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NPP ISSUE BRIEF
RACIALIZATION AND ITS IMPACT ON STUDENTS OF COLOR IN THE US EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 
The ‘Paradox of Immigrants’

In its 2009 article, Education Week reported on the decline of academic success from first to third generation immigrants in the US.
 This is a devastating indictment for a country that is home to millions of immigrants, where education is avenue for social mobility and where billions of dollars have been allocated annually to its educational system.  The findings, however, reinforced the conclusions of a 2003 NEA report that also pointed to a decline in academic success across generational cohorts.  Despite the many educational challenges that foreign-born immigrant students continue to face, in many instances, they were found to perform better in terms of certain test scores and high school graduation rate than the American-born generations. What makes this “paradox of immigrants” particularly disconcerting is that the opposite is true in most other countries outside the US. 
 Among the many impediments to social and educational advancement, race emerges as a central variable.   For American educators and policy makers, this issue is particularly significant given the country’s demographic composition and anticipated shifts.  It is projected that by 2040 more than half of America’s population will trace their ancestry not to Europe but to Africa, Asia, Latin America, and to its indigenous populations.
 

This issue brief includes highlights of the key findings and arguments presented at a 2003 conference on youth and education. Given that Asian and Hispanic communities and student population are the fastest growing in the US, Professors Rodriguez Dominguez, Tsuchida and Moreno’s comparative study of these communities is particularly informative.
 As such, though race is central to the understanding of the experiences of all communities of color, the following discussion will focus on the racialization of Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Japanese and Filipinos in the US. Additionally, the discussion will address only one institutional arrangement that foments the social construction of race, namely education. The examination of the experiences of other groups and of other institutions is reserved for future studies.

RACE AND THE AMERICAN EDUCATION 

In looking at the academic performance of American-born students, Rodriguez Domínguez, Tsuchida and Moreno argue that racialization, which they define as the social and historical process of assigning individuals and groups a racial identity and social status, “is an important barrier to academic success for students of color.”
  This notion of race as a social construct advanced by critical race scholars debunks the earlier thinking that regarded the classification of peoples into homogenous and hierarchical racial categories as a “natural” order.  Though without scientific validity, this social Darwinist theory of race prevailed as a powerful ideology of dominance.  In the nineteenth century, the assumption of white supremacy over other “races” provided the moral justification for European colonization and subjugation of other nations and peoples, and served as the intellectual foundation for America’s doctrine of “Manifest Destiny.”   With industrialization and concomitant needs for access to resources, labor and markets, race ideology became a powerful tool for empire building. In the West, distorted images of Asians, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans perpetuated by travel accounts and writings of missionaries, merchants, journalists, and academics of the late 19th century and early 20th century fed the ideology of dominance.
 The stereotypes of Mexicans as childish, brutish, and highly sexualized, hence ill-equipped for self-governance, were deployed to justify America’s “civilizing” mission overseas while the promotion of the English language, American educational system and lifeways further inculcated the peoples into America’s sphere of influence.
HISTORICAL PROCESSES OF RACIALIZATION IN THE US
Racialization had historically occurred in the US, through various and largely interrelated processes, namely; 1) the limiting of access to and control of land, 2) the promotion of racist ideology and supporting institutions 3) the fostering of acceptance of, and participation in, discrimination by other groups 4) the assimilation and/or Americanization of immigrants and subjugated peoples.   In the US, racialization of Asians, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans essentially began with conquest. America’s annexation of Mexico’s Northern provinces and its victory in the Mexican American War of 1848 resulted in the political, economic, and racial subjugation of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. In the Southwest, the appropriation of millions of acres of land from Mexican elites by White interests marked the erosion of Mexican sovereignty.
  Contributing further to the perceptions and racialization of Mexicans are the social, economic, and political forces in the U.S. and Mexico before and after the 1910 Mexican Revolution. Similarly, American victory in the Spanish American War of 1898 won her economic and political control over Cuba, the Philippines and Puerto Rico where large landholdings were integrated into the plantation complex controlled by American sugar corporations.
 In Japan, Commodore Perry’s “gunboat diplomacy”, and the resulting Treaty of Kanagawa of 1854, pried open the country to America’s expanded trading access.

These political events paved the way for the importation of labor from Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean to meet the growing needs of the agricultural communities in Hawaii and California. As they grew in number and economic strength especially in California, these new immigrant communities soon encountered nativistic resentment and hostility.  Admission barriers such as the Exclusion Act and the Gentlemen’s Agreement that were subsequently enforced virtually halted new immigration from Asia while discriminatory practices and violence targeted the immigrant communities in the US. Until the granting of independence, Filipinos were regarded as U.S. nationals, hence not subjected to the restrictions that were applied to other Asian groups, though they were regarded as inassimilable and met with equally inhospitable reception, particularly in California.   
RACE AND THE IDEOLOGY OF DOMINANCE
The success of the racializing project rests, in large part, on the construction of an ideology that legitimizes and perpetuates the system of dominance and exploitation based on class, race, ethnicity, and gender.  Laws, policies, institutions, discriminatory practices, and spatial constructs such as Native American reservations and segregated neighborhoods and schools, all shored up the system of inequality. Naturalization, education and labor segmentation further work to discipline the racialized public. Until the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868, former African slaves were denied citizenship as were Native Americans until the passage of the Snyder Act in 1924.  Chinese and Filipinos immigrants did not gain naturalization rights until 1943 and 1946 respectively, and Japanese immigrants even later, in 1952.  As non-citizens, these groups were also subjected to other forms of disenfranchisement. The Alien Land Act of 1913 that prohibited non-citizens from owning land and limited agricultural leases to three years impeded the economic mobility of Asian immigrants.   Though Hispanics of Mexican descent did receive American citizenship following the cessation of Mexico’s northern territory, it did not shield them from other forms of real and symbolic violence such as segregation in the American public schools. 

ASSIMILATION AND THE CRYSTALLIZATION OF RACIAL IDENTITY: THE RACIALIZING FUNCTION OF EDUCATION
As the system relegates groups to specific racial categories and social positions, it also works to inculcate their racialized identities.  Schools were implicated in this racialization project.  Until 1946, Mexican children were segregated in schools in Alaska, Arizona, California, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and Hawaii.  In California, separate “Oriental” schools were also set up for Asian children, along with special boarding schools for Native American children.  In Mississippi, U.S.-born Chinese children were legally classified as “colored” and constitutionally barred from attending public schools.13 In 1924, Gong Lum, a prosperous Chinese grocer in Rosedale, Mississippi fought and lost the legal battle to have his daughter attend a Rosedale public elementary school.
CONSTRUCTION AND PLACEMENT IN RACIAL CATEGORIES

Institutionalized racism not only produces the internalization by communities of color of their racialized identities but also fosters inter- and intra-community conflict.  With a group’s location within the racial hierarchy bearing directly on its access to power, the struggle to achieve comparative advantage vis-à-vis one another acts to effectively divide and conquer.  In his study, Rodriguez noted how Mexican and Puerto Rican Americans who trace their roots to Spanish ancestry distance themselves from darker skinned Hispanics and from African Americans while being marginalized, in turn, by immigrants from Spain.
 Tension also exists between first generation immigrants and those who are American born.

PERSISTENCE OF RACIALIZING POLICIES 

Decades after Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas and the Civil Rights Movement, race remains a key factor in American education.  Studies have shown that despite the progress made, a disproportionate number of African and Hispanic American students continue to attend schools that are “segregated” in terms of the student population and curricular access, and racialized in their pegagogical and disciplinary practices; 23% of the nation’s schools, are comprised of 75% or more of students of color.
 The academic progress of students in these schools, many of which are under-resourced, under-performing, and with high teacher turn-over, is further deterred by the racialized development of student assignments and curricular track, and by the scarcity of culturally and linguistically diverse faculty.  Despite the shifting student demographics, 83% of the teaching staff in the US are White, while 44% of our nation’s schools have no faculty of color.    

Along with the continuing disregard for race, the post-Civil Rights period also saw the emergence of a new “color-blind ideology”
 that minimizes and normalizes racial disparity. Under this new creed, liberal principles of meritocracy, equal opportunity, individualism and work ethic are deployed to dismiss the persistence of systemic deficiencies. Theories and concepts such as the “culture of poverty” popularized in the 1980s essentially attributed blame for social inequities to the pathology of non-White cultures.

 This color-blind ideology also permeates the educational system.   The failure of the system to recognize structural and other forms of inequalities that continue to exist both in schools and in society resulted in the attribution of blame exclusively to individual or group deficits.  By extension, it is presumed that erasure of the languages and cultures of communities of color through forced assimilation to dominant culture would result in the elimination of social, economic, and educational gaps. By failing to engage issues of race and racialization, schools miss the opportunity to be an agent of change.  They not only deprive themselves of the opportunity to capitalize on the assets that students of color bring to the educational process and to enhance the learning experience for all students, but also actively contribute to the perpetuation of a system that continues to disenfranchise and impede the advancement of a significant proportion of our student population.

INTERSECTING RACE AND CLASS
The impact of racialization on educational and economic advancement of communities of color is further rendered invisible to policy makers and practitioners by the emphasis on class.
 The presence of large numbers of children of color in schools with high representation of economically disadvantaged students makes it even more difficult to isolate the causal factors of educational disparity.  The notion that achievement gaps are simply a function of class, however, cannot account for those instances when racial and ethnic disparities remain evident even after controlling for socio-economic factors.  Data from a large urban district in California of students who participated in the A-G college-prep curriculum, for instance, indicated that a smaller proportion of non-low income African and Hispanic Americans completed the college-prep sequence than all other students, including White and Asian American students. Though inconclusive, analysis of the California High School Exit shows a similar pattern of non-low income Hispanic students passing at a lower rate than low-income Asian American and White students across major urban districts in California. These findings are reinforced by data from a racially and ethnically diverse California high school where the college-prep completion rate for non-low income Hispanics is notably lower than that of the less economically advantaged White, Asian American and Filipino students. Research also reveals similar disparities in SAT and other standardized test scores. Findings from the National Assessment of Education Progress on Math instructional practices point to the impact of non-economic factors on student achievement. The study shows that teachers tended to use more rudimentary and basic skills teaching practices and for longer periods with Black students regardless of SES than with White students. Conversely, Asian-American students were treated as the “model minority.” Presumed to possess greater intelligence, aptitude and diligence, they are given more academically challenging work and with higher expectation of achievement, and as such did produce higher outcome.
 

While current school statistics are often compartmentalized along dimensions of race, class or English language competency, a more holistic understanding is needed and can only be achieved by looking at the intersection of race, class, and performance indices in the learning and schooling of America’s youth. 
 By attributing social and educational disparities simply to language barriers, poverty, negative neighborhood influences, poor parenting skills or absentee parents without regards for the broader ecology of marginalization, schools and educators can only achieve a partial understanding of the causes and consequences of the achievement gap.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Despite the positive changes made in past decades, racialization continues to obstruct the social, economic and political advancement of communities of color. Schools and classrooms remain arenas where students of color are marginalized, their histories, cultures and languages, and by extension, their identities, obfuscated and devalued.    These experiences adversely impact their academic performance. 

Through appropriate policies, pedagogies, and curricular reform, significant improvement can be made on the quality of education in the U.S.  Towards this aim, teachers, parents, and education leaders could advocate for:
· Development of longitudinal and multivariate data systems that can be used to monitor and assess student achievement. 

· Professional development for teachers and administrative leadership staff to enable them to use data to examine disparities in learning outcomes and to engage in critical conversations about race and other barriers to advancement. 
· Explicit State and Board mandate for cultural competency training and development for teaching and administrative leadership staff.

· Push for pre- and in service teacher training on cultural competency, innovative curricular and pedagogical development to better align with a changing student population and society.

· Explicit policies that support the inclusion of multicultural and multiethnic materials and frameworks in the educational curriculum.

· Explicit hiring policies and practices designed to foster a diverse teaching and administrative leadership staff.
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