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Introduction
The Foundation for this Book!
There are certain times in history when certain books simply have to be written to address pertinent issues in society. Personally, An Educator’s Guide to Working with African American Students is one of these books. Simply stated, I have implied answers to some pertinent questions in my other books, White Teachers/Diverse Classrooms: A Guide to Building Inclusive Schools, Promoting High Expectations and Eliminating Racism (co-edited with Julie Landsman) and The Dilemmas of Being an African American Male in the New Millennium: Solutions for Life Transformation (co-authored with Kris F. Erskine). However, as many times as I have tried to convince myself that I was not going to do this project because it really seemed like ‘common sense’ to me, I came to realize that if I did not complete it there would be a major void in the field of education.
An Educator’s Guide to Working with African American Students is very personal for me because I am deeply disappointed in a profession I love so much. To put it as plainly as I can, African American students are dying in the K-12 public, private and charter schools across our nation! While educators are quick to discuss a myriad of reasons as to why it is not their fault, we (educators) never discuss what is in our locus of control. As a result, this book is a guide for teachers to have as a resource. Webster (2009) defines the word guide as “something that provides a person with guiding information.” As a result, I hope this book reaches exactly the people that it should reach to make a difference for African American students in the most affluent country in the world.
Further, this book is for the African American students whose eyes I look into as I travel this great country. Their eyes look at me with all the potential that is trapped inside of them that is begging to be nurtured. They want to learn, they want to perform well in school. After a while, these same eyes of potential turn into eyes of frustration because the very educators that, in most cases, are paid to educate these students are, in most cases, the same people that truly do not believe they can even perform academically.
Also, this book is for the parents who send their children to school expecting something great to happen for their children. However, when their child or children matriculate through our nation’s schools, they are met with what I call “educational rhetoric”. This educational rhetoric tells the parent all that is perceived to be wrong with their child or children rather than what is needed to put your child in the best position to make a positive impact on their lives. I want you to know that I hear your voice as I write this book as well.
Finally, I hear the voices, hopes and dreams of so many who have died for African American students to have a right to a quality education in this country. Thank you for making the ultimate sacrifice so that one day the education profession in this country can reach its full potential by serving the educational needs of African American students. When this happens, all of these students will have the opportunity to experience the ‘good life’ that only an education can provide.
I hope you enjoy this book…let’s take the journey!
-Chance W. Lewis, Ph.D.
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A Teacher’s Self-Reflection on Teaching African American Students
Self-reflection in any profession is especially important. This allows each of us to examine the impact that we are making in our own lives, in our communities and in the world around us. However, in the field of education, it is my personal opinion that educators, especially classroom teachers, do not take enough time to self-reflect on the impact they are making; the impact in their personal lives and communities, but most of all in their students’ lives. As a result of this growing trend in the field of education, I want to explore four critical areas all educators, especially classroom teachers, should start their self-reflection with the following questions:
(1) Why did you choose to enter the field of education?
(2) Are you afraid of your African American students?
(3) Do you really believe your African American students can achieve academically?
(4) How are your African American students benefiting from having you as a teacher?
Why Did You Choose the Teaching Profession?
As we venture this journey of self-reflection, which I feel is critically important for educational professionals, particularly teachers, the first question you have to continually ask yourself is, “why did I choose the teaching profession?” This question is the foundation of what you must understand if you are going to successfully work with African American students. Hopefully, as you reflect and ponder your answer to this question, you chose this profession because you honestly believe that all students, including African American students, could learn as a result of your efforts as an educator. As we think back when many of us started in this profession, we really believed we could change the world. However, a variety of internal and external factors have caused many educators to change their viewpoints about the learning capabilities of many African American children.
Unfortunately, we have reached a point when many teachers have already (in their minds) failed the African American student before they even start their respective courses for the academic year. Whether it is based on rumors we have heard about the students (probably in the teacher’s lounge) from other educators or our own stereotypical beliefs about an African American student’s ability based solely upon their outer appearance, all come together inside of the academic setting. Oftentimes, this has a detrimental effect on the student. As I travel around the country working with different school districts, I try to portray the message, “don’t judge the book by its cover.” To translate this into academic terms, don’t look at the student’s academic record before they come into your classroom. The reason for this is that this student may have completely turned their life around. Another reason is that this student may have crossed paths with a “bad teacher” (there are still many of these teachers floating the education world). Basically, what I am saying is give the African American student, or any student for that matter, a fair chance to be successful in your classroom.
Now, I go back to my original question, why did you choose to enter the teaching profession? My hope is that you had that wonderful fire burning inside of you that you wanted to see “ALL” students achieve, particularly African American students. Remember, it may be YOU not someone else who will possibly change this child’s life forever. So, I ask in the most heartfelt way possible through the power of the words on this paper, to recapture the passion that led you to choose education as a career.
Are You Scared of your African American Students?
Before we can get into an in-depth discussion about how to work with African American students, I must first ask you a straightforward question. Are you scared of your African American students? If your answer is “yes” or “maybe yes”, we first must address this problem. One thing I do need you to know is that YOU CAN NOT TEACH ANY CHILD THAT YOU ARE SCARED OF!! This is a fundamental fact. If you are scared of your African American students, particularly your African American males, one of two things will eventually happen.
First, they will become total disruptions in the classrooms and you will become so frustrated that you will get to a point where you do not want to enter the classroom because you know they will show up every day. Second, you will over exert your power as a teacher and try to get these students out of your class in any way possible. For example, you will more likely refer these students for special education testing even though you honestly know nothing is wrong with the African American student, it is just that you have lost control of the classroom.
Another example is you will repeatedly send the African American students to the principal’s office to have out-of-school or in-school suspension although the offenses committed were, at best, minor offenses. Worst of all, we then tell other teachers (in the hallway or the teacher’s lounge) how horrible these students are when the root of the problem is that you are scared of your students. Lisa Delpit (1995) documented that there are three types of White teachers that work with African American students: (a) those White teachers that are scared of all Black students; (b) those White teachers that are scared of some Black students; and (c) those White teachers that are not scared of Black students. Which type of teacher are you?
For those teachers who are honestly not scared of their students, these teachers have been found to have African American students who achieve at high levels academically. To be honest, the way that you show a student you care is by making them act appropriately. This is why when we examine the educational landscape and take a peek inside the classrooms of effective teachers, these teachers are not scared of their African American students. Instead they make them behave and they make them do their work. Also, this type of approach works when guests are in the classroom. By this I mean these teachers can give all students in their class what I call a “teacher look” and they will immediately straighten up. An example of a “teacher look” I had when I was growing up was when my grandmother would give me a look, often from the choir stand in a church, when I was acting up with my friends. I immediately knew at that point that I had better get it together or there would be serious consequences.
As a result, teachers I am asking that you get over any fears that you have and take control of your class. This is not done in a way that is damaging to your students but in a way that is commonly referred to as discipline with love. Please remember, YOU CAN NOT TEACH THEM IF YOU ARE SCARED OF THEM!
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3307 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!