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Introduction

“African Americans need an educational system that is 
[as] reaffirming of them as the European American system 
reaffirms its people” (Akbar, 1998).

Black people’s relationship with America has been characterized largely by enslavement, state sanctioned violence, 
and disenfranchisement over the course of centuries. Even today, cities across the country are gripped by civil unrest 
in the wake of highly publicized killings of Black men and women at the hands of police. As such, there have been 
calls to overhaul and improve policing practices, especially those involving communities of color. These are necessary 
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conversations; the immediate threat of death due to excessive 
force is front of mind for Black people every day. And yet, there 
is a slower, “death of a thousand cuts” taking place daily for 
Black students in America’s schools, where systemic inequi-
ties often destroy opportunities for educational success. Thus, 
while Black people have America’s attention, addressing how 
our education system is serving, and failing, Black students is a 
necessary conversation too. 

The discrimination and oppression that Black people have 
faced in this country manifest in schools primarily as a failure to 
prioritize Black people’s experiences and promote their identity, 
values, and beliefs. The American education system has histor-
ically educated all students with White norms in the forefront. 
This is illuminated by numerous components of education, 
including a near homogenous teaching force, a whitewashed or 
often anti-Black curriculum, and biased standardized tests (Hil-
liard, 1979). Moreover, the White norm is consistently used as 
the basis for a false performance standard, one that positions 
White students as the bar for success rather than excellence. 

Fortunately, conversations positing solutions to improve edu-
cational outcomes for Black students are happening every day. 
Most recently, there have been calls to diversify the teaching 
workforce and to adopt culturally relevant/responsive curricu-
lum and pedagogy. While these conversations are an important 
initial step forward, much more is needed for transformational 
change. Many solutions are aimed at improving outcomes for all 

“students of color.” However, the common refrain that “a rising tide lifts all boats” will not do. Black students experi-
ence issues that cannot fit neatly into a box labeled “students of color experiences.” The American education system 
cannot consolidate the experiences of students of color and expect broad interventions to work for everybody. It must 
respect each group’s unique differences, cultural practices, and histories as it addresses improving Black students’ 
educational outcomes. 

Today, it is especially important to consider these unique contexts, as the poison of racism in this country is ever prev-
alent. Black students are witnessing violence perpetrated on Black bodies, whether at the hands of police, vigilantes, 
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or White supremacists. And as cell phones and social media increase the awareness of these incidents, the extent of 
the damage being done to Black students and their educational outcomes is a story that remains under emphasized. 
Without considering the whole of Black students’ experiences and positioning in American schooling, Black students 
will continue to see stagnation in their performance. This report, therefore, discusses the state of education for Black 
students in the context of their unique position in this country, while ignoring unnecessary comparisons to false and 
faulty standards.

This report is written by Black people to represent Black children’s experiences for district and state leaders, education 
advocates, and civil rights organizations who are interested in improving educational outcomes for Black students. 
It does not focus on how to fix Black children nor blame their cultural or socioeconomic backgrounds. Using publicly 
available data, secondary data analysis, and a review of empirical literature, we discuss the state of Black education 
by: 1) highlighting demographic data about Black students and teachers across the country; 2) dispelling myths 
surrounding the education of Black children; 3) examining Black student opportunities and performance/attainment 
outcomes; and 4) illuminating the context that underlies these opportunities and outcomes. Ultimately, this report sit-
uates Black education within the broader social context, elevates the promise of Black students and Black educational 
spaces, provides evidence for how the American education system is failing Black students, and starts a conversation 
on what advocacy and policy should look like going forward. 

Ultimately, this report situates Black 
education within the broader social context, 
elevates the promise of Black students 
and Black educational spaces, provides 
evidence for how the American education 
system is failing Black students, and starts 
a conversation on what advocacy and policy 
should look like going forward.
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About Our Analysis and Review of Literature
This report lays out a strategy to uncovering and dispelling myths about the state of education for Black students. It is 
not exhaustive. There are countless datasets, reports, and empirical articles that we could discuss to detail the state of 
Black education. However, the information presented here provides a summary of an expansive conversation happen-
ing about the experiences of Black students and how our education system can serve them better. 

Our goal is to ensure the narrative surrounding Black students is represented correctly, both statistically and qualitative-
ly. Also, the way we present data and literature in this report reflects our understanding that one cannot divorce student 
outcomes from racialized experiences in schooling that influence those outcomes (Garcia, López, & Vélez, 2018). As 
such, there are two key points to mention prior to detailing the process taken to engage in this work. First, our presenta-
tion is based heavily on our desire to tell an honest story about Black students as human beings and not just numbers. 
To do this most effectively, we report numbers rather than percentages (where possible) to ensure Black students’ hu-
manity is not lost in statistics. Second, the data presented here reject the notion of comparing Black student outcomes 
and opportunities to other groups—mainly White students. In doing this, we enter this conversation without placing the 
data surrounding Black students in a negative comparative state at the outset. This allows us to provide a narrative that 
is specific to Black students without the false dichotomy of White student performance.

Our efforts focus on secondary data analysis, as 
it provides a collection of education data across 
multiple domains and allows us to look across 
multiple years of data, when necessary. The data 
for teacher and student demographics comes 
from multiple sources. We pulled student data 
from the Elementary and Secondary Information 
system. This system allows the researcher to cre-
ate a custom dataset from the Common Core of 
Data universe database. The student level was a 
national dataset that included every public school 
in the United States with enrollment broken down 
by race. After downloading this dataset, we 
cleaned the data to ensure there were no errors in 
the data pulling process. 

For teacher level data, the data gathering process was more complicated. Currently there is no national dataset that de-
tails the universe of public schools with number of teachers broken down by race. In order to secure school or district 
level teacher race data, we started with referencing a report highlighting which states collect teacher diversity data and 
at what level (district or school) (Di Carlo & Cervantes, 2018). The report also indicated if the state made these data 
available to the public. Using this report as a starting point, we searched each state’s department of education website 
to scan for publicly available data. When the data were not publicly available, we emailed data and research offices in 
the state and made official requests for the data. After receiving all data, we created a universe dataset that included 
each school, district, and/or state as well as the number of teachers for each race. 

After collecting these data, we engaged in a data cleaning process to ensure each state had the exact same variables 
in order to merge it into the universe dataset. We then were able to detail the number of Black students and teachers in 
each state, percentage of students in majority Black schools, and the ratio of Black students to Black teachers in each 
state (where data were available). As previously stated, wherever possible in our reporting of data surrounding Black 
students, we utilized raw numbers because many times percentages and ratios do not adequately communicate the 
sheer number of Black children being underserved. 

For all other data and literature, we searched for and reviewed numerous scholarly journals and reputable data reports 
to illuminate the experiences of Black students as they navigate the country’s education system.
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Findings
In this report, the data and the literature highlight the 
promise of Black students as well as the systemic 
issues that tend to place obstacles in their path to 
educational success. While many data points in this 
report may seem familiar to those who already have 
an interest in Black student educational outcomes, 
our aim is to provide a fresh perspective to push the 
conversation toward solidifying next steps for policy 
and advocacy surrounding Black child education. Our 
analysis of student and teacher demographics and 
empirical literature leads to four findings and subse-
quent recommendations to help solidify these next 
steps for district leaders, state policymakers, educa-
tion advocates, and civil rights organizations.

Finding 1: Go Where Black 
Students and Teachers Are 
Located
Our findings start with the most foundational knowl-
edge about Black students. Demographic data for 
Black teachers and students are key factors in under-
standing Black students’ educational experiences. For 
our analysis, we break these data down by enrollment 
and locale where appropriate.

Black Students 
Black students make up a little over 15% of all public 
school (traditional public school and public charter 
school) students—7.8 million students. Of the 7.8 
million Black students in this country, 4.4 million of 
them reside in the South. For this report, we consider 
residences in the South to be those in Maryland, Vir-
ginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, 
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, Arkansas, 
Tennessee, and Kentucky. 

In our analysis of the student data, we find that almost 
2 million Black students attend a school that is over-
whelmingly Black. Our indicator for being overwhelm-
ingly Black is a school that has a population where 
75% of the student body is Black. These 2 million 
students represent 32% of the population of Black pub-
lic school students. This percentage does not strike 
one as a large share of Black students, but it’s likely 
to grow over time as school resegregation becomes 
more prevalent. For instance, in an analysis by The 
Atlantic (Stancil, 2018), researchers found that be-
tween the years of 1996-2016, the percentage of Black 
students attending a school where less than 40% of 
the students were White rose from 59% to 71%.
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In our review of the data on student demographics, we 
find that Black families increasingly have made deci-
sions to leave the traditional public school space. For 
instance, Black students are 26.5% of those enrolled in 
public charter schools, making up about 800,000 stu-
dents. In private schools and home schools, there are 
about 441,000 and 136,000 Black students respectively. 
However, while numbers are growing in these alterna-
tives to traditional public schools, the level of enrollment 
is still a very small percentage of the Black student 
universe. Thus, while the nontraditional school spac-
es are attracting Black families, we must ensure that 
focus remains on traditional public schools where the 
overwhelming majority of Black students are attending 
currently.

In order to receive the benefit of having Black teach-
ers in front of their students, each state needs to be 
deliberate about employing more Black teachers. 
And though the South employs the majority of Black 
teachers, it is not immune to the Black teacher deficit. 
In Texas, over 40% of schools have no Black teachers. 
In Tennessee, according to Collins (2018) 40 school 
districts had no Black teachers. In North Carolina, 
based on an analysis by Hinchcliffe and Tillet (2019), 
there were 21 students for every Black teacher com-
pared with six students for every White teacher. And in 
Maryland, 20% of schools have no Black teachers. 

Connection to Policy
Overall when we think about the sheer number of Black 
students and teachers represented in the South, it’s 
important to connect to the larger context surround-
ing education policy and from where policy typically 
derives. We find that discussions surrounding Black 
students and policy derives from Northern states or 
key cities. One example of this is the TUDA data, which 
explores urban education across the country. In 2002 
TUDA began with six urban districts, and the South 
was only represented by Atlanta and Houston. Though 
more districts have been added, the emphasis on large 
key cities misses wide swaths of Black students who 
need representation. Especially in the South, commu-
nities have their own unique political, economic, and 
cultural values, which means that their experiences are 
not monolithic and likely not captured in the narrow 
focus of current education reform initiatives. Research 
on Black students should therefore be intentional 
about understanding these communities’ histories, 
current contexts, and what their future may look like. 
If not, reform efforts will continue to lack relevance for 
Black people and fail to create more opportunities for 
success.

Finding 2: Disrupting 
Myths Surrounding Black 
Education 
Two popular myths pervade narratives of Black stu-
dents’ academic outcomes. One is that Black people 
are apathetic, if not opposed, to education. The other 
is that Black educational spaces are inadequate. 
These two myths place an undue label on Black 
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Black Teachers 
Research has proven how important Black teachers 
are for Black students (Gershenson et al., 2018). Black 
students who have a Black teacher are less likely to drop 
out, more likely to be recommended for gifted classes, 
and more likely to perform better in their classes. While 
Black students have this added benefit, all students need 
access to Black teachers in the same way that all stu-
dents need access to Black history. However, whereas 
students make up a representative share of the propor-
tion of Black people in America (Black people are 14% of 
the American population), Black teachers are only about 
7% of the teacher workforce. This 7% equates to 230,000 
Black teachers across the country. And of the 230,000 
Black teachers, almost 152,000 work in the South. 
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students, their families, and Black institutions, even 
though the data prove that these assertions are truly 
just fabrications. 

Myth 1: Black students and families don’t 
care about education 
One myth is that Black students and families are not 
invested in education and therefore lack the proper 
attitudes to produce success. The belief is that Black 
students lack positive connections to schooling, and 
their more negative outlook on the importance of 
school leads to poor performance. However, contrary 
to this popular narrative, Black students place great 
value on academic performance. According to Mick-
elson (1990), Black students “embrace the dominant 
ideology about the positive links between education 
and mobility.” More recently, Downey, Ainsworth, and 
Qian (2009) found the same across a secondary anal-
ysis of the National Education Longitudinal Study. In 
the analysis, they found that Black students have more 
positive pro-school attitudes than their White coun-
terparts, including attitudes about the importance of 
education, doing well in school, and seeing themselves 
as a good student. In the classroom, Black students 
are also found to be invested in their learning. For ex-
ample, Shernoff and Schmidt (2008) found that Black 
students report higher levels of engagement, intrinsic 
motivation, and positive emotions in their classrooms 
than their White counterparts. Lastly, while Black stu-
dents’ aspirations and connection to school are high, 
their expectations for educational success are actually 
higher than other groups of students (Harris, 2006).  

Another common misconception is that Black fam-
ilies are not involved in their children’s educational 
lives, and they hold generally low expectations for 
their children’s performance in school. However, the 
research shows that this is simply not true. First, Black 
parents and Black community members overwhelm-
ingly believe that “it is extremely or quite important for 
Black children to attend and graduate from college” 
(Anderson, 2016). They are also involved, have high 
expectations, and know what their students need to be 
successful (Noel, Stark, & Redford, 2013). For example, 
Black parent attendance at a variety of school events 
has been increasing over the past two decades (Noel, 
Stark, & Redford, 2013). Some of these events include 

parent-teacher conferences, school or class events, 
general meetings, and/or volunteering or serving on 
committees. The attendance at school events has not 
only been increasing, but it has shown high percent-
ages across these different events. For instance, in 
2016, 87% of Black parents reported attending general 
meetings, 79% attended parent-teacher conferences, 
and 72% attended school or class events (McQuiggan 
& Megra, 2017).

The extent to which Black parents are involved in their 
students’ schooling translates to an understanding of 
the issues that Black students face in school. Though 
they are often portrayed as lacking information and 
awareness about their students’ schooling, Black 
families are keenly engaged and knowledgeable 
about what is happening in the school building and 
their district. For example, when asked about equity 
in funding, 9 in 10 Black parents believed that schools 
in their communities receive less funding than White 
communities (Leadership Conference Education Fund, 
2017). They also believed that school funding was the 
most prevalent factor in creating inequities in educa-
tion, with racism and racial bias following as the next 
most prevalent factor. Yet, regardless of the lack of 
funding and racist systems at play in Black students’ 
schools, Black parents still have high expectations 
for their children’s educational attainment. In a study 
from 2015, about 4 in 5 Black parents expected their 
children to obtain at least a bachelor’s degree after 
high school (America Achieves, 2015). Also, in another 
study of families of different races, Black participants 
were the most likely (90%) to insist that success today 
requires education beyond high school (Klineberg, Wu, 
& Douds, 2013).
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Myth 2: Integration is the silver bullet 

The second myth is that Black educational spaces are 
unable to prepare Black students to be successful in 
the “real world.” There is a large body of research that 
speaks to the impact of integration on the educational 
outcomes of Black students (Benner & Crosnoe, 2011; 
Frankenberg & Orfield, 2007; Wells, Fox, & Cordova-Co-
bo, 2016;). It is widely known that when schools are 
more diverse, on average, all students tend to benefit. 
Why this happens is still up for debate. However, as 
school districts make decisions to force integration or 
allow neighborhoods to secede in pursuit of their own 
system, it’s important to know there are Black educa-
tional spaces that thrive both on K-12 and postsecond-
ary levels. 

For example, Mary McLeod Bethune Elementary 
school in New Orleans, Louisiana, showed improve-
ment in sixth grade ELA across four years (2007-2010) 
and bested the state average in both subjects each of 
those years. At the time, 95% of Bethune’s students 
were Black. Bethune is among a number of elementary 
and secondary schools serving largely Black popu-
lations that The Education Trust recognized with its 
“Dispelling the Myth” award for exceeding expecta-
tions by producing students who performed at the top 
of their states across multiple subjects, grades, and 
school years. Another example is Urban Prep Acade-
mies, a network of public schools serving mostly Black 

male students in Chicago. Researchers found that the 
schools have four guiding components highlighted by 
culturally relevant curricula geared toward educating 
the whole child. The schools also focus on college 
readiness, high expectations, and respect. These tenets 
have led them to being recognized for consistently hav-
ing 100% college acceptance rates for all graduates.  

The success of Black students who attend historically 
Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) debunks this 
myth at the postsecondary level. In 2018, there were 
101 HBCUs located across 19 states, the District of 
Columbia, and the U.S. Virgin Islands (USDOE-IPEDS, 
2019). Enrollment at HBCUs increased significantly 
between 1976 and 2010 but has decreased since 2010. 
However, the overall share of Black students attend-
ing HBCUs has not changed significantly during the 
decrease. More recently however, in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic a number of HBCUs have seen 
a rise in enrollment as indicated by large freshman 
classes (Quilantan, 2020). What’s important, though, 
is the productivity and outcomes for HBCU graduates. 
For example, though HBCUs only serve 11% of all Black 
students, Black HBCU graduates are overrepresented in 
a number of high profile professions. HBCU graduates 
are 40% of Black doctors, 50% of Black engineers, 50% 
of Black lawyers, and 80% of Black judges. Moreover, 
in 2013, 25% of bachelor’s degrees in the STEM fields 
earned by Black undergraduate students came from 
HBCUs (US Commission on Civil Rights, 2016). 
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In comparison with Black students at predominantly 
White institutions (PWIs), HBCUs are also preparing 
their Black students better. When controlling for key 
variables, like socioeconomic status (SES) and high 
school performance, Black students who attend HB-
CUs are between 6% and 16% more likely to graduate 
within six years than those who attend PWIs (Franke 
& DeAngelo, 2018). In other research, HBCUs outper-
formed PWIs on first-year retention and post-gradua-
tion salary after controlling for SES, and due to their 
service to students from low-income backgrounds, 
they were rated more favorably on social mobility 
indexes when compared to PWIs (Hardy, Kaganda, & 
Aruguete, 2019).

The performance of Black HBCU students might be at-
tributed to the environment they find when they enroll. 
A 2015 Gallup poll showed that Black HBCU students 
were twice as likely to report experiencing high lev-
els of support than those who attended non-HBCUs 
(Seymour & Ray, 2015). Compared to Black students 
at PWIs, Black HBCU students perceived higher levels 
of professor care, opportunities for mentorship, and 
excitement about learning. These Black spaces are 
serving Black students very well, and they are major 
contributors to Black professionals in the American 
workforce even as they face of chronic underfunding 
and attempts to eliminate them or merge them with 
majority White institutions (Bracey, 2017).

Finding 3: Black Students 
Can Perform Well, So What’s 
Really Going On?
Context matters, and the circumstances behind the 
education system’s failure of Black students are para-
mount. There are policies and practices that directly tie 
to the opportunities and outcomes for Black students. 
Some of them include low expectations, unfair disci-
plinary systems, and a lack of pluralism in the curric-
ula and pedagogy presented to Black students. This 
section is devoted to exploring these issues. 

Advanced Coursework
It is clear that the opportunities Black students are 
afforded add more context to the persistent issues 
with educational outcomes. Nowhere is the lack of op-

portunity more present than in Black students’ access 
to advanced coursework. No matter the state, Black 
students are underrepresented in access to Advanced 
Placement testing (USDOE-NCES, 2016). In each state 
across the country, the population share of Black stu-
dents taking AP tests is less than the population share 
of Black students in the state. For example, in Georgia, 
Black students are 38% of the student population, but 
they are only 21% of AP exam takers (USDOE-NCES, 
2016). If there were equitable opportunities in AP test 
taking, Black students in Georgia would also be 38% 
of the test takers. Again, this is the situation in each 
state across this country. Lastly, only 28% of Black 
test takers passed an AP exam with a three or above. 
However, the national average is 56%.

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
Though there is a broad push for more culturally 
relevant teaching and content, there is much more 
work left to be done. For example, while all 50 states 
embed some combination of key culturally relevant/
responsive teaching competencies in their standards, 
there is no uniformity as to which competencies they 
emphasize. In an analysis by New America (Muniz, 
2019), the author found that all states place an empha-
sis on family and community engagement. Also, the 
vast majority of states emphasize high expectations 
for all students, respect for student diversity, and the 
linking of curriculum and instruction to culture. How-
ever, these are low bars compared to other standards 
that require educators do more complex work required 
in other competencies. For example, only 28 states 
required educators to reflect on their cultural lens and 
biases, and only three states required them to recog-
nize and learn about institutional biases. Arguably, the 
more important competencies that could revolutionize 
education for Black students don’t have the same buy 
in that other, less difficult competencies have. 

There are also millions of students in states that lack 
policies around teaching Black history. One scholar 
found that only seven states have passed laws that 
require Black history to be taught in public schools 
(King, 2017). These states include Arkansas, Flori-
da, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, Mississippi, and 
Rhode Island. Six other states have passed similar 
laws regarding the teaching of Black history but have 
no oversight committee to see the mandate through. 



11

These states are California, Colorado, Michigan, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, and Washington. The issue is that 
even with these 13 states making strides, 59% (4.5 
million) of Black students—and countless students of 
other races—won’t have access to this mandate. With 
this understanding, it’s important that all states have 
standards that integrate Black history, culture, and 
contributions—and especially states with large num-
bers of Black students. Doing so would allow Black 
students to see themselves reflected in the curriculum. 
Further, the policies for these standards should make 
it clear that content implementation shouldn’t simply 
center slavery and civil rights but should interrogate 
the complete and complex narrative of Black people 
in America. It is also important to note that states and 
districts must work together on these issues because 
school boards have a great deal of control over the 
implementation of curricula. 

Disproportionate Disciplinary Practices
Black students also face environments that make 
their experiences in school less positive than the 
experiences of their counterparts. One major issue 
is disproportionate disciplinary practices that impact 
Black students. On average Black students experience 
harsher discipline practices than any other group of 

students. They are overrepresented in the ranks of 
those experiencing exclusionary discipline such as in- 
and out-of-school suspension and expulsion (USGAO, 
2018). They also are less likely to experience more 
lenient disciplinary practices such as being sent to the 
school counselor. Black girls, in particular, are sus-
pended more than any other group of girls and most 
groups of boys. The common refrain is that Black boys 
and girls are disciplined more because they misbehave 
more often. However, they experience these harsher 
disciplinary practices while committing similar instanc-
es of major offenses (fighting, other forms of violence) 
as other groups of students. They also are disciplined 
more harshly for minor—or more subjective—offenses. 
These include instances of insubordination and other 
less severe infractions (Amemiya, Mortenson, & Wang, 
2020). This increased interaction with exclusionary 
discipline leads to significant outcomes, often fueling 
the school-to-prison pipeline. Those who experience 
even just one suspension are twice as likely to be 
involved in the criminal justice system, and students 
who receive harsh discipline are four times as likely 
to report being arrested than those who do not experi-
ence such harsh discipline (Mowen & Brent, 2016).

Social, Emotional and Academic 
Development
On top of being subjected to disproportionate dis-
ciplinary practices, Black students lack access to 
pedagogy and policies that would 1) decrease the 
extent to which they are pushed out of school and 2) 
have positive effects on their academic, social, and life 
outcomes. In a nationwide analysis by CASEL (2018), 
only 14 states have articulated social and emotional 
learning (SEL) competencies/standards for their P-12 
students. The states include Illinois, Kansas, Maine, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, 
North Dakota, Rhode Island, Tennessee, Washington, 
West Virginia, and Wisconsin. While these states show 
progress by recognizing the importance of integrat-
ing social, emotional, and academic development 
with general academic competencies, their efforts 
will not reach the majority of Black students, since 
these states don’t serve a large share of Black stu-
dents across the country. In the other 36 states and 
the District of Columbia, there are 5.8 million Black 
students who would not benefit from social, emotional, 
and academic development standards in their state 



12

plans. Steps toward the integration of social, emotion-
al, and academic development would open doors to 
ensuring that Black students are in environments that 
show them that they belong and help them to build a 
strong racial identity. However, if Black students don’t 
have access to policies such as these that address the 
whole child, they will continue to be underserved.

Perceptions of School Climate
Black students don’t see themselves in their teachers 
or the curriculum. They largely don’t have access to 
standards that place an emphasis on educating the 
whole child, and they are more likely to be pushed out 
of their classrooms for offenses that their counter-
parts of other races would not be penalized for. It is 
no wonder then that they also perceive their school 
climate as less positive than what other students 
perceive. In a study from California, researchers found 
that White and Asian students reported higher levels 
of safety, support, and connectedness to school than 
their Black counterparts. The same was true in anoth-
er study comparing Black students’ perceptions with 
White students’ perceptions of their school climate. 
In this case with a sample of 48,000 students, Black 

students reported less positive perceptions of their 
school climate when compared with White students’ 
perceptions. Moreover, as Black students move from 
middle school to high school, their perceptions of 
school climate worsened (Voight, Austin, & Hanson, 
2013).

Undoubtedly contributing to this lack of positive 
school climate for Black students is the prevalence of 
racism happening at schools and on college campus-
es across the country. In the wake of highly publicized 
killings of Black citizens at the hands of police, we 
are seeing educational institutions paying much more 
attention to racism and racist events such as stu-
dents and faculty making racist comments online and 
through social media platforms (Coleburn, 2020). On 
college campuses in particular, hate crimes have been 
part of the fabric of the Black student experience for 
decades (Stage & Downey, 1999; Van Dyke & Tester, 
2014). For example, according to a report for the U.S. 
Department of Education, race is the most frequent 
motivation for hate crimes on college campuses. Of 
the 860 reported hate crimes, race was the most (39%) 
reported motivating factor. 
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Finding 4: A Failing System
All of the systemic inadequacies in place for Black stu-
dents lead to disadvantages when it is time for them 
to perform academically. Put simply, Black students 
are not given the same chances to succeed that other 
students receive again and again. Thus, when we 
look at performance and attainment data, the per-
sistent finding is that the American education system 
consistently fails Black students in large numbers 
(USDOE-NAEP, 2019; USDOE-IPEDS, 2017; de Brey et 
al., 2019). For example, fourth grade Black students’ 
proficiency in reading has not changed significantly in 
over a decade. Additionally, in 2019, only 18% of Black 
students reached proficiency or above on the fourth 
grade reading assessment for the National Assess-
ment for Educational Progress, or NAEP. The percent-
age alone does not adequately convey just how many 
students failed to reach proficiency. If we extrapolate 
the percentage of fourth grade Black students profi-
cient in reading to the population of Black fourth grad-
ers across the country, we would estimate that almost 
477,000 Black students failed to reach proficiency 
across the country (USDOE-NAEP, 2019 & USDOE-CCD, 
2019). Similar to fourth grade reading rates, eighth 
grade proficiency rates have been stagnant for over 
a decade as well. Most recently, in 2019 only 14% of 
Black eighth graders reached proficiency. If we do the 
same extrapolation to Black eighth grade enrollment, 
this percentage translates to almost 480,000 Black 
students failing to reach proficiency in eighth grade 
math (USDOE-NAEP, 2019 & USDOE-CCD, 2019).

Achievement is not the only way Black students have 
been failed by America’s education system. Black 
students are also not attaining at a level that is ac-
ceptable. For example, while 76% of Black high school 
students graduate on-time, the national rate is 84% 
(USDOE-NCES, 2016). Moreover, the story for those 
Black students who make it to college is even more 
worrisome. Only 39% of Black students enrolled at 
four-year colleges and universities graduate within six 
years (USDOE-IPEDS, 2019). 

Lastly, even though the data exemplify both the 
promise of Black students and the failure of the 
education system to support them, there is another 
failure happening in how data reporting decisions 
misrepresent Black students’ academic experiences. 
When discussing opportunities and outcomes for 
Black students, many key data points are referenced 
with White students as the standard of success. This 
constant comparing of Black student outcomes to 
White student outcomes leads to Black students being 
viewed from a deficit lens. It also leads to a tendency 
to endorse the educational practices that have worked 
for White students and to ignore the proven practices 
and pedagogies that support Black students’ perfor-
mance. Moreover, even when there is a shift away from 
comparing student groups toward meeting a certain 
proficiency standard, Black students are still reported 
as underperforming, without any consideration or ac-
counting for the existing structures that offer or deny 
opportunities. 
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Finding a Solution 
The issues discussed in this report are not the only 
factors that play a role in building the context sur-
rounding outcomes and opportunities for Black stu-
dents. We readily admit that there are other obstacles 
that affect educational achievement and attainment 
for Black students, e.g., inadequate school funding, 
sociological risks (community violence, child neglect, 
parental employment, etc.), and psychological risks 
(trauma, mental health, etc.). We also admit that these 
issues don’t impact all students uniformly. Neverthe-
less, it is important to note that the topics discussed 

in this paper are issues that can be directly addressed 
in schools and on college campuses. Oftentimes, solu-
tions start with trying to change where Black students 
come from, or what they experience in the home, or 
how their parents show support. But this is not the 
answer. The solution is not to fix Black students. We 
need to fix the systems and policies that consistently 
hinder Black students from experiencing a positive 
educational environment. In the next section, we out-
line a new agenda for Black education and steps for 
effective policy and advocacy.

The solution is not to fix Black students. We need 
to fix the systems and policies that consistently 
hinder Black students from experiencing a 
positive educational environment.

Photo by heylagostechie on Unsplash
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Steps Toward Advocacy/ 
Recommendations
What does an agenda for Black education look like? 
To date, the data conversations surrounding Black 
students paint a bleak picture. However, when we look 
at the totality of Black students’ experiences, we see 
examples of success and of Black students thriving. 
The data are clear and suggest a shift in the way the 
educational system approaches Black students. They 
need a system that honors the integrity of their experi-
ences both racially and culturally. They need pedagogy 
that is pluralistic and based on research steeped in 
what’s best for Black children. But in order to do this 
we must build a policy and advocacy agenda with 
requirements that are clear and actionable. Here are 
three things to include in a policy agenda for Black 
students. 

1). Consider the data and the research
There are a number of toxic and repressive systems 
in place that need to be eliminated and replaced to 
truly welcome, support, and empower Black students. 
However, to dismantle these systems, you have to 
know where they exist. Many policy conversations 
start with a plea about needing data and evidence to 
make sound decisions. As such, states and districts 
are collecting more meaningful data to guide their 
thinking. Still, as we detailed earlier, a lot of the data 
that has a particular lens on Black students come 
from large urban centers or cities in Northern states, 
when there are millions of students in the South and 
in smaller locales. Advocates must demand data that 
detail their students’ unique situations. There is no 
way for district and state leaders to make change with 

other locations’ data. But if local data are continuously 
made available, they can reveal schools and districts 
where Black students thrive and inform discussions 
about improving locations where Black students are 
being underserved. States should also be very specific 
in the data they are collecting and disaggregating. If 
they are serious about better serving Black students 
they will monitor and make available data surrounding 
achievement, advanced coursework, school climate, 
and disciplinary practices. 

2). Support policies that prioritize teacher 
diversity and meaningful culturally 
relevant pedagogy
In both findings about disrupting myths and explain-
ing Black student experiences, we reviewed data and 
literature on the importance of culturally relevant/
responsive pedagogy and Black teachers. There can 
be no agenda for Black education without more Black 
teachers and curricula and pedagogy that is more in-
clusive of Black experiences, history, and culture. Black 
teachers improve the quality of Black student experi-
ences in school and produce tangible positive educa-
tional outcomes for Black students. Moreover, making 
the content and pedagogy more inclusive will create 
higher levels of engagement and investment among 
Black students as they see themselves in the content. 
Specific recommendations include: 1) states being 
explicit in their goals for teacher diversity by creating 
a bar to hit for Black teacher representation; 2) states 
creating a committee that will revise the curriculum to 
be inclusive of content that is representative of Black 
people and experiences; 3) states mandating training 
and professional development for racially and cultural-
ly conscious teaching practices.  

They need a system that honors the integrity of their 
experiences both racially and culturally. They need 
pedagogy that is pluralistic and based on research 
steeped in what’s best for Black children.
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3). Implement policies that improve school 
climate and eliminate disproportionate 
discipline practices
Black students need to be assured that they are 
welcome in a school building. This is perhaps more 
important for Black students than other group of stu-
dents because of this country’s history of racism and 
White supremacy. Currently, Black students are learn-
ing that they are not welcome, as they are suspended 
and expelled from school at disproportionate rates 
and denied access to an education that integrates 
their social, emotional, and academic development. 
To change this, an advocacy agenda should push for 
the adoption and implementation of SEL policies that 
include the voices of families and communities as 
vital partners, that change systems not children, and 
that set high expectations for Black children while also 
supporting them (Duchesneau, 2020). States should 
also eliminate discriminatory disciplinary practices 
that lead to pushing Black students out of the class-
room. Therefore, in addition to being deliberate about 
monitoring data regarding racism and discrimination 

There can be no agenda for Black education without more 
Black teachers and curricula and pedagogy that is more 
inclusive of Black experiences, history, and culture.

in disciplinary policies and practices, states must stop 
exclusionary discipline for subjective/minor offens-
es and train teachers to eliminate racial bias in their 
teaching. Focusing on better social, emotional, and 
academic development practices and keeping Black 
students in the school building will serve to bolster 
Black students’ perceptions of their school climate. 

America has a lot of work to do when it comes to the 
treatment of Black people. The American education 
system is no different. Every decision that leaders 
make for all students will impact the outcomes and 
opportunities even more for Black students. As the 
old adage goes, “when White people catch a cold, 
Black people catch pneumonia”. With systemic racism 
rearing its head across numerous institutions, we must 
be intentional about building a system that explicitly 
seeks to improve the prospects of Black students. As 
we continue to think more deeply about next steps for 
policy and advocacy to improve the educational lives 
of Black children, we hope to bring light to an agenda 
for Black children that will spark improved outcomes 
and success for all Black students. 
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