Why Are All the Black

A Conversation with
Beverly Daniel Tatum

You call your recent book “Why Are
All the Black Kids Sitting Together
in the Cafeteria?” and Other
Conversations About Race (Basic
Books 1997). What's the signifi-
cance of the title?

The question is one ['m asked over and
over again when [ do a workshop on
racial identity at a racially mixed school.
Educators notice that Kids oftea group
themsclves with others of the same
cace. for reasons I'll explain later. Bur
people have other CONCEMS 15 well.
How do we alk to voung children
about race? How do we address these
issues with our colleagues? How do vou
even engage in conversations about
such hot topics as affimmative action
without alienating one another?

Why do we bate such problems
discussing racial issues? Is it
because we don't really understand
one anotber’s experiences?

[ think that's part of it. IU's interesting to
watch people’s reactions when they are
really forced to experience being in the
minority. One of the exercises that 1 ask
white students and educatons (0 cngIgc
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Educators and students themselves
need to explore racial stereotypes,
beliefs, and perspectives if classrooms
are to become places where equity is
valued, author Beverly Tatum says.

in is to create a situation in which they
will be in the minority. for a short
period of time. A common choice. for
example. is to artend a black church on
a Sunday moming. Another is 0 go 0 a
place where vou know there's going 10
be a large Spanish-speaking population.

Usually, whites are very nervous and
anxious about doing this. Some are €ven
unwilling to do it alone. so they find 2
partner to go with, which is finc. But
it's just interesting (0 me how fearful
people are about this Kind of experi-
ence. When they come back, they often
report how welcomed they felt. what a
positive experience it was. But Ido
point out to them how worried they
were about their own discomfort. And I
hope that they develop a greater sense
of understanding of how a person of
color mighr feel in an environment that
is predominantly white.

Some people suggest that race rela-
tions among kids are much
improved, compared to our genera-
tion or our parents’. What do you
see?

Young children do Ineract aCross racial
lines fairly comforizbly at the elemen-
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wary school grade level. If you visit
racially mixed schools at the elemenrary
level, vou will sec kids interacting in the
tunch room and on the playground. To
the extent that neighborhoods are
segregated. their interracial friendships
might be limited. But you se¢ much
more cross-racial interaction at the
elementary level than vou do at the
junior high or high school level.

Why?

[ think the answer has to do with the
child’s transition into adolescence.
Adolescents are searching for identny:
they re asking questions Like: Whoam I
in the world? How does the world see
me? How do [ sec others? What will I be
in the furure? and Who will love me?
All those questions of identiry are per
colating during that time period. And
particularly for adolescents of color,
these questions cannot be answered
without aiso asking: Who am T ethni-
cally? Who am [ racially? and Whar
meaning does this have for how people
view me and interact with me?

Can you give an example of how
these issues might emerge in
students of color?

Sure. Imagine a 7-year-old black boy
who everybody thinks is cute. 50 he's
used to the world responding 1o him in
a certain way: Look at thar cute kid!
Now imagine that same kid at 15.
He's six feet tall, and people don't think
he's cute anymore, They think he's
dangerous or a potential criminal:
mavbe people are now crossing the
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street o avold him. So the way he sees
himself perceived by others is very
different ar 15 than at seven. And that
13-vearold has o start figuring out what
this means. Why are people crossing the
street when [ walk down itz Why am |
being toilowed around by the securioy
guacds at the mallz And as that voung
person 3 irving to make sense of his
experience. in il bkelihood he is going
to feek out and trv o connect with
other peopie whe are auaving similir
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A result, oven ihe vouny person

who has grown up ina multiracial

communiey and had 2 racially mixed
aroup of friends tends o start to pull
away from his noa-black trends. his
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happens. in part, hecause ther white

tnends are not uving the same experi-
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encounters with racism. And. untortu-
nately. many whicte vouth don't have an
tanding of how racism operates
in our society, so they're not able ©©
respond in ways that would be helprul.
The example I used was of 2 biack

under

boy. bur a similar process unfolds
among black girts or children of another
rce or ethnic herdtage.

Whet about white students? What
are they experiencing during this
time of self~identification?

Theyv can be confused and furt by some
of the changes. For example. it's not
uncommeoen for 2 white student in my
college class on the psvchology of
cacism (0 say: “You know. I had a rezxlh
close black or Latino friend in ¢lemen-
v school. and when we wenrt 0

oi she didn'e want o hang

N

around with me anymore.” The student
reponting the story usually is quite
confused about rhag it's often a very
nurtil expenendce.

The observation I make ts that, again.

many white students are oblivious o

the power of racism and the way that

s opernting in society. And so when

rheir rnends are starting O have
encounters with mcism. they don't

necessarily know how to respond. An
example from myv book is when a

icher makes 2 facist remark 1o a

voung black remale. Afterward. her
white fricnd comes up to her and says.
“You seem upset. what's the problem?”
so she explains what upser her to her
{ricnd. and che rriend savs. quite inno
cenily. “Gee, Mr. Smith is such a nice

vuv. [ean't imagine he would intention-

allv hurt vou. He's not o fIcist. vou
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So wirite students might discount it
because they can't identify with it?

Exactly. They can't identify, and also in
many situations people who iy to
comfort often end up invalidating the
person’s feclings. by saying things like.
~Oh. come on. it wasn't that bad.” What
happens is that vou withdraw from the
conversation. The feeling is “Well. you
don’t get it. so I'll find somebody who
does.” [t would have been a very
different response. however. if this
voung white student understood stereo-
npes and the realine of racism in sociery
and 0ld her fricnd. “You know, that was
a really offensive thing he said.”

Shounld teachers oy principals be
concerned when students self-segre-
gate? Should they actively seek to
integrate the groups?

During “downtune” like lunch or recess.
students should be able to relax with
their friends, recardless of whether or
not those friendship groups are of the
same rce or cthoic groups. However. it
is IMpomant to create opportunities for
voung people o lave pusitive ineric-
tions across group lines in school. So
structuring racially mixed work groups—
for example. by using conperitive
learning sutegies in the classroom-—cin
he 2 very positive thing w do

Similarly. intentionally working to
recruit diverse members of the student
body 1o participate in exrracurricular
events is worthwhile, We necd o tike
advantage of every opportuniry we have
to bring yvoung peopic rogether where
thev can work cooperatively as equils
toward 1 common goal. $ports teams
are 2 good example of the Kind of mutu-
ally cooperative environment where
voung people often develop strong
connectons across racial lines. and we
should look to create more such oppor-
tunities in schools, Unfortunarely,
sclivol policies like racking (which
tends 1o sort kids along racial lines)
impede rather than facilitate such
OPPOrTUMLiEs,
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You're taiked 1ith students of color
who attend integrated schools but
find themselves isolated in honors
or advanced classes. What are
those students experiencing in
terms of their identity?

Even in racially mixed schools. it is very
common for young people of color.
particularly black and Latino students,

to find that the upperlevel courses have
very few students of color in them. And.
of course. honors chemisiry is only
offered during a certain time period in
the day. which means vou might also be
caking Eaglish and other courses with
ihe same kids. And so those students in
honors chemistry or advanced algebra
mav find that their black or Latino peers
accuse them of “trving 1o be white”
because they're hanging around with all
white kids. So to the extent that you're
frequently in the compuny of white
students. and vour black classmares
who are in the fower tricks see you as
somehow separating vourseltf from
them—ir’s a hard place to be.

What can educators do Lo support
the healthy development of kids as
they work through these issues?
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I think students of color really need to
see themselves reflected in positive
wavs in the curriculum. And that prob-
ably sounds very obvious. but the factis
that too often they don’t see themselves
reflected in the curriculum.

When and how they sec themseives
reflected in the curriculum is SO impor-
tant, though. To use African Americans
as an example: Most schools teach

abour slavery, and for many black

students thar's a point of real discom-
fort, Their experience of that is that the
teacher's ralking about slavery and all
the white kids in the class are looKing at
us. to see what our reaction is. I'm
certainly not suggesting we shouldn’
teach abour slavery. but [ think it's
importnt 1o teach itin an cmp'ow:':'ing
way, Teachers need to focus on resis
tance to victimization. Students of color
need to see themselves represented not
just as victims but as agents of their
own empowerment. And there are lots
of ways to do that. You can talk about
Sojourner Truth. vou can talk about
Harriet Tubman. Frederick Douglass.
and <o on.

At the same time. | think white chil-
dren need t be helped to undersrand
how racism operates. Inevitably, when




vou LK about mcism in a predonti-
nancly white society. vou generate feel
ings of discomfort and often cuilt
among white people because they
might feel that vou're saving that white
people are bad. What do we do? In
these discussions. we need o include
examples of white people as agents of
change. Teach students about the aboli-
tionists. Teach students abour Virginia
Foster Durr, who was so active during
the Civil Rights movement. All children
need to learn about those white folks
who worked against oppression. Unfor
tunattely. many white students don't
have that information.

perspectives, regandless of the composi-
tion of our classrooms.

TIhe teaching ranks are predomi-
nantly white. even though the
student population is becoming
increasingly diverse. What does
this mean for efforts to increase
racial understanding?

1t makes it harder, but it's not impos
sible. We should be working very hard
to increase the diversitv of the teaching
pool. and many teacher education
programs are trving to do that. Stll. we
need 1o recognize that iU's going to De a

We can’t just aspire to be prejudice-jree. We need to

examine how racism persisis in our institutions so we

don’t perpetuaie it.

Some people bare suggested that
the school curriculum be bhearily
Socused on cultural heritage: that
black students need an Afrocentric
curriculum, and so on. What's your
perspective?

[Us imporant to have as diverse i
curriculum s possible hecause all
students need o he abie 1o view things
through multiple perspectives.

A high school weacher wold me
recently that the voung white men in
her English classes were reluciant w
read about somebody's expenence
other than their own, For example. she
had the class read House on Mango
Street (Cisneros 1994). a book about a
voung Chicana adolescent coming of
age in Chicugo, These voung men were
compluning: “What does this have to
do with me? 1 can'tidentifv with this

experience, " But. at the same time, they

never wonder why the Latino students
1 the class have to read Ernest
Hemingway. We need 1o help them
develop that understanding. All of us
need to develop a sense of multiple

long time before the teaching popula-
tion retlects the classroom populatien.
S0 irs really tmportnt for white
teachers to recognize that it is possible
for them ro become culturally sensitive
and 1o he proactive in n antiracist Wiy,
\any white educators hive grown up in
predominantdy white communitics.
attended mostly white schools. and may
have had limited experiences with
people of color. and that is a potential
barrier. But what that means is thar
people need to expund their
CApericnces.

Dreamileepers: Successfrd Teachers
of African-American Children. by
Gloria Ladson-Billings (199+4) is 2 great
resource. [ often encourage educiiors
[ work with to read that because she
profiles several teachers. some of them
white. Those are teachers who probably
didn’t grow up in ncighborhoods or
communities where they had 2 lot or
interaction with people of color. but.
one way or another, they have really
been able 1o establish great teaching
refationships with Kids of color. So it
certainly can be done.

You train teachesrs 1o work on issues
mrolving race in their schools. What
Rinds of 1hings do they learn?

For a number of vears. I've taught a
professional development course called
Effective Anti-Racist Classroom Practices
for All Students. It's basically designed
to help reachers recognize whart racism
is. how it operates in schools. and what
the impact of that is personally and
professionally. So the focus is not just
the impact of racism on the racial iden-
tity development of the students but
also on the wachers. I've found that
teachers who have not reflected on
their own racial identity development
find it very difficult 1o understand why
vounyg people arc reflecting on theirs.
S0 iUs miportant o engage in scifreflec-
Hon even s we're ving o better
understand our students.

The course also looks at sterennvpes.
omissions. distortions. how those have
heen communicated in our culoure and
in our classcoom. and then. what that
means in terms of how we think about
ourselves either as people of color or as
whites. And. finally. swhat we can do
abourt it. [ ralk in my beok abour racism
as a sort ol “smog.” People who aren't
aware of it can unwittingly perpetuate 4
cvele of oppression, 11 vou breathe that
smy oo fong. vou internalize these
messiages. We can't really interrupt that
process until it becomes visible 1o us.
That's the first step—making the
process visible. And once it is visibic.
W can start o strategize about how
weTe 2oing [0 inrerrupt it

Many teachers bave been caught
short by a racist incident or
comment in their classroon. It
often happens suddenly. and the
teacher may be at a loss for how to
respond. How have you handled it?

Well. P've been teaching a course on the
psvehology of racism since 1980, 50 1
feel like I've probably heard it all.

It is a difficult situation. because vou
waunt the classroom to be a safe place,
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where stdents can say
anything. knowing that only by
opening up will they get feed-
back about their comments
and learn another perspective.
At the same time, You want the
classroom to be a safe place
for someone who may be
victimized by a comment.

One time. 2 white student in
myv class made 2 very offensive
remark about Puerto Ricans
being responsible for crimes.
Well. one of the things ['ve
learned is that it really helps 1o
validate somebody’s comment
initially, even if it is ourra-
geous. So I said something like:
“You know, ['m sure there are
many people who feel that
way. and if vou've been victim-
ized by a crime. that's a very
difficult experience. At the
same time. [ think it's impor-
tant to say that not all Puerto
Ricans are ciar thieves.” From

statistics show a growth in
schools that are nearly all-
black or all-Hispanic. What
do you see as the likely
impact of the trend toward
even more racially identifi-
able schools?

It's a very difficult issue from a
number of perspectves, The
continuing pattern of white
flighr is one of the main reasons
that schools resegregate. A lot of
money is put into 1 busing plan.
and then white families leave
the school. So now many
people are asking questions
about whether it's a good idea
to spend all that money trans-
porting kids instead of just using
it to improve the neighborhood
school. regardless of who
atcends it

Many parents of color expert
. ence this as a double-edged
sword, They're otfended by the

there. vou can move into how
making such statements can
reinforce Serenivpes. ' li

it must be hard to make it
a teachable moment for
evervone in the class.

Absolutely. One me [ was o1 hi

observing somebody else’s

Young children do interact across racial

notion that children of color
can only learn when they are in
classes with white kids. They
know there is nothing magical
ahout sitting next 1o & white kid
in class. On the other hand, the
realiny of school funding is that
schools with more white
students receive more financitl
support.

teaching when there was a

similar kind of incident—a student
made commuents that the teacher
thought were inappropriate, but she
didn’'t know how to respond. So she
didn't respond to them. After the class.
we 1alked. and she said she felt
terrible—she knew she should have
done something, but she didn't xnow
what to do. And we ralked about what
the choices mignt have been.

Even though she felt badly about how
she handled it. those moments can de
revisited. So in this particular case. the
teacher opened her next class by
saving: "You know, in our last class
something happened that really both-

ered me. and [ didn't say amything.

I didn't sav anything because [ wasn't
sure what 1o sav. but in my silence

1 colluded with what was being said. So
1 would really like to talk abour it now.”
And she broughr the class back to the
incident, and it was not an ¢asy conver-
sation. Bur I think it really deepened the
students’ understanding—both of the
teacher herself and of how racism oper-
ates, because it showed how even well-
inrentioned people may unwittingly
contribute 1o perpetuating the problem,

Although integrated schools bave
been a goal for decades, current
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And so the queston that |
hear people asking now is: Can separate
ever be equal? That's one [ don't have
the answer to!

President Clinton bas called for a
national conversation about race.
Do you think we're ready for one.
and will that move us forward?

Well, conversation is & really positive

thing, and the fact that the president

himself has called for one should not be

underestimated. At the same time. these

conversations are hard to have. and

many people are not ready for them.
Real progress is being made in




Structuring racially mixed work groups, for example, by

using cooperative learning strategies in the classroom,

can be a very positive thing to do.

starting conversations at the local
community level, Many grass-roots orga-
nizatons are encouraging this kind of
dialogue. For example, an organization
in Connecricut has a program of Study
Circles.* They actually have a guidebook
tor facilitating conversations about race.
Using the guides. people come together
and begin to discuss the questions
together to improve their under-
standing. Also. many houses of worship
cncounige cross-group dialogue,
whether it means interfaith dialogue or
cross-racial dialogue.

It's sometimes frustrating for people

who have been doing this work for
vears, because it may seem like there's
alk, talk, talk and it doesn't go
amvwhere. However, I do think that

when vou engage in open and honest

dialogue. vou start to recognize the other
person’s pomnt of view. and that helps
vou sce where vour action might be
needed most. So if people engage
in dialogue with the understanding that
dialogue is supposed to lead somewhere,
it ¢an be a very usetul thing o do.

We can't afford to forger the institu-
tional narure of mcism. And 50 it's not
just abourt personal prejudices, though

-

obvioush we want to examine those,
We can't just aspire to be prejudice-
free. We need to examine how racism
Persists in our institutions so we don't
perpetuate it. |

' For more information. contact Study
Circles Resource Center. P.O. Box 203.
G697 Pomfret St.. Pomfret. CT 06258, el
203-928-2616. fax: 203-928.3715.
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