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    Dedication

To all the students in all the schools across the country:

You are bold, you are brave, you are whole, and you deserve institutions that honor you as you are
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Introduction






Introduction

I have always loved learning. I think that’s why I liked school so much.

I liked having a place to go each day where I could be with friends. I liked the structure and routine. (I was a morning person!) I liked (and still do like) being challenged and having time and space to problem-solve.

I learned how to read in school. I remember our yellow phonics workbooks so clearly. I learned about the water cycle and recycling. I learned about the Hellenistic period and Gutenberg’s printing press. I learned that a logarithm is an exponent. I learned a lot of things—and there was a lot that was missing.

For a while, I passively accepted things I learned in school as truth. I believed the stories we were taught. And what we read in the textbooks confirmed all we were told. I didn’t seek information beyond the textbooks. For a while, I passively accepted all the things I learned in school. And then I started noticing.

I noticed a lot of things.

This book is about some of the things I noticed and how those things made school uncomfortable, unsafe, unfair, and unjust. It’s part memoir, part anthology, part history, part social commentary, and part something else.

This book is mostly my school story.

I am a light-skinned Black biracial cisgender female who grew up in a midsize city in New York State. I do not have any disabilities, and English is my home language. I grew up in a racially expansive neighborhood of working-class poor folks. I lived with my mom and my twin sister in homes where there was heat and food. I attended our neighborhood public schools from preschool through high school. I’m a first-generation college graduate. I went to one private liberal arts college and then transferred to another.

This book is my journey through the public-school system. It includes some of my memories and some research, some facts, and some information. This book is me trying to make sense of the time I spent in school, from my first days of preschool through my college graduation.

This book is my coming to terms with the fact that just about everything I learned about racism, I learned in school.

This book is some of your school story too. It holds parts of our collective story of schooling in America.

So many of us have had similar experiences even though we were born in different decades, in different cities and towns, and to different families. Our school systems, whether public or private, traditional or alternative, are places where some of us experience racism and injustice and are witness to it daily.

This book also holds some stories from some of my friends, people I admire, and folks who write and share honestly. I asked them to write parts of their stories here because my words need not be the only ones. They can’t be. I am not the only person who can tell this story.

I’m hoping you will write the next chapters, because this story isn’t over. I hope you will be able to share your stories just like I am sharing some of mine.

This book is a reflection.

It is an exploration.

It’s my truth and some of our shared truth.

It’s a collection of small histories and stories.

This book is an unpacking and a processing and a trying to make sense of the world.




Amelia

Amelia’s Story

By Amelia A. Sherwood

Everything I learned about racism

I learned on top of my desk

White chalk scraping the board

In a Catholic school

While kneeling and praying to a white God

The brain is trained to protect you from the trauma

But your nervous system never forgets

Your body will always remember a reaction

I don’t know the exact moment that schooling

Taught me to hate myself

But my body never forgot how to hide into the walls

How to cower

How to stay undetected and abandon the natural feeling of curiosity

I learned through the silence

That I couldn’t be smart like Courtney

Pretty like Miriam

Or strong like Ryan

Wouldn’t have perfect straight hair that could tuck around my ear

And no one to tell me that I was beautiful just the way I am

Not a single teacher told me I was intelligent

It was not what was said

It was what wasn’t said

Everything I learned about racism

I learned in school

Forced to recite the preamble

Required to put my hand on my chest

Look up at the flag and let the Pledge

Of Allegiance fall out my mouth

I remember dressing up as Pilgrims and Native People

My savvy teacher putting the juice outside the windowsill so it could be cold

For the Thanksgiving celebration

I was in the first grade

I remember our white Spanish teacher told us to stop yelling out the window:

“Just because we are in the hood, doesn’t mean you have to act like it.”

I was in middle school

I remember the worst history teacher alive

Who kicked students out of his classroom

And I know he hated us

I was in high school

Everything I learned about anti-racism

and everything good about my people

I learned in my mama’s house

I learned in a rural town outside of Philly

My mother always told me I was beautiful

Without saying a word

Professors taught me about the history of Africa before 1865

It was an actual course

A white Jewish woman, Professor Jontry, taught me how to organize

Dr. Babatunde set his expectations high for me

Dr. Poe gave me a middle-school African American history book

“I know you didn’t learn anything about yourself, so let’s start from the beginning.”

Dr. Milluete fired me up and taught me to put my poster over my face at a protest

Everything I learned about anti-racism

And everything good about my people

Was a coming back home

A renewal

It is a deep practice now

To jolt myself out of what I have internalized

It is a practice or reimagining a world where history is not tainted

Where learners are able to be critical and curious

To feel affirmed

To be free




What I Learned About My Label

Once upon a time, my school district labeled my race as White.

My mom is White. Blond hair and blue eyes, she came to the United States from England on a big ship when she was a little kid.

My dad is Black. Brown hair and brown eyes (just like mine), he grew up in different cities and towns along the East Coast.

I am not White. Neither is my twin sister.

The label I prefer for my racialized identity is Black biracial.

When I entered the school system, I called myself mixed. And when my mom had to fill out our registration paperwork, she chose two boxes whenever she could, ticking both Black and White on our school forms. This went for any government forms too. If she had to make only one choice, she chose the box marked other. There weren’t many options in the 1980s. Really, there still aren’t today. In fact, it wasn’t until the year 2000 that folks could finally identify with more than one race in the government census.

Someone somewhere in our school’s administration, maybe even someone at the district level, decided to label my twin and me as White kids.

Our district needed more White kids to balance things out in our school that was considered “racially imbalanced.” I don’t know for sure, but I do wonder if my twin and I, both with lighter skin and living with our White mom, helped balance the school’s quotas.

My sister and I were labeled White. Maybe whoever put that label in our files thought they were helping our school or the district out. Maybe they did it because someone with even more power told them to. Or, even worse, maybe it was done without any thought, with no one recognizing the importance of families having the autonomy and the ability to label themselves.

 We didn’t find out about our racialized labels until we were in high school. For fourteen years, my twin and I (and probably a bunch of other biracial and light-skinned kids in our city district before and after us) walked through our “racially imbalanced” schools with the privileges of a label that didn’t fit and that not everyone got.

My high school embarked on a block-scheduling experiment. We were the first in our district to do so. Classes went from being forty minutes every day to eighty minutes on a rotating four-day cycle. I liked the new schedule.

To help keep us organized, our school gave each student a planner. It was small, about the size of a paperback book, bound with a white plastic spiral. It had a plastic maroon and white cover with our school mascot on it. The little agenda books (that’s what we called them) included calendars for each month, a weekly spread with space to write our assignments in each day, and monthly bathroom passes. We got only twenty passes each month. (Even though there are sometimes more than twenty school days in the month and being able to go to the restroom multiple times during a day is a right you should never be denied.) We were not to lose our agenda books. They were our school lives in cheap little laminated spiral-bound books.

Each had a little sticker label on the top right corner with the student’s name and homeroom number. It also had a little letter, either W, O, P, or N. The W was for White, the O for other, the P for Puerto Rican, and the N for Negro. We didn’t know about our racial labels. We didn’t know that we were each put into one of only four categories. We didn’t know that our school district was okay with using the very outdated (by over twenty-five years) term Negro rather than African American or Black. We didn’t know that we could be only Puerto Rican, White, Negro, or other, even though we were so much more than that. When we found out, we were outraged.

The district administration said the letters, which they called “racial identification,” should never have been included on our agenda books and that it was a computer mistake. But where else were these letters being used? It wasn’t the computers that labeled each one of us. People did that. What other decisions were made about our identities? When asked about the labels, the superintendent didn’t have much to say other than that the racial-identification letters didn’t serve any purpose on our agenda books. But where did they serve a purpose? And what was that purpose? At the time, the district was using a twenty-five-year-old coding system and blamed that for its use of the outdated and limited categories. Collectively, we students were upset. We were mad. I was confused. The letter next to my name was W. And that wasn’t me. I knew who I was, but the district told me otherwise.




What I Learned About Whiteness

Our labels follow us around. Whether we want them to be there or not, they are.

My racial label silently followed me around from preschool to middle school to high school.

Those labels kept us divided and disconnected. Whether I approved of my label or not, it followed me from classroom to classroom and from school to school. Because of our W, O, P, and N labels, some of us were given privileges, power, access, and advantages and some of us were never even given a chance.

My district gave me Whiteness. And the schools I attended treated me like I was a White kid. I had privileges and immunity that a lot of my classmates and peers did not get:

I was enrolled in Advanced Placement classes, which were filled predominantly with White kids. On average, White students are six times more likely to take an AP course than biracial or multiracial students in my old school district. Nationally, Black and American Indian students make up the smallest percentage of students enrolled in AP courses. In the 2017–2018 school year, less than 4 percent of students enrolled in AP classes were Black. More than 52 percent of students enrolled in Advanced Placement courses are White; Black students make up only about 9 percent of the students enrolled.

I was never suspended. I was never sent to detention. Black students in my old school district are nearly two times more likely to be suspended than their White classmates. For out-of-school suspension in my city, Black students are suspended at a much higher rate than any other race or ethnic group. Nationally, the rate of out-of-school suspensions are much higher for Black students than for any other racial or ethnic group. In the 2017–2018 school year, Black students made up 15 percent of student enrollment in schools and 39 percent of the students who were expelled from school. That means they were more than twice as likely to be suspended than students of any other race or ethnicity.

[image: ]

I was tracked into the “best” classes with the most resources. I was college-bound before I even knew I wanted to go to college. (And because of this, my twin and I were the first in our family to graduate from four-year colleges.) Latine and Black students are considered academically “behind” White students in my old school district (by 1.6 and 1.3 grades, respectively).

I graduated from high school as a member of the National Honor Society. The graduation rate in my old district is low. While about 83 percent of students graduate from high school in New York State, in my home city only about 72 percent of students graduated in the 2021–2022 school year. Nationally, students graduate from high school at a rate of about 86 percent. My home city’s rate of graduation is much lower than the state and national averages.

I was encouraged to go to college. The high-school guidance counselor met with me and helped our family figure out how to apply for financial aid and scholarships. Not going to college was never an option. The New York State average of high-school students who go directly to college upon graduating is about 72 percent. In my home city, the percentage of students who went directly to college was 46 percent, much lower than the state and national average of about 63 percent.

I was believed. I was trusted (implicitly) by teachers and school administrators. I was encouraged to always do well and succeed.




Randy

Other

By Randy Ribay

“What are you?”

This is a question that has followed me throughout my life, but especially when I was growing up in the 1990s in Rochester Hills, Michigan. It was (and is) an overwhelmingly white suburb of Detroit, the city where Madonna spent her childhood.

“What are you?”

My white friends and classmates and teammates asked. Teachers and coaches asked. Friends’ parents asked. Strangers asked when my family was shopping at Meijer or my siblings and I were playing basketball or tennis at Borden Park. The MEAP and SAT and ACT asked—although the Scantrons never offered bubbles that I could fill in confidently with my no. 2 pencil.

“What are you?”

They meant my race, of course. I was not white or Black; they knew that much right away or they wouldn’t have asked the question. Maybe I was some kind of Asian? I reminded them of Bruce Lee or Jackie Chan or Short Round or Data. Maybe Hispanic? Maybe some kind of mixture—that was it, right? Hard to say for sure with such ambiguous features, with sort of “almond” eyes, with skin whose brownness was seasonal.

“What are you?”

Often the question came immediately after people set eyes on me. Other times, they held it like a breath when they (tried to) read my last name. They couldn’t place it, couldn’t pronounce it correctly (even if they thought they could). Few and far between were the ones who asked how to say it, and even fewer and farther between were the ones who remembered how.

“What are you?”

They usually asked with idle curiosity, the casual insistence of those with the right to know anything they wanted. But sometimes there was an undercurrent (or overcurrent?) of frustration. Maybe they were upset that they could not define or categorize me, that my existence revealed the limits of their worldview, my presence the limits of their suburban paradise.

“What are you?”

People had a burning curiosity about my race, despite the fact we were (supposedly) living in the era of color blindness. My school, my parents, and the media aggressively taught us (mostly in February) that racism was over. The civil rights movement had (supposedly) accomplished its mission. Slavery and segregation and discrimination were (supposedly) relics of the past.

“What are you?”

They asked even though in the 1990s, it (supposedly) no longer mattered. Anyone could be anything they wanted. If someone never achieved their goals, it was because they were too lazy to work hard, too dumb to assimilate. If there were patterns of success or struggle across racial groups, it was because of differences in “culture.”

“What are you?”

Look at Oprah. Look at all the (dead) rappers. Look at the NBA and the NFL and some of the MLB (but definitely not the NHL or NASCAR). Look at Tiger Woods. Look (not too closely, though) at A Different World and The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air and all those kung fu guys. Look at that one CEO. That one family living in a new McMansion built on the rich side of town. That one professor at Oakland University. That one doctor at Beaumont Medical Center. Look at the Burger King Kids Club and the Power Rangers and the Planeteers—one kid of each minority (but still several white kids)!

“What are you?”

Some who asked were living on land their ancestors had taken from the Potawatomi. A suburb whose population boomed because of white flight and redlining following the 1967 uprisings in Detroit. A city whose (few) Asian immigrants could likely trace their arrival to the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. A city to which my own family had moved after having lived in the mostly Black neighboring community of Pontiac during our first few years in this country. (The suburbs were “safer,” the schools “better,” the people “nicer,” the community “cleaner.” Everyone agreed. It was so obvious, it didn’t even need to be said—still, though, they said it. A lot.)

“What are you?”

People did not want the answer. They could not comprehend its complexity. They’d already filed me under “other,” and the details would evaporate into the air as soon as I spoke them.

“What are you?”

What was I?

Sick of that question. Sick of being asked about my race by white people who pretended they did not see race when it was all they saw if it was not white.




Rebekah

Rebekah’s Story

By Rebekah Borucki

Nuance was never a part of my public education experience. It happened, or it didn’t. It was, or it wasn’t. We were fed absolute facts, not up for debate. Both math and history got the same treatment. George Washington Crossing the Delaware, plus Operation Desert Storm, equaled “We live in the greatest country on earth.” Everything we needed to know fit neatly into a set of boxes that we were expected to accept but never unpack or examine.

The student body was also expected to fit into boxes. You were smart, average, or “a special ed kid.” You lived on one side of the tracks or the other. You were Black or White. Straight or, well, nobody was gay—some boxes weren’t available to us. I suppose this system suited a lot of folks just fine, but it proved complicated (and confusing) to those of us born outside of what was definable, packageable. Checking multiple boxes was discouraged if it was an option at all.

I grew up in a village of brick row houses, where neighbors felt more like extended family, and everyone knew each other’s business. It felt safe and suffocating at the same time. The neighbors knew that my mother had a relationship with some shade of brown man and that I was the product of that indiscretion. They knew before I knew, and they talked about it even though I was never allowed.

“It smells like a nigger. Like you.” She was five years old and lived on my block. We were born ten days apart in 1978, and we played together nearly every day—unsupervised, until the streetlights came on, you know, the good old days. I found a plastic ring on the ground and brought it to the sisters to show it off. I thought it was pretty; she said it smelled bad, like a nigger. I wouldn’t know the depth of the meaning of that word for many years to come, and I certainly didn’t know that I was one. I recalled a senile neighbor shouting it at my mother’s best friend, Alpha, when she came to visit, but I couldn’t quite place what it was that I had in common with her. It was apparent the triplets knew something that I didn’t, but I didn’t ponder it for too long. I tucked the information away, but it must have made an impression. Or is it trauma? That was the first time someone tagged me with a label I didn’t understand, but it certainly wouldn’t be the last. My light-brownness came up—and still comes up—a lot.

At five years old, my playmates and I were starting kindergarten and meeting kids from other neighborhoods for the first time. We were encouraged to play pretend; the girls were herded toward the kitchen set and the boys toward the trucks, and we organized our playgroups into “Mommy





    
        Praise

Praise for
 Everything I Learned About Racism I Learned in School

“Through honest and powerful vignettes, Jewell’s latest stitches together a collective memoir of formative experiences of educational racism and American schooling. These bold tales of truth-telling are interspersed with historical facts that emphasize and contextualize the reality that, while experiences of racism in educational systems evolve with each generation, one constant is that schools are microcosms of larger systems of inequality and institutional oppression in the world beyond classroom walls. Unapologetic and unflinching: a critical read.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Frequently in conversations around diversity in children’s books, we hear use of the Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop metaphor that invokes ‘mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors.’ This nonfiction compilation of narratives from writers of myriad ethnic and racial backgrounds—all around their experiences with racism as they attended American schools—will serve as a reflective validator for some, a view into a different experience for others, and an entry point for both connection and correction for readers overall. It’s a text that should be added to high school curriculum lists across the nation.”

—Nic Stone, #1 New York Times bestselling author of How to Be a (Young) Antiracist

“The powerful tradition of Baldwin’s loving call to critique echoes in this brilliant chorus of voices Tiffany Jewell gathers to speak about the experiences of children of the Global Majority in schools in America. Everything I Learned About Racism I Learned in School is that rare gift that inspires, challenges, and dares us to ‘envision what freedom in schools could be.’ I want to share this book with every student and educator in America.”

—Brendan Kiely, New York Times bestselling author of The Other Talk: Reckoning with Our White Privilege

“Tiffany Jewell has a gift for getting to the guts of the thing with startling brevity and clarity—Everything I Learned About Racism I Learned in School is no exception. This is an essential book which examines not just the ‘why’ of racism but the deeply important ‘how.’”

—Olivia A. Cole, author of The Truth About White Lies

“What an incredibly powerful book. This is a searing, gut-punching gift of a collection that will dwell in readers’ souls—it took my breath away. Each of these short pieces is a poignant and powerful affirmation of our shared humanity; they offer multiple opportunities for honest and meaningful teaching and learning in and out of the classroom, for conversation among peers, between generations, and across boundaries. Essential. In the heartbreak of accounts of trauma, microaggressions, and major cruelty, I found hope that those who might recognize themselves and their lives on these pages will be empowered, will find community and affirmation. But while there is pain on the pages, the overwhelming message, the ultimate story of this dynamic and beautiful anthology, is one of justice. Everything I Learned About Racism I Learned in School is an essential text for life, offering a diverse array of opportunities for us to not just see a more just world, but to take action in our own lives to create one.”

—Olugbemisola Rhuday-Perkovich, coauthor of The Sun Does Shine: An Innocent Man, a Wrongful Conviction, and the Long Path to Justice

“Tiffany Jewell continues to be a leader in anti-bias antiracist education. Although written for young people, Everything I Learned About Racism I Learned in School is a master class for teachers and parents on how to recognize inequities in the classroom and, more importantly, how to begin confronting and course correcting generations of systemic racism in education. Reading about the harmful and heartbreaking experiences that some of this country’s most beloved authors, educators, and activists endured moved me to tears. Because their stories were reminders of the injustice that I also faced as a student, and how it shaped the trajectory of my personal and professional pursuits. Everything I Learned About Racism I Learned in School is a reminder of why it’s our individual and collective responsibility to empower young people to think critically about their education and challenge the inequities that have plagued the American educational system for far too long.”

—Christine Platt, author and literacy advocate

Praise for This Book Is Anti-Racist

#1 New York Times Bestseller

#1 Indie Bestseller

“Equips young people with the tools they need.”

—Time

“Helps young people learn in a gentle, thoughtful way.”

—USA Today

        
        “I know firsthand the profound impact Tiffany Jewell’s teachings have. Now young people everywhere can benefit.”

        —Jarrett J. Krosoczka, National Book Award finalist and author of Hey, Kiddo

        “Clear, compelling language. Thoughtful, energizing.”

        —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

        “Has something for all young people no matter what stage they are at in terms of awareness.”

        —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

        “Successfully combines personal experience and social and historical issues.”

        —School Library Journal (starred review)
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