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Frederick Douglass is quoted in saying, “To educate a man is to unfit him to be a slave”.  

This profound declaration not only illuminates the prophetic value of education, but also 

pragmatically embodies the very struggle which he endured to alleviate himself beyond the 

shackles which bound him as he left his mother’s womb.  Despite the structural restraints 

imposed on him at birth by America’s system of chattel slavery, he garnered the courage and 

made the necessary sacrifices to learn how to read and write, knowing that only through an 

education will one ever become free.  While many identify the generality of the term slave with 

its historical implications, it is important we ground our understanding in the specificity of its 

definition, which is “one that is subservient to a dominating influence” (Merriam-Webster, 2012) 

to examine how remnants of slavery still exist in our society today, despite being deemed 

modern and standing in the forefront of justice as “Leaders of the Free World”.  Additionally, we 

must recognize that a “dominating influence” is not necessarily the exclusive slave master, but 

this form of oppression can be refaced to resemble the magnitude of influence imposed nearly 

two centuries ago through contemporary political, economic, and cultural exploitation.  

Furthermore, we must thoughtfully begin to draw conclusions by juxtaposing how the tool of 

education was deliberately deprived from particular groups to maintain a system of oppression 

during one of America’s darkest moments with our country’s current Achievement Gap and how 

this crisis in academia relates to the preservation of the status quo.  Consequently, two hundred 

years ago uneducated slaves were exploited for economic gain because of their vulnerability 

derived from lacking a formal education. Unfortunately today, far too many Black and Brown 

children have found themselves in a similar state of paralysis, enslaved politically and 



economically, by the more educated and powerful as they are not receiving an education that 

carries merit or practical value. 

 On May 17, 1954, in support of the fourteenth amendment, the Supreme Court 

unanimously decided on the Brown v. Board of Education case and approved, what appeared to 

be, the legislation necessary to provide all children with equal access to a high level of education.  

Over fifty years later, on average Black and Brown children are performing in the lowest 

categories on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, which is lower than nearly 

eighty percent of their white classmates (Therstrom, 2003).  High schools across our nation our 

shaking the hands of graduating minority adolescents as they walk across the stage, provide them 

with a diploma which declares they have the skills and knowledge to contribute to society, and 

must realize they have lied.  These children leave their secondary institution, on average, with 

middle school competencies (Therstrom, 2003).  This achievement gap between minority and 

more dominant groups is equating to gaps in political participation, economic contributions, and 

social involvement (West, 2008). 

 The achievement gap is epitomized in schools of all different levels across our nation as 

students are being funneled through a system leaving them ill equipped and underprepared for 

the demands of this century (Wagner, 2008).  School principals and their administration have 

become complacent, tolerant of excuses, and foolishly overwhelmed by a nearsighted vision 

which is fixated upon merely raising test scores (Perry, 2011).  This style of leadership has done 

very little to create racial harmony between students, eradicate leveling and tracking within 

courses, and provide adequate support for students as they journey the pathways of public 

education (Ogbu, 2003).  There is a clear disparity between the ethnicities and cultures of adults 

and students in the school building, particularly in urban schools, and this cultural divide impacts 



everything from course scheduling, provided support, and methods of punishment. This 

disconnect between the adults’ primarily homogenously-based personal lives perpetuates an 

integrated education system that is based upon gross generalizations and false stereotypes 

(Cashin, 2004). Teachers are teaching an outdated curriculum characterized as lacking cultural 

relevance, connectedness, and purpose; and most notably, many teachers have adopted the notion 

that failure is acceptable (Dantley, 2005).  In the end, we have a disproportionate number of 

disengaged Black and Brown students receiving an assembly line style of education and lacking 

the abilities and knowledge to climb the tiers of our society’s political, economic, and social 

hierarchies, all while remaining inferior, and arguably enslaved, by those who can. 

The racial isolation within most schools which house high numbers of minority students is 

often reflected in their communities as discrimination, immigration trends, “White-flight”, 

various housing regulations, and government enforced school boundaries have made very little 

advancement from the infamous segregation of the 1960’s (Kozol, 2005).  As a result, the 

community has become a powerful force impacting everything from the family, opportunity 

structuring, and the collective identity of those which reside within it.  Essentially, when growing 

up in these urban districts you begin to realize the stark difference between dreaming about 

America’s elusive pie, and the reality of actually obtaining a piece of it.  Members of this 

community have created a collective identity which can be defined as oppositional due to their 

group’s history and experiences being forged through oppression (Tatum, 1997).  Many of our 

Black students have become disengaged from the learning in schools because of their 

observations of the experiences of the adult members of the community, the textures of their 

parents’ lives, and the experiences of older siblings.  These factors have illuminated student’s 

legitimate skepticism towards the connection between their education serving as a viable link to 



attaining success in the future.  Blacks throughout history have faced a treacherous legacy of 

discrimination, unfavorable odds in seeking employment, misrepresentation in the media, and a 

school curriculum which reinforces society’s will to deem them as inferior.  Ultimately, the job 

ceiling and unequal treatment, which the dominant groups of society have full control over, have 

left minority students internalizing their situation of despair and asking the question “What’s the 

use of trying?” (Ogbu, 2003). 

 The collective and unspoken assumptions that the dominant groups have in relation to 

urban communities and their residents is that the decline of the community, and the failure of 

their schools and their students, has become accepted, normalized, and arguably necessary to 

preserve the status quo.  For generations, “those kids”, “those families”, “those schools”, and 

“those communities” have not lived up to their fullest potential because of structural inequalities. 

This inequity has not been challenged and unfortunately only perpetuates the power and 

privilege that the dominant groups enjoy.  In this situation, when failure has become normalized, 

both adults and students become complacent and passively accept the present state of affairs.  

Students, who have overtly or less subtlety been categorized as “failures”, inevitably internalize 

the label, and throughout time it deeply alters their self image and influences their behavior 

(Ogbu, 2003).  Adults, particularly those in the school building, are affected by this 

normalization in ways observed by how disengaged students are handled or in many cases 

punished, how their focus is placed on student’s performance and behavior and not the 

environmental and structural factors which are producing such nominal outcomes, and in the 

incredibly low expectations for what is thought to be possible for disenfranchised students 

(Wing, 2006).  Thus, the normalization of failure is both a cause and result of unremitting 

inequity which is manifested through schools and reinforced by societal factors.  Just as the 



economic production of slavery depended on illiteracy and inhumane treatment, the 

contemporary power hierarchy in society will only continue to be rattled and undestroyed as long 

as our marginalized groups are denied access to comparable levels of economic, political, and 

social capital through a high level of education.    

 Racism and discrimination still exist in our society through politics, institutionalized 

separatism, neighborhood arrangements, and even education (Cashin, 2004).  Blacks historically 

have been denied fair treatment and opportunities by those in dominant groups, as with the case 

of slavery, being it was built upon the false premise of Black inferiority.  This internalized 

complex on behalf of the White slave owner used this rationale to justify his exploitation of 

slaves for the benefit of America’s economy.  Similarly, the consequences of White supremacy 

existing in our schools leaves Black and Brown intellectually deprived, while also preserving the 

status quo’s perpetual access and employment of economic, political, and social capital.  Just as 

the conventional system of slavery was designed to produce economic value, the current 

alignment between failing schools and the prison industrial complex are also yielding economic 

returns.   

Dr. Grover Whitehurst, the assistant Secretary of Education with the U.S. Department of 

Education under the Bush Administration is quoted in saying that “the construction of prison 

cells is based upon third grade reading scores” and this clearly illuminates the relationship 

between prison and schools.  Any casual observer can draw the obvious similarities between the 

institution of prison and an urban school; florescent lighting, structured movement of 

constituents, pale white walls, high-tech security systems, and most notably, disproportionate 

numbers of Black and Brown individuals either restrained by isolation or from inadequacies in 

education.  There are also more startling similarities.  As the trend of prisons becomes more 



corporatized, schools are simultaneously failing more children.  Large rural areas are petitioning 

for prisons to be built on their land to stimulate the economy by creating jobs and creating 

corporate profits, while at the same time, students are being left behind with little options to 

support themselves beyond resorting to criminal endeavors.  America’s schools resemble an 

assembly line where students are equipped to be slotted into manufacturing-based jobs and 

unfortunately, when looking at current demographics within our prisons, these same ill-equipped 

minority students are becoming the raw material for the prison industrial complex (Perry, 2011).  

Angela Davis is quoted in saying, “prisons are political weapons; they function as the means of 

containing elements in society which threaten the stability of the larger system” and likewise, the 

education system is not only contributing to this unjust system, but also because of its deliberate 

inadequacies is not dismantling the dominant’s hegemonic hold on our country’s social order as 

students are still in a state of compliance and subservience to the more educated.  When learning 

is consistently provided to minority students in the form of a decrepit, slippery rope, only leaving 

them vulnerable to the more powerful, you have to begin questioning why a more systematic 

approach has not been devised to educate and liberate all children. 

Clearly, the achievement gap is multifaceted and multilayered, and carries remnants of our 

county’s most guilty crimes against humanity.  Before any meaningful action is taken to 

eradicate the current injustices regarding education, the structures which are society are built 

upon must be re-erected and the hearts of man must be reborn.  All individuals must recognize 

we are all involved, so we can transcend above our complicity to share feelings of outrage and 

indignation.  Eventually, we must become compassionate towards all to ground ourselves in the 

responsibility we are indebted to one another (Razack, 2007).  With this heightened sense of 



responsibility we have towards each fellow citizen, brother and sister, the current roles and 

landscapes of the school, administration, students, community, and economy must be redefined. 

First, the element of school forces must be presented with the understanding that its 

underlying principle is dichotomous; the students must be encouraged and challenged to reach 

their fullest potential, but their accomplishments serve not only their benefit, as their success and 

their school’s success also enhances the life of their community (Dantley, 2005).  As the 

epicenter of the school, the principal must possess a vision that is based upon the schoolhouse 

being inextricably linked to the community, and craft a learning environment insulated from the 

society’s systematic racist, sexist, and classist behaviors (Dantley, 2005).  This leader must 

habitually envision greatness and make the profound commitment to love, serve, and fervently 

lead to inspire the ability to mature and develop in order to overcome our country’s inclination to 

plead ignorant (West, 2008).  At the most fundamental level, teachers must love their students 

and work relentlessly towards empowering them to reach their fullest potential (Perry, 2011).  

The teachers must be expected to shape their curriculum into more broad, relevant skill and 

knowledge based programs addressing the abilities needed to eradicate economic problems, 

racial and sexual oppression, and ethnic domination (Theoharis, 2007).  Students will then 

become invested in their learning as they are able to understand the linkage between their 

education and the needs of their community.  Students will have the opportunity to hope, 

struggle, and hold each other accountable for the liberation of their community through first, 

liberating themselves through education (Dantley, 2005).  The principal, when possessing a 

sense of moral responsibility and spiritual strength, can use his institution as a tool to reconstruct 

society and free the marginalized from the hegemonic hold which currently restrains all facets of 

their lives.  



Secondly, because of the deeper, more meaningful work executed by the principal through 

transforming the school, the community will gradually be able work alongside this element to 

better the lives of students and families. The personality of the community will be altered 

because of the thorough perspective and applicable skills attained by the students.  The 

community will then become compelled to open its doors skilled and passionate students to 

partake in tutoring or intervention programs, housing and economic initiatives, or any other 

program designed to enhance the community (Dantley, 2005).  The soul of the community will 

be restored to reject the historical and falsely crafted stereotypes which hinder the advancement 

of the marginalized, and will instead affirm the current reconstruction of Blackness or otherness.  

The combination of the school and community will eventually begin influencing White, more 

affluent classes and their assumptions regarding minority students, and their schools and 

communities will be changed.  The alliance created between the principal and their school with 

the community has the capacity to influence everyone from policy officials to the dominant 

groups, and ultimately this deliberate method of challenging and eventually equalizing of who 

has access to power and resources will create space for equal participation in our democratic 

society (Solomon, 2002). 

Lastly, if we intend to restructure the purpose of our schools and redesign what it means to 

educate, we must also understand our current economic system of capitalism is creating 

increasingly high levels of inequalities which will mitigate progress towards equal opportunity 

(Johnson, 2006).  Since before our country’s official founding, we were a corporation, as 

evidenced through the Jamestown Colony.  The injustices which currently plague our country 

now, were the same elements of greed, hatred, and fear which constructed our nation’s founding 

over two centuries ago (West, 2008).  This system has oppressive consequences being that it 



depends on military conquest, political domination, and/or economic exploitation.  To justify 

such forms oppression in America, the dominant groups have normalized failure of the 

marginalized to validate their harsh treatment and to obscure their racially driven intentions.  

Unfortunately, the education system has worked more towards perpetuating the division between 

those who have and those who do not, and has become a misrepresented vehicle incapable of 

freeing one from the dominating economic influences in our society. 

There is an incredible amount of pressure on educators to address the issues around the 

achievement gap.  As we can see the achievement gap is merely a symptom of a society built 

upon oppressive ideals, so creating equality cannot be accomplished if educators are the only 

individuals fighting in the front lines in classrooms and schools.  Despite the long and arduous 

fight of educators to date, they alone, cannot address and resolve the complicated issues 

surrounding the disparity in academic achievement and create the analytical perspectives needed 

to identify and fight the resistance entrenched in society. Let us not be naïve; it required a 

multilayered coalition to work towards challenging the system of slavery, furthering the rights 

during the Civil Rights period, advancing Women’s rights, and so the current crisis surrounding 

the achievement gap demands equal efforts of collaboration and deliberation. 

The predicament in our society is one which W.E.B. Du Bois spoke of when discussing the 

problem of the color line.  Our country has always been for some, at the clear expense of others, 

with a clear delineation between colors, since its founding.  The challenges which exist today 

have in one shape or another, existed in our society since slavery.  Trivial and gradual progress 

has been made, but when you look at the disproportionate numbers of Black and Brown people 

incarcerated, living in awful neighborhoods, attending failing schools, the idea of the “American 

Dream” becomes overwhelmingly elusive and abstract.  The obstacles to freedom have never 



been eradicated, nor can we absolve those who are guilty of creating them, as all of the injustices 

impacting the marginalized since slavery, through Jim Crow, and now well into the 21
st
 century 

have merely been preserved through transformation (Alexander, 2010).  I am not overly 

optimistic, especially considering our history and the benefits which the more privileged have in 

terms of their hegemonic hold on access to power and resources, nor hopeful a better tomorrow 

will ever come.  We must recognize that for equality to be achieved and freedom to be granted, it 

would come at the expense of the dominant groups sacrificing some of their economic, political, 

and social capital.  History has proven and constantly reminds us that optimism and hope have 

never constituted guarantees.   

America must see how education has become intimately linked with social rights and 

freedoms.  We must understand how White supremacy operates in our country so we can begin 

to see our challenges for what they are (Kunjufu, 1982).  We must listen to the arguments of 

revolutionaries such as Malcolm X when he encouraged America to investigate the 

commonalities between the white, patriarchal order which characterized our country during both 

slavery and Jim Crow, and align it with the current debasing in education which is being used to 

enslave and shackle minorities now, despite our country being led by a Black president.  No 

other group has had such domineering influence in politics, access to such high levels of wealth, 

and the opportunity to write rules and force others to live by them  (Alexander, 2010).  In the 

end, whether we remind ourselves of the injustices that occurred during slavery or look to those 

which stand on the front porch of the 21
st
 century, we must continue this upward struggle 

towards equality, doing our best “to remember that what they believe, as well as what they do 

and cause you to endure does not testify to your inferiority but to their inhumanity”, as affirmed 

by James Baldwin. 
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