Livingin the Land of the Pharaoh: Educating African American Studentsin
Oppressive Spaces

Trad D. Davis

TRACI D. DAVIS has taughthigh school languaye arts in Dayton, Ohio, for 10 years.
Sheiscurrently adodoral candidae and teaches coursesin educationd leadership at

Miami University in Oxford, Ohio.

In the United States, we pride ourselves on beng the county of possibilities, where,
despite onegd sodal, ethnic, racial, or econoric background,onecan achieve the
American dream. While this certainly has not been the experience of many Americansit
isthevisiontha we choo to project to theworld and ourselves. We promote theidea
tha we are thegreat meritocracy, and that our system of free public educationisthe great
equdizer. It isthis educationd system which ensures that one® success is determined by
skill and effort ingtead of one® wealth and family background.

Thoughbeautiful in spirit, thereisasinister sdeto tha ideal. Theweight of its
faillureislaid exclusvely at the feet of the millionsof people who toil endlessly and
rarely see thisideal manifest in practice. There is no roomto question the philosophy or
fairness of our system, therefore thereis noroomto consder tha those whofail are not
completely deserving of thar fate (Beach, 2007).

Thechildren of citizenswho have achieved some measure of accomplishment
have great faith in this system. Theideal tha outstanding academic performance will be

rewarded sodally and econonically isreified by members of thar families andlarger



community who have achieved success (Apple, 2004).

Wha aboutthe other people® children, whose life experiences do not necessarily
give credence to the conaept of meritocracy? As asodety, we have relinquished the
responsbility to educate other people@ children, comfortable in the knowledgetha thar
struggles are aresult of ther inadequecy or theinadequacy of thar parents. We have
given the chdlengeof dealing with the other children to theteachers; chargingthem to
provide students with, throughhard work, creativity, trial and error, and sheer will, the
skillsthat will make them fundiond. (Katz, Noddings & Strike, 1998;Noddings1996

Thereis certainly anecdotal evidence aboutthe heoic efforts of teachers who
have created possibilities where there were none | post, however, tha no amountof
classroommanagement, professiond development, or methoddogy will ultimately
compensate for the oppressive naure of our educationd ingitutions Only after the
acknowedgement of the historical, sodal, and economic context on which the system
was built can we begin to erase the disparity in educationd and economnic achievement
tha pesists between African American students and their European-American

counerparts.

Education and the Faithful

My paents are a produd of the Civil Rights Movement and | wasraised in the
environment they subsequently created. Thema, my mother, halsfrom Mobile,
Alabama, where sheregularly touts the merits of her all-Black schooling; theteachers
were professiond and had the highest gods and expectationsfor al the students. She

recounts stories of howthey aswell as he parents and the other adults in the community



valued education as a means of hopeand proeity, buildingin my mother adegp
respect for learning. That entire community of parents sent thar children onto college
They were the children that marched to Selma, my mother induded, and sat in at lunch
COUNErs.

Chales, my father, comes from West Point, Mississippi, where his segregaed
schooling and community left deep scars. He till refusesto enter thelibrary in his
hometown to rgject today those who rejected him then. He foundhis escape throughthe
military, which eventudly gave him theeducation tha allowed him to provide a better
life for his children.

Today they both hold master@ degrees and are educators themselves. | was taught
by my parents, grandpaents, undes, and aunts tha education was thekey to a bright and
progerousfuture. | wastold to attend school regularly and peform well because tha is
proof tha you are qudified to realize your dreams. Ther philosophywas tha eduction
isaprivilege like voting, and everything the school system has to offer is valuable and to
your bendfit.

When | became ateacher, | espoused tha same bdief to thestudentsin my
classes. | asserted that, if they smply worked hard enough,they could achieve any god.
While | am till convinced tha knowledgeis powerful and valuable, | am nolonge
convinced tha theingitution of public education in the United States is the same great
equdizer tha we have placed our faith in, and | am amog certain that my students are
not convinced.

Contrary to discourse suggesting tha the |Q ggp between Whites and Blacksis

largdy gendic and other sodal ggpssuch as educationd achievement and economic



prosperity are, therefore, inevitable (Herrngein & Murray, 1996) let usingead consder
tha African American students have log ther pog-civil-rightsmovement faith in
education. This broken faith islike gasoline, fuding thefire of educationd disparity and
maintaining the eductiond gep tha has persisted for decades now. Thebdief in
eduction tha kept generationsof Black students striving in theface of great adversity is
no more.

My parent® respect for educationis notunique History has doaumented the great
desire of Blacks to beeducated. Thisisin direct oppostionto thewiddy hdd ideas tha
Blacks are not as scholastically astute as other races or tha they require awiderangeof
accommoddionsin order to be successful academically. Emandpation from poveaty has
always been amotivating force for African-Americans

African peoples formerly hdd in davery madeadirect correlation between
literacy, education, and freedom According to James Andeson (1988) CEmandpation
extruded an ex-dave class with afundanentally different consiousess of literacy, a
class tha viewed reading and writing as a contradiction of oppgressionQ(p. 17). The
desire for eduction amongex-daves was compdling, but more remarkable is how
successful they were at achieving literacy when they took control of their own education.
They met in churches and homes. They studied blue-black spdlers, newspapers and, mos
of al, theBible. Despite wha seemed like overwhelming oppostion to ther eductiond
campagns the masses of African Americanspersisted in becoming literate. Orheir 95%
illiteracy ratein 1860had dropped to 70 percent in 1880and would drop to 30 percent by
1910GAndeson, 1988 p. 24).

Theleaders of the educationd movement were often those who had taught



themselves to read even facing the oppostion of their masters and other Whites. They
hedped spread thisidea of liberation and freedomthroughliteracy. This commitment to
self-education continual throughthe Recongruction. Black southerners saw being literate
as away to grow econonically; literacy meant nothaving to be cheated out of wages,
land or civil rights (Ande'son, 1988)

African American faith in eduction continued into the Jim-Crow era, when all
Black segregaed schools worked hard to provide qudity indruction despite oppressive
conditions Thoughthe curriculumin many Black schools of the time followed the
controversial Hampton-Tuskegee modd, emphasizing vocation and racial subservience,
students still benefited from the Black role moddsin the community tha fosered pride
and self-esteem among students. After integration, this educationd system, which
revolved aroundcommunity support and nurtured the civil rights generation, was log.
These Black students had the luxury of developing while beng patially shielded from
some of thevery harsh redlities of discriminaion. Siddle-Walker (1996 surmises:

It istruetha these schools were often treated unjustly and victimized by poor

resources. But in spite of thelegdized oppression, many teachers and prinapds

created environments of teaching and learning that motivated studentsto excel.

They countered thelarger sodetal messages which devalued African Americans

and reframed those messages to make African American children bdievein thar

ability to achieve. (p. 219)

This sense of community and culture was replaced by a myriad of obgaclesfor

African American students, ranging from low expectationsto verbd and physcal abus.



Oppressive Education

Thepercelved bendits of integration, like improved finandal and technical
resources, were soonlog as well. Ingead of integration fogering a multicultural
fellowship, Whites ran from the public school system. McLaren points out tha, QVhites
start leaving a n@ghbohoodwhen the percentage of African Americansreaches about8
percent, even when the African Americans are from the same sodoeconornic classO
(2003, p. 39). Whites are opting out of theurban school systems and often out of pubiic
schooling al togeher. Blacks who obtain midde-class status congstently follow Whites,
leaving those with limited resources to struggle with theimpact of limited job access,
poor public trangoortation, inadequae housng and undeperforming schools.

William Wilson (1996)explainsthat this economnic stratification within the Black
community, combined with White flight, has led to the conditionswe now see in our
urban public schools. Inadequae funding, limited resources, and little or no control of the
school@ curriculum by the community they are serving combineto handicap them. In
addition, theresults reveal areturn to thevery segregaion tha was soughtto be
eliminaed. Nationwide African Americansand Latinosrepresent well over hdf of the
urban school popuktion. Theschool district in which | live and work, for example, has an
African American popuktion of 80-85% depending on the school year, even thoughthe
city itself isonly 50% African American.

In light of these redlities, many Black children are arguably worse off than they
were before desegregation. Black students continueto not have access to educationd
resources equitable to their White counterparts (Kozol, 2005) In addition, Black children

today often do not have the bendit of the strong suppottive communities enjoyed by the



civil rights generation. At that time, Black professionds, tradesmen, busness owners,
laborers, and clergy lived side-by-side and served as role modds not jud for ther own
children butfor the entire community.

Recognizing tha integration has notresolved theissues of disparity between races
in thearea of educationd achievement, proponants of theNo Child Left Behind Act
arguetha theimplementation of state and naiond standadsistheway to fightthistrend
and ensure equitable oppotunity for al. Thecurrent bdief in political and corporate
circles seemsto betha smply demanding tha all students learn certain information will
lead them to do so. Ingead of this postivist movement to establish arigid set of required
skills and teachingsimposed universally, African American children require an eduction
tha provides them with thetools to think critically aboutthar circumstances and gan
knowledgetha is useful and relevant to them.

African American students continueto struggle academically not because of any
gendic inferiority butbecause they are forced to adgpt to a system tha does not set them
up to succeed and continues to perpetuae thar indrect oppression. Standadization of
our schools onthe state and naiond level smply exacerbaes the problem. It reinforces a
hegemonic system which:

¥ Discourages knowledgeof culture and promotes an incomplete view of world

history.

¥ Discourages critical thinking

¥ Promotes a false concept of meritoaracy, breeding feelingsof inadequacy

¥ Andfailsto truly measure studentsGskill levels or ther abilities to achieve

€CcoNOoIiC SUCCESS.



Our current level of standadization is not effectively providing a complete
education for any of our students, butit aimog eliminaes the oppotunity to provide
environments tha accommodae the paticular situationsof African American students.
Only by developing these types of educationd environments will we hdp all African

American students fully develop.

ThePromised Land

In the Old Testament of the Bible, the children of Israel had been in bondaein
Egyptfor hundedsof years. God choe Moses to go to the phaaoh and demand that he
Qet his people go.OAfter an ondaughtof misery in theform of plagues, the phaaoh
congented, reneged, and consented agan to thar release. In theend, thechildren of Isragl
were set free and eventudly arrived in the promised land. O

Thereisan obviousandogy here between theendavement of Africansin
Americaand the endavement of the | sraglites. However, the lsraglitesOendavement is
notwha intrigues me; it is the description of thar emandpaion. Ingead of leading the
children of Israel to fightfor ther rightsin Egypt or demanding that the phaaoh treat the
former daves as equd citizensof Egypt, God chose to removethem from theland of
their oppressor and give them ther own land where they could begin agan. | can®hdp
butwonde if this decision was because He knew tha theformer slaves would never be
able to proger while livingin theland of Pharaoh. Would the Egyptiansforever have
viewed them as inferior and resent their demandsto share in thewealth of theland?

It isthisuniquerelationip between former dave and former owner tha

characterizes the struggle of the African American in the U.S. education system. On the



onehand, thereisthenoton tha the oppressed should be content to simply befree. They
should be grateful for the education offered and work to meet the standards of the
dominant culture.

Let usconsde tha true progress for African American students requires more
than adeclaration of freedom Currently, African American successis gauged by the
ability to adgpt and assmilate into thedominant culture. Those who are unwilling or
unable are disregarded. The current educationd modds inadvertently reinforce tha sodal
order.

Critical pedagogies chdlengetha logic. Thereis not asingle indructiond method
tha will aid all Black children, because they are as diverse as other children and have a
hog of talents and learning styles. There are some common struggles for all African
American children, however, and providing alternaives to the current educationd system
will hdp them face these struggles and develop to thar highest potential.

Eductiond programstha successfully address ther concernswill have similar
components:

1. Theincorporation of acritical pedagogytha will make the shift froma

bankingOmethod of education to a (rroblem-posngOmethod of education.

2. A curricular modd tha hasits foundadionin an accurate historical and

political andysis of the situation of African people aroundtheworld.

3. Community wnershipOof small schools, which will allow for the

development of relationshipswith staff and give the community a direct
impact on the school curriculum.

Emandpation throughCritical Pedagogy



Thefirst component of the creation of a successful pedagogyis groundngthe
curriculumin critical pedagogy.Horkhamer (1972) explains

It isnotjug aresearch hypotesis which showsits valuein theongoing busness

of men; it is an essential element in the historical effort to create aworld which

satisfies the needs and powers of menE. Thetheory never aims simply at an

increase of knowledgeas such. Its god is man® emand pation from davery. (p.

129)

Thisfocuson emandpation and truth are critical in the struggle to reform education for
Black children.

African American students need away to resist thehegemony that deniesther
reality and devalues those thingswhich are relevant in thar lives. Our sodety hasreified
many powerful inditutions Illuminaing the power structures tha oppress throughther
design can be hdpful to Black students because it validaes therealities tha they are
facing. It opensthem upto the possibility that thereason they have not been successful in
schoolis not because of a nontexistent inferiority of virtueor intellect.

Thedesire for those in power isto stay in power. Itisin thisinterest tha we see
certain ideologies and cultural conaepts put forward as the standadsto which we should
adheae. Thisseldomif ever adequaely or accurately represents the diverse and changing
culture or history of Black people. Apple spesks of therelationship between ideology and
school knowledge stating, Ot enables usto begin to see how a sodety reproduces itself,
how it perpeuaesits conditionsof existence through the selection and tranamission of
certain kindsof cultural capital O(2004,p. 56).

Thedistortion of African American images within schools has contributed to a

10



lack of faith in theingitution of education for many African American students. While it
istruetha we have seen aredudion of overt means of domination, there hasn®been a
true shift in the power structure, resultingin Black children trying to be successful in a
system that postionsitself as neutral when it really isnot

Thecurrent generation of African American children is descended from former
daves, who were self-taughtin spite of great adversity, and those students who excelled
in theface of poar, segregated schools. What has changed is that today@ Black children
are bengtold tha everyoneis equd and tha every effort is beng provided for them to
succeed, even when thar expeiencestell them otherwise.

Pinar, Reynold, Slattery, and Taubman (2004,p. 326) highlight how thelife
experiences of Black children arein oppostionto the conservative myth tha everyone
enjoysthe same oppotunity to improvethear soda and economnic postion. They note
tha race and sodal networks, rather than educationd accomplishment itself, were
strongly linked to employment progpects.

Theobviouscontradiction between wha sodety tells Black children and what
thar actud redlity is could only lead to two possible condusonsfor the children: either
thisis an unjug system in which they have noreason to paticipate or there is some
deficiency in them that keepsthem from beng successful. [lluminaing and confronting
this dichotomy isthefirst step in getting African American students engaged in thar own
education.

Elliot Eisner (1994)sees the possibilitiesin critical theory as a curriculum
ideology, but points outthat Qvhat is missing is a postive agenda This agendais wha

critical theory needsto movefrom text to action. Wha would a school built onits bdiefs
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and values look like? Wha would it teach? How would its effects be assessed? Such
questionswould form the core of an important projectO(p. 77).

Thework of Paulo Friere (1968/1988)answvers thequestionsEisner raises. Friere
consdered thetype of curriculum and ingruction that exist with theondaughtof
standadization as a ankingOmethod of education. Ingead of this banking system,
Friere proposes a system of Qproblem-posngQeducation, which is groundel in critical
theory. He suggests tha people trapped in a cycle of oppression can begin to break
throughit usng problem-posng eduction.

Thoughthere are nolonge Jm Crow laws or othe overt forms of racism, African
American students are still subject to very real forms of oppression. Thework of Friere
and other critical theorists suggests away for African American students to recognize
oppressionin al itsforms. Thistypeof affirmation of ther life experiences within the
classroomwill add relevance to the curriculum.

An Afrocentric Foundaton

Thesecondstep in fogering successful educationd experiences for African
American studentsisto build the curriculum arourd their culture and ideology. Asante
(1990)is apioneer of Afrocentric curriculum. He explainstha Qentricity is aprocess
that refers to locating a child® education within his own culture and then allowing them
to relate to other cultures from this perspectiveO(p. 209). Hale-Benson (1986,p. 52)
asserts that Gin aterndive curricular modd for Afro-American children mug have at its
founddion an accurate historical and political andysis of the situation of Black peoplein
America and in theworld.OOther Afrocentrics echo this postion:

They point out that Eurocentric curriculums have downplayed and in many cases
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ignored completely thesignificance of Africain the history of theworld. This

indudes omitting African history prior to thedave trade, ignoting people of the

African diaspora throughot history, and unde-teaching andyses of the globd

systems of racia oppression. (Pinar et a., 2004 p. 322)

Theauthor bdl hooks(1994)nates that thereislittle interest in portraying the
contributionsof Africansto theworld or America, which has had a negaive impact on
the engagement of Blacks in theeducationd system. hooksargues tha the eliminaion of
culture and history has been damaging for Black students. She explainstha while
assmilationinitially hdpsBlack students engage with mainsgream Americansit
ultimately denumanizes.

Woodn (1933)cautionstha only by beng taught aboutther complete and true
heritage can Black people reach ther full potential. He asserts tha alack of truthin
education has resulted in African AmericansOcontinued oppression. James Turmer (1971)
defines traditiond American education as tantamount to Q\Vhite studies.O

All of these scholars recognize theimportance of an accurate representation of
African peoples within curriculums for all people, butgoonto say that it isparticularly
important for children of African descent.

Community

Theintrodudion of an element of community control isthefind component of an
effective eductiond environment for African American students. A sense of ownership
of theschoolitself and a patnership in itsteachings will create a sense of community tha
Siddle-Walker (1996 credits as being oneof the core components of successful,

segregaed schools in the south. Robeat Moses (2001) credits grass root community
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relationshipsfor his success with urban children in the Algebra Project.

Deborah Meier, Nancy Sizer, and Theodore Sizer (2004)call for reflection on
what makes schools work. Meier@ suppot has been for small schools that foger dialogue
between the school and the entire community aboutwha should betaughtand how. The
significance and proven value of this community-based dialogueis perhgpsthe strongest
opposgtionto the standadization movement. Standardization removes the all-important
sense of persond involvement for all parties, severing therelationship between the school

and the community, teachers and parents, and students and teachers.

Concluding Thoughts

In the absence of equity and judice within education, African American students
continueto perform poaly academically. Theeducationd ggp is notaresult of ther
inadequecies. Ther academic troubles are arguably not even theresult of inferior
textbooks thoughthere is truedisparity between the resources afforded African
American children and thar European-American counerpats. Ingead, continued
disparities are aresult of aloss of faith in the systemN faith that has been broken by the
realities of a hegemonic system designed to maintain current power structures.

At thebeginning of each school year, | spend a congderable amountof time
convindng my high school students tha wha | have to offer them in my classroomand
wha is bang offered in thelarge school environment are essential to ther lives. | dothis
because | know tha, withoutther bdief, we will accomplish nothing. It seems to require
more energy each passing year to convince them of this, butit isthework tha sodety has

charged me with as a classroomteacher. We have given the chdlengeof dealing with the
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other people@ children to the classroomteacher. We have charged them to find, through
hard work, creativity, trial and error, and sheer will, ways to minimize the harm we have
doneto the other people® children.

| recently had an epiphany. Indead of spending the beginning of school
laborioudy convindng students tha the school curriculum isimportant to ther lives, we
should be dialoguing with them abouttheir world views and thar experiences so tha
wha we are teaching is practically important to their lives.

When | start classes next year, | would loveto begin adialogue It would be
refreshing if not Greeing®to expand the parts of our curriculum tha are project-based
and alow students to discover and explore. Would they be able to pass the Ohio
Gradudion Test (OGT) when theyear was over, however, if | did notfocusas much time
onthe specific thingsthat will beonthetest? Andam | actudly offering them freedomif
they don®have the credentials sodiety requires to pursuether interests? | don®know.

Wha | doknow isright nowtoo many of them have checked out of the
compulsory eductiond system tha | stand offering them. The mantra of thecivil rights
geneation, tha education isthekey to success, is notringing true with them in theface
of theeconomic hadshipsthear families continueto face. They are beng asked to accept
astruth what isnat, and they areresistant to it. Thedemand by the state tha they acquire
select knowledgeis not working. Perhgpsamodd tha indudes critical pedagogy,
Afrocentrism, and community control can providethe empowerment they need to be

successful living in theland of thephaaoh.
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