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Abstract

Exploring the role eugenics, intelligence testing, and racial discrimination have played in forming modern beliefs about the intellectual capacity of American students, this paper seeks to demonstrate ways teachers can increase diversity and tolerance for other cultures in their classrooms. In three parts, this paper will show how modern Americans have come to believe what they do about education, race and intelligence; how laws were created to support those beliefs and, finally; how children can learn and unlearn racial attitudes and increase tolerance for other cultures. 

Blue Eyes and Bell Curves: How Intolerance Has Shaped American Educational Policies 

and How to Increase Tolerance of Diversity in the Classroom

Slavery was not new to the world when the first ship bearing African slaves arrived in colonial Virginia in 1619. In fact, at the same time Africans were being forced onto ships and sold to white English planters in the New World, huge numbers of white Slavic and Caucasian farmers were captured and sold into slavery (the very name slave derives from the practice of kidnapping Slavs for this purpose) to the Crimean Tatars where their fate was often death. (Slavery, 1999). However, it is a strange and painful irony that this ancient and barbaric practice occurred at the very time that America’s premier thinkers were crafting documents in support of equal rights for all men. The first portion of this paper will demonstrate how current opinions toward African-Americans were created, how science, law and public opinion supported these views and how those opinions were used to support educational policies.

Throughout history, different peoples have subjugated one another on the thinnest of pretexts in order to gain cheap labor, preserve resources for the select few, and simply to establish a pecking order. Through these efforts, the long-held practice of slavery flourished. It is known to have existed from 206 BC in China into the 20th century. Korea, India, Egypt, Thailand, Burma, native American tribes, England, Babylonia, all Islamic nations, Africa, Greece, Rome, Macedonia, Cuba and America all practiced slavery at some point in their history (Slavery, 1999). In some places, slaves came to be chattel, property and forced labor in a variety of ways. In others, slavery was a temporary state of being that could be remedied with manumission. Sometimes, people either sold themselves or their children into slavery to banish debt. At other times, soldiers and their camp followers were pressed into service by conquering armies. However, the commercial slave trade, believed to have come into existence during the Neolithic era of human history, turned people into property in the most dramatic of ways.

The slaves that arrived on America’s shores were part of the slave trade. Despite their status in their home countries, these Africans, like all other enslaved peoples, were considered inferior and deserving of any ill treatment they received. “It is known that for every slave the Crimeans sold in the market, they killed outright several other people during the raids, and a couple more died on the way to the slave market”(Slavery, 1999). Of the estimated 15 million African slaves believed to have been brought into the American colonies, an estimated 20 percent of them (or 300,000) are believed to have died either in ship holds or in slave forts near ports. (Pennington, n.d.). 

In the American colonies, slaves were easy to distinguish from their captors by the color of their skin. So too was the case when white Slavic peoples were sold to Islamic countries as slaves. Though in both these cases, skin color dramatically separated the captured from the free, perception also served to keep the slaves servile and their masters superior. ‘Throughout history, slaves have often been considered to be stupid, uneducable, childlike, lazy, untruthful, untrustworthy, prone to drunkenness, idle, boorish, lascivious, licentious and cowardly.” (Slavery, 1999). 

Labels and attitudes such as these have been the bane of enslaved peoples, a mechanism used by captors to justify their behavior. These beliefs were not simply gossip whispered at watering holes, but rather carried the weight of church, state and science behind them. “A stable society demands that …citizens accept the status conferred upon them,” (Gould, 1981, p. 51) and Socrates had just the solution for encouraging people to accept their status. Through Plato, in The Republic, Socrates suggests telling people a lie. “They [the citizens] are to be told that their youth was a dream, and the education and training which they received from us, an appearance only; …Citizens, we shall say to them in our tale, you are brothers, yet God has framed you differently.” (as cited in Gould, 1999 p. 51). Plato goes on to explain that each person contains a metal in his composition: gold, silver, brass or lead. Those possessing the gold are meant to lead all. Those possessing lead are meant to serve all. It is to be presumed that throughout history, those of lead were slaves or servants of some sort. Where Plato began, religion and science continued. 

In Judeo-Christian belief, slavery was meant to be endured, rather than rebuffed. “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ,” (Holy Bible, Ephesians, 6-8) and “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh. For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God,” (Holy Bible, I Peter ii 18-19). 

But perhaps it was science that carried the heaviest weight for most people. In fact, it may have made it possible for otherwise enlightened people to engage in the practice of slavery even as they discussed the rights of all men to live free and dignified lives. As Thomas Jefferson crafted the words, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,” a German scientist was seeking to prove that indeed they are not. Following on the heels of his famous professor, Carolus Linnaeus, J. F. Blumenbach published On the Natural Variety of Mankind in 1776. In it, he expanded on the work of Linnaeus, who in 1735 published Systemae Naturae, a book designed to arrange all living things into classifications. 

Linnaeus believed there were five classifications, or races, of humans. “Linneaus assumed that animal and human types were basically fixed and unchangeable… For Linneaus, Europeans were ‘governed by laws’, native Americans were ‘regulated by customs’, Asians were ‘ruled by opinions’ and Africans were ‘governed by caprice’” (D’Souza, 1995). When he could not easily lump some peoples into a clear-cut category, he simply called them “monstrosus”. “This category was dropped by consequent researchers (as was Linnaeus’s use of criteria such as personality and dress to define his subspecies)” (Marks, 1994). 

Blumenbach applied his own opinions to the study and expanded on Linneaus’ classification system. He renamed the categories, choosing to call all white Europeans, western Asians and North Africans “Caucasian” after the Russian mountain range because there can be found “the most beautiful race of men, and because …in that region, if anywhere, we ought to have the greatest probability to place the autochthones [original forms] of mankind” (as cited in Gould ??, p. 401). Blumenbach presented his paper, De generis humani varietate nativa (On the Natural Variety of Mankind) to the faculty at the University of Gottingen in Germany at about the same time the “the minutemen of Lexington and Concord began the American Revolution. He then republished the text for general distribution in 1776, as a fateful meeting in Philadelphia proclaimed our independence” (as cited in Gould, p. 401). Blumenbach’s other categories included “Mongolian” for eastern Asians, Chinese and Japanese; “Ethiopian” for dark-skinned people of Africa; “American” variety for the native populations of the New World; and “Malay” for Polynesians and Melanesians of the Pacific Islands. Unlike Linneaus’s classification, Blumenbach arranged the world’s people by rank, beginning with the Caucasians, and “degenerating” into other races.

The categorization of races happened at a crucial junction in American history. “This classification of human “races” was conducted against the contradictory backdrop of Enlightenment rhetoric on “the rights of man” and the large scale economic projects of European colonialism and African slavery. Although Blumenbach argued that all humans descended from the same origins, many eighteenth-century European scientists considered the “races” to be biologically distinct (Stepan, 1982; Gould, 1994). With science as their gird, early colonists participated in the black slave trade, allowing their notions of “Caucasian superiority” to control their desire to enslave people of black descent. Despite the assertions of the French document asserting the Rights of Man, drafted by American pamphleteer Thomas Paine (National Assembly of France, 1789), colonists imported an estimated 15 million African slaves before the practice was abolished in 1863. Enslaving them did not violate the rights of men, because in the eyes of a new science, they were not equals to the crafters of the brave, new bills of rights.

Scientific studies continued to serve as the justification for treating the descendents of slaves badly, long after their status as slaves had been legislated out of public government. “Clear examples of the use of science to sustain and protect sociopolitical agendas include its application to support slavery (Gould, 1981) and eugenic practices in both the United States and Europe (Hubbard, 1999), especially in Nazi Germany” (Barnes, Zieff & Anderson, 1999). Tests about racial differences in brain size, infant development, and scores on standardized intelligence tests, have all been used to establish differences between whites and blacks in the United States. But some researchers say these studies may have been flawed by the social concerns of those crafting the tests. (Barnes et al). 

“To estimate the brain size of different races, Samuel Morton (1799-1851), an American physical anthropologist… filled the cranial cavity with sifted white mustard seed, poured the seed back into a graduated cylinder and read the skull’s volume in cubic inches…” (Gould, 1981, p. 85) in an effort to prove Africans had smaller brains, and were therefore less intelligent. Morton changed his method, finally achieving data that was within one percent correct: “they matched every good Yankee’s prejudice, whites on top, Indians in the middle, and blacks on the bottom… (Gould, p.85). However, after re-evaluating the numbers, Gould believes Morton may have unintentionally altered the numbers to prove his basic point. “In short, and to put it bluntly, Morton’s summaries are a patchwork of fudging and finagling in the clear interest of controlling a priori (foregone) convictions” (Gould, p.86). Gould believes Morton did not intentionally mislead “I find no evidence of conscious fraud; indeed, had Morton been a conscious fudger, he would not have published his data so openly” (Gould, p. 86). 

Other scientists used body measure to rate the races; in fact in the 18th century, it was something of a fad. Francis Galton, Robert Bennett Bean and Paul Broca, all attempted to qualify and quantify the difference between races, but all found they had to modify their studies to fit the results (Gauld, 1996). Broca held that brain size determined intelligence, but eventually modified his study when he discovered “inferior” peoples had scored better than whites. Aboriginal Australians and Eskimos had larger heads and brains than “civilized” Europeans. “These examples are sufficient to prove that if the volume of the brain does not play a decisive role in the intellectual rankings of races, it nevertheless has a very real importance (as cited in Gould 1981, p. 119). 

The effort to measure the differences between races was extended to the tiniest of the living. In the 20th century, there were more than 56 separate infant studies conducted by European, American and African researchers between the 1920s and 1992. In 1931, Myrtle McGraw endeavored to show that black infants were inferior to whites because they developed physically more rapidly than white babies. “McGraw accepted the notion that there are definite distinctions between the races, with whites “naturally” superior to blacks.” However, she acknowledged that “different writers, interpreting the same body of data [on the race question], will arrive at virtually opposite conclusions” (as cited in Barnes et al., 1999, p. 335). At first, McGraw proposed that black babies matured faster in infancy and slowed their pace as they got older as proof that they were inferior, because only lower primates progress that way. (Barnes, et al.). When her data showed the blacks lagging behind the whites in infant developmental tests, she “rejected the theory that ‘prolonged infancy is correlative with the higher species of animal life” (Barnes, et al). In short, if the black infants were precocious, they were essentially more animal-like. However, when white babies proved precocious, McGraw believed this fact proved the current scientific beliefs were wrong. “McGraw’s study is most intriguing because regardless of the outcome, (i.e., whether “black” or “white” babies showed more rapid motor development), McGraw had a theoretical explanation that would preserve white intellectual superiority” (Barnes, et al., p 337). 

These scientific studies helped support laws that prevented blacks from voting, owning property in close proximity to whites, sending their children to school with whites, and in some cases attempted to control their reproduction. Following the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, efforts to erode the rights of blacks systematically came to be called Jim Crow laws. Local laws forced blacks to use separate toilets, sit in separate sections of public transportation, and attend separate schools. In 1892, Homer Adolph Plessy, who was seven out of eight parts white, meaning that one of his great grandparents had been black, contested an order to sit in the black section of the Louisiana train. His suit, Plessy vs. Ferguson contended racial segregation on public transit was unconstitutional under the 14th amendment. Plessy lost his suit and the ensuing laws that followed were known as separate-but-equal laws. 

Justice Henry Brown voted against Plessy, saying, “A statute which implies merely a legal distinction between white and colored races –a distinction which is founded in the color of the two races, and which must always exist so long as white men are distinguished from the other race by color…The object of the [the Fourteenth Amendment] was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two races before the law, but in the nature of things it could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to enforce social, as distinguished from political equality, or a commingling of the two races upon terms unsatisfactory to either” (as cited in Cozzens, 1995). This one ruling set the precedent for any number of decisions to separate blacks and whites. 

 In 1896, the Supreme Court upheld a national ruling to create “separate-but-equal” schools for blacks and whites. But funding for these schools was not equal. “The justices ignored the fact that black educational facilities (and most other colored-only facilities) were far from equal to those reserved for whites” (Janda, p. 522-523). Many governments left the funding to those communities that could afford to fund it. 

In 1913, millionaire Julius Rosenwald teamed with African-American educator Booker T. Washington to help provide better schools in the South. In twenty years, Rosenwald helped fund over 5,300 school buildings in 15 Southern and Southwestern states. “Traditionally, the buildings held a special place in the community because schools and churches were the only places where blacks could meet in the rural south before desegregation” (National Trust, n.d.).

(Here is where I would like to add information about other abolitionist efforts)
Following the civil rights movement, America began to dismantle the damaging Jim Crow laws, with the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Acts of 1964, and 1968, 1988 and 1991; and the 1972 Education Amendments to the Civil Rights Act, designed to legislate fairness into American life. But laws could not easily dismantle the most subtle holdover from the early days of Jim Crow: education reform. 

Though Plessy vs. Ferguson may have been hard to enforce, a more insidious scientific effort at school reform replaced it. In 1883, English mathematician Francis Galton established and named a new science he called “eugenics”. “What Galton saw as a new branch of scientific inquiry became a dogmatic prescription in the ranking and ordering of human worth. His ideas found their most receptive audience at the turn of the century in the United States” (Stoskept, 1999). The eugenics movement stemmed from private societies seeking to improve the world by limiting the reproduction of less desirable types and encouraging production of those races defined unevenly by Linnaeus and Blumenbach. Some eugenicists saw whole groups of people as likely to possess flawed genes: Southern Europeans, Jews, Africans and Latinos.

The new study of criminology, founded at the turn of the 20th century by Cesare Lombroso, fueled the fears that allowing children to co-mingle with undesirable types might be dangerous. He believed crimonogenic tendencies were found in people with family histories of “insanity, deafness, syphilis, epilepsy and alcoholism” (Siegel, p.6). Lombroso held that some people were born criminals who passed their traits to their children. The mainline eugenicists and society as a whole were pretty sure they knew who those dangerous types were: those who had been shown repeatedly to be inferior in flawed scientific test after flawed scientific test, the descendents of African slaves. The new eugenics movement took hold in the form of education reform and endured long after the horrors of Nazi Germany’s eugenics experiments were revealed.

This new movement relied on intelligence testing to track students, funneling them into programs designed to best serve society’s needs. College education programs embraced the idea that a single test score could serve as a measure of a student’s potential. Educational leaders wrote books about eugenics for teachers and the general public to read. “Schools would be the place where students both learned basic eugenic principles and also were tracked into their future roles as dictated by their biological worth” (Stoskept, 1999).

In 1916, Lewis Terman, Professor of Education at Stanford University and originator of the Stanford-Binet intelligence test, sealed the fate of those he believed were eugenically inferior. He believed some students were fated to be the “hewers of wood and drawers of water…No amount of school instruction will ever make them intelligent voters or capable voters in the true sense of the word… The fact that one meets this type with such frequency among Indians, Mexicans, and negroes (sic) suggests quite forcibly that the whole question of racial differences in mental traits will have to be taken up anew and by experimental methods” (as cited in Stoskept, 1999, p. 3). Terman advocated that the children of this group “be segregated in special classes” and receive practical training. “They cannot master, but they often can be made efficient workers, able to look out for themselves.” Most frightening, though, was the mere suggestion that these students should be limited in their ability to reproduce base on the scores they received on the intelligence tests. “There is no possibility at present of convincing society that they should not be allowed to reproduce, although from a eugenic point of view, they constitute a grave problem because of their unusually prolific breeding.” (as cited in Stoskept, p. 3). 

Thus, the practice of tracking was honed, perfected and became part of educational practice in America. Through tracking, the brightest of students were to be coddled and nurtured. In the 1920s, Leta Hollingworth, a professor at Teacher’s College at Columbia University, founded gifted and talented programs in the schools. “She and other educational leaders thought only the students from the right biological stock were capable of achieving high academic standards.” (Stoskept, 1999, p. 3). Her text, Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture (1926) is still cited by teachers today. However, one line is particularly chilling: “[Eugenics would] ultimately reduce misery if the stupid, the criminal and other mentally, physically, and morally deficient would refrain from reproduction.” (in Stoskept,. p. 4). 

These single score tests effectively kept brighter students out of classes with their lesser scoring slave descendent peers. Even now, the number of blacks in gifted programs lacks far behind whites. While gifted programs now rely on a variety of tests to place students in gifted programs, including portfolios of their work, teacher assessments, cognitive reasoning tests and parent recommendations, the number of minority students in the programs remains low. Educators express concern about the low numbers, but do not know how to improve it. Some do not even know how pervasive the problem may be. Statistical data on the number of those underserved are difficult to find, because of the way the programs are delivered. (GT-Minority Identification, 1998). 

However, while no one quite knows how few minorities and, specifically, descendants of slaves may populate education’s premier gifted programs, many know exactly how populous the lower-track classes are with minority students. In a 1990 report from the National Education Association (NEA), in 1982 only 36% of all blacks were in high performing academic tracks while 41% of all white students were in higher performing academic tracks. But these are among those who graduate; not all do. According to national statistics, since 1970, blacks have historically dropped out of high school in higher numbers than whites. Nearly 28% of all blacks dropped out of school in 1970, while only 13% of whites dropped out (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). In 2000, only 6.9% of whites dropped out, compared to 13% of blacks. Hispanics have the highest dropout rate of all nearly 28%. While Hispanics have not struggled with the historical stigma of descending from slaves, they have endured cultural slights through eugenics that affect them deeply. Mexicans were frequently cited as scoring lower on intelligence tests than whites. 

Criminologists suggest that many of these dropouts may go on to jail or prison. For example, Siegel (2000) states that

“The educational process and adolescent school achievement have been linked to criminality. Children who do poorly in school, lack educational motivation and feel alienated are the most likely to engage in criminal acts. Children who fail in school offend more frequently than those who succeed” (Siegel, p. 226). 
Siegel goes on to link those dropout rates to crime. “Research findings over the past two decades indicate that many school dropouts, especially those who are expelled, face a significant chance of entering a criminal career” (p. 226). Blacks and Hispanics, who have higher high school dropout rates, also make up a higher percentage of the US prison population. In 2001, for every 100,000 blacks, 3,535 were in prison. For every 100,000 Hispanics, 1,177 were in prison. For every 100,000 white people in America, 462 were in prison. (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2001). Statistics show that many crimes occur at school. A joint report from the Department of Justice and the Education department showed that 14.6% of all students between 12 and 19 years old were victims or aware of a violent or property crime at school (Siegel, p. 226). 

Jane Elliott, a diversity awareness trainer, demonstrates how quickly and easily people’s behavior can be modified by the things said about them. In workshops, she divides people by eye-color, choosing the blue-eyed people as victims of systematic derision. “She belittles, mocks and derides people in the blue-eyed group to the point where they cannot perform simple tasks,” (Williams, 1999, p. 2). The blue-eyed people begin to exhibit signs of stress, inability to perform and learned helplessness. In the span of a few hours, people can watch an entire group of people take on the characteristics typically ascribed to enslaved peoples in the past. African-Americans, however, did not merely endure a day of this treatment, but rather a bicentennial centuries-old effort to control them using these methods. It is, therefore, relatively easy to understand how significant differences among people can be created by their treatment when none exists in reality.

Increasing Diversity in the United States

Some researchers believe the answer lies within teachers and the attitudes they present in the classroom toward their students. These attitudes can affect the performance of students, virtually creating those who will be “tracked” toward success or failure. Understanding how to live and work in a diverse world is going to be absolutely essential to children in the future. The second part of this paper explores the changing face of diversity in America and the attitudes teachers hold that may hold back a full respect for different cultures. 

The American population will change dramatically over the next 25 years. According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1997), Hispanic and Black populations will grow faster than the white population. Though currently whites dominate the U.S. population dramatically, with 281 million people. Blacks and Hispanics have seen steady growth. Blacks increased their ranks by 4.7 million (to 34.7 million) from 1990 to 2000 and Hispanics increased by 13 million (to 35 million). Projections for the future show blacks increasing their numbers by half again and Hispanics nearly doubling their numbers. The social culture of today’s children will be markedly different than it is today. But that change is slow to come. 
Racist and eugenic attitudes held by many Americans did not simply go away with the Civil Rights Acts and Affirmative Action in hiring. In 1994, Herrnstein and Murray fanned the flames of the debate over nature versus nurture again. These authors explored the nature of intelligence as a single entity measurable by intelligence tests. They called this measure “g” and held it as an inviolate scientific entity, like physics or mathematics. They concluded that blacks did score lower on the intelligence tests that they held as the golden standard for all performance and suggested blithely in their conclusion, that people should learn to respect their place in society and not attempt to reach goals higher than their ability, as noted on intelligence tests. The authors never addressed the subtle affect attitude can have on test performance.

Much work has been done on the effect teacher expectations and self-fulfilling prophesies have on student performance. Many teachers believe they can predict in advance how a child will perform on standardized tests and in the classroom. But these predictions often have as much to do with appearance as with performance. And racism can mar the results. Numerous studies have suggested this to be true. (See Dusek & Joseph, 1985 for a meta-analysis; see reviews by Jussim, 1986, 1991). “These studies show that students who are from upper social class backgrounds, White, physically attractive, without handicaps or educational labels (e.g., learning disabled, emotionally disturbed, neurologically impaired) are consistently evaluated more favorably than identically performing students who are from lower social class backgrounds, African-American, physically unattractive, handicapped or labeled, respectively” (Kolb & Jussim, 1994, p. 3). These perceptual biases can serve students by offering them an entry into tested for gifted programs, or by suggesting to them that they seek tracking in less difficult subjects. Self-fulfilling prophesy is the process by which teachers unwittingly assist a student in making these perceptual biases come true. First coined by Robert Merton in 1948 to “describe how erroneous beliefs about people and situations sometimes create their own fulfillment” (Stoskept, p. 1), self-fulfilling prophesies can lead bright students to fail and average students to surpass all expectations. 

Unfortunately, through the long history of eugenics in America, teachers’ perceptions about the value of slave descendants based on scientific “proof” of their inferiority has been skewed. This belief may have far reaching effects in education and society. When children do not agree with the evaluations placed on them by teachers, they often attempt to change those opinions. Teachers often believe they have a good basis for believing what they do. “For example, some teachers discriminate against Black children, even after being told that the children are gifted (Rubovitz & Maehr, 1973). When children’s efforts to change their teachers’ erroneous beliefs fail, they may give up trying to change those beliefs, rebel or withdraw from classroom activities, and work even less hard at school. Ultimately, they may come to objectively confirm their teachers’ negative expectations” (Kolb & Jussim, p. 5). The result: the students may become low performers because their teacher believes that is what they are. For this reason, many descendents of slaves and other subjugated peoples may feel they have no chance in the more challenging programs at school. Still more research shows that teachers may skew entry into those programs through their own biased perceptions of students. 

Teachers are often the front-line for selecting which students should be tested for gifted programs, or for making recommendations for placement from one school year to the next. Teacher bias can affect these decisions, some studies suggest. “When making recommendations about which students should be provided access to gifted education, teachers often favor students who are neat, well-behaved, and similar to themselves in terms of racial, social and economic background”  (Bell &Roach; Dowdall &Colangelo as cited in Kolb & Jussim, 1994, p. 6)
Not only does teacher bias affect entry into more challenging programs, but it may affect a students’ willingness to participate in school fully. “Poor self-esteem and low academic and social self-concepts contribute significantly to poor student achievement… Minority students who do not hold positive racial identities may be especially vulnerable to negative peer pressures; they may also equate achievement with “acting white” or “selling out” (Fordham as cited in Ford & Thomas, 1997, p. 2). Teacher attitudes such as being less supportive of students’ efforts and having fewer positive teacher-student relations were linked to a students’ feeling of lesser worth in the classroom (Ford & Thomas). 

Can Attitudes and Behavior Be Changed?

To change the way subconscious barriers hinder student potential, and to insure that all children share a common value for diversity, teachers must first face the fact that they have the potential to discriminate against students for reasons outside classroom performance. While people of all races may practice discrimination, in America, whites have traditionally held the power since the first days of the Declaration of Independence. According to Arminio (2001), racism is “power plus privilege.” He cites a number of authors who believe that racism is made up of individual acts, institutional advantages, and cultural practices. It is a difficult thing for many whites to admit they have committed sins of omission against other races. “Eliminating racism will require whites to connect to their race, to make meaning of that connection by understanding the accompanying emotions, and to move on to take positive actions” (Arminio). White teachers and administrators must make the effort to understand their biases and the reasons for the ways they behave if they are to encourage diversity in the classroom. It is not easy because many times the lessons learned in diversity training do not carry over to the classroom. 

Diversity training is one strategy to help identify one’s prejudices. One activity is for white participants to unpack their “Invisible Knapsack” full of unearned privilege – those things they take for granted in their daily lives, such as the notion that if they select “flesh toned make-up” it will match a white person’s skin (McIntosh, 1989). However, once people leave the diversity training, without proper follow-up they often revert to their long-held beliefs (Pegg, 1997). Though participants may come away from these meaningful experiences with their eyes open about the systematic way white privilege works, they may unwittingly revert to a different kind of racism: “modern racism”, a term to describe negative feelings toward students “based on moral feelings that blacks violate such traditional American values” as individualism, equality of opportunity, self-reliance, thrift, punctuality, delay of gratification, obedience, and discipline” (Zurff, 2002, p. 116). These beliefs are similar to those long attributed to all enslaved peoples, regardless of their culture or background. The descendents of slaves still struggle under these stereotypes. Teachers who understand their prejudices are more likely to overcome them and assist students in the classroom with diversity. “Teachers convey expectations using four factors: climate, feedback, input, and output. The four factors can be better controlled if teachers are more aware that they are operating in the first place” (Tauber, 1998, p. 4). Tauber suggests simply that teachers “act as if he or she holds… heightened positive expectations” (p. 4). While this fiction may work in the short term, it is not likely to engender any long-term change in the way students and teachers interact with one another. Students are perceptive and likely to note falsehood in a teacher. 

Some researchers suggest teachers increase lessons in classrooms that include blacks as heroes, and elevate the status of whites who fought to preserve civil rights in America. “Young whites need to be exposed to the white heroes and heroines of the interracial struggle for human rights in the United States” (Thomas, 1996, p. 11). Further, whites and blacks should be encouraged to understand more about race relations, in the classroom and in race relations workshops geared to the public. Though Thomas encourages change on a large-scale effort, designed to help refashion cities to encourage people of all races to live in closer proximity to one another, on the smallest scale, the issue must be addressed in the classroom. 

Schools can help increase positive feelings toward diversity simply by placing students of different races in close proximity to one another. A recent study showed that prior racial contact increased the likelihood that people would have more open feelings toward people of other races. While segregation attempted to keep different races separate, this study shows that proximity can increase tolerance, especially in a changing world. “…prior racial contact, especially in schools, was associated with more interracial contact as adults” (Emerson, 2002, p. 745). Those who early in life were exposed to multi-race groups tended to have a more diverse group of friends in adulthood, to attend racially diverse churches, and perhaps even to enter into multi-racial marriages. This Emerson believes, goes a long way to helping alleviate racism. “Given our finding that attending a multiracial school has significant effects on life choices, policies that promote contact between people of different races, especially children, appear to be a positive way to improve race relations” (Emerson, p. 758). 

Other studies suggest interracial contact helps students in many other ways. “The research clearly and consistently shows that, for both white and minority students, a diverse educational experience results in improvement in race-relations, the reduction of prejudicial attitudes, and the achievement of a more democratic and inclusive experience for all citizens…” (Boger, 2002, p. 58). These experiences help children see one another in a more open way…“that all children share many more things in common than they do differences and that the best device for overcoming the lingering racial suspicions or prejudices is exposure, not separation” (Boger, p. 57).
Other studies suggest that students who learn in a diverse environment have improved critical thinking skills, more self-confidence, and the ability to adapt to situations quickly. “This research shows that students who attend institutions with a diverse population of students, faculty, and staff report greater learning, increases in various measures of interpersonal competencies, develop greater self-confidence, are less likely to hold irrational prejudices, make greater gains in critical thinking and have greater involvement in civic and community service behaviors (Blimling, 2001). 

Once in those racially diverse schools, teachers have the responsibility for helping students appreciate their differences and see each other as individuals rather than members of “some other group”. The next portion of this paper offers specific exercises for increasing diversity awareness in the classroom.

Exercises for Increasing Diversity Awareness in the Classroom

Diversity trainers generally work with adults in work situations, but the advice they offer can be applied to the classroom. According to a pamphlet from Billingsley (1991), teachers should always" try always to be mindful of your nonverbal behavior” (p. 2). Establish eye contact with each one during the session. Move around the classroom as you talk (especially when you expect students to contribute to the discussion, but also while you are lecturing). Also, try to appear enthusiastic, relaxed, and comfortable. Consider assigning seats according to alphabetical order, for at least two reasons: (1) you can learn students' names more easily; and (2) students who otherwise might not sit next to each other may have an opportunity to meet someone who is different from them.

"Be sure to give students many opportunities to work together in small groups on a variety of problem-solving activities which stress the importance of using personal experience. Problems that are of universal significance are particularly useful for small group work; Establish respect for the values of diverse peoples by using specific examples, from your field of study, to show how culturally varied people have contributed to western history and civilization. In particular, use examples that illustrate the value and beauty of the ethnic/racial/gender group under discussion" (Allen, n.d.).

To this end, Billingsley (1991) recommends teachers show specific examples such as the story of Pecola Breedlove in Tony Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, to show how racist values have affected the way different people perceive themselves. A black child, Pecola comes to believe only blue-eyed pale skinned people are beautiful and comes to hate her dark eyes and brown skin. Discussions of this topic may allow children to talk about their ideas of beautiful and how they came to be seen that way. Other diversity trainers suggest allowing students to talk about their racial backgrounds. “Research reveals that when students feel validated for their diverse backgrounds and experiences, there will be an increase in learning,” (Houghton-Mifflin, n.d.).

Teachers, in order to break down their own personal barriers about diversity training, should closely monitor their behavior. This chart helps teachers remain aware of some of the barriers that inhibit respect for diversity. They are encouraged to: move past personal bias; appreciate and recognize cultural differences through observations and experiences; re-affirm understanding and acceptance of other languages through active listening; recognize that stereotyping creates barriers to learning about self and other people. Teachers are encouraged to examine behavior to insure they do not: dismiss students’ personal experiences; exclude cultural and social attributes of all students; and fail to integrate communication across all classroom cultures. (Houghton-Mifflin, n.d.). These efforts will yield great rewards in the classroom, some researchers believe. “Being open and objective to understanding peoples’ differences leads to greater cooperation for team building, problem solving, leadership, and other resources to help overcome barriers leading to close-mindedness.” (Houghton-Mifflin).

Teacher behaviors like these can foster an environment of openness and willingness to discuss cultural differences, but in the elementary school environment students might prefer hands-on exercises that bring the point home more effectively. The Anti-Defamation League offers several exercises for students of all ages. In one exercise, students are each allowed to select a lemon from a large bowl of lemons. They examine them, smell them, throw them in the air, and play with them. After a few minutes, the teacher collects them and puts them in a big bowl. The children are then asked to find “their” lemons again. They find them based on surface blemishes, size, shape, differing color. The teacher then collects the lemons again, and asks the students to identify “their” lemons. “Presented with this quandary, the children’s reactions are always precious. “But the lemons all look the same!” they’ll exclaim. This opens the door to a discussion of how people, much like the lemons, are pretty much the same on the inside.” (Stern-LaRosa, 2000).

Another educator and specialist on child development offers this advice when talking to children about prejudice and discrimination: remember that children are not born “color-blind” “It is a myth that children don’t notice people’s differences, especially skin color” (Stern-LaRosa, 2000). Children need to be told in a straightforward way about the differences between people. Parents and teachers should also understand that by talking about racial differences, people are not contributing to racial prejudice, but rather helping to dispel it. “Being aware of differences is not the same as avoiding, ridiculing, or fearing specific differences,” (Stern-LaRosa, 2000). She advises parents and teachers to understand that children get their impressions about other cultures from a variety of sources: the media, books and from their peers. Children need to hear from adults important in their lives the messages that differences are not bad, merely different. Pointing out similarities and differences between people in a positive way can help foster an attitude of tolerance in children.

Age can be an important factor in deciding how to approach information about diversity in the classroom. While the unspoken behaviors that foster understanding between groups is ageless, certain exercises are best applied to children at the appropriate time for best understanding. Stern-LaRosa (2000) explains the stages in which children first notice cultural differences. In the preschool years, children begin to notice differences in physical appearance: first gender, then hair, skin and eye color. They may exhibit fear when in the company of someone who is different from them. Three and four year olds seek explanations for those differences. Five-year-olds begin to group themselves according to racial identity. At all of these stages, it is important to explain that cultural differences are good and to encourage children to participate in language, music and art from different cultures. Six to eight-year-olds recognize group members and realize that their ethnicity is not changeable. At this stage, it is important to help children feel a sense of ethnic and cultural pride. “The child who feels best about himself or herself is less likely to feel the need to hate others” (Stern-LaRosa, 2000). Nine to 12-year-olds understand more about culture and geography. At this age, discussions about racial and cultural stereotypes can help foster understanding. Adults should practice talking about the strengths and weaknesses of each cultural group and should help children understand that negative views of different cultures can affect a child’s sense of self-worth.

Other exercises incorporate history and geography lessons with multi-cultural awareness to show children how the sayings and proverbs in their lives reflect the environment in which they were nurtured. This is a valuable lesson for helping children learn that proverbs reflect the values of the people they apply to. Again provided by the Anti-Defamation League (2001), these exercises are designed for children between 6 and 12. Beginning with American proverbs: “a friend in need is a friend indeed,” and “the early bird catches the worm”; ask the students to explain the proverbs. Then, using unfamiliar proverbs such as “a single bamboo pole does not make a raft,” from Cambodia and “The one being carried does not realize how far away the town is,” from Nigeria, ask students to explain what they think these proverbs mean. Establish whether the proverbs have universal meaning or whether they are specifically local to their geographical area. Teachers can then use this exercise as a way of dispelling ideas about different cultures and helping students appreciate differences.

Summary

Through an examination into the history of slavery in the world, and in early America, this paper sought to show that the views held about slaves have had long-reaching effects on the descendents of those slaves and that through law, scientific practice and then educational reform, those views have shaped educational policy today. This paper then points out that these views must be changed in order to create a more fair, equitable society, reduce crime and help prepare today’s children to function in an increasingly diverse culture of tomorrow. In the final section, the paper offers specific classroom behaviors and exercises that can help encourage a more equitable way of viewing diversity.
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