
 1 

L iving in the Land of the Pharaoh: Educating Afr ican Amer ican Students in 

Oppressive Spaces 

Traci D. Davis 

 

TRACI D. DAVIS has taught high school language arts in Dayton, Ohio, for 10 years. 

She is currently a doctoral candidate and teaches courses in educational leadership at 

Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. 

 

In the United States, we pride ourselves on being the country of possibilities, where, 

despite oneÕs social, ethnic, racial, or economic background, one can achieve the 

American dream. While this certainly has not been the experience of many Americans it 

is the vision that we choose to project to the world and ourselves. We promote the idea 

that we are the great meritocracy, and that our system of free public education is the great 

equalizer. It is this educational system which ensures that oneÕs success is determined by 

skill and effort instead of oneÕs wealth and family background.  

Though beautiful in spirit, there is a sinister side to that ideal. The weight of its 

failure is laid exclusively at the feet of the millions of people who toil endlessly and 

rarely see this ideal manifest in practice. There is no room to question the philosophy or 

fairness of our system, therefore there is no room to consider that those who fail are not 

completely deserving of their fate (Beach, 2007). 

The children of citizens who have achieved some measure of accomplishment 

have great faith in this system. The ideal that outstanding academic performance will be 

rewarded socially and economically is reified by members of their families and larger 
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community who have achieved success (Apple, 2004). 

What about the other peopleÕs children, whose life experiences do not necessarily 

give credence to the concept of meritocracy? As a society, we have relinquished the 

responsibility to educate other peopleÕs children, comfortable in the knowledge that their 

struggles are a result of their inadequacy or the inadequacy of their parents. We have 

given the challenge of dealing with the other children to the teachers; charging them to 

provide students with, through hard work, creativity, trial and error, and sheer will, the 

skills that will make them functional. (Katz, Noddings, & Strike, 1998; Noddings 1996) 

There is certainly anecdotal evidence about the heroic efforts of teachers who 

have created possibilities where there were none. I posit, however, that no amount of 

classroom management, professional development, or methodology will ultimately 

compensate for the oppressive nature of our educational institutions. Only after the 

acknowledgement of the historical, social, and economic context on which the system 

was built can we begin to erase the disparity in educational and economic achievement 

that persists between African American students and their European-American 

counterparts.  

 

Education and the Faithful 

 My parents are a product of the Civil Rights Movement and I was raised in the 

environment they subsequently created. Thelma, my mother, hails from Mobile, 

Alabama, where she regularly touts the merits of her all-Black schooling; the teachers 

were professional and had the highest goals and expectations for all the students. She 

recounts stories of how they as well as her parents and the other adults in the community 
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valued education as a means of hope and prosperity, building in my mother a deep 

respect for learning. That entire community of parents sent their children on to college. 

They were the children that marched to Selma, my mother included, and sat in at lunch 

counters. 

Charles, my father, comes from West Point, Mississippi, where his segregated 

schooling and community left deep scars. He still refuses to enter the library in his 

hometown to reject today those who rejected him then. He found his escape through the 

military, which eventually gave him the education that allowed him to provide a better 

life for his children. 

Today they both hold masterÕs degrees and are educators themselves. I was taught 

by my parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunts that education was the key to a bright and 

prosperous future. I was told to attend school regularly and perform well because that is 

proof that you are qualified to realize your dreams. Their philosophy was that education 

is a privilege, like voting, and everything the school system has to offer is valuable and to 

your benefit. 

When I became a teacher, I espoused that same belief to the students in my 

classes. I asserted that, if they simply worked hard enough, they could achieve any goal. 

While I am still convinced that knowledge is powerful and valuable, I am no longer 

convinced that the institution of public education in the United States is the same great 

equalizer that we have placed our faith in, and I am almost certain that my students are 

not convinced. 

Contrary to discourse suggesting that the IQ gap between Whites and Blacks is 

largely genetic and other social gaps such as educational achievement and economic 
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prosperity are, therefore, inevitable (Herrnstein & Murray, 1996), let us instead consider 

that African American students have lost their post-civil-rights-movement faith in 

education. This broken faith is like gasoline, fueling the fire of educational disparity and 

maintaining the educational gap that has persisted for decades now. The belief in 

education that kept generations of Black students striving in the face of great adversity is 

no more. 

My parentÕs respect for education is not unique. History has documented the great 

desire of Blacks to be educated. This is in direct opposition to the widely held ideas that 

Blacks are not as scholastically astute as other races or that they require a wide range of 

accommodations in order to be successful academically. Emancipation from poverty has 

always been a motivating force for African-Americans. 

African peoples formerly held in slavery made a direct correlation between 

literacy, education, and freedom. According to James Anderson (1988), ÒEmancipation 

extruded an ex-slave class with a fundamentally different consciousness of literacy, a 

class that viewed reading and writing as a contradiction of oppressionÓ (p. 17).  The 

desire for education among ex-slaves was compelling, 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 spellers, newspapers and, most 

of all, the Bible. Despite what seemed like overwhelming opposition to their educational 

campaigns, the masses of African Americans persisted in becoming literate. ÒTheir 95% 

illiteracy rate in 1860 had dropped to 70 percent in 1880 and would drop to 30 percent by 

1910Ó (Anderson, 1988, p. 24). 

 The leaders of the educational movement were often those who had taught 
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themselves to read even facing the opposition of their masters and other Whites. They 

helped spread this idea of liberation and freedom through literacy. This commitment to 

self-education continued through the Reconstruction. Black southerners saw being literate 

as a way to grow economically; literacy meant not having to be cheated out of wages, 

land or civil rights (Anderson, 1988). 

 African American faith in education continued into the Jim-Crow era, when all 

Black segregated schools worked hard to provide quality instruction despite oppressive 

conditions. Though the curriculum in many Black schools of the time followed the 

controversial Hampton-Tuskegee model, emphasizing vocation and racial subservience, 

students still benefited from the Black role models in the community that fostered pride 

and self-esteem among students. After integration, this educational system, which 

revolved around community support and nurtured the civil rights generation, was lost. 

These Black students had the luxury of developing while being partially shielded from 

some of the very harsh realities of discrimination. Siddle-Walker (1996) surmises: 

It is true that these schools were often treated unjustly and victimized by poor 

resources. But in spite of the legalized oppression, many teachers and principals 

created environments of teaching and learning that motivated students to excel. 

They countered the larger societal messages which devalued African Americans 

and reframed those messages to make African American children believe in their 

ability to achieve. (p. 219) 

 This sense of community and culture was replaced by a myriad of obstacles for 

African American students, ranging from low expectations to verbal and physical abuse.  
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Oppressive Education 

 The perceived benefits of integration, like improved financial and technical 

resources, were soon lost as well. Instead of integration fostering a multicultural 

fellowship, Whites ran from the public school system. McLaren points out that, ÒWhites 

start leaving a neighborhood when the percentage of African Americans reaches about 8 

percent, even when the African Americans are from the same socioeconomic classÓ 

(2003, p. 39). Whites are opting out of the urban school systems and often out of public 

schooling all together. Blacks who obtain middle-class status consistently follow Whites, 

leaving those with limited resources to struggle with the impact of limited job access, 

poor public transportation, inadequate housing and underperforming schools.  

William Wilson (1996) explains that this economic stratification within the Black 

community, combined with White flight, has led to the conditions we now see in our 

urban public schools. Inadequate funding, limited resources, and little or no control of the 

schoolÕs curriculum by the community they are serving combineto handicap them. In 

addition, the results reveal a return to the very segregation that was sought to be 

eliminated. Nationwide, African Americans and Latinos represent well over half of the 

urban school population. The school district in which I live and work, for example, has an 

African American population of 80-85%, depending on the school year, even though the 

city itself is only 50% African American.  

In light of these realities, many Black children are arguably worse off than they 

were before desegregation. Black students continue to not have access to educational 

resources equitable to their White counterparts (Kozol, 2005). In addition, Black children 

today often do not have the benefit of the strong supportive communities enjoyed by the 
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civil rights generation. At that time, Black professionals, tradesmen, business owners, 

laborers, and clergy lived side-by-side and served as role models not just for their own 

children but for the entire community. 

Recognizing that integration has not resolved the issues of disparity between races 

in the area of educational achievement, proponents of the No Child Left Behind Act 

argue that the implementation of state and national standards is the way to fight this trend 

and ensure equitable opportunity for all. The current belief in political and corporate 

circles seems to be that simply demanding that all students learn certain information will 

lead them to do so. Instead of this positivist movement to establish a rigid set of required 

skills and teachings imposed universally, African American children require an education 

that provides them with the tools to think critically about their circumstances and gain 

knowledge that is useful and relevant to them. 

African American students continue to struggle academically not because of any 

genetic inferiority but because they are forced to adapt to a system that does not set them 

up to succeed and continues to perpetuate their indirect oppression. Standardization of 

our schools on the state and national level simply exacerbates the problem. It reinforces a 

hegemonic system which: 

¥ Discourages knowledge of culture and promotes an incomplete view of world 

history.  

¥ Discourages critical thinking 

¥ Promotes a false concept of meritocracy, breeding feelings of inadequacy  

¥ And fails to truly measure studentsÕ skill levels or their abilities to achieve 

economic success. 
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Our current level of standardization is not effectively providing a complete 

education for any of our students, but it almost eliminates the opportunity to provide 

environments that accommodate the particular situations of African American students. 

Only by developing these types of educational environments will we help all African 

American students fully develop. 

 

The Promised Land 

 In the Old Testament of the Bible, the children of Israel had been in bondage in 

Egypt for hundreds of years. God chose Moses to go to the pharaoh and demand that he 

Òlet his people go.Ó After an onslaught of misery in the form of plagues, the pharaoh 

consented, reneged, and consented again to their release. In the end, the children of Israel 

were set free and eventually arrived in the Òpromised land.Ó 

 There is an obvious analogy here between the enslavement of Africans in 

America and the enslavement of the Israelites. However, the IsraelitesÕ enslavement is 

not what intrigues me; it is the description of their emancipation. Instead of leading the 

children of Israel to fight for their rights in Egypt or demanding that the pharaoh treat the 

former slaves as equal citizens of Egypt, God chose to remove them from the land of 

their oppressor and give them their own land where they could begin again. I canÕt help 

but wonder if this decision was because He knew that the former slaves would never be 

able to prosper while living in the land of Pharaoh. Would the Egyptians forever have 

viewed them as inferior and resent their demands to share in the wealth of the land?  

It is this unique relationship between former slave and former owner that 

characterizes the struggle of the African American in the U.S. education system. On the 
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one hand, there is the notion that the oppressed should be content to simply be free. They 

should be grateful for the education offered and work to meet the standards of the 

dominant culture.  

Let us consider that true progress for African American students requires more 

than a declaration of freedom. Currently, African American success is gauged by the 

ability to adapt and assimilate into the dominant culture. Those who are unwilling or 

unable are disregarded. The current educational models inadvertently reinforce that social 

order.  

Critical pedagogies challenge that logic. There is not a single instructional method 

that will aid all Black children, because they are as diverse as other children and have a 

host of talents and learning styles. There are some common struggles for all African 

American children, however, and providing alternatives to the current educational system 

will help them face these struggles and develop to their highest potential.  

Educational programs that successfully address their concerns will have similar 

components: 

1. The incorporation of a critical pedagogy that will make the shift from a 

ÒbankingÓ method of education to a Òproblem-posingÓ method of education. 

2. A curricular model that has its foundation in an accurate historical and 

political analysis of the situation of African people around the world. 

3. Community ÒownershipÓ of small schools, which will allow for the 

development of relationships with staff and give the community a direct 

impact on the school curriculum. 

Emancipation through Critical Pedagogy 
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The first component of the creation of a successful pedagogy is grounding the 

curriculum in critical pedagogy. Horkheimer (1972) explains,  

It is not just a research hypothesis which shows its value in the ongoing business 

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

satisfies the needs and powers of menÉ.  The theory never aims simply at an 

increase of knowledge as such. Its goal is manÕs emancipation from slavery. (p. 

129) 

This focus on emancipation and truth are critical in the struggle to reform education for 

Black children. 

African American students need a way to resist the hegemony that denies their 

reality and devalues those things which are relevant in their lives. Our society has reified 

many powerful institutions. Illuminating the power structures that oppress through their 

design can be helpful to Black students because it validates the realities that they are 

facing. It opens them up to the possibility that the reason they have not been successful in 

school is not because of a non-existent inferiority of virtue or intellect. 

The desire for those in power is to stay in power. It is in this interest that we see 

certain ideologies and cultural concepts put forward as the standards to which we should 

adhere. This seldom if ever adequately or accurately represents the diverse and changing 

culture or history of Black people. Apple speaks of the relationship between ideology and 

school knowledge, stating, ÒIt enables us to begin to see how a society reproduces itself, 

how it perpetuates its conditions of existence through the selection and transmission of 

certain kinds of cultural capitalÓ (2004, p. 56). 

The distortion of African American images within schools has contributed to a 
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lack of faith in the institution of education for many African American students. While it 

is true that we have seen a reduction of overt means of domination, there hasnÕt been a 

true shift in the power structure, resulting in Black children trying to be successful in a 

system that positions itself as neutral when it really is not.  

The current generation of African American children is descended from former 

slaves, who were self-taught in spite of great adversity, and those students who excelled 

in the face of poor, segregated schools. What has changed is that todayÕs Black children 

are being told that everyone is equal and that every effort is being provided for them to 

succeed, even when their experiences tell them otherwise. 

Pinar, Reynold, Slattery, and Taubman (2004, p. 326) highlight how the life 

experiences of Black children are in opposition to the conservative myth that everyone 

enjoys the same opportunity to improve their social and economic position. They note 

that race and social networks, rather than educational accomplishment itself, were 

strongly linked to employment prospects. 

The obvious contradiction between what society tells Black children and what 

their actual reality is could only lead to two possible conclusions for the children: either 

this is an unjust system in which they have no reason to participate or there is some 

deficiency in them that keeps them from being successful. Illuminating and confronting 

this dichotomy is the first step in getting African American students engaged in their own 

education.  

Elliot Eisner (1994) sees the possibilities in critical theory as a curriculum 

ideology, but points out that Òwhat is missing is a positive agenda. This agenda is what 

critical theory needs to move from text to action. What would a school built on its beliefs 
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and values look like? What would it teach? How would its effects be assessed? Such 

questions would form the core of an important projectÓ (p. 77). 

 The work of Paulo Friere (1968/1988) answers the questions Eisner raises. Friere 

considered the type of curriculum and instruction that exist with the onslaught of 

standardization as a ÒbankingÓ method of education. Instead of this banking system, 

Friere proposes a system of Òproblem-posingÓ education, which is grounded in critical 

theory. He suggests that people trapped in a cycle of oppression can begin to break 

through it using problem-posing education. 

 Though there are no longer Jim Crow laws or other overt forms of racism, African 

American students are still subject to very real forms of oppression. The work of Friere 

and other critical theorists suggests a way for African American students to recognize 

oppression in all its forms. This type of affirmation of their life experiences within the 

classroom will add relevance to the curriculum. 

An Afrocentric Foundation 

 The second step in fostering successful educational experiences for African 

American students is to build the curriculum around their culture and ideology. Asante 

(1990) is a pioneer of Afrocentric curriculum. He explains that Òcentricity is a process 

that refers to locating a childÕs education within his own culture and then allowing them 

to relate to other cultures from this perspectiveÓ (p. 209). Hale-Benson (1986, p. 52) 

asserts that Òan alternative curricular model for Afro-American children must have at its 

foundation an accurate historical and political analysis of the situation of Black people in 

America and in the world.Ó Other Afrocentrics echo this position:  

They point out that Eurocentric curriculums have downplayed and in many cases 
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ignored completely the significance of Africa in the history of the world. This 

includes omitting African history prior to the slave trade, ignoring people of the 

African diaspora throughout history, and under-teaching analyses of the global 

systems of racial oppression. (Pinar et al., 2004, p. 322) 

The author bell hooks (1994) notes that there is little interest in portraying the 

contributions of Africans to the world or America, which has had a negative impact on 

the engagement of Blacks in the educational system. hooks argues that the elimination of 

culture and history has been damaging for Black students. She explains that while 

assimilation initially helps Black students engage with mainstream Americans it 

ultimately dehumanizes. 

 Woodson (1933) cautions that only by being taught about their complete and true 

heritage can Black people reach their full potential. He asserts that a lack of truth in 

education has resulted in African AmericansÕ continued oppression. James Turner (1971) 

defines traditional American education as tantamount to ÒWhite studies.Ó 

 All of these scholars recognize the importance of an accurate representation of 

African peoples within curriculums for all people, but go on to say that it is particularly 

important for children of African descent.  

Community 

 The introduction of an element of community control is the final component of an 

effective educational environment for African American students. A sense of ownership 

of the school itself and a partnership in its teachings will create a sense of community that 

Siddle-Walker (1996) credits as being one of the core components of successful, 

segregated schools in the south. Robert Moses (2001) credits grass root community 
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relationships for 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. MeierÕs support has been for small schools that foster dialogue 

between the school and the entire community about what should be taught and how. The 

significance and proven value of this community-based dialogue is perhaps the strongest 

opposition to the standardization movement. Standardization removes the all-important 

sense of personal involvement for all parties, severing the relationship between the school 

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

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 In the absence of equity and justice within education, African American students 

continue to perform poorly academically. The educational gap is not a result of their 

inadequacies. Their academic troubles are arguably not even the result of inferior 

textbooks, though there is true disparity between the resources afforded African 

American children and their European-American counterparts. Instead, continued 

disparities are a result of a loss of faith in the systemÑ faith that has been broken by the 

realities of a hegemonic system designed to maintain current power structures.  

At the beginning of each school year, I spend a considerable amount of time 

convincing my high school students that what I have to offer them in my classroom and 

what is being offered in the larger school environment are essential to their lives. I do this 

because I know that, without their belief, we will accomplish nothing. It seems to require 

more energy each passing year to convince them of this, but it is the work that society has 

charged me with as a classroom teacher. We have given the challenge of dealing with the 
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other peopleÕs children to the classroom teacher. We have charged them to find, through 

hard work, creativity, trial and error, and sheer will, ways to minimize the harm we have 

done to the other peopleÕs children. 

I recently had an epiphany. Instead of spending the beginning of school 

laboriously convincing students that the school curriculum is important to their lives, we 

should be dialoguing with them about their world views and their experiences so that 

what we are teaching is practically important to their lives. 

 When I start classes next year, I would love to begin a dialogue. It would be 

refreshing if not ÒfreeingÓ to expand the parts of our curriculum that are project-based 

and allow students to discover and explore. Would they be able to pass the Ohio 

Graduation Test (OGT) when the year was over, however, if I did not focus as much time 

on the specific things that will be on the test? And am I actually offering them freedom if 

they donÕt have the credentials society requires to pursue their interests? I donÕt know. 

 What I do know is right now too many of them have checked out of the 

compulsory educational system that I stand offering them. The mantra of the civil rights 

generation, that education is the key to success, is not ringing true with them in the face 

of the economic hardships their families continue to face. They are being asked to accept 

as truth what is not, and they are resistant to it. The demand by the state that they acquire 

select knowledge is not working. Perhaps a model that includes critical pedagogy, 

Afrocentrism, and community control can provide the empowerment they need to be 

successful living in the land of the pharaoh. 
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