people are the dominant group in the United States that controls the
economic and other positions in adult life. The same knowledge and skills
taught in schools in China will be regarded as Chinese by any of China’s
56 national minorities; in the same sense, in France they will be French, in
Japan they will be Japanese, in Spain they will be Spanish, and in Russia
they will be Russian. In each country, schooling will be based on the cul-
ture of the dominant group, and the language of instruction will be that of
the dominant group or the culture and language chosen by the powers
that be. For example, in former British colonies in Africa the leaders almost
always chose to base their school curriculum on Western culture and to
use English as the language of instruction.

We found in Shaker Heights teachers who taught the same subjects to
Black and White students and evaluated them in the same way when they
were in the same classes. Our impression was that the teachers were trying
to foster knowledge, values, skills, and cultural practices they and society
believed that the children, both White and Black, would need to function
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as adults in the economic and technological systems of U.S. society. This
did not necessarily include the teaching of Black experience. We came
across some instances in which Black students or Black adults wanted
their experiences included in the curriculum. An example was a demand
by high school students that the drama department put up a show about
the Black experience. On another occasion, a representative from the com-
munity complained to a group of school officials that the school district
was providing Black children with a “euro-centric education.” He did not,
however, explain what he meant by euro-centric education.

By and large, Black students and their parents did not complain of cul-
tural racism and hegemonic education. On the contrary, some Black fam-
ilies moved to Shaker Heights specifically to give their children a
“Shaker education.” These families were willing to endure economic
hardship or work more than one job to enable their children to attend
Shaker Heights schools.

Socialized Ambivalence and Self-Contradiction

The third problem Boykin (1986) identified is that Black parents bring up
their children to be ambivalent and more or less self-contradictory. On
the one hand, Black parents teach their children to uphold mainstream
American ideals. However, they also teach them to be cynical, skeptical,
and on guard toward White people and White-controlled institutions,
including the public schools, as well as toward Black authorities in the
system whom they regard as White representatives. Because of this up-
bringing, Black children may come to school with values and beliefs dif-
ferent from those of school authorities. Furthermore, teachers who do
not understand Black children’s values and beliefs are also not aware
that their own values and beliefs are different. As a result, the children
face cultural conflicts in their relations with teachers.

We found some students in Shaker Heights who were ambivalent.
They believed in the “American ideals,” including success through edu-
cation and hard work, but they did not work hard. They were also mis-
trustful, ambivalent, and skeptical, especially as they got older and
moved up in their school career. We discuss in chapter 10 how the cul-
tural problems in Shaker Heights were not merely caused by conflicts
and hegemony, as Boykin (1986) suggested, but that they were due to in-
compatibility of beliefs held by the students.
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LANGUAGE–DIALECT DIFFERENCES
AND CONFLICTS

Inadequate Language

Several explanations based on language or dialect differences have been
offered for the low school performance of Black children. The main expla-
nation in the 1960s was the language-deficit hypothesis, which postulated
that Black children experienced difficulties in learning to read because
they did not have a fully developed language. That is, they were not profi-
cient in standard English because their parents failed to teach them how to
talk like White middle-class parents taught their own children to talk. This
hypothesis also influenced the Head Start programs (Engelman, 1970).

Language Differences Per Se

Another explanation emerged after researchers discovered that Black
Americans speak an English dialect that is “a complete language” but dif-
ferent from standard English (Labov, 1972; F. Williams, 1970). The new ex-
planation, the different-language hypothesis, attributed Black children’s
reading difficulty to language conflicts. The conflicts were initially identi-
fied as structural interference from their dialect. It was thought that, in or-
der to learn to read in standard English, Black children had to (a) learn to
decode symbols making up standard English words, and then (b) trans-
late the symbols into their own dialect before they could understand the
meaning of what they read. White middle-class children, on the other
hand, had only to learn to decode the symbols of other words of a lan-
guage they already spoke—standard English. An additional problem for
Black children was that teachers did not recognize the second task faced
by Black children—translating the symbols into their own dialect—when
they evaluated their language performance (Baratz, 1970). To eliminate
the structural interference, Black dialect was used to teach reading, but
this did not improve the children’s reading success.

Sociolinguistic Interference and Miscommunication

The third explanation comes from the field of sociolinguistics. According
to some sociolinguists, Black children’s reading difficulty is not due to in-
adequate language development, or to language differences per se, al-
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though the latter are important. These sociolinguists said that the main
problem lay beyond language or differences. It has to do with identity and
cultural rules of using language. They explained that when the children
learned their dialect in their speech community, they actually learned two
things: (a) the structural rules of their dialect (i.e., grammar, phonology,
and vocabulary), and (b) the cultural rules for using the dialect (e.g., how
to talk appropriately in different situations). The difficulty the children ex-
perienced in learning to read standard English is partly due to miscom-
munication between the children and their teachers, who come from a
different speech community with different rules for speaking English. To
drive home this point, they said that Black children do not experience in
their speech community the language problems attributed to them in
school, a place where they have to communicate with school personnel
from a different speech community. An effort has been made to improve
reading proficiency from this perspective but it has met with little success
(Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 1994; Ogbu 1994a, 1999).

Smitherman (1977) described other sociocultural differences between
the use of standard English and that of Black dialect. She explained how dif-
ferences in discourse rules may cause problems for Black students commu-
nicating with speakers of standard English. She believes that Blacks and
Whites differ in call and response, signification, tonal semantics, and narra-
tive sequencing. In the Black speech community, call and response can be
readily observed during church services, but it also permeates other com-
munication situations and events. This feature of Black speech can cause
communication problems, because a Black speaker may be waiting for a re-
sponse from a White listener who does not realize that a response is ex-
pected; the White person’s behavior would be interpreted as inattention.
On the other hand, a Black listener to a White person may respond verbally
and therefore inappropriately when he or she is not expected to do so, caus-
ing the White speaker to feel that he or she is being interrupted. This differ-
ence in communicative style can cause problems between White teachers
and Black students. Another difference in discourse mode that causes prob-
lems for Black students is narrative sequencing, or storytelling. Blacks use
sequencing in nonacademic and academic settings. In academic settings
they may use stories to illustrate an argument. Whites, on the other hand,
consider storytelling in an academic setting or in writing as constituting
verbosity and therefore inappropriate (see also Kochman, 1983).

BothdialecthistoriansandsociolinguistshaveestablishedthatBlackdia-
lect is a complete and functional language but that there are important dif-
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ferences between it and standard English. The differences, no doubt, have
some adverse effects on Black reading proficiency in standard English.
However, from a comparative perspective, it should be noted that there are
some other minority group students with different languages or dialects
and with different rules of language use who achieve greater reading profi-
ciency in standard English than Black American students do (Gibson, 1988;
Oakland School District, 1996; Park & Chi, 1999). This suggests that there is
something more researchers need to discover in order to understand why
someminoritygroupsachievemoreproficiency instandardEnglish inspite
of speaking different mother tongues with different rules of language use,
while other minorities, such as Black Americans, are less proficient.

Collective Identity, Speech Community, and Schooling

We show in chapter 9 that Blacks in Shaker Heights were bidialectical:
They spoke Black English dialect as their mother tongue and standard, or
“proper” English as well. Almost all the students we interviewed from el-
ementary through high school answered our questions in Black English.
Students also spoke Black English during group discussions and when
talking with us informally. Adults in the community did the same. We can
thus call Shaker Heights Black community a bidialectical speech community.
This community had one set of rules for using Black dialect and another
for using standard English.

Most of the explanations we have reviewed have contributed to an un-
derstanding of the low school performance of Black children. However,
when placed in a comparative perspective (e.g., when Black students are
compared to some other minority students, including immigrants from Af-
rica), their shortcoming becomes apparent. The problem is that the explana-
tions are limited in their focus. By this we mean that they (a) lack a historical
perspective, (b) are noncomparative, (c) tend to analyze Black school per-
formance out of context, and (d) ignore Black cultural models or Black peo-
ple’s own understandings of their social reality and the effects of such
understandings on their interpretations of and responses to schooling.

AN ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVE:
THE ROLE OF COMMUNITY FORCES

As a result of comparative research on minority education, we believe that to
fully understand why members of a minority group do or do not do well in
school,onehastostudytheirowneducationalbeliefsandbehaviorsandwhy

44 CHAPTER 3



theybelieveandbehaveastheydo.Toachievethisobjective inourresearchin
ShakerHeights,weadoptedacultural–ecological frameworkthatallowedus
to examine several interlocking factors that might affect Black students’
school performance in the school district. The cultural–ecological theory of
minority schooling takes into account the historical, economic, social, cul-
tural, and language or dialect situations of minority groups in the larger soci-
ety in which they exist. According to this theory, two sets of factors shape
minority students’ school adjustment and academic performance. One is the
way society and its institutions treat or have treated the minorities. We call
this part of the problem the system. The other set of factors arise from how the
minorities themselves interpret and respond to their treatment; that is, their
adaptations to theU.S. societyandtotheirminoritystatus,whichdependson
their unique history or how they became minorities in the United States. We
call this second part of the problem community forces.

The system operates at two levels. The first level is the general treat-
ment or mistreatment of minorities by society at large and in local commu-
nities. This treatment includes instrumental discrimination, or barriers in
opportunity structures (e.g., economic, political, educational barriers,
etc.), relational discrimination (e.g., social and residential segregation, vio-
lence and threats of violence, deceit, etc.), and symbolic discrimination
(e.g., denigration of minority cultures, languages, and intellectual abili-
ties). Ogbu (1994b, 1994c, Ogbu & Simons, 1998) has called these discrimi-
nations the collective problems faced by minorities. These collective
problems affect minority education directly and indirectly. For example,
discrimination in employment limits not only the economic benefits mi-
norities could get for their education, but it also directly reduces the re-
sources they have for acquiring education. Residential segregation often
directly results in school segregation and inferior education.

This theory considers three types of treatment of minorities in education
that influence their school performance. One is the educational policies and
practices (e.g., school segregation, unequal school funding and staffing of
minority schools). Another is how minority students are treated in the
school and classroom (e.g., low teacher expectations, tracking, etc.). The
third is how minorities are rewarded for their academic achievement, espe-
cially in the jobmarketandintermsofwages (seeOgbu,1974,1977,1978).

Discrimination in society at large and in education is an important
cause of low school performance of minority students. However, discrim-
ination alone is not the cause of the low school performance—otherwise,
all minorities would be doing poorly in school, because all minorities ex-
perience discrimination in varying degrees, but some are doing well, and
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others are not. There are differences in the school performance of sub-
group of minorities who belong to the same ethnic group or the same ra-
cial group. That is, minority groups with similar cultural or linguistic
backgrounds do not necessarily perform alike. It is also apparent that cul-
tural and language differences per se do not seem to account for differ-
ences in the school performance of minority groups, because minorities
that are doing well academically are often those whose cultures and lan-
guages are more different from than similar to White American culture
and language. Cultural–ecological theory posits that school performance
differences among minorities are primarily due to differences in the com-
munity forces of the minorities. Community forces refers to the way mem-
bers of a minority group perceive, interpret, and respond to education as a
result of their unique history and adaptations to their minority status in
the United States.

Prerequisites For Understanding the Role
of Community Forces

There are some prerequisites for understanding community forces and
their influence on the academic achievement of minority students. We dis-
cuss briefly only a few of them.

Formal Education in Contemporary Societies, Is a Formula For Pre-
paring Children For Their Future Adult Cultural Tasks Or Roles. Con-
temporary societies use formal education to equip young people with the
knowledge, skills, values, behaviors, and language required to perform in
their future workplace as well as in the political and social domains. Exam-
ples of cultural tasks are the jobs of accountants, carpenters, computer soft-
ware developers, doctors, engineers, lawyers, teachers, and truck drivers.
In the United States, the public school and other educational institutions
have been delegated to prepare children for these positions. As Wilson
(1972) pointed out, the special problem faced by societies operating a mod-
ern economy is how to maintain enough increasing specialization with
enough flexibility to adapt to changing technology and economy. Modern
societies found the solution in formal education, such as that offered by
public schools in the United States.

First, public schools provide all individuals with a general education at a
high level of specialization, thereby ensuring an adequate supply of man-
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power. Also, public schools devote the first 12 years of schooling to intensive
instruction in specialized areas. At the elementary school level, teachers pro-
vide intensive instruction in thesubjectmattersof reading,writing,andarith-
metic. Even though they teach other things, children’s academic progress is
measuredbytheirperformanceinreadingandarithmetic.Highschool teach-
ers are specialists in instructing students in single subjects. Students are dis-
couraged from committing themselves to a single area of study during their
public school education, thereby ensuring flexibility. The 12 years of public
school education, according to Wilson (1972), prepares U.S. youngsters for a
wide variety of specializations. High school graduates can go on to specialize
as a gas station service attendant or a grocery clerk in a few days or as an ac-
countant, a doctor, an engineer, or a teacher in a few years. Furthermore, pub-
lic school education imparts knowledge and skills, including learning skills,
for learning new knowledge and skills that did not exist or were not antici-
patedduringone’spublicschoolcareer.Forexample,ahighschooleducation
provides the foundation for some people to become computer programmers
and Internet communication experts.

A public school education not only imparts to the individual the spe-
cific skills and knowledge necessary to function in modern societies, but it
also socializes the individual in values and behaviors necessary to adapt
in the workplace. Some students have suggested that the school is in a
better position to prepare young people for participation in the modern
corporate economy than the family because of the close resemblance be-
tween the organizational features of the school and those of the corporate
workplace. That is, the experience children gain from the structure of their
family and how they are treated within the family does not prepare them
well to adapt to the demands of the workplace in the modern corporate
economy, whereas their experiences in school structure and treatment do
(see Scrupski, 1975). LeCompte’s (1978) ethnographic study of classroom
socialization suggests just how public school experience prepares chil-
dren for future participation in the corporate economy.

From this perspective, the public school is a delegate agency. All chil-
dren—White, Black, and other minorities—go to school to acquire the
knowledge, skills, values, behaviors, and language they will need as
adults to qualify for and be rewarded in the workforce.

It is unfortunate that, in the discourse on minority education, there contin-
ues to be a narrow, if not misinterpretation, of the purpose and function of
public school education as cultural transmission. By this is usually meant the
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transmission of the culture of mainstream White Americans and the dis-
placement of minority cultures. Public schools are alleged to be ignoring the
cultures and languages of minorities and attempting to replace them with
those of mainstream White Americans. Some minorities perceive this as an
unacceptable imposition of Eurocentric curricula and Eurocentric pedagogic
tradition.

There are, however, other minorities who interpret public school education
differentlyandpragmaticallyasaprocessofteachingandacquiringtheknowl-
edge, skills, values, behaviors, and language they need to qualify or obtain cre-
dentials for jobs and rewards in the adult opportunity structure. These
minoritiesregardalmosteverythingintheschoolcurriculumandthelanguage
of instruction as learnable and do not question the pedagogic style of public
schools.Theyarenotworriedthatwhat theyareaskedto learn,orhowtolearn
it, is Eurocentric. Among these minorities are immigrants from Africa and the
Caribbean, Asia, the Middle East, and Central and South America.

Consider the case of an immigrant student from Trinidad whom we in-
terviewed during our research in Oakland, California. Like other “foreign”
or immigrant students, he did not expect the Oakland public schools to
teach him the curriculum based on his native Trinidad culture, teach him in
his language, or use his native teaching and learning style to educate him.
During the interview he criticized his Black American classmates for insist-
ing that the curriculum should be “relevant” for them to learn. He reported
that in their world culture course, or geography, his classmates often were
not interested in learning about places and geographical conditions in other
parts of the world. “Back home” in Trinidad, he said, students taking a simi-
lar geography course acquired specific knowledge of countries and geo-
graphical conditions of other parts of the world. They studied the
geography of England, America, and Russia. They studied wheat farming
in Russia, the steppes in the Andes, mountains in England, and the prairies
in the United States and Canada. He even boasted that he and fellow stu-
dents “back home” probably knew more about wheat farming in Saskatch-
ewan, Canada, than the people of Saskatchewan. He and other immigrant
minorities we studied in Oakland adopted the same attitude toward their
courses: To them, the public schools in Oakland were teaching subject mat-
ters or imparting knowledge, skills, and other attributes they needed to
graduate, go to college, or obtain credentials for employment.

The education systems of former European colonies in Africa and
the Caribbean play the same role as a delegate agency, like the public
school system in the United States. These former colonies need ac-
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countants, computer programmers, doctors, engineers, lawyers,
nurses, teachers, truck drivers, and other skilled workers to function
in their modern economies. They know that they cannot produce ac-
countants, computer software programs, doctors, engineers, lawyers,
nurses, teachers, truck drivers, and other skilled workers for their
modernizing economy, health and social needs with curriculum and
pedagogy based on their indigenous cultures and languages. There-
fore, they consciously design their education systems to teach the uni-
versal knowledge, skills, values, and behaviors that are compatible
with roles in modern economic and political systems as they under-
stand them. They adopt the language of their former colonizer, be-
cause it is a commercial language that gives them greater access to the
global world of which they want to be a part; it also eliminates ethnic
conflict over the legitimation of one language over many others for in-
struction. Consider the case of Nigeria, with more than 250 language
groups! Whose language should be the language of instruction:
Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, or any of the other 247 languages? People of Af-
rican descent in Africa and the Caribbean are not consumed by the
thought that they are losing their cultural or language identity by
adopting Western-type curricula and pedagogy for their manpower
needs. Furthermore, they know that to base their formal education in
their indigenous cultures and languages is to ensure that they would
not become “modern” for centuries to come.

U.S. Society Is a Settler Society. Asettler society is a society in which
the ruling majority consists of immigrants from other societies. Members of
this immigrant majority have come to improve their economic, political,
and social status. The dominant Whites in the United States are such immi-
grants (Stasiulis & Yuval-Davis, 1995) who have come to achieve “the
American Dream.” Asettler society often has two types of minorities: In the
United States, there are some non-White minorities who, like White immi-
grants, have also come to achieve the American Dream, but there are also
other non-White minorities who did not come to achieve the American
Dream but were made a part of the U.S. society against their will, through
colonization, conquest, or slavery. Black Americans are such a minority
group. As we explain in the next section, these two types of minorities have
different perceptions of the United States, their place in society, and the role
of the public school or American education system in getting ahead (Ogbu,
1978, 1994c; Ogbu & Simons, 1998).
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There Are Different Types of Minority Status: Immigrants Versus
Nonimmigrants. In this section we outline briefly the differences be-
tween the two types of minorities: immigrants and nonimmigrants. The
origins of non-White people in the United States or their initial terms of in-
corporation into minority status vary. Cultural–ecological theory consid-
ers and compares two ways of becoming minorities and their educational
implications in the United States, namely, immigration and non-immi-
gration. We use the term immigration both broadly and narrowly. In the
broad sense, immigrant minorities are people who were not forced to be-
come a part of the society by the U.S. government or by White Americans.
Such minorities include immigrants, refugees, binationals, and migrant
workers. However, for the purpose of this study we are restricting the con-
cept of immigrant minorities to its narrow sense, namely, people who
chose to emigrate to the United States permanently because they expected
better opportunities (better jobs, more political or religious freedom, etc.)
than they had in their homeland or place of origin. What is most distinc-
tive of immigrant minorities is that they themselves chose to move perma-
nently and become minorities in the United States in the hope of a better
future (Palmer, 1990). These minorities do not interpret their presence in
the United States as having been forced on them by the U.S. government
or by White Americans. Indeed, they have immigrated to the United
States for the same reasons that Whites Americans immigrated, namely, to
pursue the “American Dream.” To differentiate them from other foreign-
born minorities, we designate them as voluntary minorities. Examples of
voluntary minorities are immigrants from Africa, Central America, India,
Japan, Korea, the Caribbean, Mexico, the Middle East, the Philippines,
and South American countries.

Involuntary or nonimmigrant minorities, on the other hand, are peo-
ple who are in the United States because they were initially colonized,
conquered, or enslaved by White Americans. They have been made
permanently a part of the United States against their will. The impor-
tant thing about nonimmigrant minorities is that they did not choose,
but were forced, to become a minority group in the United States soci-
ety permanently. They did not become minorities because they ex-
pected to achieve self-betterment in terms of better jobs or more
political or religious freedom—in short, in search of the American
Dream. These minorities usually interpret their presence in the United
States as forced on them by the U.S. government and/or by White
Americans. Involuntary minorities include Native Americans, Alas-
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kan Natives, Black Americans, original Mexican Americans in the
Southwest, and Native Hawaiians.

Descendants or later generations of voluntary minorities are voluntary
minorities like their foreign-born parents or grandparents. Thus, second-,
third-, and fourth- generation American-born Chinese are voluntary mi-
norities. It does not matter that it was their forebears rather than them-
selves who decided to emigrate to the United States. The community
forces that developed among their forebears continue to influence their
educational ideas, attitudes, and behaviors.

The exceptions are descendants of non-White immigrants who share
an affinity with pre-established involuntary minorities—that is, they have
the same ethnic, racial, or other relationship with other non-White minori-
ties who were colonized, conquered, or enslaved. Such non-White Immi-
grants are often treated by White Americans as a part of the
pre-established involuntary groups. They are segregated and forced to
live in the same neighborhoods with the nonimmigrants; they intermarry
with them, and their offspring attend the same schools as the
nonimmigrants. In due course, the immigrants and their descendants
identify with the nonimmigrants and assume the same sense of
peoplehood or collective identity. This is what has been taking place
among Black immigrants from the Caribbean and their descendants. Evi-
dence for their assimilation into the involuntary Black American minority
group can be seen in their involvement and leadership in the civil rights
movements of Black Americans.

There are differences in the adaptations of immigrant and non-im-
migrant minorities because of their different modes of incorporation into
society. For the purpose of our study, the most significant differences are in
their frames of reference or reference groups, their cultural models or so-
cial construction of how U.S. society works, and their place in that work-
ing order. That is, voluntary and involuntary minorities differ as to what it
means to be a minority in the United States. They also differ in their beliefs
about and responses to economic, social, cultural and language barriers
and in their sense of collective identity.

The way minorities interpret their history—whether they became mi-
norities voluntarily or involuntarily, together with the impact of societal
treatment or mistreatment—shapes the pattern of the collective solutions
they forge for their collective problems in society at large and in education.
Because of their different modes of incorporation, voluntary and involun-
tary minorities tend to interpret similar problems differently and forge dif-
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ferent solutions to those problems. Thus, they differ in their
interpretations of and solutions to instrumental barriers (e.g., employ-
ment difficulty, unequal wages); the latter usually include folk theories of
how they can “make it” as minorities, their collective struggle, and alter-
native strategies for making it. Their solutions for social discrimination
(social and residential segregation, threats of violence, etc.) include collec-
tive struggle (voluntary and involuntary minorities) and some degree of
acquiescence (especially voluntary minorities). Both minorities distrust
White Americans and their institutions, but involuntary minorities do so
to a greater extent. Voluntary minorities develop a pragmatic trust in some
societal institutions, such as like the schools, for instrumental reasons. Vol-
untary and involuntary minorities differ in their interpretations of and re-
sponses to cultural and language barriers. The collective identity (a sense
of who they are) and the cultural and language frames of reference of the
immigrants are perceived as merely different, and the immigrants’ re-
sponse to cultural and language barriers tends to be accommodation
without assimilation (Fong, 2001; Gibson, 1988). The collective identity
and the cultural and language frames of reference of the non-immigrants
tend to be oppositional (Luster, 1992; Ogbu, 1992, 1999). These collective
solutions constitute the minorities adaptations to U.S. society and to their
minority status.

The adaptations, in turn, generate the community forces or beliefs and
behaviors within the minority communities that influence minority
school adjustment and performance. Five aspects of the community forces
influence the academic achievement of minority students.

Frame of educational comparison. Immigrant minorities compare
educational opportunities and benefits in the United States with those
back home. The frame of comparison of non-immigrants are the educa-
tional opportunities and benefits available to White Americans.

Beliefs about the instrumental value of school credentials. Immi-
grant minorities believe more strongly that the way to get ahead or
achieve upward mobility or the “American Dream” is to get a good educa-
tion and good school credentials. To them, education is the key to success.
They also believe that education can help them succeed more in the
United States than back home. Immigrants’ role models for making it in
the mainstream corporate economy are White Americans or members of
their own groups who have achieved professional success through educa-
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tion. Nonimmigrant minorities are not sure that education is the key to
success. Many see little evidence among their own people for believing
that success in adult life or upward social mobility is due to education.
Their role models tend to be people who have made it through alternative
strategies that require little formal schooling or school credentials. Leader-
ship in civil rights movements or the collective struggle against “the sys-
tem” is another source of role models.

Relationship with “the system” (school and school authorities).
When one compares immigrant and nonimmigrant minorities in terms of
their relationship with White Americans and the public schools, one finds
significant differences. Such a comparison can be made with regard to
three domains: (a) social distance or segregation, (b) conflict and mistrust,
and (c) pragmatic trust. Because of their optimistic, pragmatic attitudes to-
ward education and their relational interpretation of schooling, immi-
grant minorities are not deeply concerned about social or residential
segregation. For nonimmigrants, segregation has acquired a secondary
meaning of rejection and inferiority. The two minority types experience
conflict with White Americans and mistrust them. But the twin problem is
more serious for the nonimmigrants.

Of particular relevance to education is the difference in the minorities’
interpretation of the relational part of schooling. The immigrants de-
velop a pragmatic trust of the schools and school personnel. They believe
that teachers are “useful experts” of the knowledge, skills, and language
they need to succeed in the United States, that the schools will help them
achieve the goal of their emigration to the United States. Nonimmigrant
minorities interpret their relationship with schools and teachers within
the context of the overall enduring conflict between them and White
Americans. As a result, they are more concerned with how they are
treated or represented in the curriculum and with whether schools and
teachers “care for them” than with teachers’ expertise in knowledge,
skills, and language.

Expressive or symbolic beliefs about schooling: Issues of identity,
culture, language and ability. Immigrants who perceive their cul-
tures, languages, and identities as different are willing and able to adopt
White or U.S. school ways and language. They emigrated to the United
States expecting to learn a new language and new cultural behaviors so
they could achieve the goals of their emigration. They do not feel that
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learning English and how to behave like Americans in some areas of life
threatens their language or cultural identity. Neither do they think that be-
ing able to learn the language and behaviors required at school means that
they must give up their own languages and cultures. To them, they are
learning new ways to add to their own knowledge to achieve instrumen-
tal goals. Non-immigrants, who may perceive their cultures, languages,
and identities as oppositional, are less willing and able to adopt White or
the school ways and language. They are suspicious of the intentions of the
school curriculum and language. Some fear adopting White or school
ways because they think it would mean replacing their own cultural and
language identity or that it requires them to give up their cultural and lan-
guage identities in order to successfully learn the school ways.

Educational strategies: How the minorities go to school. The two
types of minorities differ in the strategies they use to achieve their educa-
tional goals. The strategies of the immigrants are based on practical con-
sideration and pragmatic trust in schools and teachers as experts who
have something useful to offer even if they do not “care” for minorities or
have their interest in mind. Another distinctive feature of their strategies is
that they tend to match their educational aspirations and verbal commit-
ment to education with behavior conducive to school success; students
pay attention in class, follow rules, and do their schoolwork and home-
work. They work hard. Another feature of their strategies is that parents
and community hold students responsible for school performance.

The strategies of non-immigrant minorities are overshadowed by
their emphasis on social relations and caring rather than the practical
considerations that schools and teachers are experts who have useful
knowledge, skills, and language to offer. They are mistrustful of schools
and teachers, and they feel alienated. Their high aspirations and strong
verbal endorsement of education are not matched with behavior that is
conducive to school success. Parents and community members tend to
hold teachers and schools, rather than their children, responsible for
school performance.

Community Forces

As they grow up, minority children learn about the community
forces—the educational beliefs and behaviors—of their community
that eventually affect their school adjustment and performance. The
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community forces also affect the educational strategies of their parents
and communities in dealing with the educational system and in work-
ing with their children.

The community forces, together with societal and school factors deter-
mine more or less the school performance of minority children. However,
according to cultural–ecological theory, it is the differences in the commu-
nity forces that largely account for the school performance differences be-
tween immigrant and non-immigrant minorities.

The heuristic value of classifying minority groups as voluntary or invol-
untary is further enhanced by two other factors, which we already dis-
cussed. The first factor is that the U.S. public school and other educational
institutions serve as a delegate agency to prepare children for future adult
jobs that are vital to society and to certify positions in the corporate econ-
omy and other domains of society. From this perspective, the function of
public schools is not to teach or destroy minority cultures and languages or
replace minority identity with mainstream White American identity. From
a comparative perspective, it appears that immigrant minorities more than
the non-immigrants understand and evaluate the public schools as a dele-
gate agency. The second factor is that some non-White minorities, but not
others, have come, like White immigrants, to achieve the “American
Dream.” The difference in mode of incorporation affects the immigrants’
perceptionsof theroleof thepublicschool inminorities’ability togetahead.

The cultural–ecological theory used for this study posits that the aca-
demic disengagement and performance of minority students are influ-
enced by two sets of factors: (a) the system, and (b) community forces. The
system includes societal or community educational policies, the treatment
or mistreatment of minorities in school and classrooms, and how society
or the community rewards minorities for their academic achievement.
The factors that make up community forces are the frames of reference or
comparison of the minorities; their instrumental educational beliefs and
behaviors; their relationship with the educational system and the schools
and their expressive beliefs and behaviors, including how they interpret
and respond to cultural and language differences because of their collec-
tive identity; and their educational strategies.

In outlining our theory we have compared immigrant and non-
immigrant minorities. In the Shaker Heights school district, however, the
only significant minority group was the non-immigrant Black Americans.
They constituted the study group. Furthermore, we did not study all the
variables posited by the theory because of a lack of time and resources.
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Race Relations

CHAPTER 4RACE RELATIONS

RACIAL HARMONY:
COMMUNITY SELF-REPRESENTATION

In a documentary film, “Shaker Heights—The Struggle for Integration”
(Math, 1997), both Blacks and Whites described the history of race rela-
tions in Shaker Heights. Most of the documentary was made during our
study. According to the documentary, when Blacks began moving into the
city in the1960s, some White and a few Black residents organized what
eventually became the Shaker Heights Community Association to halt
“White flight.”

The goals of the association were integrated housing, good race rela-
tions, and a good public school system with an outstanding academic per-
formance and with good race relations. Since then, the people of Shaker
Heights have created what they believe to be a diverse and desirable com-
munity. According to the characters in the film, “more than elsewhere in
the nation, one could find in Shaker Heights integrated community-wide
picnics, political rallies, Fourth of July celebrations and block parties and,
within the school system, participants in tai chi on the high school lawn
and more integrated classrooms. There were meetings of Black high
school seniors in jackets and ties mentoring younger Black (males) at the
high school, and Black and White sixth graders could be seen working (to-
gether) to build trust between children of different racial groups by falling
into a circle of each other’s arms.” (Math 1997, p. 3). The people’s effort to
create and maintain a community with racial harmony was also noted by
Singham (1997, p. 3) in his summary of the people’s response to our first
public presentation. According to him, “To attend a school orchestra or
band function, with an overflow audience consisting of all ethnic groups
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watching and playing together in harmony is a model of what America as
a whole might be if it could put its racial tensions behind it.” He went on to
say that the community was afraid that the academic achievement gap
was a potential disruptive factor to the racial harmony.

We did not make a systematic study of these integrated situations and
activities. However, we studied how Blacks in Shaker Heights, both stu-
dents and adults, perceived race relations at school and in the community.
We also examined how these perceptions, or their social constructions of
the race relations, might influence the schooling of Black students.

COMMUNITY SELF-REPRESENTATION
AND THE CODE OF SILENCE

Frame of Reference

Blacks considered race relations in Shaker Heights to be far better than in
nearby suburban communities and elsewhere in the nation. Several stu-
dents compared race relations in Shaker Heights with those in Parma and
other surrounding communities. They concluded that although Shaker
was not perfect, it was, at least, a community where Blacks and Whites
lived together and attended the same schools in peace. They were particu-
larly pleased that White people in Shaker seem to have accepted the idea
of racial diversity.

The Code of Silence

Although Blacks in Shaker Heights credited their city with better race rela-
tions than other cities, they were also critical of the patterns of race relations
in their community. They described the public image or self-image of
Shaker Heights as one of a well-integrated community with integrated
schools. Whites, they said, thought of Shaker Heights as a community with
a school system characterized by amicable race relations. Many Blacks re-
jected this self-representation. However, they believed that the self-image of
harmonious race relations had persisted because there existed a sort of a
code of silence: People were not expected to publicly discuss, and usually
did not discuss racial problems in the community. A different image
emerged when the code of silence was broken. Although support for the
nondominant perspective on the race relations we describe later is based on
data from Black informants, we also found support from some Whites and
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from our observations of White behaviors. As we show, the race relations
problems are limited neither to Shaker Heights nor to the present.

National Comparison: Shaker High and Little Rock High

The code of silence broke down on several occasions during lessons. One
such occasion was during a social science lesson. On that particular day,
the teacher asked students to compare Little Rock High with Shaker
High. He began the lesson by distributing copies of an article from U.S.
News and World Report about Little Rock High School in Arkansas. He
wondered how Little Rock compared to Shaker High. He challenged the
students to compare racial integration in the two schools. On close read-
ing, the article appeared to be comparing racial integration—or lack of
it—in Little Rock High and Shaker High without mentioning Shaker
Heights by name. The class proceeded to analyze the article. Both the
teacher and the students pointed out similarities between the two
schools: segregated cafeteria, honors and advanced placement courses
had almost all White enrollment, Blacks and Whites seemed to use sepa-
rate entrances to school, and so on.

There were racial differences even during the class discussion. More of
the White students thought that Shaker High was more integrated than
Little Rock High; more of the Black students believed the opposite was
true. However, both White and Black students agreed that racial segrega-
tion in Shaker High was not limited to students’ distribution in classes. It
could also be observed in the hallways and cafeteria.

In general, White students were more reluctant than Black students to
discuss race relations. We observed the greater reluctance of Whites in an-
other class when we asked about differences in the way White and Black
students behaved. A White student described Shaker as a castle contain-
ing things that were less than perfect. However, the residents of the “cas-
tle” did not like to discuss any matters that would suggest that there was
something wrong in the castle. The young man was describing the code of
silence: There were racial problems in Shaker, but these problems were not
for public discussion. The majority view of White students was that
Shaker Heights was a well-integrated community with an equally
well-integrated school; therefore, there was no need to discuss race rela-
tions. Aminority of the Whites disagreed, saying that their school was not
well integrated. The dissenting students mentioned the “leveling system”
(see chap. 8) as something that made Shaker High look like two different
schools in one building.
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School Curriculum and the Code of Silence

How the public schools, the Shaker community, and even society at large
maintained the code of silence was revealed one day in an English litera-
ture class. The discussion started with a discussion of a poem by Claude
McKay. The poem was about McKay’s nostalgia for tropical fruits in his
home country, Jamaica. There was a smiling photo of McKay in the anthol-
ogy of his poems. The teacher next selected another poem by McKay from
another anthology, Black Voices, (James, 2001). However, it was not about
longing for tropical fruits; the mood was rather typical of McKay’s style,
sad and bitter about race relations in the United States. Someone said that
Shaker High and similar schools across the nation did not usually include
poems like Mackay’s “America” in selected readings for students. When
asked why the school would exclude such poems a Black male said that
the authorities feared that reading and analyzing such works might
change the way students’ understood the social order.

Another student added that several themes in the poems in Black Voices
were referring to bad things about the White man. The White man who es-
tablished schools like Shaker preferred that students read poems portray-
ing or suggesting that the writers were happy, including “a dude who
missed fruit.” Other reasons were mentioned for excluding Black literature
in their curriculum. One was that Black authors were people at the bottom
of society and were criticizing it and that White people didn’t like that.

At this point a Black male said that Blacks themselves were not eager to
read poems like the ones in Black Voices, because reading them could be
upsetting. A White male added that White people were reluctant to read
such poems because they were afraid of knowing the truth. Furthermore,
race relations was a sensitive subject: White teachers at Shaker did not feel
comfortable discussing the truth because it would make them angry and
ashamed. Another White male said that it was easier to go with the flow.
He added that students should read more poems like this to broaden their
minds and knowledge. The discussion expanded to types of topics or
ideas excluded in Shaker High curricula, especially in the history curricu-
lum. ABlack male believed that there was a conspiracy underlying school
curricula: White people excluded certain materials from the school curric-
ula to keep Blacks ignorant of their history and collective experience.

White students usually did not feel comfortable discussing race rela-
tions even when it was in the context of a situation outside Shaker Heights
or about a historical event. We observed this uncomfortable feeling in a
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class discussion of Jim Crow, Plessy vs. Ferguson, and Brown vs. Board of
Education. At the beginning of the lesson, the teacher asked the students if
they had heard of Plessy. Most Blacks and only a few Whites raised their
hands. The teacher later told us that a previous class discussion of race re-
lations was very emotional and that some students were so upset that they
told their parents about it.

In another class, White students objected to some comments made by
the teacher about the desegregation of U.S. public schools. He was re-
sponding to a question about busing from a White student. The teacher
explained that Shaker Heights integrated its schools through voluntary
busing. In contrast, school integration in Cleveland was done by compul-
sory busing ordered by the court. Some White students opposed the use of
busing to achieve school desegregation even if it was voluntary. These stu-
dents a lived in desegregated neighborhoods, leading the teacher to later
confide in us that some people in Shaker Heights were content living in
desegregated neighborhoods, while leading segregated lives.

Race Relations Among Students

The comparison between Shaker High and Little Rock High revealed the
discrepancy between’s Shaker self-image and the reality. We now turn to a
similar discrepancy between self-representation and reality: in patterns of
social relations between Black and White students. We discuss students’
own portrayals of their experiences, teachers’ observations, and our own
observations.

Students at the elementary school did not feel that race was a factor in
their friendship formation or peer relations, but from middle school on-
ward, race became increasingly important. At a discussion with Black
middle school students, some complained that the school was “racist” be-
cause students segregated themselves by race. One speaker described the
cafeteria as “a place where people segregated themselves by race, al-
though they didn’t have anything against one another.” We heard that
Black and White students would hang around mainly with people of their
own race. On several occasions senior high school students reported that
peer groups and peer activities were organized along racial lines.

Teachers, too, believed that students’ peer groups were racially based.
One White teacher reported that racial segregation could be seen in the
hallways and cafeteria. He had observed such segregation on a daily basis.
Although we found some integrated groups and activities, our own ob-
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servations were similar to what this teacher described. Some Black stu-
dents reported having White friends but, as we discuss in chapter 10, the
students who hang around mostly with Whites were accused of “acting
White.”

BLACK PERSPECTIVES ON RACE RELATIONS
IN SHAKER HEIGHTS

Black Image in the White Mind

Shaker Blacks believed that they were disparaged by Whites and misrep-
resented in White people minds. They further believed that the misrepre-
sentation aroused an unnecessary fear of Blacks by the Whites, and White
fear strained race relations. The misrepresentation and its consequences
were mentioned in several interviews we conducted with middle school
and senior high students. They were also discussed in other situations.
The following discussion is based mainly on an interview with students.
We should note that the students were not unanimous in their views.

When asked what White people thought of Blacks in Shaker Heights,
two middle school students said that some White people thought highly
of Black people, whereas some did not. Another student took a neutral
position, saying that most White students were comfortable with Blacks
because they were used to being around Blacks (at school). However, the
same student admitted that Blacks and Whites were somewhat segre-
gated in her school. At the opposite end, three middle school students
believed that White people in Shaker did not think highly of Blacks. The
following excerpts show how two of the students assessed the White at-
titudes:

Student 1: Uhh, well I really can’t say [what White people think of Black
people] because I’m not White. So I really wouldn’t know what
they think of us. But … they probably [think like this] about us,
“Oh yeah, they’re just gonna come in and cause chaos,” be-
cause um, it’s like most, like the perspective [i.e., image] they
have of Black[s]. Most um, perspectives of Black people is that
they come from the projects or anything like that. And they’re
gonna cause total destruction in a clean-cut environment and
so … That’s probably the reaction. So White people, when they
think this way about Black people, living in the same environ-
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ment [neighborhood] that they [White people] live in … but
that’s not the case most of the time.

Student 2: White people think that Shaker is getting too crowded. Like,
it’s like more Black people [are] comin’ to Shaker now. ‘Cause
they like, some heard like the school and stuff like that. So it’s
like, it’s like cause, I had heard, like my mom had told me like it
used to be a lot of Whites over here … like years ago. And now
Blacks are gradually comin’ in and Whites are kind of like
movin’ away. But it’s some Whites that won’t let go. So they
won’t move, regardless of what you know …

High school students were more vocal about what White people
thought of Blacks in Shaker Heights. They distinguished between public
attitudes and pronouncements of White people about Blacks from private
beliefs and actions. The public statements of White people were often
based on the community ideal or self-image, which was quite different
from the actual image in the minds of individual Whites. The public state-
ments that reflected the ideal self-image was that Black people in Shaker
Heights were like White people in Shaker Heights and that the two races
got along just fine. Black senior high school students and some White stu-
dents questioned this image. They believed that that was not really the
way White people thought of Shaker Blacks. Whites did not really believe
that Black people in Shaker were like them; neither was it really true that
the two races got along well. Blacks added that although White people
publicly expressed a commitment to diversity and good schools, privately
they were not deeply committed to the twin goal of diversity and good
schools; they avoided dealing with race relations problems in the public
school. Here is how one student described this distinction between the im-
age and actual practice:

Like on a surface kind of level it’s supposed to be all peaceful, like you know,
“We have no problems and you know everything’s fine; and you know,
Blacks and Whites are equal and whatever.” But I think there is, there is a
part of the White community of Shaker who does look at Blacks as being you
know, inferior. And whether they, I mean obviously they don’t like openly
act out on these personal beliefs [because] that’s illegal. But you know it does
seem that there is that feeling. There’s not really like we have a race riot go-
ing on here or anything [to show that we have race relations problems] but
like I think the community as a whole, it is segregated. And, like you know,
the White community, they don’t really know that much about the Black
community. They don’t care to, they don’t want to deal with it.
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The next student summed up Black students’ perceptions of what
Shaker Heights Whites thought of Shaker Heights Blacks and their mu-
tual ignorance of each other.

Anthrop: What do you think that the White community here in Shaker
thinks of the Black community?

Student: Um, I don’t necessarily think that they want us here and they
[don’t] like us here [in high school]. I just don’t think that they
do; [but] I don’t know. Sometimes I just feel like I don’t belong.
Like when I’m in my classes and stuff, … I think that the kids
are probably they indirectly expressing their parents’ attitudes
toward Black people. You know, a lot of times, what you hear
[that] come out of peoples’ mouths is regurgitated from exactly
what their parents [believe] and what [White students] hear at
home. And I just think that they have a warped view of Black
people in general. I don’t think they really understand. And I
think Black people have a warped view of White people, too,
… [especially] if they haven’t been with them. I think it’s very
important that if we’re all supposed to be diverse or some-
thing, we need to, you know, [be open with each other]. We
need to have forums talking about that. “What is it like to be a
White person?” I don’t know. I’m not White.

Black Image and White Fear

Shaker Whites were described as being afraid of Shaker Blacks because of
their image of Blacks. Students recalled occasions when they observed
White fear of the Black community. White fear of Blacks was not a recent
development. White people had always been afraid of Black people, as
one student noted:

I think that White people have always been frightened of Black people in
Shaker Heights. Since the 60’s when Blacks moved into the community, I
think it’s [White reaction?] always been based on panic and fear. People love
the idea of having an integrated community, but still [maintain–retain] the
basic stereotypes, “Our community gonna start to deteriorate and there’s
gonna be crime.” And [White people think] that Black crime would be differ-
ent from crime [committed by Whites] in all-White communities. [Their ste-
reotyping leads them to say] “We know how to deal with that [White crime]
‘cause we’re White. But even if it is not a different crime from what we’re
used to, it is just [adding Black crime] on top of that …. It’s like, “Goodness!”
So yeah! I don’t know. In addition, there’s a fear of Black families, period.
The fear of Black families is specially strong as you get down in the Ludlow
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and Moreland areas where it’s primarily Black. I think there’s just a panic
surrounding Black families, period, especially [fear of Black youth].

We saw an example of the White fear of Blacks during a campaign for
school board and city council elections. Some White candidates refused to
participate in a forum organized in a church in a predominantly Black
neighborhood. Aday before the forum, two White candidates sent a letter
to the organizers saying that they would not attend, because they believed
that “the environment” would be hostile and uncivil toward them as
White candidates. We attended the forum and saw no hostility or any un-
civil behavior toward other White candidates who took part in the forum;
in fact, we saw no difference in the treatment of Black and White candi-
dates by the predominantly Black audience.

Racism

Racism was discussed by middle and high school students. When some-
one asked at the middle school how many people at the discussion meet-
ing thought that racism “was a big deal,” a student who talked “properly”
replied that there was racism. Another said, “My teachers are.” This stu-
dent then began to mention names but was told not to do so. Others began
to describe attitudes and behaviors they considered racist. Among them
was self-segregation by race, which they attributed to White students’
feeling that they were superior to Blacks. “Whites,” one student said, “feel
that they are superior to Blacks and do not want us to associate with
them.” He went on to say that White students’ feeling of superiority was
evident in their self-segregation in the hallways and cafeteria as well as in
their dominance in honors and Advanced Placement classes.

Although most people believed that racism existed among students,
not everyone had experienced it. Those who had not experienced it said
they had made Whites fear them. According to them, racism was experi-
enced by those who tolerated it. Whites did not behave in racist ways to-
ward people they knew would not tolerate it. White people were, and had
always been, “scared of [such] Black people.”

Other students, and some adults, provided examples of racism either
fromtheirpersonalexperienceor fromtheexperienceofpeople theyknew.

How Children Learn About Race Relations

Shaker children, White and Black, became aware of the pattern of race re-
lations in their community early in life. White children, especially White
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males, began early in life to understand and assume that White people, es-
pecially White males, were superior to Blacks. This was illustrated by an
incident in a kindergarten class. The kindergarten teacher began describ-
ing the incident, commenting that White children began as early as 5 years
of age to think of themselves as members of the dominant group and as
superior to Black people. Her point was that this particular incident illus-
trated how even a White boy of this age asserted the superior racial atti-
tude of the Whites:

I’m going to add an anecdote that happened in my own school. (Clears
throat.) The gym teacher was having a class with kindergartners and the
children were grouped into groups, you know, of mixed races and genders.
And she called on one group, and she happened to name the little girl, one
little Black girl who was in the group. She said, “Okay. Natasha’s group or
something.” [I don’t know what the child’s name was.] “Uh, let’s go do
this.” And then a little boy, a little White boy that was in the group, these are
K’s, he said, “Why is she calling this her group. I’m the White boy. This
should be my group” So as early as 5 years old, people have ideas about
who they are, and who other people are. And so it’s not something that’s so
easy to pinpoint or fix, you know. It’s a very deep thing.

Black children also began early in life to develop an awareness of the
pattern of race relations, including their subordinate status. This hap-
pened both in the family and at school. In chapter 7 we give an example of
its occurrence in the family. Here we describe an example of how it hap-
pened through school experience. This was the case of a Black teacher’s
son. Her son’s experience was described at our meeting with a group of
school personnel and is presented next in her own words:

I teach here. And my kids were in the system, and I have one child in particu-
lar whose [experience is a good example of racism]. He’s my youngest child,
and he’s very good in school. He’s a good math student and … works hard.
He tries hard. He wants to do well. He dresses like, you know, the typical Af-
rican American male. His hair is long. He has baggy clothes. OK. One day I
dropped him off at the middle school last year after a dentist appointment.
He made it to school. It was probably two o’clock in the afternoon. Some-
body [at the school] said [to him], “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
They made him prove [that] he belonged there. They made him follow them
to his locker. He had to show them that he could open it. He had to, he was,
he had to defend himself in his own school. And you have to constantly fight
feelings of rejection, inadequacy, uh not being valued as a person or a stu-
dent. Not being recognized as who he is by simply looking at him [was a ter-
rible experience]. When you look at him, he’s not valued. He looks like “one
of those kids.” And so, he has a constant struggle to keep his morale up, to
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keep trying, to keep wanting to do this. And it’s a true absolute frustration
(emphasizes the word true).

Eliminating Racism

On several occasions, especially during class discussions and in inter-
views, suggestions were made about how to improve race relations not
only in Shaker Heights but also in the nation as a whole. Some Black and
White students were not happy about certain features of U.S. society in
general. They appeared pessimistic about the possibility of making the
United States a better society. Because we did not specifically question ev-
ery student on how to improve race relations, not everyone we inter-
viewed expressed an opinion on the matter.

At the elementary school only one student commented on changing
race relations. He believed that the way to improve race relations in
Shaker Heights was to eliminate prejudice and poverty. One middle
school student thought that race relations in the United States, not just in
Shaker Heights, could be improved by electing a Black president. Another
stressed the importance of eliminating stereotypes. He felt that people
should not be judged by the color of their skin.

As might be expected, high school students had the most to say about
changing the race relations. They were, in fact, preoccupied with this issue
even when they were not asked about it in interviews. Six of the ten stu-
dents questioned specifically believed that it was important to change the
race relations patterns in U.S. society as a whole and in Shaker Heights.
Among those not asked about race relations some also said it was impor-
tant to change it. High school students generally felt that society as a
whole, and Shaker Heights in particular, should do away with stereotypes
and should not judge people by the color of their skin. They also wanted
people to abandon intellectual stereotyping. Finally, they wanted an end
to discrimination in opportunity structure based on skin color and race.
The last recommendation is summed up in the following students inter-
view excerpt:

I’d change the um, the whole structure of this society because I don’t like the
way it is right now. Like a lot of oppression like behind the doors … I mean
like [we should be] equal as in everybody, but its so much influence that has
happened like over the years of like people growin’, like stereotypes have
been just like deep rooted into people’s minds … The way like how people
are, like how some White people stereotype Black people as bein’, you know,
like no good.
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RACE RELATIONS, COMMUNITY FORCES
AND EDUCATION

Distrust of White People and Their Schools

One strong impression gained during our initial visit to Shaker Heights
was that many people in the Black community did not trust White people
and their institutions. These impressions influenced our subsequent re-
search plan to minimize the effects of the distrust on our findings.

School authorities apparently unaware of this distrust suggested that
we introduce ourselves as researchers for the school district rather than as
jointly sponsored by the Black community and the school district. As we
noted in the Preface, the initial invitation actually came from people in the
Black community. We did not go along with the district’s suggestion be-
cause we felt that Black parents, particularly those whose children had
problems, would refuse to participate or allow their children to participate
in the research. Our initial impressions that people distrusted the school
system were reinforced on many occasions throughout the study. For ex-
ample, every now and then we heard of a “conspiracy” against Blacks or a
“conspiracy” to deny Black children “equal education.”

It was not only adults who distrusted White people and the school sys-
tem; students did, too. We learned of the students’ attitude from their re-
sponses to questions we explicitly asked about the extent to which their
family and community trusted White people in Shaker Heights. Some stu-
dents believed that Blacks did not and should not trust Whites.

Anthrop: So do Black people trust White people?

Student: No, I don’t think so.

Anthrop: No? In uh, then do they trust them to educate their kids?

Student: I wouldn’t think so.

Some people said that Blacks trusted Whites to some extent or with cau-
tion. The degree of trust depended on the extent of one’s association with
White people and on how comfortable the Black person was around
Whites. But it was not safe to trust White people too much; those who
trusted Whites too much did so at their own risk.

There was no indication from students or adults that Blacks had a
pragmatic trust in the school system, teachers, and other school authori-
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ties— that is, they did not judge their teachers and schools primarily as
useful because they were experts who offered valuable skills and infor-
mation for their future in the job market and other domains of adult life.
From this perspective, Shaker Blacks would strive to learn what the
teachers were teaching, regardless of whether the teachers were particu-
larly interested in them or cared for them as people both as Black people
and as individuals. Pragmatic trust would make parents work more
closely with teachers and other school officials because they would see
the former as imparting useful skills and knowledge their children,
things that they themselves could not provide. Children would observe
their parents’ attitudes and behaviors, internalize them, and approach
their school learning as acquiring useful skills and information for their
future. They would pay attention in class and do their schoolwork and
homework. Rarely was schooling evaluated in terms of its instrumental
or pragmatic function but more often was evaluated in the context of
Black–White race relations.

In the absence of pragmatic trust, the attitudes and actions of teachers
and other school officials were viewed with strong mistrust. Parents
communicated to their children the belief that they had to be careful of
teachers, whose ideas, words, and actions could not be trusted. Al-
though only one student admitted outright that his father told him that
White teachers were trying to fail him because of his race, discussions of
the Shakerite article on the Black–White academic gap provided evi-
dence that Black students and adults (including some school officials)
were highly suspicious of the school authorities. Consider the Black
community’s interpretation of the article, given by a community repre-
sentative and a Black counselor, which we present next. We learn from
the dialogue that the article had served as a call for Black students to
work hard or to improve their performance and thereby empower them-
selves. We also learn from the dialogue that the Black community sus-
pected that Whites intentionally published the article to make Shaker
Blacks “look bad.”

Black School
Counselor
(BSC):

Most of the confusion now came about an article that came out
condemning to our minority students. People should under-
stand how we feel. Don’t fight some institution and use Black
children to do it. The person who did that [i.e., who wrote the
article] needs to apologize to this [Black] community.

Anthrop (A): I haven’t read the article, so I don’t know anything about it.
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Community
Representative
(CR):

That’s the article that brought up the achievement gap.

A: Oh.

CR: The factual content was accurate, and it also served as a stimu-
lus to create change with a lot of those Black students. A lot of
them have now decided to do more to empower themselves.
And they’ve created self-help groups. So, we can also look at it
as a bell ringing, um, to start looking, “How can I empower
change within myself,” given we may have institutional rac-
ism. We probably have that in any institution through out this
country, but here’s a point where self-empowerment and
self-help have to begin, and the kids got that message.

BSC: Some of ‘em.

CR: Many of them.

BSC: Some of them. I’ve called about this, this school—

CR: (simultaneously) Some of them—

BSC: I’ve had children tell me, “I want to go to another school.”

CR: I know. I’ve heard that.

BSC: You don’t know how, how the person’s gonna react.

CR: I completely concur with you, but—.

BSC: I’ve heard defeat: “They tell me I’m no good, and I’m the (loser)
in the battle.” It doesn’t affect me too well.

CR: But what we have to do is take that and do something positive
out of it. And we have that facility, because no matter how you
shake it, a 1.9 grade [point] average [GPA] for the last 5 years in
high school! It’s hard to put a positive spin on that. Uh, com-
pared to White child, male, getting over 3.4 grade average. It’s
very hard to put a positive spin on that. It may be painful, and
it’s hurtful, but if you don’t look at a situation and examine it
holistically, you’re probably not going to be able to find some
resolution to it. It may be painful to know that 40% of our kids
in the last 5 years have Ds and Fs. It is extremely painful. But
the fact remains, that’s what existed. What we have to do is not
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to air it out on the headlines. What we have to do is bring in a
Doctor Ogbu so that Black, White, stakeholders, those in
power, those disenfranchised, have an understanding of what
are the underlying causes for this phenomenon, and then, and
only then can we start coming up with programs, implement
ideas to increase resolution and change systematically and not
put Band-Aids on this whole phenomenon that we’ve done for
the last 30 or 40 years.

Furthermore, this problem is not limited to Shaker Heights. As we noted
in chapter 3, Boykin (1986) pointed out that Black parents may socialize
their children to be mistrustful, ambivalent, and skeptical toward the pub-
lic school and its personnel.

Race and the Interpretation of the Academic Gap

Because Blacks did not trust the school system, they did not accept the
schools’ explanations of the academic achievement gap. Blacks believed
that the gap was due to racism. White people, including White school of-
ficials, in contrast, attributed the gap to social class differences. White
school authorities argued that Black students’ low academic perfor-
mance was caused by the low socioeconomic or poverty background of
students regardless of race. The overall lower performance of Black stu-
dents was due to the fact that Black students as a group came from a
lower socioeconomic background than White students.

These differing racial perspectives on the academic achievement gap
can be seen in the following exchange between a member of the Black
community and a White school official:

White male
school official
(WMSO):

In the district, the classes are split. You talk to a classroom
teacher, there’s a group of kids who will do anything that’s
asked, and there’s another group of kids that will do almost
nothing. And there isn’t a lot of middle ground; so, they’re
kinda torn. [Teachers] can focus on the kids who won’t work;
and then, the kids who will work [will] sit there kind of bored.
If [teachers] concentrate on the kids who will work, the kids
who won’t work just sit back and let things slide. It’s kinda
strange because when you talk about Shaker, we don’t have a
normal curve with the grades. We have a camel back, or, we
have As and Bs, and we have Ds and Fs. We don’t have a lot of
kids in the C range.
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Black
Community
Representative
(BCR):

[In] your comments you both have given, are you referring to
all kids, or to Black kids [when] you were speaking regarding
the phenomenon?

WMSO: No, I don’t, I don’t think it’s Black or White. I think … in our
district it’s more economics. The … kids whose parents are pro-
fessional, Black or White, tend to be pretty hard workers,
’cause … there’s a push from home. And the—

BCR: If that’s true then, why do 80% of the Black kids over the last 5
years out of the high school, have the results that we’re having?
[i.e., discussing]

WMSO: Well, our economics. We don’t have, our population, if you
eliminate race as … a factor, and you look at the students, and
you just look at professional background uh, economic back-
grounds, all the things that would give a student an advantage,
uh, in the school district, like any school you walked into to, the
kids who would have the greatest advantage, uh, if you looked
at that, the kids who have the advantages do well. The kids
who don’t have the advantages in general don’t. And there’s
kind of a middle ground. And then if you, if you go back and
you just add race to it, you would find that a lot of the kids who
have the advantages are White. A lot of the kids who have the
disadvantaged background are Black.

And so you have a population that’s really being pushed to go
to Harvard and Yale; who, no holds barred, they’re gonna get
an education. And then you have another population econom-
ically and … the amount of parental help they can get, uh, they
have a real disadvantage. It’s real hard work to get caught up.
So you, uh, [see], a big part of what you do in Shaker has as …
much to do with economics as it has to do with race.

BCM: So you think it’s an economic problem?

WMSO: Well [what] I’m saying is that the kids who do well generally
have a real economic advantage.

BCR: But I guess my question,…. See I don’t know all the economic
statistics. I have some of them. But I just can’t picture that with a
1.9 GPAof Black males in the last 5 years that there’s a significant
proportion of the Black population where there’s lower income
within Shaker [i.e., the proportion of Black males receiving a low

74 CHAPTER 4



GPA is higher than the proportion of Black population with low
income] I think … it’s very obvious …

WMSO: There’s only about 10% poverty rate in the district.

BCR: Well, I’m not talking about poverty. I’m talking about the—

WMSO: Then if you take $25,000 or less, I think that’s only another 10%.

BCR: So that’s 25% with less than $25,000. But then you have 80%
who are not achieving. Eighty! Eighty!! You said 20% of your
Black population—that has the 25?

WMSO: Pretty sad numbers [rest of comment unintelligible].

BCR: OK, and then you take the White population, and how many of
them … have parents who are both professionals, who have a
good income, um?

WMSO: It’s a higher percentage than Blacks. I don’t have a number. I
guess what I’m saying is that those kids have a tremendous ad-
vantage; and it’s very hard for … other kids who are in the mid-
dle ground to catch up.

At this point we joined in the exchange, pointing out that we had seen
some data from other school districts indicating that there were differences
in the academic achievement of Black and White students from similar fam-
ily and socioeconomic statuses. Among Blacks, as among Whites, students
from families of higher socioeconomic status and professional families did
better in school than students of the same race from families of lower socio-
economic backgrounds and nonprofessional families. This suggested that
differences in socioeconomic status were associated with differences in aca-
demic achievement within the same race. On the other hand, the academic
achievement of Black students from families of higher socioeconomic back-
grounds and professional families was lower than that of White students
from similar family backgrounds; furthermore, the academic achievement
of Blacks from families of lower socioeconomic backgrounds and nonpro-
fessional family backgrounds was also lower than that of White students
from a similar family background. These differences could not be attributed
to social class differences. The data from Shaker Heights clearly showed
that Black students from families of higher socioeconomic backgrounds did
not do as well as Whites from similar higher socioeconomic backgrounds.
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Neither did Blacks from lower socioeconomic backgrounds do as well as
White students from similar socioeconomic backgrounds. The lack of simi-
lar school performance by Black and White students from similar socioeco-
nomic backgrounds meant that something else, probably race, was
implicated in the academic achievement gap.

The community representative and the school official resumed their
debate:

BCR: That’s really what we’re talking about. In Shaker, 30% of the
Black population had an income of $50,000–$100,000 or more
[according to the 1990 census]. But far less than 31 percent of
Black kids are not making two points [2.0 GPA] or more. So,
that means that the advantages of high-income families are not
reflected in the academic performance of Black students at
high school. If Black children from high-income families do not
do as well as White children from high-income families, what
are other reasons for their lower performance? Does race have
anything to do with it?

WMSO: Oh, I think [that] economics aggravate it, not that they cause it.

White Female
School
Official:

Yeah. I think there are there are some, … I think there’s lots of
variables that have to do with kids’ performance, and race, of
course [is one of them]. Everything that affects a child has
something to do with his or her performance, ultimately. Uh,
race, class, where they see themselves in society, whether they
come from a single parent home, or, but you know, with two
parents; … there are lots of different things that affect [an] indi-
vidual’s performance. There are so many variables that we see.

Like their parents, many Black students believed that the academic
achievement gap was due to racism. Some believed that the school
courses were set up so that most White students would take honors and
advanced placement classes while the majority of Black students would
go to remedial, skills, and college prep classes.
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5

Pygmalion in History,
Society, and School

CHAPTER 5PYGMALION IN HISTORY, SOCIETY, AND SCHOOL

In this chapter we examine the beliefs of White Americans about Blacks’ in-
tellectual ability and how the internalization of the White beliefs by Blacks
affected the academic attitudes and behaviors of Black students in Shaker
Heights. Internalization is defined by Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dic-
tionary (1990, p. 632) as “the incorporation of values or patterns of culture
within the self as conscious or unconscious guiding principles through
learning or socialization.” We found the nearest meaning to this definition
in Shaker Heights during a lesson in which Sambo mentality was dis-
cussed. Sambo mentality was defined as a state of mind in which people un-
consciously replay in modern society or in Shaker Heights the role (or
mentality) of slaves. Several students at the class discussion gave examples
of this mentality from their observations at school and in the community.
The existence of the internalized beliefs and their effects on students’ work
became obvious when students responded to some research questions.
Here is one such question we asked students at a discussion meeting with a
group of high school students: “How many of you deeply think in the back
of your mind, maybe White students are really smarter than Black stu-
dents?” Several students raised their hands in affirmative.

PYGMALION IN HISTORY

History has taught us and [society has] persuaded us to think that Blacks are
inferior to Whites and [that] Whites have more potential than Blacks. And
since the birth of the United States society has always thought this way. And
I compare the struggle in slavery, you know … all those things that have
been wrong in history, to what happens in classroom today. In slavery those
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[Black people] who thought differently than what society taught [them to
believe] which was [that] Blacks are inferior to Whites, fought that struggle.
And those who fought that struggle, most of those who fought that struggle
succeeded. Sometimes in the classroom, [Black] kids seem to think, to have
this mentality, this unconscious way of thinking that Blacks are inferior to
Whites. And I think that [that] takes a toll on some Black students. [White
teachers, counselors, etc.] might not be racist. They might not have anything
[against Black students], any negative views of Blacks that [whether] they ‘re
White [or] Black [teachers and counselors]. They just survive in it. [They un-
consciously act like society believes Blacks will act because they are inferior].

—A Black male student at Shaker High

Three important points are made by the student in this interview ex-
cerpt. One is that Black people as a category or collectively had known
since slavery that (White) people believed them to be intellectually infe-
rior to the Whites; the second is that Black people had come to believe that
they were indeed not as intelligent as White people (i.e., they eventually
internalized the White beliefs) and the third point is that even today one
can observe the consequences of the internalized White beliefs in the class-
room attitudes and behaviors of Black students.

Our observations at school and in the community during the study
support the student’s analysis. Some conversations with parents and
other adults in the community, discussions with school personnel and stu-
dents, student interviews, and in-classroom observations suggest that the
White belief that Blacks were intellectually inferior to them had become an
ingrained part of the thinking of some Shaker Heights Blacks.

ORIGINS OF THE INTERNALIZATION
OF WHITE BELIEFS

Students traced to slavery the origins of the internalization of the White be-
liefs that Blacks are intellectually inferior. White slave owners and White
people in general believed that Black slaves were inferior to White people.
They treated the slaves as if they were indeed less intelligent. After slavery
was abolished, White people continued to treat Black people as inferior.
High school students in particular elaborated on the long history of the in-
tellectual denigration. It was evident during class lesson on Jim Crow,
Plessy vs. Ferguson, and Brown vs. Board of Education that Black students
knew far more of the White mistreatment of Blacks than did their White
peers. When the teacher asked how many had heard of Plessy, it was mostly
Black students who raised their hands. It was also evident during the same
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lesson that Black students felt the impact of the past mistreatment. We
learned, for example, that one Black student was absent because she had
gone to show a film somewhere about the Tuskegee experiment.

The Tuskegee experiment is a good indicator of society’s belief that
Black Americans are not as intelligent as White Americans. The experi-
ment, which lasted from 1932 to 1971, was sponsored by the federal gov-
ernment. Initially, the purpose was to study the effects and treatment of
syphilis, but the experiment eventually concentrated only on its effects, ig-
noring treatment. Black men from rural Macon County, Alabama, were
chosen for the experiment because, according to one official, it was be-
lieved that Blacks there had lower intelligence than Whites. It is estimated
that between 28 and 100 of the men died from the disease because they
were not treated. The experiment was discontinued in 1972 when it was
leaked to the Associated Press and President Clinton offered an apology to
the participants in 1997 (Lehrer, 1997).

PYGMALION IN SOCIETY

Internalization of the White belief that Black Americans are not as intelli-
gent as the Whites persists in Shaker Heights, as it does elsewhere in the
nation. Although very little research has examined the subject, we have
encountered it and some of its educational consequences in a number of
ethnographic studies. What is particularly important is that a large seg-
ment of the Black community is aware that White Americans do not think
that they, Blacks, are as “smart” as Whites. For example, in research con-
ducted in Oakland, California, 82% of the 1,300 students surveyed re-
ported that people in their families and community believed that White
people considered Blacks less intelligent than the Whites (Ogbu, 1998).
The internalization is, of course, strongest among the oldest generations.
In a comparative study conducted in the early1990s, Stanback (1992)
found that the internalization was probably strongest among Blacks born
before 1930, followed by those born between 1930 and 1960. It was weak-
est among those born or who grew up during the “Black consciousness”
period, or Black Power Movement (Stanback, 1992). We suspect that simi-
lar age differences would be found in Shaker Heights. However, we have
made no separation by age in presenting the following explanations for
the persistence of the internalization of these beliefs in Shaker Heights and
the nation. It is important to bear in mind that most of our data for this
chapter came from students rather than from the oldest generations.
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Exclusion From Assimilation

We asked why White beliefs and Black internalization of these beliefs per-
sist in the Black community and among Black students. One common ex-
planation was that the beliefs were based on race and differences in skin
color. White people would continue to believe that Black people were infe-
rior as long as Black people remained a separate category based on skin
color. Under this circumstance, some Blacks would continue to internalize
the White beliefs. Blacks contrasted their situation with those of some
White immigrant groups, particularly the Irish. In the past, other Whites
believed that Irish people were intellectually inferior. However, the Irish
escaped internalizing the belief that they were inferior because they were
light skinned, intermarried with the other Whites, and eventually assimi-
lated into mainstream White society. In contrast, because of their skin
color, Blacks have not been able to escape the internalization through in-
termarriage and assimilation. One student who provided this analysis
elaborated on it:

[the Irish] got a little bit of intermarriage goin’ on, and everybody looks the
same now, you know. And so, I think that Black people are just supposed to
[be different] and everybody is just like, whether you’re mixed or you’re um,
[dark] Hispanic, they’re all Black. Anybody with a darker skin is Black. And
like I just find it kind of weird and I think a lot of these people view them-
selves in the same way. They can’t do anything. And after so many times of
hearing that, you know, you know, it starts to become you. You know. Like I
guess its like—what’s the saying? It’s a saying like that, my mother says
sometimes. Like, “Once you hear it so many times, then, it becomes what
you are” [i.e., you internalize it].

Collective Mistreatment

There were collective experiences that reinforced and perpetuated the in-
ternalization of the White beliefs. Although Shaker Heights children
themselves did not go through the experiences of their ancestors, they
were nevertheless affected by memories of past mistreatment, including
slavery. They did not have to have been slaves to internalize the beliefs
about the mentality of the slaves; memories of the collective experience of
the past influenced their thinking. Black students but not White students
recognized this. Thus, one day when a teacher asked how a Native Ameri-
can student who read a book about all the horrible things done to his peo-
ple would feel, a White student replied that the Native American student
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would not react like a victim of oppression, because those things did not
happen to him personally. A Black male student countered by saying that
the mistreatment of Black people in the past, such as Jim Crow segrega-
tion, indirectly affected Blacks of later generations such as himself.

Current Debate About Black Intelligence

Current discussions of Black intellectual and academic performances and
their intellectual representations in the media maintain or reinforce the inter-
nalization of the White beliefs. Examples of this discourse include the follow-
ing. In 1969, Jensen published his widely publicized article claiming that the
gaps between Whites and Blacks in academic and professional achievements
were due to differences in intelligence. A 1978 Newsweek poll found that
25% of Americans believed that Blacks are not as intelligent as Whites (“How
Whites think,”1979; seealsoA.Campbell, 1971).Thedebategeneratedbythe
publication of The Bell Curve by Herrnstein and Murray (1994) was not lost
on Blacks in Shaker Heights. Murray and Herrnstein argued that Black
Americans are not as intelligent as White Americans. Several students talked
about contemporary White debate over Black intellectual ability. One Black
male described the impact of the contemporary White view of Blacks’ intel-
lectual ability on Black people’s self-perception as follows:

Male
Student:

Um, I believe that, uh, the image that [the White] society, you
know, [through] TV, magazines, books and everything we
look at and read every day, the image that [society] gives to
Black people is that we’re inferior. And unless you learn [oth-
erwise], or something has happened to you in life to [counter-
act] that image, and [destroy] that way of thinking in your
mind, you [are likely] to act [as if you are indeed inferior] … in
your everyday life. In everything you do, you do it as if Blacks
are inferior to Whites. I don’t know if that came out clearly
[i.e., if you understand what I am saying]. (Muffled voices as
audience members react.)

Anthrop: So the public image or stereotype is internalized by Blacks.

Male
Student
(agreeing):

And we have this … indirect way of thinking. Like it’s … an un-
conscious way of thinking. And unless we learn … we learn
[otherwise], then that’s the way we go through life.

Another student reported in an interview that Black students were influ-
enced by society’s stereotype. “The real problem” was that the stereotype
was unfair and generalized:
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Anthrop: Well, what about the exception to the stereotype? The guy
who’s just trying to get a cab downtown.

Student: That’s where it’s so unfair and that’s why things really suck.
Because for the person who really is doing things right, and is
trying, so to speak, and he doesn’t have things going for him
because of his skin color. That’s the problem. If the society is
looking down upon Black people, then that’s a problem be-
cause that becomes what the person believes. But I do believe
that [Black people] have those difficulties and it’s, you might
even need to have twice as many qualifications [to be accepted
as equal by Whites].

Treatment of Blacks in the Workplace

The treatment of Blacks in the workplace also reinforced the internaliza-
tion. This happened even to Black professionals or minority professionals
when they were placed in new positions without mentors or clear specifi-
cation of what they were supposed to do. The employees would be think-
ing that they were being scrutinized by White people who expected them
to fail. In this situation the Black employees would develop self-doubts
about their ability to perform well. One professional described the case of
a young Black salesclerk in a department store. The salesclerk gave our in-
formant an incorrect amount of change. The informant interpreted this to
mean that the salesclerk had been placed there without proper training
“just because the employers wanted to meet quotas.” She said that with-
out proper training the salesclerk was making many mistakes and would
be eventually fired for incompetence. As we will see in chapter 8 Black stu-
dents seemed to feel the same way. They said that White employers did
not think that Black employees were as good as White employees. There-
fore Black employees must “prove themselves.”

Cultural Transmission

Black children in Shaker Heights, as elsewhere in the nation, became
aware early in life that White people did not believe that Black people
were as intelligent as themselves. Children in Shaker Heights began to in-
ternalize the White beliefs as a part of the beliefs and experiences of their
parents and other significant people around them. There were adults in
the Shaker Black community who lived with a sense of intellectual inferi-
ority. They inherited these beliefs from their own parents or acquired them
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during their school career when they were classified and labeled as “men-
tally retarded” or disabled learners and placed in special education pro-
grams. The internalization might also have come from experience at work
and other encounters with White people. The personal experience of the
following student is an example of how adults in the family fostered the
internalization of the White beliefs.

You know … I guess the way to explain [the internalization] is like this. I’ve
always been taught [that] it goes back to slavery. You know, when you think
about how the different things that were put into a slave’s head. That they
[Black people] could not achieve well; that they weren’t meant to achieve
anything in life. And those kinds of ideas have [continued to influence
Blacks] throughout the generations. Like my grandmother, she always says
to me like, “You know, those niggers don’t do nothin’. They’ll never get
anythin’ done. You better do right [so that] you … might be able to get out
[i.e., become somebody]. But like the rest of them [Blacks] are just like crabs
in the barrel.” And when you keep hearing this every time it affects you.

We found in a research project conducted in San Francisco that the in-
ternalization may begin quite early for some children. One incident at a
preschool–afterschool class during a Black History Month program in
February 1996 illustrates just how early children begin to internalize the
belief that Blacks are not as intelligent as White people. Three Black Amer-
icans from San Francisco Health Department went to make a presentation
on health to the 4- to 10-year-olds. One of the three public health officials
was a doctor who talked about what she and other doctors did. When
asked what they wanted to be when they grew up, many children replied
doctors, architects, dentists, lawyers, and so on. Asked what they would
do to achieve their goals they answered almost in unison, “get a good edu-
cation.” Finally, when questioned about what might make it difficult to at-
tain their career goals, a 7-year-old boy said that Black people could not be
doctors because they were not good (i.e., not intelligent) enough. Several
other children agreed.

In a subsequent discussion among the Health Department workers and
the daycare staff, these adults repeatedly said that in their communities
children began as early as 3 or 4 years of age to understand that White peo-
ple discriminate against Black people and do not believe that Blacks are as
smart as White people. To further illustrate the seriousness of the internal-
ization problem, the doctor described a visit to her health center by a
3½-year old boy. The social worker who brought the boy had told him that
it would be a good experience for him to see a Black doctor. The boy re-

PYGMALION IN HISTORY, SOCIETY, AND SCHOOL 83



plied that there were no Black doctors. When the social worker introduced
him to the doctor, the boy repeatedly asked her if she was a real doctor. The
basis of the child’s skepticism became obvious when he said that “All doc-
tors are supposed to be White.”

PYGMALION IN THE SCHOOL
AND CLASSROOM

School Experience and Internalization of White Beliefs

Some school practices reinforced the internalization of White beliefs that
Blacks are not as intelligent as White people. These practices included
teacher expectations, leveling, and disproportionate representation of
Blacks in special education. We have found in our research in Oakland,
San Francisco, and Stockton, California, evidence of the contribution of
these school factors to the belief by Black people, including students, that
they are not as intelligent as White people.

There was both explicit and implicit evidence of the internalization
during formal and informal interviews we conducted with Black school
personnel, students, parents, and others. One school counselor in
Stockton, for example, reported that Whites’ intellectual denigration of
Blacks was prevalent in his school district, just as it was in the college he
had attended in Arizona.

It was a status symbol among Stockton teachers to teach in a school
with mostly White and therefore more intelligent students. Parents who
had been placed in classes for the mentally retarded during their public
school career reported living with a sense of intellectual inferiority.

As we have already noted, Black children become aware quite early in
life and begin to internalize the belief of White Americans that Black
Americans are intellectually inferior to Whites. In a study of more than
1,300 Black public school students in Oakland, California, 21%reported
that school authorities do not believe that they are as smart as White stu-
dents, compared to 5% of the Chinese students (Ogbu, 1998). Further evi-
dence that Black students are sensitive to the issue of intelligence can be
seen in their response to another question in the Oakland study. Black stu-
dents “wished” they could prove to White Americans that they were
wrong in thinking that Black people are not as intelligent as White people.
Thus when asked why minorities went to school, Blacks asserted nearly
three times as often (18%) as the Chinese (7%) and twice as often as Mexi-
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can Americans (9%) that they went to school to show Whites that they are
smart (Ogbu & Simons, 1994).

Shaker Heights informants also reported that some teachers, both Black
and White, assumed that Black students could not perform like White stu-
dents (see also Project ACHIEVE, 1997). Those who performed well were
perceived as “exceptional.” Black students were aware of the assumptions
and to some degree internalized them, and this contributed to their low
performance.

Leveling, or tracking, reinforced the internalization. The following
male student, speaking at a high school discussion, argued that leveling
and racial distribution in classes symbolized the intellectual inferiority of
Black students.

I think, uh, [that] in Shaker the way the classes are set up, the majority of
White people go to the honors and [advanced placement] courses. The ma-
jority of Black people go to the [college prep] courses. And I think that, that’s
a bad setup, because … you don’t want to go into a class where you’re one of
four or five people of your race. I think that’s a very intimidating situation. It
is especially hard for a Black person to enter and perform well in … an hon-
ors class or an [advanced placement] class where there’s gonna be four or
five other uh people of their race, if not less. Or you know, so.

The way some White classmates treated Black students also reinforced
the internalization. Black students reported that some White students did
not want to work with them. We observed one instance of this in the hall-
way. In this case, White students ignored a repeated request of a Black
classmate for information about their homework.

Belief That Doing Well in School Is a White Prerogative

For some people, the internalization of the beliefs that Blacks are not as in-
telligent as Whites translated into another belief, namely, that White stu-
dents, not Blacks, were the ones who did well academically. Therefore,
Black students who tried to do well were really trying to be like White stu-
dents; they were “acting White.” This was one of the themes emphasized
the discussion, with high school students. In the following excerpt from
that discussion White students were seen as the ones who could perform
well academically:

Anthrop: OK. Is it true that Black students who are doing well are ac-
cused of acting like White people?—
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Female
student:

OK. I think part of our problem is we’re proud individuals. We
truly are. We think one of the reasons to try to go and get that
good education is to get that college degree. And one of our en-
tire goal[s] in life is that this is what we want. But as we’re sit-
ting here, we know, we’re slacking, because we’ve been acting
like we’re not going to get that [college education]. “Duh duh
duh duh.” Instead of being smarter than that and trying to
reach and follow behind that [White] person who is doing well,
we sit … back and say, “Man,” whatever, “duh, duh, duh, [the
White students are] better. Duh duh duh.” It’s more because …
we feel inferior. Once we feel inferior inside, OK, forget it: [we
say to ourselves] “I’m not even gonna try.” Once we have that
inferior feeling, it’s like something turns us off. We’re just
turned [off] and stop trying.

Self-Doubt

Internalization of the belief that Blacks are not as intelligent as Whites gave
rise to self-doubt and resignation in regard to intellectual performance.
Self-doubt and resignation were described by both students and school
staff. We observed both during classroom lessons and in other performance
settings. Self-doubt sometimes began early in one’s school career; in some
cases it began later, but it generally became pronounced about high school
time. We got some idea about the development of the self-doubt from the
following accounts by two school counselors at a meeting between school
counselors and the anthropologist (the researcher). In their experiences
from elementary through high school they believed that Black students,
particularly Black males, began before the middle school to give up think-
ing of themselves as capable of good academic achievement.

Female
Counselor:

Well, I want to take [the discussion of apparent lack of attempts
to achieve] one step back which may explain part of what um,
Linda’s going through. Um, Linda talked about a manifesta-
tion of what I’m going to say. First of all, we’re talking it from
the point of view of high school [i.e., as it happens in high
school]. So it’s difficult to know what the experience [situation]
was prior to this. But, um, [I do because] I work with entering
ninth graders who are under [ordinary circumstance] … are
perfectly capable of doing very good school work. [Yet] they
are grossly, seriously (emphasizes the word) underachieving.
And I see them as a group of … mostly young Black male[s]
who do not see themselves as learners. They do not see them-
selves as participating in the educational process. I’m not sure
what the reason is. I’m just making a statement of observations.
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It’s very disturbing. When you discuss it with them, … it is so
clear that they see that in themselves. That is, they [themselves]
are very perceptive. They’re very self-aware. They see them-
selves in the light that I’m describing, um. They aren’t sure
why this is the case, but they don’t enter feeling that there is the
expectation that they’re going to achieve. Perhaps it is because
they have a history of underachievement; so, why should it
change when they enter in ninth grade. They haven’t seen
themselves as learners throughout … the years they have been
in school; And [a] part of our job is to try to change this kind of
attitude, to change their attitudes about themselves, their level
of self-confidence, um, their image of themselves as students.
And once that happens, and it does happen because we’ve all
observed it where kids have come in seeing themselves in that
way and done dramatic turnarounds. Um, there is a whole
other aura about the young Black males, about the way they
feel about themselves, and about the way they participate in
the educational process. There is also an aura about how they
see themselves as belonging in this educational setting. When
that dramatic change takes place in a group of those students.
So, I’m not sure where that [resignation] begins, and I’m not
sure how it grows. But I believe that one of our biggest chal-
lenges is to figure out a way, find a key, to unlock that.

Anthrop: Maybe people [counselors] at the middle school can help us,
because … That students at the elementary school are eager to
learn. You are talking about high school. So would somebody
give us some insights as to what goes on in the middle school
[i.e., seventh and eighth grades].

Male
Counselor:

Well, before you talk about the middle school, I just want to
make a comment. I think what you said about us starting at the
middle school [assumes that the children] are doing fine in ele-
mentary school. Um, having experienced a range of those
grades in my own career, I know what you say, [because] it’s of-
ten [reported] that way. It’s often talked about that way. [But]
my own experience, though, tells me that these things start as
early as first grade, uh kindergarten. [The suggestion that it
does not exist in the elementary school] is somehow either an
erroneous assumption or a misconception…. Differences in
the way students respond to school [by race] starts much ear-
lier. And some of [the differences] you can see very early. Uh, I
think that we have to just add that piece, and I make that com-
ment. That it doesn’t just start at middle school. You can see
this building very early in kindergarten first. Some people
could even probably take it to preschool now with so many
more pre-schools.
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Students agreed that self-doubt prevented some of them from seriously
engaging in academic pursuit. In the words of one student:

And I mean there are [students] who just don’t … I feel that they just don’t
want to push themselves and I don’t know why. And also I think there’s peo-
ple who just think they can’t do it. Or they’ve been subconsciously some-
where, they been made to just believe that they can’t do it. And then they’re
not expected to do it. Their parents don’t set expectations, the school might
not set expectations. It becomes like the norm for them to lack confidence
that they can succeed. You know, the feeling to not do anything in school and
be lazy and whatever. And like they feel like [this is the way] people are
thinking of them, or expecting them to [behave]. And even if they’re not [be-
having this way] knowingly, they’re doing that like subconsciously I think.

The same student went on to point out that the self-doubt was caused not
only by the beliefs of the school personnel about Black students’ intellec-
tual ability and low expectations but also from internalization of White be-
liefs and memory of past White treatment of Black people. Consequently,
there were students who had given up trying because they “lived in the
past.” He continued:

Student: Because most of them [those who don’t work hard to make
good grades to go to college], like wherever, they live in the
past. They mostly talk ebonics, and they don’t really go to
school. And [they] don’t go to college. They just stuck under
the past. They’re like adults, they don’t have to do anything
else. They don’t have to work.

It was partly because of self-doubt that some students avoided honors
and advanced placement [AP] classes. Doing well in these classes re-
quired a lot of effort, and some students doubted their ability to make
those efforts. Students 1 and 2, quoted next, addressed the problem of ef-
fort and avoidance of honors and AP classes because of self-doubt during
a discussion group, and the third student did so during an interview:

All three students did not feel that they could succeed in these classes.

Anthrop: OK, now how about the honors and advanced placement
classes? Um, when you’re in your honors classes, um, are there
lots of other Black students in your classes?

Student 1: No. It’s like two other Black people in my honors math class.
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Anthrop: OK. Um, how about in general, in the lower classes, are there
more Blacks in the lower classes?

Student 1: Yeah. ‘Cause they don’t try hard enough.

Anthrop: Why don’t they try to take the advanced classes?

Student 2: They probably think they’re not good enough for ‘em …
they’re probably not prepared to take them.

Student 3: I think a lot of Black people think that they can’t do it. They say
“AP, that’s too hard for me.” Ahh!, like they’re dumb or some-
thing. And you’re not dumb. It just takes more work, and you
have to be willing to work. I mean, I don’t know. I think it
would be interesting to see like, what everybody turns up to
be. And what they become as adults. And its like, “well, see I
told you.” You know.

Their White classmates also reported that Black students avoided or
dropped out of honors and AP classes because they were unwilling or un-
able to keep up with the required workload. The following White student
commented on this:

Anthrop: What do you think in general about the fact that there are not
very many Black people in your [AP] class?

Student: Well, I don’t really have a problem with it because those are the
classes that I need to be in because I’m learning on that level, so
it doesn’t really bother me.

Anthrop: OK. And why don’t Blacks take ‘em?

Student: Well, usually they start out in those classes but they just don’t
do the work, and then just slack off and they end up in the
lower classes.

The problem of academic self-doubt exists among Black students in every
community we have studied, including Oakland (Ogbu, 1998), San Fran-
cisco (Luster, 1992), and Stockton, California (Ogbu, 1974). During a dis-
cussion about a math course with a Black school administrator in
Stockton, the Black students told her, ”You know, we’re not as smart as
they [i.e., White students] are. They don’t have any muscles, we have mus-
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cles (for sports and athletics”) (Ogbu, 2001; see also Grier & Cobbs, 1968;
Howard & Hammond, 1985).

Redirection of Intellectual Ability
to Nonacademic Pursuit

Some students suffering from self-doubt in the academic domain direct
their “smartness” into nonacademic endeavors. In a discussion with the
anthropologists, several students said that a part of the problem was not
only that self-doubt made students avoid honors and AP classes but also
that Black students directed their “smartness” to nonacademic pursuits.



6

Leveling

CHAPTER 6LEVELING

Most research on leveling, or tracking, has been concerned with its contri-
bution to the reproduction of social inequality or social stratification in so-
ciety. Prior to the mid-1960s, high school students formally enrolled in
separate academic tracks, namely, Honors, Remedial, Essential, and Basic
(Lucas, 1999). Some school systems dismantled the tracking system in the
1960s or 1970s, sometimes as a result of protest by Blacks and other minor-
ities, as was the case in Stockton, California (Ogbu, 1974). The academic
tracks were replaced by course tracks in which a student enrolled at a
given level of a course in the same subject, as in the case of Shaker Heights.
This has resulted in a new form of tracking. Researchers are still trying to
determine the relationship between the new form of in-school stratifica-
tion or tracking and stratification in society at large (Braddock, 1990;
Lucas, 1999; Oakes, 1985).

Our concern in this chapter is different in two ways. First, we want to
describe how and why Black students got into, or failed to get into, various
course levels and then performed, or failed to perform, well. Second, we
are primarily interested in the contribution of leveling or tracking to the
academic achievement gap between Black and White students. To achieve
these objectives, we analyze data from our ethnographic observations,
formal and informal interviews with students, counselors, teachers, and
other school personnel, rather than analyze statistics. Although we did
not conduct formal interviews with counselors and teachers on leveling,
we had at least one group session with each of them. In addition, we had
informal discussions with individual counselors and teachers, as indi-
cated in the Preface.
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WHAT IS LEVELING?

What is leveling? No matter how leveling was officially defined, to most of
our informants it meant “tracking.” Elsewhere and throughout the nation,
leveling is also known as tracking. Shaker Heights students first encoun-
tered leveling at Woodbury, the upper elementary school for fifth and
sixth graders. According to school authorities, leveling was the selection
of students at Woodbury to participate in either of two academic resource
programs (ARPs). One was the academic enrichment program for stu-
dents “who had the potential” for academic achievement. The authorities
believed that those students needed advanced classes in math and other
subjects. The second ARP was the Title 1 program, for skills improvement.
This was designed for students in Grades 5 and 6 who were experiencing
difficulty in specific subjects, such as mathematics.

During our research, the two criteria used to select students to partici-
pate in the enrichment and skills programs were test scores and teacher
recommendations. Students were formally tested for placement in the
programs. A student’s performance in the state proficiency examination
was also a good indicator of the program to which he or she would be as-
signed. Thus, in the year that preceded our study, no one in the enrich-
ment program failed the proficiency examination. Teachers’
recommendations were based on their observations of students’ class per-
formance and needs. Students recommended for the enrichment program
were generally those who performed well in class and had impressed the
teacher as having “potential.” Astudent could also get into the program at
his or her parent’s request.

Changes After Our Research

Some changes occurred in the leveling process after our fieldwork was
completed. AGuide for Parents issued for the 1998–1999 school year stated
that the advanced level-classes (i.e., enrichment program classes) were
“designed to be the most academically challenging.” Students selected for
the advanced program in language arts and mathematics should possess
specified attributes necessary to succeed in those advanced classes. To
continue in these classes a student must maintain at least a B grade. Al-
though the Guide emphasized academic criteria, it also informed parents
that the advanced classes were open and that they could place their chil-
dren at any level (i.e., advanced or basic skills classes) they considered ap-
propriate (Shaker Heights School District, 1998).

92 CHAPTER 6



According to the Guide, the following criteria would be used for as-
signing students to skills classes: (a) failure in the fourth-grade Ohio Profi-
ciency Test in Math or Reading, and (b) receiving the lowest test scores in
class in reading or math. Aletter of explanation was to be sent to the parent
who was asked for permission to place his or her child in the program.
There should not be more than 11 students per a teacher in a skills class.
The students were tested before they entered the program and at the end
of their participation these tests were designed to probe their ability to do
well in the state proficiency tests. Children were to be transferred to regu-
lar classes when their test scores showed that they were ready for regular
fifth-and sixth-grade reading or math. Later we describe the enrichment
and skills classes as we observed them during the fieldwork, not as they
operated after the changes.

LEVELING, RACE, AND CLASS COMPOSITION

Upper Elementary School

There were three levels of classes or academic streams at Woodbury Up-
per Elementary School. In a given subject, particularly mathematics and
reading, students participated in skills, regular, and enrichment classes.
Theoretically the three groups of students were studying the same sub-
ject matter for their grade level and had the same homeroom teacher.
However, they studied the same subject at different levels. During a
math period, for example, math enrichment students went to that pro-
gram, in another room; math skills students also left to attend their pro-
gram, in another room; and the remaining students in the homeroom
received regular math instruction.

We did not obtain statistics on the racial makeup of the three groups in
various subjects, but our impression was that there were no significant ra-
cial differences in class makeup before the upper elementary school. On
entering Woodbury, the upper elementary school, there was a dramatic
change in which the students were classified as skills, enrichment, or regu-
lar students. The difference in racial composition of these classes was ap-
parent during our first visit to the school. While going to the principal’s
office, we saw some learning disability and skills classes that had mostly
Black students. We indicate in Table 6.1 the proportion of Black students in
the different classes we observed at the upper elementary school.
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Middle School and High School

Students at the middle school (Grades 7 and 8) and high school (Grades
9–12 enroll in honors, college prep, and skills classes on the basis of the rec-
ommendation of their Woodbury teachers and their test scores. The pro-
portions of Black students in these classes at the middle school and high
school are shown in Tables 6.2 and 6.3. Theoretically, a parents could re-
quest that his or her child enroll in an honors/advanced, college prep, or
skills class, but the usual procedure at the middle school and high school
for assigning students to particular course levels was similar to the proce-
dure at the upper elementary school, namely, use of test scores and teacher

94 CHAPTER 6

TABLE 6.1

Leveling, Race, and Class at the Elementary School

Teacher Class Level Total No. Students No. Black Students

A Learning disabled 4 4

B Skills 22 17

C Regular 19 9

D Academic Enrichment 16 2

TABLE 6.2

Leveling, Race, and Class at the Middle School

Skill/CP AP/Honors

Teacher
Total No.

Students

No. Black

Students

Total No.

Students

No.  Black

Students

E 21 13 18 2

F 23 3

G Skill: 11 9

H CP: 20 9

I CP1: 21 16 AP: 27 6
CP2: 22 17
CP3: 20 15

J CP: 23 11 Honors: 27 4

K CP: 20 10
Skill: 12 11

Note: CP = college prep; AP = advanced placement.



recommendations. There were similar uneven racial distributions in the
course levels at the middle school and high school.

RACE AND INTERPRETATIONS OF LEVELING

Black Students

At the upper elementary, middle, and high school levels students attributed
the uneven racial distribution of students in classes to leveling. Middle and
high school students were almost unanimous in asserting that their present
course enrollments had already been determined by the leveling at
Woodbury. Assigning students to either enrichment programs or skills-im-
provement programs did not provide all students an equal opportunity to
grow and excel. Every middle school student we interviewed said that there
were few Blacks in the honors and advanced classes and that most Black stu-
dents at the middle school were in College Prep and skills classes. Middle
school students believed that there was some causal relationship between
participation in the academic enrichment programs at Woodbury and enroll-
ment in honors and advanced classes at the middle school.

Most high school students also believed that their course enrollment
had been determined by their course enrollments at the upper elementary
and middle schools. Those who participated in the academic enrichment
program at Woodbury and enrolled in honors and advanced classes at the
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TABLE 6.3

Leveling, Race, and Class at the High School

Teacher Class Level Total No. Students Total No. Blacks

A 10th-grade
CP

22 19

B 10th-grade
Honors

19 5

C 10th-grade
Honors

25 1

D CP 17 11

D AP 28 2

E CP 15 8

F CP 15 10

G Algebra lab 17 16

Note: CP = college prep; AP = advanced placement.



middle school were prepared for the honors and advanced placement
(AP) classes at the high school. However, for students who started with
skills classes at the middle school and then took skills and college prep
classes at the middle school, it was very difficult, if not impossible, to take
the honors and AP classes and do well at the high school.

At a meeting with the anthropologist, high school students discussed at
length the effects of the leveling at Woodbury on the racial makeup of
classes at the middle school and high school. Students blamed leveling for
the uneven racial distribution and the academic achievement gap be-
tween Blacks and Whites. One female student summed up the views and
general feeling of the students as follows:

Um, [I’m] going along with what [Lorraine] said. Like somebody said ear-
lier, [we] don’t understand [why] all the sudden like, within [lower] elemen-
tary school everybody is too pretty much around the same [i.e., Blacks and
Whites are about equally represented in the same class]. Then all the sudden
their appearance in the classes at Woodbury is totally different. I think a lot
of that happens between Woodbury and middle school because [it is at
Woodbury] that the differential classes start. At that point they’ll begin to
have the enrich classes, advanced classes, and regular classes. And (with em-
phasis) I know like my mom had to talk to the administration about putting
me in the enrich classes because it was just like, you know, I know that many
of those people who are in those classes [when they were] in the seventh and
eighth grade [honors/advanced classes] got the background, had the expe-
rience, and had the knowledge [at Woodbury] to see and to get into those
classes. Once they got to high school the transitions were much easier to
maintain and to stay in those honors and AP classes. So it’s a lot more diffi-
cult [than] being in regular classes. [But if you were not in such enriched
classes] at the elementary school and at the middle school, and then all the
sudden [to] move into an honors or an AP class in high school that you ‘re not
used to [is difficult]. You’re not used to having a heavier workload. You’re
not having, like more reading or more note-taking being required. So I think
that’s where the gap starts. Until then, the test scores were high enough to be
in here. Everything was, you know, I’m doing well in math or whatever, but
for whatever reasons they didn’t want to put me in those classes.

The Black Community

Parents and other members of the Black community were critical of level-
ing. They blamed leveling for the “racial segregation” of most classrooms
in Shaker Heights. They were particularly angry that only a small number
of Black students were in the enrichment, honors and AP while most of
their children were in college prep and skills classes. The most elaborate
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analysis and criticisms of the leveling policy and practice were made by
one speaker during a community meeting. She espoused what sounded
like social reproduction theory (McCleod, 1987).

According to this individual, middle class Blacks and Whites were not
putting pressures on the school system to eliminate leveling, because the
system was serving them well. The schools were designed to continually
reproduce the existing social structure, which favored Whites and toler-
ated Blacks. It ensured that the two races would be educated separately or
would not receive equal education. The Shaker Heights public school sys-
tem was like an apartheid; she did not mind if Whites and Blacks went to
separate schools—what bothered her was the negative intellectual evalu-
ation of Black children in the school system. Community members also
criticized leveling and the racial segregation of classes it caused because
the segregation prevented Blacks and Whites from getting to know each
other to achieve better race relations.

LEVELING AND PATTERNS OF INSTRUCTION

A recurring theme was that teachers taught better in enrichment, honors,
and AP classes than they did in skills, regular or general education and col-
lege prep classes. This implied that White students, who dominated the
high-level classes, were being taught better. Conversely, Black students,
most of whom were in skills, regular, and college prep classes, received infe-
rior instruction. We first present the views of students and teachers on the
effect of leveling on instruction; then we describe our observations of the
classroom instruction. We are not including parents’ views on classroom in-
struction, because they were not usually specific in their criticisms. Our im-
pressionwasthatparentswerenot familiarwith theclassroominstruction.

Black Students’ Perspectives

Current upper elementary school students did not discuss the difference in
instruction between enrichment and other classes. They were probably not
aware that there were differences. It was middle and high school students
who, after reflecting on their experiences at Woodbury and how well the in-
struction at Woodbury prepared or did not prepare them for their present
classes, discussed the instructional differences at Woodbury. They reported
that students in the enrichment classes were taught better or were “made to
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learn more.” One student briefly alluded to the better instruction of enrich-
ment students as she reflected on own her experience at Woodbury:

Anthrop: What did you do that was different [in the academic enrich-
ment program], i.e., different than the regular …?

Student: We did stuff to really make us think. Like in Mrs. Parker’s class,
she did really make us think. But we liked it. She did make us
do math and anything …. You really have to think when you go
to ARP … and sometimes you have to—when you go to ARP.
Sometimes you have to struggle, and Mrs. Parker, she’ll give
you homework or something.

Most appreciations of and complaints about differences in curriculum
materials, teaching styles, and quality of instruction at Woodbury came
from senior high school students. Those who had been in the enrichment,
honors and AP classes praised the curriculum materials and teaching
styles. Conversely, those who had taken mostly skills, regular, and college
prep classes were very critical of the materials and teaching approaches.
The following three interview excerpts are representative of the high
school students’ appraisal of the instructions in the more academic and
less academic classes.

Anthrop: OK, now some people have told me though, [that] it’s very dif-
ficult to make a transition from college prep classes to ad-
vanced placement classes, not just because of the pace of work,
but because the starting point is different. Like for instance,
um, you can’t just jump right into an AP class. Is that true or not
true, or …?

Student 1: Um, I think um, another difference is [that] the teachers tend to
take, I don’t know, a different angle. Um, like he may be [teach-
ing] the same thing in different classes, but, you [i.e., one class]
might be reading a different book, looking at it more in depth,
looking at more of the complexity of it. And I think that’s a ma-
jor difference. Like in [college prep], there’s a lot of general,
you know, perspectives of different things. And you know,
honors and AP get deeper into the complexity of things. And
that’s the hard change [to move from college prep to AP] be-
cause you’re not expecting um, you know, all this deep
thought, and deepness in consideration …

Student 2: I think there’s a lot, like in the college prep classes, there are a
lot, there’s a lot more busy work than in the honors classes. In
honors classes, there’s more reading and stuff and they get
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down to the point. And [in] college prep, they like say, just
like little work sheets and stuff that are irrelevant. [What you
do in college prep classes is] not really gonna help you out.
And like projects, like in honors classes, they give you lots
more reading; and [in] college prep, they give you these little
projects and its not really relevant to anything. It’s just like
busy work basically.

Student 3: My mom pushed and pushed and finally when in my freshman
year, I was in honors English. And I mean I loved it, it was a
completely different look on life. It was great and I got to talk
and your teacher wouldn’t stand and lecture you. But most
Black kids aren’t in AP classes.

As we show later, students’ descriptions of the differential instructions
were similar to some of our classroom observations.

Teachers’ Perspectives

We asked teachers if there was a difference in the way they taught their col-
lege prep or skills classes and the way they taught their honors or AP
classes. Most initially denied that there was a difference whatsoever. Some
admitted that there might be a difference. But some differences were readily
apparent to an observer. A case in which both the teacher and the observer
were aware of the difference involved a teacher who taught the same Eng-
lish course as an honors class and as a college prep class; the two classes
used the same textbook. When we asked the teacher if the honors and col-
lege prep classes read the same book and at the same pace, he emphatically
answered “No.” The honors class read at an accelerated pace. The teacher
expected the honors students to engage in a more thorough discussion of a
variety of subjects, including relationships between characters in the book.
The college prep class read the book at a slower pace. From our observation
there usually was only a little discussion of the book. Instead, the teacher
would ask the students to answer questions such as “What kind of suit was
[a character in the book] wearing?” In this college prep class and similar
ones, instruction appeared to be more geared toward memorization of facts
rather than comprehension and analysis.

The difference in teaching styles in the two levels of classes was most ap-
parent in mathematics. One teacher described this difference one day to a
group of parents whose children were in an algebra lab. He told them that in
higher level mathematic classes—enrichment, honors, and AP math
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classes—the emphasis was on developing students’ thinking and prob-
lem-solving skills. In the lower level math classes (skills and college prep
classes) teachers emphasized remediation. As a result, students who went
through the math enrichment program automatically received 2 years of al-
gebra in high school, where the emphasis was on thinking and prob-
lem-solving skills. In contrast, other students, especially “those most at
risk,” went back to arithmetic when they entered high school and ended up
with only 1 year of algebra. Furthermore, although the at-risk students
might go through special algebra and geometry labs in high school, where
attempts were made to teach them thinking and problem-solving skills,
they rarely became adept at these skills. This was because when they re-
turned to their regular math classes there was no continuity because in-
struction reverted to an emphasis on remediation. The teacher assured the
parents that there were good intentions behind remediation but felt that
“calculators did all these things for them,” so there was no real need for the
teacher to repeat it. Thus, teachers should stress teaching the children think-
ing and problem-solving skills. We return to this conference in chapter 11.

As we noted earlier, some teachers were looking for ways to increase
Black enrollment in honors and AP classes so that they would experience
the teaching styles that would adequately prepare them for math courses in
college. One teacher tried to organize a program for Black parents to help
them learn what to do to get their children into enrichment, honors, and AP
classes. This teacher said that he would eliminate the leveling system and
open honors and AP classes to all students. Another teacher, who taught
several honors classes in one subject, reported having only seven “students
of color,” including one Native American, out of 65. He, too, said he would
change the situation by encouraging students to adopt a more instrumental
and pragmatic attitude. Students should not worry that they were the only
one or one of few Blacks in an honors or AP class. He believed that success-
ful Black students in these classes had usually developed self-confidence.

One teacher suspected that there might be a link between the teaching
approach in college prep and skills classes, where Black students were in the
majority, and low teacher expectations. As a result of low teacher expecta-
tions, Black students in the college prep pre-math classes did not learn
enough to be able to do math in college. The amount of math work to which
they were exposed was dismal. In this teacher’s view, math was a subject
that required practice and constant attention. This was not the case in col-
lege prep and skills math classes, where there was little or no homework
and thus not much reinforcement to classroom learning. He wondered if
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the reason students in those classes did not do their homework was that
teachers did not have high expectations about their ability and willingness
to do the homework.

Classroom Observation

We observed instructional approaches at different class or course levels. We
focused our observations on two things: (a) how teachers taught, and (b) the
extent to which students were engaged with the lessons. We made about
110 classroom observations. In the following sections, our description of our
observations shows both the instructional patterns for students at different
class levels and students’ attitudes and effort in selected classes.

Woodbury Upper Elementary School

On one occasion at Woodbury, one skills class appeared to contain more
students than the regular classes. We were told that when a skills class was
large it usually had more than one teacher, or there would be teacher’s aides
assisting the regular teacher. We also observed some skills classes that had
as few as 4 students. This was the case of the class we describe. It was re-
ported that students in skills classes were often absent. Some did not partici-
pate regularly because participation was voluntary. The irregular
attendance was evident in the 1996–1997 school record, according to which
some students missed 99 of the 180 days in the school year. To encourage
more frequent attendance, teachers were asked not to excuse students from
the class unless it was absolutely necessary. Teachers were also told not to
schedule special events such as book fairs during skills class periods.

Case 1: Remedial Class. There were only 4 students in this class at
Woodbury the day we made our observations. They were all girls. The
teacher commented on the number of students who were absent. One girl
reminded her that one absent student had told them on Friday that he
would not come to school today because it is Columbus Day. The teacher
remembered that she had discussed this with the student’s mother.

The teacher reminded students that this was math and told them to fin-
ish the quiz from last week. She told one student who had already finished
the quiz to begin working on the computer. We watched the youngster
maneuver a program very easily. She then began playing a math game.
The teacher later came to demand her attention, telling her that she had re-
ceived a 70% on the quiz. The teacher showed the student the mistakes on
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her quiz. She went over the problems with the student, helping her to un-
derstand that had she not made these careless errors she would have got-
ten a much higher grade. The teacher also assured the student that 70%
was not too bad but that she could have done better. The teacher told the
student to correct her errors before resuming her computer game. The stu-
dent did as she was told. The teacher approached the next student and in-
quired whether she had finished and checked all of her work. When the
teacher verified that she had, the student was told she could work on the
computer while the teacher corrected her paper. This student also scored
70% on the quiz. The teacher had a discussion with this student that was
similar to the one she had with the first student. The teacher went over the
work of the third student, to whom she first gave a 70% on the quiz, and on
second thought, raised her grade to 80%. She praised the student but at the
same time pointed out what she could have done to get a 90%. After the
three students finished correcting their quizzes, they went to play Atlas on
the computers. Each student was told to return her test the next day with
her parent’s signature. The fourth girl didn’t finish her test as far as we
could tell.

Case 2: An Enrichment Class. The instructional approach was dif-
ferent in the academic enrichment math class. During the lesson, students
answered and discussed the teacher’s questions. The students themselves
asked the teacher several questions. Toward the end of the math period the
teacher asked the class to help her choose a question she would ask the in-
coming fifth graders in order to select students for the same math enrich-
ment program. At first she asked if she should use the same question she
had used when she selected the current students. The students were enthu-
siastic and very involved in the discussion that followed. They suggested
some alternative questions. It was significant that the students not only sug-
gested questions the teacher could substitute for her own but also gave rea-
sons for their suggestions. Some students explained that a particular
question was more difficult and would really require a fifth-grade student
to be “clever” to solve the math problem. The approach in this class was one
that encouraged students to think of themselves as more capable than other
students. This was evident in the statement made earlier by a high school
student who had participated in the academic enrichment at Woodbury.

We do not think that the self-confidence of the academic enrichment
students was solely due to the program. However, participation in it pro-
vided them very early with the opportunity to develop a good academic
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self-image. This contributed to their future self-confidence and academic
success. In contrast, the instruction in the skills program did not provide
students with the opportunity to develop a high academic self-image.
Some students who attended the enriched classes often bragged about
their grades and their knowledge. The opposite also seemed to be the case:
Students who had not participated in the academic enrichment program
tended to develop a low academic self-image This eventually may con-
tribute to their school failure. One student who had been in the basic skills
program at Woodbury said that she felt stupid being in the program.

Middle School

We observed some skills, college prep, and honors classes that were
taught by the same teachers as well as at the same course levels. We de-
scribe our observations of math, English, and geography classes.

Case 3: Math Skills Class. The same teacher who taught this class
also taught the college prep math class described below. His skills class
had nine Black students and two White students. The teacher once com-
mented that many students in the skills class did not belong there, that
they were capable of taking the next math level, namely, college prep
math, but ended up in the skills class because of behavior problems.

This class was often disrupted by students, although they seemed inter-
ested in and somewhat involved with the lesson. The teacher told us that
he tried to incorporate a lot of reading into this particular class, because
most of the students’ problem was that they did not read or did not read
well. (Students’ behavior is described in more detail in chap. 7.) The
teacher did not punish students for their disruptive behavior. He said that
punishing them by sending them to the office, did not help his teaching. If
students missed time in class because he sent them to the office he himself
would be contributing to keeping the student further behind in his or her
classwork. This teacher does not assign homework in the skills class, be-
cause the chances of getting the work back were close to none. At one
point some students who were very engaged with the materials asked if
they could take the work home. The teacher said they could, provided
they promised to return it with the homework the next day.

Case 4: College Prep Math Class. This teacher’s college prep class
had 9 Blacks and 11 Whites. One day during our observation we noticed
that he had transferred one of the students from his skills class to his col-
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lege prep class. He was also considering moving a second student from
the skills to the college prep class. While discussing the transfer later, he
told us that a student transferring from the skills class to college prep
class would have difficulty adjusting to the pace of work. He felt confi-
dent that the student he was moving from skills to college prep would be
able to adjust because he would work with the student during his or her
adjustment period.

Case 5: College Prep and AP English. We observed the college prep
and AP English classes, taught by this same teacher, several times. In the
college prep class there were 16 Blacks and 5 Whites. The AP class had 6
Black and 21 White students. The teacher repeatedly told us that there was
not much difference in the way he taught the two classes. In neither class
did he tolerate disruptive behavior, tardiness, and lack of preparedness,
yet during our observation he spent more time correcting these behaviors
in the college prep class. He said that some students in the AP class did not
belong there because they were not working at that level. He seemed very
disappointed on one occasion and lectured the AP students about the
level of expectations in the AP courses.

There were certainly differences in the way he taught the two classes.
Although students in both classes read the same books, the AP students
usually read at a faster pace. The students read aloud and enthusiastically.
They discussed the reading critically. Students discussed the relationships
between characters in the book and made inferences. In contrast, in the
college prep class the teacher often read aloud for the students. There was
hardly any critical analysis of the assigned reading; the emphasis seemed
to be on building vocabulary and paying attention to details of the story.

Case 6: Skills Geography Class. This classroom was bright and
well decorated with pictures from around the world. When the lesson was
about to start, the students asked “Are we taking notes today?” The
teacher said “Just a little.” They countered, “That’s what you said last
time, and we ended up taking two pages of notes.” She laughed. The stu-
dents began to grade their own homework. An African American student
raised his hand and asked if he could answer some questions as they went
over them. The teacher responded “Yes; I’ll call on people.” When a stu-
dent got the answer wrong, she would say, “That’s OK.” She gave stu-
dents credit for answers that were close to the right ones. Only a few
students constantly raised their hands when she asked questions, but she
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wanted all students to raise their hands. At one point a student asked if
there would be a test on the lesson and if they could use their notes. The
teacher told the class that they would not need their notes for the test.

She continued to remind students to raise their hands when they knew
the answer to a question. Whenever she asked a question she would wait
until all hands were up before taking an answer. She permitted students to
help one another. For example, at one point a student went over to another
student who didn’t know the answer to a question and helped him. There
was no digression from the lesson or disruption such as we had observed
in other skills classes.

Case 7: College Prep Geography. This class was taught by the same
teacher. We asked her during a break if students in the skills class studied
only Ohio geography, because that was what we had read in the syllabus.
She replied that the contents of the lessons for the two classes were the
same, that the only difference was that she gave more explicit instructions
to the skills class about where to keep things. She said that college prep
students got extra credit for being organized. She encouraged them to par-
ticipate and raise their hands but did not wait until all hands were up to
answer question, as she did in the skills class. She made an effort to call on
a variety of students. Apart from giving college prep students extra points
for being organized, this teacher used other incentives to elicit appropriate
responses from students. For example, when she asked them to clear their
desks to play bingo, she walked around the classroom handing out red
coupons to students who responded quickly.

High School

At the high school we observed only one teacher who taught both col-
lege prep and AP classes. In other cases the different levels of classes were
taught by different teachers.

Case 8: High School Algebra Lab. Sixteen of the 17 students in this
class were Black. We sat at the desk as one of the teachers began to hand
out the students’ folders. We requested to see one folder with some writ-
ing on the back. It read, “Bud smokes. Weed smokers.” The teacher
laughed a little and commented, “I know. I would never have wanted my
teachers to see something like that.” The teachers began to reflect on their
own classroom experiences as a students. One had graduated from Shaker
Heights. At that time, there was more leveling, with the higher level
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classes being more academically difficult. Some former outstanding
Shaker students found it interesting to be teaching students at the other
end of leveling. Students at the opposite ends of leveling were different
not only in ability but also in behavior. Commenting on the students’ be-
havior, one of the teachers said, “You wouldn’t believe the things that they
talk about in our presence.” Some of the girls in the class were told last
week save their conversation for somewhere else. One in particular was
asked whether she was embarrassed that everybody could hear what she
was talking about. The student replied that she didn’t care.

During our observation, three students wanted to borrow pencils. An-
other student waited for a teacher’s help and made no effort to figure out
how to do the classwork. The teacher then tried to assist him in getting
started. Three other students were sharpening their pencils. As the teach-
ers made their rounds, we recorded their comments to students. It was ap-
parent from these comments that the teachers praised students for what
they were able to do well and encouraged others to do better. One teacher,
for instance, advised a student not to second-guess himself. The student
had already solved a problem similar to the one the class was doing today.
The teacher expected him to know how to do it. Another student sitting
nearby began to laugh, shaking his head.

The second teacher told a student, “part of it is right” and then pro-
ceeded to help her correct her errors. The first teacher said, “like the way
you wrote your answer out in work form.” She then said to another stu-
dent “very good,” and then added, “You know you want to smile.” The
teacher told another student whose answer was wrong to read the prob-
lem again. The student complained that it took too long a time to read.
This prompted the teacher to say “You flatter me.” The reluctance or in-
ability of students to read through the assignments seemed to be a recur-
ring problem in this class.

One teacher also let the students know when they were being disrup-
tive. She told one student to be quiet and another to stay focused. Another
teacher gave us one female student’s paper to look at. He said that the stu-
dent had really “made it over the hump” in respect to both math and be-
havior. We asked the teacher if he had attended the conference at which a
well-known national figure spoke of the importance of high expectations.
The teacher replied that he had not attended and that although he under-
stood the argument he felt that it was also important to show students
some degree of success.
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Case 9: College Prep Geometry. We got to this class a few minutes
before it began and found the teacher sitting alone. We asked if we could ob-
serve his class, and he said he had no objection. The teacher told us that the
class was for 10th graders, but we saw many older students who were ap-
parentlyrepeatingtheclass.Theteacherstoodat thedoor,greetingeachstu-
dent by name. After the bell rang, one White male student entered. The
teacher said to him, “You need to walk a little faster.” Then a Black female
student entered, and the teacher didn’t say anything; he just changed the
role sheet. Nineteen of the 22 students were Black. Astudent we had seen in
a 10th-grade honors algebra class raised her hand and said, “Mr., Mr. …”
The teacher responded, “Just a minute. My name is Mr.—by the way, D.”

The teacher tried to get everyone’s attention but had some difficulty doing
so. He caught off guard a male student talking to a girl, and said to him
“Right, K? I told you I was going to keep picking on you when you talk.” He
asked the students to raise their hands when they wanted to answer a ques-
tion. He demanded attention from one of two Black female students talking.
The teacher said, “Shh!” and then continued the lesson, but the girls contin-
ued talking. He reminded one White student to keep following the lesson.
TheWhitestudentraisedhishandfor thenextquestion.Theteacherhada lit-
tle exchange with one Black female student. He told her not to do her assign-
ment if she did not understand the problem. But the student replied that she
knew how to do it. The teacher reminded another student to stay awake. A
few students finished their assignment in the time allowed during the class
period. Two Black male students were visibly not doing any work when the
teacher asked if they had finished. They said they had, but when he de-
manded to see it they didn’t produce it. Still, they made no attempt to start
working. Several students got up to leave the class before the bell rang. In
spiteof theirdisruptivebehaviorandslackness in theirwork, itappearedthat
students in this class felt pretty comfortable with their teacher. They were dis-
ruptive but not disrespectful.

Case 10: 10th-Grade Honors Math. It was recommended that we
observe this class because it was taught by an excellent math teacher. The
teacher had the reputation of being in control of his class and making sure
that students knew that there was a definite line between teacher and stu-
dents. He also made students do their work.

We waited outside as students filed in. All of them were on time. There
were 2 Asians and possibly 1 American Indian student. There was only 1



Black male in the class of 25. There was a lot of low-level talking through-
out the class; at times there was a lot of daydreaming, too. One student
was facing away from the teacher for much of the period talking to an-
other student diagonally behind him. A girl in front blurted out “Does
anyone have a pen?” followed moments later by “What’s the date?” She
kept talking at a lower voice occasionally during the class period. AWhite
male asked if he could turn in his previous day’s homework. The teacher
told him to turn it in the next day because he would need to study it for the
next day’s test. He gave back to the class the homework he had collected
earlier, telling them to study it for the upcoming test.

When the teacher began the lesson for the day, the room quieted a bit,
but there were still sporadic conversations. At the end of the lesson, the
student who wanted to turn his previous day’s homework asked again,
“What should I do about my homework?” This was after the teacher had
told him to take it home to study for their next examination. The teacher
repeated his earlier response.

As the next class filed in we waited outside the class, waiting to thank the
teacher for allowing us to observe. There was a White female among the in-
coming students who kept staring at us. She didn’t realize that we were
watching her. She looked at our nametags, with a funny look on her face.
This was quite unlike the reaction we had gotten from most of the students
at Shaker. Shaker students had generally been very nice, even before they
knew who we were or what we were doing in their school. They usually
said “Hello!,” and sometimes they would ask what we were doing, but they
generally made us feel welcome. This was not the case with this particular
student. She seemed to have some difficulty with our presence.

We noticed that in a class just across from this one every student was
Black. The school personnel employee accompanying us explained that
that was a math lab run by three teachers. It was for students who required
more individualized attention than they could get in a regular algebra
class. It was hoped that completing the math lab program would prepare
them for college prep math. The school official recommended that we ob-
serve that class, too. This was probably a polite way of telling us that there
were hardly any Blacks in the AP math classes we had just observed.

Case 11: 12th Grade AP and College Prep English. This teacher
taught both college prep and AP English classes. Before the class began, the
teacher said that the difference between the two classes was simply that the
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AP students read at a faster pace. Acollege prep student who overheard the
statement disputed it.

In our observation we found that there was a marked difference in the
amount of material covered in the two classes and in the way the materials
were treated. Almost daily the AP students actively discussed their read-
ing assignments. The students were usually enthusiastic and almost ev-
eryone was involved.

There also were daily discussions in the college prep class; however, the
discussions were often not about the reading assignments. Instead, the stu-
dents discussed issues relevant to their personal or racial group experiences.
For example, the class discussed rap music, government conspiracy, and
tracking in Shaker Heights schools. The ideas leading to these discussions
may have come from the reading assignments, but the readings themselves
werenotdiscussed,partlybecausemoststudentshadnotdonethereading.

Although the teaching style in both classes appeared to be similar, the
teacher demanded different amounts of work outside the classroom. The
difference in the outside work affected the work done in the classroom.

Case 12: College Prep Social Studies. On several occasions we ob-
served a college prep class on Oppression or on Human Relations. These
are two separate classes, but treat them as if they were the same, because the
teacher chose to teach them as a college prep class. The classes were racially
mixed; they also included students from different grades and ability levels.
The teacher’spolicywas tooffer theclassesatone level toensure thatall stu-
dents would be able to take it. We could not determine whether these
courses were popular because of the subject matter or because of the
teacher. The classes were usually overcrowded, with some students sitting
on the desks and floor. Most students were very interested and actively en-
gaged in the class discussions. Students were occasionally late, but the
teacher did not apparently consider that disruptive.

Conclusions: Middle School and High School
Observations

The case studies suggested that there were some differences in teachers’
instructional approaches at different class levels. In the honors and AP
classes teachers focused more on the subject matter and demanded more
work and intellectual involvement from students.
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In some college prep classes the lesson did not always focus on the topic
of the day. Students were not actively intellectually involved, and there
was less demand for their participation in class or that they do their home-
work. Of course, there were differences among the teachers in the ap-
proaches they used at a given course or class level.

Students inthehonorsandAPclassesweremoreinterested,able,andwill-
ing to engage in their lessons. This affected teachers’ teaching style. They as-
signed homework more regularly to these students, and expected that the
studentscomplete thehomeworkanddiscuss it inclass.Thiswasnot thecase
with skills and college prep classes. Students were less willing and perhaps
less able to do their homework and, hence, were generally given less home-
work.Theirclassdiscussionswerenotalwaysorevenusuallyonthetopicsof
the class lessons, because they had not done the readings.

Both teachers and students were aware of the differences in expecta-
tions between honors and AP classes, on the one hand, and skills and col-
lege prep classes, on the other hand, in terms of classwork, homework,
and behavior. Teachers and students sometimes compared the differing
expectations. The exception was in the college prep Human Relations and
Oppression classes. In these, students paid attention and were regularly
engaged in discussions with one another and with the teacher, much like
we observed students do in AP classes.

LEVELING AND ACADEMIC DISENGAGEMENT

Attheearlyelementaryschool,participationalongracial linesdidnotemerge
as a factor in the academic disengagement of students. It was probably for
this reason that the elementary school children we interviewed did not talk of
racial disparity in class composition. This changed when we entered
Woodbury, the upper elementary school. Here students began to talk about
the racial disparity. Middle school and high school students were, of course,
much more aware of the differences in racial representation in the skills, col-
lege prep, honors, and APclasses. These students attributed the under-repre-
sentation of Blacks in the honors and AP classes to leveling as well as to
counselors, teachers, school administrators, parents, and peers. We elaborate
the roles of these agents and other factors in subsequent chapters.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The Shaker Heights school district had no overarching leveling or track-
ing program; that is, students were not assigned to general education, vo-
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cational education, or college preparatory education “tracks” that stayed
with them more or less throughout their school career. Instead, they were
assigned to different levels of the same course and in different subjects in a
given school session. Nevertheless, this more or less resulted in de facto
tracking along racial lines, because most Black students were enrolled in
lower level classes, and most Whites were enrolled in higher level classes.

The tracking, or leveling, began at the upper elementary school, where
the curriculum differentiated into three categories: (a) skills or remedial,
(b) regular and (c) academic enrichment classes. Pronounced racial differ-
ences in enrollment between the remedial programs (mostly Black) and
the academic enrichment programs (mostly Whites) began here. Middle
schools and high schools had four curriculum levels: (a) skills or general
education, (b) college prep, (c) honors, and (d) AP classes. Most students
in the skills and college prep classes in each subject were Black, whereas
most students in the honors and AP classes were White.

The potential for differential racial distributions of students at different
curriculum levels starting at the Woodbury upper elementary school
seemed to exist as early as the first grade. Aclue to this can be found in a re-
port of a first-grade teacher who had taught in the school district for 17
years; the report appears chapter 11. She had made several unsuccessful
attempts to get Black parents to participate in a program for first-grade
students with learning difficulties, most of whom were Black. Children
who received help during this early period in their school career might
avoid being assigned to remedial programs or learning disability curric-
ula at the upper elementary school. One may assume that the failure of
Black parents to get the help described by this first-grade teacher for their
children during the early years contributed to the disproportionate as-
signment of Black students to the remedial programs and their under-
representation in the academic enrichment programs at Woodbury Upper
Elementary School. This was likely to happen whether student assign-
ments were based on teacher recommendations, test scores, or both.

During interviews and group discussions, students pointed out that
their academic tracks were often determined by the program to which
they had been assigned at the upper elementary school. When they ar-
rived at the middle school, counselors assigned them to various course
levels in each subject on the basis of their performance at Woodbury and
teachers’ recommendations. In subsequent years and at the high school,
students were assigned to their course levels based on their record of per-
formance and teachers’ recommendations. Students often said that their
previous performance did not necessarily reflect their ability; however,



counselors worked with the record before them: grades, test scores, and
recommendations. In our discussions with counselors they seemed over-
burdened with scheduling students for classes or school transfers and
with students’ behavior problems with teachers. They had little time for
explaining to students the importance of enrolling in honors or AP classes.
Blacks interpreted this to mean that counselors did not “care” and did not
encourage them to enroll in the higher level classes. Some students be-
lieved that they were actually discouraged from enrolling in the higher
level classes until their parents intervened.

Black parents contributed to the uneven racial distribution at the mid-
dle and high schools in part because they did not seem to understand the
leveling system. They did not know enough about how honors and AP
classes differed from skills and college prep classes. Perhaps it was for this
reason that they did not emphasize to their children how important it was
for them to take the honors and AP classes, did not prepare them to take
those classes successfully, and did not intervene to enroll their children
who had the potential in the honors and AP classes.

Finally, self-elimination played a role in Black underrepresentation in
the honors and AP classes. Self-elimination took three forms. One was
avoidance of the honors and APclasses because most of the other students
in the classes were White. Another was lack of effort; that is, the students
did not work hard enough to make good grades to qualify for those
courses. The third mechanism was the personal decision not to enroll in an
honors or AP class by a student who was qualified to be in the class by vir-
tue of his or her academic records. In this case, after consulting with the
counselor the student might decide not to enroll in spite of the counselor’s
recommendation because he or she did not think that he or she could han-
dle the work. The counselor was not always the gatekeeper.

Students, teachers, and some other school personnel were aware that
leveling affected instruction. In the next chapter we describe our observa-
tions of differences in the instructional patterns at different course levels
from upper elementary school through high school. Students who partici-
pated in the academic enrichment program at Woodbury Upper Elemen-
tary School believed that they were taught better and learned more than
those who were assigned to remedial programs. Students in the honors and
AP classes at the middle and high schools praised the curriculum materials
and teaching styles, whereas those in skills, regular, and college prep classes
criticized the curriculum materials and teaching styles. We found in our
classroom observations that the latter paid less attention during lessons,
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were less willing to do classwork and less likely to return their homework,
and were generally more disruptive than the former. Teachers acknowl-
edged that they taught the same subject differently at different levels, even
when using the same curriculum materials. For example, one teacher who
taught the same literature with the same textbooks in an AP class and a col-
lege prep class usually assigned more reading materials to the AP class. The
students in this class read and discussed, the assignments critically and en-
thusiastically. In contrast, students in the college prep class usually did not
read the assigned passages; the teacher read them for the class. The students
discussed not the reading assignment but rather their personal or group ex-
periences. The ideas for the discussion of the personal or group experiences
might, however, come from the reading.
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Counselors, Teachers,
and Discipline

CHAPTER 7COUNSELORS, TEACHERS, AND DISCIPLINE

We noted in the Preface that we did not conduct formal interviews with in-
dividual counselors and teachers. However, we interacted with them on a
variety of occasions. The first of these was a “dialogue” meeting with
counselors and teachers for about an hour during our first visit. We later
had dialogue meetings with some individuals. Most of our interaction
with these school personnel, however, occurred during the phase of our
intensive fieldwork. In the case of teachers, we almost always talked with
them before or after the 110 lessons we observed, at lunch, or when we
dropped by for a friendly chat. We also shared many occasions in the com-
munity with Black teachers and other school personnel from the Black
community. However, the primary purpose of this chapter is to describe
Black students’ (and the community’s) perceptions of, and responses to,
the role of counselors and teachers in the academic achievement gap.

COUNSELORS

Is the Counselor a Gatekeeper?

At the middle schools and high schools, school counselors assigned stu-
dents to general, college preparatory, honors, and advanced placement
(AP) classes. The assignment was based on teacher recommendation, stu-
dents’ classwork grades, standardized tests scores and, in some cases, at
the parent’s or student’s request. However, counselors were generally re-
garded as responsible for class assignments. Thus, in response to the ques-
tion of why there were so few Blacks in honors and AP classes the most
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common answer was that counselors did not “push” or “encourage”
Black students as much as they pushed or encouraged White students to
take those classes. Black students and their parents more or less perceived
the school counselors as gatekeepers who were reluctant to let Blacks into
the honors and AP classes. Their gatekeeping function and reluctance
made it necessary for some Black parents to intervene to enroll their chil-
dren in those classes.

It was widely believed that the reason the counselors were reluctant to
let Black students take honors and AP classes was that they did not think
that Blacks were capable of doing the work at that level. Here is how one
student described the way counselors discouraged Black students from
taking the more academically rigorous courses:

Student: I think most Black people aren’t encouraged as much as …
White people are. Like the counselors, they encourage White
people to take the hard classes and stuff, and the Black people
like they discourage it a little bit more.

Anthrop: How do they discourage [Black students]? I’ve heard that be-
fore …

Student: They say, “Um, I don’t know if it’ll—you might be able to do it
[because] it’s really hard, and I don’t know if you’ll be able to
do it.” They’ll [i.e., counselor] say, “Well, it’s a lot of reading or
whatever,” and that’s basically what they say.

Anthrop: OK, has that happened to you?

Student: No, but they’ve never encouraged me to take any [honors and
AP] classes. But like I know like my friends, they say that their
counselors said, “Well, you know it’s not an easy class; it’s kind
[of] hard” or whatever. But [as for me] I know I could do the
work; it’s just [I did not try] … I regret it when I look back, since
I’m a senior now.

Some students at a meeting of the Student Group on Race Relations re-
ported their personal experiences of the counselors’ gatekeeping role. One
student said that a Black student might not be allowed to take an honors
class even though he or she always scored very high on the tests. She
added that she knew counselors who steered Blacks away from AP
classes. She then went on to describe the experience of a friend who
“scored off the chart” on the tests but her counselor told her she was “not
mature enough” to take the upper level classes. The informant believed
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that her friend was mature enough to take the classes. Another student
agreed, saying that she, too, had experienced that.

There was some disagreement along racial lines over the use of test
scores to determine eligibility for honors and AP courses or for college ad-
mission. White students generally favored using test scores, whereas
Black students opposed reliance on test scores or grade-point average
(GPA) because that would limit “diversity.” Blacks also complained that
they and their parents were not fully informed by counselors that class as-
signment would be based largely on test scores. In any case, they consid-
ered test scores an insufficient basis for class assignment. We should point
out that this information was made available to parents as a matter of the
school district’s policy.

At one point during our discussion with high school students someone
brought up the issue of affirmative action in college admission. White stu-
dents were overwhelmingly opposed to affirmative action. They said that it
was unfair to admit a Black applicant with lower SAT scores while denying
an admission to a White applicant with higher SAT scores. Countering this,
Blacks said that there were many other factors that might have affected the
test scores of the Black applicant. However, they did not specify the “other
factors.” They said that on paper a person with higher test scores might look
better, but they repeatedly said that college admission should not depend
primarily on test scores because that would limit “diversity.” If students
were admitted primarily because of their test scores, then people would be
educated in an environment without diversity, and without diversity they
would not be prepared adequately for the real world. It seemed from their
argument that Black students were more concerned with the social benefits
of schooling than with its instrumental or pragmatic values.

Parents’ intervention was sometimes considered necessary to over-
come counselors’ reluctance to let Black students take honors and AP
classes. Both students and parents discussed this strategy, often from their
personal experiences. We first report the experiences of two students who
got into the “hard classes” only because their parents intervened. The ex-
cerpts are from one of our discussions with the high school group that in-
cluded both White and Black students.

Student 1: Yeah! ‘Cause counselors are basically the people that put you
in the classes. And I had to, my mom talked to my teacher
about getting me into [these] classes, and then she had to talk to
my counselor about putting me into those classes, whatever.
And I know other people have had a similar experience where
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they know their son or daughter needs to be in that class and
they had to go and talk to the administration about putting
them in the class and that was it.

Student 2: Now, they’re many—I’m not saying that um, [all counselors],
you know, um [are] racist or whatever … But, um, it’s like that.
I know [because] my mom moved here to Shaker because she
knew I had a lot of potential. And she came up with me to the
school and talked to my guidance counselor. My mom sat
down and found a Black guidance counselor for me who
would talk with Mr. Cusick. He, the White guidance counselor
was to be my guidance counselor. ‘Cause like I say, [the Black
counselor], understood. Later on my Mom really liked [the
White guidance counselor’s] attitude and things. But I think
one reason [was] that the guidance counselor … can [be
swayed or persuaded] … Anyone can be persuaded. OK? But it
is, if you want something bad enough, you know, you’ll fight
the principal. You’ll fight with the governor and the President
of the United States until you get what you want. But it is a mis-
nomer that um guidance counselors are not letting people get
into these classes, because you can get into whatever class you
want as long as you have the prerequisites you know, of course.
But nobody’s gonna stop you. They can try to [manipulate?]
your opinion. (In feigned voice), “Well, well, I think, I think
[whichever you think] (student laughter). (In firm voice:) ”It’s
what I want.” You see what I’m saying? And I’m, I’m gonna
fight for a long time, but I didn’t [want to], [kinda?] what you
said. I agree (several unintelligible words).

Some parents described their own experiences in breaking through the
counselor barriers to enroll their children in the honors or AP classes. One
parent who was herself a teacher in the district reported her experience.
Her daughter had called her from school one day to tell her that her mid-
dle school counselor would not let her enroll in an AP English class in her
first year of high school because it was “too late.” The counselor told her
that her records had already been transferred to the high school. The
mother said she was furious and immediately contacted someone at the
high school. She demanded that her daughter be allowed to enroll in AP
English. The daughter was eventually allowed to take the class and did
well. Since then she continued to take and perform well in AP English
classes throughout her high school years.

There was some consensus at the high school discussion meeting that
parents could get their children into honors and AP classes by intervening
against counselors’ reluctance or challenging their decisions. However,
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many parents did not intervene because they did not know how or were
not aware of what was going on. One male student described the efficacy
of parent intervention quite well when he said “Um, here’s a known fact
that, um, none of these counselors or anybody in the school can stop any-
one from getting into Honors and Advanced Placement classes. What is
involved is being informed.” A female student echoed, “Yeah.”

Self-Elimination

Whether a student enrolled or did not enroll in an honors or AP class was
sometimes a joint decision of the student and the counselor. For instance, a
student and his or her counselor would discuss the student’s record of
performance in class and on standardized tests. If the record was weak,
the counselor might suggest to the student that he or she not take the hon-
ors or AP class. The student, looking at his or her records and reflecting on
his or her ability to keep up with the classwork, would accept the coun-
selor’s recommendation. In other words, it was not always an arbitrary
decision of the counselor that kept the student out of an honors or AP
class. One student described his experience of such a joint decision as fol-
lows:

Anthrop: Do you take honors classes, too?

Student: No. I’ll be taken’ some next year because my counselor, um, I
wasn’t doin’ that well last year … I was gettin’ Cs and stuff …
So she wasn’t sure if I wanted, if I, uh, [would be] able to keep
up with the honor level. So she said she goin’ see how this year
goes and then you know, if I do well, I’ll be able ta be moved up.

There were also students who took the initiative to request not to enroll
in honors and AP classes that had been recommended for them by their
counselors. They asked to be excused from these classes because they did
not think they could handle the work. These were often transfer students
who had been in honors and AP classes in their previous schools but, on
arrival, they found that the standard of work and expectations at Shaker
Heights were higher. They refused to enroll in honors and AP classes in
spite of their counselors’ recommendations, because they were afraid that
they might not do well in these classes. One student who transferred to
Shaker Heights disclosed to us his reluctance to enroll in high level classes
because the standard and expectations were higher than he was accus-
tomed to in his former school.
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Anthrop: You did not want to take the honor classes?

Student: Yeah. ‘Cause I mean that’s extra stress. ‘Cause I know that
stresses me out now.

Anthrop: So when you decided that you couldn’t handle the AP classes,
who did you go to and how did he or she deal with it. Was it a
counselor?

Student: Yeah, it was my counselor.

Anthrop: And how did the counselor deal with it?

Student: I just said that I couldn’t function in all of the AP classes that I
had because, first of all, I was adjusting to a new school. And
then I was put into an environment where not only did I not
know people, [but also] they were being kind of like really cold
to me.

Anthrop: Ok, and um, were you encouraged to drop them or stick it out a
little longer?

Student: In the one that I stayed in I was, in English. But there were actu-
ally more Black kids trying to take [that] AP English.

Anthrop: Now, how did you get placed in the AP classes in the first place
when you came in from another district?

Student: Well, I’ve always been an honor student.

Anthrop: Ok, so they basically looked at your records from the other
school.

Student: Right. And they said, “You can handle this.” But Shaker is so
much stronger than most of the Catholic schools in the area
that I had to get adjusted to the workload.

Other students believed that some nontransfer Black students failed to
prepare themselves for honors and AP classes because they had wrong pri-
orities, because their parents did not recognize the importance of these
classes, or because their parents did not prepare them for the classes. Some
clues to this self-selection out of honors and APclasses can be seen in the fol-
lowing statement, made by a male student during the high school discus-
sion meeting. First, the students themselves did not have a strong academic
orientation but were easily distracted. Then, their parents, in spite of the sac-
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rifice they made to live in Shaker Heights so that their children would get a
ShakerHeightseducation, failedtoprovide themwitheffectiveguidance.

In the sixth grade the students, um, elementary school, a lot of [Black stu-
dents], would say something like this, “If the students learn, they’re going to
learn.” But at the same time, when we’re that young, a lot of us aren’t worried
about studying. We are mostly interested in looking at cars, looking at um,
girls or guys, looking at a lot of clothes and things like that. When we start get-
ting older [and into higher grades], and the whole thing [nonacademic mat-
ters] starts getting more attractive. And our attention is, you know, um
diverting away from the books and things like that. So then, it’s like this. Ev-
eryone is gonna be looking at those things, except those who have parents at
home who understand, telling you, “Look … Before you can even get those
[material] things in the proper way, you’re gonna have to stay in school, do
your books and things like that.” But some people’s parents, they’re not gonna
be coming for whatever reason [admonishing their children because of the na-
ture of their] jobs or something like that. There’s a trade-off. You see what I’m
saying? Are you [i.e., parents] gonna um, you know, work real hard to get ‘em
up here [to afford to live in Shaker so that your children can go to Shaker
schools], and let them in a certain way, not talk to them [but not have time to
guide them], or [provide them] the essential um things that they’re gonna
need to know to make it through this school system? Or are you gonna just get
‘em there, and let them go [off?] on their own. You see what I’m saying?

Counselors’ Perspectives

The counselors themselves were aware that some Black students and their
parents were not satisfied with the counseling services at Shaker. They ad-
mitted that counseling services were not adequate because the depart-
ment was understaffed, and as a result counselors were overworked. This
was the explanation offered during the following heated exchange with a
Black community member.

Female
Counselor 1
(FC1):

There are three counselors, and um, with a, an enrollment of—.
What do we have? About 850 students?

Male
Counselor
(MC):

Right.

Black
Community
Member (BCM):

Yeah.

FCI: So the students are divided among the three of us.
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MC: Three of you, that’ll pull you away [from?] also.

FC1: And we have both grades [seventh and eighth].

MC: We have about 275.

FCI: We have seventh and eighth graders.

BCM: What do you think your contact time is?

MC: It really varies.

FC1: Yeah.

MC: It, you really can’t do an average because there are some kids
you see all the time—

FC1: —and some you don’t.

MC: And some you almost never see.

Female
Counselor 2:

Yeah.

BCM: How many kids do you think you effectively see just during
the course of a year?

MC: Uh, as far as dealing with individual situations, probably, spe-
cific situations with students and with their parents, uh, I
would say at least half of them, like on a, where you really have
to do something that, to deal with either a teacher or a class or
whatever. And then the others, it’s more incidental, uh.

FC1: We have more time with uh eighth graders, uh, because we,
we’re scheduling them for the high school at the end of the
year, too, and we meet with all of them individually—, on an
individual basis, every single one.

As one can see in this exchange, there was no real discussion of the ma-
jor complaints of students and their parents, namely, that students were
not “pushed” into, and that they were not allowed to take honors and AP
classes. The information provided by the counselors was mostly about
scheduling students for school transition and handling behavior prob-
lems, especially relationship, with teachers. The counselors did not ex-
plain how they handled a student who wished to enroll in or to be excused
from honors and AP classes. This omission was particularly important,



because we had heard from many students about those who were dis-
couraged from enrolling in the honors and AP classes by counselors who
told them that the classes were hard. On the basis of his research else-
where, the anthropologist suggested that students needed challenging
classes and that counselors should convince the students that taking chal-
lenging courses was good for them (Ogbu, 1974).

Two other issues came up during the meeting with school counselors.
One was that Black male students were “drifting” into nonacademic activi-
ties such as sports, believing that they were going to “make it” in this field.
Black males believed that they were going to become stars and be rich; what
they did not know, however, was that only a very few people who went into
sports eventually made it into professional sports. Even those who made it
into professional sports were still in a very risky occupation. For example,
professional athletes do did not know whether they are going to be injured.
It appeared that counseling at Shaker did into include working with stu-
dents “drifting into sports” to educate them about the realities of putting
sports before academics. The anthropologist shared with the counselors
some findings from his previous research (Ogbu, 1974, 1998). In one study,
he had found that many Black students invested a great deal of effort in
sports. As a result, they had little time to study or do their homework. He
also found that the coach was primarily interested in having his team win
andwasnotparticularlyconcernedabout theplayers’academics. InShaker,
it was some Black teachers, not the counselors, who were advising students
about the risk of abandoning academics for sports.

The other issue was the discrepancy between aspiration and academic
achievement among Black students. Shaker Black students had very high
academic aspirations but, as was evident in their record of performance, it
was not clear that they knew how to realize that aspiration. Most of them
wanted to go to college; some wanted to become lawyers, others wanted
to become doctors, and so on. But did they know what required to go to
college to become a lawyer or a doctor? For example, if a student wanted
to become a lawyer when he or she grew up, what kind of education
would he or she need to achieve this goal, and what would he or she need
to get that education? In this regard, we usually asked students two ques-
tions: (a) “How do you get the college degree you desire?,” and (b) “What
steps would you take to qualify to become a lawyer, a doctor, etc.?” It was
obvious from discussions with students and from our classroom and
other observations that many Black students did not understand the con-
nection between their present schooling, higher education, and future
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adult careers or professions. When questioned directly, students were
usually vague in answering these questions.

We did not interview Shaker parents systematically about the process
of getting their children successfully through Shaker Heights schools into
college and then into professions. We have data from our research else-
where (e.g., Stockton, Oakland, etc.) that are instructive (1974, 1998). Like
their children, some parents in those studies were also vague about how to
get their children successfully through public school, into college, and
eventually into desired adult jobs. Some parents would say that they
wanted their children to “go all the way.” This answer suggested that they
didn’t really know. Parents who do not know what is required to succeed
in public school, go to college, or qualify for a job or profession cannot ad-
vise their children effectively about these matters. We examine the role of
parents more fully in chapter 11.

The lack of awareness of the connection between their present schooling
and their future was an important issue for school counseling professionals,
especially in the case of poor minority children. School counselors or others
in the school system can provide the missing knowledge. It was our impres-
sion from the research done in Shaker Heights and elsewhere that some of
these students are “fooling around” and not working hard because they do
not really have an idea of how their present schooling fits into their future
education and subsequently into their aspirations in the job market.

TEACHERS

Shaker teachers were perceived as producers of academic success and aca-
demic failure. To Blacks they mostly produced failure. We discuss this per-
ception among Blacks with respect to encouragement, expectations,
instructions, and equity and fairness.

Inadequate “Push”

Black and White Students reported that an unstated assumption in the
Shaker school system was that every Shaker High graduate would go to
college. During a class discussion, students said that to Shaker school au-
thorities, maintaining this Shaker image was more important than the stu-
dents themselves. Good grades were the most important thing because
“you can’t go to college without them.” For this reason, the school “pushes”
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students to do well. The types of college that Shaker graduates were ex-
pected to attend determined the push they got, according to White stu-
dents. One White male put it this way: “The school pushes you depending
onwhich[college]youare interested in.”But fromthepointofviewofBlack
students, the push also depended on the student’s race. One of them said
that “[school personnel] push low-performing White students and pay at-
tention to them, whereas they don’t push the same with Blacks.”

Blacks also translated this lack of adequate push to mean that “teachers
don’t care.” In one high school discussion group a Black male reported that
Black students who had aspired to go to college were not encouraged and
thereforedidnotstrive toachieve theirgoals.Afemalestudentconcurred:

I think your teachers have a big part in how well you’re doing because if you
have a teacher, and you’re stuck with someone in fourth grade [the grade be-
fore leveling] that doesn’t want to teach you, or doesn’t want to help you,
[then] you’re not gonna have any motivation either. And I think when the
kids get teachers that don’t care, or that don’t want [makes noise like crin-
kling paper], or aren’t like organized, it’s how could it … they make students
be organized?

Beliefs and Expectations

A common complaint against teachers was that they did not believe that
Black students could perform academically like White students. A related
complaint was that teachers expected Black students to behave differently;
they expected Black students to not pay attention in class and to not do
classwork or homework like White students. Parents and other adults in the
community shared these perceptions of teachers’ beliefs and expectations.
An example of the parents’ view occurred one day at a dinner with several
people in the community. One father reported an incident in which his
daughter was humiliated by her teacher. His daughter and her friend were
not doing well in this class and were not keeping pace with the rest of the
class. Apparently referring to his daughter and her friend the teacher told
the class that some people in the class were stupid. Then, directly looking at
the man’s daughter, the teacher told her that she was stupid.

The perceptions that teachers did not believe that Black students could
perform well came up again and again during the discussion with high
school students. One student reported having had two teachers “that just
put you down so much that it makes you … feel really bad.” Another stu-
dent cut in, saying “I know. Like you can’t do it.”
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In interviews several Blacks students reported that teachers did not ex-
pect them to do well. They made it clear that they were talking about
teachers in general, that regardless of race teachers had more negative ex-
pectations about how Black students would behave in class. Such expecta-
tions inevitably had negative effects on their academic performance.
Students’ perceptions of the lowered expectations increased by school
level. They were minimal at the elementary school—only one elementary
school student we interviewed reported that teachers expected Black stu-
dents to do worse than White students. She did not mention an actual case
but described a hypothetical situation:

Anthrop: Do you think that [teachers] sometimes have expectations of
what Black students are gonna be like?

Student: Mh-hmm. They’ll try ta, no they’ll expect you to do worse than,
‘cause just by the past and what has been goin’ on. Some of
them would expect you to, ‘cause they’ll look at a test and say,
“Oh, this is so and so.” They’ll, even if they [Black students]
miss an answer, [teachers will] mark an answer wrong, think-
ing that it’s wrong, not knowing that it is not wrong. I mean,
cause they’ll [teachers] be a, they could be a real nice teacher
and just [assume/expect] that [as a Black student] you’re
gonna kind of do bad on the test ‘cause they’ll probably [think]
it’s … a hard test. And they [teachers] kind of end up marking
[Black students] down.

We did not observe any such incident or record an actual complaint of
such an incident at the elementary school. Neither did we see situations
where teachers overtly showed lowered expectations of Blacks. This does
not mean that some teachers at the elementary school did not have low ex-
pectations of Black students, but what we found was that teachers had low
expectations for individual students, Blacks and Whites, because of their
past performance and reputations.

There were more reports of low expectations from middle school stu-
dents. All the Black students interviewed there reported that teachers be-
lieved that they could not perform like White students, did not do
classwork and homework and, in general, did not behave like White stu-
dents. However, none of the students described his or her own encounter
with such teachers’ beliefs and expectations. They usually talked about hy-
pothetical incidents that might occur as a result of stereotypes or reputa-
tions of Black students. The stereotypes included general misbehavior in
class, not paying attention during lessons, and not doing classwork or
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homework. Another stereotype was that Black students performed less
well academically than White students.

Some students speculated about how these stereotypes might shape
teacher expectations. One said, “[teachers] probably like to think the Blacks
are gonna act rowdy in class, and not pay attention and don’t listen.” An-
other student agreed, saying, “Um, sometimes, ‘cause sometimes when a
teacher can look at the way a student, um, acts in the class, and they can fig-
ure out what their destiny is gonna be … a good or a poor student.” There
were students who explicitly stated that teachers’ negative beliefs and low
expectations adversely affected Black students’ academic performance.

All but one high school student we interviewed thought that there were
Black and White teachers who believed that Black students were less capa-
ble of performing academically than White students and therefore did not
expect similar attitudes and behaviors in class. Unlike middle school stu-
dents, the high-schoolers gave examples from personal experience.
Equally important was that high school students believed that teachers’
lowered expectations were a part of lowered societal expectations for
Blacks as a group. One student provided a link between societal expecta-
tions of Blacks people and teachers’ expectations of Black student.

I think to a certain extent, yes. You know. I think there’s teachers who, they
just … it seem like they just have lower expectations of maybe, you know, [of
Black students]. And which is unfortunate for the student ’cause, you know.
If you walk into classes and a teacher’s not expecting an A from you, what
are the chances you’re gonna work for that A … And like, I don’t necessarily
think there are teachers who are outright racist, but it might even be like a
subconscious thing, like that’s just what they expect, you know, just how so-
ciety expects that you know. That’s what they, the pattern has been with their
Black students. So why should they expect any more from these [students],
you know. So I think that’s that. It’s an expectation thing maybe.

One perceptive student pointed out that teachers were people, too, and
were inclined, like anyone else, to stereotype people. But he noted that not
all teachers at Shaker, White or Black, had low expectations of Black stu-
dents. It depended on the teacher’s background and personal history.

Anthrop: When Black students come into the class, do teachers have any
sort of assumptions or expectations of them?

Student: Yeah, that’s what I thought you were asking. Um, I think it goes
back to, uh, the history of the teacher … where they were
brought up and what sort of mentality they have, in their
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bringing up … What their environment has done to them in
terms of their assumptions. But we all have assumptions, we
all um, tend to prejudge each other and um, mainly for the
color of our skin. So, I’m sure it happens. [teachers] don’t, they
don’t express that feeling, but I’m sure that does happen.

The next student talked about differences in expectations of academic
ability for Black and White students:

Anthrop: OK, um, do you think that teachers have expectations about
how well [Black students are] gonna do in the class?

Student: I don’t think [the teachers], when they see you at first, unless
they have prior knowledge of that person coming in the class-
room [i.e., that the Black student had performed well in his or
her previous class], I think they’re generally thinking that the
White people score a little bit higher than a Black person can.

Some Black students contributed to the lowered expectations by estab-
lishing reputations manifested in disapproved attitudes and behaviors.
The following student was among those who blamed their fellow stu-
dents for the problem:

Anthrop: Do you think that teachers have any sort of expectations or as-
sumptions about what Black students are going to be like?

Student: Um, I think they do. Like a lot, depending on what kind of rep-
utation you build up through the years. ‘Cause I know it’s not,
you don’t just come here and nobody know who you are, you
know. If you have that type of reputation. Like teachers know
me that I have never had [a bad reputation] in my life. They’re
like, “Well, you’re a good student,” or like “Oh, you have a nice
GPA.” Like a counselor said that to me (laughs). I was like so
surprised. She was like “Oh, yeah, you have such a nice GPA.” I
was like “Oh my God” (laughs). But then like, at the same time,
[there are other] kids who are in like [the Minority Achieve-
ment Committee], like the potential scholars I know, that the
teachers know like what they got in their old school, or what
they got in the middle school. And I’m sure that it has some-
thing to do with it. I mean just because I see what happens
when you do good. I mean like well what happen when you do
bad? You know, of course they know.

According to the students, some teachers went beyond low expecta-
tions to punish bad behavior with low grades; that is, the grades a teacher
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gave to a student were based on the student’s behavior in the class and not
just on performance in the course. To some this was a problem in addition
to lowered expectations. Teachers’ lowered expectations caused Black stu-
dents to do less well than White students; in addition, teachers might give
grades that were still lower because of bad behavior in class. One student
illustrated the issue of grading behavior with her own experience. She had
a teacher who “would give you an F in a test regardless of how well you
did if you’re bad during class. He’ll just choose whatever he wants to give
you, even though you done good. This happened to me. The teacher, he
just gave me an F because of my bad class behavior.”

Because Black students collectively faced lowered teacher expectations,
those who did well were treated as exceptions and different from other
Blacks. Several students were concerned about this. They believed that be-
cause of lowered expectations teachers and other school personnel were
usually surprised or would begin to pay a Black student more attention
when he or she did well in a class. In the following case the student did not
say that the teacher expected her to do poorly; nonetheless, the teacher
was surprised when she did well because she was Black:

Anthrop: And what about when, like you’ve seen when students do
well, what do [teachers], what do they say, or what do they
think?

Student: Its like “Great job!” Its like you’re an exception, you know.
’Cause like most Black students don’t do well so, you get, you
know, this one Black student who is getting an A or something.
And its like “Wow!,” you know, “you’re really smart. Move up
to an honors class.” Or something, you know.

Anthrop: Do teachers give you a lot of attention when you do well?

Student: Yeah … me in particular?

Anthrop: Mh, hmm.

Student: Yeah, I think so. Like even my English teacher, she’s Black. And
she, you know, she was just thrilled that I had an A the first
quarter. It was like “Great!” I don’t know that she necessarily
expected me to do bad, but she was, you know, very happy for
me that I got an A. And, you know, she was just very happy,
you know.
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Were some students using low teacher expectations as an excuse for not
doing their schoolwork and for not making good grades? That indeed was
indeed the case, according to some students in the high school discussion
group. In a mimicking voice, one student described how other students
use this excuse: “The teachers, they don’t want me to do well, ‘cause I’m
Black.” Or, “You know, ‘cause I’m Black, they gave me a (sic) F. Now if I
was White, this—.” They blame everything on skin color.

In general, students at the middle school and high school believed that
teachers, regardless of race, did not believe that Black students were capa-
ble of performing academically like White students, but they also believed
that the attitudes and behaviors of some Black students were partly re-
sponsible for the teachers’ low expectations. Black students thus hurt their
own performance.

Some students developed interesting strategies for handling the teach-
ers’ negative beliefs and low expectations. One strategy was to strive to
prove to the teachers that they were wrong. Students who used this strat-
egy were determined to break the stereotypes about Black students by
performing better than expected. One student described his approach this
way: “Um, I don’t care. ‘Cause I just think if I do well, then I’ll just prove
em wrong.” Another strategy, which we describe in the DISCIPLINE sec-
tion, was to maintain a good relationship with school authorities.

Classwork

In chapter 6 we presented several cases from our classroom observations.
Here we comment briefly on teacher expectations on the basis of those ob-
servations. Some researchers have reported that teachers call on Black stu-
dents less often than they call on White students during lessons;
furthermore, they make more negative comments on Black students’ an-
swers to questions (Leacock, 1985). In our observations of honors and AP
classes we did not see differences in teachers’ calling on Black and White
students during lessons. What we found was that Black students did not
raise their hands as much as Whites students did. In the skills and college
prep classes where Black students were the majority, they dominated class
discussions. We did not observe negative comments specifically directed
at Black students’ responses during lessons.

Suggestions were made during some class discussions that in the past
the school curriculum did not include Black experiences. Indeed, public
schools curricula excluded the experiences of all minorities and lower
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class Whites or presented the negative side of their experiences (Elson,
1964). We did not make a systematic study of the exclusion or inclusion of
Black experience in Shaker Heights curriculum. We describe in the next
chapter one incident in the Department of Theater that suggested that lit-
tle effort was made in the past to include Black experience in its curricu-
lum, but we want to point out that during our study we found materials
on Black experience in some social studies and literature classes. In those
classes Black students participated more actively and showed more
knowledge of the contents of the materials than White students.

On the whole, it is difficult to say that there was a differential treatment
of Black students in the classroom and that the differential treatment con-
tributed to their academic disengagement and lower performance. Of
course, there were differences in the treatment of students in honors and
AP classes, which were predominantly White, and the treatment of stu-
dents in the skills and college prep classes, which were predominantly
Black, but the differences were not necessarily along racial lines.

Homework

The issue of homework came up repeatedly when we talked with middle
school and high school teachers. Teachers who met with us were particu-
larly concerned that they did not get back homework assignments in the
skills and college prep classes. The situation was different in the honors
and AP classes, where homework was given regularly and where both
students and teachers treated it seriously. Homework was usually inte-
grated with classroom lessons.

We now use our observations in two classes to show the difference in
teachers’ homework expectations in honors and AP classes, on the one
hand, and in skills and college prep classes on the other. In an AP class
with one Black male out of 25 students on the day we observed, both the
teacher and the students regarded homework as an integral part of the les-
son. Homework assignment was a part of the overall lesson, and what stu-
dents learned from doing their homework was tested by the teacher. Thus,
when one student apologetically asked the teacher if she could turn in her
overdue homework the teacher told her and the rest of the class to keep the
homework to study it for a test he would give the next day. In contrast, in a
college prep class with mostly Black students, one student more or less
bragged during a class discussion that he didn’t do homework, didn’t take
notes, or follow class rules. The teacher reacted as if he tolerated this type
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of behavior. Furthermore, the teacher told the class in a manner hardly dis-
guising his criticism of his colleagues, that he had heard of “teachers who
deliberately failed students because they didn’t do their homework re-
gardless of whether or not they were learning.” Apparently, this teacher
and his students did not regard homework as a part of the lesson or
knowledge to be tested.

There were teachers, however, who treated homework as very impor-
tant at all course levels, especially in mathematics. One teacher explained
the importance of homework in mathematics by saying that math was a
subject that required constant attention and practice. If students did not do
homework or received no homework, then the knowledge and skills they
learned in class would not be reinforced much. In his view, students at ev-
ery course level would do homework if the teacher demanded it. As he
put it, “If you expect to get homework back from students as a teacher you
will get it.” However, from our observations that was not necessarily the
case. Students in some college prep and skills classes refused to do or re-
turn their homework even though teachers expected them to do so.

Grading Practices

In spite of complaints about teachers’ beliefs and expectations, we found
few actual complaints that teachers graded Black and White students dif-
ferently. When such complaints were made, there were also questions
about students blaming teachers for their own failure to do their work.
Our overall impression was that throughout the system there was no
strong feeling that teachers were unfair in the way they graded the work of
Black students. Elementary school students believed that they were
graded by teachers the same way that White students were graded for the
work they did. Most high school students who were explicitly asked
about teachers’ grading practices said that Blacks were graded fairly. Stu-
dents seemed to take responsibility for their academic performance, as can
be seen in their answer to a question specifically about who was responsi-
ble for the type of grades they made. The overwhelming response was that
they themselves were responsible.

There were, of course, some exceptions to the acceptance of personal re-
sponsibility for their grades. We came across one student who reported re-
ceiving poor grades not only for academic performance but also for bad
behavior. Furthermore, a few students were said to come to school with the
belief that, because of racism, the system was against them; therefore, White
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teachers would not give them passing grades. A case in point was a high
school male student who said that his father told him that White teachers
would do everything they could to make sure that Black students did not
succeed academically. This was how he phrased his father’s message:

My dad told me that um, most White teachers want you to fail out [of] their
class. I don’t know why he said that. I guess that’s from his past experience
or somethin’. But he said most White teachers want you to fail out the class.
And every little thing that they, that you do they’ll count [it] against you
know. ‘Cause most White teachers might uh, grade you half of the time on ef-
fort, and you uh, your acting in class, like if you say, like maybe, couple of
words that are [bad] all the time. They might, they’re more lenient towards
Whites.

This student then went on to complain about discrimination against Black
people in society at large:

Student: If a Black and a White person’ll start at the same position in the
uh, big corporations, I think the White person’ll do well fast.

Anthrop: Do you think that that is, OK, for yourself, for example, know-
ing that, is that a sense of, does that make you frustrated, or
does that give you strength?

Student: I think, it make me frustrated.

We do not know the proportion of Black students and parents in Shaker
Heights who felt this way about White teachers or U.S. society. We think,
however, that this type of belief would have an adverse effect the aca-
demic striving of students who felt this way. To reiterate, Black students
did not complain that teachers gave them lower grades than White stu-
dents received. We heard, however, as we reported in chapter 2, that there
was a time when Black students before entering the ninth grade received
more social promotion than White students.

School Authorities on Expectations

There was also some concern among school authorities over teacher ex-
pectations. Teacher expectations constituted a major theme in a talk given
by a well-known national figure invited to speak at Teachers’ Conference
Day. Other school personnel also went to hear the speaker, who urged
teachers to have high expectations and hold a standard of excellence for
Black students. In a conversation with one teacher after the conference, he
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said that he agreed with the speaker on the importance of high expecta-
tions and high standards for Black students. The teacher said that he him-
self was a product of an educational environment in which a standard of
excellence was considered necessary and was fostered. He went on to say
that he wanted Black students in Shaker Heights to have a similar experi-
ence. This was the same teacher who said that Black students would do
classwork and homework if teachers expected them to do so. However, as
we commented then, we observed that this was not necessarily true. In
Shaker Heights the problem of teacher expectation was more complicated
than our informant saw it. It was also more complicated than the literature
usually presents it. In more than 100 classroom lessons we observed, there
were many instances in which it was difficult to say whether students
were unwilling to do classwork or homework or whether their refusal to
do so resulted in low teacher expectations. We were not sure which came
first; however, students’ own accounts of their schoolwork and home-
work attitudes and habits both in group and individual discussions as
well as in interviews outside the classroom suggested that in some cases,
at least, teachers’ lowered expectations were held partly in response to
students’ attitudes and behaviors. When students repeatedly failed to do
classwork and failed to complete or return their homework, lowered
teacher expectations would be a predictable consequence.

Classroom Observations

We observed some 110 classroom lessons. These included general, skills,
and college prep classes in which the demands for students to perform were
minimal. Acase in point was the algebra lab we described earlier. We reiter-
ate that when students felt little or no demand to perform they might not
develop a good understanding of the relationship between the effort they
made and the grades they received. They also might feel that they were do-
ing well or that they were “good students” when, in fact, they were not.

DISCIPLINE

Almost every study of Black students’ relationships with school personnel
and among themselves has found that lack of discipline or disruptive be-
havior is a major obstacle to teaching and learning (Fordham, 1996; Foster,
1974; Hanna, 1988; Levy, 1970; Payne, 1984; Polite, 1991). By disruptive be-
havior we mean verbal and nonverbal behavior that interferes with teach-
ing and learning. In a previous study conducted in Oakland, California,
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(Ogbu, 1998), we recorded more than 10 such behaviors, including fight-
ing, defiance of authority, profanity, vulgarity, and so on. In the Oakland
study some of these behaviors were also found among Whites, Mexican
Americans and Latinos, Chinese, and Filipinos, but to a much lesser ex-
tent. It is surprising that the problem of disruptive behavior, especially in
the classroom, has not received a systematic treatment in the research
community (Hanna, 1988). In Shaker Heights, discipline was a major fac-
tor in students’ academic disengagement. In this section we describe the
problem and show how it became increasingly detrimental to academic
engagement, from elementary school to high school.

Elementary School

At the elementary school we saw only one disorderly classroom. It was
disrupted by two White male students. This does not mean that the school
did not have discipline problems. There was in the same school a
dingy-looking room for keeping students with disciplinary problems for
an extended period of time, sometimes for a whole day. The teachers con-
sidered this better than suspension or expulsion.

Differential disciplinary treatment of Black and White students was ap-
parently not an issue at the elementary school. In our classroom and
schoolyard observations we did not see differences in treatment based on
race. Individual students, Blacks and Whites, were punished for misbe-
havior. Those who were punished often—again, both Blacks and
Whites—were individual students who developed “reputations” associ-
ated with misbehaviors. In the cafeteria at one elementary school there
was a table reserved for teachers, and another table nearby was reserved
for students on punishment. There was a Black girl among the students
who sat there regularly. One day she sat alone at the students’ table. A
teacher asked her why she was sitting there and she replied that she was
not on punishment that particular day. The teacher concluded and we
concurred that she was sitting there out of habit. In our observations in this
cafeteria on several days we did not find that Black students were dispro-
portionately represented at the punishment table. Just as elementary
school students believed that punishment was based on individual misbe-
havior, they also believed that students treated more leniently were teach-
ers’ pets, not because they were White. The pets could be Black or White.

The only incident of differential treatment at the elementary school oc-
curred outside the classroom. This was in a fourth-grade program on race
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relations, Student Group on Race Relations. Students participating in the
program came from different schools with a White high school student in
charge under a teacher supervisor. During the meeting one White student
was continually disruptive by speaking out of turn and drawing attention
to himself. A Black student was similarly disruptive. The White student
leader repeatedly told the Black student to stop misbehaving but never
asked the White student to stop misbehaving. After the meeting the su-
pervising teacher told us that it was typical of the White high school stu-
dent leader to reprimand Black but not White students for misbehaviors
during the meeting.

Middle School

Disciplinary problems emerged as a racial issue at the middle school. They
were often discussed by students, school personnel, and parents. They
were also obvious in our observations in the classrooms and other set-
tings. It was at the middle school that parents complained during ordinary
conversations and formal discussions that their children were unfairly
and differentially disciplined because of race. A typical complaint oc-
curred at a tutoring session in the community for middle school students.
One mother complained about her son’s suspension for a week because of
fighting with a White student. She said that her son was not a trouble-
maker and had not meant to get into the fight. She said that she was aware
of the school district’s rule that fighting automatically resulted in suspen-
sion; however, she felt that her son should have received a shorter suspen-
sion. She believed that if her son was White he would not have been
suspended for a whole week. She and other Black parents present thought
that there was a racial bias in the way students were disciplined.

All the Black students we interviewed at the middle school believed
that Blacks were disciplined more than White students. Some of these
same Black students qualified their belief by explaining that students were
more likely to be punished for misbehavior. Others agreed that more Black
students misbehaved but still maintained that there were racial differ-
ences in the students’ punishment.

We do not discount entirely the beliefs of Black students and their par-
ents that Black students were disciplined more than White students. How-
ever, as at the elementary school our impression based on our own
observations was that middle school students were disciplined because of
individual misbehavior rather than because of race. We observed both
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Black and White students, when they misbehaved, sent to the office of the
assistant principal for discipline. In these observations there were more
Black than White students sent to the assistant principal’s office. Further-
more, almost invariably, when we passed by the assistant principal’s office
we saw more Black than White students there.

Also, the large number of middle school Black students who were be-
ing punished came from basic skills and college prep classes. These were
classes with the most discipline problems, and the majority of the stu-
dents were Black. As could be seen in the cases described in this chapter
on effort and attitudes and behaviors during instruction, these students
did not always pay attention or follow rules. They also behaved in a simi-
lar manner during tutoring sessions and other special programs at
school and in the community to help them improve their academic per-
formance. Adults in charge of these programs often worried about the
students’ disruptive behaviors.

High School

Our observations of discipline problems at the high school began with
two instances of student detention. All the detained students were Black.
One was a classroom detention with about 5 students. They were ex-
pected to do their homework during the detention but were not doing so.
The other detention was in a small auditorium. The students sat quietly,
with their heads down, reading.

Often when we were in the hallways between classes we saw White
students hurrying to their next class in time. This was not the case with
Black students. An incident that took place in the hallway during the first
day of our visit to the high school will illustrate the racial differences in
hallway behavior. This incident caught our attention because of the pres-
ence of several security guards.

As we walked through the hallway with a school official who was
showing us the campus, the bell rang, indicating that it was time to change
classes. The school was on a shifting period system, so that all students
would not be in the hallways at the same time. The students were given 4
minutes to go between classes. We asked our guide if 4 minutes was
enough time for students to get to their next class. He assured us that it
was more than enough to travel from any part of the school to another. Af-
ter the chime, there were several students still walking in the hallways.
Our guide asked us to note who was still in the hallways. Although he did
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not state it directly, it was apparent that he wanted us to take note of the
fact that they were mainly African American students. He asked two of
them who were talking loudly to be quiet as they walked by but did not at-
tempt to hurry them out of the hallways. Possibly this was the role of the
security staff. About nine minutes after the first chime, the hallways were
virtually empty. Of approximately 10 students still there, only one ap-
peared to be White; the rest were African Americans. In a conversation
later a security guard told us that he would not have a job at the school if it
were not for the misbehavior of Black students.

Racial differences in discipline at the high school constituted a real issue
for parents, students, and school authorities. The discipline problems
were discussed on several occasions at school and in the community, and
we also observed them in and outside of the classroom. The behavior
problems at the high school resulted in widely held stereotypes of Black
students among Black and White students, Black and White parents, and
school authorities. At the center of the stereotype was that it was mostly
Black students who got into fights. The extent of this belief was demon-
strated during a class discussion of a fight in the hallway. The teacher who
witnessed the fight began his lesson with a discussion of stereotypes. He
then asked how many students thought that the fight he witnessed was
among Black students. Several Black students and a few Whites raised
their hands. Next, he asked how many of their parents, on hearing of the
fight, would assume that it was among Black students. Again several stu-
dents raised their hands, suggesting that their parents believed that it was
mostly Black students who got into fights at school.

On a number of occasions, different people, including students, com-
mented on the disruptive behaviors of students in basic skills and college
prep classes, where most of the students were Black. On the other hand,
they said that discipline problems were minimal in honors and AP classes,
where the majority of the students were White. Students knew that there
were differences in teaching and learning between the two categories of
classes and that discipline problems contributed to the differences. This
was pointed out by a Black male at a class discussion. He said that in skills
and college prep classes teachers spent a lot of the lesson period address-
ing discipline problems, whereas in honors and AP classes they spent the
whole lesson period teaching their subject.

The consensus among Black high school students we interviewed was
that Black students got into trouble more often and were disciplined more
often than White students, but there was some disagreement as to

COUNSELORS, TEACHERS, AND DISCIPLINE 137



whether the greater punishment was fair or justified. The majority be-
lieved that there was no racial bias in the administration of discipline.
Among this group of students, Blacks were disciplined more often be-
cause they misbehaved more often. The view of the following student is
representative:

Anthrop: OK, do you think there’s a difference in the way kids are disci-
plined? Do Blacks get disciplined more or less or the same as
Whites?

Student: Parental?

Anthrop: Disciplined here at school.

Student: Well, I really do.

Anthrop: Do they get into trouble more often?

Student: I mainly see a lot of Black people getting in trouble.

Anthrop: OK.

Student: Every time I pop up, it’s—you rarely, rarely do you ever hear of
a fight in the hallway with White people … I don’t remember
hearing one. Maybe one, and that’s it. But basically maybe ev-
ery week or every other week, you hear, “Oh, so and so was
fight in the hall; two Black boys or two Black girls.”

Anthrop: Now, do you think they’re disciplined more often because the
behavior is worse or they are disciplined differently by the
school [because they are Black?]

Student: From my experience, I would have to say it’s their behavior.

Other students did not attribute the disproportionate discipline of
Black students to additional factors. According to some, these other fac-
tors were (a) the stereotype or beliefs of school authorities that Black stu-
dents misbehaved, and (b) cross-cultural misunderstanding. Because of
the stereotype held by school authorities, even a minor behavioral infrac-
tion by a Black student attracted more attention from teachers and other
school officials than would a similar infraction of behavior by a White stu-
dent—that is, because school authorities usually assumed that Black stu-
dents would misbehave, they more often noticed it among Black students.
Because they did not assume that White students would misbehave as
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much, they failed to notice misbehavior among White students, even
when White students misbehaved. The differential expectation and treat-
ment were noted by the following student:

Student: It’s stupid stuff but it’s like weighs on like what happens later, I
guess. Cause I know like if a White guy walks down the hall-
way the security guards he‘ll be like “Oh, Hi,” like that. And if
a Black guy walks down the hallway, “Don’t you have a pass?
What class are you going to?” Or, like, even sometimes like
they’ll be [thinking] that the White kid is going to class. But if
the Black kid is going down the hallway they’ll be thinking that
he is skipping class.

Several students described their personal experience or the experience
of someone they knew as examples of what they considered unequal dis-
cipline. Here is one example of personal encounters with unequal disci-
plinary treatment:

Anthrop: And how about discipline? Do you think that Blacks get disci-
plined more, or suspended more?

Student: Yeah. I think they do. I think maybe … I don’t know why it’s
like that. But I had an altercation back in the eighth grade, with
a White guy. He like broke into my locker and stole my coat.
And we got in a fight. And I got expelled for that but he didn’t
get even suspended. But recently, like when me and that White
girl had got into it [i.e., a fight], … we both got suspended. But I
know some other people that got into it with like White girls
and White guys, and they got in a fight and they [Blacks] got
expelled.

Anthrop: And nothing happened to the White person?

Student: No.

Cross-cultural misunderstandings also contributed to the dispropor-
tionate discipline problems of Black students. The case we report here in-
volves cultural differences in jokes. The two racial groups in Shaker
Heights, as elsewhere in the United States, have been socialized into dif-
ferent jokes and joking behaviors. As children, Black and White teachers
learned different jokes and joking behaviors that remained with them as
adults. This resulted in cultural differences in teachers’ interpretations of
students’ jokes to the disadvantage of Black and White students. Black
students at Shaker High reported that at Shaker High a White teacher
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would identify with the jokes of White students in his or her class and so
might not punish them, but he or she would label the jokes of Black stu-
dents as misbehaviors because she did not identify culturally with their
jokes. They correctly observed that the opposite was true of Black teach-
ers. The latter would identify with the jokes of Black students and would
not punish them, but he or she might not identify with the jokes of White
students and would punish them in the belief that their jokes constituted
misbehavior. The following student was among those who provided an
example of this cultural explanation:

Anthrop: How about discipline? Do you think that Blacks are disciplined
more or have more discipline problems at this school?

Student: Cause some Black people just tend ta act a little wild some-
times, [just] like the White people … They act wild, too. [But]
since it’s a White teacher, [the teacher] can relate to how [the
White students are] actin’. But like if a Black [student] act wild
[White teachers] can’t relate to the Black people. He’ll still in-
terpret it as misbehavior and punish them. [For example], like
the teacher … last year … in [my] English class and the Black
people, they would like act wild, and [the] Black teacher, the
teacher was Black too, so she act with us, too. But like [when]
we go to like another class and like [Black students would] act
the same [wild] way, and the [White] teacher couldn’t like han-
dle [relate to] it or tolerate it or whatever. But if like [a] White
person would like crack some corny joke, and like [the White
teacher] she’d laugh at it. It’s just the way you relate … like
how you, like their culture … the way you grow up and stuff.

Some students developed strategies for staying out of trouble or getting
lighter punishment when it is unavoidable. One strategy was establishing
a good relationship with school authorities. Students who used this ap-
proach were careful not to misbehave too often. When they misbehaved,
they usually received less punishment than they would otherwise get.
The following student explained why he resorted to this strategy and de-
scribed some of its advantages.

Anthrop: What do you mean that it depends on what kind of kid you are?

Student: You get in good with your assistant principal. I know all my
teachers. I know all my teachers from the past 4 years. I still go
in and say hello to them and so I get a little bit more slack. And
if I mean, they’re a lot of kids like that—who have like good
friends in the school who are their teachers and who are their
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administrators. And [such students are] not gonna get Satur-
day school right off the bat [i.e., will not be punished heavily]
for something little that they did. But it does not matter what
race you are. You’ll see kids are suspended everyday both
White or Black.

We did not formally interview teachers and other school authorities
about discipline. Our impression was that more Black than White stu-
dents at the middle and high school were punished, for three reasons.
First, Black students probably misbehaved more. This conclusion is based
on our observations, interviews with students, and informal discussions
with parents and some school authorities The second reason is the stereo-
type and expectations school authorities held regarding Black students, as
reported by the students; the third reason was cross-cultural misunder-
standings of jokes. The issue of race and school discipline is a sensitive
one. Our main concern in describing it in Shaker Heights is that it seems to
us that the disproportionate number of Black students involved in disci-
pline problems adversely affected teaching and learning in classes with
mostly Black students and thus contributed to the academic disengage-
ment and the achievement gap.
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Opportunity Structure:
Schooling and Getting
Ahead

CHAPTER 8OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE

EDUCATION AND THE AMERICAN DREAM

In chapter 3 we described the public school system as a delegate agency. In
this capacity it prepares young people for the job market by teaching them
knowledge, skills, and attributes required in the workforce and by
credentialing them to enter the workforce (Ogbu, 1983). For the education
system to function effectively as a delegate agency it must teach and creden-
tial people, and those whom it trains and credentials must believe that they
will enter the workforce and receive the expected rewards—and for some,
people they must have experienced the promise of the reward. In other
words, how people respond to the schools as delegate agencies depends in
part on their past and present experiences and future expectations in the la-
bor market or other designated domain of life. It depends on what they be-
lieve about getting jobs and wages that are commensurate with their school
credentials. People will believe more strongly in the school as a delegate
agency and put more effort in pursuit of school credentials if, as a group and
as individuals, they are usually rewarded with jobs and wages or other ben-
efits commensurate with their education than if they are not.

According to the “American Dream,” the public school system is ex-
pected to provide all children, regardless of their background, with an
equal opportunity to acquire the knowledge, skills and credentials that
will enable them enter the workforce and obtain jobs and wages based on
a merit system (Ogbu, 1983; Warner, Havighurst, & Loeb, 1944).
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Blacks, Education, and the “American Dream” Before 1960

Historical and comparative research suggests, however, that until the
1960s the American education system did not function effectively as a del-
egate agency for Black Americans because of discrimination. Before the
1960s there was a job ceiling against Blacks that prevented them from get-
ting jobs and wages that were commensurate with their education. It has
been suggested elsewhere that, for this reason, they did not develop and
believe as strongly as White Americans that education would enable them
to achieve the American Dream, although they wished they could do so
(Mickelson, 1990; Ogbu, 1978). According to Mickelson (1990), the reason
White Americans believe strongly that they can achieve the American
Dream through education and hard work is that they have historically ac-
tually achieved the American Dream through education and hard work.
She characterized White beliefs as concrete, because they are based on ac-
tual experience in the opportunity structure. In contrast, the beliefs of
Black Americans are abstract, because they are not based on a history of ac-
tual achievement of the American Dream through education and hard
work because of discrimination. We suggest that the beliefs of Black
Americans are more or less wishful thinking, because they are not based
on actual experience. We can conclude from this analysis that White con-
crete beliefs and Black abstract beliefs will have different influences on the
academic attitudes and effort of the two groups.

The Job Ceiling and Black Response to Education

The discrimination against Blacks in the labor market before the1960s cre-
ated a disconnection between their educational preparation and their treat-
ment in the job market (Katz, 1967; Ogbu, 1978), a disconnection in their
thinking about how to prepare educationally for specific jobs. Another con-
sequence is that the uncertainty that education will pay off probably dis-
couraged many from pursuing education beyond the legal age requirement
or even encouraged some to drop out before the age limit. Still another con-
sequence is that it prevented them from developing a good understanding
of the connection between different levels of schooling. By this we mean the
extent to which children at the elementary school understand how their
performance will affect their schoolwork at the middle school, and how
children at the middle school understand how their performance will affect
their placement and performance at the high school, and so on. It was our
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impression that because Blacks did not experience a strong connection be-
tween their schooling and their chances in the job market, they were dis-
couraged from developing a strong norm of academic pursuit, in spite of
their aspirations. Therefore, many generations of a lack of connection be-
tween school success and success in adult life probably resulted in skepti-
cism about the real value of schooling. This skepticism undermined their
academic engagement. Shack (1970) summed up the difference between
Whites and Blacks in the development of persistent academic pursuit when
he contrasted Black and White maxims. For Blacks, the maxim was “What’s
the use of trying?,” in contrast, to the White maxim of, “Once you try and
you don’t succeed, try again.” Finally, lack of equal opportunity structure in
the mainstream labor market or the American Dream resulted in the pur-
suit of self-betterment in alternative opportunities and through alternative
strategies that do not require school credentials. We discuss this later in the
chapter. We note here, however, that this too must have further undermined
Black students’ academic engagement. Readers should keep in mind that,
unlike immigrants, Black Americans did not choose to become minorities in
order to achieve the American Dream through education and hard
work,—that is, by adopting the strategy that works for White Americans.

On the basis of comparative studies, Ogbu (1978, 1983; Ogbu & Simons,
1998) has suggested that members of a given minority group, such as
Black Americans, share beliefs about the connection between schooling
and the job market or mainstream opportunity structure. Minority stu-
dents form their image, or social construction, of the connection or lack of
it between school success and success in adult life from the beliefs, atti-
tudes, and behaviors of people in their community. This image is also
based on their observations of the experiences of the adult members of the
community, the textures of their parents’ lives, and the experiences of
older siblings (Luster, 1992; Ogbu, 1974). Protests and other activities of
civil rights advocates, and the portrayal of the employment “problems” of
minorities in the media, provide minority students with further materials
for the construction of their social reality in the job market.

Even before they are old enough to understand the weak connection be-
tween education and jobs through observations, children hear about it from
family discussions and begin to internalize the beliefs of their family and
community. Furthermore, minority parents and other adults may teach chil-
dren the abstract beliefs about the importance of education, yet their own ed-
ucational practices may convey contrary messages. In practice, children may
observe very little cultural emphasis on striving to do well in school or to get



goodcredentials.Theemphasismay, in fact,beonbreakingthebarriers ined-
ucation and in the opportunity structure rather than on practicing the behav-
ior and attitudes that are conducive to school success. Under these
circumstances, minority children do not see their parents and other adults in
theircommunityasrolemodels forprofessionalandother jobsorpositionsas
being based on school success or school credentials; rather, they see them as
role models in the collective struggle against the system.

Changes In the Opportunity Structure Since the 1960s

The civil rights movement of the 1960s brought significant changes in the
connection between minority education and opportunity structure. The
specific reasons for the changes included civil rights legislation; affirma-
tive action; and various federal, state, and local programs for equal oppor-
tunity in education, the labor market, housing, and so on. These factors
have enhanced the connection between school success or educational cre-
dentials and adult opportunity in the job market. We assume that because
of these changes Black Americans beliefs that they can achieve the Ameri-
can Dream through education and hard work have become more concrete
and stronger. Although we did not study the changes in the opportunity
structure in Shaker Heights suburban community, what was important
for our purpose was how Black people, particularly students, in Shaker
Heights perceived these changes both locally and nationally.

The Polyanna Effect

The Polyanna effect is the belief that discrimination is a past phenomenon,
something that happened in the days of one’s parents and grandparents.
According to this view, discrimination has been eliminated because of
civil rights legislation, affirmative action, and other special programs to
promote equal opportunity for everyone (Mickelson, 1990).

There were Black students at every school level who believed that
Blacks and Whites now have equal opportunities for education and in the
job market. These students admitted that their grandparents, and perhaps
their parents, had experienced discrimination when trying to get a job or
promotion. However, things had changed; it was now up to the individual
“to make something” of him- or herself. One elementary school student,
while admitting that things might be different “outside Shaker Heights,”
emphatically denied that there was job discrimination in Shaker Heights.
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Affirmative Action and the Polyanna Effect

A few middle and high school students also believed that Blacks were no
longer denied employment on the basis of race because of government
policies prohibiting racial discrimination. They mentioned affirmative ac-
tion, which they said encouraged employers to give preference to quali-
fied Blacks where they were underrepresented because of past racial
discrimination. The same students, however, feared that White opposition
to affirmative action threatened the emerging equalization of opportunity
between Black and Whites. They explained that White people opposed af-
firmative action because they did not understand the extent to which
Blacks endured barriers in the opportunity structure. It was because of the
extent of past discrimination that affirmative action was instituted, and af-
firmative action was still needed because of the residue of discrimination
and the effects of past discrimination.

Persistence of Unequal Job Opportunities

From elementary school to high school, the majority of the students be-
lieved that Blacks in Shaker Heights and in the entire United States still
lacked opportunities equal to Whites’. They believed that Blacks contin-
ued to face racial barriers when applying for jobs or job promotions. The
belief was most pervasive and strongest among members of the older age
groups. Only a few elementary school students mentioned job discrimina-
tion in interviews and informal discussions. At the middle school, how-
ever, most students believed that Blacks faced racial barriers and thus had
more problems than Whites in trying to get ahead. Whites and Blacks
were not treated equally in the business world and in the job market. One
student summed up this perception this way:

Anthrop: Do you think that Blacks have, um, more problems getting
ahead than Whites in the United States?

Student: I think they do, sometimes, because Whites—since they cre-
ated the United States or whatever, they usually get like more
jobs or they’ll get paid more [than Blacks]. And Black people be
doin’ the same things but they won’t get paid as much, or they
won’t even get hired.

The high-schoolers expressed the strongest belief that Blacks did not
yet have equal opportunity with Whites. Blacks experienced difficulty
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when trying to get ahead because of “their color.” Ten of the 13 high school
students we interviewed believed that racial discrimination in the oppor-
tunity structure still existed, that U.S. society continued to give preferen-
tial treatment to White people, thereby making it more difficult for Black
people to succeed when they competed with Whites. The views of the fol-
lowing students are representative of the perspective.

Anthrop: In general, would you say that Blacks have more difficulty get-
ting ahead in the United States than Whites?

Student 1: I think so, just because of the total climate of the United States.
Like how um, subconsciously, you know, [the employers] al-
ways have preconceived notions about who it is comin’ to get
that job interview, or who it is comin’ to apply to that college.
Like it’s always a type of thing [i.e., this preconception can be
seen in White reaction to programs] like the affirmative action
thing. It’s like, “Well, I’m gonna hire these Black people even
though I don’t think they can do a good job.” I mean that’s the
way I see it [because White people do not believe that you,
Black employees are qualified] … You’re always working to
prove yourself [i.e., prove to the Whites that you are quali-
fied]. Whereas if you were a Caucasian person trying to get
ahead, its sort of like they welcome you more. It’s like you’re
one of them, so they’re gonna help you get ahead, whether
you’re the best or not.

Anthrop: Do you think that Blacks have different problems in trying to
get ahead than Whites do in the United States?

Student 2: Well, I mean, you could say that. Most Blacks, um, they usually
… wanna change their life [i.e., get ahead]. Sometimes they feel
they can’t and they feel that that’s where they’re supposed to
be [i.e.,they know that they have no chance of upward mobil-
ity]. But most Whites, they want to succeed. They know they
will.

High school students were more aware of the long history of the dis-
crimination against Blacks in the opportunity structure. They pointed out
that it was because of this historical discrimination that Blacks still lagged
behind Whites in education and occupational status in spite of affirmative
action and related programs. It was also because of this historical discrimi-
nation that affirmative action should continue to enable Blacks to catch up
with Whites. In other words, the long history of discrimination justified af-
firmative action. The following student was among those who made the
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connection between the history of discrimination and the need for affir-
mative action:

Anthrop: What types of special issues do you think that Blacks are facing
in getting ahead, like in the United States?

Student: Probably overcoming the boundaries [i.e., discrimination],
like we were discussing in class … Like how they said we’re
trying [to be] equal. But really we not [equal] because uh, you
know, our ancestors, when they were also locked up [i.e., not
allowed equal opportunity]. White people still have stuff to fall
on. [This is because] they had their great, great, great, great
grandparents, you know, [who had the opportunity to accu-
mulate wealth] and pass it on to other generations. But we re-
ally don’t have that [i.e., such a long history of opportunity to
accumulate wealth]. We might have [had about] two genera-
tions. But we really don’t have [more than] two generations
back or three generations back … you know, [compared to]
Whites who have had like six.

Anthrop: Mh-hmm.

Student: So, we’re still tryin’ to catch up even though they say we’re
equal. But we’re still held down … by society … really … That
is why you need affirmative action.

Racial discrimination in the opportunity structure was spontaneously
brought up at student interviews and was extensively discussed at meet-
ings with Black and White high school students.

Blacks Worked Twice as Hard For the Same Reward

We reported earlier the case of a student who complained that Black em-
ployees worked hard to prove to the White employers that they could do
their job because White employers did not believe that Black workers were
qualified. This was an important issue among middle school and high
school students. In both group discussions and at individual interviews
they reported that Blacks were expected to work twice as hard as their
White peers to satisfy White employers, to earn the same wage, or to be pro-
moted on the job. Even though Black employees had the same qualifica-
tions, as their White co-workers, White employers still expected them to
prove themselves. Black workers generally knew that White people had
lower expectations of them, and for that reason Black workers felt that they
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had to prove themselves. The following excerpts are taken from interviews
with students who expressed this belief. The first excerpt is from a middle
school student, and the other excerpts are from high schoolers.

Anthrop: OK, what about sometimes they say that Blacks have to work
twice as hard in order to get a good job. Do you think that that’s
true?

Student 1: Um …

Anthrop: Like twice as hard as a White person?

Student: Maybe, ‘cause of pressure … people say that.

Anthrop: What kind of pressure do you mean?

Student: Like, um, like people may not expect for [Black] people to do as
good as White people. And uh, that’s like a lot of pressure on
people, so they have to work extra hard to um, do what they
want.

Anthrop: Now, some people say that Blacks have to work twice as hard
to get the same job as a White person. Do you think that’s true?

Student 2: I think they’re checked a little bit more than White people. Like
they’ll check their records or whatever a little bit harder than a
White person.

Anthrop: OK, now have you ever heard it said that Blacks have to work
twice as hard, or be twice as qualified for a job to get it?

Student 3: Yeah.

Anthrop: OK. Do you think that that is true?

Student: Um, yeah. I think that is true. Like you have to try twice as hard
just to be like as good as whoever, I mean as a White person.

A few students did not necessarily disagree that Blacks had to work
twice as hard or be twice as good but said that nowadays Blacks should not
feel that they have to prove themselves to White racists. They noted that
some White people were not racist and Black people should go to work for
Whites who were not racist. The student below shared this point of view.
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Anthrop: Do you think that that’s true, that Blacks have to work harder
sometimes they say that Blacks have to work twice as hard to
get the same job … that sort of thing. Do you think that that sort
of thing is true?

Student: Um, well, a lot of the paying positions, CEOs you know, the
managers and directors of companies are held or controlled by
White … White males, I guess, you know, predominantly
[White]. And some of them are racist, so you might not get the
job [you want]. Um, but there are other places to go, instead of
having to prove yourself. There are a lot of White people that
aren’t racist, and you can go to them for a job. So, it depends on
where you look. Um, but I don’t think that having to work
twice as hard as Whites is an excuse. I don’t think that that’s a
really good theory that Black people have to work twice as
hard as Whites because that’s not true.

Anthrop: Do you think that a lot of people use that as an excuse?

Student: Yes, a lot of people use that as an excuse.

Most students believed otherwise. They had heard that Blacks had to
work twice as hard as White people from family discussions of their par-
ents’ experiences and those of other significant adults around them.

Even though a student did not know from personal experience that Blacks
had to work twice as hard as Whites, he or she had probably been told of it by
someone in the family or by a relative or heard it in a discussion. In the case of
the following student, it was his aunt who made him aware of it:

Anthrop: OK, now have you ever heard anyone say that Blacks have to
work twice as hard or be twice as qualified to get a job?

Student: Yeah, my auntie has told me that a lot.

Anthrop: OK. And what do you think about that?

Student: I don’t know. I haven’t been put in that situation yet, but they
[his aunt and other relatives] said I need a … if I wanna get a
good job, if I wanna get that certain job, and if it’s a White per-
son goin’ out for the same job, I have ta have twice as much um,
education, as him. I have ta go ta school and work twice as
hard. I have ta [prepare myself for] the job twice as much, you
know. If I was average, they say if I was average, if we have ev-
erything the same [just as qualified as the White applicant],
they said I wouldn’t get the job. So they said I have ta have
more than him. I have to be better than him to get it.
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It is obvious that from elementary through high school Black students in
Shaker Heights believed that Blacks still faced some obstacles in getting
ahead because of their race. Furthermore, they believed that for Blacks to
competesuccessfullywithWhites for thesamejob,wages,andon-the-jobad-
vancement, Blacks had to be twice as good as their White peers and had to
work twice as hard as the Whites. Although these beliefs were based on the
experiences of their parents and other adults in the Black community, they af-
fected the students’ thinking about their own future. This can be seen from
their frequent reference to affirmative action and White opposition to it.

Opportunity Structure and Schooling

Students talked about the impact of racial barriers on the academic orien-
tations and efforts of Black students. Although the impact on academic ef-
fort might not be serious in the early grades, it became more serious as
students got older and began to think that they, too, would have difficul-
ties in the opportunity structure, like their parents had, just because they
were Black. It was said that older students became more discouraged from
striving for academic pursuit; they become disengaged from schooling.
The following female student described quite well the academic conse-
quence of students’ perceptions of their limited chances in the opportu-
nity structure.

I think that a lot of [older] African Americans don’t feel that they need to
achieve or to strive. [But] you know, this wasn’t always the case. At a young
age everyone wants to learn and so on, but when you get to a certain age, a lot
of African Americans realize that they don’t have the [chance] to succeed in
life [i.e., in a mainstream way], and that’s because of the society in which we
live. [Older students say] “What’s the point in doing well? What’s the point
in being in [an AP or honors] class? You’re not gonna be able to go to college.
You know, you’re struggling in school. Your parents are struggling … If
they’re [drumming it in] you: “You can be something. You can make it
against all the barriers and whatnot,” you’re not gonna feel [certain] that
they [really support] you, until you try.

While not disputing that students’ perceptions of limited future in the
opportunity structure had an adverse impact on their academic orienta-
tion and effort, another student cautioned about using this as an excuse to
not strive to make good grades.

Anthrop (calling on another student): Do you think that Blacks have
special problems in trying to get ahead?
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Student: I do because of society. But [it is not to the extent] to make it hard
to succeed. It is not to the extent to cause such a large percentage,
or such a large margin [between Black and White students] and
to lead to hopeless. That would be an excuse for failure. But to
[return to] the point if you’re not … a minority, you really can’t
exactly understand, um, some of the barriers. But I hate to use
that as any type of excuse because everyone can succeed.

There was no difference of opinion on the matter between students from
affluent and nonaffluent families. They all felt that they didn’t have the
same opportunity as their White peers.

At a Minority Achievement Committee (MAC) meeting one scholar
admonished potential scholars that “as Black men” they should be con-
cerned because it would be difficult for them to get a job because of dis-
crimination. Another scholar told them that it was important for them to
be “right up there with the White man, and even [to be] better” in order to
succeed in the larger society.

We now return to the interview materials for some insightful comments
relevant to this issue. A student we interviewed noted that the mere exis-
tence of affirmative action was an indication that Blacks still did not have
an equal chance for free and fair competition in the opportunity structure
in the larger society.

Anthrop: OK, um, now tell me in general, in the United States, do you
think that Blacks have different problems getting ahead than
Whites?

Student: Yeah. Otherwise there wouldn’t be any form of affirmative ac-
tion … from that standpoint.

Anthrop: And, um, what types of problems do you think that Blacks
have to deal with?

Student: Um, educationally and then like the, um, business world be-
cause like I’m looking at becoming a doctor and like the small-
est percentage is Black females. Like looking at percentages
and numbers, it just kind of throws me off like looking at
schools. I’m thinking like, “Where did everybody go?” And I
know its not because they didn’t wanna go … but because op-
portunities weren’t open to them.

Whether at interviews or in discussion groups, the general belief was
that White people opposed affirmative action because they did not under-
stand that Blacks still faced discrimination because of the color of their skin.
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It was difficult for a White person to understand the obstacles faced by
Blacks. They seemed to think that only a Black person or minority person
could understand these difficulties, as the following student pointed out in
the discussion group.

Anthrop: OK, now do you think in general in the United States, do you
think that Blacks have more difficulty getting ahead?

Student: Yes, I do. Because I think that people try to pretend like it [dis-
crimination] doesn’t [exist], but it does. And that’s one reason
we need to get White people to understand that. And I don’t
think White people do. It’s like they think that because we had
the civil rights movement, everything’s perfect, and all this
other kinds of stuff.

ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES

Sports and Athletics

In his book Darwin’s Athletes, Hoberman (1997) argued that sports divert
Black Americans from academic pursuits. Without endorsing all of
Hoberman’s argument, we can say that in our own research experience
we have encountered instances where some Black students invested so
much time in sports that they had little time for their academic school-
work (see also Harris, 1991; Solomon, 1989, 1992). In Shaker Heights the
competition between sports and academics was visible and was discussed
by students at group meetings, at interviews, and during class lessons; the
subject also came up in our discussions with some school personnel as
well as with parents.

At a meeting with a high school student group it was reported that one
alternative for Blacks, because of a long history of discrimination in White
establishments, was to start their own businesses. However, most students
believed that the best and most viable alternative strategy was in sports.
Blacks went into sports because they perceived limited opportunity to get
ahead through education and merit in the mainstream economy.

For some students, playing sports was all that mattered. Recall the case of
one student we mentioned in chapter 2. At our interview he talked about
several colleges that were trying to recruit him. He was considering some
colleges in Florida or California, but had not made up his mind. He would
be consulting with his agent about the colleges over the weekend. He con-
sidered himself a good student, although his self-reported grade-point av-

156 CHAPTER 8



erage (GPA) was 1.9. He admitted that his GPAcould be better if he worked
harder. What mattered to him was playing baseball, and he was happy as
long as he played baseball. Sports seemed to be very important to him, and
he attributed his popularity in school to his achievements in sports. We
should point out, however, that not every student involved in sports aban-
doned their interest in and effort toward academic pursuit.

Both male and female students had active interests in sports, but with
different emphases. The males more often looked at sports as an alterna-
tive to academics. In fact, on several occasions female students cautioned
the males about the risk of putting too much hope in sports. The contrast-
ing views of male and female students on sports and academics can be
seen in the following discussion at a middle school meeting.

Anthrop: How are you gonna make your …?

Male
Student 1:

I’m gonna be a basketball player.

Female
Student 1:

How you think basketball players got to where they are today?

Male
Student 1:

Um, playing basketball. (other students laughing and talking).

Female
Student 1:

Well, they had to have a good education.
(Other female students simultaneously): They had to have ed-
ucation. A good education.

Female
Student 2:

I bet they do.

Male
Student 1:

No, they don’t.

Anthrop (Calling on a student) Yeah. Go ahead. Go ahead.

Female
Student 2

(to Male Student 1): But what if you, but what if you break your
leg?

Anthrop: (clapping to get students’ attention): Quiet please. (Calling on
a student:) Yes.

Male
Student 2:

If he was a good basketball player or somethin’ like that or
somethin’, you gonna bring money in.
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Female
Student 2:

Well wait. OK.

Anthrop: OK.

Female
Student 3:

I’ve got something to say.

Anthrop: Yes.

Female
Student 3:

It’s good … (drowned by students’ talk.)

Male
Student 1:

What are you going to say?

Male
Student 3:

You’re gonna have a contract if you get kicked off the team.

Anthrop: How will you understand your contract if you don’t know how
to read it, if you don’t study English?

Female
Student 3:

Oh! OK, hold on.

Male
Student 1:

(answering Anthrop): [the agent] will sign it for you.

At MAC meetings, scholars and potential scholars discussed their in-
volvement in basketball, football, tennis, soccer, and wrestling. They were
usually advised by adult and student leaders to budget their time so that
they would do their schoolwork and homework while involved in sports.

Some teachers, especially Black teachers, occasionally explained to stu-
dents the risks in professional sports. In some cases teachers used them-
selves as examples to drive home their point. They told the students why
they did not go into professional sports but instead had pursued academic
success. One teacher spent a considerable part of a college prep lesson pe-
riod talking about professional sports. He warned students against rely-
ing too much on success in sports for their future. He compared athletics to
life. He told them that looking at superstars such as Tupac and Charles
Barkley as role models was in the wrong direction. They had a better
chance in life by working hard in school to become doctors, lawyers, or
having some other good job than of getting into professional sports. He
himself was very good in sports, but he had decided not to go pro.
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Entertainment and Drug Dealing

Entertainment and drug dealing were other alternative strategies for mak-
ing it. We take up entertainment in ROLE MODELS section. Here we
briefly discuss drug dealing, which was said to divert students’ “smart-
ness” or “intelligence” from academics. Students did not think that play-
ing sports necessarily required “smartness.” For example, the middle
school student who wanted to play basketball said that his agent would
read and explain his contract to him if he were not literate enough to read
and understand it. As we reported earlier in our discussion of internalized
White beliefs about ability, some Black students in Stockton, California,
believed that Blacks were good in sports because they had “brawl” but
were not good in math because they were not “smartness.”

Drug dealers were different: The students regarded them as very smart
or intelligent Blacks who, because of barriers in opportunity structure, di-
verted their smartness away from academics into drug dealing. One male
student explained this diversion:

Anthrop: What about those who come from families whose parents have
made it? Do they still feel that they don’t have the opportunity.

Male
Student 1:

OK. I think that it is definitely not true [that Blacks have more
opportunities now]. But the problem is that many Blacks are
used to directin’ their intelligence and their intellectuality in
the wrong direction [i.e., away from academics.] For instance,
drug dealers. I mean, you can’t be stupid and be a drug dealer.

Anthrop: That’s true.

Male
Student 1:

Anybody knows that. But that’s the wrong direction. More per-
centage of Whites than Blacks are in the right direction with
their intelligence. So that’s the problem, and that statement
[that Blacks have unlimited opportunity] is not true. White
people as a whole are not smarter than Black people.

Anthrop: Why do Blacks not direct their intelligence towards academ-
ics? Why towards the wrong direction, such as drugs? Yeah.
You want to finish answering that?

Male
Student 2:

It all depends on the environment they’ve grown up in. Again,
like everything that has been said here, your family, like one
day you’re living in a two-parent home, and another day in a
one-parent home, or [with] some other person. That affects the
issue, and any other person [or thing] that teaches you,
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whether it be TV or radio or school, if you’re enrolled in school.
All of that collectively makes [up] that environment for you,
and that’s what teaches you what direction you go into drug
dealing.

We have some evidence from research elsewhere to support the stu-
dents’ perception that Blacks who were involved in drug dealing were
smart. Among the Black youths jailed for drug offenses in San Francisco
and Santa Rita in California, one 15-year-old had an organization of 40 peo-
ple working for him, and one 17-year-old youth made over $300,000 in his
business. The youngsters knew the penal system very well and how to be-
have in order to get light sentences from the judges (Ogbu, 1981). During
our research in Oakland, California, in the early 1990s we had a group dis-
cussion with some self-identified drug dealers and relatives of drug dealers
in jail. The reason for the discussion was our concern about students who
were working as “runners” in the families we were studying. We were quite
impressed by the “business skills” of the participants (Ogbu, 1998). Our
other source of data came from a conference on drug problems organized
by the Black community in Oakland during our study and our own work
with the Baugherside Neighborhood Improvement Association in Stockton
(1968–1970). As members of the board of directors of the neighborhood as-
sociation, we were at the center of the discussion of Black and Mexican
American youth drug problems and efforts to address them.

One very important point made during one of our discussions with
Shaker High School students was that expanding opportunities for Blacks
(since the civil rights movement and affirmative action) would eventually
have positive effects on students’ academic efforts. The anthropologist
had suggested that perhaps students who came from professional fami-
lies might be in a better position to believe that they would become
achieve professional success if they had a good education. In their re-
sponse, the students implied that the changes in the opportunity structure
in U.S. society at large had not eliminated the need for the alternative strat-
egies that arose in the past but would eventually have some positive effect.
However, at no time in the discussion did any student mention that any
Black student from Shaker Heights was involved in drug dealing. Neither
did we come across such information throughout the study.

ROLE MODELS

A role model is somebody a person wants to be like. It is a person a child
wants to be like when he or she grows up. In the context of this study a role
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model is somebody a student wants to be like in adult life. It is also a person
parents would like their children to be like when they grow up. The attrib-
utes or qualities of a role model usually become a part of the values underly-
ing the aspirations and behaviors of the student as well as those of parents
in raising their children. In Shaker Heights, as elsewhere, people found their
role models in the family, community, and society at large. Regardless of
where the role models were located, it is significant that Shaker Heights stu-
dents had not chosen them because of their educational success, their pro-
fessional success based on education and hard work, or because they
possessed attributes conducive to school or professionals success. Indeed,
these qualities were not central in the discussion of role models.

Locations and Types of Role Models

Working-Class Families. We consider role models in working-class
and middle-class families separately to bring out their similarities and dif-
ferences. What students emphasized about working-class families was
the importance of male role models for Black males. Fathers were consid-
ered more effective role models because they were male authority figures
in the home, and boys were more likely to listen to them than to their
mothers. Students believed that “kids looked up to people like them-
selves.” Male students, they emphasized, often did not listen to their
mothers about school. In the following discussion with students, both
male and female students emphasized of the importance the father as a
role model in the home.

Female
Student:

Other people in the family might not care, so I think that’s the
reason why most of ‘em [i.e., male students) just don’t go to
school and just don’t do anything, because there is nobody to
really tell them. You know what I’m saying, … [to] lead ‘em the
right way. Tell ‘em what they should do. Cause a boy listens to
their mom, but they really don’t listen to their mom the way
they would [listen to] their father.

Anthrop: OK. Yes (calling on a student).

Male
Student:

I can see what she’s talking about, because it’s easier to relate to
somebody who you feel is more like you. And like, um , say my
uncle’s coming over to our house, to try to help, you know; to
set up a positive like role model image. I also think that when
there’s the complete family group [i.e., two parents and ex-
tended family], that the males kind of work together. It’s not
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just a singular effort anymore. ‘Cause, I know, I know with my
dad, it’s not just him. It’s his dad, his brother, and I mean, even
his sister helps a little. But if it were just his sister I could see,
you know, the impact on me not being as great.

Not all males were good role models for Black males. One male student
gave his uncles as examples of bad role models because their behaviors
were not ideal. Therefore, he did not look up to them as role models or take
seriously what they told him. His own father was also not a good role
model although he was at home.

Male
student:

Uh, well, in my case my father’s at home, and I guess he’s
pretty interested in what I’m doin’. But (laughter from other
students) my uncles! My uncles …, they like far away, and
when I see ’em, well, they’re my uncles. But I might not really
relate to ’em as much as though. If they try to like tell me
somethin’ I might look at them and then compare it with what
they doin’, how they actin’. They’ll say like, “You not doin’
this.” How you goin’ to tell me to do somethin’ you yourself
did not do? You know what I’m sayin’? And so, I really just
might listen to ’em, absorb the knowledge, then I might just (af-
ter prompting from another student:) go the wrong way or
somethin’.

Anthrop: OK. So here it seems uh, your uncles were not really making it
on their own. It’s a good example of people who are not good
role models. Therefore, if he talks to you, it doesn’t have much
effect because you see through them.

Male
student
(quietly):

Right.

Anthrop: That he’s not living that way of life. Like the preacher, you
know, who tells you what to do but does something else him-
self.

Male
Student
(quietly):

Right.

In some working-class families, children preferred to listen to their peers
rather than to their parents because their parents did not understand
contemporary teenage problems. One female student used herself as an
example:
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Female
Student 1:

Um, I want to make a comment about what Mallisa and some-
body else said … I don’t relate to my mother. She tries to relate
to me, [but] like Mallisa says, [it] goes in one ear and out the
other. And I do exactly the opposite. I find myself copying off
my cousins, because they’re around my age, and I find them to
be my best friend. Because, you know, they went through all
the stuff that I’m going through. And they tell me what I
should do since they’ve been in that predicament. They tell me,
what I should do, and what not to do. My mother, … I’m just
afraid to talk to her, because she can get so hysterical some-
times. And my father, he just get loud. And I don’t want to hear
any stuff like that. He’s around (emphasizes word), but he’s just
not really there. He’s there physically, but he just not there for,
you know, to like, help me or whatever.

Female
Student 2:

(quietly): He’s not there mentally.

Female
Student 1:

Huh?

Female
Student 2:

Mentally, he’s not like really with you.

Female
Student 1:

Yeah. He’s not mentally there for me. I mean, I love him. I love
my parents, but they just, they just not there.

It is significant that students were aware that some Black males became
successful in life without living with their fathers in the home. They also
knew of some males who became successful in spite of living with a father
whom they rejected as role model. In these two situations the male chil-
dren decided and made concerted efforts to be different from their fathers.
A female student speculated on how such individuals responded to their
situations and thereby became successful:

I know some males that come out perfectly fine without having that male
role model in the home. The reason is because their father may have died
when they were little, or whatever … or … it maybe their father left their
mother. They don’t want to end up like him maybe out in the street some-
where. So they say [to themselves], “You know, I have to achieve. I have to
strive, because I don’t want to be like my father. He was no good. He wasn’t
there when I was little, or whatever the case may be. So, I don’t want to end
up like him. That kind of thinking can make, I mean, that can turn some-
body’s whole life around [That can help a person become successful,
whether the father is there or not].
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How did working-class boys think they would perform as role models
for their children? Some of them promised to be a better role model for
their own children than their fathers had been for them. In the words of
one student who did not have a father:

I’m seein’ what went through like with me. Not having a father I’m going to
be a father to my child, if I do have one. ’Cause like, you know, if you don’t
have no father, you don’t have nobody to look up to. And then you don’t
have like my mother, she tell me stuff, but I don’t be goin’ through one ear
and out the other. (Laughter began to well up in students but was held back.)
I’m serious. I mean like, she try to preach to me and stuff like that, but I don’t
even want to listen.

Middle-Class Families. Inquiry into role models in professional or
middle-class families was prompted by students’ remarks that some stu-
dents from such families did not necessarily look up to their parents as role
models. Instead, they chose athletes, entertainers, and drug dealers as
their role models. During the discussion, the students implied that Black
professionals in general were not particularly effective role models both
for their own children or for other Black youth. They attributed this to the
media, which have made athletes, entertainers, drug dealers and their
success, wealth, or reputations more visible than Black doctors, lawyers,
and other professionals. This invisibility of Black professionals in the me-
dia was discussed at length by students in response to the anthropologist’s
questions.

Anthrop: What about those kids who live with two parents who are suc-
cessful as lawyers, doctors, real estate agents and so on? Why is
it that some of them still don’t do well? Or, [is it] as somebody
said, that they are only telling you, “Do as I did,”? or “Do better
than I did?” and so forth? Um, in fact, I thought that Shaker
would be a place where students would see a link between ed-
ucational effort and professional status. Then, why is it that the
next generation is not making the same effort? Why is it that
the next generation you are not heading toward the same direc-
tion of professional status? (Calling on a student) Yes.

Male
student:

OK. (mumbling, light laugher). Um, you spoke about mid-
dle-class parents, and some people [who] are not being, are not
successful in their academics when they have role models. But
you must understand that you don’t just learn only from your
parents. As I, as I said before, you learn from television, news
magazines, uh newspapers, books, everything. Everything
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takes an equal factor. Your peers. Everything has an equal fac-
tor. Obviously, there are some who do have a wonderful home,
a wonderful environment where they reside to grow up in. But
there is some other aspect of their life that has failed. Some
other aspect in their environment. This happened (a) [even]
when they have good parents, good role model parents. Yet
they’re picking the wrong friends. (b) Some have good parents
and they be picking the right friends. But then, they’re watch-
ing bad, they’re watching bad, violent um shows on television.
It’s, one of those factors that is not helping them to succeed.

Anthrop: I think it’s a dilemma that I’m going to take up with parents this
afternoon, because uh, there are some minority groups where
parents have more effective influence on their children than it
seems among Blacks. Um, sure enough, you can have bad
friends, or watch television, where your parents can control or
make sure that your friends are the right friends, and that you
watch certain kinds of, programs on television. I know families
where they control what their children watch. And if there are
programs coming at prime time for their children’s homework,
they tape them. They tape the programs. Uh, but it seems that
among Blacks, the relationship between parents and children
seem to be of a different kind.

The Community. The Black community was also a source of role
models, especially for students who lacked them in the home. One female
student explained how it worked:

Female
student:

Well, I was gonna say um what was related to what we were
just talking about. I was gonna say that I don’t think it’s just the
um, the immediate family that counts as far as the male role
models is concerned. If like you have neighbors and stuff that
are involved. Because my dad is like an active role model in my
life, but also I look up to my next door neighbor, Mr. Washing-
ton. I look up to him (some laughter from a female in audience),
and I go over there and like listen to his stories and stuff …
Sometimes you need somebody else who’s not just your par-
ents. I mean other people. Other accessible role models in the
community to look up to. I don’t think it’s just the fact that par-
ents aren’t involved. I think it’s the fact that communities
aren’t as involved as they used to be according to what Mr.
Washington and also what my parents have told me.

Anthrop: OK. So the community has something to do with it. (Calling on
a student) Yes.
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Society at Large. Athletes, entertainers, and celebrities were influ-
ential role models in the lives of Shaker students. Some students chose
rappers from Cleveland ghettoes as their role models over their profes-
sional parents (lawyers, doctors, teachers, etc). Looking up to athletes,
entertainers, and celebrities had two adverse effects on students’ aca-
demic striving. One effect was that emulating these “heroes” diverted
students’ attention and effort from academic work. The other effect was
that students did not have the opportunity to observe how athletes and
entertainers actually worked to achieve their success or fame; that is,
they did not observe the process through which they had succeeded and
gotten to where they were as portrayed in the media. Most of what stu-
dents knew about “their heroes” was their success, wealth, and fame.
The following student spoke to this missing piece of knowledge. As she
put it, athletes were not good role models for academic success, but the
media played them up. The media also did another thing wrong: They
did not show the work the celebrities had had to do to succeed.

I think um, going back to the role model point,…. I think athletes are, can
be, uh serve as examples [of some other type of achievement], but not as
role models for school success. And I think role models have to come, um,
or have to be somebody that you see in … that you see in their everyday life,
um, not just you see on TV every week or when they show up to a game or
something. So that you see the intricacies of … every day. And they have to
be someone close to the person that looks up to them, and not just see them
when they’re performing. But, you know, sort of you see like the behind the
scenes, um atmosphere. And I think that’s probably the most important,
and one of the most important item. In that way [students] can sort of uh re-
late to what the hard work and everything that goes into it making the ce-
lebrities successful. And [they can] learn from the role models as opposed
to just seeing examples.

The School: MAC Scholars. MAC scholars were generally admired
as good role models. One student spoke passionately about the impor-
tance of these students as role models for other students:

Well, I think [MAC] is the answer. But I wanted to say that it is important
that, um, in regards to the role models and the peers and what we can do to
better the situation. I saw the video [of a MAC ceremony] that they pre-
sented, and it was wonderful. It almost brought me to tears. I think that it’s a
really important thing for everyone to see [the video], because here are (sic) a
group of young Black gentlemen who are doing really well, and [are serving]
as role models for younger kids. [They] are well respected by their peers, and
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they’re having a positive influence on not only the African Americans in the
school, but on everyone. I think that it’s really important that Black, White,
you know, old people, young people, in Shaker and without, to see the video
and hear from these students. We’ve all heard of MAC, MAC, MAC, but I
didn’t really know exactly what it was [until I saw the video]. I think that it’s
really an important, um institution that … if everyone learns about it, we will
thus be enabled to be more supportive and understanding about what goes
on. And I’m glad that the MAC sisters are being started also.

Both students and adults attending MAC meetings also served as role
models. They were sometimes held up to potential scholars as concrete ex-
amples of role models. On one occasion the younger scholars were asked
why education was important. They cited learning, getting a job, not be-
ing stupid, and not killing people. When they finished, a veteran scholar
began to lecture the young scholars about the role of education in building
adult leadership skills. He used the adult leader at the meeting as an ex-
ample. He described various things that the leader had accomplished be-
cause of his education. He concluded by telling the scholars that with a
good education, they, too, could accomplish the same things.

SCHOOLING AND THE FUTURE: MISSING
PERCEPTIONS

In this section we turn to two connections missing in the students’ percep-
tions of their schooling and their future. The missing connections appear
to be the result of Black people’s historical experience in the opportunity
structure.

Schooling and Adult Future

There was a relative lack of an instrumental or pragmatic attitude toward
schooling among the students from low-income and affluent families. By
lack of an instrumental attitude toward schooling we mean that students
did not view their present schooling as a preparation for their future par-
ticipation in the adult opportunity structure. That participation would in-
clude getting and keeping a desirable job that paid well. Rarely did
students make the connection between their school career and what they
wanted to be in adult life. This missing link was discussed at length during
one of our meetings with high school students, because both the students



and the researchers thought that the absence of this connection provided
an important clue to the students’ academic disengagement.

The students discussed various factors that contributed the lack of con-
nection and, hence, to the academic disengagement. Among them was his-
torical lack of equal job opportunity after school graduation. Some students
noted that employment opportunities had improved because of affirmative
action. What had not changed was that some students were not making the
appropriate connection between their academic performance at Shaker and
their adult future. For some students their family background prevented
them from making the connection. These were students from poor families
in which they saw no tangible benefits of education in their parents’ jobs or
life situations. Others, especially those from middle-class and professional
families, did not make the connection because they believed that they
would “make it” with or without doing well in school because they came
from affluent families. These students apparently had not considered that
their own parents had achieved their middle-class or professional status be-
cause of good education and hard work. If they wanted to achieve the mid-
dle-class or professional status of their parents, then they would have to
succeed in school and work hard. We next reproduce a large part of our dis-
cussion with the students on this point because it provides a clue as to why
even middle-class Black students in this school district are neither academi-
cally engaged nor performing at their expected level. The following male
student stated the problem quite nicely:

Anthrop: (to a male student): OK. Let’s begin with the earlier statement
you made that some people are not doing well in school, right?
Uh, what are the reasons?

Male
student:

OK, um, well, I think the first reason is that um, many Black
students don’t understand the importance of succeeding in
school. They don’t understand that [school success] is the basis
for the rest of your life. [Because of] lack of [Black people’s] ex-
perience, they don’t know the importance of succeeding in
school.

Anthrop: You know, that almost throws my theory out of the window,
because (student laughter, which the researcher joins) I’m told,
and I’m impressed that Shaker is a very middle-or-upper class
community. Somebody complained that we couldn’t find a
place to park our car this morning, because most of you drive
to school. Where I come from students walked for miles to get
to school. Hey! What a luxury you have. So, if you come from
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such an affluent background, how can you say that the kids
don’t know what getting a good education means? Okay, let
him continue.

Male
Student:

Okay, well, um, (a) I think because we’re kids, we have a hard
time sometimes to grasp those realities. That’s the first prob-
lem, because of our lack of experience. And um, sometimes,
uh, in some situations (b), our parents are of, most of us are of
the upper middle class. We, we seem to think [it is] another re-
ality from here. Um, we seem to think that whatever we do, we
can just, we’ll be just as good as our parents, or better.… So—

Anthrop: You mean without good education?

Male
Student:

Excuse me?

Anthrop: You mean without good education?

Male
Student:

Yeah. That’s the, that’s what I mean; some of us … are saying
that. Some of us don’t. And that’s just one of them, um; that’s
one of the perceptions of being upper, upper middle class. And
that … even if you don’t do, whatever, to just get by, you’re do-
ing just as well as your parents, or you’ll be better.

Anthrop: That’s new to me. (Calling on a student): OK. Go ahead.

Female
Student:

I think I agree with what he’s saying. I think a lot of minority
students in this school that I have come across, you might say,
don’t realize how important it is to get a good education. And
what I mean by that is that they don’t know that’s what you
need to do anything in your life. I also think there’s lack of mo-
tivation— it’s personal thing, too, where you have to be moti-
vated. You have to have some motivation and things like that.
And a lot of students don’t have that. And I think that might
also be a problem.

To reiterate, students from affluent families, like those from poor fami-
lies, did not make the connection between their present schooling and
their future. Students from affluent families did not imagine that things
would be different for them as adults than they were for them as children.
Some naively assumed that regardless of how they did in school they
would end up in or inherit the socioeconomic status as their parents. This
apparent assumption can be seen in the following segment of the dialogue
between the anthropologist and the students.
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Anthrop: OK.

Female
Student:

Well, I think it’s kinda like, most of the time you think it ‘s just
like whatever your parents have, it’s almost like a given. Like
they think (imitating a dull male voice:), “Oh, well, I’m one of
those people who will make it all right. I’m gonna go to college.
You know, I’m goin’ out there,” and all that. Duh, duh, duh,
duh, duh. And if I don’t like it, it’s, ok.” So definitely, you don’t
think about where I’ll [go]; [you don’t think], “What if I grow
up and I’m not gonna be as wealthy as my parents, and my kids
are not gonna be as lucky as I am.? They are not gonna grow up
the same way I did.” You think it’s almost like the way I grew
up, it’s gonna exactly be for them. That’s the way my life gonna
go. The same way I grew up.” This is the way students from af-
fluent families are thinking.

Anthrop: But, do they know why their parents have the jobs they have?
The positions they hold? The role of education? That’s what
I’m trying to get at. (Calling on a student:) Yes.

Male
Student:

I think, I think that’s where we’re lacking. I just don’t think that
[students] question it. Some have heard their parents say, “We
had, you know, [to do] this and this, so we could get here.” But
a lot of students, think that they their parents just did it. They
take it for granted. They don’t think of school and their future,
towards [getting] ahead … project ahead and [how] you get
there. They don’t plan ahead with a goal in their mind. I really
believe some of us do plan, but some of us do think that way
[i.e.; they don’t plan]. And my answer to your question is that
the reason, why we don’t [plan, make the connection], and we
don’t know how education helped our parents get their posi-
tions is because of the way we’re thinking.

Anthrop: Okay, let me tell you one incident that happened to a friend of
mine, and then you think about your parents in relation to your
future. My friend is a stockbroker who makes a lot of money.
His son wanted to be a garbage truck driver. You know one of
those trucks that come to collect garbage in your yards. Kids
get excited when they see those trucks. So my friend asked his
son the things he wanted in life. The son listed them. Then his
father told him how much money he would be making as a gar-
bage truck driver . He asked his son how far would the truck
driver’s wage go in acquiring the things he wanted in life.
From their dialogue the son realized that being a garbage truck
driver was not enough. So, if you want all these things you now
enjoy in your affluent families, what do your parents tell you
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about how you can get them? I want to know the kind of com-
munication that goes on between you and your parents that
makes you feel that you can get what you want without having
worked hard for it by getting good education.

Apparently, the students had not had such communications with their
parents. The discussion ended with several students saying that they
would study more and make better grades by making appropriate con-
nections between their present schooling and their future.

We observed the same lack of connection in a class discussion we re-
ferred to earlier at the high school. During that discussion, several stu-
dents said that they would think about careers “when I grow up.” The
teacher reminded them again and again that they were already grown up.
He told them that in some countries people of their ages were married
with children and adult responsibility.

Educational Qualification For Jobs

The other missing connection was the idea that certain jobs or professions
have their own educational requirements, some of which start with
courses at the precollege level. For example, students aspiring to become
engineers need an appropriate math background from high school. Stu-
dents wanting to become medical doctors should start developing their
science knowledge and skills in the high school. Many Black students in
Shaker Heights did not have an idea of the type of courses or education
they should get at the present phase of their schooling to prepare them for
further education leading to the careers of their choice. Indeed, some stu-
dents who wanted to go to college did not know how their present school
behavior and performance affected their chances of going to college.

Course Sequence for Higher Education
and Future Social Mobility

On a number of occasions students explained that participation in aca-
demic enrichment classes at the upper elementary school was a good
background for honor and AP classes at the middle and high schools. We
do not know if many Black students knew this but avoided honors and AP
classes because they did not want to do the amount of work required in
these classes, as some reported. On the other hand, it was likely that some
students did not take the honors and AP courses at the middle school or
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high school because they missed the appropriate background courses for
doing well when these courses are taken at the level they are offered. As
we discuss in chapter 11, many Black parents did not seem to know the re-
quirements for taking the honors and AP classes.
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Collective Identity, Culture,
and Language

CHAPTER 9COLLECTIVE IDENTITY, CULTURE, AND LANGUAGE

The study of collective identity is important for understanding the issues of
cultural and language differences in minority education. Without this con-
cept, it is difficult to explain why minority groups whose cultures and lan-
guages are more different from mainstream White American culture and
language are better able to overcome the cultural and language differences
and perform better academically in public school than minorities whose
cultures and languages are less different from mainstream White American
culture (Ogbu, 1995a, 1995b). As we suggested in discussing the framework
for this study, the reason for this is the type of collective identity associated
with the cultural and language frames of reference of the minorities. The
collective identity and the cultural and language frames of reference are
properties of the minority group qua minority group. Children, of course,
acquire them as they grow up and bring them to the public school or other
settings. At school these attributes may be modified by school-related and
other factors. It is important to bear in mind that one does not grasp the full
nature of the collective identity or the cultural and language frames of refer-
ence of a minority group by studying them only at school among students.
In this chapter we describe the collective identity and cultural and language
frames of reference within the Black community of Shaker Heights. In the
next chapter we examine their implications for academic disengagement.

WHAT IS COLLECTIVE IDENTITY,
AND WHY DOES IT MATTER?

For members of a minority group, collective identity is a sense of who they
are, the “we” feeling or feeling of belonging. Collective identity is a prod-



uct of the group’s history and experiences. It gives individual members a
sense of self-worth. For an involuntary minority group such as Black
Americans, collective identity is more or less oppositional, because it was
forged under oppression. In education, oppositional collective identity is
associated with affective dissonance in the domains of curriculum (cul-
ture), language (standard English), and relationships with teachers and
the school system. Involuntary or nonimmigrant minorities perceive and
experience the school culture or curriculum and language as an imposi-
tion by the dominant group and its schools. The minorities feel that they
have to endure the imposition because they have no choice. In addition,
involuntary minorities often experience the school curriculum and lan-
guage negatively, because the dominant group uses both the curriculum
and language to communicate to the minorities the message that they are
inferior. As several authors have shown, the U.S. school textbooks, curric-
ula materials, and language are replete with such messages (see Carpen-
ter, 1941; E. M. Clark, 1971; Fell, 1990; Haynes, 1985; Holt, 1972). For these
reasons, it is difficult for involuntary minorities to separate the issue of the
school curriculum and language from that of their overall and historical
relationship with White Americans. Under this circumstance, they view
with suspicion what is taught, and they question the motives of White
Americans who control their education. They experience their relation-
ship with teachers and other school authorities as one of indifference, of
“not caring.” The way minorities perceive and experience schooling is af-
fected by the way they respond to schooling.

In Shaker Heights schools, and elsewhere in the United States, the inter-
locking issues of collective identity, culture, and language are better under-
stood from a comparative perspective—that is, the responses of Blacks as a
nonimmigrant minority group are compared with those of an immigrant
minority group. As an involuntary minority Black Americans developed
their collective identity under oppression and in opposition to the sense of
the collective identity of their White oppressors. In school this oppositional
collective identity is characterized by affective dissonance in the two ways
indicated earlier: (a) perception of school culture or curriculum and school
language as an imposition, and (b) their negative experience with the school
curriculum and language because Whites use them to communicate the
message that Black people are inferior to White people. For these reasons,
the minorities have difficulty separating the affective meaning of displacing
their identity, culture,andlanguageandthe instrumentalvalueofacquiring
knowledge, skills, and credentials for future adult positions in the opportu-
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nity structure. The minorities are, therefore, suspicious of the motive behind
what public schools teach and of the implementation of the curriculum and
language requirements by teachers. Given the origin of their minority sta-
tus, these minorities lack the pragmatic trust of immigrant minorities who
evaluate the school curriculum and language in terms of their instrumental
value and who consider teachers and school authorities experts in useful
knowledge, skills, and language for school success and later success in the
job market.

Because they interpret school curriculum, language, and even the class-
room pedagogy as White and as impositions, minorities may consciously
or unconsciously resist them. Some label and reject as “White” certain
pedagogical beliefs and behaviors that are conducive to making good
grades. As we discuss in chapter 10, on peer pressures, some Black stu-
dents at Shaker High accused other Blacks of “acting White” because they
behaved in “White ways,” such as speaking standard English, enrolling in
honors or AP classes, “hanging around too many White students,” or
making good grades (a prime indicator of behaving like White people),
even though the students accused of doing these things did not necessar-
ily reject their Black identity.

In this chapter we present data showing the existence of Blacks’ collec-
tive identity, provide examples of how Shaker Heights Blacks expressed
their collective identity, and examine the role of collective identity in
Blacks’ interpretation of the cultural and language differences between
Blacks and Whites. We examine the influence of collective identity on
schooling in chapter 10.

BLACK COLLECTIVE IDENTITY
IN SHAKER HEIGHTS

Blacks as a Category With “We Feeling”

Blacks were easily identified as a separate and named category in Shaker
Heights. The most important identification symbols were skin color and
membership recruitment. Membership was by birth; even biracial chil-
dren affiliated with Blacks, as some students pointed out. Furthermore,
during a community discussion of the group membership everyone
agreed that children born to a Black couple were Black and children born
to a mixed or biracial couple were also Black. Biracial children were identi-
fied as Black because society automatically classified them as Black. Some-
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one explained that, unlike California, there was a “one-drop rule” in Ohio.
“One drop rule” was the rule that children born to Black/White parents
had to be labeled Black and had to affiliate with Blacks. This rule prevailed
until the United States Census of 2000 when biracial children were offi-
cially allowed to chose their racial category, Black or White.
(Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002.) Another person jokingly added, “We
[i.e., the Black community] don’t exclude anyone. We take everyone.”

Expressions of the Sense of We Feeling

Regardless of how an individual was situated in terms of residence,
church membership, friendship network, and professional status, he or
she shared with other Blacks a sense of “we feeling.” Adults as well as stu-
dents identified themselves as Black Americans. Consider the case of one
student we interviewed. She was a successful student and talked about
her family background, lifestyle, and priorities. She criticized Black stu-
dents for cutting classes and other misbehaviors. When asked about
White students, however, she said she did not know how to respond, “be-
cause I am Black, not White.” She was conscious of and very clear about of
her identity as an African American, even though she distinguished her-
self from other African Americans.

There were several ways Blacks in Shaker Heights expressed their
sense of the “we feeling” or collective identity. Some expressed their Black
identity by shopping in Black-owned stores, some by their choice of dress.
Some parents wanted their children to have only Black dolls or dolls that
reflected Black identity. One informant was unhappy that her
mother-in-law had bought a White, blond, and blue-eyed doll for her
daughter. To make matters worse, her daughter was very fond of the doll.
The informant’s solution to her dilemma was to let her daughter play with
the doll at home but not in public. She would let her daughter take the doll
when they went out but would insist or convince her to leave the doll in
the car to “take a nap” or because the doll was “too tired.”

Shaker Blacks also expressed their collective identity in their collective
feeling about representation in the White news media. Both adults and
students believed that Blacks were misrepresented in the media. They
complained that Whites often highlighted and generalized to all Blacks an
offense committed by one Black person.

Blacks had a different cultural model of social reality; that is, they inter-
preted the same event or phenomenon differently than Whites. Their in-
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terpretation of Princess Diana’s death serves as an example. It was evident
that the people at a middle-class social gathering used the discussion of
her death to express their collective oppositional identity. To begin, the
participants saw “something more” in Princess Diana’s death than the
reasons given in the White media. (We did not interview Whites about
their explanation of Princess Diana’s death, but we assume that if we did
they would not say that she was killed in a car accident to avoid having a
child with a non-White man.) In their version of the account of Princess
Diana’s death, Shaker Heights Blacks believed that she was killed because
she was dating “a brother,” an Egyptian. The latter was definitely not
White but a Black brother. When asked if Egyptians are really Black, they
answered unequivocally that Egyptians are Black. It was their view that,
Diana was the future queen of England and was a potential mother of a
Black man’s children. To prevent that from happening, to avoid racial mix-
ing in a White royal lineage, White people plotted to kill her.

Another expression of their collective identity showed up in Shaker
Blacks’ feelings about the school district’s plans for events in Black History
Month and the location of the classroom where a Black history course was
being taught. They wanted the events and materials for the history month
to reflect Black identity and culture. They complained that a course on
Black history (taught by a Black teacher) was in a room in the basement.
They felt that locating the class in the basement reflected the school dis-
trict’s lack of regard for Black dignity. They were unaware that the teacher
preferred the basement room for his own purposes. The complaints of the
community were examples of how Blacks view things differently from
Whites. There were also differences between Black and White students
that showed up in their participation in the Black history course. Most of
the students in this course were Black and were usually more eager than
their White classmates to express their opinions and feelings about events
in Black history. Their willingness to express themselves among other
Blacks was a good indication of their collective identity.

Quest for Recognition

Black students pressured the schools, especially the high school, to give
their cultural identity more recognition. An incident in the Department of
Theater illustrates this. There was apparently a misunderstanding between
a theater teacher and Black students over play production. It appeared that
the theater department had not made a significant effort to produce plays
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based on Black experience and had not encouraged the participation of
Black students. For these reasons Black students put up their own produc-
tion reflecting Black American experience. It was described as very well at-
tended and appreciated by Black students and their families. Our informant
concluded with the comment that Shaker High should realize that it was
“OK to be Black and it was OK to be White.”

Even Blacks’ reaction to the Shakerite article on Black academic perfor-
mance was an expression of their collective identity. Black adults and stu-
dents alike agreed that all the information in the Shakerite article was
correct but complained that the publication more or less intended to make
Blacks look bad.

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY AND CULTURAL FRAMES
OF REFERENCE

The Black Way Versus The White Way

We asked students if there were cultural differences between Blacks and
Whites. What did they consider White, rather than Black, cultural behav-
ior? What did they consider “White” in the behavior of other Black stu-
dents? Students at all school levels reported that Black and White students
behaved differently. Lower elementary school students were less sure that
there were cultural differences and less explicit in identifying the differ-
ences; however, some students at the upper elementary school were more
explicit. As can be seen from the following interview excerpt, students at
this level mentioned speaking standard English and talking intelligently
as examples of White behaviors.

Anthrop: OK, like have you ever heard the term “acting White”?

Student: (Laughs affirmatively).

Anthrop: What types of things, … what does that mean?

Student: What, acting White?

Anthrop: Acting White.

Student: Oh, well, some—I say, sometimes I meant he’ll be like talking
all proper and intelligent. And its just, people just talk about
‘em. I don’t really know.
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Middle school students defined “acting White” as behaving in a way
that other Black students did not consider normal. They criticized Blacks
who did not behave “normally”; that is, those who behaved like White
students. They called them “oreos” (i.e., Black on the outside, White on the
inside). The ”White behavior” most often singled out for criticism was
“talking proper.” We will discuss the language issue in the next section.

Black students at the high school were accused of acting White for
dressing like White students, having mostly White friends, participating
in sports and extracurricular activities traditionally dominated by White
students and teenagers, and for talking properly.

Some parents reported that their children were criticized because of
the way they dressed and their general appearance. One man reported
that his daughter was accused of acting White because she wore her hair
naturally and had pink hair streaks. Apparently the reason his daughter
wore her hair naturally was that she often went swimming. By wearing
her hair that way she did not have to worry about the weather, but to her
Black peers this was acting White because, like White people, she did not
have to worry about processing her hair. She was also criticized because
of the way she dressed and for talking “proper.” Her father ended with a
remark that Black students at Shaker were inverting the meaning of
Black hairstyle. Not long ago, Blacks used to wear their hair natural, but
now they processed it. This meant that they were changing the definition
of Blackness. Another parent said that his daughter was also accused of
acting White because she played tennis and went skiing, activities gener-
ally considered “White.” His daughter, who was present, said that she
was criticized more for going skiing than for playing tennis. Her Black
peers considered skiing “more White” than tennis.

On several occasions there were discussions of racial differences in
sports at the high school. “White sports” included golf, lacrosse and, as al-
ready mentioned, tennis and skiing. Not everyone agreed that it was bad
for Blacks to play White sports. However, those who played the White
sports were criticized and did not appreciate the criticism.

Anthrop: Mh-hmm. Now those sports that are typically White or consid-
ered white, um, what is the reaction from other Blacks when
some Blacks do take part in those sports?

Student 1: Um, it’s a shock. It’s a shock. But um, I don’t think it’s so much
of a shock whereas they have to put you down or try to bring
you down in some way … Um, because I’m kind of on the golf
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team and a lot of people were shocked about that. But it wasn’t
that big of a deal.

Anthrop: For you in particular, or for all of the Blacks that might be doing
that sort of thing? Is there any criticism about … ?

Student 1: Well, you know at first there’s some criticism. They’ll say,
“Why, why are you doing that?” You know, but they do look up
to you for that … breaking some sort of barrier or what not …
So its, it’s a shock but it’s a good shock.

Student 2: It’s like a couple of Black people on the lacrosse team. It’s not
as, its not as much as like two or three [i.e., there were not more
than two or three Blacks].

Anthrop: Now what happens when some Blacks go into those sports that
are typically White?

Student 2: Then you get, like I did …

Anthrop: I mean, is there any, did anyone give you any kind of hard
time?

Student 2: Yeah, they think I’m White ’cause I play that sport.

Anthrop: Who, the Whites or the Blacks?

Student 2: The Blacks, I mean, cause I think Whites will accept you more
than Blacks will …

Anthrop: OK … you mean doing things that aren’t typically …

Student 2: Yeah.

Anthrop: OK.

Student 2: ’Cause like if a White person plays basketball, then their
friends won’t be like, ’Oh, oh, you’re acting like a Negro now …
a Black person.’

Anthrop: Mh-hmm.

Student 2: But, if you play, ‘cause I know when I started playin’ lacrosse in
the eighth grade, we had to wear our jerseys for game day. And
I didn’t wanna wear my jersey ’cause it had lacrosse on it and
everybody was makin’ fun of it. But then after awhile I just got
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[used to the criticisms] and I didn’t care anymore. I just wore it,
cause that’s the sport I play.

Hanging out with “too many White friends” was another behavior of
which Black students disapproved. It was considered bad by 7 of the 13
high school students we interviewed. Two students explained the criti-
cism this way:

Anthrop: Would you say that acting White is along the same line as being
an oreo?

Student 1: Yeah.

Anthrop: OK, so what behaviors can someone do to be considered acting
White or being an oreo?

Student 1: I guess its uh, company that you keep or whatever. It depends,
you know, on the company that you keep … and it is based on
the way you act towards everyone.

Anthrop: OK, do a lot of Blacks and Whites here at the high school, do
they have friends of different cultures than themselves, or do
they pretty much hang out with their own races?

Student 1: I mean yeah. They have friends of different cultures.

Anthrop: OK, so the Blacks that have friends of different cultures, be-
cause the company that they keep, is that why they are consid-
ered acting White?

Student 1: Nah, it’s like, all right you have like people that are, you know,
friends, but its like, OK, like say if I was to have friends that’s
Black and White you know, and we hang together, it’s like
some that are Black but prefer only to hang with White people
and vice versa.

Student 2: (responding to the same question): Um, I think as we’ve gotten
older, we don’t say it as much, like the term oreo and that kind
of stuff …

Anthrop: Uh-huh …

Student 2: Like in the fifth and sixth grade[s], that kind of stuff, and not, I
really haven’t heard it like that, like for the longest. But I do still
hear comments like directed towards me about … the number
of White friends I have, like a lot of, um, a couple of Black kids I

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY, CULTURE, AND LANGUAGE 181



come to school with, I’ve heard like, one said like ’Well, I don’t
know any White kids, at least not as many as you do.” Some-
thing like that. Its just … its kind of played out in different ways
now.

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY AND DIALECT
FRAME OF REFERENCE

Speech Community and Bidialecticalism

Aspeech community is a population that shares both a common language or
dialect and a common theory of speaking or cultural rules for conducting
and interpreting speech acts (Hymes, 1967). Aperson is considered a com-
petent speaker in a speech community if he or she knows both the lan-
guage per se (i.e., phonology, morphology, syntax or grammar, and
vocabulary) and the cultural rules for using that language, such as when
to speak (speech situations), which speech event is appropriate (e.g., con-
versation, lecture, or debate), which communicative code (verbal or fin-
ger-pointing), and what style to use (e.g., confrontational or conciliatory,
etc., Hymes, 1971). A child grows up in a speech community to become a
competent in that community by learning both the language per se and
the cultural rules of speaking it (Hymes, 1967, 1971).

A speech can have more than one language or dialect, as in the case of
the Black community in Shaker Heights. In such a community, each lan-
guage or dialect has its own cultural rules for speaking it; that is, there are
separate cultural rules governing speaking (a) Black English, and (b) stan-
dard or proper English within the Black speech community. During their
language socialization, Black children learn Black English and the cultural
rules for using it as their mother tongue; they also learn standard English
and the rules in their speech community for using it. The rules for using
standard English in the Black speech community are not necessarily the
same rules for using it in White speech community or at school.

The relationship between coexisting languages or dialects, such as be-
tween Black English and standard English, may be characterized by
diglossia, as in Shaker Heights; that is, each dialect has a separate function
or is used for different purposes (Ferguson, 1959). People in the speech
community know this and accept the separate functions. In the Shaker
Heights Black American speech community, standard or “proper” Eng-
lish is used for education, jobs, and communication with “outsiders.”
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Black English, or the mother tongue, is used for everyday life in the fam-
ily and community (Fishman, 1967; Ogbu, 1999). Sometimes the
diglossia relationship between the coexisting languages or dialects is
more or less oppositional or equivocal. When this is the case members of
the minority community are ambivalent or even oppositional toward
learning and using the language of the dominant group (e.g., proper
English), even though they know that it is important to learn it for educa-
tion, jobs, and communication with outsiders. The point we want to em-
phasize is that Black students in Shaker Heights schools came from a
bidialectical speech community in which Black English their mother
tongue; at the same time, they accepted standard English as the language
for education and jobs.

The Bidialectal Black Speech Community

We found evidence both in the community and at school that the Black
speech community in Shaker Heights is bidialectal or bilingual. Within the
community, speech style was an important identity marker. We were told
on several occasions that Blacks and Whites definitely talked differently.
In a social gathering we attended of a dozen or so middle-class Black pro-
fessional residents, their communication was often done in Black speech
style. People were conscious of the fact that they were expressing their col-
lective identity in their speech behavior.

At one point during this social gathering, someone jokingly observed
“How we are all talking at once [rather than taking turns like White peo-
ple], and talking kind of loud. Yet, we all hear [i.e., understand] each
other.” Another person responded, “This is part of the comfort level that
Blacks folks enjoy with one another.” A third speaker began to elaborate
on how Black people talked. He added that Black people learned to switch
between the way they talked and the way White people talked. When
Blacks were among themselves they were relaxed in their manner of
speech and talked Black. But when they were around White people they
tried to pay very close attention to the way they talked because they knew
that White people were judging them by their speech. The speaker went
on to say that ebonics, or Black English, was a separate dialect and gave ex-
amples of how Blacks created the vocabulary in ebonics. Some words, ac-
cording to him, dated back to Elizabethan English.
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Cultural Rules for Using Black English
and Standard English

Rules for Black English. Like the adults, Black students used Black
English among themselves, in the family and community. Almost all the
students we interviewed formally, from elementary through high school,
answered our questions in Black English. Most Black students in discus-
sion groups as well as in informal discussions used Black English. Stu-
dents participating in tutoring sessions in the community and in some
programs at school often talked with one another in Black English. It was
not uncommon on those occasions for anyone who spoke proper English
to be noticed. They were self-reports by students who were criticized by
other Black students for “talking proper.” Some Black parents also re-
ported that their children were teased by other Black students for talking
proper English.

Rules for Standard English. Most students understood that they
should speak proper English at school, especially during lessons. This was
indeed the case in our classroom observations. In other words, students
followed the rule of using Black English in the community and among
themselves and proper English at school. The following students ex-
plained this the rule of code-switching:

Anthrop: Do you think that when Black people come to school, um, as
some people say, there’s a problem with language differences
and that Black people don’t learn to use standard English? Or,
is it that they don’t want to use standard English?

Student 1: Um, like when you’re talking to your friends, like what’s the
purpose, you don’t talk proper. If you was on a job interview or
talking like [to] a teacher, then you talk proper.

Student 2: (responding to the same question): You know I talk different
when I make a speech in class or in front of a group of people,
than when I’m with my friends. You know it’s natural.

Other evidence that Shaker Heights Black students recognized the sepa-
rate function of standard English came from their performance in the state’s
reading proficiency tests. They did less well on these tests than White
Shaker students, but they did better than other Blacks in the state. Even
more significant, they did better than White students in the state outside
Shaker. In 1995–1996, the passing rate of fourth-grade Blacks in Shaker
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Heights was 90% in the state reading proficiency test, compared to 60% of
fourth-grade Blacks in the rest of the state and 86% of the White fourth grad-
ers outside Shaker Heights. However, in the sixth grade Shaker Heights
Blacks had a passing rate of 70%; to Whites in the state outside Shaker
Heights had a passing rate of 78%. From that point on, Shaker Heights
Blacks, while maintaining their lead over other Blacks in the state, consis-
tently performed lower than their White counterparts in side and outside
Shaker Heights (Whittington, 1996, pp. 4–10).

We are not suggesting that Black students in Shaker Heights consistently
spoke standard English in the classroom or other settings where they were
expected to speak it. For example, it was reported that at a Minority
Achievement Committee ceremony one student talked in a manner that
raised some concern. Astudent “who spoke perfect standard English” sug-
gested to the organizers of the ceremony that the student should be allowed
to use Black English in order to establish rapport with the younger and po-
tential scholars. What needs to be stressed is that Black students generally
recognized standard English as important, that they understand was re-
quired at school, and that they tried to follow the rule of its usage.

When Rules Are Broken

Using Black English Out of Place. Students criticized others who
spoke Black English where it was not appropriate to do so. There were two
kinds of students who broke the rule and were criticized for using Black
English out of place. One group consisted of students who talked in Black
dialect and used it in their writing because they were apparently not com-
petent in standard English. The following student explained the situation
of such students:

Student: “I think there are a large number of any Blacks, they’ve grown
up without knowing how to talk proper. I guess you could say
it’s like that, you know. They don’t know standard English. So
they’re not goin’ to talk proper.”

The second group of students who broke the rule were transfer stu-
dents. Some of the transfers came from school districts with less strict rules
about English use during lessons. The transfers who spoke Black dialect
out of place were teased by other Black students. One transfer student
who had not completely learned the rule during our study described how
he was teased and made fun of by other Black students.
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Student: It’s like, here, you, they probably can speak standard English.
But it’ll take time [for a transfer like me to get used to it] be-
cause like when I first came here, I spoke a lot of ebonics, a very
lot. And they used to like make fun of me. But now it’s like …

Anthrop: Who made fun of you?

Student: Like people [other Black students], when I … first came here in
my classes.

Anthrop: The other students?

Student: Yeah … And it was like, uh. Now when I go back down where I
used to live [Cleveland], they … talk like the way I [used to
talk]. But now when I go back there [my former schoolmates
tease me that] I talk like I’m from Shaker.

Speaking standard English out of place. Talking properly at home
and in the community amounted to breaking the cultural rule of standard
English and was criticized by some Black people as acting White. Middle
school and high school students also criticized those who talked properly
among themselves. They often equated talking properly with acting
White; to many students, acting White had something to do with how a
Black student talked. One student explained this.

Anthrop: OK, now what about um, how do they get classified as acting
White?

Student: Acting White. Right now if other Black people were in this
class, I would be classified right now as acting White.

Anthrop: What do you mean if other people—you mean in this room?

Student: Yeah. Right now in this room, if they were to hear me speaking,
they would classify me as acting White. I’ve been classified as
acting White for a very long time because I choose not to say
“ain’t” and “fittin” and “duh.” I wasn’t raised up, I wasn’t
raised to speak like that.

Students who used proper English outside the classroom complained
that they were subjected to criticism from other Black students. These stu-
dents knew that they were breaking the rule and found it to be a dilemma.
On the one hand, they wanted to talk properly—not because it was White
but because it was important for school success. On the other hand, they
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were criticized by their peers who considered their speech “White” and
not “normal.”

Opposition to Standard English?

No adult or student said that he or she was opposed to proper English.
Opposition to talking properly occurred primarily when it was done out
of place. Sometimes, however, students spoke Black English to teachers
not because they were opposed to speaking standard English but out of
frustration; they felt that they would receive a poor grade in the class even
if they spoke proper English. An example was given by the following stu-
dent:

Anthrop: Is language ever something that prevents students from doing
well? Whether not being able to, or not electing to speak stan-
dard English in the classroom?

Student: Yes, because there are some guys that I know who would not
talk proper in class. And it irritates me because they’re bright
people, you know, just bright. But they don’t do the right thing.
They’re like, “She’s gonna flunk me anyway.”
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10

Peer Pressures

CHAPTER 10PEER PRESSURES

UNIVERSAL BUT VARIABLE INFLUENCE

Students’ peer groups and peer pressures are found in almost every school
with adolescents, but their influence on students’ academic engagement
and performance varies even among students of the same racial or ethnic
group. For example, in his study of Hightown Grammar in England, Lacey
(1970) found positive peer pressures on academic achievement as well as
peer pressures against school success. Willis (1977), also in Britain, found
peer pressures among working-class boys against academic success. In that
study, some lower class boys preferred manual labor that did not require ac-
ademic success. The coeds in North Carolina studied by Holland and
Eisenhart (1990) developed a peer culture, the goal of which was “to catch a
man” or a fiancee, instead of pursuing their initial academic and profes-
sional goals. In a personal communication, Elena Yu (August, 1985) re-
ported that among Asian students in Chicago peer pressures promoted
academic engagement and success; the students who were more or less rid-
iculed and ostracized were students who were not doing well academically.
Our own ethnographic findings among Chinese students in Oakland, Cali-
fornia, support Yu’s observation in Chicago. However, some studies of
other minorities have found negative pressures toward academic achieve-
ment (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Kunjufu, 1988; Luster, 1992; Matute-Bianchi,
1986; Petroni, 1970; Petroni & Hirsch, 1972). The point we are stressing is
that not all peer pressures are against academic engagement and good
school performance. Indeed, as we show later in this chapter, White peer
groups in Shaker Heights were not perceived to exert negative peer pres-
sures on White students’ academic engagement to the extent that this hap-
pened among Black students.
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Characteristics of Black Peer Groups

Peer pressures among Black American students are likely to be negative
toward academic engagement for two reasons: First, as we noted in the
last chapter, Blacks tend to interpret school curriculum and language as
White impositions; they also experience the curriculum and language
negatively because White Americans have historically used both to com-
municate to Black people that they are inferior. Some researchers have
noted that Black linguistic and behavioral responses appear to be a rejec-
tion of what they perceive as White people’s attempt to define “White
ways” as the “right ways” to talk and behave and “Black ways” as the
“wrong ways” (E. M. Clark, 1971; Haynes, 1985; Holt, 1972; Luster, 1992;
Nesteby, 1982). From this perspective it seems, for some Blacks, that to ac-
cept the White definition of the right way to talk or behave is to accept
White judgment that Black language and cultural identity are bad and
should be replaced by White language and cultural identity.

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) found that some Black high school students in
Washington, D.C., avoided certain attitudes, standard English, and some
behaviors because they considered them White. They feared that adopting
White ways would be detrimental to their collective racial identity and soli-
darity. Unfortunately, some of the attitudes and behaviors labeled “White”
and avoided by the students were those that enhanced school success.

Other researchers and the media have misinterpreted the
Fordham–Ogbu (1986) article to mean that the reason for the academic
achievement gap is that Black students refuse to make good grades because
making good grades is “acting White” (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey,
1998; Carter, 1999; Cook & Ludwig, 1998; Ferguson, 1998; Kunjufu, 1988;
O’Connor, 1997; M. B. Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001. Some re-
searchers have “challenged” the so-called Fordham–Ogbu thesis, using data
from various national longitudinal studies (Cook & Ludwig, 1998) or quali-
tative interviews (Carter, 1999). They usually conclude that they did not
find a support for the “thesis.” This is not surprising. Fordham and Ogbu
did not claim that rejecting certain White attitudes and behaviors was the
main reason Black students fail to make good grades or perform like their
White peers. As we have indicated in the preceding chapters, there are
many other factors that might adversely affect the school performance of
Black students. Equally important is that there are many other factors than
the fear of acting White that cause peer pressures among Black students.
Furthermore, not all peer pressures are directed against making good
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grades. Before we take up these issues, we compare peer pressures among
Black and White students in Shaker Heights from the perspectives of school
authorities and Black students.

RACE AND PEER PRESSURES
IN SHAKER HEIGHTS

Peer Group Formation

Peer groups in Shaker Heights were based primarily on race, especially at
the middle school and high school. Our observations throughout our field-
work confirmed reports by school authorities and students themselves. We
began to collect data on peer group pressures and academic disengagement
after someone at a meeting with a group of school personnel suggested that
peer groups in the school district were based on race and appeared to have
different impacts on academic engagement. He then went on to suggest
why the formation of Black peer groups in the Black community might
have some implications for academic engagement:

At the high school level, uh, I think one of the most dramatic contrasts that
I’ve noticed over the years here, is the closeness the of the Black peer group.
Black guys will talk about “my boys.” And Black girls will talk about “my
girls.” Now that is what I’ve found relatively nonexistent among White mid-
dle class kids. There’s not that absolute um, bond. And I think in relation to
what you’re saying is, unfortunately, I think many of our African American
kids learn consciously and unconsciously that they need to have a defense
network. I know it’s true in the neighborhoods. In … the tough neighbor-
hoods of the city you better have your boys there or you’re in trouble. But I’m
afraid [this happens] in Shaker as well, due to the unfortunate fact that, uh,
we still are not able to see past color.

Black peer groups were described as more cohesive and oriented toward
physical self-defense than White peer groups.

Black students had a different explanation of the formation of their peer
groups. They said that they formed separate peer groups partly because
they did not feel welcomed in White peer groups. They also said that level-
ing or tracking segregated Blacks and White students, thereby limiting the
chances of the two races to interact informally. When a class was mostly
White, the White students did not include their few Black classmates in so-
cial activities and conversations. As a result, Black students did not feel that
they belonged socially. This feeling of a lack of social belonging could be
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seen in the experiences one elementary school student and a high school
student in our discussion of the reluctance of Black students to enroll in
honors and advanced placement (AP) classes.

Race, Peer Pressures, and Academic Disengagement

School authorities and Black students agreed that there were racial differ-
ences in the influence of peer groups on schoolwork. White peer groups
studied together, or at least were not observed to discourage one another
from doing their schoolwork. In contrast, doing schoolwork together was
not the usual activity for Black peer groups. Someone reported at the meet-
ingwithschoolofficials thathehadobservedthisdifferenceover theyears:

Now … what I do see on a daily basis … here at the high school is when I
walk into school I have to step over kids who are sitting in the hallways
studying together. Now those groups are almost invariably (brief pause)
White. Uh, … and if I go into the cafeteria, I’ll see a table of kids studying to-
gether, and that, unfortunately, is consistently (repeated with emphasis) a
White phenomena (sic).

Black students also reported that Black and White peer groups had dif-
ferent norms and different degrees of involvement with schoolwork. Ac-
cording to them, Black friends did not study together; instead, some
influenced one another to do poorly in school. In contrast, White friends
encouraged one another to do well in school. This difference was de-
scribed during interviews with Black students:

Anthrop: What about um, things like related to school? Do you think that
Blacks and Whites put different pressures on each other? Or, do
they pressure each other to do well?

Student: I mean its kind of like, I think everybody has that pressure to fit
in more or less. And it’s like, in the White community it’s like
that’s how you fit in. Most, … the majority of them do well in
school. So it’s like if you’re gonna fit in [their group] you do
well in school too, even if you’re not actually saying to your-
self, “I’m gonna fit in, I’m gonna do well in school.” Like you
might not actually think that, but it’s kind of what you do.…
That’s why you know it’s like, that’s just how it happens. And I
think it’s the same way in the Black community. It’s like you
know, you’re not doing well in school, but who cares because
neither is anybody else you know [doing well]. For the most
part, there might be those few Blacks who are doing well in
school, but you know, they’re an exception.
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This student’s perceptive analysis of racial differences in peer pressures
on school performance was supported by other students at a discussion
with high school students. One female participant described White peer
pressures as encouraging enrollment in honors and AP classes as well as
hard work. She believed that among Whites “all their friends work hard”
and all the people around them worked hard. For that reason, “they’re
gonna work harder.” In contrast, most Black students took less difficult
skills and college prep classes. In spite of that they still did not make good
grades, because they and their friends did not work hard. All their friends
were not doing well. “So, they’re not gonna do well.” Another student,
however, reminded the group that “The picture is not so dichotomous.”
There were some positive peer pressures to do well in school among Black
students. Examples of positive peer pressures described for us at inter-
views included the following:

Anthrop: What about peer pressure, how important is that to how well a
student is doing, or how poorly a student is doing?

Student: Um, it depends upon how the … person was brought up be-
cause we all have different um, levels of … vulnerability to
peer pressure … Um, some people just shrug it off and some
people are really affected by it.

Anthrop: Mh-hmm.

Student: But … I do think it in some way it does have, like you know, the
most minute effect on us … So um, if, you know, you hang
around people that are doing well in school, you’re gonna have
a tendency to do well in school. If you hang around people that
are the opposite, you might do bad. So, it does have some sort
of effect on us. There’s pressure that we can apply upon other
people. Then, if you’re in the case where you’re doing well, and
other people aren’t doing so well, um, you know, you might
[influence them] to bring their grades up. So it does work both
ways.

WIDESPREAD NEGATIVE PEER PRESSURES
AMONG BLACKS

With few exceptions, peer pressures among middle school and high school
students were described as having a negative effect on students’ academic
striving. This was particularly true of Black males. School authorities often
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commented on the effects of peer pressures on Black males, and their com-
mentswereborneout inourobservationsintheclassroomandothersettings.

One day a teacher showed us an essay question he was going to give to
his class to find out the extent to which peer pressures affected their school
performance. He said that the question was not specifically about Blacks
or Black males, but he hoped to learn about them from the essays that
Black students would turn in.

The prevalence and negative influence of peer pressures were dis-
cussed at several middle school and high school Minority Achievement
Committee (MAC) meetings. On one occasion when a teacher asked stu-
dents what deterred them from doing well in school, the overwhelming
response was distractions by the presence of friends and talking with
them on the phone. Friends made students forget their homework and
shift their priorities from schoolwork to other things. The students said
that they understood that schoolwork should come first but that their
friends made them reverse their priorities. At another MAC meeting a stu-
dent emphasized the fact that everybody wanted to do well in school but
that they might not want to show this openly because their friends might
accuse them of being “nerds.” The same speaker advised his fellow schol-
ars “to do it for yourself”—that is, to ignore the distraction from peers and
strive to do well in school. The school staff who initially organized the
MAC program believed that one reason the program was working was
that the scholars “learned to invert the meaning of studious behavior
among Black students.” The scholars learned to attach positive meaning
to academic engagement and success. They came to prefer being on the
Honor Roll as a result of hard work than to achieve popularity among
their peers for nonacademic activities. The scholars eventually began to
feel proud of themselves that they were on the Honor Roll because they
worked hard, and when they didn’t make the Honor Roll they were
openly disappointed. So, for the scholars, working hard to do well became
a goal worth pursuing. Eventually, as at the time of our study, MAC schol-
ars also enjoyed popularity because of their academic success.

The negative influence of peer pressures was also discussed in other
programs, like CORE (Committees on Racial Equality) and the Student
Group on Race Relations. During one CORE meeting a teacher talked to
the students about how to handle peer pressure. He asked them to think of
an instance in which they had been subjected to peer pressure or in which
they themselves had pressured others not to do their schoolwork. They
then proceeded to suggest things one could do in such a situation.



There were classes where smart Black students did not show their intel-
ligence by raising their hands to answer teachers’ questions. Instead, they
played dumb, remained silent, and did their classwork. We got several
self-reports by students who played dumb during lessons. One high
school student who believed that he was smart told us that on more than
one occasion he did not show his intelligence in class or do his school-
work. Sometimes when we observed him during lessons he appeared to
know the answer to the teacher’s question but made no effort to answer it.
Parents also reported negative peer pressures on their children. One father
whose daughter was taking mostly AP classes reported that the daughter
was criticized because she was with White students most of the school day
and befriended them in her classes.

SCHOOL LEVEL AND PEER PRESSURE

As would be expected, peer pressures increased with age or school level.
At the elementary schools they were not very noticeable and had limited
effects on students’ schoolwork. Of the three students who discussed the
problem of peer pressure during the interview, one denied that there were
racial differences. Another had a positive mutual experience, saying that
her friends did their schoolwork together.

Anthrop: OK. Do you think that there’s some Black students that pres-
sure their friends to do well in school?

Student: Mh-hmm, yeah. When they’re like good friends, they’ll like tell
you “come over.” And we’ll help like do our homework, we’ll
do our homework and work on it together, cause I have friends
that do that.

The third student explained how he handled his peer group so that his
schoolwork would not suffer:

Anthrop: Do you um, have any friends that’ll try to pressure you maybe
to not do well in school?

Student: Mm-mmm (negative). They know better than that because I
mean, I don’t listen to them. They can’t, I mean they really can’t
do it.

Anthrop: Do you think that that is ever a problem for some Black stu-
dents? That sometimes their friends are um, try to get them to
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do other things besides maybe do their homework or things
like that?

Student: Yeah, cause they’ll go out and play. They’ll say “come on, let’s
go play.” And then the homework doesn’t get done. Or they’re
in a special class and they’ll like do other things, not concen-
trate and that really. Cause this boy [who] sit next to me in class
and does that. And it’s irritating.

Elementary school students seemed generally enthusiastic about their
classes, and many actively participated during lessons. They also did
things to gain teachers’ approval. We even found some instances where
Black students were competing with one another to do well. An example
of the latter was an occasion when four Black girls were doing a group pro-
ject. One was apparently smarter than the others; she got all the answers to
the assignment right. Two others competed with each other to come up
with the right answers first. Only the fourth girl appeared content, waiting
for others to find the right answers; she then copied them. The three who
competed for the right answers covered their papers to prevent the fourth
girl from copying them.

We did not come across any elementary school students during the
study who were rejected by their friends for doing well in class, but at the
high school we found some students who recalled that they had been re-
jected by their peers at the elementary school because they were good stu-
dents. One described how she was teased by her classmates when she left
her to go to academic enrichment classes.

Anthrop: Do you think that peer pressure is important [in doing well in
school]?

Student: I think … there’s a lot of negative peer pressure towards …
Black students doing well even at the elementary school. I
don’t know if it’s still [so] now. But like, when I was in elemen-
tary school, and um younger, like I would leave class to go to
the um, [enrichment] class, like high class or whatever …

Anthrop: Mh-hmm.

Student: And um, people used to be like, “Oh, going to her smart class,”
or whatever. I mean, I got teased a lot.

Those who remembered being teased at the elementary school also re-
ported that students who went to remedial classes also were teased. One
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was teased in the sixth grade when she left the regular class to go to a re-
medial reading class. In other words, teasing at the elementary school was
directed at both good and poor students.

Increased peer pressures and teasing, as well as their adverse effects on
academicengagementandperformance,wereevidentat themiddleschool.
Several middle school students admitted that peer pressure affected their
own schoolwork or the schoolwork of other students they knew. Friends
sometimes supported one another’s academic goals, helped with home-
work, and competed among themselves to make good grades. For the most
part, however, middle school students said that negative peer pressures
were pervasive and led to disengagement from schoolwork. Some were
able to avoid the peer pressures with the help of their parents. We discuss
theroleofparentsandotherstrategies fordealingwithpeerpressures later.

Peer pressures reached their peak in high school. Here they had much
greater influence on student enrollment in honors and AP classes and aca-
demic performance. Our conclusion is based on formal and informal in-
terviews with students as well as our own observations. Students
admitted in interviews that their friends had a lot to do with the classes
they chose to take, their attitudes toward school, and their academic per-
formance. The views of the following two students are representative of
the high school students:

Anthrop: What are some of the reasons that students don’t do well, why
Black students don’t do well?

Student 1: Um, I would say peers, ‘cause that has a lot do with um, doing
well and doing poorly. A lot of kids are …. After you’re with a
certain group of friends for a long time, they’re afraid to um,
not do the behavior that they’ve been so accustomed to. Like if
they really do want to go out and do well, but their friends
aren’t, they don’t wanna make them feel that they’re better
than them, or stuff like that.

Anthrop: How important do you think people’s friends are to how well
they do in school?

Student 2: I think very important … Because like if you hang out with
people that, you know, get straight As and all this and that, I
mean, that’s gonna motivate you know. It’s gonna help you. I
mean it’s gonna make you feel like, “Well, they get straight As,
I should, you know, apply myself. And, you know, force myself
to do good.” But like most of them [students] talk probably be
about schoolwork and all this stuff, but they don’t do as well,
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you know. They’ll be ready to hang out instead of do home-
work and stuff like that. So it takes away a lot of your time and
your study time.

It was apparent at the high school that the older the students got the
greater the peer pressures they experienced, and this influence was gener-
ally in the negative direction. The problem was minimal at the elementary
school. Middle school and high school students in particular strongly felt
that they had to “fit in.” There was a consensus among informants that
Blacks more than Whites believed that they had to conform, to “fit in,”
even when this meant not doing well in school. Although individual stu-
dents did not usually admit that their own schoolwork suffered, we ob-
served instances to the contrary. Take, for example, the behavior of one
12th grader. When we were looking for students to interview in one class,
he eagerly volunteered. But during the interview he was concerned that
his friends might find out. He spoke quietly and pretended to be disinter-
ested in the interview.

PEER PRESSURES AND ACADEMIC
DISENGAGEMENT

It should be obvious by now that peer pressures had a negative impact on
the academic engagement of Black students. Teachers, counselors, and
students themselves were fully aware of this. One school counselor re-
ported that even at the elementary school “social pressures discouraged
students from doing their schoolwork.” Some elementary school students
reported being teased there, but it was at the middle school and high
school that teasing was related to academic engagement and that their im-
pact became noticeable or a serious problem.

Poor academic performance at the middle school and high school was
partly due to the achievement norm of peer groups. It was not merely a
matter of ability, bad teaching, or low teacher expectations leading to aca-
demic disengagement. A transfer student who had experienced peer
achievement norms in her former school district believed that White peer
achievement norm at Shaker might be more conducive to school success
than the Black Shaker peer achievement norm.

Um, I think that your friends have a lot … to do with it. When I was in kinder-
garten and first grade I lived in another community. I didn’t know a single
Black person in my school…. I can remember one thing: People were too in-
volved in their schoolwork. I don’t even remember if it was because it was a
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good school; probably it was a good school. Then when I came back here for
a semester, I went to one inner city Cleveland school. I remember all of a sud-
den being at way top of the charts. All of the sudden [I was] so much smarter,
you know, than everybody else. And then I came to Shaker, and all of the
sudden it was like in my first school: I was mixed again, but I still liked to do
well because I’ve always remembered my friends doing well, when I lived in
my first school district, you know, in the White school. And it’s just like you
do well, because you see what your friends do, at least when you’re younger.
And so my friends had always been White, and the White people seemed to
always do well. I did well.

TYPES OF PEER PRESSURES AGAINST ACADEMIC
ENGAGEMENT

There were two types of peer pressures that adversely affected students’
academic engagement. The first type arose from students’ interpretation
of certain school requirements as acting White; the other pressures were
not related to this interpretation.

Peer Pressures Against Acting White

Contrary to what critics think, Black students in Shaker Heights and prob-
ably elsewhere did not reject making good grades per se because it en-
tailed acting White, yet they were disengaged from academic work. What
these students seemed to reject were certain attitudes and behaviors that
they perceived or interpreted as White, but that were conducive to making
good grades. The behaviors and attitudes that some Shaker Heights Black
students rejected included speaking standard English, enrollment in hon-
ors and AP classes, being smart during lessons, and hanging around too
many White students. Before high school, most Shaker students did not
equate making good grades with acting White, although they criticized
other Blacks with White attitudes and behaviors conducive to making
good grades. The reasons given for the labeling had little to do with collec-
tive identity.

Use of Standard English

Speaking standard English could be seen as requiring Black students to
cross dialect boundaries and potentially diminish their dialect identity.
Perhaps for this reason some Black students resisted it. This, no doubt, ad-
versely affected their school performance. However, we did not come
across many students who did not want to use standard English. As we
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saw in chapter 9, Shaker Heights students recognized the importance of
standard English. Many seemed to follow a definite rule for using it in
their schoolwork and with school authorities while speaking their own di-
alect at home and among friends. Those who did not speak standard Eng-
lish in appropriate settings were criticized by their fellow Black students.
This does not mean that Black students did not have language problems
that affected their school performance, but they were socialized in the two
English dialects, with Black English as their primary dialect or mother
tongue. Some parents and grandparents spoke mostly Black English,
which was all that the children had heard and learned before they started
preschool or regular school. Thus, some might begin school lagging be-
hind their White middle-class peers in standard English. As a result, their
late start in standard English would affect their performance, at least for
awhile, in courses requiring standard English. Some children needed as-
sistance to learn and use standard English.

The students, like the rest of their community, did not want to give up
their dialect in exchange for the standard English that was required for
school success, because their dialect was a part of their collective identity.
Some solved the language problem by choosing to speak standard English
most of the time and in appropriate situations; some chose to switch be-
tween their own dialect in the community and standard English at school.
Some students did not speak standard English at school because they did
not know how to speak it. Afew refused to speak standard English because
they did not think that speaking it would help them succeed in school.

Enrollment in Honors and AP Classes

It was repeatedly pointed out by students that Blacks avoided taking
honors and AP classes because they were “hard” and that most of the stu-
dents who took them were White. Often the avoidance was due to pres-
sures from other Blacks. As can be imagined, peer pressures to avoid
“difficult classes” (i.e., honors and AP classes) resulted in few Blacks taking
these classes, while they constituted the majority in the easier classes. The
few Black students in the honors and AP classes did not always fit in so-
cially with the majority of White classmates. In addition, Blacks in these
classes were often subjected to criticisms by other Black students who ac-
cused them of trying to be White. Because students wanted to fit in, they
avoided enrolling in the honors and AP classes and avoided striving for
highgrades.Onefemalehighschoolstudentexplainedhowthishappened:
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Oh, OK. Um, what I’m saying is that you got to think about [your friends] in-
fluencing you … I think that has a lot to do with it. I mean, if Black kids see a
lot of the [other Black] kids not doing well, they can do it. Nobody wants to
be an outcast and then like they do label people as acting White. I see one
Black student who does do well and, of course, they say they’re acting
White, because the majority of Black students aren’t achieving like that.
They see that the White students are the ones doing well, so they label it as
acting White. I mean basically, that’s what the problem is. You want [to do
well but you don’t because your friends don’t]. But I think it’s an individual
thing. It’s like your personal mentality. You have to, if you want something
bad enough, you have to try for it. I mean, you don’t [depend on others]. It’s
basically your own personality. I mean you can’t let all these people influ-
ence you: and you’ll say, “I’m not gonna do this, because everybody else isn’t
doing it.” You have to go for it and get it yourself. You can’t worry about
what other people are gonna say.

Students’ concern about fitting in socially in the honors and AP classes
came up several times during formal interviews. The social integration of
Black and White students in these classes appeared to be a problem. Al-
though in the classes we observed, Black and White students participated
more or less equally in discussing the subject matter and in interaction
with the teacher, there was not much interaction between the two groups
of students. According to the following students, the social relations be-
tween the two groups in the classroom were uncomfortable.

Anthrop: OK, do you think that there’s any effect on kids, um, when
they’re moved to different classrooms for certain subjects?
Like is there any impact on kids that are leaving, and also the
kids that are staying?

Student 1: Definitely, cause in the fifth grade, I was the only one in my [ac-
ademic enrichment] class. Leaving the room to go to the upper
level, class was like, I don’t think, no one left to even take a
lower level, everyone just stayed in the room. I was the only
person. And so, it kind of felt like as the year wore on, like I did-
n’t have the same chemistry with [White classmates] as they all
did with each other. So, that’s kind of difficult.

Student 2: I’ve experienced being in AP classes. Uh, being the second
Black person.

Anthrop: Mh-hmm. And what was that like?

Student 2: It … was difficult because I could not relate to them as far as so-
cially. Now when it came to dealing with the work that was as-
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signed to us, then I could relate. But when we had a lot of social
time, I was in the corner to myself.

Anthrop: OK.

Student 2: And that’s basically how it stayed. I didn’t, like that. I didn’t
like not being able to participate in conversations because their
topics were different, their situations were different. I didn’t
hang with them. So, what they decided to do after class and
what happened on the weekend, I knew nothing about. So it
was, I mean, I did it because I knew that I wanted the challenge
and I could do it, but as far as socially, I didn’t like it. I didn’t
like it at all.

On the other side, although Blacks in the easier classes would fit in so-
cially, their work often suffered from the norm of minimum effort and dis-
cipline problems.

Being “Smart” During Lessons

That the accusation of acting White was about fitting in and not about
making good grades is further illustrated by the treatment of smart stu-
dents in and outside school. Smart students were defined as those who
paid attention during lessons, raised their hands to answer questions, al-
ways got the answers right, and did their schoolwork and homework.
These students experienced pressures against acting White by answering
teachers’ questions during lessons or behaved in other smart ways in
class. We heard from several students who had been subjected to the peer
pressures to prevent them from answering questions in class or doing
their schoolwork. Agood example of this type of pressure was reported by
a school counselor who described the experience of a “very bright” stu-
dent who never volunteered to answer questions during lessons:

School
Counselor:

He was very bright. And I go and evaluate classes all the time.
He sat in front of me in one of our science classes. The teacher
asked a question. He didn’t put his hand up. I heard him mut-
ter under his breath the right answer. I poked him, and said,
“Hey. What’s going on here? Why don’t you put your hand
up?” “Oh, duh duh, I don’t know, duh duh.” The class was
over. He’s walking out, and I said, “Come to my office. I know
you’re smart. I’ve seen you in the office. I’ve seen you in class.
Why didn’t you answer any questions?” He said to me, “You
don’t understand.” I said, “You’re right. I don’t. That’s why I’m
asking you, so I, so I could understand.”
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Anthrop: You’re an anthropologist (laughs; general laughter by other
school personnel).

School
Counselor:

He said, “You don’t have to ride home on the bus like I do.” I
said, “You’re right. I don’t.” “You don’t have to play in the
neighborhood with all the other kids.” I said, “You’re right. I
don’t understand.” He said, “I don’t want ’em to know I’m
smart. They’ll make fun of me. I won’t have any friends.” I
said, “So you’d rather sit there and pretend that you don’t
know than face kids who might say you’re smart.” And he
even said, “Worse than that.” I said, “Well, what’s worse
than that in your world?” He said, “Where I live, they’re
gonna say I’m White.” I said, “Oh!” I said, “Now I think I un-
derstand. I don’t agree with you, but I, now I hear what
you’re saying: I don’t want ’em to call me names.” “I want
’em to think I’m just like everybody else, and if that means
sitting in class and not raising my hand, and not doing better
in school, I have to live here. And that’s my world. So don’t
think that you can say, “Oh, you should be proud of being
smart,” he says. “I am, but I can’t let anybody know that, and
that’s coming from one of the, one of the fourteen year old
youngsters.”

Thus, peer pressures prevented smart students from performing ac-
cording to their ability. Those who refused to conform might make good
grades, but they suffered socially for it. Some of the dreaded penalties
were noted by the counselor, such as being “picked on” for getting As or
for answering the teacher’s questions. The following male student ex-
plained the dilemma of the smart student:

I think when kids choose their friends, a lot of times they’re your friends.
You think they’re you’re friends. [Later you realize that they, in fact, will be
the first ones to discourage you. They’ll] say, “Man, look, I ain’t takin’ the
test.” And then you’ll say, “Man, you ain’t gonna take that test, man.”
“What man?” You know what I’m saying? And they do that. And then
when they don’t pass, they’re like he said, they got that attitude …. And
they gonna bring you down with them, ’cause you know … they don’t
want you to be different from them. Also, we might say, “Every Black kid in
Shaker, they want to be good students.” They want to be good, man. I don’t
care. They want to be good students. It’s just that, you know, maybe they’re
not gettin’ it from home or whatever; that it’s probably they really, you
know, they don’t want to embarrass themselves by goin’ to all of their
classes and makin’ As. ’Cause like uh we said, they don’t want to get picked
at by their friends. You know, nobody wants to get picked on, you know.
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Hanging Out With Too Many White Students

Itwasnotacceptable tohangaroundwithorhavetoomanyWhite friends.
This was not obvious at the elementary school. At that age, most of the stu-
dents did not link doing well in school with having White friends or realize
that either of these was a “bad” thing. It was at the middle school that the no-
tions began to emerge that good grades were White and that students who
made good grades were “acting White,” “hanging around too many White
students,” and behaving like White students. These accusations probably
stem from the fact that Black students who were hanging out with White
friends were often the ones in honors and AP classes with mostly White stu-
dents and were in those classes because they were making good grades like
White students. One student suggested this during an interview:

You’ll see some, I mean very few Black kids with White [students], you
know, acting like [a] White group. And they be like the only Black kid in the
White group. Those [Blacks] are the ones who be gettin’ good grades with
them. ‘Cause, you know, White people like … to learn and stuff like that. You
know what I’m sayin’? So, like if [Black kids] hang around with them, then
they be gettin, you know, the education they need.

Good grades themselves were not stigmatized, but acting White, such as
hanging out with Whites or behaving like White students (who got good
grades) was. Note that students were also accused of acting White for
hanging out with Whites in situations other than those related to striving
for academic success.

WHY THESE ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORS WERE
LABELED “ACTING WHITE”

We inquired at the middle school and high school why students labeled
behaviors conducive to making good grades as “acting White.” These stu-
dents explicitly distinguished “White behaviors” from “Black behaviors.”
The reasons for the labeling included the following.

Success in White Establishments
and Bona Fide Black Identity

The students said that it was inappropriate [i.e., not normal] for a Black
person to behave like a White person because it implied renouncing Black
identity. However, in some situations some students did just that. There-
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fore, some pressures were used to keep peers behaving like Blacks and not
like Whites. The peer pressures had serious consequences for students’ ac-
ademic engagement and for Black people in other White institutions or es-
tablishments. We describe here students’ perceptions of the collective
identity status of academically successful students in the school district
and professionally successful Blacks in a White establishment. Both suc-
cessful students and successful professionals were accused of abandoning
their racial identity. We therefore inquired whether it was true that they
abandoned their racial identity. If they did, why and how they did they
abandon their collective identity? If they did not, why were they accused
of abandoning their racial identity?

School Success and Bona Fide Collective Identity. We asked the
students if Blacks who made good grades, took honors and APclasses—in
short, those who were academically successful— gave up or rejected their
collective racial identity. By giving up their racial identity we meant not
only adopting White attitudes and behaviors that enabled them to suc-
ceed academically but also adopting other White attitudes and behaviors
that were not related to academic or school context. Did such students, for
example, take up White extracurricular activities, such as going skiing,
playing tennis, having a White hairstyle and hanging around mostly
White students?

To reiterate, the idea that school success made a Black student less Black
was nonexistent at the elementary school. Elementary school students did
not accuse their schoolmates who made good grades of giving up their
Black culture, dialect, or identity. Rather, they teased students who got
poor grades. One of the two students who reported teasing poor students
explained it this way:

Anthrop: Does anyone ever get teased for the grades that they get?

Student: No, because that really not in this class. The teacher doesn’t al-
low that.

Anthrop: OK. What about if you have to look at the whole school. Would
you say that there are some cases where Black students might
get teased for doing well or not doing well?

Student: Yes. I do.

Anthrop: And what do they get teased for?
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Student: Um, it’s for like if they don’t understand something. And they
just give a super super-, um, superficial answer. And they just,
um, write anything down. And they’ll probably get teased for
that. Say, like, you know, don’t know how to study and stuff.

Most middle school students we talked with did not believe that Blacks
abandoned their cultural or racial identity when they became successful
students. The next two students provided representative views of their
peers:

Anthrop: Now, sometimes people say that um, Black people who go to
school give up their culture and their language and their iden-
tity when they start to do well in school, when they start to
move up. Do you think that that’s true?

Student 1: Well, that’s all from one person’s opinion or perspective on
how a Black person is really supposed to be … I’m pretty sure if
a Black person had all White friends, then they would act the
way that their Caucasian or White friends act. And if a Black
person had all Black friends or anything like that, they would
act like their Black friends act. So I’m not really sure, really cer-
tain that a Black person loses their culture because school isn’t
their whole life. They have family issues and everything like
that. So it doesn’t really take up all their time and how they’re
supposed to act.

Student 2: No. Because there are a lot of strong Black, smart people. I
mean, you don’t have to live up to any stereotypes. That’ll be
dumb not goin’ to college unless you give up your culture. I
think you should keep your culture and go to college , so that
you can be one of those role models for other Black people.

In contrast, several high school students suspected that some Black stu-
dents who made good grades, and some adults who had higher education
or were successful as professionals in White establishments, did indeed
give up their culture and identity. The majority were not sure that this hap-
pened; there were only two students who downplayed the issue, explain-
ing that it was not important. In the words of one of them:

Anthrop: OK. Um. Do you think that it’s a common thought that Blacks
who do well in school and go on to college, feel that they’re giv-
ing up their culture or identity?

Student: No. I think if they do, they’re ignorant, so … I’ve heard very
few people in Shaker Heights who ever say that.
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Anthrop: OK.

Student: And the kids that do say it , are young, they’re not going to
class, they are smoking weed and they’re not coming back to
school. So I really can’t speak on that anyway because it’s just
ignorance, period.

Some knew other Black students and adults who believed that school
success had a negative influence on Black collective identity. However,
the informants said that they themselves did not believe this. They knew
students who were accused of giving up their culture or identity because
they were doing well in school or taking high-level classes. From their
point of view, the accused students did not, in fact, give up their culture
or identity. The following excerpt is from a conversation with two stu-
dents who did not believe that academically successful students aban-
doned their Black identity.

Anthrop: Tell me whether or not you think education makes Black peo-
ple give up their culture and identity.

Student 1: I don’t think that it does, but I think that um, Black people who
aren’t achieving or who don’t feel that education is important,
will try to make you believe that [it does], and make you feel in-
ferior to your culture for being smart.

Anthrop: Some people think that Blacks who do well in school, go on to
college, etc … uh, give up their culture or identity. Um, do you
think that … well number one, do you think that that’s true?

Student 2: No. I remember people used to say that. ’Cause I was tryin’ to
do well in school they said I was tryin’ to be White or what-
ever. And that used to upset me so much because, just because
you do well in school, why does it mean that you’re no longer
Black?, You know. And, um, that used to really bother me.
Like I used to, um, have lots of problems with that. They think
you’re an oreo, and that used to upset me really a lot. But now,
I mean, I don’t care. I’m doing well in school so I can go on and
do whatever I want. And I don’t think that I’m any less Black
or anymore White. I don’t see why like, how well you do in
school is linked with the color of your skin … I just don’t un-
derstand.

Professional Success and Bona Fide Black Identity. It was only at
the high school that students reported that some highly educated Blacks
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and successful Black professionals in White establishments and institu-
tions gave up or abandoned their culture and racial identity. Nearly half of
the high school students we interviewed believed this. They gave two rea-
sons why this might happen. One was acculturation, which started during
public school education. At this point in their school career, some very am-
bitious Black students would take honors and AP courses; hang around
too many White students; and learn to think, talk, and behave like White
people. When they got to college they took more difficult courses; hung
around more White people; and got more into the habit of thinking, talk-
ing, and behaving like White people. Through such acculturation they lost
their racial identity, because they no longer knew how to behave and talk
like Black people, and they no longer interacted with other Blacks. One
student described this process of one-way acculturation among ambitious
Blacks:

Anthrop: OK. Um, do you think that going to school and doing well in
school or going on to college makes some Black people give up
their culture and their identity?

Student: Mm, sometimes.

Anthrop: Like in other words, do they start acting White when they start
getting higher in education or becoming successful [after fin-
ishing school]?

Student: Yeah.

Anthrop: And how do they do that ?

Student: I mean, I guess, they get the status. But I mean they work hard
for it [i.e., to be successful]. So they deserve it. But you know,
they just forget about their heritage. Like they be getting into
[mixing with] the White people, I guess. ’Cause the Black peo-
ple that take AP history or AP whatever, they just begin to hang
around that class of people [i.e.,Whites]. So I guess that in that
way they begin to act like Whites.

Anthrop: OK. So it’s mainly the people they hang around …

Student: Like socializing themselves with them.

Anthrop: OK. Um, how can a Black person not do that, I mean, do you
have any suggestions for how a Black person can avoid losing
his or her culture and still do well?
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Student: I mean it’s … I think it’s alright to, you know, like, uh, excel in
education. But don’t forget where you came from … you know.
And don’t look down on like the people that’s not in AP classes
… you know, ‘cause that could be you.

Another explanation was that some Blacks professionals might give up
their cultural identity and embrace White cultural identity as a survival strat-
egy. This might happen because Black professionals in a White establishment
had to learn to fit in with highly educated White colleagues. Under this cir-
cumstance, the Black professionals were more or less forced to adopt White
people’s attitudes and had to behave and talk like them. The problem of fit-
ting in for Black professionals in White establishments was described by one
student as follows:

Anthrop: Do you think that education makes some Black people give up
their culture, language and identity to be like White people?

Student: Yeah, in a way….

Anthrop: In what ways?

Student: Like sometimes they’ve pushed [worked] so hard that they
tend to like just push everyone else aside. And usually they are
like the most educated people in this society [who] are White
people. So [the educated Blacks] tend to go like be with them.
It’s not necessarily their fault that they lose [i.e., cultural iden-
tity], or that they push it away. They have to make the change
or else they’re not gonna be able to fit inta like the White soci-
ety. So they just end up being with the educated White people.
And then, they take on some of [White people’s] habits and
speech patterns and stuff like that.

Ambivalence About Success in White Institutions
and Establishments

Black students who took honors and AP classes and successful Black pro-
fessionals were accused by other Blacks of abandoning their Black cultural
identity for the same reasons: Black Americans as a group were ambivalent
toward other Blacks who were successful in White institutions and White
establishments. Therefore, Blacks were ambivalent toward their fellow
Blackswhoweresuccessful inWhite institutionsorWhiteestablishments in
regard to whether they had abandoned their racial identity. This explana-
tion was offered by high school students when they were asked why Black
students were underrepresented in the honors and APclasses. According to
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them, Black people usually welcomed a certain level of success from other
Blacks in White institutions and establishments. However, once individuals
exceeded the level expected of them, other Blacks in the community would
begin to criticize them.

This ambivalent attitude was present among Shaker Heights students.
Some admired and praised Black students who were doing well for set-
ting good examples and for making other Blacks proud. At the same time,
however, Black students in the honors and AP classes, and those who
made good grades, were criticized and accused of acting White. The fol-
lowing student reported on the Black cultural attribute of ambivalence to-
ward success.

Anthrop: OK. Um, let me ask you a general question about education. As
Black people get more educated, do you think that, do some
Blacks think that, um, they give up their culture and identity to
do so?

Student: Um, I think when African American or Black people are first
starting to branch out [i.e., move up or succeed], I think every-
one is just down for the cause. Everyone says “More power to
you.” But once you start reaching whatever the level is, some
type of upper level or higher education, somehow, that coin-
cides with losing a connection with the community. This usually
either means you’re moving out [of the neighborhood] because
you have a nicer house [elsewhere], or because you have more
money. It means that physically going away from the commu-
nity. Somehow Black people have come to make the connection
that moving up in society or moving up in an intellectual alley is
being farther away [separating yourself] from your heritage or
something, which is not good. Not like, I don’t think anyone
likes to see anyone do bad, especially fellow African Americans,
for that type of matter. No one. I mean no one wants to see any-
one doing bad. But if you’re doing bad yourself and you see
someone above you, you kind of tend to be spiteful for whatever
reason. Because they’re doing better you might lose, um, focus
of what they’re really trying to do. And even if they come back
into the community, they come back and say, “Here’s me, I’ve
gone through 8 years of school, I’ve got lots of money, and I’m
back,” or whatever. So you know, [they’ll say] “You’re a sellout.
You left us.” Or I mean, I can [understand] those feelings. But I
think the most important thing is that we not look upon educa-
tion or getting higher education as bad in any type of way.

As we have already noted, the idea that a Black person gave up his or her
identity because of school or professional success was not widespread until



high school. A few middle school students reported that some Black stu-
dents were accused of giving up their cultural identity or labeled as acting
White because of their school success. The middle school students were not
afraid that they themselves would be accused of abandoning their culture if
they did well in school. In fact, they felt very comfortable with and looked
forward to doing well in school. The situation at the high school was differ-
ent and complicated. High school students knew more about the prevailing
belief that good grades in the public school, higher education, and profes-
sional success made some Blacks give up their culture and identity. Al-
though some believed that this happened, many provided interesting
explanations of why some Black people held these beliefs.

Inadequate Knowledge of Blacks’ Struggle
for Education

The third explanation was that some students equated making good
grades with White behavior because they did not understand the history
of Black people’s struggle for education. Black students who were not
aware of the extent of Blacks’ struggle for access to education, to equal ed-
ucation mistakenly believed that only White people developed the cul-
tural value of hard work to make good grades in school. These students
assumed that making good grades was not a part of Black culture but an
aspect of White culture. Furthermore, they might think this way because
they did not know that even when Blacks were prohibited by law to learn
to read or write during slavery, some Blacks defied the law and learned to
read. This showed that Black people, like White people, development the
cultural value of getting an education and making good grades. In the
words of one student,

It is uninformed students who don’t want to make good grades because they
think it is White. But uninformed students don’t want to because they don’t
know. They don’t know that doing well in school [being a good student] is
not a White thing. They don’t know that their ancestors who, you know,
were the part of the struggle. They defied the law and learned to read.

Black Opposition to the White Establishment

The fourth explanation was that equating good school performance with
acting White and rejecting academic and professional success were a part
of Black Americans’ general opposition to White society, or their anti-
White-establishment tendency. One student’s explanation is worth repro-
ducing in full because of the way this informant (like others) linked Black
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educational attitudes and behaviors to other features of Black experience
in history and society at large.

I had a comment that was kind of connected to both questions [asked by the
anthropologist]. Um, one thing is [that we] Blacks, it seems like, we always
want to go with the anti-establishment. [That is], we [want to] go against so-
ciety. Traditionally in American society, it has seemed like we have been un-
der oppression. For example, there were laws simply to oppress Black
people …. So (because of this [oppression] Black people came to believe that
it was always good, you know, if you could find some way, just somethin’
small, you know, just to annoy society. [You do this] … just … so that you
could go against society. That would make you feel good. And so that’s why
a lot of times even drug dealers will [say], “Well, [i.e., White people] say it’s
wrong. So, you know, [I don’t feel bad]; I feel like … I’m gettin’ [at them], you
know … The cops are chasin’ me and everything. And so … that’s good.”
And [drug dealers] want to do that [i.e., go against society]. And the same
thing with education [i.e., in students’ attitude toward education]. Because,
you see all these White people get up on the stage and talk about education
this and education that. And you [as a Black person] just gonna [i.e., say to
yourself], “Well, I don’t care what you [got in mind],.” And so you don’t [you
don’t behave like White people to make good grades].

Thus, because of their marginal position in U.S. society and in White in-
stitutions, Blacks developed anti-establishment beliefs and behaviors,
which were partly expressed in peer pressures against the school norm of
achievement.

A Ploy by Failing Students

The fifth explanation was that equating making good grades with acting
White was a ploy by low-achieving students to discourage their friends
from striving to make good grades. Students who were not doing well or
not interested in school usually used this tactic to discourage their friends
from doing schoolwork and making good grades. One student described
the peer pressure this way:

I think when kids choose their friends. A lot of times, you think they’re
you’re friends. Later you realize that they, in fact, will be the first ones [to dis-
courage you]. They’ll say, “Man, look, I ain’t takin’ the test.” And then you’ll
say, “Man, you ain’t gonna take that test, man? What man?” You know what
I’m saying? And they do that. And then when they don’t pass, they’re like he
said. They got that attitude …. And they gonna bring you down with them.
’Cause you know, they don’t want to be different from their friends. Also, we
might say, “Every Black kid in Shaker, they want to be good (students).”
They want to be good (students), man. I don’t care. They want to be good
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[students]. It’s just that, you know, maybe they’re not gettin’ it from home or
whatever [i.e., not supervised by their parents]. That it’s probably the reason
they follow their friends. They really, you know, don’t want to embarrass
themselves [before their friends] by goin’ to all of their classes and makin’
As. ’Cause like, uh, we said, they don’t want to get picked at [by their
friends]. You know, nobody wants to get picked on.

Teasing

Finally, the accusation of acting White was a form of joking relationship
among students. In the joking relationship, teasing was not necessarily
linked to school performance. For instance, a Black student in an honors
class, and therefore, a good student, might accuse another student of act-
ing White, as in the following cases.

Anthrop: OK, um, have you heard the term “acting White?”

Student 1: (raising her voice) Yes, I have.

Anthrop: OK … How does someone get accused of “acting White”?

Student: Well (laughing), I’m not gonna lie. I can’t say I haven’t used
that term myself before, but … um,

Anthrop: Mh-hmm, it’s OK.

Student 2: Uh, lets see, ok. Um, you want me to actually give you the de-
tails and everything like that?

Anthrop: Yeah, I mean if you want to.

Student 2: Well, its all about, it revolves around the question that you asked
about a Black person losing their culture depending on who they
hang around with. Um, like for instance, it’s kinda hard. Um, if
OK, well, of course. You’ve seen, um, the movie “Clueless,” right?

Anthrop: Uh-huh.

Student: Well, if you see a Black person, um, or any other person, um,
walking around and acting like that, saying “Oh yeah,” like
you know, like totally cool, man, you know, and stuff like that. I
don’t know. It kind of strays from the point, but you know you
can tell that they’re acting different just in front of their friends
instead of the way that they would normally act.

Looking at the overall situation from the point of view of the students, el-
ementary school students did not associate getting good grades with acting
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White. Neither did they think that it was bad to make good grades. Middle
school students did not criticize Black students for getting good grades;
they did not stigmatize good grades. Instead, they criticized them for hang-
ing out with White students, thereby behaving like them, including talking
properly. The White behaviors they criticized were, however, those that are
conducive to making good grades. It was at the high school that making
goodgrades itselfwasmostoftenequatedwithactingWhiteandcriticized.

Other Pressures Against Academic Engagement

“Cool” Status

Our analysis of the reasons for academic disengagement included the
status symbol “cool.” It was not cool to work hard in school or to be aca-
demically engaged. Peer pressures to be cool were detrimental to aca-
demic engagement. One strategy of achieving the status of coolness or of
“a cool guy” was not to do one’s schoolwork. Others strategies included
avoiding difficult classes, cutting school, cutting classes, and not doing
homework. Being cool was mainly a male affair, but our best descriptions
of the practice of being cool came from two female students. The first in-
formant also pointed out some of the negative effects on schoolwork of be-
ing cool.

I think that part of the problem with the Black people in this school is a lack of
respect for academic striving, because of being in, trying to be part of the
crowd. Trying to be with the cool people (cough drowns out some words).
That is not to say that everybody’s like that. [But some don’t want to be put
down by the crowd]. [They know that] it’s hard to sit as minorities in AP and
honors classes. So they gonna try to [be in class with] all minorities. We may
not be minorities in school any longer, but we are in [AP and honors] classes.
That’s where we are the minorities.

According to the second informant, although some students believed
that making good grades was not cool, this attitude was not entirely free
from self-doubt about the ability to succeed like White students:

Female
Student 2:

Some students feel that being successful is not cool. It’s like,
um, I don’t know, their priorities are kinda, uh, mixed up. You
know what I’m saying? It’s just—. It’s just peer pressures, and
it’s just that they don’t have the strong foundation laid to want
to um succeed as much as a lot of the White students do. You
know, their friends—. I mean, you know their friends, they
don’t have a lot of the same aims as a lot of the White students.
And Whites, their friends have, like going to college and stuff.



That’s really, you know, that’s really a big thing to a lot of White
students. And it is to some of Black students, too, but um to
some other Black students that’s not a big thing, that’s not their
aim. They just, it’s just a whole different mind set, kind of. But
not all students are like that, but the ones who aren’t achieving,
I think that’s why they think like that.

Anthrop: So it’s first of all, one, lack of self confidence. They don’t feel
they can.

Female
Student:

Right. They don’t think they can. And because they’re Black,
they feel that being smart, doing well in class, is something that
they’re not supposed to do. That’s for White students. That’s
for the bet—, you know, I’m, you know, they think that their
skin color means that they have to act into the stereotypes that
are put on them. So that’s why I think.

Anthrop: OK.

Quest for Popularity

Being cool was not the only way to achieve popularity among peers;
one could also become popular and admired for wearing nice clothes, ex-
pensive shoes, and having other expensive material possessions. Some
students were driven to acquire these things at the expense of doing their
schoolwork and striving to make good grades. We should point out that
students who reported the pursuit of material goods for the purpose of
peer popularity and admiration at the expense of their schoolwork did not
usually describe their own personal experience.

Keeping Friends

Some students were disengaged from their schoolwork because they
wanted to conform to what their friends wanted them to do; otherwise,
they would lose their best friends. Two students explained this fear of los-
ing friends as a factor that contributed to academic disengagement.

Anthrop: What are some of the reasons that students don’t do well, why
Black students don’t do well?

Student 1: Um, I would say peers, ‘cause that has a lot do with um, doing
well and doing poorly. A lot of kids are…. After you’re with a
certain group of friends for a long time, they’re afraid to um,
not do the behavior that they’ve been so accustomed to. Like if
they really do want to go out and do well, but their friends
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aren’t, they don’t wanna make them feel that they’re better
than them, or stuff like that.

Anthrop: How important do you think people’s friends are to how well
they do in school?

Student 2: I think very important … Because like if you hang out with
people that, you know, get straight A’s and all this and that, I
mean, that’s gonna motivate you know. It’s gonna help you. I
mean it’s gonna make you feel like, “Well, they get straight A’s,
I should, you know, apply myself. And, you know, force myself
to do good.” But like most of them [students] talk probably be
about schoolwork and all this stuff, but they don’t do as well,
you know. They’ll be ready to hang out instead of do home-
work and stuff like that. So, it takes away a lot of your time and
your study time.

Nonacademic Priorities

We noted in our discussion of academic disengagement in chapter 2
that there were several nonacademic activities that took priority over aca-
demic ones. We briefly note one factor that greatly affected on academic
disengagement: consumerism. Middle school and high school students
persuaded their friends to take on part-time jobs with too many hours
rather than strive to take difficult classes or study to make good grades
even in easy courses. Amiddle school student provided some insight into
the effects of the competing priorities on students’ schoolwork:

But most Blacks, they think they um, wanna be popular and stuff like that.
And they don’t focus on their schoolwork. They just focus on just goin’ to
school and tryin’ to be hard [cool] and stuff like that…. They focus on popu-
larity more than their schoolwork. They worry about what people might
think of them or stuff like that. And they don’t really wanna do bad. I mean
some people care about education, but it’s the friends, the people they hang
around with. That just make them different.

Ghetto Lifestyle

Another explanation for the academic disengagement offered by a
male student was that some Black students believed that their root was in
the ghetto, where the lifestyle does not include academic engagement.
Therefore they wanted and pressured their friends to act like ghetto kids.

It seems to me that um, when we sit here, it feels … almost … like Black stu-
dents in the ghetto. The fact that we go to Shaker, which is a fairly affluent
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community, … [Black students still] worked like [they’re] going back to their
perfect roots or something, you know. (Other students laugh.) Like, people
[seem to] talk and act as ghetto as possible … , as much of the time as they
can. And I think that um, that’s a lot of the problem. (You can observe this at-
titude and behavior in class. You’ll be sitting in class and they say [things];
the people will just leave, or [act] like we’re [playing games] in class. And
[when] the teach handed a test to somebody the student will act like,”Here,
you can have it back.” But I mean like [think] that’s just ridiculous. I mean …
it’s [there’s] no reason for that, but, I mean, [it seems that the only reason is
that] they’re trying to make a scene; [they] like to show theirself (sic), you
know. And um, I think that’s a big problem: you’re over there trying to learn,
but other people aren’t.

COPING WITH PEER PRESSURES

We can see from several accounts given by the students that some did not
succumb to negative peer pressures. In spite of peer pressures, some stu-
dents enrolled in honors and AP classes, worked hard, and made good
grades. How did these students handle the peer pressures that probably
prevented others from doing so?

Two things minimized the negative impact of peer pressure on these
“good” students; that is, students taking honors and AP classes and those
making good grades. One was family upbringing and support. Some par-
ents not only instilled in their children the importance of making good
grades in school, taking honors and AP classes, but they also supervised
their schoolwork. Their parents or guardians monitored their work and
screened their peer group membership and thereby ensured that friends
did not distract them from their schoolwork and homework. Here was
how one student explained how this type of family educational strategy:

Anthrop Mh-hmm. So what gave you the strength then, to resist peer
pressures, because that … seems to be something that comes
up a lot; and that’s peer pressure. So, what gave you the
strength to avoid that?

Student: I guess it’s, I don’t know really. It’s just something I knew I had
to do … I guess it maybe, like traditions and stuff that have
been instilled in me by my parents … stuff like that.

The second strategy was a student’s own device. In this case, a good
student handled the negative peer pressures by choosing his or her friends
from other Black students who also were good students. For example,
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Black students taking honors and APclasses or making good grades chose
other, similar Blacks as friends or chose White classmates as friends.

Furthermore, the good students usually interpreted peer pressures as
distractions from their goals of school success and, therefore, took neces-
sary steps to avoid them. One student explained this interpretation quite
nicely. She said that it depended on individual students: A student who
really wanted to succeed in school would strive to do so, take honors and
AP courses, and study to make good grades. He or she would not cave in
to peer pressures. She concluded, ”You can’t worry about what other
people are gonna say.”
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The Family

CHAPTER 11THE FAMILY

Research on the role of the family in children’s education falls roughly into
three categories: (a) studies that examine and recommend ways to increase
parent involvement in school or improve family–school relationships (see
Epstein, 1995; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995, 1997; Lightfoot, 1978;
Lombana, 1983; Sheppard & Rose, 1995), (b) those that focus on the relation-
ship between families and schools (Curtis, 1988; Diaz-Soto, 1997; Shannon
& Latimer, 1996) or how to empower parents in that relationship
(Miramontes, Nadeau, & Commins, 1997), and (c) those that examine how
families manage their children’s education and what results in academic
success or failure (R. Clark, 1983; Ford, 1993; Gutman & McLoyd, 2000).

Our study of the family role in Shaker Heights does not fit any of these
three research categories. We did not look for ways to increase parent in-
volvement, examine the relationship with the schools, empower parents,
or academic management in poor Black families. What we wanted to
know was what Black parents did or did not do about their children’s edu-
cation at school and at home. We defined this as a study of their educa-
tional strategies or how they went about to implement their educational
aspirations for their children. We looked for such implementation in terms
of what they did at school and at home. It was necessary to study parents’
involvement with their children’s education at home because our compar-
ative research had suggested that in some minority groups the influence
exerted by parents at home had a strong positive influence on their chil-
dren’s education, even when the parents were not particularly involved
with their schools. In this comparative perspective, parent involvement
was not determined by socioeconomic status. Our findings in Shaker
Heights are presented in two parts: (a) educational involvement at school,
and (b) educational involvement at home.
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SHAKER HEIGHTS EDUCATION AS A GOAL

The Black community, like its children, believed that the Shaker Heights
public school system was the best in Ohio and one of the best in the nation.
For many parents the graduation of their children from the Shaker
Heights school system was a goal in itself. Some working-class families
moved to Shaker Heights, willing to work at two jobs or more to pay the
high school taxes so that their children would graduate from the district.
Several students described the struggle or sacrifice of their parents to give
them a chance to graduate from Shaker Heights. Indeed, the concept of
struggling for their children to go to school in Shaker Heights was a fre-
quent theme when students described the educational aspirations of their
working-class parents. This can be seen in the following statement made
by a female student at a discussion with high school students.

I just wanted you to know [that] I definitely agree with what Mabel said, be-
cause people are always saying there are a lot of [rich Black] people in Shaker
… “They’re all rich. They’re all from a [wealthy home].” That’s not true …
[for] most of us … Our parents, they work hard for us to go to Shaker. So, a lot
of times both parents do work two jobs, you know. Sometimes … they don’t
have time to talk to their child … because they busy workin’ for their child to
go to Shaker. So it’s not always them, because people sometimes make [a de-
cision] to go to Shaker, [even though] we’re not like—[rich people]…. My
mother struggles just like everybody else. People can struggle. Sometimes
they … work hard. And they don’t have time to sit down and tell you the
things they need from you, because they’ve probably been workin’ so that
you can go here.

PARENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPECTATIONS

Black parents expected their children to do well in school. Children at ev-
ery grade level knew this. Many students reported that their parents had
told them that it was important for them to succeed at Shaker and to go on
to college. But for some parents the ultimate goal was for their children to
graduate from Shaker High. Five out of six elementary school students in-
terviewed recalled their parents explicitly telling them what grades they
should make. Two were told to make As; two to make As and Bs; in the re-
maining case her mother wanted her to make As, Bs, and Cs; however, her
mother was usually unhappy when she got a C. The expectations of mid-
dle school parents were just as high. Middle school students believed that
their parents’ expectations were important for their school performance.
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High school students also were expected to make good grades, not just
to graduate from Shaker but to go on to college. Eight of the 13 students in-
terviewed said that parents’ expectations were very important for school
success or failure. For 3 students, getting good grades was mandatory in
their families. For this reason, they developed for themselves the same
high expectations their parents had for them. They did not have to be re-
minded that they should make good grades; it was taken for granted. This
was how one female student explained why she made good grades.

Anthrop: OK, um, when a student is doing well, who do you think is re-
sponsible for that? Do you think it’s the student, the parents,
the teachers, the school, who is responsible?

Student: I really think it’s the student. I mean, when they’re doing well
it’s the student. I mean I think in some cases … I think the par-
ent might have something to do with it. There are parents, you
know, [who] put on a lot of pressure on their kids to do well in
school, or threaten or whatever. “You better do well in school
or else.” You know what I mean. In my case, it’s always been
mean. Like my parents, they’ve never, they’ve never told me,
you know, “You have to do well in school.” But it’s like a given,
you know, why wouldn’t I?

Other students said that their parents were happy as long as they did
their best. Only two seniors said that their parents did not have high aca-
demic expectations for them, but they were nonetheless doing well. The
mother of one of them worked most of the time and expected her son to be
independent. The other student was frequently absent; he was suspended
once for fighting during our fieldwork. In spite of a lack of high parental
expectations and supervision, and in spite of his behavior problems, he
was determined to make good grades. And, according to him, he did.

Anthrop: OK, now as far as grades, what types of grades do your parents
expect you to get?

Student: Um, they expect me to get um, well they would love it if I
would get straight As. But I think I’m harder on myself than
my parents are. (Laughing) … ’Cause like um, as long as they
know that I try as hard as whatever. ’Cause they know that, I
mean I try in school. So as long as they know that I’m working
hard and I’m trying then um, like whatever I get is OK. Like
generally I don’t, I’ve only gotten one or two Cs. But um, (in-
audible) I don’t get any Cs. When I got my first one, I was just
so upset.
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Students believed that the reason their parents expected them to do
well in school was partly because their parents themselves did not have
much education or did not have good jobs because of poor education. Af-
ter getting her general equivalency diploma (GED) recently, one mother
began to tell her son that it was important for him not only to graduate
from high school but also go to college.

Anthrop: OK. OK, how far do your parents expect you to go in school?

Student: Um, college at least.

Anthrop: OK. And how often do they make that clear to you?

Student: Um, basically it’s just been this last year, when my mother
made it important to me; she never graduated from high
school or whatever; she got her GED. So she made it important
to me that I have to go to college.

There were parents who did not tell their children explicitly that it was
important to make good grades while at Shaker or to go to college after
Shaker.

Racial Differences in Parental Expectations
and Supervision

Black students compared their parents’ expectations with those of White
parents. They generally concluded that White parents had higher expecta-
tions than their own parents. They explained that this difference was due to
the fact that White parents were better educated. Some also attributed the
higher school performance of White students to the higher parents’ expec-
tations. The following student represented the point of view that the higher
expectations of White parents were due to their being more educated.

Anthrop: OK, do you think that Black parents have different expecta-
tions than White parents for their children … as far as grades?

Student: Yeah. ’Cause a lot of Black people … a lotta Black people like
haven’t necessarily graduated from high school or college. So,
basically, just like the main expectation for them is to get
through high school, and like if they can, get to college. And …
most White people, they’ve gone to college and they have their
own businesses and stuff, that’s what they expect their chil-
dren to do.
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IMPLEMENTING PARENTAL EXPECTATIONS

Although most students believed that their parents expected them to do
well in school, they also believed that there was a gap between those ex-
pectations and what their parents actually did to ensure that they met the
expectations. On the basis of reports by school personnel, students’ re-
ports on their parents’ effort, discussions with parents, and our own ob-
servations, we now describe two aspects of the parents’ endeavors, or lack
of endeavor, to implement their expectations: implementation within the
school system and implementation at home.

Parents’ Involvement Within the School System

From school personnel reports of school authorities, interviews with stu-
dents, discussions with parents themselves, and our observations we can
confidently conclude that Black parents in Shaker Heights did not partici-
pate actively in school organizations and in school events and programs de-
signed to enhance their children’s academic engagement and achievement.
Here are some examples of these organizations, programs, and events.

Parent–Teacher Organization (PTO)

It was reported both in the community and at school that very few
Black parents were members of their schools’ PTO; neither did they attend
the PTO meetings. The principal of one elementary school attributed their
low participation to the distance of her school from the neighborhood
where most of the Black students lived. In this case Black parents would
have to travel quite a long distance to the school. The principal also sug-
gested another reason, namely, that the school was located in a predomi-
nantly White neighborhood. This might well be a factor, because we
observed throughout the study that Blacks did not ordinarily go into pre-
dominantly White neighborhoods. However, their participation in the
PTOs of schools within their own neighborhoods was not much higher.
On the whole, very few Blacks were active members in the PTO in the
schools within or near their neighborhood.

Organized Academic Programs

Their participation in academic programs organized by the school dis-
trict was dismal, in spite of the fact that several of the programs were pri-
marily for Black children. Notable among these are an early elementary
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school program and workshops for proficiency tests. Their participation
in these programs, or lack thereof, was described by the school officials in
charge of the programs. Our informants did not conceal either their dis-
couragement or frustration by the low participation.

Early elementary school program for low achievers. A first-grade
teacher for 17 years in the school district recounted her unsuccessful effort
to get Black parents to come to meetings about her program. The program
was for children whose learning problems could be reduced or eliminated
if treated early. She scheduled meetings with parents at different times of
the day, including in the morning before school opened and after school;
she also tried to communicate with them in other ways. She did this for
more than 15 years and always tried to make herself “approachable.” She
did not have much success. She concluded by saying:

Teacher 1: And I’m very frustrated by that. And I don’t know how we can
change that. And I think that affects achievement from first
grade on, when parents either don’t come or help in a way that
doesn’t foster independence for their child.

Workshop for Parents. We recorded parents’ participation in three
workshops. Two took place before our fieldwork, and the third took place
during our fieldwork.

Parents’ participation in a summer workshop before our fieldwork was
very low. The teacher who organized it said that she found her experience
just as frustrating as that of the first-grade teacher. The overwhelming ma-
jority of students who failed the state proficiency tests were Black. The
workshop was specifically intended to show parents how to help their
children prepare to pass the tests. Initially, some parents came, then at-
tended irregularly or dropped out altogether. This frustration of this
teacher can be readily sensed in the rest of her account:

Anthrop: OK. So parent involvement is a part of the problem. Um. Yeah,
OK. Somebody else. (Calling on someone:) Yes.

Teacher 2: To dovetail on the parent involvement, and I’m saying that’s a
part of it. Not the whole, of course. But I work um, in a govern-
ment supported program, and I work with fifth and sixth grad-
ers, and uh we, we have uh, low achievers. Let me back up and
not say low achievers. We have children, the criteria for our
program are children that score very low on standardized tests
or proficiency tests. Now that’s what places them into my pro-
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gram. And uh, going back to the parent involvement. We had,
we have offered three, uh workshops for our parents over the
years. Over one school year. Say this school year in particular.
And one was on proficiency achievement.

Regarding the school-year workshop prior to our fieldwork, the same
teacher continued:

Teacher 2: Another workshop we just had not too long ago was on ways
that you can help your children through the summer. We had
camps. We have a list of camps. We had uh tutoring available.
Um, what other we had? We had about three or four different
packets and things that child, … they can do with their children
during the summer. And uh, what was? … Our first one is a din-
ner meeting that we have with our families. We provided, you
know, offered them, uh, different types of food to eat, because
it’s in the evening. We know, you know, that a lot of families are
getting their, uh, dinner for their families and they want to be to-
gether. And so, and we have, I guess, about over 100 families in
our, um, … in all of our classes. And uh, I guess [at] one meeting
we had, maybe, 15. And then through, throughout the year the
number dwindled. In our last meeting we had, we had, maybe,
10 families that came. And it really broke my heart, because we
worked very, we worked very hard for all of our workshops, but
this one really got me this last time. And uh, I have one White
student in my class. And I guess in the whole program there
might be, I guess it’s like 98% percent are African Americans,
and, uh, out of the people that showed up for this last meeting
that maybe there were eight there. The White family was also,
uh, present. And, uh, just kind of hurt me.

Teacher 1: (Quietly) Uh huh. Uh huh.

Teacher 2: I’m very discouraged.

There was a brief discussion of the differences among minority groups in
school involvement. The anthropologist shared with the group his findings
on parent involvement in another research project. He had interviewed
teachers, parents, and studied the comments that teachers had written in
the children’s folders. In that study, the students ranged from kindergarten
to 12th grade. In his analysis he noticed that teachers and parents inter-
preted parent involvement differently. He found that immigrant minority
parents, such as the Chinese and Mexicans, did not participate actively in
their children’s school partly because they did not understand the U.S. pub-
lic school system. They might also have emigrated from societies where the
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education system did not require parent involvement (Ogbu, 1974). This
was not, however, the case of Black parents. Many Chinese immigrants
could not help with their children’s work, because they could not speak
English. Yet their children did relatively well in school. Why was this so?
One of the two teachers who spoke earlier explain the difference between
Black and Asian American parent noninvolvement in the district:

Teacher 2: What I’ve noticed among, my um, Asian students who come
with, with very little [English] language or hardly any at all, is
that the parents know how to network. And even if they have
very little English, they seem to have a support network in
their community. And they will call another Korean parent, for
example, to help. And I know, it happens with parents of
high-achieving kids, and maybe that’s part of the reason.

We observed one workshop during our study. This was organized by
some Black teachers. It was on a weekend at the Woodbury Upper Elemen-
tary School. There were only 15 students, and their parents showed up, even
though a larger number had been expected. The parents included a White
couple. This was apparently one of a series of such workshops conducted
during the year. At the end of each workshop parents received instructional
plans about how to prepare for the next one. Among Black parents in atten-
dance the day we observed only one had gone to the last session and there-
fore knew what was to be done that day. The rest came unprepared.

As already noted, the workshop was designed to teach children the
skills they needed to pass the proficiency tests. During the workshop, par-
ents were taught some games and other techniques to use to help their
children master the skills at home. Parents were told that it was their re-
sponsibility as parents to help their children learn the skills. After explain-
ing to parents how to help their children, the teachers gave the children
some assignments to do with their parents. At the end of the session the
parents and children received some practice worksheets to do at home.
The teachers told the parents to ensure that their children did one exercise
every day. They were also given plans for the next workshop.

Minority Achievement Committee (MAC) Scholars Program.
According to one account, successful Black students who were the initial
members of the MAC Scholars program told the organizers that their
school success was due to their parents’ support. This led the organizers
to assume that students who were not doing well probably did not have
such parental support. They believed, however, that all parents wanted
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their children to make good grades but that not everyone knew how to
help his or her child achieve this goal. Although parents usually dis-
cussed their children’s performance when they received their report
cards, many did nothing else to foster better academic achievement. The
organizers of the MAC program hoped to increase parents’ support of
schoolwork through the program, but that had not happened at the time
of this study. In fact, many Black parents said that they had not heard of
the MAC program and did not know how it was supposed to help their
children. We even found that some Black parents employed by the
school district at the middle school and high school who had not heard of
the program.

A Math Lab Conference. As we reported in chapter 6, some teach-
ers organized a math lab conference for parents whose children were in
basic skills math classes. The purpose of the conference was to explain to
parents the difference between basic math and higher math and to show
them how to help their children take and succeed in higher math
courses.

Although most students in basic skills math classes were Black, only 20
Black parents attended. The 20 parents had a total of 12 children. Nine other
parents had signed up but did not attend the conference. Nevertheless, the
teachers considered the attendance a success beyond their expectation.

The teachers explained to those present how the method of teaching
math had changed but not for the at-risk or minority students. In spite of
the change, the method of teaching math to at-risk students continued to
emphasize remediation. The remediation approach prevented students,
especially Black males, from taking algebra and geometry in high school.
Because the at-risk students did not take algebra and geometry in high
school, they had difficulty in math courses in college. The teachers were
trying to convince the parents that the math lab was good for their chil-
dren, because students who enrolled in the lab approach were taught the
thinking and problem-solving skills needed to do higher level math or
algebra and geometry. Teachers discussed increases in pass rates in math
proficiency tests to further convince parents of the benefits of taking the
math lab. Parents were told that in 1987, before the math lab program
was introduced, 21% of the students failed their math exams. However,
after the math lab was started, only 9% of the students failed.

The parents were given a math exercise to do with their, children who
had accompanied them to the conference. They were also asked to go over
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their children’s folders containing their lab work . After parents had com-
pleted the exercise the teachers reviewed it and gave them feedback. The
next activity was answering questions from parents. During this phase the
teachers emphasized how the new method was better for their children.

When the conference was over, the parents seemed convinced that the
math lab was better for their children. They collected signatures to petition
some higher school authorities to provide more math labs.

Every parent was given a packet containing a “Spirit Pass.” They were
told that the Spirit Pass was given to students who demonstrated a lively
spirit for his or her work. On the whole, the teachers made the parents feel
welcome. They provided them with juice, fresh fruit, and bagels. After the
parents left we commented that it was a nice conference. The teachers re-
plied that it was really necessary to make the parents feel welcome and in-
vited. They wanted them to go home with the feeling that the conference
was really beneficial.

Open House. The dismal participation of Black parents during Open
House at both the middle school and high school was another indicator of
the discrepancy between their educational expectations and what they ac-
tually did to ensure that their expectations were met. We went to the Open
House because some school officials had suggested that observing Black
parents’ participation would give us a sense of parents’ school involve-
ment. These officials believed that parent involvement affected par-
ent–teacher relationships, especially at the middle school.

We decided to observe parents in the classes we had been observing
during lessons. For comparative purposes, we describe our observations
of honors and Advanced Placement (AP) as well as skills and college prep
classes. Where possible, we describe parents’ attendance in higher and
lower level classes on the same subject or taught by the same teacher. All
the names of teachers in the presentation below are pseudonyms.

MIDDLE SCHOOL OPEN HOUSE

AP English: Mr. Gaines

Most of the parents were White, and many seemed to know one an-
other. There was only one Black parent among them. We gave her our seat
because she came late and there were not enough seats. Mr. Gaines asked a
student present to hand out several pages of information.
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The teacher then proceeded to explain his high expectations and his
grading scale. He gave an A for 92%, not 90%. He did this to keep students
challenged, and to prepare them academically and socially for the “Big
House,” by which he meant the high school. He remarked that sometimes
students in an AP class think that they knew it all. Admittedly, sometimes
they were close, but he had found ways to ensure that they were challenged.
He then asked the parents for their help. One parent asked a question,
which the teacher answered. After this session, several parents went to in-
troduce themselves to the teacher,whileseveralmore talkedtooneanother.

College Prep English: Mr. Gaines

Most students in this class were Black. There were fewer parents in this
group than in the AP class, and so there were plenty of empty seats. There
was one mixed-race couple. Two students, both African American, accom-
panied their parents tonight. Mr. Gaines asked the students to hand out the
information to parents. The wife in the mixed-race couple said that she did-
n’t need the handout because her husband had already gotten one. It was
not clear why she did not take a copy, because she did not appear to follow
what was going on from her husband’s copy. On the whole, this group of
parents seemed less attentive to what was going on. Many however, were
friendly; as new parents entered the room, most of the others already seated
acknowledged them, suggesting that they were known to each other. Dur-
ing this session, the teacher explained the lesson topics on a board. He said
that they were things he “hoped” to accomplish. His approach to these par-
ents was in contrast with the one he used with parents of AP students. To
the latter he presented things that the students accomplished, but to the par-
ents of the college prep class merely told the parents that all the students
“had potential.” He went on to tell them that many of their children had
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“hidden skills” that were lying dormant. He was pushing them to reveal
and develop those skills. One of his strategies for doing so was to require
them to make a class presentation. At this point he solicited questions from
the parents. One White mother asked about their vocabulary quizzes; she
also asked if the children would have to use them in sentences.

College Prep Math: Mr. Kleinberg

Only 3 of the 18 parents attending this Open House were Black. Mr.
Kleinberg dressed up this evening, although he was usually one of the
more casual teachers. His teaching style also appeared somewhat casual.
He admitted to the parents that his teaching style could be boring because
it was very methodical. He then wrote down an equation on the board and
said that the answer was easy and that everyone knew it. However, what
was more important was the process of arriving at the answer. He pro-
ceeded to tell the parents that he had three objectives in this class. One was
to prepare students for algebra, the second was to make them comfortable
with math, and the third was to ensure that they passed their math profi-
ciency test. He expected their children to do 30–40 minutes of homework
every day, regardless of whether he actually gave assignments. He did not
encourage the use of calculators; he wanted the children to be able to go
through the thought process. He had rules for his class. One rule was that
it was OK to blurt out an answer. He felt that this was fine, because some-
one could state an answer and do it with some level of anonymity. An-
other rule was that he scheduled conferences with parents only when
students were having difficulty. He did not call home with disciplinary
problems; he handled them in the classroom. After returning their graded
tests, students could recover about half the points they initially lost if they
corrected their mistakes. In closing, he invited the parents to come and ob-
serve his class anytime, with an advance notice.

Math Skills Class: Mr. Peters

There were only 4 Black parents at the Open House for this class, although
most of the students were Black. Mr. Peters was late because he had another
Open House session on the other side of the building. Before the teacher ar-
rived we talked with one of the Black parents who appeared unsure as to
whether she was in right class. She was looking for a basic pre-algebra class.
When she mentioned her son’s name, we recognized him. He was one of the
brighter students in this class during our lesson observation.

THE FAMILY 229



230 CHAPTER 11

There were two students with their parents at the Open House. When
Mr. Peters finally settled down, he put an equation on the board; then he
called on the students to solve the problem. The students did not respond.
Mr. Peters remarked that it was not fair to call on them but still continued to
question them. Finally they responded and got the answer right.

Mr. Peters told the parents that the objectives of the class were to im-
prove the students’ math skills, prepare them for algebra, and enable them
to pass their math proficiency test. He had the same goals for college prep
class. He told the parents that their children would be doing lots of story
problems, because there were 40 stories on the proficiency test. They
would be doing a lot of them in the class; they would analyze the stories or
problem passages until they became comfortable with this approach to
mathematics. He also told the parents that he did not give a lot of home-
work but gave no reasons for this. He wanted the students to do most of
their work in class. Finally, he explained his rule about raising hands to an-
swer questions in class. He did not want students to raise their hands
when they knew the answer to a question, because students who raised
their hands often knew the answer to a question and thereby set the class
pace. In concluding, he asked them to call if they had a concern. He also
told them to come and observe his class any time.

(Seventh-Grade AP) English Class: Ms. Dawson

There were only 2 Blacks out of 37 students in this class. One of the
Black students was present tonight. Most of the parents were White. Most
of the seats were occupied when we entered, so we had to sit on a table
near the door.

When we entered, Ms. Dawson was commenting on her age. She re-
marked on that she looked young enough for some parents not to think that
she was the teacher. She began to describe her class. The students were read-
ing Tom Sawyer and would be doing a skit. The students were very excited
about the project. She then talked about her expectations of the class, espe-
cially the skills she wanted them to demonstrate. Among other things, they
would read, study grammar, and do some creative writing. Each student
would also have an opportunity to make a speech. Ms. Dawson said this
was important, even though she herself did not like it when she was their
age. She told the parents to encourage their children to read outside of the
classroom. Next she discussed her grading policy. Then she turned to
homework, letting it be known that it was important. She showed the par-
ents where she kept their children’s folders. The work could be overwhelm-



ing sometimes, but students were given planners in order to organize their
work. She asked the parents to monitor their children’s progress by looking
at their planners.

HIGH SCHOOL OPEN HOUSE

AP English: Mr. Answorth

There were 15 parents in attendance, including 1 Asian and 1 Black. On
entering the classroom, the teacher, Mr. Answorth, handed out copies of The
Shakerite issue with accounts of a fight and other events following a party.
The teacher then began by telling the parents of his love of the Classics. He
told them that he had discovered from class discussions that their children
were amazingly conservative. They should ask them about the class be-
cause that would generate a lot to talk about with their children. As he
named the books the class had yet to read, one parent asked “Are you going
to read anything serious (books)?” The teacher chuckled a bit; then he told
the parent that Wuthering Heights was quite a serious work as were others
on his list. He added that the class would read parts of 1984, just to give
them a sense of what could happen because of current technological ad-
vances. He pointed out that the high school had just installed security cam-
eras around the building. At this point several parents raised their hands to
ask more questions. Responding to one parent, Mr. Answorth pointed out
that they were very firm in what they expected of students in high school.
Forexample,heexpectedstudents to turn ineveryassignmentontime.This
might not be the case when they went off to college. Returning to his
method of instruction, Mr. Answorth said that he tried to get students to
write in order to develop themselves. One parent requested printouts of the

THE FAMILY 231

TABLE 11.2

Black Parents’ Attendance at the High School Open House

Teacher Course Level # Black Parents

D 1
E AP 1
E CP 0

Team Math lab 2
Note. AP = advanced placement; CP = college prep.



reading list so that parents could discuss the books at home. Several parents
chatted with one another at the end of the Open House. One father stayed
behind to talk about the reading list. He asked for and got the teacher’s
home phone number. The teacher told him to call if he really wanted to. The
parent said he would.

AP/College Prep Social Studies: Mr. Glenn

We were surprised that there was only one Black parent at this Open
House session. We had seen this woman earlier in the evening. She
seemed to know many of the White parents. Prior to the Open House we
had observed this and other classes taught by Mr. Glenn. There were
many Black students in each of the classes. Mr. Glenn began by talking
about the history of the class and its significance. He said that it was not
too long ago that the world remained silent while ethnic cleansing oc-
curred. He gave several examples before focusing on the Holocaust. He
said that morality was used to justify the Holocaust and that it was there-
fore important to understand mass movements. He said that people
sometimes acted contrary to their religious beliefs and yet justified their
actions in the name of the same religion. Next, he talked about some of the
class textbooks. Then he described his philosophy of teaching. He didn’t
think that students should compete with one another but only with them-
selves. One parent asked how he graded students; she was concerned her
child had not received any grade in the class. Mr. Glenn replied that he did
not give grades; his goal was to develop the students as critical thinkers
who would use their creativity to become unique individuals, not clones
of himself. He concluded by saying that he believed that if you could teach
one individual to make the world a better place, then maybe the world
would become a better place. He hoped that his students would challenge
some of the views of their parents. Finally, he invited the parents to come
along with the class during a Holocaust field trip he was planning.

Second-Year Algebra Lab: Team of Three Teachers

When we entered this class, the teachers greeted us with handshakes and
seemed pleased to see us. They greeted two Black parents who next entered
the room in the same manner. The two parents sat on either side of us. The
lead teacher said that it would take up to 1 hour to give parents a really good
idea of what went on in the class but that that would not be necessary be-
cause the teachers were planning parent conferences about the class. At the
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conferences they would provide parents with detailed information about
the class. The teachers then passed a sign-up sheet to two parents sitting
near us and asked if they were interested in attending. Parents would be
provided babysitting and transportation assistance if they needed them. A
male parent signed up. Another parent, a woman who had two children in
the class, said she could not sign up because she had to work that night.
However, she would try to get the day off to attend. The lead teacher sug-
gested, that she sign up tentatively so that they could keep in touch her. She
did, making a note that she needed babysitting. Later, the lead teacher told
us that it was that important to them that the parents come to the confer-
ence; that was why they arranged for transportation and baby-sitting.
When we left the class after further discussions with the teachers, we felt
that they really tried to show parents that they were concerned about their
children’s academic growth as well as the opinions of the parents.

In this and other classes we observed there were fewer Black parents
than the Whites even in the classes where most of the students were Black.
Furthermore, Black parents usually did not ask questions relevant to their
children’s academic work. Another interesting point was that Black par-
ents were often accompanied by their children. We didn’t know whether it
was because the parents did not feel comfortable attending the Open
House on their own or because they did not know the purpose of Open
House. We did not see any White children accompanying their parents,
but then, we did not observe every class.

Why Black Parents’ School Involvement Was Limited

Lack of Education

One popular explanation for the low school involvement of Black parents
offered by teachers and people in the community was that they were not
well educated. Therefore they did not understand the school system and
did not know how to get their children through it. An example given for this
lack of understanding was the inappropriate responses of parents when
contacted about their children. According to one teacher, whenever he
called a parent to touch base and warn of a potential problem, the parent
would immediately conclude that his or her child was already in trouble.
The parent would then offer to discipline the child and end the phone dis-
cussion with a threatening voice warning that the child had better change.
Another teacher said that parents were concerned about their children’s ed-
ucation, but “it’s just that some of them don’t know what to do.” Teachers
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believed that relatively uneducated Black parents expected the school to do
everything necessary for their children to succeed. These parents did not
think that they themselves had to participate in school programs or meet
with teachers for their children to succeed. The problem with this explana-
tion was that it did not account for the low involvement of well-educated
middle-class parents.

Employment

Another reason offered was that Black parents worked many hours
with no time left to participate in school events. It was sometimes said that
working-class parents held two or three jobs. In our comparative observa-
tions of White and Black neighborhoods we often saw more White moth-
ers with elementary school-age children during working hours than Black
mothers with similar school-age children. This suggested that more White
mothers were home during the day. We saw several White mothers going
for walks together in the late morning. We got to know some of these
moms quite well. They devoted a large part of their time to the local PTO
and other school matters. They had a lot of time to investigate what was
going on in the community. Some shared with us newspaper clippings on
local affairs or told us about local gossip and events that they thought
might be of interest to us or would be relevant to our study. On the whole,
mothers in the White community were highly involved in the local PTO
and school programs in their neighborhood school.

But what about Black middle-class and professional parents? From our
observations, and by all accounts, Black middle-class parents were not
any more involved than Black working-class parents. School personnel re-
ported that Black middle-class parents were not sufficiently involved with
the schools but did not explain their lack of involvement. The explanation
offered by their children and by other Black people in the community was
that they, too, did not have time because they were struggling to maintain
their middle-class or professional status. Like the working-class parents,
they worked long hours or held more than one job. They went to school
mainly when there was a crisis. One female student described her profes-
sional parents’ involvement as crisis oriented:

OK. For instance, my parents are married. They live together. You know,
we’re upper middle class, but they started early … They didn’t come up to
the school; I mean, they were like not involved unless there is some problem.
If there is some altercations [i.e., crisis], then they would come up and, you
know, they talked to teachers and whatever.
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Alienation From the System

Some school personnel and community informants believed that Black
parents were not actively involved in school because they were alienated
from the White-controlled school system. The first-grade teacher who had
earlier described how she was unable to get Black parents to come to meet-
ings about her program believed that alienation was at the root of the
problem. As she put it, “Some African-American parents have told me
that maybe school wasn’t a positive experience for the parents. So they al-
ready have a negative attitude and feel fearful about approaching teach-
ers.” One parent described herself as one of a few Black professionals
active in the local PTO. Her PTO had eliminated dues to attract more Black
parents, but that did not work. Some parents perceived the PTO as made
up of as made up of “a bunch of do-gooders and stay-home White moms.”
Blacks did not interpret the PTO as White parents did; neither did they feel
at home as members.

Mistrust of the System

In addition to alienation, Black parents mistrusted the school system as
a White institution. At a discussion with a group of school personnel
someone from the community spoke at length of the history of mistreat-
ment of Blacks by White institutions. He said that the mistreatment forced
Blacks to become highly mistrustful not only of the economic system but
also of White schools. Black people distrusted the schools because of gen-
erations of discrimination and the collective struggle Blacks had had to
wage for equal educational opportunity. He implied that the mistrust of
the school system permeated all segments of the Black community; it was
not limited to poor and working class Blacks. That was why middle-class
Black parents were not involved.

Cultural Model of Teaching and Learning

Still another reason for the low parent involvement was their under-
standing or notion of who should educate their children, that is, their cul-
tural model of school teaching and learning. Observations and interviews
in Shaker Heights and elsewhere suggested that Black Americans have
what may be called “a beer mug” model school teaching and learning. In
this model, students learn and perform well if the teacher pours knowl-
edge well into students. The teacher is accountable for students’ learning
and performance because it is his or her duty to pour the knowledge well.
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Students are more or less passive receivers or drinkers of the knowledge.
We saw in chapter 2 that some students in Shaker Heights blamed teach-
ers for not motivating them to learn. As for parents they did not perceive
themselves as active agents in the education process. They did not think
they needed to be involved in the teaching process for their children to
learn. The role of parents is apparently limited to putting pressure on
teachers to do their job of teaching well; that is, limited to pushing teachers
and other school personnel to educate their children. Parents’ involve-
ment also occurred, perhaps more actively, during crises when they went
to push the school system to push teachers or to push some other school
personnel to “do right” by their children. We now consider how this
model of teaching and learning affected what parents did, especially at
home, about their children’s schoolwork in Shaker Heights.

Some Shaker Heights teachers appeared to recognize this model intu-
itively. In the words of one teacher, “Many Black parents just expect that
the school will do everything necessary to make sure that their children
will get an education.” The model was clearly evident in our discussion
with some members of the community. An example occurred on one occa-
sion when we were discussing a significant improvement in the profi-
ciency test of a cohort of students in one elementary school. Our informant
emphatically let it be known that the increase in the children’s test scores
was entirely due to what the teachers and the school did. “And,” our infor-
mant concluded with emphasis, “the parents and the students did not do
anything. That’s right. They did not do anything.”

Inadequate Knowledge of Differences Between
Class Levels

One other explanation was that parents did not know enough about the
significance of the difference between AP and honors courses, on the one
hand, and skills and college preparatory courses, on the other hand. Many
Black parents missed the opportunity to learn about the differences, be-
cause they did not attend school meetings, participate in school programs,
go to parent-teacher conferences, or do volunteer work at school. They did
not emphasize enough to their children the importance of taking the honors
and APcourses. Neither did they know when or how to intervene to ensure
that their children took these courses. One teacher believed that the reason
few Black students went into honors and AP classes was that their parents
did not fully understand the meaning and implications of these classes. He
tried to organize a program to help parents better understand the classes. If
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parents learned about what was taught and how it was taught in the classes
then they would be in a better position to help their children get into the
classes. It was not only the honors and AP classes that parents did not know
enough about; they were similarly lacking in understanding of the skills
and college prep classes. It was partly for this reason that teachers organized
the math conference described earlier in this chapter.

This lack of understanding of what and how their children were taught
might be one reason why the parents did not prepare their children more
effectively to meet the requirement for participation in academic enrich-
ment classes at the upper elementary school. It might also, as already
noted, be a reason for not intervening when their children were placed in
inappropriate classes. Older students reported that more Black students
would be participating in the academic enrichment program at the upper
elementary school and in the honors classes at the middle school if their
parents intervened. A female student described the difference her
mother’s intervention had made in her case.

I think a lot happens between Woodbury and the middle school, because
that’s when different classes start. At that point they’ll have like enrich
classes, advanced classes, and regular classes. I know, like my mom had to
talk to the administration about putting me in the enrich classes because it
was just like, you know, my test scores were high enough to be in there. Ev-
erything was, you know. I’m doing well in math or whatever, but (empha-
sizes word) for whatever reasons they didn’t want to put me in those classes.
And people … in the honors and advanced placement classes in the seventh
and eighth grades [middle school] have had the background, the experience,
and the knowledge from the enrichment classes to get into those classes.
Then once they got to the high school, the transitions into the honors and AP
classes [they] were much easier. It was easier to maintain and stay in those
honors and AP classes.

Parents’ Involvement With Their Children’s
Education at Home

If parents were not actively involved with their children’s education at
school, to what extent they were involved at home? The involvement of
parent in their children’s education ideally should begin with preparing
them for initial entry into school. As their children get older, parents should
explain to them it is important for them to go to school; let them know of the
parents’ expectations; check on their children’s schoolwork and homework;
and, if they can, assist with their homework. When children are having dif-
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ficulty in a subject, parents would try to find out the reasons; they could
then go to the teacher to find out more about the problem and what can be
done about it.

In Shaker Heights, students, parents and other members of the Black com-
munity discussed patterns of parents’ involvement with their children’s
schoolwork at home. We describe some of these patterns in this section.

Preschool and Early Grades

Some, but not all, parents prepared their children for entry into kinder-
garten. One active member of a local PTO reported that a former kinder-
garten teacher once told her that professional families of four or five
children did not prepare them adequately for her kindergarten class. The
informant dismissed the teacher’s assessment as unfair and as an excuse
not to teach Black children effectively to close the academic gap between
them and White children.

Other informants believed that Black parents did not pay enough atten-
tion to their children’s schoolwork in the early grades, especially in read-
ing and math. Furthermore, Black parents did not check their children’s
schoolwork and homework regularly. At formal and informal discus-
sions, students stated that one reason more Black students did not get into
the academic enrichment classes at the upper elementary school was that
their parents did not push them enough in the earlier grades. In compar-
ing their parents with White parents they believed that White parents
pushed their children more. Their parents did not supervise their school-
work in the early grades as much as White parents supervised the school-
work of their own children. The contrast between their parents and White
parents was made by several high school students during a discussion
with the anthropologist:

Oh, um, I think it also starts at home, too. Um, I think that um part of the rea-
son that maybe Blacks just don’t do as well, is because maybe Black parents
don’t push them as hard to do well as maybe White parents. I’m not saying
that all Black parents don’t try and want their kids to do well, but it somehow
told us, that’s not um a major criteria in their household, and they’re not so
concerned about if their kids do well in school.

Another student cautioned against generalization, saying that there
were differences among Black parents just as there were differences
among White parents. He concluded, “It all depends on where you’re
coming from … like, you can’t say [it’s every] Black family. ‘Cause it could
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be two Black families [that] could be extremely different, and two White
families [that] could be extremely different.”

Homework Supervision

We became aware of parents’ supervision of homework, or lack of it,
during a visit to Woodbury Upper Elementary School in the early part of
our fieldwork. Ateacher approached us as we were about to leave to let us
know that parental supervision of homework was an important factor in
students’ school success. She suggested that we look into that. She said
that as a teacher she was responsible for what happened in the classroom
but that it was the responsibility of the parents to ensure that their children
completed their homework and that many children would not do their
homework without their parents’ supervision. She went on to report the
case of a parent whom she described as “a complainer.” Yet her child
would never complete homework assignments. Whenever she asked the
child why he did not complete his homework, he would say “I was tired
and I fell asleep” or give other excuses. The teacher concluded by saying
that she believed one of the reasons African American students were not
doing well was that they came from low-income and working-class fami-
lies where parents did not supervise their homework.

Teachers, students, and others more or less agreed that many students
did not take their homework seriously and that their parents did not ade-
quately supervise it. A comparison was often made between White par-
ents and Black parents. White parents expected more homework and
made sure that their children completed and returned it to the teacher.
This was less true of Black parents. Teachers were aware of this difference,
and it influenced their homework policies and practices. The difference
was evident in the way they talked about homework during the Open
House at the middle school and high school. For example, in one AP class
at the high school the teacher told parents that homework was very im-
portant. She showed them their children’s folders with corrected assign-
ments. She reminded them that homework could be a difficult assignment
or overwhelming. She provided students with planners to help them or-
ganize their homework assignments. She asked the parents to monitor
their children’s academic progress by checking the planners. She usually
signed the planners to show that she had recorded all completed assign-
ments. The parents were requested to include a note in the planner re-
turned by the student if they had questions or suggestions.
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In contrast, teachers of skills and college prep classes tended to de-em-
phasize the importance of homework. During the Open House one
teacher of a skills class told the parents that “there was not a lot of home-
work in the class.” He did not explain why there was not a lot of home-
work. He did not show the parents their children’s folders with completed
homework assignments. Neither did he talk of providing students with
planners to be signed to show that their homework was completed and re-
corded.

We learned more of parents’ supervision of homework, or lack of it,
from their children’s descriptions of their own experiences. The impor-
tance of parents’ supervision of homework was not lost on the students.
For example, MAC scholars reported that parents’ supervision of their
schoolwork and homework was an important reason for their academic
success. The parents of the scholars not only expected them to do well in
school but also saw to it that they did their homework. In the words of one
scholar, “My parents make sure I have done my homework before I can
watch TV.”

In general, however, in group discussions or at interviews students re-
ported that many Black parents, including their own, did not supervise or
check their children’s homework closely or often. Recall that in chapter 2,
in which we discussed students’ effort or lack of effort, one student re-
ported that he usually did only a part, not all, of his homework. His par-
ents apparently did not check on his homework. Another student
described what happened where there was no adequate supervision:

If it’s a nice, sunny day outside, you’d rather go outside and play with your
friends than do your homework. And if you don’t have parents who are tell-
ing you or making you do your homework, or who … will go down to school
a few times and check out and make sure you’re doing okay, then you can
just slack off and go [and do other things]. I know. But for you to do your
homework, your parents need to help you and keep you on the right tack.

Monitoring Children’s Use of Time: Television

Students reported that they were distracted from schoolwork and
homework by inappropriate role models on television. They complained
that their parents did not sufficiently monitor the kinds of television pro-
grams they watched or how much time they spent watching television. As
a result, they not only spent too much time watching television but they
also watched programs that exposed them to role models that were detri-
mental to their school interest and striving.
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Controlling Peer Pressures

Neither did parents scrutinize enough their children’s friends. As we
discussed in chapter 10, there were many negative peer pressures on stu-
dents in regard to schoolwork. Just as parents did not monitor adequately
television watching, they did not monitor their children’s friendships.
Hence, many children were distracted from their schoolwork by their
friends and inappropriate role models. One high school student put the
matter this way:

If you have good parents, and a good home … you may see on television
someone smoking weed or somethin’ like that, and your peers may smoke.
Those two factors can, you know, make a dramatic change in your success. So,
… I really think that … what the community can do is to monitor television
programs so that we do not watch movies in which some bad things happen to
you. And I think that parents … should, if they’re not already involved in the
community, I think they should take a larger part in the involvement in the
community and at home to monitor what we are exposed to.

Motivating Children: Reward and Punishment

Parents used rewards and punishment to implement their academic
expectations. Students experienced this twin practice beginning at the ele-
mentary school. All but one elementary school student interviewed were
rewarded for good grades or punished for bad grades. Three students had
always done well in school and had never been punished. Rewards for
good grades included money and a treat. One student who usually got
both money and a treat, described her experience “And … every time I get
good grades on my report card, my Mom takes me out to Wendy’s. ‘Cause
you get a free happy meal.” Punishment for poor grades included loss of
some privileges; a student might not be allowed to go to parties. In addi-
tion, he or she might be forced to stay home and study.

Older students were also rewarded for good grades and punished for
poor grades. Some felt that the rewards constituted a powerful incentive
to do better, as in the case of this student:

Student: My parents would give me, um, we’d call them report card treats,
literally. And, um, for every good report card or almost every
good report card or anything like that, it’s sort of things that I
needed anyway [that his parents would give him]. But I’d get a
new pair of shoes, so I’d associate good grades with new things.

Anthrop: Rewards.
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Student: Right, reward, constant reward versus punishment. And uh, I
never really thought about it much, but that’s really, I guess,
that was the basis. Yeah, even from kindergarten, just a pack of
football cards, if I brought home a good grade or something
like that. And I never, I never really thought about it like that,
but my mom was a psychology major.

Students who were not rewarded for getting good grades felt that they
should. They felt that their parents were not doing enough to encourage
them to do well in school. Parents punished older children for poor
grades. However, as students got older punishments usually lost their ef-
fectiveness. Here is an example of an older student for whom punishment
for bad grades had lost its power to motivate him to improve his school
performance.

Student: And like if I get a D or a F, my father just won’t accept it, ‘cause
he knows I’m a smart kid; and he know I could do the work. He
said like if I got a D or somethin’, he said, he’d be mad because
he know I could do the work. He said it’d be different if I could-
n’t do the work, you know, he’ll understand. But I can do the
work so he wants me to get to my ability.

Anthrop: So what happens when you do bring home a D? What does he
do?

Student: He usually puts me on punishment for a while. I usually can’t
talk on the phone or watch TV; I have to like come straight
home from school. I can’t play any sports.

Anthrop: Does that work for you?

Student: Huh?

Anthrop: Does that work to make you change and start getting better
grades?

Student: Sometimes. I mean, it doesn’t as much now because before [in
the earlier grades], [when I was] on punishment … I get a
whuppin’. So … instead of gettin’ a whuppin’, I rather do my
work. But now, [when] I’m on punishment and he’s not-he’s
not like ever in my room to tell me what to do. And I have a TV
in my room, I could turn it down low. I got a PlayStation. I be
playin’ PlayStation and stuff … so he doesn’t really come in my
room nowadays and stress it as much. But I used to get a
whoopin’ and he’d take all that away …
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There were parents who did not punish their children for getting poor
grades; instead, they discussed the grades with them to find out why they
did not do well. They then encouraged them to do better next time. This
was the experience of the next student.

Anthrop: OK. And what happens when your report card comes? What
do you guys do?

Student: (laughs). OK, like for instance this time, I kind of strayed from
what I was supposed to get. I got a couple of C’s and my parents
at first were kind of disappointed. They were, they told me.
They gave me the support and, first of all, they asked how did
my grades come down, to get to this level, like a B– or a C+ or
anything like that. And I told them. And they said that um, that I
know that I could raise my grade up because … its just that …
the first grading period is kinda shaky for me. ’Cause if I have to
get into certain subjects [honors or AP class], and actually be in-
volved in it, I have to get really good grades and study right.

The extent to which Black parents rewarded or punished their chil-
dren for good and bad grades was impressive. Their behaviors sug-
gested that they very much wanted their children to do well in school.
They were happy and rewarded them when they did well; they were un-
happy and sometimes punished them when they did not. However, the
effectiveness of these behaviors should be seen in its proper context. Ac-
cording to the children and some adults, many parents discussed their
children’s work with them, and rewarded or punished them, only when
report cards arrived.

REASONS FOR INADEQUATE INVOLVEMENT
AT HOME

Communication Barriers: Limited Parental Education

Some of the reasons for the parents’ limited guidance and supervision were
the same as or their limited involvement with the school system. Not being
well educated was the reason most often given by school authorities. Stu-
dents had a different interpretation of the effect of their parents’ limited ed-
ucation: They believed that their poorly educated parents had difficulty
convincing them, their children, that education was important or convinc-
ing them to study hard and make good grades. In other words, the students
did not usually listen to their parents, whom they did not think were edu-
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cated enough to advise them about such matters. One female high school
student described the problem like this:

I think [there is] something else that kinda goes along with [what has been
said]. Maybe [even] a stronger reason. Like if [parents] like didn’t get as
good of an education—the parents I’m talking about—um, if they didn’t
have that good education … it’s harder for them to tell their children that,
“You have do this stuff that I never did,” you know. Like if you have a par-
ent that was like really successful and got like this really good education,
it’s easy to be like convince you by tellin’ you, “I did it. You do it now.” But
like if they didn’t do it, it’s a lot harder for them to like—convince their kids
that like “You have to be better than I was,” you know. That’s hard for a par-
ent to say to a kid. But I don’t even put the blame on the parents or anyone
or the teachers, because it’s really up to the student. Because I know a lot of
people who are not financially as stable as a lot of people here in Shaker,
you know. And they go to school in Cleveland. But their parents are always
saying, “Because we don’t want you to live this life that we had to live, we
want you to do better, so please try hard. Try hard.” And a lot of parents are
saying that to their children, you know. It’s no parents that—well, there are
some—but most parents, they want their child to do well in school. But
when you talk about when you talk about … Black students who aren’t do-
ing well, I think their parents want them to do good just like any others, any
other parent wants her child to do good. It’s just the student. And it’s like,
when you come to school, it doesn’t matter what your parents have, uh,
told you, it’s up to you.

She went on to say that students were responsible for choosing between
their education or schoolwork and their peer groups:

You’re [i.e., the student] the one who have, … you know, to make the deci-
sions; and you’re the one who has to decide, “Well, my mother wants me to
do good, but am I gonna do that?” The reason is that when a lot of students
come to school, school isn’t school to them. School is just a place where they
meet and … hang with their friends. It doesn’t even matter what … their par-
ents told them. It could go completely, you know, into one ear and out the
other. It’s just the whole mind set of the student.

Communication Barriers Between Generations

The generation gap was another reason students did not listen to their par-
ents. Some students were unwilling to follow their parents’ advice about
education because they considered their parents’ views to be old-fashioned.
Astudent illustrated the problem with a description of her relationship with
her parents. She said that her parents did not understand her teenage prob-
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lems and how to relate to her about these problems. So, she turned to her
teenage cousins who had gone through similar problems.

Competing Inappropriate Societal Role Models

Another reason students did not listen to their parents was that society
and the media presented them with role models whose paths to fame or
status did not depend on school success.

And it’s the image thing too, like, Lana was saying. The image of role models
that the society has set for the uh Black male or the Black female is, you know,
that of rappers, or gang bangers, or dope dealers, and a lot of other kinds of
people. [students] feel that that’s what is the in-thing to do, and they feel that
getting good grades and being successful, that’s not the in-thing. And I think
it has to do with role models and everything. And people can’t separate the
fact that entertainment—you know, gangster, rap music—they can’t accept
the fact that that’s just entertainment. They see that that’s the way of life, and
that’s the cool way to be. They can’t separate that in their heads that this is
music. You know, and it’s just music. These people are out to make money,
but I want to do good in school, you know. I want to, I want to do something
with my life. They want to be like the rappers and everybody else they hear
about, so that’s what I think.

Employment Constraints on Parents’ Time

Although some working-class parents who found time to talk to their chil-
dren about the need to do well in school supervised or checked their
homework, most did not do so because they had no time because of their
jobs. Students believed that their parents’ work affected their ability to
motivate them and to supervise or help with their homework. The follow-
ing student described her own experience of the work constraints on her
parents’ time. She also provided a general picture of the situation among
the working-class:

Student: My neighbor found time to talk to his children. But my parents
are like [the] opposite. They’re the opposite ’cause like a lot of
parents, you know, they don’t have the time to, you know, mo-
tivate you by telling you things like that. So you know, you’re
kinda just on your own and put aside ‘til they got time, and yet
by the time they have time, they, it’s like it’s too late.

Anthrop: So your parents don’t have time?
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Male
Student:

A lot of people’s parents don’t have time.

Anthrop: Do your parents have time?

Male
Student:

No. Never.

It was not only working-class parents who did not have time to help their
children at home and monitor their homework; some children from mid-
dle-class and professional families also reported that they received little or
no assistance from their parents because of their employment schedule.
They described their parents’ working life as “struggling.” Thus, it ap-
pears that both working-class and middle-class parents had no time be-
cause they were struggling, although for different reasons. Working-class
parents struggled by working two or three jobs to earn enough money to
pay the bills; middle-class parents, on the other hand, struggled by work-
ing at more than one job or long hours to earn enough money to maintain
their middle-class status.

Allocation of Educational Responsibility

Another reason for the low involvement of working-class parents was that
some parents felt their role in their children’s education was paying the
high tax rate and meeting the high cost of living in Shaker Heights so that
their children would graduate from the Shaker Heights school system.
They wanted their children to graduate from Shaker Heights because of
the prestige of school credentials from the school district. They moved to
Shaker Heights for this reason, knowing that it would mean working at
more than one job to pay the bills. That is, they believed that by moving to
Shaker Heights and working hard and long hours to meet the financial
cost of living and sending their children to Shaker schools, they had ful-
filled their own responsibility of educating their children. It was up to the
school to teach and make sure that their children learned and it was up to
their children to study and do well in school. One student from a work-
ing-class background described this allocation of educational responsibil-
ity and his own experience this way:

Male
Student:

I just wanted to make one point. That is, that a lot of times
Shaker is looked at as like a goal. It’s to, it’s like to my mom, I
know that she grew up in a project and her dad started going to
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[jail]…. I mean, if you could picture in your mind the projects,
[it’s] like the worst projects you can think of. That’s where my
mom [grew up]. I mean, she had no money at all. And my
daddy gone to school, when she met him [and they decided]
just to [move] to Shaker. And I think [there is] a lot of um peo-
ple’s parents [who] don’t have quite that much money. They
want their children to have better lives, and they say about
their child, “Well, if I can just get him into Shaker, if I can get
him into Shaker schools, he’ll be all right.” So we get here, and
we’re in Shaker schools and everything. [But] if you are here in
Shaker and you don’t go to class, [and] you don’t get the A’s
and B’s then, I mean, what’s the point? Your parents are just
paying a lot of taxes that ain’t doing nothing.

Anthrop: You know, you sound to me like Chinese students who said that
their parents suffered to come to the U.S. so that they can get
“American education.” Your parents suffered to come to Shaker,
right? so you can go to school … Chinese students take that as a
challenge to do well [in school] in order to make their parents
feel that at least they are getting something for their effort and
sacrifices. Am I hearing the same thing from my fellow brothers
and sisters whose parents are working so hard so they can live in
Shaker and give them a chance for “better education?”

Male
Student:

Well, anyway, you know, [they will say] once I got here, I’m
gonna [get good education]. But by the time [students] get to
Shaker, and their parents are inspired (emphasizes the word) to
come, [parents] still got to work. They still got to pay the bills.

Lack of Awareness of Children’s Academic Problems

Finally, some parents did not help their children with their schoolwork
because they were not aware that their children had academic problems.
They thought that their children were doing well when they were not.
An example of this was the case of a mother who attended the math con-
ference described earlier. In a discussion with the teachers after the con-
ference we told them that when we talked with the mother in the
community she thought that her son was doing an amazing job in the
class. The teachers said that this was definitely not so. The boy received a
B for the first marking period. Compared to other students, in the class
he didn’t do well; he barely met the minimum expectation. They ex-
plained that they did not give failing grades because they didn’t want to
discourage the students in the math lab class. The work for which they
gave passing grades in the lab class would receive failing grades in regu-
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lar math classes. They said that the woman’s son was easily distracted
and was not doing so well. Their overall description of him suggested
that he was really one of the problem children in the class, yet his mother
didn’t have a clue of his academic performance or behavior problems.

ASPIRATION AND EXPECTATION
VERSUS BEHAVIOR

As has already been pointed out, Black parents had very high academic
expectations for their children, and their children knew this. But the chil-
dren felt that high expectations were not sufficient to help them do well in
school. Several students pointed out what was missing: Their parents did
not show them how to succeed in school. They did not, for example, su-
pervise their schoolwork closely. Thus, there was a discrepancy between
parents’ expectations, such as telling them that they should make good
grades, and actually showing them how they should make good grades.
The male student who reported earlier that his parents never had time to
supervise his homework also spoke to this:

Anthrop: So they haven’t really communicated to you something to mo-
tivate you to work hard in school, right?

Male
student:

Well, they say, “Go to school and do good,” but really that’s not
enough. Anybody can tell you that. “Go to school and do
good.” I mean, that’s not all parents expect will make you do
well in school. But, I mean, they’re never there.

Anthrop: Are your parents middle class? Upper class?

Male
student:

None.

Some students living with both parents in working-class families did
not necessarily see any of the parents when they got home from school, be-
cause both parents were working, perhaps, on two jobs. The student ex-
tended his description to this situation:

The students don’t see [their parents]. They don’t come home until ten
o’clock and [the students], you know. They might not even get dinner. They
might have to make dinner for themself (sic). They … don’t ever see their
parents. And by the time they get up to go to school, their mother’s at work
already. They, they don’t even see [their parents] for a week. I see my mother
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on like, maybe, Monday, and I might see her (again on) Friday, Friday night.
You know what I’m sayin’? So, there’s not even thinkin’ of my schoolwork,
‘cause I don’t even see my mom for, I mean, a week.

School authorities and some people in the Black community usually as-
sumed that the problem of inadequate guidance and supervision was lim-
ited to working-class, poor families and single-parent families. However,
we learned from students and some adult informants that it also existed
among middle-class and professional families. Students from profes-
sional or middle-class families described their own experiences that were
similar to those of students from working-class families. Some of the for-
mer described themselves as latchkey kids. The advantage of middle-class
latchkey kids was that they might have received more or better prepara-
tion for their academic careers in early school years. This enabled them to
handle their schoolwork more effectively in the absence of later parental
guidance and supervision. The following self-portrait of an upper mid-
dle-class student is representative of the middle-class latchkey kids:

OK. My parents are married. They live together, you know. We’re upper
middle class. But they married early. They told us what we needed to know.
We’re latchkey kids, and they left. We raised ourselves. So, I think my situa-
tion is a little bit different from those of working-class families. My parents
gave us a lot of good things before they left, but then, they’re … basically
gone. They didn’t come up to the school; I mean, they were like not involved
unless there is some problem. Then they would come up and, you know,
they talked to teachers and whatever. But basically everything I have done in
my education have been by my decisions to be in whatever classes. I usually
do some research before the classes to know well enough about them before
taking them.
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12

Community Forces
and Academic Disengagement:
A Summary of Findings

CHAPTER 12COMMUNITY FORCES AND ACADEMIC DISENGAGEMENT

Westartedthisbookbystatingthethreeobjectivesofourstudy.Onewastodis-
cover the factors that contributed to the low school performance of Black stu-
dents in the Shaker Heights school district. The second was to examine one of
these factors, their academic disengagement. Finally, we hoped to bring com-
munity forces into the present discourse, policy, and practice in Black educa-
tion. Our framework for the study was the cultural–ecological theory of
schooling, which posits that minorities’ school engagement and performance
would be influenced by two sets of actors: (a) societal and school factors, and
(b) community factors. The societal and school factors (the system) are the
treatmentsofBlacksbyWhites insocietyandineducation,andthecommunity
factors are people interpretations of and responses to schooling (community
forces)becauseof thewaytheyinterpretandrespondtothesocietalandschool
treatments as well as their mode of incorporation into minority status. We did
not downplay the role of societal and school mistreatment of Blacks in Shaker
Heights, but we focused on the role of community forces; that is, we concen-
trated on the educational beliefs or interpretations and behaviors of Blacks, es-
pecially those of the students. Specifically, we examined how the following
features of the community forces affected the academic engagement and
school performance of the students: frame of school or educational compari-
son; beliefs about the instrumental value of school credentials; relationship
with White people and the schools they controlled; symbolic beliefs about or
interpretations of cultural, language, and intellectual differences; and educa-
tional strategies or how Blacks strived to acquire formal education.
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We took into account three other contextual factors, namely, (a) that the
United States is a settler society, (b) that the formal education system in the
United States is a delegate agency, and (c) that Black Americans are an in-
voluntary minority (see chap. 3).

The preceding chapters were not organized around our findings on the
community forces, because these factors were interlocking so that a given
factor permeated the topics described in several chapters. In this chapter
we draw from various chapters to summarize our findings on specific
community forces. The primary focus of this chapter is on community
forces, for two reasons. First, as we indicated in the Preface, one of the ob-
jects of this book is to introduce the community forces as a part of the dis-
course, policy, and practice in minority education. The second reason is
that our findings on community forces are the basis of our recommenda-
tions in the next chapter.

FRAMES OF REFERENCE

Throughout the study, Blacks compared themselves with Whites in Shaker
Heights and in the whole United States. In the comparison, they always
concluded that they were worse off than the Whites in jobs, income, hous-
ing, political power, and education for no other reason than their minority
status. This inequality had been a part of their experience since they were
emancipated from slavery. As evidence, they cited several historical land-
mark court decisions, such as Plessy v. Furguson. As for unequal educa-
tional opportunity, they noted that it took the U.S. Supreme Court decision
in the case of Brown v. Board of Education to end de jure school segregation
and inferior education in the South. But that did not necessarily end de facto
segregated and inferior education in the South and in the North. From their
point of view, at the time of our study in 1997, Blacks in Shaker Heights
High, like those in Little Rock High in Arkansas, were still segregated and
disadvantaged in education in the absence of legal barriers.

Adults and children compared the two races politically. From the mid-
dle school the students were aware of the unequal power relations be-
tween the two races both locally and nationally. For example, one middle
school student noted that no Black American had ever been elected Presi-
dent of the United States (chap. 4). The students believed that Black people
were judged by the color of their skin rather than ability in many areas of
life. They wished that society would stop stereotyping them and would
judge them on the basis of their ability.
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Another negative frame of comparison was about the criterion for evalu-
ation of performance. They believed that Black Americans were compelled
to work twice as hard as their White peers for the same societal reward.
High school students complained most that Black employees were ex-
pected by White employers to work twice as hard as White employees with
the same qualification or education to prove themselves. Black workers
usually knew that their White employers had lower expectations of them,
and for that reason they felt that they had to prove themselves.

The students also believed that for a Black person to compete success-
fully with a White person for the same job, wage, or job promotion he or
she had to be twice as good as the White competitor. We did not directly in-
quire into the effects of these beliefs on the students’ academic engage-
ment, but it is not far-fetched to think that they might in some way
contribute to the academic disengagement.

OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE AND INSTRUMENTAL
LINKAGE TO EDUCATION

(FOLK THEORY OF “MAKING IT”)

In Shaker Heights, Blacks verbally emphasized the importance of educa-
tion for adult futures. They also said that they were determined to get a
good education themselves or for their children to get a good education in
order to get good jobs. At the same time, however, they verbalized other
beliefs and described experiences that appeared to undermine their edu-
cational beliefs and commitments. As involuntary minorities with a long
history of discrimination in the opportunity structure, it appeared that our
informants were not really sure that education was the key to upward so-
cial mobility or to the achievement of the American Dream. This apparent
ambivalence was evident in our subsequent analysis of three issues in ed-
ucation and opportunity structure.

Education and The American Dream

Before the civil rights movement and legislation of the 1960s, Black Ameri-
cans were prevented by a job ceiling from receiving equal benefits of school
credentials with Whites (chap. 8). The job ceiling was lowered by the civil
rights legislation and extra government policies, such as affirmative action.
Civil rights legislation and affirmative action attempted to enable Blacks
and other minorities get the jobs and other benefits of education that their
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White peers with similar educational qualification got without special legis-
lation and government programs. The job ceiling was not lowered, because
Blacks had become more educated. Thus, for Black Americans the link be-
tween school credentials, on the one hand, and upward social mobility, on
the other hand, remained relatively weak in the context of the civil rights
legislation and affirmative action: From the 1960s, Blacks needed the special
legislation and affirmative action program to get the jobs open to Whites
without these extra helps.

Shaker Heights Blacks believed that they had benefitted from civil rights
legislation and affirmative action. They did not face the same degree of dis-
crimination in the opportunity structure experienced by their forebears. Many,
like theirWhitepeers, couldnowget thesamejobs,wages,and jobpromotions
on the basis of education and ability. However, informants were skeptical. It is
significant tonote thatevensomeelementaryschoolstudentsdiscussedthera-
cial barriers in opportunity structure. Some middle school students felt that af-
firmative action and other special government programs were still needed, not
to enable Blacks to close the gaps caused by past discrimination but because of
residual of racial barriers. From the students’ point of view, White people were
criticizing affirmative action because they were not aware of the extent of the
barriers endured by Blacks in the past. Furthermore, White critics know how
deeply those barriers affected the current occupational status and education of
Blacks. High school students repeatedly explained that affirmative action pro-
gram was developed to remedy the damage resulting from the long history of
discriminationandthat theaffirmativeactionshouldcontinuetoenableBlacks
to catch up with White people.

Perceptions of Unequal Opportunity and Academic
Engagement

The belief that unequal opportunity still persisted had two opposite ef-
fects on students’ academic engagement. On the one hand, it made some
students skeptical as to the real value of school credentials and discour-
aged some students from striving to maximize their academic perfor-
mance. On the other hand, it motivated some students to work hard in
school in order to compete more successfully with their White peers in the
job market. Thus, during one Minority Achievement Committee meeting
one scholar admonished the potential scholars that as Black men they
should work as hard or even harder than their White peers in order to
compete successfully with the Whites in the job market.
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There were other effects of discrimination in opportunity structure on
the academic engagement of which Black students and the community
were not necessarily aware. We call these effects missing connections, and
we describe three of them here briefly.

1. Schooling is not perceived as a preparation for the job market. Black stu-
dents in Shaker Heights did not generally discuss their present
schooling as a preparation for their adult futures in the job market.
They rarely made a connection between what or how they were
doing in school and what they would become or do when they
grew up. We reported earlier that in a class discussion in high
school the students repeatedly said that they would think of ca-
reers when they grew up. The teacher told them that they were al-
ready grown up. He informed them that in some other societies
people of their age already had families and other responsibilities.
The point to stress is that the students at all levels did not make ad-
equate connection between their academic performance and their
adult futures in the labor market. Their schooling was not goal
oriented and lacked motivating direction.

2. Inadequate knowledge of educational requirements of future jobs.
Many students, even at the high school, did not seem to have a
good understanding the educational qualification required by
the jobs they would like to do when they finished school. They
did not seem to know that some jobs or professions required
certain skills and knowledge that students might begin to ac-
quire during their education. For example, a student desiring
to become an engineer would start taking certain math courses
at a precollege level of schooling.

3. How courses at school levels are related is not understood. The stu-
dents did not seem to understand that the sequence of their
courses or that their present course enrollment would deter-
mine their future course enrollment. For example, Black stu-
dents at the elementary school were apparently not thinking or
concerned about how their performance would affect their
course enrollment at the middle school. Likewise, those at the
middle school did not seriously consider how their perfor-
mance would affect their enrollment in various course levels at
the high school.
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We speculate that these missing connections arose from the barriers be-
tween education and opportunity structure that Black Americans experi-
enced historically and that were manifested among the students in lack of
pragmatic goals and directions in their school careers.

Alternative and Survival Strategies

Black Americans turned to sports, athletics, entertainment, and drug deal-
ing, according to students, because racial barriers and the job ceiling made
it difficult for them to achieve the American Dream or gain upward social
mobility by acquiring school credentials. They turned to alternative strate-
gies that did not require school credentials. These strategies were dis-
cussed during class lessons, in interviews with individual students, and at
group meetings. Black Americans who turned to the alternative strategies
were “smart.” Such intelligent Blacks diverted their “smartness” from ac-
ademic pursuit into pursuits because of racial barriers. On a number of oc-
casions the students reminded the researchers that Black drug dealers
were very intelligent people. It was widely believed that nowadays sports
provide Blacks the best opportunity for getting ahead. Students and some
school personnel were aware of the adverse effects of these alternative
strategies on academic engagement. Some teachers discussed the risks of
students neglecting the academic route to professional careers and putt-
ing their hopes in professional sports. Yet for some students it appeared
that all that mattered was sports. Students engulfed in sports and enter-
tainment cultures showed little interest in doing schoolwork and making
good grades.

Role Models

Black students chose well-educated and successful professional Blacks in
Shaker Heights and elsewhere in the nation as role models. However, the role
models were admired because of their leadership in the “collective struggle”
against White oppression or in the civil rights movement rather than because
of their academic and professional success or other attributes that made them
successful in the corporate economy or wider societal institutions.

The people most admired were Black athletes, sports heroes, and famous
entertainers. The students explained that these categories were admired
more because the media made them, their wealth, and their fame more visi-
ble than Blacks who achieved success through school credentials, such as
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doctors, engineers, lawyers, and university professors. The students’ domi-
nant role models were, therefore, characters lacking in attributes conducive
to academic success.

RACE RELATIONS AND SCHOOLING

Race relations in many ways adversely affected the schooling of Black
Americans in the Shaker Heights school district as they did elsewhere in the
nation. This was not only because of the way White people have treated
Black people in school and society but also because of the way Black people
have interpreted and responded to their schooling because of their involun-
tary minority status and the White mistreatment. White enslavement and
mistreatment of Blacks after emancipation are well documented in the liter-
ature (Bullock, 1970; & Williams, 1989; Ladenburg & McFeely, 1969;
Litwack, 1991; Myrdal, 1944; Ogbu, 1978). What have not been adequately
studied and understood are the educational consequences of what Blacks
believe about their relationship with Whites and White institutions and
Blacks’ responses to them. In the present study we examined three aspects
of the latter, namely, social distance and fear, conflict and mistrust, and an
affective rather than pragmatic relationship with the system.

Social Distance and Fear

In the Preface we reported a public image of racial harmony in the Shaker
Heights community and schools. What we found was a significant social
distance between the two racial groups, at least from the point of view of
Blacks. They did not believe that race relations in Shaker Heights were as
harmonious or good as Whites claimed them to be. Blacks believed that
the public image of racial harmony was maintained by a code of silence
imposed by the Whites and that, in reality, White people disparaged, mis-
represented, and feared them. These treatments created social distance
and mutual ignorance between the two races that affected any discourse
about Black education. For example, White fear of Blacks prevented some
White candidates for a school board election from attending a candidates’
forum in a predominantly Black segment of the city.

Conflict and Mistrust

The nearest thing to open conflict that we noticed was the dispute over the
publication of the article on the academic achievement gap between Black
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and White students in The Shakerite. The students commented on the ab-
sence of open conflict by contrasting their suburb with Parma, a neighbor-
ing suburb.

But beneath the seeming racial harmony was deep mistrust. Immedi-
ately after we arrived to conduct our research we discovered that the Black
community did not trust the White community, whose members consti-
tuted the school authorities. As we noted in the Preface, the mistrust was a
matter of concern to us, because Blacks feared that White school authorities
would provide us with data that would bias our research against them. The
mistrust showed up on several occasions when Black education in the dis-
trict was discussed. For example, the Black community and school officials
agreed that Black students were achieving academically below White stu-
dents, but the two sides had different explanations for the academic perfor-
mance gap. White school officials said that the gap was due to differences in
social class. The Black community attributed it to racism. Blacks and Whites
accepted the facts about the academic achievement gap published in The
Shakerite. Blacks suspected that White people had published the article to
humiliate them. Even some Black school personnel shared this community
interpretation, as could be seen in the dialogue between a Black school
counselor and a Black community representative during our meeting with
one group of school authorities. White school officials denied that the article
was published to humiliate Blacks.

Affective Interpretation of Schooling

When Blacks evaluated their teachers and schools, they emphasized the
importance of “caring” for students and the inclusion of their experience
and perspectives in the curriculum or pedagogy. Their emphasis is not so
much on teachers’ expertise in the subject matter. Gay (2000, p. 47) ex-
plained that by caring Blacks mean that they want their teachers and
schools to be nourishing, supportive, protective, and encouraging. Fur-
thermore, Blacks hold teachers accountable for students’ performance.
Gay (2000) added that if teachers and schools manifest this type of caring,
they would create a consistently caring climate that would make Black
students more willing to participate in learning tasks and demonstrate
higher achievement [italics added].

Afrequent complaint of Black students in the Shaker school district was
that their teachers, counselors, and administrators didn’t “care.” Our im-
pression was that the students emphasized their need for more caring
more than their need for teachers and schools as experts from whom they
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could learn useful knowledge and skills. They were apparently not en-
gaged in their schoolwork partly because they were not getting enough
“caring” and partly because they did not evaluate their teachers and
schools more in terms of expertise in useful knowledge and skills.

EXPRESSIVE RESPONSES: IDENTITY, CULTURE,
LANGUAGE, AND ABILITY

The expressive mistreatment of Black Americans included denigration of
their identity, culture, language, and intelligence. We examined Black peo-
ple’s responses in terms of their collective identity, cultural and language
frames of reference, and beliefs about their own intellectual capacity. We
must emphasize that the intellectual, cultural, and language beliefs and
behaviors of Blacks in Shaker Heights were not just the products of their
mistreatment by White people in Shaker Heights. Rather, these beliefs and
behaviors originated from historical and wider societal mistreatment. At
the same time, we do not deny that contemporary race relations in Shaker
Heights contributed to the beliefs and behaviors. The important thing to
bear in mind is that these beliefs and behaviors, as well as their effects on
schooling, are historical and national.

Collective Identity and Cultural and Language
Frames of Reference

Blacks in Shaker Heights were aware of their collective identity or a sense
of who they were as Black Americans and that this identity was different
and perhaps to their perceived White collective identity. Similarly, their
cultural and language frames of reference were different, and in some do-
mains oppositional, to those of their fellow White citizens. Although they
behaved and talked like White people in some domains, there were cul-
tural rules as to when these incidents happened at school and in the com-
munity.

Collective identity and cultural and language frames of reference en-
tered into the schooling of Black students in Shaker Heights. Of particular
note is how these factors affected the way that Black students perceived the
school curriculum, language, and classroom pedagogy. As we reported in
chapter 10, some defined these phenomena—and therefore, consciously or
unconsciously, the attitudes and behaviors associated with them—as
White. This led to some academic disengagement, as the students avoided
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the attitudes and behaviors conducive to school success. Students who de-
fined the curriculum, standard English, and classroom pedagogy as White
accused other Black students who spoke standard English, enrolled in hon-
ors or advanced placement classes, or had many White friends and made
good grades, of abandoning their racial identity.
The accusers did not necessarily reject making good grades because it was
acting White. What they seemed to object to were adopting certain White
attitudes and behaviors adopted by the students who made good grades.
As we reported, the students accused of acting White did not necessarily
reject their racial identity, culture, or dialect. Nevertheless, the fear of the
accusation, and the actual accusation discouraged some students from en-
gaging in their schoolwork.

Peer Pressures

Negative peer pressures resulting from oppositional identity, and cultural
and language frames of reference reduced academic engagement and
achievement, but not all peer pressures against academic engagement
came from these phenomena. As we showed in chapter 10, there were
other sources of peer pressures that were detrimental to academic success.

Internalized White Beliefs and Self-Doubt

The debate about Black American intellectual ability continues today in
the popular media and in scientific publications. Even as we are writing
this book, we have an invitation to a forum at the New York Academy of
Sciences to discuss the issue of Black intellectual status! Black Americans
over the course of their history have to some extent internalized White
Americans’ beliefs that they are not as intelligent as White people (chap.
5). The internalization has decreased over historical period, particularly
since the civil rights movement of the 1960s and the Black power move-
ment of the 1960s and 1970s (, 1992). However, our research in Shaker
Heights and elsewhere shows some residue of the internalization.

What Blacks came to believe about their own intellectual ability
vis-à-vis White intellectual ability resulted in some self-doubt and low-
ered academic expectations and effort among Blacks. We reproduced a
vivid account by one high school student of how the internalization came
about and the continuing effects on both teachers and students. It is signif-
icant that Black students in Shaker Heights made a connection between
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the internalized White beliefs and their own academic beliefs and behav-
iors in the classroom. They described how some of their fellow students
consciously or unconsciously acted as if they were, indeed, not as intelli-
gent as their White classmates. Some believed that making good grades
was the prerogative of White students by virtue of their superior intelli-
gence. The students’ academic effort and performance also suffered be-
cause of this self-doubt. Finally, teachers were not immune to the belief
that Blacks were not as intelligent as Whites, and this affected their treat-
ment of Black students. Thus, teachers, including Black teachers, regarded
Black students who got good grades as exceptional.

EDUCATIONAL STRATEGIES

In our conceptual framework we defined educational strategies as cul-
tural practices or customary behaviors of a given group in the domain of
schooling. They are customary ways of going to school to get the school
credentials that people need or desire. The cultural practices are mani-
fested in the attitudes and behaviors of students, families, and community
of a given group. We described the educational strategies of Blacks in
Shaker Heights in chapters 2, 10, and 11.

Students

Black students had very high educational aspirations and made strong ver-
bal endorsement of academic success. They were proud of the high aca-
demic standards of their school district. They said that it required a lot more
effort to make good grades in their schools than elsewhere. By effort the stu-
dents meant that one had to study a lot, do and a lot of homework, and pay
attention in class. However, as we documented in chapter 2, they were lack-
ing in this effort from elementary through high school. They did not work
hard, admitted that they did not work hard, and believed that they could
have made better grades if they worked as hard as they could and should .
From our observation of more than 100 classroom lessons, and observations
in the community, we had plenty of data to support their self-report,
namely, that they did not work hard. We reported in chapter 2 and else-
where several reasons for their lack of adequate academic effort. Also, ear-
lier in this chapter we suggested how various domains of community forces
might contribute to their academic disengagement. One more factor to be
added here is discipline problems (see chap. 7). Many informants, including
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the students themselves, commented on the disruptive attitudes and be-
haviors of students in general education and college prep classes, where
most of the students were Black. These students knew that their attitudes
and behaviors were disruptive and not conducive to school success. In fact,
they contrasted the climate of pedagogy in their classes with that in the hon-
ors and advanced placement classes, where most of the students were
White and performed better.

The Family

Black parents admired the standards of education in Shaker Heights so
much so, that some of them moved there, in spite of the financial burden,
to give their children the opportunity to obtain Shaker school credentials.
They expected their children to work hard, make good grades, and gradu-
ate from Shaker to fulfill their goal. Overall, however, their strategies for a
realizing the goal of a successful academic career in the Shaker Heights
school system were inadequate. Teachers and other school personnel,
Black students, and some members of Black community recognized the
inadequacy of the parents’ strategies. We also observed this inadequacy.

We discussed parents’ strategies within the school institution and at
home with their children. At school, parents’ participation or involvement
was dismal, even when the main objective of the expected participation
was to enhance their children’s academic success. We wish to emphasize
that it was not just working-class parents who did not participate enough
in the education of their children at school. Middle-class and professional
parents likewise did not. Our description of the parents’ attendance at the
Open House at the middle school and high school should serve as a good
example of their low institutional participation.

Parents’ involvement with their children’s education at home was
equally dismal. They did not supervise their children’s homework closely;
neither did they teach their children appropriate use of their time. Many
did not shield their children enough from negative peer pressures, and
their methods of motivating their children to engage in their schoolwork
were not usually effective.

Parents’ allocation of educational responsibility also adversely affected
their ability to help their children succeed in school. Their lack of involve-
ment with their children’s education at school was partly due to their cul-
tural model of pedagogy. They thought or believed that it was the
responsibility of teachers and the schools to make their children learn and

COMMUNITY FORCES AND ACADEMIC DISENGAGEMENT 261



perform successfully; that is, they held the teachers, rather than them-
selves, accountable for their children’s academic success or failure. Their
role was more or less limited to sending their children to school and putt-
ing pressures on teachers and the schools to “make them” succeed. This
point was noted in the report of Project ACHIEVE (1997).

There was another allocation of educational responsibility at home be-
tween parents and their children. The allocation was most evident in
working-class families. Some of these families had moved to Shaker
Heights in spite of the financial hardship to enable their children graduate
from Shaker Heights. They interpreted their move to Shaker Heights and
its economic burden as their share of the responsibility for the education of
their children; their children’s share was to study and do well in school. It
did not work.

LEVELING OR TRACKING

We summarize some of our findings on leveling here because some of the
school and community forces already discussed contributed to it. Shaker
Heights had no overarching leveling or tracking program; that is, students
were not assigned to general education, vocational education, or college
preparatory education “tacks” that stayed with them more or less
throughout their school career. Instead, they were assigned to different
levels of the same course and in different subjects in a given school session.
Nevertheless, this more or less resulted in de facto tracking along racial
lines, because most Black students were enrolled in lower level classes,
and most Whites were enrolled in higher level classes.

The tracking or leveling began in the upper elementary school, where
the curriculum was differentiated into three categories: (a) skills or reme-
dial, (b) regular, and (c) academic enrichment classes. Pronounced racial
differences in enrollment between the remedial programs (mostly Blacks)
and the academic enrichment programs (mostly Whites) began here. The
middle school and high school had four curriculum levels: (a) skills or
general education, (b) college prep, (c) honors, and (d) advanced place-
ment classes. Most students in the skills and college prep classes in each
subject were Black, and most students in the honors and advanced place-
ment classes were White.

The potential for differential racial distributions of students at different
curriculum levels, starting at Woodbury Upper Elementary School,
seemed to exist as early as the first grade. Recall the report of a first-grade

262 CHAPTER 12



teacher in the school district for 17 years who made several unsuccessful
attempts to get Black parents to participate in a program for first-grade
students with learning difficulties, most of whom were Black. Children
who received help during this early period in their school career might
avoid being assigned to remedial programs or learning-disability curricu-
lum at the upper elementary school. We may assume that the failure of
Black parents to get the help described by the first-grade teacher for their
children during the early years contributed to the disproportionate as-
signment of Black students to the remedial programs and their un-
der-representation in the academic enrichment programs at Woodbury.
This was likely to happen whether student assignments were based on
teacher recommendations, test scores, or both.

During interviews and group discussions, students pointed out that
their academic tracks were often determined by the program to which
they had been assigned at the upper elementary school. When they ar-
rived at the middle school, counselors assigned them to various course
levels in each subject on the basis of their performance at Woodbury and
on teachers recommendations. In subsequent years and at the high school
students were assigned to their course levels on the basis of their record of
performance and teachers’ recommendations. Students often said that
their previous performance did not necessarily reflect their ability. How-
ever, counselors worked with the record before them: grades, test scores,
and recommendations. In our discussion with counselors they seemed
overburdened with scheduling students for grade or school transfers and
with students’ behavior problems with teachers. They had little time for
explaining to students the importance of enrolling in honors or advanced
placement classes. Blacks interpreted this to mean that counselors did not
“care” and did not encourage them to enroll in the higher level classes.
Some students believed that they were actually discouraged from enroll-
ing in the higher level classes until their parents intervened.

Black parents contributed to the uneven racial distribution at the mid-
dle school and high school partly because they did not seem to under-
stand the leveling system. They did not know enough about how honors
and advanced placement classes differed from skills and college prep
classes. Perhaps for this reason they did not emphasize to their children
how important it was for them to take the honors and advanced place-
ment classes, did not prepare them to take those classes successfully and
did not intervene to enroll their children who had the potential in the hon-
ors and advanced placement classes.
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Finally, self-elimination played a role in Black under-representation in
the honors and advanced placement classes. Self-elimination took three
forms. One was avoidance of the honors and advanced placement classes
because most other students in the classes were White. Another was lack
of effort; that is, the students did not work hard enough to make good
grades to qualify for those courses. The third mechanism was the personal
decision not to enroll in an honors or advanced placement class by a stu-
dent who qualified to be in the class by virtue of his or her academic re-
cord. In this case, after consulting with the counselor the student might
decide not to enroll in spite of the counselor’s recommendation because he
or she did not think that he or she could handle the work. The counselor
was not always the gatekeeper.

Students, teachers, and some other school personnel were aware that
leveling affected instruction. We also observed differences in the instruc-
tional patterns at different course levels from upper elementary school
through high school. Students who participated in the academic enrich-
ment program at Woodbury Upper Elementary School believed that they
were taught better and learned more than those who were assigned to re-
medial programs. Students in the honors and advanced placement classes
at the middle school and high school praised the curriculum materials and
teaching styles, while those in skills, regular, and college prep classes criti-
cized the curriculum materials and teaching styles. We found in our class-
room observations that the latter paid less attention during lessons, were
less willing to do classwork, less likely to return their homework, and
were generally more disruptive than the former. Teachers acknowledged
that they taught the same subject differently at different levels even when
using the same curriculum materials. For example, one teacher who
taught the same literature with the same textbooks in an advanced place-
ment class and a college preparatory class usually assigned more reading
materials to the advanced placement class. The students in this class read
the assignments and critically and enthusiastically discussed them. In
contrast, students in the college prep class usually did not read the as-
signed passages; the teacher read for the class. The students discussed not
the reading assignment but rather their personal or group experiences.
The ideas for the discussion of the personal or group experiences might,
however, have come from the reading.
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13

Policy Implications

CHAPTER 13POLICY IMPLICATIONS

SOME CURRENT APPROACHES
TO THE ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

In Shaker Heights and elsewhere in the nation the Black community, school
authorities, education policymakers, and researchers are searching for ways
to improve the academic achievement of Black students. We have identified
four approaches pertinent to our research, namely: (a) choice (e.g., voucher
plan), (b) performance contract, (c) cooperative learning (e.g., accelerated
learning, Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID), Comer, etc.),
and (d) culturally responsive pedagogy. Common to these approaches is an
assumption that conventional public school policies and practices are the rea-
sons why Black students are not academically successful.

Choice

Advocates of school choice want to empower parents to choose where to
educate their children through open enrollment, magnet schools, school
vouchers. The idea of using market strategy to improve academic success in
the public schools has been around since the 1950s when it was suggested
by economist Milton Friedman (1955). He argued that all parents should
have more freedom to choose where to educate their children because par-
entsknowmoreabout theirchildren’sabilitiesandneeds thananyoneelse.

School Vouchers

The use of school voucher as the market strategy to improve the aca-
demic performance of Black students is now accepted and being tried in
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some school districts (Good & Braden, 2000, p. 96; see also Fuller & , 1992).
It is also popular with politicians in some states, even where it is opposed
by the educational establishment, as in Wisconsin (Ruenzel, 1995). How-
ever, the voucher approach has yet to be proved as an effective remedy for
the poor academic achievement of Black students (Good & Braden, 2000,
pp. 99, 110).

Charter Schools

Charter schools are another avenue to improve the school performance
of minority and poor children. Charter schools are public schools operat-
ing under a contract within a school district with a charter granted by a
state charter agency. They are funded by the state like other schools in the
school district and are accountable for students’ academic performance.
Although charter schools are popular, they have yet to prove that they can
effectively improve students’ academic achievement (Contreras, 1995;
Good & Braden, 2000, pp. 137, 173–174; Wells, 1998).

Performance Contracts

Some school districts have entered into contractual agreements with
for-profit private companies to operate some of their schools for payment.
The school districts hope that the companies will raise the academic
achievement of the students, as measured by test scores. The companies
hope to raise the students’ test scores and make profit. Edison contracts
with the school systems of New York City and San Francisco are examples
of this approach (Bradley, 1994). Educational performance contracting is
not new. It dates back to the 1970–1971 school year, when the Office of Eco-
nomic Opportunity contracted with private firms to teach some 20,000
“unresponsive” school children in 20 public school districts for $6 million.
When the “experiment” was evaluated it was found that the “results did
not materially affect student achievement” (Gramlich & Koshel, 1975).

Merit Pay

Merit pay, or pay-for-performance, is another market approach. It is
based on the assumption that schools should operate like businesses and
that teachers are to be paid according to their productivity, which is to be
measured by students’ test scores. Proponents believe that teachers are not
sufficiently motivated under the current pay structure. The latter should,
therefore, be replaced with a market-oriented structure under which teach-
ers who are more productive or who teach better should receive higher pay.
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Opponents argue that it is divisive, that the nature of teachers’ work is dif-
ferent from that of the workers in business, and that merit pay has been tried
in the past and did not work (Cuban & Tyack, 2000; S. M. Johnson, 1984;
Murnane & Cohen, 1986; Pederson, 2000).

One common assumption of the choice or market strategies is that the
conventional structure and process of the public schools, or the system,
must be changed or modified in order to increase the academic perfor-
mance of Blacks, similar minorities, and in general poor students. The mod-
ification can be achieved by giving parents education vouchers to enable
them to choose the school to which they send their children, authorizing
charter schools within the public school system, contracting with private
corporations torunpublicschools forprofit,orpayingteachersaccordingto
merit or productivity as measured by children’s academic performance.

To date there is no convincing evidence that these strategies are more ef-
fective than conventional public school practices in increasing the aca-
demic achievement of Black students. More important, we are not
convinced that they will close the academic performance gap between
Black and White students in Shaker Heights, because they do not address
the influence of community forces such as those described in preceding
chapters. This is evident in Table 13.1.
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TABLE 13.1

Lack of Acknowledgment of the Role of Community Forces
in Strategies to Increase Black Academic Achievement

Under the Current School Reform Movement

Community Forces Voucher Charter

Performance

Contract Merit Pay

Frame of reference No No No No

Opportunity structure
& beliefs in school
credentials

No No No No

Relaxation with whites
and schools

No No No No

Collective identity No No No No
Cultural frame of reference No No No No
Language frame

of reference
No No No No

Beliefs about intellectual
differences

No No No No

Black educational
strategies

No No No No



Cooperative Learning Approach

The cooperative learning strategy consists of programs that emphasize coop-
eration and collaboration among the school or teachers, the minority com-
munity, and students. The cooperative learning approach is based on the
assumption that Black and similar minority cultures in the United States
value cooperation and use collaboration to solve problems. It is also assumed
that an important feature of the learning styles in minority cultures is cooper-
ation. Examples of programs using this approach include Comer’s School
Development Program, Levin’s Accelerated Elementary School Education
for Disadvantaged Students, and Mehan’s AVID. These programs have been
adopted by many school districts, including Shaker Heights. For example, as
a part of its school reform effort, Merce Elementary School in Shaker Heights
adopted the Accelerated Schools Model program to promote “the academic
acceleration of all students. The goal would be achieved by the integrating in-
structional/curricular practices, and active community involvement (Project
ACHIEVE 1997, p. 14).” There were no detailed reports of the results of this
program at the time of our study. The programs are generally reported to be
successful by their proponents, but where they have been independently
evaluated the results are equivocal (T. D. Cook, Habib, et al., 1998; T. D. Cook,
Hunt, & Murphy, 1998). Our overall impression is that although the pro-
grams in the cooperative learning approach help to improve the school per-
formance of some Black students, they will not lead to an overall increase in
the academic achievement of Black students because they do not take into ac-
countthecommunityforceswehavedescribedinthisbook(seeTable13.2).

We should mention two intervention programs that have benefitted from
our earlier studies, although this has not always been acknowledged in print.
One is Treisman’s who developed his program while he was a graduate stu-
dent at Berkeley partly from reading my study of Black and Mexi-
can-American students in Stockton, California. (Although Treisman, 1985,
made no reference to my work—or to any other work, for that matter—in his
doctoral dissertation, this information about the use of my research findings
in Stockton was provided by Singham, 1997; see Ogbu, 1974.) Among these
minorities, the academically successful students in high school were loners,
and few were successful through this strategy. In contrast, Chinese or Asian
high school students worked together and shared knowledge. More of them
were successful. So, Treisman designed a program to teach Blacks and Mexi-
can Americans to “act Chinese” or “Asian.”

The other is Hugh Mehan’s AVID program. Mehan thought that he was
going to disprove Ogbu’s theory (Ogbu, 1987, 1991) by showing that invol-
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untary minorities can succeed through “untracking.” In his program, now
called AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination), he formed La-
tino and African American students into academically oriented peer groups,
developed strategies for managing an academic identity, adopted strategies
for maintaining a community identity among friends, and reaffirmed their
ethnic identity. These students were taught the accommodation ideology
usually associated with voluntary minorities. They were taught how to take
notes and how to study as well as an achievement strategy (Baca, 1994;
Mehan, Hubbard, & Villanueva, 1994; Mehan, Hubbard, Villanueva, & Lintz,
1996;U.S.DepartmentofEducation,2001).Theauthor’sclaimtothecontrary,
the AVID program actually confirms Ogbu’s theory. One problem over-
looked in the evaluation of AVID is selection bias. By focusing on “linguistic
minorities” it is likely that Latino immigrant and nonimmigrant students
wee lumped together in the program (Baca, 1994, p. 25).

Culturally Responsive Education

We use the term culturally responsive education for the third major ap-
proach to improve minority or Black academic achievement. Culturally
responsive education includes African-centered pedagogy, Afrocentric
education, African immersion academies, cultural diversity, culturally re-
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TABLE 13.2

Cooperative Learning and Community Forces

Community Forces
Comer’s

Program

Accelerated

Education Avid

Frames of reference No No No

Opportunity structuring
& beliefs in school
credentials

No No No

Relation with Whites and
schools

No No No

Collective identity No No Yes
Cultural frame of reference No No ?
Language frame

of reference
No No ?

Beliefs about intellectual
differences

No No ?

Black educational
strategies

No No No

Note. Avid = Advancement Via Individual Determination.



sponsive pedagogy, and multicultural education (Asante, 1991; Dei, 1994;
Gay, 2000; C. Lee, 1995; Ogbu, 1992). We focus our comments on culturally
responsive pedagogy because it incorporates many features of other spe-
cific approaches in culturally responsive education. Furthermore, it em-
phasizes raising academic achievement as a major goal.

Proponents of culturally responsive pedagogy argue that Black stu-
dents and other students of color are failing in public schools because the
conventional classroom processes are based on European-American (or
Eurocentric) cultural practices, while teaching and learning styles vary
from culture to culture. Because minority children, such as Blacks, have
been socialized into different styles before entering the public school, they
encounter discontinuities between their own styles and the school prac-
tices. Proponents contend that the academic achievement of minority stu-
dents will increase “if schools and teachers are changed so that they reflect
and draw on (the) cultural and language strengths of the minorities”
(Banks, 2000, p. ix). This is similar to anthropological mismatch theory re-
viewed in chapter 3. The difference is that contemporary proponents of
culturally responsive pedagogy are primarily minority scholars (Boykin,
1986; DelPit, 1995; Gay, 2000; Irvine, 1991).

One example of the cultural difference in classroom teaching and learn-
ing styles is that during classroom lessons in Eurocentric cultures teachers
expect “protocols of attentiveness (with) emphasis placed on them” (Gay,
2000, p. 22). Apparently in Black culture students are not expected to pay
attention during lessons! Gay went on to describe the problem in their
public school classroom lesson process as follows:

During classroom lessons in the Eurocentric cultural practice, students are
expected to pay close attention to teachers for a prolonged, largely uninter-
rupted length of time. Specific signs and signals have evolved that are asso-
ciated with appropriate attentive behaviors. These include nonverbal
communicative cues, such as gaze, eye contact and body posture. When
they are not exhibited by learners at times, at intervals and for intervals
designated by the teachers, the students are judged to be uninvolved, dis-
tracted, having short attention spans, and/or engaged in off-task behav-
iors. All these are “read” as obstructive to effective teaching and learning.
(Gay, 2000, p. 22)

Gay (2000) then described two experiments by Allen and Boykin (1991,
1992) that show that Black students learn more in the Black cultural style than
in the conventional public school style. In one experiment in which the per-
formance tasks were accompanied with music and movement rather than
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sitting and paying attention, Black students performed better than White stu-
dents. In the second experiment, in which the tasks were not accompanied
with music and movement, students were required to concentrate on the
tasks at hand. White students did better than Black students. Furthermore,
duringthetaskwithnomusicormovement,Blackstudentsshowed“signsof
restlessness and boredom; their eyes frequently wandered from the task, and
they attended to their hands and feet more so than to the learning materials
and tasks” (Allen & Boykin, 1992; Gay, 2000, p. 171).

It follows from the perspective of culturally responsive pedagogy that
asking Black students to pay attention during lessons is an imposition of a
Eurocentric cultural hegemony or style that contributes to their low aca-
demic achievement. To increase the academic performance of Black stu-
dents, teachers and schools should stop imposing the Eurocentric cultural
style on the students, endorse Black cultural practices, and learn and use
them to educate Black students. According to Gay, (2000, p. 25) ”It is in-
cumbent upon teachers, administrators and evaluators to deliberately cre-
ate cultural continuity in educating ethnically different students.”

In our comparative research we have found that other non-White or
non-European minorities, including immigrants from Africa, have their
own indigenous teaching and learning styles. We have also found that
when immigrant minorities enter the public school they change by adapt-
ing to the conventional pedagogy of the public school, which includes
paying attention during lessons, following rules and doing what the
teachers say, and focusing on and doing classwork and homework. They
do not consider these behaviors an imposition of Eurocentric hegemony;
rather, they think that they are adopting behaviors that are conducive to
making good grades, and they usually achieve academic success. In con-
trast, other minorities, including Black Americans, Native Americans, and
Native Hawaiians, who are targets of culturally responsive pedagogy,
seem to resist adopting the conventional classroom attitudes and behav-
iors. Apparently, they expect teachers to endorse and use their indigenous
styles. Under this circumstance these minorities fail to do well in school.
The theoretical and policy-related question is: Why do some minorities
adopt the conventional public school style, while Black students do not?

Our research findings in Shaker Heights suggest that culturally respon-
sive pedagogy is not an adequate solution to the academic disengagement
and low achievement of Black students. In fact, culturally responsive ped-
agogy is problematic as a theory and in practice. As a theory, culturally re-
sponsive pedagogy implies that in order to educate minority students
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successfully, the public school must teach the students from each minority
group according to their own indigenous pedagogic style. But it cannot
explain why immigrant minority students from Africa and Asia in Shaker
Heights were doing better than Black Americans under the same conven-
tional public school pedagogy.

As a practice, teaching every group according to its cultural pedagogic
style it is not feasible in contemporary American public school class-
rooms. Now, consider how this will work in a school system such as that in
Oakland, California, where most of the classrooms have students from 5
more minority groups. The school district as a whole is educating students
from more than 60 ethnic or cultural groups, each of which, presumably,
has its own indigenous pedagogic style.

From a comparative perspective, in contemporary societies every edu-
cational system has its own conventional classroom practices. The class-
room practices are based on the culture and language of the dominant
group, which in turn are the medium of polity and commerce in society.
Members of the society, majority as well as minority, are expected to mas-
ter the attitudes and skills imparted through the conventional pedagogy
for competence in adult life. In other words, the schools are functioning as
a delegate agency. Immigrant minority students do better in school than
the nonimmigrants do because they seem to understand and accept the
role of the schools as a delegate agency. For this reason, they adopt and
conform to the conventional pedagogy of the public schools.

Some Black students may benefit from culturally responsive pedagogy,
Afro-centric education, African-centered pedagogy, and the like, but these
approaches are limited as a solution to academic disengagement and per-
formance, because they do not address two crucial issues in Black children’s
education in the United States: First, why are some minorities more aca-
demically successful in the public school than Black students, even though
they are culturally different, with different pedagogic traditions? Why do
African American students need a pedagogic style unique to their own cul-
ture in order to do well in school? The second is a policy issue: Given that
most school systems attended by Black children have many other minori-
ties, how feasible is it to provide Black students with culturally relevant
pedagogyinthesameclassroomswithstudents fromfiveormoreothercul-
tural groups? Our conclusion is that the culturally responsive strategy is a
limited solution because, after all, most Black children will continue to be
educated in the public school with White and other minorities rather than in
African- immersion academies and other such institutions.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

One remarkable feature of all three of the approaches to bridging the aca-
demic gap just reviewed is that they are not based on knowledge derived
from actual study of Black Americans as a functioning component of U.S.
society. Rather, they are based on what the proponents know about the
public schools and their treatment of Black students. Proponents of these
approaches seem to be prescribing solutions for the low Black academic
achievement almost as if they assume that Black Americans are passive
victims who play no part in their poor school performance. Furthermore,
they assume that Black Americans share their definitions of the problem
and its solution. Another remarkable thing, already discussed, is that
these three approaches lack a comparative perspective. They do not ask
why some other minorities are academically successful under conven-
tional public school pedagogy.

The cultural–ecological theory is not a theory of pedagogy; it is not a the-
ory of how teachers can teach Black students to be more academically suc-
cessful. The pedagogical value of the theory is that the research findings
described in previous chapters will help education authorities, including
policymakers, teachers, and the Black community, to better understand why
Black students are disengaged from their academic work. With such an un-
derstanding they should find ways to help the students become more en-
gaged with their academic work. In the remainder of this chapter we suggest
things that might be done to increase the academic engagement and perfor-
mance of Black students in Shaker Heights based on our research findings.
The focus of our recommendation is the academic re-engagement of Black
students in the public school systems, because that is where most of them are
going to be educated, with White students and other minority students.

According to the cultural–ecological theory underlying our study, there
are two parts to the problem. Our findings suggest that increasing the aca-
demic engagement of Black students, thereby closing the academic
achievement gap, requires changes in the system as well as changes in the
community forces.

Our recommendations are not prescriptions; they are suggestions for
study and dialogue before action. They are not put forward as solutions
that have been tested and found successful. We put them forward because
they make sense to us on the basis of our research experience and findings.

The first step in developing our recommendations was our inquiry into
what Blacks and school authorities in Shaker Heights knew about or con-
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sidered to be the causes of Black students’ academic disengagement and the
academic achievement gap between Black and White students. We also in-
quired about what could be done about the two problems. We presented
this knowledge along with our own observations and interpretations in the
foregoing chapters. Although the focus of our fieldwork was on commu-
nity forces, our knowledge of the system came from various documents
that the school district made available to us, our discussions with school au-
thorities, and the perceptions and interpretations of Black students and
members of the Black community.

In chapter 12 we briefly summarized the effects of the community
forces on the academic engagement of Black students in Shaker Heights.
Our major finding was that the Black community and the school system
were both responsibility for the academic disengagement of Black stu-
dents. Our recommendations are based on this joint responsibility and our
belief that the community and the school system also share the responsi-
bility for solving the collective problem.

We recommend that both community and school authorities should
read and critically discuss our research findings. This should be followed
by a three-way dialogue: between (a) the community and the anthropolo-
gists, (b) school authorities and the researchers, and (c) among the three
parties: the community, school authorities, and the anthropologists. The
extent to which each stakeholder—the community and the school—ac-
cepts the researchers’ analysis of the problems will determine the likeli-
hood of acceptance and implementation or our recommendations. Also,
the feedback from the community and the school will enable the research-
ers to improve more their recommendations.

RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR THE BLACK COMMUNITY

The Black community and Black families must assume a proactive role to
increase the academic orientation, effort, and performance of their chil-
dren. Although, good teaching and some changes in the educational pro-
cess are important, the academic achievement gap is not likely to be closed
by restructuring the educational system or by what the schools, Shaker
community, and U.S. society at large can do for Black students. Equally
important are what the Black community can do or the changes that must
take place within the community and community forces. To emphasize
the important role of the community, we start with recommendations for
the Black community.
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Framework for Community Action

Throughout its history, and all over the United States, the Black commu-
nity has fought against de jure and de facto racial barriers in society at
large and in the education system in order to enable their children to have
educational opportunities equal to those of their White peers. Black chil-
dren at Shaker and elsewhere are aware of this collective struggle. The col-
lective struggle has, understandably, emphasized collective effort at the
collective or intergroup level rather than individual effort at individual
level. Although collective struggle remains an important educational
strategy, it must now be combined with other strategies that enhance aca-
demic orientation and effort at community, family, and individual levels.
We believe that in Shaker Heights and elsewhere the academic re-engage-
ment of Black students requires a new framework for reconstructing the
positive functions of the community forces in the Black community.

Throughout our study we were impressed by the interest of the com-
munity in the education of the children. Attendance at each of our two
public presentations at the beginning of the study was impressive. In the
second presentation, in a large church, the audience was almost entirely
Black. The people listened attentively, and after the presentation they dis-
cussed several educational issues critically. However, we learned during
the course of our research that this was a pattern of response in times of ed-
ucational crisis. The publication of the article in high school paper, The
Shakerite, on the academic performance gap between Black and White stu-
dents represented such a crisis. We have also observed a similar response
by Black communities during a study conducted in other cities (Luster,
1992; Ogbu 1974, 1999). What seemed to be missing in Shaker Heights and
elsewhere, and what we want to address in our recommendations, are the
actual educational efforts of the Black community as a cultural practice.

To explain what seemed to be missing in Shaker Heights’ Black com-
munity, namely, educational efforts as a cultural practice, we use the find-
ings in one East Asian community reported by the Task Force of The
College Board. In a study commissioned by the Task Force, it was found in
one community there were “about 300 non-profit and for-profit after-
school and weekend supplementary education programs … from pre-
school through high school” (College Board, 1999, p. 18). The report goes
on to say that “The researcher concluded that the community had essen-
tially organized a parallel educational system to the schools—and parents
were paying for most of these services” (College Board, 1999, p. 18).
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In our own comparative studies we have found similar, although not as
extensive, programs in some minority communities. Minority students from
communities with such programs were academically successful (Fong, 1992,
2001; Ogbu, 1974, 1998). Like the College Board’s Task Force study, we have
also found that parents in communities with the parallel educational pro-
grams seem to teach their children to believe that academic success is based
on effort and personal responsibility. In one study in which we specifically
asked parents what they did to ensure that their children are academically
successful, they were almost unanimous in their high expectations of their
children, in holding their children and themselves, rather than teachers and
school, responsible foracademicperformance(Ogbu,1998).Parentswereun-
equivocal in support of their children to learn English and the school curricu-
lum, because they saw this as a necessary requirement for making good
grades, and for later success in the job market. When asked about the kinds of
attitudes, skills, and behaviors that helped children adjust well in school and
make good grades these parents almost unanimously said that they taught
their children to pay attention in class and take notes during lesson whether
or not they liked the teacher, to learn to be self-motivated to do their work or
to be willing to learn, and to finish their homework every day. They checked
their children’s homework every day. The children who were asked in sepa-
rate interviews about their parents supported their parents’ account of their
role in their children’s education at home.

Our comparative work suggests that it is not only East Asian immi-
grant communities that have parallel educational programs or teach their
children attitudes, skills, and behaviors that are conducive to academic
success, monitor their school progress, and when they can assist with
homework. These educational practices have also been found to some ex-
tent among other non-White immigrants (Ogbu, 1998). The point we wish
to stress here is that the educational orientations and practices that are
conducive to making good grades are limited among Blacks in Shaker
Heights because of their community forces. For this reason we make the
following specific recommendations.

The Black Community Should Enhance Academic
Orientation With Supplementary Educational Programs

The Black community should establish a variety of supplementary after-
school and weekend educational programs, both for profit and not-for-
profit, to increase its academic orientations and performance.
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The Community Should Develop a Cultural Context
to Increase the Value of Academic Success
and the Visibility of Academically Successful Blacks
as Role Models

At present, the most visible and appealing role models for Black youth in
Shaker Heights and elsewhere in the nation are stars in the sports and en-
tertainment fields. These categories appeal not only to the youth but also
to Black adults. Although not necessarily in Shaker Heights, we have
come across many a Black parent who proudly told us that his or her child
would be attending such and such a college on an athletic scholarship;
rarely have we heard of academic scholarships. We recommend that the
Black community develop a Black heritage month similar to the Chinese
New Year and use the occasion to promote the value of academic success
and role models of academic achievers. For example, organized events
can be used as occasions to present Blacks who have achieved professional
success in several fields by virtue of their academic success and/or hard
work. This would provide an excellent opportunity for the youth to adopt
them as role models and learn how success and rewards are achieved
through education and hard work. The Black community nationwide has
established halls of fame for athletes and entertainers. These are well
known to Black children. But Black children do not know of halls of fame
for successful Black doctors, college professors, and engineers. We believe
that through public recognition of Blacks who excel in mathematics, sci-
ence, and other academic fields the community will be sending a powerful
message to the Black youth about the importance of academic success.

Establish a Local ACT-So

In 1977, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
began an important program to recognize accomplishments of Black high
school students. It is called the Afro-Academic Cultural and Scientific
Olympics (ACT-So). Students are given medal awards for accomplish-
ments in architecture, biology, computer science, chemistry, dance, chem-
istry, music, painting, physics, poetry, sculpture, and so on (see National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People, 2001, p. 75). We be-
lieve that duplicating this program at the local level, such as in Shaker
Black community, would enhance the academic engagement and perfor-
mance of the students. Although we did not make a systematic study of it,
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we know from our research in other Black communities there are usually a
number of scholarship programs in the community, such as those orga-
nized by churches, The Links, and other organizations. The award cere-
mony should be held in the community and be open to everyone in the
community. This would act as a powerful incentive for younger students
to strive for higher academic achievement so that they, too, can receive the
awards when they reach the appropriate age and achievement.

Distinguish the Affective From the Pragmatic Value
of Education

We found in Shaker Heights and in a literature review some lack of clarity
regarding the purpose of the conventional public school curriculum or ed-
ucation. Some advocates of multicultural education or cultural diversity
criticize the conventional public school curriculum for being “too White”
or reflecting mainly the experience and perspectives of White Americans
and excluding those of Black Americans. They contend that because of
this Black children come to believe that academic skills and knowledge are
the properties and prerogatives of White Americans. It is for this reason
that some Black students interpret making good grades or school success
as “acting White” (College Board, 1999). Multicultural education, or cur-
riculum infusion (inclusion of minority experiences and perspectives), is
required to prevent Black students from equating school success with act-
ing White and to enhance their self-esteem, increase self-awareness, and
interracial understanding; make learning more relevant to their lives, and
increase their academic performance (Prince George’s County Public
Schools, 1990). We also found both in the literature and in our fieldwork
that teachers and the public schools are evaluated according to their de-
gree of “caring” rather than their expertise in knowledge, skills, language,
and other attributes required under contemporary corporate economy
(Gay, 2000; Singham, 1997).

This affective evaluation of conventional public school curricula in
terms of representation and teachers as “caring” or “not caring,” as well as
the interpretation of attitudes and behaviors conducive to making good
grades as White are characteristic of involuntary minorities almost every-
where. The affective component of schooling is also important for immi-
grant minority students but, regardless of race, the immigrants emphasize
pragmatic criteria more in evaluating the school curriculum and teachers
as well as in interpreting attitudes and behaviors conducive to making
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good grades. Because their primary concern is school success to enhance
their success in the labor market, they treat school curriculum con-
tents—mathematics, language, science, social science, and so on—as sub-
jects to be learned; evaluate their teachers in terms of their expertise in the
subject matters of the curriculum, and interpret the conventional class-
room instructional requirements of paying attention, doing classwork and
homework, studying, and working hard desirable and necessary for mak-
ing good grades. The result is that they make good grades.

We recommend that members of the Black community teach their chil-
dren to separate the affective meaning of the school curriculum and in-
structional processes and student learning behaviors from their pragmatic
or instrumental meaning. Black students should learn the curriculum con-
tents as subjects with pragmatic values while the community continues to
press for curriculum infusion to reflect their experiences and perspectives.
As we suggested in presenting the cultural–ecological theory, the public
school is, after all, a delegate agency and not necessarily an agency to dis-
place Black cultural and language identity. Black students should recog-
nize and judge their teachers as “experts” in useful knowledge, skills, and
language as well as interpret the pedagogic process pragmatically.

Develop and Institutionalize Appropriate and Effective
Parental Educational Strategies

Our research findings indicate that Black parents’ educational strategies
are not adequate and not effective in helping their children succeed in
Shaker Heights schools. This inadequacy shows up, for example, in (a)
parents’ allocation of educational responsibility among them, school au-
thorities, and their children; (b) lack of participation in their children’s ed-
ucation at school; and (c) lack of close supervision of their children’s work
at home. To increase parents’ involvement, the school district was using or
planning to use the following techniques: a parent liaison, parent resource
centers, parenting workshops, distribution of handbooks on achievement,
and school/community outreach programs. These approaches are de-
signed to deal with the lack of parental involvement as an individual
problem rather than in the context of the community forces. Current inad-
equate and ineffective strategies of Black parents are embedded in cultural
and race-relation contexts.

The community should also reconsider its allocation of educational re-
sponsibility at home. Good teaching is always very important, but stu-
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dents do not succeed in school merely because of it. Neither do children
always do their schoolwork and homework without parent supervision
and assistance. Black parents need to get inside the school and participate
in appropriate school programs to become knowledgeable about what
their children are learning and how they are doing. In this way they find
out when and where their children need help and what help they can give
or get for them. Some claim that Black parents are not involved in school
even when the latter is integrated because they are marginalized (Shujaa,
1996). From our discussion with some involved Black parents, Black
teachers, some highly concerned White teachers, and Black students, as
well as our own observations of several situations, we are unable to attrib-
ute their lack of involvement to marginalization by the school district.

If Black parents are not involved in school, then they should be in-
volved in their children’s education at home. We are, therefore, recom-
mending parent education on how to promote their children’s school
success at home. The community, not the school district, should take the
initiative in providing this education for parents. The community should
develop both for-profit and not-for-profit programs to teach parents how
to help their children with academic and nonacademic school problems.
By developing and institutionalizing effective parents’ educational strate-
gies the children will perceive this as a powerful indigenous message and
will be motivated to engage more seriously with their schoolwork.

Teach Children How to Work Hard and Persevere
to Make Good Grades

In Shaker Heights, Black American students verbally emphasized the
importance of effort in achieving school success. But they do not work
hard. This contributes to their school failure. In chapter 2 we considered
several factors that mitigate against maximizing their academic effort.
We suspect that for several reasons Black Americans did not historically
develop effort optimism or the norm of maximum individual effort in
schoolwork as a part of their culture, even though they value education.
We know that there are other minorities, usually immigrants, with no
tradition of effort optimism in education in their indigenous cultures.
But when they arrive in the United States they develop or adopt educa-
tional effort optimism and thereby do well in the public school. They
adopt the norm of maximum effort because of the belief that success in
adult life, in the job market, or in achieving the American dream de-
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pends on school success, and school success depends in part on effort.
We believe that as the opportunity structures or chances for upward so-
cial mobility through education continue to improve, Black students will
increasingly see a strong connection between school success and
self-betterment. With this perception they will apply themselves to, or
engage more with, their academic work. The community should, there-
fore, establish programs to help children learn how to be self-motivated,
work hard, and persevere in their schoolwork.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE SCHOOL SYSTEM

Initiatives by the School District

Shaker Heights, like many school districts, has initiated a number of pro-
grams to help all students improve their academic achievement. They in-
clude staff development, tutoring centers, all-day kindergarten, school
reforms, accelerated schools, Comer’s program, the Minority Achieve-
ment Committee Program (MAC), special education services, programs
for low-and underachieving students, an English as a second language
program, Learning-To-Learn project, mathematics labs, Proficiency Re-
view of Basic Essentials, and so on. From our observations, discussions
with school authorities, and review of the evaluations of these programs
we were impressed by the efforts of the school district to find solutions for
the low academic achievement of its students, especially the low perfor-
mance of Black students. We note in particular two initiatives that are suc-
cessful because of their relevance to our finding: (a) reform at Lomond
Elementary School, and (b) MAC.

Lomond School Reform

The reform at Lomond Elementary School took the form of changing
teaching skills and concepts in mathematics and science. About 54% of the
students were Black. The major changes included a shift from individual,
independent work to community learning. Furthermore, there was a
change from traditional skill-based work, to mathematical ideas and pro-
cesses. Instead of uniform grade teaching, the assessment changed to indi-
vidual student performance and growth. According to the evaluation, the
reform was very successful.

The Lomond reform certainly offers some insights into major school
change, but it does not specifically address the issue of differences in aca-
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demic performance between Black and White students. It works better
than the traditional mathematics and science pedagogy among the stu-
dents, but it does not address the issues of community forces as described
in the foregoing chapters of this book.

MAC

We described this effective program briefly in chapter 2. Instead of re-
peating the description, we want to (a) indicate how it has already incor-
porated some of our findings on community forces, and (b) suggest how
to use it even more effectively to further increase the academic achieve-
ment of the scholars, potential scholars, and others.

We believe that one of the reasons MAC is effective is because it incor-
porates three positive features of the community forces we identified in
the study. One of these is collective identity. The MAC program integrates
Black collective identity with academic identity. This can be seen in the
MAC pledge:

I am an African American and I pledge to uphold the name and image of the
African American man. I will do so by striving for academic excellence, con-
ducting myself with dignity and respecting others as if they were my broth-
ers and sisters.

The MAC pledge is an initiation to a community of scholars with a collec-
tive identity, marked with symbols of handshake, dress, and other forms
of behaviors. MAC scholars are known and respected as a category by
other students and, as role models, attract potential scholars to their sta-
tus. The second positive feature is positive peer pressures: Among MAC
scholars, emerging scholars, and potential scholars peer pressures are di-
rected toward making good grades. One of the precepts of the MAC schol-
ars is to show pride in their own school success. We heard that these
students were able to resist pressures toward academic disengagement. In
addition, they call upon former scholars, including those in college or into
their own professional careers as role models. The latter were invited to
address current scholars and potential scholars. The third positive feature
was educational strategies: Some of the strategies for school success we
observed at several MAC meetings we attended were discussions of study
habits, taking notes during lessons, preparing for examinations, time bud-
geting, and the like. MAC thus provides an opportunity for an effective
socialization for academic achievement or acquisition of the norm for
maximum academic effort.
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We now discuss some recommendations.

Expand the Use of the MAC Program for Academic Engagement.
By every account, the MAC program was both effective in raising Black
students’ academic achievement and popular among the students. One of
the most important contributions of MAC to the academic engagement of
Black students was the creation of a community of students/scholars
where academic identity was valued, supported and sought after. We be-
lieve that its effectiveness and popularity can be further increased by for-
mally incorporating some of our research findings into its routine
activities. We recommend that the periodic MAC meetings should focus
on different specific themes designed to reconnect students with learning
and performance. The following are examples of such specific themes:

1. Future-oriented or pragmatic education. Students should discuss
and learn about the connection between their schooling or their
present academic effort and their adult futures (chap. 6).

2. Academic responsibility and effective school strategies. Effective
school strategies include effort, study habits, budgeting use of
time, and setting priorities. This is already done but should
continue to be emphasized (chap. 2).

3. Role models and their academic influence. In a session, the group
might consider the following: what role models are; types of
role models; the importance of role models who have become
successful in life through education and hard work; the attrib-
utes that enabled such role models to succeed in school and,
later, professionally. Students need to distinguish two types of
valuable attributes of well-educated and professional Blacks
role models: (a) their leadership quality in the “collective strug-
gle,” and (b) the attributes that made them successful in school
and in their professions (chap. 6).

4. Internalization of beliefs about Black intelligence and its educational
consequences. Students should discuss how to deal with the
self-doubt that arises from internalized White beliefs. Students
should discuss the beliefs of Black people about their own intelli-
gence and the educational implications of their beliefs. In previ-
ous research, students reported what people in their families and
community “knew” about what White people believed about the
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intellectual ability of Black people, what people in their families
and community believed about their own intellectual ability, and
what the students believed about the beliefs of the school authori-
ties about their intellectual ability vis-à-vis their White school-
mates. Explicit discussion of these issues will reduce or eliminate
the adverse effects of the internalized beliefs (chap. 5).

5. Teacher expectations and factors that shape them. Among the things
to consider here are the following: What are lower teacher ex-
pectations? What brings about lower teacher expectations?
How do students contribute to lower or higher teacher expecta-
tions? How do teacher expectations affect students’ academic
performance? How can teacher expectations of Black students
be raised? (see chap. 7).

6. Leveling or tracking. Students should learn about differences be-
tween course levels beyond the level of difficulty and work-
load. Why are course level differences important? How do
students get into higher or lower course levels? (see chap. 6).

7. Identity, culture, language, and the curriculum. We strongly recom-
mend helping Black students to distinguish the affective meaning
of the school curriculum (e.g., representation of Black experience
and perspectives) from the instrumental or pragmatic meaning of
the curriculum (e.g., learning math, science, standard English,
and so on as acquiring useful knowledge, language, or tools for
future job and upward social mobility). Both are important. Both
are very important. However, it seems to us that in current ideol-
ogy surrounding minority education the affective interpretation
seems to take precedent. There is something more here. Black stu-
dents and the Black community in Shaker Heights do not relate to
teachers as experts in knowledge, skills, and language who have
something useful to offer. Instead, they seem to be overly con-
cerned with whether teachers and the school system “cared” for
them. It is important for teachers and schools to care for their stu-
dents; but caring is not enough (chap. 8).

8. Peer pressures. The group should discuss peer pressures, types
of peer pressures, influence of peer pressures, and how to han-
dle peer pressures (chap. 10).

9. Discipline and its effects on academic work. We think that formal
discussions of the issues suggested earlier during MAC meet-
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ings will further increase the effectiveness of the program. The
topic and discussion at each meeting should be carefully
planned, with explicit objectives of what would be communi-
cated to students (chap. 7).

Publicize the MAC Program in the Community. We were sur-
prised that the MAC program was not well known in the Black commu-
nity. There were, for example, some Black parents employed by the school
district at the middle school and high school who had not heard of the pro-
gram. We recommend that the MAC program be more widely publicized
in the Black community (chap. 11).

Programs for Non-MAC Members. Students who are not yet MAC
scholars or potential scholars are even more in need of the “education” we
have suggested for the scholars. We recommend the introduction of a new
elective social studies course for this purpose both at the middle school
and the high school. The course should be open to all students, but Black
students should be particularly encouraged to take it. We will comment
briefly on a few of the topics to be covered in such a course.

1. Educational strategies or how to succeed in school. As we reported
when we discussed academic disengagement, Black students
were not making good grades partly because they did not work
hard and lacked good study habits. We also discussed a num-
ber of factors that interfered with their academic effort. Al-
though students verbalized attitudes, skills, and behaviors that
are conducive to making good grades, they did not practice
them. We think that some of these students either did not pos-
sess those attitudes and skills or did not know how to practice
them. We therefore recommend that the school district develop
a course or courses to teach the students how to express their
abstract verbalization in concrete behaviors. Some school dis-
tricts recognize this need but tend to respond to it rather late in
the students’ school career by instituting “study hall” at the
middle school (Ogbu 1974). Study hall should start at the ele-
mentary school.

2. Teach students to distinguish the affective from the pragmatic value of
schooling. Earlier we recommended that members of the Black
community teach their children to distinguish the affective

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 285



meaning of schooling from the instrumental or pragmatic
meaning. We cannot overemphasize the importance of this dis-
tinction because of the political nature of the discourse on
multicultural education and cultural diversity that has now
permeated the research literature, especially among minority
scholars. We also recommend that the school district help the
students learn to make the distinction between the affective
and pragmatic values of the school curriculum. (See Commu-
nity Recommendation No. 4.)

Teacher Expectations. Teacher expectations have been shown to be
an important cause of academic disengagement and low performance. As
we noted in chapter 2, Shaker Heights school authorities were aware of
this, and it was an important theme in a speech given by a national figure
at the teachers’ conference during our study. We recommend a periodic
workshop on teacher expectations. A workshop of 1 to 2 days should be
devoted to the study of the problem by teachers. There should be a full dis-
cussion of why and how race; socioeconomic status, and other distinc-
tions, such as gender and handicap, shape teacher expectations. Our
findings in Shaker Heights indicate that the influence of race is both his-
torical and societywide. Even the students we studied recognized that it is
not just a matter of racism and prejudice on the part of individual teachers.
As a result, students reported that some Black teachers in the school dis-
trict also had low expectations of Black students.

Another source of low teacher expectations not usually discussed in the
literature are the attitudes and behaviors of Black students. After review-
ing more than 100 classroom lesson observations and discussions with
student groups in the school district it is not difficult to see why some
teachers may have lower expectations of students in skills and college
prep classes, where most of the students were Black, than in honors and
advanced placement classes, where most of the students were White. The
workshop should also discuss the various forms of manifestations of
teacher expectations (see Fairfax County Public Schools, 1984; Leacock,
1985; Persell, 1977; Rist, 1970; Steele, 1997).

We are not in educational practice and therefore do not know many
specific programs out there that should serve as models for the type of
workshop we have in mind. We will, however, mention two possible re-
sources. One is a program that came out of our participation in a 2-year
study of teacher expectations (1986–1988). This program is called “Expec-
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tations And Student Performance” and was developed by Ronald D. Reed
of the Graduate School of Education at the University of California, Berke-
ley. The program has clear objectives and intervention strategies for
changing teacher expectations of Black and other minority students. Pro-
fessor Reed has retired and is probably somewhere in the San Francisco
Bay Area in California (see Reed, 1988).

Another resource is GESAFacilitator (Grayson & Martin, 1990). This is
a handbook for teacher workshops on teacher expectations and students’
academic performance.

Parent Involvement. We described the dismal participation in of
Black parents within the school system. The report of Project ACHIEVE
(1997) listed newer initiatives to inform and involve parents in their chil-
dren’s education. We did not study these promising strategies; however,
as we noted in our recommendations for the community, the new pro-
grams will have some positive effects but will not necessarily solve the
problem of parent participation because they hardly address the role of
community forces. We are, therefore, recommending a different approach
based on what we learned about the relationship between the Black com-
munity (or Black parents) and the White community and Shaker schools
as a White-controlled institution.

In the Preface and elsewhere this book we discussed the deep mistrust
of the White community and the school system by the Black community.
Organizations and programs set up by the school district or White parents
were viewed with suspicion and regarded as foreign. We suggest an alter-
native approach, namely, that some school programs intended to involve
Black parents should be cosponsored by organizations in the Black com-
munity, especially Black churches. We base this recommendation partly
on our own research and work with communities, dating back more than
30 years. For example, between 1969 and 1973 we took part in programs
that effectively reached parents by working with churches in the Black
community (Ogbu, 1974; see also Litherland, 1978).

We recommend three specific programs through which the school dis-
trict should make every effort to involve parents, and we recommend that
the school district work with churches and other organizations in the
Black community.

1. Parent workshop on leveling or tracking. The school district pro-
vides parents with a handbook on leveling or the academic pro-
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grams starting at the upper elementary school. We strongly
suspect that many Black parents were not adequately informed
by simply receiving the handbook. Some probably did not treat
the handbook as containing ideas that would help their chil-
dren because it came from White people or the system. We rec-
ommend a conference or workshop each year for parents of
children at the early elementary school about the school careers
of their children entering upper elementary school. Parents
need to know at the early elementary school level what they
need to do so that their children will qualify for the academic
enrichment program at Woodbury.

2. Parent workshop on class level differences. One teacher suspected
that many Black parents did not know what honors and ad-
vanced placement classes were about. That was probably why
they did not prepare their children for these classes. He had un-
successfully tried to organize a program to provide Black par-
ents with more knowledge about these courses. We had the
same impression as this teacher that some Black parents in
Shaker Heights did not understand the differences between the
course levels and the significance of those differences.

3. Working with teachers and monitoring children’s work. Several par-
ents did not know how to monitor their children’s work at
school. They did not know how well or poorly their children
were doing at school. Thus, some parents thought that their
children were doing well when they were not; other parents re-
sponded inappropriately when teachers contacted them about
their children’s work. At Open House, Black parents did not
ask questions that revealed that they knew about their chil-
dren’s schoolwork or academic status. We recommend a pro-
gram or programs in which parents can obtain appropriate
information about the process of their children’s education for
more effective participation in it.

Building and Maintaining Trust. There is a great need to build trust
between the Black community and the school district. Lack of trust between
the community and the school district appears to be reflected in a lack of
trust between Black students and the school authorities. Both situations af-
fected students’ academic engagement and performance. We recommend
that every effort should be made to build trust between the community and
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schools. One way to increase mutual trust between the school district and
the community is to work with community organizations, as suggested ear-
lier. We also suggest a community–school conference during which the two
sides present and discuss their understanding of the factors contributing to
the academic disengagement and what could be done about it. Shared un-
derstandings of the problems and possibilities will result in increased mu-
tual trust and acceptance of and cooperation in implementing intervention
programs at school or in the community. It should be pointed out that the
mistrust of the Shaker Heights’ school system by Blacks is not just a function
of local and contemporary situation; it is rooted in the history of the relation-
ship between Black Americans and the public schools nationwide. The his-
torical and national context should be analyzed, and suggested solutions
should be evaluated in that context.

THE SHAKER HEIGHTS COMMUNITY
AND U.S. SOCIETY AT LARGE

From elementary through high school, Black students talked about re-
sidual racial discrimination that prevented their forbears from getting
full and equal rewards for educational achievement in comparison to the
rewards given to their White peers. The belief that the residue of past dis-
crimination persisted no doubt contributed to the students’ academic
disengagement. Societal denigration of Black intellectual ability and the
invisibility of Blacks who have achieved success through education as
role models also contributed to the academic disengagement. Therefore,
we recommend that the wider society and Shaker Heights community,
in particular, take every step to eliminate the vestiges of discrimination
in the opportunity structure and, as the students demanded, judge ev-
eryone by his or her ability rather than skin color. Societal change is nec-
essary if the efforts of the Black community, families, and individuals as
well as the school district, are to be effective. The media can contribute to
this positive change and increase in the students’ academic engagement
and performance by highlighting the accomplishments of educated
Black professionals and the attributes that made them appropriate role
models for Black youth.
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adopting behaviors to succeed, 271
parental participation in schools,

224–225
relation to public schools, 48–49
response to European American cul-

ture, 39
vs. nonimmigrant minorities, 50–55

Inner city Black Americans, lower aca-
demic performance among, 35

Instructional patterns, leveling and,
97–110, 113, 264

Instrumental attitude, toward schooling,
167–168, 278–279, 284, 285–286
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