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My  Whiteness:

A teacher's  efforts  to explore  the roots  her  own  racial  identity

Abstract:

This  Independent  study  is an attempt  to explore  the roots  of  my  owi'i  racial

identity  in order  to become  a culturally  sensitive  teaclier.  It  is preparation  for  teaching  in

a classroom  wbere  n'iost  of  tlie  cliildren  will  be from  a different  background  than  my  own.

The  study  explores  researcli  on tlie  work  of  otl'ier  White  teacliers  and moves  into  a

personal  narrative  of  my  own  life  and family  liistory.  Using  interviews,  a family

document,  and n'iy own  memories,  I liave  compiled  a personal  narrative  tliat  explores  my

liistory  witli  race,  n'iy values  and liow  I came  to be tlie  person  I am today.  Tliis

exploration  allows  me to better  rinderstand  wliat  I bring  witli  me to tlie  classroom.

I liave  changed  tlie  names  of  my  teacliers,  family  members  and friends  tliat  are

included  in tliis  narrative  to protect  tlieir  identities.
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INTRODUCTION

When  trying  to decide  on a topic  for  tliis  master's  project,  I stopped  to

reflect  on  my  Bai'ik  Street  experience.  I wanted  to clioose  sometliing  tliat  would

enhance  my  experience,  a topic  that  would  prepare  n'ie for  my  work  next  year  and

somethiiig  I felt  l'iadn't  been  sufficiently  explored  d-uring  my  coursework.  The

task  wasn't  easy.  When  my  advisor  asked  me  what  I was  passionate  about  I

responded; I an'i passionate about teacliing next year and being done witli  IIIY

degree.  I am ready  to be in the  same  dassroom  all  day,  everyday,  as tlie  liead

teacher.  I am  passionate  about  teacliing  in  priblic  scliool,  in  particular  one  that

serves  a liigli  need  poprilation.

Tliat  is wlien  it  liit  me.  I can't  ignore  tlie  fact  tliat  if  I am  going  to teadi  a

liigli  need  population  in  New  York  City  I am going  to be teacliing  primarily

cliildren  of  color  wlio  live  under  tlie  poverty  line.  I have  always  pictured  myself

teacliing  in  a diverse  setting.  I-Iowever,  I liad  never  thought  about  bow  my  racial

background would influence IIIY relationsl'iips witli  parents, cliildren and

colleagues.

I am White,  upper  class,  lieterosexual,  female  and  Cl'iristian;  every

category  tliat  I belong  to is one  tliat  I laiowI  will  be accepted  for  in  tliis  corintry.

Wlien I go to scliool, go to a.iob interview, fill out an aliplication, walk into a

store,  drive  down  tlie  street  or simply  meet  anotlier  person,  I never  tliink  about

wliether or not n"iy race, class, sexual orientation or rcligioris l':ireference will
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negatively  affect  how  those  around  me perceive  me. This  is indeed  a privilege,  a

privilege  tliat  many  in this  country  do not  liave.

I have  recently  been  hired  by a public  SCIIOOI in tlie  South  Bronx  wl'iere

97.3  percent  of  the students  receive  free  lunch  and less that  1 percent  of  the

students  are White.  (Insiaeschoo2s) Out  of  approximateIy  500 students  it is

possible  that  tliere  corild  be five  students  in tlie  entire  scliool  from  a background

similar  to my  own.  Tlie  otl'ier  495 will  not  be.

I grew  up witli  tlie  idea  tliat  "colorblindness"  was tlie  key  to racial  equality

from  a teaclier's  standpoint.  In otlier  words,  if  a teaclier  were  to treat  every  child

in lier  classroom  as a uniqrie  individrial  wlio  needed  love  and support,  slie would

be doing  her  part  in creating  racial  equality.  I agree  tliat  cliildren  sliould  be

thouglit  of  as unique  individuals  wlio  need love  and support  but  I tl'iii'ik  tlie  task  of

creating  equality  is more  difficult  tl'ian  it initially  appears.

Ill IIIY mind tliere are two problems with colorblindness that I liave come

to recognize  over  tlie  years.  Tlie  first  is tliat  if  we fail  to recognize  tlie  differences

tliat  presei'it  tliemselves  in tlie  classroom  we loose  an invaluable  opportunity  to

celebrate  crilture  and diversity.  In addition  if  we, as leacl'iers,  tliii'ik  that  we  can

treat  every  cliild  tlie  sin'iilarly  tiy not recognizing  tlieir  differences,  we are wrong.

I know  I carry  racial  and cultural  biases  witli  me into  tlie  classroom.  For  tliis

reasonI  must  be actively  aware  of  tl'ie backgrorinds  of  tl'ie children  in  my

classroom in order to attemlit to break down and compensate for tlie biases tl'iat I

CalT:)".



Julia  Landsman  (2001),  in  her  book  about  being  a White  teaclier  states

that,

We  believe  we  are "colorblind",  a notion  from  tlie  50s and  from  the
Regan  years  wlien  it was  considered  wrong  to  recognize  our
differences.  We White  people  hide  from  tl'ie fact  of  skin  color
difference,  we often  fail  to speak  directly  at work  about  students
who  are different  froi-n  ourselves.  (xi)

In  interviewing  my  older  sister  she also  comn'iented  on how  slie  feels  '!Mite

people  often  think  about  race.  "I  tliink  most  witli  people  in  the  US  don't  even

la'iow  tliey're  White.  Tliey  don't  la"iow  wliat  it feels  like  to be tlie  minority.

They've  never  been  conscious  of  their  culture  or skin  color."

I realized  tliat  tliese  statements  may  not  be true  for  some  White  Americans  but

tliey  are  true  for  me,  and  many  White  Americans  tliat  I liave  met  over  tlie  years.

Vivian  Paley  (2000)  wrote  the  book,  Wl'iite  Teaclier,  after  a meeting  tliat

she and  otlier  facrilty  members  liad  witli  some  Black  parents  in tlie  scl'iool  wliere

slie  worked.  In  tlie  preface,  Paley  tells  a story  aborit  sitting  down  witli  tl'iese

liaients expecting to iiear wliat a wonderful  job tl-iey were doing as teacl-iers.

Instead  tlie  parents  reported  feeling  tliat  tlieir  cliildren  were  being  singled  orit  and

not given a fair shot. Paley admits tlie teacliers were "cauglit  by surlirise, as

thougli  none  of  ris iias  a clue  aborit  tlie  tliings  we  are liearing.  'You're  wrong'  a

teaclier salts. 'tliere is not color line liere. All tl-ie cliildren  are treated tlie san-ie"

(l:ireface)



Paley  then  describes  going  back into  her classroom  after  this  incident  and taking

the time  to observe  liow  race affects  her beliavior  as well  as tlie  beliavior  of  tlie

students in the classroom. Through careful observation slie notices  ways  in whicli

race affects her interaction with the children from a different  background  than  her

own.

From  this experience,  Paley  began  to actively  work  to recognize  lier own

biases and change  the way  slie viewed  and celebrated  difference  in tlie  classroom.

The reaction  of  tlie  teacher  in tlie meeting  is sometl'iing  I liave  witnessed  in

schools  growing  up tlie  idea  that  people  of  color  are making  up  irrational

complaints,  playing  tlie  victin'i  or being  too sensitive.  Tlie  qriestion  often  tlien

arises from  us, members  of  tlie dominant  culture,  wliat  do you  want  us to do about

it? Want  are we doing  wrong?

RATIONALE

I specifically  remember  a forum  on race tliat  we had in orir liigli

SCIIOOI. Tlie  liigli  scliool  was small  enorigli  tliat  we all sat in cliairs  in

the cafeteria  and tliere  were some microphones  at tlie front  of  tlie

room.  Anyone  corild  get rip and comment  on llO'lV  race  affected  orir

daily  lives  in scliool.  A few  Black  students  got rip and conunented  on

how  they didn't  feel comfortable  at scliool  becarise of  tl-ieir race.  More

specifically  one classmate  of  mine  said tliat  wlien  slie walked  into  a

room  everyone  corild  tell  that she was Black  and tliat;  the rest of  her

White  classmates  didn't  liave  to deal svitlyjudgments  just becarise of
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our  skin  color.  Puzzled  by this  comment,  I got  up and expressed

frustration  tl'iat,  of  course  when  you  walk  into  a room  people  IGIOW tliat

you  are Black.  "When  I walk  into  a room  everyone  knows  tliat  I have

on a pii'ik  shirt.  If  there  is a difference  in how  yori  feel  you  are treated

or viewea -because of  skin  coIor  t}ien  that  is wliat  we sliould  be talking

about."

Soxi"ie White  students  in my  liigli  school  expressed  frustration

and anger  after  tl'iis  forum.  Tlie  students  of  color  couldn't  provide  us

witli  any specific  clianges  tliat  we could  i'iiake,  any suggestions  for

how  we migl'it  n'iake  the students  of  color  feel  more  comfortable.  Many

of  tlie  White  students  left  tliat  forum  feeling  very  frustrated.  TT'hat were

siie supposed  to do about  the problein?  At  tlie  time  I didn't  ru'iderstand

tliat  some  of  tlie  students  of  color  probably  just  waiqted  to raise

awareness.  Perliaps  tliey  didn't  want  tlie  White  students  to make

specific  clianges,  tliey  just  wanted  ris to tliii'ilc  aborit  liow  race  affects

orir  lives  and liow  it affects  tlie  lives  of  otliers.

WhenI  step into  my  second  grade  classroom  next  fall  I want  to be confident  tliat  I

liave taken stel:is to become increasingly culturally  sensitive and self aware aborit

liow  issues  of  race directly  affect  my  life,  specifically  the way  tliat  I teacli.

Literature  on tliis  topic  suggests  tliat  a White  teaclier  can become  n'iore  pre)iared



to teach  in a classroom  where  most  of  the  cl'iildren  are of  color  if  she takes

the  time

to look  at lier  own  racial  history,  how  she was  raised  and  where  lier  biases

originate.  In  liopes  of  gaining  a heiglitened  awareness  of  liow  race  affects  my  life,

ana the  lives  of  my  students,  I will  be looking  at myself  as a product  of  my

family,  my  family  history  and  my  education.

REVIEW  OF  RELAVENT  LITERATURE

Developing  my  racial  identity  does  not  liave  a straiglitforward  starting

point.  In  starting  to explore  tl'iese  issues,  I reviewed  literature  tliat  reinforces  tlie

idea  tliat  being  a White  teaclier  in  a diverse  classroom  can  be difficult.  Tl'iis

cliallenging  social  dynan'iic  presents  difficulties  tliat  tlie  teacher  may  not  fully

understand.

Tlie  literature  tliat  addresses  tliis  issue  lias  sliglitly  different

solutions/approaclies, but tend to agree on a first step. Tlie literati-ire suliports the

goal  tliis  work  by repeating  tliat  tlie  first  step  to becoming  a more  culturally

sensitive  person  of  racial  privilege  is to take  the  time  to explore  ones  own  "racial

l'iistory".

Julia  Landsmari  (2001)  in  lier  book,  A White  Teaclier  Talks  About  Race,

describes  l'ier  reasons  for  writing  the  book.  Slie  explains  that,  "In  our  twenty-five

largest  cities,  students  of  color  are in tl'ie majority  in all  lxit  two.  By  son'ie

estimates, 40 IS)ercent of ohir students will be of color in all classrooin'; in the
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United  States  by the year  2000."  (ix)  In  actuality  "42%  of  public  school  students

were  considered  to be pait  of  a racial  or ethnic  minority  group  in  2005,  an

increase  from  22%  of  students  in 1972."  (NCES)  Landsman  doesn't  present  tliis

statistic  as a tl'ireat  to force  teachers  to take  action.  Ratlier,  she presents  it as an

opportunity  to celebrate  what  this  cliange  could  hold  for  the educational  system.

She explains,  "  I also believe  tliat  tlie  presence  of  more  students  of  color  will

increase  the standards  for  our  students  reading,  writing,  matli  and science,  as well

as in compassion,  cooperation,  and global  knowledge"  (ix)

Landsman  also tells  us tliat  tlie  niunber  of  teacliers  of  color  are shrii'iking,

creating  more  and more  classrooms  wliere  tlie  teacliers  are White  and  many  of  the

students  are of  color.  Landsman  explains  liow  slie addresses  tliis  in lier  classroom.

She describes  bringing  liistory  and culture  into  the classroom  tl'irorigli  student

voices,  celebrating  stories  and customs,  differences  and similarities.  She also  tells

stories  of  her  own  students,  tlieir  struggles  to ruiderstand  and navigate  tlie

dominant  culture,  as well  as lier  success  in connecting  witli  some  of  tl'iem  after  a

bond  of  trust  is formed.  One student's  experience  is particularly  notewortliy.

Landsman  talks  aborit  Sl'iantae,  a yoring  Black  girl  wlio  grew  up in  tlie  United

States.  Landsman  describes  an essay tliat  Sliantae  wrote  about  liow  she wished

slie could  be an American.  Landsman  responds,

I believe  tliat  one of  tlie ways  tliat  Sliantae  will  come  to feel like

and American  will  be throrigh  seeing  and liearing  her ancestors'

stories  as part  of  her school  experience.  'lX7hen uie  celebrate
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Shantae's  rich  culture,  when  we  include  her history,  when  we

integrate  lier  life  into  every  subject  in our  classrooms,  I believe  she

will  begin  to feel that America  is a place  she can truly  call  her

counttay,  lier  home.  (viii)

Before  she explains  her experiences,  Landsman  begins  witli  a section

titled,  "Before  scliool:  What  I bring".  It  is a chapter  on her own  life:  what  slie

brings  to tlie  classroom,  lier  personal  experiences,  -biases, and background.  This  is

her  first  step in the exploration  of  what  it means  to be a Wl'iite  teacher  in tlie

multicultural  yet  divided  society  in whicli  we live  and  work.

Gary  Howard  (1999)  takes  a more  direct  tone  in l'iis book,  We Can't  Teacli

What  We Don't  Know.  Howard  begins  by pointing  out  tliat,  "White  teacliers  are

tliemselves  the products  of  predon'iinantly  White  neigliborlioods  and

predominantly  White  colleges  of  teaclier  education."  (2) Many  White  teacliers

liave  not  taken  tlie  time  and energy  to tliink  seriously  about  liow  race affects  orir

lives  and tlie  lives  of  tliose  around  us. "We  are in danger  of  perpetuating  tlie  kind

of  privileged  non-engagement  witli  tl'ie real  issues  of  social  justice  tliat  liave

cliaracterized  Whites  for  far  too long."  (5) Many  well-intentioned,  caring  teacliers

despite  excellent  cliaracter  simply  liave  not  liad  to confront  issues  of  race and

therefore  don't  laqow  wliat  it nieans  to figlit  for  social  justice,  especially  from  tl'ie

perspective  of  tlie  minority  student.  Malcolm  X said tliat  "We  can't  teach  wliat  we

don't  la'iow,  and we can't  lead wliere  we won't  go"  (4) How  can we teacli  orir

students  to be socially  aware,  cultirally  sensitive  students  if  we  liaven't  deeply

explored  tliese  issues  for  ourselves?
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Howard  challenges  White  educators  to play  a large  role  in  tl'ie  social

transformation  of  White  don'iinance.  He  believes  that  if  we  look  closely  at our

own  lives  and  work  on  our  own  personal  transformation  in  order  to become  aware

of  White  dominance  we  can  begin  to assist  in empowering  our  families,  friends

and  students  to do the  same.  Howard  argues  that,  "Honesty  begins  for  Whites

when  we  learn  to question  our  own  assumptions  and  acknowledge  tlie  limitations

or our  culturally  conditioned  perceptions  of  truth."  (69)

When  we  are  honest  about  our  own  lives  we  can  tlien  move  forward  "to

look  deeply  into  the  nature  of  dominance,  to ruiderstand  as autlientically  as we  can

tlie  reality  of  its  tragic  impact  in  tlie  lives  of  orir  colleagues  and  students,  and  tlien

to struggle  and  work  together  to create  healing  responses  to the  river  of  cliange"

(68)

In  White  Like  Me  Tim  Wise  (2005)  talks  aborit  race  not  from  an

educator's  standpoint,  but  lie  addresses  tlie  concept  of  privilege  liead  on. He

explains  tliat  we  are born  in  to this  privilege  witliout  any  clioice  and  we  are also

born  into  families  witliorit  choice  and  both  liave  very  strong  effects  on  orir  lives.

"What  I am  trying  to say is tliat  wlien  we  first  breatlie  outside  tlie  womb  botli

literally  and  figuratively,  we  are never  merely  individuals;  we  are never  alone;  we

are always  in tlie  company,  as rincomfoitable  as it  sometimes  can  be, of  others,

tlie  past,  of  liistory."(2)  He  adds,  "My  parents  were  already  who  tliey  were,  witli

tlieir  particular  life  experiences,  and  now  I was  to inherit  those,  for  good  or ill,

wliether  I like  it  or not."(2)
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Wise  also  voices  the  opinion  that  Whiteness  is a strong  force  in  binding

people  together  as well  as separating  them.

Althougli  Whiteness  may  mean  different  things  in different  places

and  at different  times,  one thing  I feel  confident  saying  rip front,

without  fear  of  contradiction,  is that  to be  White  in the U.S.,

whether  one is from  tl'ie south,  as I am, or from  the Nortl'i,  West  or

Midwest;  whether  one is rich  or poor;  whether  one is male  of

female;  whether  one is Jew  or gentile,  straight  or gay,  is to have

certain  common  experience  'oased solely  upon  race;  experiences

that  are about  advantage,  privilege  (vis-A-vis  people  of  color),  and

belonging.  (3)

Wise's  approacli  is for  White  people  to begin  to stait  to recognize  tliis  privilege

and  figlit  to cliange  the  opinions  of  tliose  wlio  believe  tliat  race  isSues  are not  a

problem  or  tliat  people  of  color  are not  accurately  describing  tlie  racism  tliat  tliey

experience.  It  is only  tl'ien  tliat  we  can  work  to actively  figlit  racism.  Wise  argues

tliat,  "Tlie  first  thing  a White  person  must  do in  order  to actively  figlit  racism  is to

learn  to listen  to and  more  than  that  to belieye  what  people  of  color  say about  tlieir

lives."(67)

Rather  to  be  Wliite  in America  is to be so removed  from  tlie

experience  of  people  of  color,  tliat  is sliould  come  as no surprise

tliat  to find  Whites  anwiiling  te accept  versions  of  reality  offered  by

tliose  wlio  are Black  or brown.  It is easy to diSmiSS  wliat  otliers  tell

you,  especially  wlien  it reflects  badly  on a SyStem  tliat  bestows  upon

you  sucli  an advantage.  (4)

Beverly  Daniel  Tatiun  (1997)  in, Why  are all  tlie  Black  Kids  Sitting

Together  in  tlie  Cafeteria,  very  explicitly  talks  aborit  tlie  need  for  Wl'iite  people  in

tl-iis coiuitry  to work  to develop  White  identity.  Slie  explains  tliat,

...Because  tl-iey  represent  the  societal  norm,  Whites  can easily  reach

adriltliood witliout  thii'ikinB n'iucli aborit their racial grorili...tliere  is
a lot  of  silence  about  race  in White  cori'inuuqities  and as a
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consequence  Whites  tend  to think  of  racial  identity  as something

that  other  people  have,  not  sometl'iing  salient  for  them.  But  when  for

whatever  reason  to silence  in broken,  a process  of  racial  identity

development  for  Whites  begins  to unfold.  (93-94)

The  next  part  of  this  paper  is an attempt  to start  to break  that  silence  and

develop  my  racial  and  cultural  identity.  I feel  that  examining  my  "racial  history"

is tlie  first  step  for  rne  to better  understand  my  own  attituae about  race.  J wili  now

move  to tell  my  story  of  how  I can/came  to be who  I am. I will  look  specifically  at

liow  some  members  of  my  family,  being  part  of  the dominant  culture,  l'iave

interacted  witl'i  tliose  tliat  were  different  than  them  selves.  I hope  tl'iat  tliis  will

lead me to better able to open my ears to and my eyes to liow race affects IIIY

students.  I realize  tl'iat  tliis  is a small  step  but  it is aii  important  step.

MY  STORY:  FAMILY  AND  EDUCATION

I will  be writing  tliis  material  in  tlie  forn'i  of  personal  narrative  and  as

memoir.  This  assures  tliat  tl'ie analysis  and  conclusions  I draw  only  represent  my

understanding  and  view  of  the  material  exan'iined  and  how  it  intuences  me as a

fature  teaclier.  it  dees  not  speak  for  u'iy  fan'iiiy's  views  of  t:i-ie materiar or suggesr

tliat tliey miglit  come to tl'ie san'ie conclusions. However, it is IIIY liolie to sliare

tlie  material  witli  tliose  in  my  family  WIIO lia've  sliared  their  views  witli  me,  thus

openuig  a further  dialogue  about  orir  understanding  of  race  as a family.

When  talking  about  fan"iily  and  memories  it is easy  to get  overwlieln'ied.

Tliere  are so many  men'iories  and  family  members  who  liave  liad  an impact  on

wl'io  I am  and  liow  I view  race.  For  tliis  researcli  I liave  decided  to focus  on hvo

'family  members  in particular.  I liayie  cliosen  to 100k at my  inotlier  as slie lias
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probably  had  the  greatest  impact  on  my  life  and  I will  also  be looking  at my

grandfather  as he probably  had  the  greatest  impact  on my  mother's  life.  This

combination  of  voices  allows  me  to examine  tlhee  generations  and  altliough  it  is

only  a piece  of  my  l'nstory I think  it  will  still  be helpful  in  my  pursuit.  In  addition

I have  also  interviewed  my  older  sister  ana  J Ihave iiicluaea  some  of  her  thoughts

as well.  The  interview  information  l'ias been  collected  in  the  form  of  phone  and  e-

mail  conversations.  Because  of  this,  tlie  responses  have  been  grainmatically  edited

for  tlie  purpose  of  clarity.

I would  like  to add  that  n'iy fatlier  lias  played  a very  significant  role  in my

development.  There  are many  places  in  this  narrative  tliat  are strongly  influenced

by IIIY fatlier's voice. However I liave decided not to talk about liim specifically.

Tliis  is not  an attempt  to disregard  tlie  impoitant  iinpact  lie  lias  had  on  who  I am

but  instead  to keep  the  discussion  simple  enougli  for  tlie  lengtli  of  this  work.

My  motlier  is not  especially  cliarisn'iatic  or organized  but  wlien  slie gets

inspired,  slie  makes  amazing  tliings  l"iappen.  Slie  is passionate,  slie  is a go-getter

and  becarise  of  tliat  slie  lias  in small  ways  clianged  tlie  world.  Slie  is excellent  as a

focus  for  looking  at my  family  liistory  as I feel  tliat  lier  passionate  and  son'iewhat

rebellioris  attitride  clianged  liow  n"iy family  viewed  race,  and  particularly  liow  I

can'ie  to view  race.

Earlier  tliis  year  I tliorigl'it  aborit  a particular  instance  in  whicli  n'iy mom

really  clianged  tlie  way  I look  at tlie  world.  I was  encoriraged  to tliink  aborit  this

further  by a professor  at Bank  Street.  I started  to tlffnk  n"iore  and  more  aliorit  liow
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one  person  could  affect  change  in  important  ways  through  the  family.  When  first

tliinking  about  my  family  liistory  I looked  more  closely  at some  assumptions  that

I lield  about  my  family.  I had  assumed  that  my  Virginia  relatives,  who  were  and

are in  some  ways  very  "high  society"  Ricl'u'nond,  were  upholding  the  status  quo

ana supporting  t1ie segregatea society  in  w}iich  they  Iive.  l- aiso  assumea that  my

n'iotlier  had  gone  against  lier  family  expectations  by raising  her  cliildren  much

differently  than  she had  been  raised.

Part  of  what  I liave  learned  in  tliis  researcli  is that  my  fan'iily's  "racial

history"  is far  more  complex  that  I had  initially  thought.  Some  of  what  I had

assumed  about  my  family  is true  yet  some  of  it isn't.  The  voice  of  my

Grandfatlier  will  be explored  through  a book  tliat  was  written  about  liis  life  as he

was  dying  from  cancer.  The  voice  of  my  mother  will  be examined  tl'irougl'i  an

email  and  plione  interview  and  tlie  voice  of  myself  as I ren'iember  n'iy  grandfatlier

and as I la'iow wliat I know aborit IIIY  mother. Mucli of tl'iis paper will  also be an

attempt  to n'iesh  all  of  tl'iese  voices.  How  ao tliey  fit  togetlier?  And  wliat  can  I

learn  about  my  family  by seeing  tlie  ways  in  whicli  tlie  accorints  are similar  and

different.  Tliis  is an effort  to understand  tl'ie role  of  family  in tlie  construction  of

racial  attitudes.  I also  will  look  more  closely  at my  own  cliildliood,  my  education

ai'id  see what  part  tliat  played  in  tlie  way  in  wliid'i  I grew  rip. In  order  to reflect  on

tliese  men'iories  in tlie  most  genuine  form  I liave  decided  to not  prit  tlie  ideas  of

my  motl'ier  and  grandfatlier  into  my  own  words.  I will  use tlieir  words.  Tliis  makes
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this  section  full  of  lengthy  quotations  but  I thii'ik  it  is more  honest  coming

directly  from  them.

MY  GRANDF  ATHER

In  2002,  my  grandfather  was dying  of  cancer.  He was lieavily  medicated

for  pain  and liad  a Bard  time  realizing  tiiat  he was retirea  ana was  limited  in  what

he was able  to do. He was unable  to go to work,  drive  and do all  the  tliings  tliat

liad  made  up his  daily  routine  for  so many  years.  He was bored.  He was frustrated

and he was confused.  My  family  decided  to hire  a writer  to come  document  pieces

of  liis  life  as a way  to give  liim  a purpose  for  those  last  montlis.  The  way  in which

tlie  writer  started  the  book  seems  very  fitting.  My  grandfatlier  lived  a remarkable

life,  liowever,

...That  life  lias not  been  pain  free,  but  it lias been  distinguislied  for

its integrity,  attention  to duty,  liumor  and willingness  to walk  in

slioes  tliat  by liis  own  admission  were  not  an exact  fit.  Hunter  was

of  tlie  old  school  wlio  let off  steam  by complaining,  but  it never

occurred  to l'iim  to take  tliose  shoes off.  (4)

Strongly  affected  by tlie  Great  Depression,  my  graiidfatlier  grew  rip very  poor.

Being  poor  was not  rincon'unon  but  lie still  did  not  remember  tliis  as an easy  time.

As a yoring  cliild  he decided  lie was going  to be successful  in life  and lie worked

very  liard  at tliat.  My  grandfatlier's  only  brotlier  also lias a large  voice  in tlie  book

and lie remembers,

I liave  always  felt  a little  inferior  to Hunter,  to tell  tlie  ttutli.  Even  as

a kid  lie liad  very  strong  likes  and dislikes.  Hunter  wasn't  a rebel

but lie was assertive and stubborn. He'd speak rili,  and this is true to
tliis  day...  I-Iunter  just  excelled  in detail,  wliicli  is one of  tlie  reasons

later  on he became  sucli  an excellent  lawyer  and executive.  He also
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could  be combati've  and to such  an extent  that  all during  grade

school  and  high  schqol  he was  often  referred  to as "Bull  Brighton"

...Hunter  wanted  to make  money  because  he wanted  to give  his

family  the  good  tliings  in  life.  But  I thii'ik  the  reason  he has been  so

successful  in  the  corporate  life  is that  he always  speak  his  mind.  He

was  willing  to take  tl'ie risk  of  speaking  his  mind  and  a lot  of  people

aren't  if  tl'iey  didn't  like  what  he has to say, well  then  lie was

prepared  to leave.

When  my  Grandfatlier  died  in  2003,  hundreds  of  people  attended  his  funeral.  My

older  sister  was  asked  to speak  in front  of  tl'iose  liundreds  because  his  twelve

grandcliildren  were  a huge  part  of  his  life  and  we  knew  it. After  l'iis death  tlie

general  assen'ibly  of  Virginia  sent  the  family  a formal  letter.  I thii'ik  tlie  letter  does

an excellent  job  of  suinining  up the  "official"  parts  of  my  grandfatlier's  life  (I

have  clianged  some  names,  including  that  of  my  Grandfatlier  to protect  the

identity of  IIIY family.)

Hunter.  E.  Brigliton,  Jr.,  a prominent  Riclu'nond  business  and

community  leader,  died on  April  14,  2003;  and,  a native  of

Lumbeiton,  Nortli  Carolina,  I-Iunter  Brigliton  graduated  Plii  Beta

Kappa  from  Duke  University  in 1942,  wliere  lie was  president  of

tlie  student  body,  liis senior  class,  and his frateniity;  and, Hunter

Brigliton  enlisted  in tl'ie United  States  Navy,  was  comn'iissioned  an

ensign,  and s:rvea in the Pacific  Tlieatre  during  World  War  II

before  being  discliarged  in 1946  witli  tlie  rank  of  lieutenant;  and  in

1948,  Hunter  Brigliton  earned  his law  degree  fron'i  tlie  Columbia

University  Law  School  and  joined  tlie  Ricl'ui"iond  law  firm  tliat  was

to become  Hunton  & Willian'is;  and in 1967,  Hunter  Brighton  left

tlie  practice  of  law  to join  Etliyl  Corporatioi'i  as executive  vice

president,  and  lie  remained  witli  tlie  firm  until  liis  retirement  as vice

chairman  in 1985,  after  wliicli  he remained  on  tlie  board  uiitil  1994;

and a member  of tlie  board  of directors  of nruneroris  priblic

companies  in  tlie  Riclunond  area, Hunter  Brigliton  gave  generously

of  liis  time  and talents  to civic  and cliaritable  organizations;  and

Hrinter  Brigliton  served  on tlie  boards  of  the United  Giver's  Fund,

Jrinior  Acliievement,  the Robert  E. Lee  Coruicil  of  tbe Boy  Scorits

of America, and tl"ie Ricl'u'iiond Symliliony; and I-Ihuqter Brigliton
also served on tbe boards of tlie Virginia  Episcol':ial School in
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Lynchburg,  the Virginia  F-oundation  for  Independent  Colleges,  the

Darden  Graduate  School  of  Business  Administration  at the

University  of Virginia,  and Randolph-Macon  College;  and in

recognition  of  his outstanding  community  service,  Hunter  Brighton

was  honored  repeatedly  by  such organizations  as the  Public

Relations  Society  of  America,  the  National  Conference  of

Christians  and Jews,  and the  Boy  Scouts  of Ainerica;  now,

therefore,  be it by the Senate,  tlie  House  of  Delegates  concurring,

Tliat  tl'ie General  Assembly  hereby  note  with  great  sadness  the loss

of  an exceptional  Virginian,  Hunter  E. Brighton,  Jr.; and, be it that

tlie  Clerk  of  the  Senate prepare  a copy  of this resolution  for

presentation  to  tlie  family  of Hunter  E. Brigliton,  Jr.,  as an

expression  of  tlie  high  regard  in wliich  his memory  is lield  by the

members  of  tl'ie General  Assembly.

This  account  of  my grandfatlier  is very  informative  and brings  tears  to n'iy

eyes  every  time  that  I read  it. Tlie  account  sliows  what  a strong  coininunity  figure

my  grandfatlier  was as well  as liow  hardworking  ai'id active  lie continued  to be

uiell  into  liis  70s. However,  like  many  well  acknowledged  White  men  of  my

Grandfatlier's  time,  my  grandfatlier  was racist.  I liope  liere  to provide  some

accoruits of mY grandfatliels struggle witli ripliolding liis morals and complying

witli  the status  qrio. My  uncle  remembers,

... What  lias always  been attractive  to otlier  people  about  dad is tliat  lie's

not afraid  to speak liis mind.  Yet I remember  once I wanted  to get a

bru'iiper  sticker,  "question  autliority,"  and lie went  nuts. He struggled  witli

tliose  two  sides of  liimself,  wanting  to preserve  liis  reputation  and be tlie

selia  CltlZell  al'ia €10 fhe rlgh(  thing.  Beca'ase  lf  'y' 011 aOn'  (, pecple  Wi!l  tnlllhk

you're  weird  and you've  got  to explain  yourself.  (39)

In attempt  to get at tliis  struggle  in n'iy grandfatlier's  tliinking  I asked  n'iy

mom  questions  aborit  lier  father  in regards  to race. In tlie  interview  tliat  I liad witli

iny  momIasked  l'ier, "while  growing  up did  your  parents  talk  aborit  people  of

color?  lf  so what  kind  of  language  did  tliey  rise?"  my mother  replied,
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Mom  and Dad  never  used bad language  about  Blacks  but  they

were  very  clear  to us about  the lines  that  tlie  racial  issue  drew.  It

was basically  two different  worlds  that  existed  side by side-  I

didn't  really  think  about  how  the life  of  the Blacks  was  different

until  much  later  - probably  around  the time  of  Martin  Luther

King.  Like  lots  of  things  in Richmond,  Unpleasant  things  are not

talked  about...  So they  don't  exist.

I think  this  might  be one of  the most  insiglitful  things  my  mother  said  in our

conversation.  "  Like  a lot  of  things  in Richmond,  unpleasant  things  are not  talked

about...so  tliey  don't  exists."  Because  of  this  my  mother  never  qriite  thought

about  her situation  until  later  on in her life.  I asked  my  motl'ier  to wliat  extent  was

tliere  diversity  at ber  K-12  private  school?

Tliere  was no diversity.  There  were  no Blacks  in any private

scliool.  In fact  wlien  integration  were  dictated  by tlie  goveriu'iient,

tliat  was wlien  MANY  White  families  pulled  tlieir  kids  out of

public  SCIIOOI. Tliat  is one of  tlie reasons  tlie pubic  SCIIOOIS in

Ricl'unond  declined  so badly  in tlie  60's.

Tl'ie scliool tliat my motlier attended is tlie same scliool tliat all of IIIY cousin's

attended  and still  attend  today.  My  grandparents  were  liuge  supporters  of

education  and obviorisly  tlioriglit  that  tl'iis  private  liomogenous  education  was  tlie

best tlie  city  liad  to offer.  Statisticaliy  it probably  was and is to tliis  day one of  tlie

top scltools  in tlie  state. It n"iakes sense tliat  my motlier  went  to tliis  scliool,  as my

grandparents  were  so prominent  in Richn'iond.  I asked  my  motl'ier  if  my

assumption  of  my Grandfatlier's  prominence  was actually  true.  Sl'ie responded,

Since  Dad worked  for  a big law  firm  and tlien  for  Etliyl,  Mom  and

Dad were expected to entertain often. So we liad I:iarties at our liouse
often  wliere  we were  basically  to be seen, "meet  and greet",  and tlien

disappear  (wliicli  was fine  witli  us). Tlie  interesting  tliing  was that

we ahvays employed tliis wonderful Black fai'iiily  to liell:i witl'i tlie
parties.  Tlieir  names  were  tlie Lan'iberts.  It was a mon'i,  Dad and

tluaee sons. Tlie  yoruigest  was perhaps  10 or 12. Dad  was ALWAYS
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extremely  nice  to tliem  and very  supportive  and liad  notliing  but

great  tliings  to say about  tliis  family.  We  would  often  play  with  the

kids during  the party,  when  they were  not helping.  Interestingly

enough,  each one of  the boys  grew  up to be VERY  successful  in

Ricbmond.  One was in the House  of  Representatives  and tlie  others

did otlier  tliings  I just  can't remember  what.  Papa was VERY

prominent  in Richmond.  Mostly  because  in had a good  job  etc but  he

served  on MANY  non- profit  boards  and basically  served the

con'iniunity  in many  ways.  He worked  very  hard  "did  the right  thing"

to become  wliat  he -vVaS. I dori't  say that  in a bad way.  He came  from

no money  in the  depression  so he  was  determined  to  make  a

difference-  and he wanted  us to have a good life. He supported

STRONGLY  education  and gave lots of  money  to schools-  Black

and 'l)Vhite.  At  one point  lie raised  money  for  Virgii'iia  Union  - whicl'i

then  was an all Black  college.  Don't  misunderstand-  he believed  they

sliould  liave  a good  education  but there  were  still  boundaries  and

lines  drawn.  It didn't  help  that  tlie lowest  income  group  was the

Black  population-tlierefore,  that  was the areas with  the most  crimes

and therefore-  Blacks  must  be bad.

My  sister  also conu'nented  on this  boy  wl'io  grew  up to be a senator,

I went  to Ricl'unond  after  papa  died  to receive  an award  for  him  from

tlie  Virginia  State Senate.  It  was  presented  by a Black  senator  wliose

fatlier  used  to cater  parties,  for  grandma  and papa.  Tlie  senator  told  a

story  about  liow  papa  always  asked  about  liow  college  was going  for

him,  and IIOW lie rised to slip  tlie  liim  money  to take  back  to college

witli  liim.  He seemed  to care so deeply  about  other  people's  success.

I never  tliouglit  of  my  grandfather  as a racist.  I never  'Jhouglit  about  any of

ris as racist.  I guess I never  even  tliouglit  about  it at all until  one day I was witli

Illy  grandfather  at n'iy grandparents'  river  l'iouse  on tlie  Cliesapeake  Bay.  We

were  going  to the grocery  store  togetlier  and we passed  an elementary  scliool.  I

asked  n-iy grandfatlier,  already  witl'i  tlie  education  blood  in me,  liow  are tlie

scliools  arorind  liere?  My  grandfatlier  replied,  "tl'iey  are tenible,  I mean  tliey  are

full  of  Blacks."  I was so angry  witli  my  grandfatlier  but  laiew  better  tlian  to try  to

argue  witli  liin-i  at the age of  75. There  was sometliing  eye opening  aborit  tl'iat day.
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I started  to recognize  more  and  more  racist  ideas  that  existed  in  my  world.  About

five  years  later  there  was  an incident  that  furthered  my  thinking  on  this  topic.

My  older  sister  lias  a best  friend  from  our  Seattle  high  school  who

lias a Black  father  and White  mother.  Jon was a pleasure  to be

aroruid  and  I am sure  lie  still  is. When  Jon  went  to college  he moved

to tlie  East  Coast,  as did  n'iy  sister  who  attended  the University  of

Virginia.  When  Tliai'iksgiving  of  tlieir  freshman  year  rolled  around

my sister  invited  JOII  to come  to Tlianksgiving  witl'i  us and our

extended  family  in Ricl'unond,  VA.  From  what  I know,  Jon  loved

our  family  and  everyone  was  really  nice  to him.  When  we  all  le-[t to

liead  back  to tlie  west  coast  my  dad  stayed  in Richtnond  for  a few

days  for  business.  My  dad later  told  me tliat  n'iy extended  family

l'iad  a conversation  about  my  sister  summer  and  Jon.  My

grandfatlier,  along  with  everyone  else, agreed  tliat  tlie  relationship

(even  tliough  tliey  were  just  friends)  was no good  because  if  tliey

were  to get  married  tliey  corildn't  be married  at tlie  Country  Ctub  of

Virginia  wliere  apparently  everyone  in my  family  was  supposed  to

be married  (my  sister  is actually  married,  not  to Jon,  but  regardless,

slie opted  orit  of  getting  i'iiarried  at tlie  Country  Club).  My  fatlier

was  part  of  tliis  conversation  and after  it liad  gone  011 too  long  lie

annohinced to everyone tliat Summer he was sure, was not lilaiuiing
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to get married  at the country  club  regardless-so  they  could  stop

worrying  about  it.

My  older  sister  in our  interview  also  commented  on the  time  that  Jon  came  to

Richmond,  "I  remember  when  Jon  came  to Virginia  for  Thanksgiving.  Papa

made  a coininent  aborit  "how  dogs  don't  like  Black  people."  I was  surprised.  I

couldn't  understand  liow  papa  could  tliink  sometliing  so silly."

I think IIIY grandfatlier was a wonderful and exceptional n'ian. He always

told  me  "to  whom  mucli  is given  much  is expected"  and  lie  worked  hard  to get  to

a place  in  wliicli  lie  corild  provide  extremely  well  for  liis  family  and  liis

con'iimuiity.  My  grandfatlier  was  strong,  stubborn,  hardworking  and  forward.  I

believe  my  uncle  was  correct  however  wlien  he said  tliat  my  grandfatlier  struggled

to be a respectable  person  in  tl'ie eyes  of  a community  tliat  lield  very  elitist  ideals

and  tlie  still  always  speak  liis  mind  and  stand  up for  wliat  lie  believed  in.

Nevertheless,  lie  openly  supported  a segregated  system  and  openly  benefited  from

that  system  that  allowed  liim  to be at the  top  of  the  dominant  culture.  My

grandfatlier  loved  liis  cliildren.  My  motlier  and  my  grandfatlier  liad  a very  special

relationsliip. He listened to IIIY motlier and slie listened to liim. Tliey were very

similar  in many  ways.  In  tlie  book  my  grandfatlier  says about  my  motlier,  "Annie

is a honey,  no slie is far  more  complicated  tlian  tliat...  I just  plain  love  tliat  gal."

(21)  And  my  motlier  sa)is, "Dad  and  I rised  to liave  pretty  volatile  discussions  tliat

otlier  children  didn't  liave.  I seemed  to be tlie  one  wlio  worild  confront  liim...and

l'ie really  listened.  I{e's  my  biggest  fan  to this  day."  (37)  Wliei"iever  I worild  get
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frustrated  with  my  mother  my  grandfather  would  tell  me.  "Abby  you  have  one

helluva  mother.  It  could  be a lot  worse."

MY  MOTHER

My  motlier,  as you  have  seen,  grew  up in  a very  sheltered  community.

Race  issues  were  not  sometliing  she encountered  in  her  daily  life.  She  knew  how

things  were  in  Richi'nond,  but  just  accepted  that  for  what  is was  and  didn't  really

care  one  way  or anotlier.  When  she went  to college  at Louisiana  State  University,

slie  started  to tliii'ik  about  tliings  a bit  more.  I asked  my  motlier  if  tliere  was  any

racial  tension  at LSU  or  at UVA  (slie  spent  two  years  at LSU  and  transferred  to

UVA  wlien  they  started  accepting  women).

Actually,  tlie  first  time  I really  got  a big  clue  about  it all  was  when

I went  to LSU.  Tliere  I was  a "nortlierner"  and  tlie  girl  next  to me

in tlie  dorm  came  up to me riglit  away  and asked,  "Would  you  sit

next  to a Black  on the bus?"  I was  SO surprised  with  tliat  question.

I liad  never  tliouglit  of  it as sometliing  I wouldn't  do because  a

person  was  Black,  but  I guess  naively  - sometliing  tliat  just  never

liappened.  I do remember  tliinking  wliile  I was  tliere-  "011  IIOW  I'n"i

begii'uiing  to ruiderstand  tlie  deptli  of  tlie  racial  issue  and  liow  truly

ingrained  it was in tlie  n'iinds  of  tliose  college  aged  kids.  It was

SERIOUS  to tliem.  I began  to realize  tliat  it was going  to take

n'iany  generations  for  tliis  to cliange.  Actually,  at UVA,  it wasn't

an issue  because  tliere  were  so few  Blacks  tliere,  tliat  it wasn't  an

issrie-people  were  still  trying  to pretend  tliat  everytliing  was  "just

fine."  We  were  more  concerned  witli  Vietnam  and  "liippie"  stuff.

Post-college my motlier mai'ried IIIY fatlier and tliey eventually n"ioved

back  to Ricl'uqiond  wlienI  was  aborit  six-years  old.  My  sisters  and  I lived  in

Ricliinond  for  seven  years.  Vi"e lived  aborit  fifteen  n"iiles  away  from  n'iy corisins

and grandliarents, wlio all lived in tlie lieart of "Nice  Riclunond". We also lived
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in a beautiful  part  of  Richmond,  but  it  was  more  suburban  and  more  laid  back  and

was  tlie  land  of  soccer  moms,  big  colonial  houses  with  huge  mowed  back  yards,

and  very  little  diversity.  We  moved  there  because  it  was  a bit  more  relaxed  and

tl'ie K-12  private  school  (a different  one  tlian  my  cousins  attended)  we  went  to was

just  down  tlie  street.

The  only  diversity  I remember  from  my  neighborhood  was  an Asian

family  tliat  lived  at tlie  end  of  n'iy  street  and  a Jewisli  family  tliat  lived  a few

blocks  away.  At  Christmas  tin'ie  everyone  in  tlie  neighborliood  put  electric  White

candles  in  the  windows.  Tl'iis  family  put  blue  candles  in  their  windows  and  I

remember  tliinking  that  it was  so strange  and  just  didn't  look  right.

My  motlier  l'iad  decided  slie  wanted  to raise  lier  cliildren  differently  than

slie  was  raised.  Her  fatlier  was  working  so o'tten  and  her  motlier  is not  the  most

affectionate  woman.  Slie  told  me earlier  tliis  year  wlien  I was  writing  a paper  for  a

cliildhood  development  class  tliat  "Her  parents  were  not  very  nurturing,  tliey

didn't  breast  feed  and cliildren  in  tlie  liouseliold  were  expected  to be seen and  not

heard.  Interaction  between  parents  and  children  was  very  limited."  In  addition

slie,  in orir  interview  conunented  that,

Tlie  most  important  value  I wanted  to teacli  you  was  lionesty.  Not

just  not telling  lies, but being  lionest  witli  eacli  otlier  and witl'i

yorirself  aborit  wlio  you  were  and  wliat  you  wanted  to do witli  your

life  and what  tliings  matter  to you  as a person.  I always  wanted  you

to laiow  tliat  we believed  that  tliere  were  lots  of  "riglit"  ways  and  to

always  tliii'il<  for  yohirself.  I guess  tlie  second  most  importaxit  value

'l wanted  to instill  in yori  girls  was tlie  ability  to care  passionately

aborit  something.  I tlffnk  tliat  is what  caused  me  to be involved  with

Gilpin  Corirt  and William  [3yyrd-Ijust  corild  never  stand  injustice.

I tl-iink  eyen  then  had  tlie  attitude  that  we are ALL  luunan  beii'igs
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and  therefore  we  all  liave  so much  in common  tliat  that  is what  we

should  be focused  on and  not  how  we  were  different.

My  mother  saw  injustice  as one  of  the  major  problems  in  her  own  community  and

started  tliinking  of  way  slie could  help.  She started  volunteering  at an inner  city

Riclunond  school  on  Friday  a-[ternoons.  As  part  of  the  "always  be honest  to

yourself'  siie  always  triea  to -be honest  of/a-bout  who  each  one  of  us was.  I have

two  sisters;  I am  in  tlie  middle.  It  would  have  been  easy  for  us all  to be

encouraged  to do tlie  same  things.  Instead  my  parents  focused  strongly  on our

individual  strengtl'is  and  tried  to develop  tl'iose  strengtlis.  To  this  day  my  sisters

and  I are very  different  from  eacli  other,  althougli  we  have  very  similar  values.

I have  been  interested  in  teaching  and  being  arorind  younger  children  from

a very  early  age. I was  therefore  allowed  the  privilege  of  accompanying  my  mom

to tliis  SCIIOOI.

"Time  to go Ab"  my  mom  would  say on tlie  first  Friday  of  every

montli  at 1 :30 wlien  I was  pulled  out  of  my  forirtli  grade  class.  From

IS'- tf'nougb  '7"' grade  l attended  a very  exclusive  Christian  scliooi  in

tlie  suburbs  of  Ricl'uqiond  Virginia.  My  forirtli  grade  class  was a

briglit  sui'uiy  room  in a gorgeous  building.  There  were  four  separate

playgrorinds,  two  gyms,  two  libraries,  a computer  lab,  a science  Jab,

a nuisic  wing  and  an art wing.  In  other  words,  tliere  was  110 sliortage

of resorirces. On Friday afternoons, liowever, I got to go witli IIIY

mom  on an adventure  tl'iat  carised  me qriite  a bit  of  anxiety  and
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excitement.  It was an adventure  that  put  me face to face with  the

segregation  tliat  exists  in our  educational  system.  I accompanied  my

mon"i  and some  of  her friends  to an ii'iner  city  Richinond  elementary

SCIIOOI where  we provided  games  and treats  for  "fun  Fridays"-a

party  tliat  k-2 children  were  able to attend  if  tliey  had been very

well  behaved  all week.  I loved  working  witl'i  younger  kids  and

seeing  tlie ecstatic  looks  on tl'ieir  faces as we revealed  an art or

cooking  project  we were  going  to do. Iiu'ier  city  Richinond  is still

today  a very  low-income,  segregated  area.  The  scliool  was

incredibly  ruider  resourced  and tlie gang and violence  problems

were  liigli.  I laiew  tliat  many  of  tlie Black  families  in Ricl'unond

didn't  liave  as mucli  money  as many  of  the White  families  I knew.  I

lived  in an all Wliite  neigliborliood  and went  to an almost  all Wbite

scliool.  Tlie  scliool  wliere  I spent my Friday  afternoons  was all

Black.  I once asked  my Il]Oll'l  wliy  all Black  kids  went  to tliis  poor

SCIIOOI and wliy  only White  kids  went  to my scliool.  My  mom

explained  that for years and years and years Black  families  in

Ricl'unond  liad been discrin'iinated  against.  Because  of tliis  tliey

were  not  given  the same opportunities  as many  White  families.  She

explaii'ied  aborit  tlie cycle  of  poverty  or rniequal  education.  Slie

explained  tliat it was a problem  that society  liad created  and a

problem  that society  lipid to fix.  Slie said tliat  everyone  had to do liis
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or her  parts,  to make  our  world  a more  equal  and  accepting  place.

This  was a lot  for  a 10 year  old  to take  in but  I gained  a lot  of

respect  for  my  mom  that  day  because  as far  as I knew  she had  told

me  the  ttuth,  sometliing  I often  didn't  liear  in  my  sheltered  scliool.

My  mother  eventualiy  aecidea that  she really  wasn't  meant  to be in  tlie  classroom

but  tliis  didn't  stop  lier  from  wanting  to see change  in  the  community.  My  older

sister  was  a very  talented  soccer  player  and  my  mom  and  dad  spent  many  a

weekend  in  otlier  parts  of  Virginia  and  Nortl'i  Carolina  at lier  games.  My  motlier

reflects  tliat,

The  Willian'i  Bryd  thing  came  fron'i  Sui'nuner  (my  older  sister)  being

on  tlie  travel  teams  and we worild  go to all  the games  and would

never  see any  Blacks  playing.  I knew  there  must  be talent  there,  but

there  was  no way  for  tliem  to get to play.  I just  kept  liavii"ig  tlie  idea

to start  tliis  and  for  a aborit  a year  tried  to get  people  to do it witli  me

and  finally  one day I just  made  up my  mind  tliat  I was  going  to do

tliis.  So I called  and  set up a n"ieeting  and I tliink  tbey  tliouglit  I was

crazy  or "wliat  is tlie  catcli  here,  wliy  does tliis  won'ian  want  to do

this."  Somehow  I knew  I was  supposed  to do tliis  and somehow  it

was  tlie  small  way  I corild  lielp.  It was sometliing  I knew-  soccer-

and I kiiew  I wouldn't  be tlie best coacli  but  I could  get people

excited.  But  I really  had to work  at it. But  seeing  tliose  little  kids

faces  and  excitement  and  joy  witli  tliemselves  and  tl"iat someone  was

actually  "going  to bat " for  tlien'i  was wortli  every  minute.  On  tlie

way  lion'ie  from  tl'ie first  little  "game"  we played  wlien  I asked  tlie

car full  of  kids  wliat  tliey  had learned,  one little  kid  piped  up and

said,  "I  learned  to never  give  rip - keep  trying"  I tliorigl"it  I would  cry.

Tlie  tliouglit  tliat  liad  maybe  been  able  to provide  and  opportunity  for

tliat  cliild  to learn  that  was  again  wortli  every  minute.

THE  COUNRTY  DAY  SCHOOL:  RICHMOND,  VA

'i'i"e  attended  the scliool  in Ricl'unond  from  1989-1996.  During  tliat  time  r
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remember  very  little  diversity  in  my  scliool.  I don't  remember  thinking  that  it  was

strange  but  I do remember  feeling  bad  for  the  Black  students  in  my  class.

I especially  remember  the  only  Black  girl  in  my  grade.  Her  name  is

Betsy.  She  joined  our  class  in 5"1 grade  and while  I think  she had

many  friends  and  everyone  really  likea her  l- am  not  sure  she ever

felt  tliat  slie  fit  in. Betsy  was  always  invited  to birtl'iday  parties  but

slie  never  came.  As  far  as I know  no one was  ever  invited  to her

house  eitl'ier.  For  two  years,  we never  la"iew  where  Betsy  lived

altliougli  we laiew  she didn't  live  in our  neigliborhoods.  Once  we

took  a trip  to tlie  Ricl'unond  Art  Museum  in a more  urban  part  of  tl'ie

city. Betsy said look tliere is mY house. It was a gorgeous, old town

liouse  on a beautiful  tree  lined  street.  My  perception  of  Betsy  really

clianged  tliat  day. Slie became  less of  a mystery  and  more  or just

anotlier  girl  in our  class. Until  tliat  point  wlienever  I saw Black

people  in Riclunond  I assun'ied  tliat  tliey  were  poor.  Tliat  day I

tliouglit  to question  that  assumption.

Ill  tliinking  back oi'i tlie Coruitry Day SCIIOOI, I realized tliat mY n"iemories are

from  a very  yoring  age,  and  I became  curioris  as to IIOW otliers  viewed  tlie  scliool.

I decided to interview a few of IIIY  teacliers and ask them about diversity in tlie

scliool  and  liow  tlie  school  lielps  to teach  a multicultural  curricuhun  despite  a lack

of  diversity  within  tl"ie scliool.  The  interviews  supported  how  I felt  aborit  tlie
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school.  The  Country  Day  Scliool  was,  and  seems  to still  be a school  tliat  values

respect, tolerance  and honesty. The school relies  very  lieavily  on  tradition,  but a

tradition  that  is about  creating  strong  citizens  in a global  community.  The  teachers

report  tliat  while  the school is still  not very successful  at diversi:tying  the student

body  t}iey  are trying  very  hard  to diversify  tlie  faculty.  When  asked,  "Do  you  feel

that  Tbe  Country  Day  School  lias  become  n'iore  diverse  since  I was  there  in  the

early  90s?  If  so wliat  has led  to tlie  change?  If  not,  wbat  lias  discouraged  tliat

cliange?  My  7"' grade  history  teacher  answered,

One  obvious  way  is tliat  tliere  are more  African-Americans  on the

faculty.  I tliink  wl'ien  you  were  liere,  only  Connor  Williams  (still

liere)  was  teacliing.  Today,  we l'iave  two  Black  teacliers  in middle

school,  tl'iree  in  upper  school,  and  tl'iree  or  fourin  lower

SCIIOOI, tl'iougli  I oi'ily  liave  one Black  student  tliis  year,  Tlie  Country

Day  Scliool  does  make  a concerted  effoit  to find  qualified  minority

students  at every  grade  level.  We  are not  very  successful  at tliis.

1. Eacli  scliool  division  will  provide  clubs/activities  focusing  on

education  and  inchisiveness.

2. Eacli  SCIIOOI division  will  provide  assembly  programs,  special

events,  and resorirces  to increase  student  understanding  of  a variety

of  traditions,  cultures,  and  religions.

3. Upper  and Middle  scliool  student  leaders,  as well  as k-12  faculty,

will  l'iave  more  opporUinities  to learn  aborit  diversity  and  inclusion

thru  collaborating  w/  diverse  grorips  oritside  of  Tlie  Coruitry  Day

Scliool.

4. Establisli  a parent advisoiy  group to recruit  I:irospective  stridents
and  families.

5. Criltivate  additional  oritreach  opportunities  and  develop  working

relationshil:is  w/ local agencies and social/  religioris  organizations.

More specifically from tlie tliree teachers I prit togetlier a list of sl:iecific tliings
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that  the school  does  to facilitate  this  type  of  education.  My  7"1 grade  history

teacher  reminded  me  of  tlie  7I'1 grade  curriculum  tliat  includes  the  holocaust,

Japanese-A+'nerican  Interi'u'nent,  and  civil  rights.  My  7"' grade  matli  teacher

expressed  the  feeling  that  the  school  works  to create  socially  responsible  citizens

By putting  an important  focus  on cominunity  service.

Community  service  is sclieduled  into  tlie  8tli  grade  for  two  liours

every  Monday  all  Fall.  The  kids  leave  campus  to go to various  sites.

It works  out well.  Tlie  scliool  also lias ties to an orphanage  in

Honduras  wliere  n'iaybe  a dozen  kids  go for  a week  eacli  June  witli

three  faculty  n'iembers.  Tlie  7th grade  is tied  in witli  Head  Start

programs  in  tlie  area. And  tlie  ripper  scliool  lias  a mandated  number

of  comn'iruiity  service  hours  tlie kids  must  complete  each year.

Tliere  is also  is also  an active  Habitat  for  Humanity  group  tliat  does

some  spring  break  work,  I  believe.  Community  service  is

everywhere.  Even  Sam  (my  1st  grader)  and his class  helped  make

Stone  Soup  (from  tlie  book)  and  tliey  collected  toys  at Xmas.

While  I laiow  Tlie  Coruitry  Day  Scliool  lias  made  clianges  of  tlie  years,  tlie

descriptions  bring  back  many  men'iories  of  my  time  at tlie  school.  I was  also

involved  in  many  conununity  service  projects  and  interesting  curricular  activities

tliat  focused  011 tcleiance  and  social  responsi'oility.  Hovvever,  what  I didn't  get

froni tl'iis scliool, nqy fan'iily or IIIY neigliborhood as a child in Ricl'unond was

exposure  to difference  as sometliing  tliat  was  normal.  Wlien  I saw  people  of

different  races  it was  because  they  were  coming  to sliare  cultural  experiences  witli

ris or becarise  we  were  going  into  the  ii'uier  city  to, "lielp  tliem".  I was  almost

never  presented  witli  someone  of  a different  race  as someone  tliat  I corild  liave  a

significant  relationsliip  with.  When  that  is tlie  case it is inevitable  that  cliildren

will l-iave stereotyl:ics at-iout otl-ier kinds ofpeolile,  wliether positiyie or negative.
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Other  kinds  of  people  become  a mystery  instead  of  a reality.  This  changed  for  me

tlie  summer  after  71"1 grade.

NORTHWEST  SEATTLE  ACADEMY:  SEATTLE,  WA

In 1996, when  l- was fouiteen-years  oId,  my  family  moved  to Seattle,  WA.

My  father  was traveling  to the West  Coast  for  work  and my  motlier  was starting

to feel  trapped  in Riclunond.  Witl'i  so much  family  around  and so many

expectations,  she didn't  feel  like  she could  be lier  true  self. She wanted  a new

adventure  and she wanted  us all  to gain  a new  perspective  on the world.

In Seattle, IIIY sisters and I attended a small private school in tlie northern

part  of  the city.  My  older  sister  and I went  to intetaview  at tlie  scliool  tlie  year

before  we moved.  After  our  interview  my  dad took  us to a teriyaki  restaurant

down  tlie  street.  My  sister  and I botli  later  expressed  a feeling  of  complete  fear  of

this  little  restaurant.  It was an rirban  area tliat  was mucli  "dirtier"  tlian  tlie  well-

kept White I:iicket fence neigliborliood  that we were rised to. We ended rip living

about  10 blocks  from  tliis  wonderful  restaurant  and it was a favorite  luncli  spot  for

orir  friends  and at orir  new  scliool.  It  is amazing  liow  new  experiences  can  have  a

great  in'ipact  011 liow  yori  perceive  tlie  world  arorind  you.

My  first  week  of  scliool  I saw kids  witli  body  piercing,  many  different

races, girls  kissing  girls,  pro-clioice  buttons  on backpacks,  new  accents  and

religioris  backgroru'ids  and far n"iore democrats  thait  I l'iad ever  met  before.  I had

moved  fron-i  one of  tl'ie most  conservative  cities  ii"i the corintry  to one of  tlie  most



liberal  cities.  One  might  thii'ik  that  a move  like  this  would  be terri'fying  for  a

fourteen-year-old  girl,  but  for  me it was liberating.  Tlie  excitement  of  all that  was

new  and tlie  chance  to really  figure  out,  who  I wanted  to be and how  I wanted  to

deal with  all  this  change  was  thrilling.  I remember  being  surprised  tliat  Nortliwest

Seattle  Academy  was constantly  challenging  the racism  and Jack of  aiversity  that

existed  at tlie  scliool.  Througl'i  curriculum,  forums  and student  voices  we were

constantly  pusl'ied  to tliii'ik  about  things  in new  ways  and cliallenge  wliat  we saw

around  us. Tradition  was not  present  at the scliool  as it liad  been  at Tlie  Country

Day  Scliool  and I remember  thii'iking  liow  could  anyone  think  tliat  tliis  SCIIOOI is

lacking  in diversity?  On the website,  tlie  scliool  describes  itself  as,

An independent  day  SCIIOOI in Seattle's  Nortli  End, Nortliwest

Seattle  Academy  offers  an academic  prograin  of  outstanding  qriality

guided  by dedicated  and ii'uiovative  teacliers.  We attract  talented

students  and involved  fainilies  from  throrigl'iout  tlie Puget Sound

area.  (ur  prograin  covers  grades  six  tl'u'ougli  twelve  with  an

integrated  cominunity  service  prograin,  a global  crirriculum,  aiid a

coinn'fftment  to diversity.

Tlie  mission  statemetit  is straiglitjcrward,  "Norfhwesl  Seattle  Acadenay  is

con'unitted  to developing  eacli  student's  potential  to become  an intellectually

corirageoris,  socially  responsible  citizen  of  tlie  world."  In  tlie  next  five  years  of

my  education,  I saw this  mission  statement  con'ie  to life.  Of  corirse  I liad my

struggles  in l'fflgh-scliool  like  anyone  does but  I also feel tliat  tlie  move  to Seattle

and my  time  at Nortliwest  Seattle  Academy  liad  a tremendoris  impact  on  tlie

person  I ain today.  In Seattle  I became  more  confident,  more  oritspoken,  inore

passionate,  more  independent,  n'iore intellectrially  crn'ioris  ai-id moi'c  sociallit

30



responsible.  I liad  many  friends  who  challenged  my views  on tlie  environi'nent,

politics,  sexuality  and race.

My  first  few  months  in Seattle  I made  some  inistakes  liiiguistically  that

got  n'ie iiito  trorible.  When  something  was not  cool  iii  Riclu'i'iond  we would  say

that  it was "gay".  And  instead  of  saying  someone  is Asian  as I cl'iild  I learned  to

call  a person  from  Asia  "Oriental".  In my  first  months  at Nortliwest  Seattle

Acaden'iy  I liad  friends  pull  me aside  aiid  explain  wliy  I shorildn't  use tliis  type  of

laiiguage.  Most  memorably  my  friend  Jess who  is Chinese,  very  politely  said to

me, "Hey  Abby,  don't  say oriental,  people  from  Asia  like  to be called  Asians."  I

was surprised  at l'iow  gentle  tliis  reaction  was. Jess didn't  criticize  me or becon'ie

offended.  Sl'ie seemed  to understand  tliat  my  ignoraiice  was genuine  and slie took  it

upon  lierself  to teach  me.

By  tlie  time  I gradtiated  fron'i  l'ffgli  scliool  I l'iad foimed  relationsliips  with  a

B!ack  girl  nained  Li]Iy,  a girl of  Cl"ffnese decent,  Jess, numerous  frientfs  tliat

classified  tliemselves  as gay, orir  gay Head  of  Scliool  Ron  Baser,  tliree  gay

teacliers,  two  Asian  teacliers,  many  Jewisli  classmates,  a few  Muslim  classmates,

two  Gem-tan  excliange  students,  one Japanese  excliange  student,  Jon a very  close

friend  wliose  mother  is Wl'iite  and fatlier  is Black  aitd a Black  principal  of  ait

elementary  scliool;  slie becaii"ie an extremely  important  n'ientor  to me. Of  coirse

.inany  of  my  friends  were  'i"i'lute  and many  were  not  ripper-i'iiiddle  class, but tlie

relationships  that  I made  allowed  me to see some kinds  of  difference  aS norinal.  I
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canie  to really  value  these  new  relationsliips.

I asked  my  sister,  liow  did your  views  on race/  sexuality/class  change

wlien  we  n'ioved  to Seattle?  She responded,

In  Seattle  I became  more  open  minded.  I think  we  all  did.  My  friend

Lori  made  the comment  that  "the  world  is bigger  wlien  yeu  live  iii

Seattle"  when  slie  moved  out  there  from  Virginia.  I think  I felt  that

way.  I remember  being  struck  by tlie  number  of  "mixed"  couples  I

saw in  Seattle.  Of  course  I becan"ie  more  open-minded  about

sexuality,  for  me  tliat  was  just  a matter  of  liomosexuality  loosing  its

mystery.  I knew  so many  homosexuals,  and  tliey  weren't  weird,  or

funny,  or gross,  and so I got  over  it. I tliink  tliat's  tlie  way  most

people  "get  over  it"-  by knowing  people  wl'io  are different  really

well.

A  REFLECTION  ON  THE  RECIPRICAL  RELATIONSHIPS  OF  MY

CHILDHOOD

In  tlie  interview  I asked  my  n'iotlier,  wlio  at tlie  time  was  a Repriblican,

aloi'ig  witli  n'iy  fatlier,

I believe  tliat  all  of  ris are far  more  liberal  tlian  we  would  have  been

liad  we stayed  in P,ic.luiicnd.  Frori'i  a peiiiicai  peispeclive,  are tl-iere

ways  in wliicli  you  feel  tliat  tlie  move  to Seatlle  was  detrimental  or

different  tlian  tlie  way  you  wanted  to bring  LIS rip?

Slie replied:  NO  I do not  tliink  tliat  being  exposed  to politically

different  yiews  was  bad  at all.  I believe  tliat  ixi order  to be lionest  to

yourself  yori  need  to look  at lots  of  different  views.  It was  orir  job

(we  feat) to encorirage  you  to Jearn  ana expiore  aifferem  views  ana

tlien  to support  wliat  were  lionestly  yori-even  if  it was different

from  wl'iat  we  believed.

I also  asked  my  sister:  "Do  yori  think  tl"iat mOll]  and dad liavc  become  more  liberal

since  tlie  move  to Seattle?  If  so what  do yori  think  are the caused  this  sliift?"  Slie

responded,



Yeah.  I remember  mom  and dad going  to out  to dinner  with  Ron

Baser's  gay  friends  in Seattle,  and  loving  it. Mom  would  never  liave

done  tliat  when  we first  moved  to Seattle.  I don't  really  know  how

dad  felt  about  homosexuality  before  we  moved  out  here,  but  I know

mom  was pretty  liomophobic.  Now  she's not. I tl'iink  lier  world

became  bigger  too,  and she had  a lot  of  friends  wlio  were  lesbians,

and  it  became  more  normal.

My  Grandfather  and  mother  believed  strongly  in  listening  to con'imunity  needs.

Despite  being  racist,  my  grandfatlier  made  a positive  difference  in  his  community.

He  believed  he could  make  a difference  and  he worked  liard  to do so. Wl'iat  is

remarkable  about  my  motlier  is that  she took  tliese  same  qualities,  passion  for

community  cliange,  stubborru'iess  and  liard  work,  aiid  did  sometliing  witli  those

qualities  tliat  my  grandfatlier  would  not  liave.  My  motlier  liad  already  moved  to

Seattle  when  slie  received  a community  award  for  lier  activism  and  work  in

Ricl'unond.  My  grandfatlier  was  asked  to accept  tl'ie award  for  lier.  He  did  so very

proudly.  He  really  was  lier  biggest  fan  and  lie  becaine  more  open-minded  as a

result  of  lier  community  efforts.

My motlier's activism was not done on l'nirpose to go against lier family's

liistory.  Slie  cliose  to work  within  the  Black  Community  in  Richmond  because

tliat  is wliere  slie  saw  tl'ie most  need.  Sl"ie chose  to involve  lier  cl'iildren  becarise

slie really  believed  that  we  needed  to see her  passionately  involved  in son'ietiiing

and slie  wanted  ris all  to be involved  in sometliing  we corild  sliare.  I liave  lists  and

list  of  sliared  con'iiminity  projects  tliat  n"iy family  has, all  organized  by my  motlier.

They  are not  all  related  to race.  Tliey  are all  l'iowever  all  related  to tlie  con'innuiity,

the need  she saw  that  slie  tl"ioright  she corild  lielp  fill.
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My  parents  passed  on this  "see  a need  and  do something  about  it"  attitude.

Most  powerfully  they  did  so in  a way  that  made  it  seem  so possible.  My  mother

never  seemed  to be biting  off  more  than  she could  chew.  She did  the  little  things

and  sometimes  tliose  little  things  turned  into  big  things.  Whether  it  was  the in

need  Black  Community  in  Richmond,  the  Red  Cross,  tlie  Ronald  McDonald

House,  or  foster  cl'iildren  tliat  needed  Christmas  presents,  my  motlier  was

involved.  My  mother  needed  lielp  with  tliese  projects  and  slie  needed  someone  to

talk  to about  them,  because  of  tliis  my  sisters  and  I were  also  involved.

I asked nlY  mother if  encouraging us to be open-miiided tlien stretclied l'ier

to become  more  open-minded.  She said  that  life  is full  of  reciprocal  relationsliips.

If  you  teacli  your  cliildren  to become  l'ionest,  passionate  and  opening  minded

individuals,  then  as they  grow  up, the  teacher  becomes  the  learner  and  tlie  process

continues.  She explained  tliat  she wanted  all  lier  relationships,  including  the

relationsliips  witli  lier  cliildren  to cliallenge  lier  and  slie  thii'iks  we  brought  l"ier

furtlier  tl'ian  slie  could  ever  imagine.  Slie  reminded  me  of  a conversation  I liad

with  my  fatlier  wlien  I was  in liigli  scliool.

I was  talking  to my  fatlier  011 the way  liome  from  breakfast  on a

Saturday  moming,  just  him  and n'ie. Tliis  Saturday  I was flipping

throrigli  tlie  newspaper  and we started  talking  about  an article  tliat

was  written  on gays  in tlie  military.  I was  saying  liow  ridiculoris  tlie

debate  was. My  dad liowever  replied  by saying:  "I  know  it isn't

politically  correct  for  me  to  say  tliat but if it makes  people

uncomfortable  I don't  tliink  tl"iey sliorild  allow  it. l-lie  military
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doesn't  need  something  making  it more  complicated."  Surprised  by

my  dad's  response,  I tliought  for  a minute  and  said:  "Sometimes

people  have  to be uncomfortable  before  tliey  can cliange.  What  if

someone  said  people  of  color  shouldn't  be allowed  in  the  military

because  it made  people  uncomfortable.  -Wliere  would  we  be tlien?"

My  dad  said  stubbornly,  "I  see your  point  but  I tl'iink  it is different."

I had  a conversation  with  my  mom  later  on  that  week  and  slie  coininented  on  the

conversation  that  my  dad  had  told  lier  about.  Slie  said  tliat  lie  was  impressed  witli

how  I liad  made  my  point  and  it was  maybe  tlie  first  time  I liad  puslied  liim  to

question  a political  view  tliat  he liad.  Slie  talked  about  IIOW mucli  respect  my  dad

liad  for  tlie  way  ii'i  wliicli  I liad  stood  up for  my  point  of  view.  Of  corirse  my  dad

respected  me  before  tliis  but  I tliii'ik  tliis  was  tlie  point  in  otua relationsliip  in wliich

I felt  more  like  an adult  and  less like  a child.

My  SISTERS and  I grew  up l'iearing  tlie  story  of  Miss  lumphioris  -  "The

Lupine  lady"  we  called  iier.  This  children's  book  'oy Barbara  Cooney  is tlie  story

of  a little  girl  wl'io  sits  on lier  grandfatlier's  lap  and  says,  "When  I grow  old  I want

to travel  tlie  world  and  live  by the sea."  Her  grandfatl'ier  replies,  "Tliat  is all  well

in  good  but  there  is one  more  thing  you  must  do. You  n"iust  do sometliing  to make

tlie  world  more  beautiful."  Tlie  little  girl  grows  up and  travels  the  world  and  lives

by  the sea and  wlien  slie  is very  old  slie  decides  slie  is going  to walk  tlie

corintryside  by  where  sl'ie liyes  sowing  Laipine  seeds. Sl'ie does  and when  tlie  next

spring comes tliere are tiearitiful bhie and prirlile and rose-colored flowers
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everywhere.  Slie  tlien  tells  her  granddaughter,  who  comes  to sit  on  her  lap  and

hear  stories.  The  granddaughter  tells  lier  grandmother  "I  too  want  to travel  to far

away  places  and  live  by  the  sea."  The  grandmotlier  replies,  "that  is all  well  and

good  my  dear  but  there  is one  more  thing  you  must  do,  you  must  do something  to

make  the  world  more  beautiful."

I feel  as t}'iough  tliis  was  the  motto  of  my  relationsliip  with  my  mother.  I

saw  my  mother  living  this  everyday.  Sl'ie wasn't  doing  anything  huge,  maybe

nothing  more  tlian  planting  some  extra  seeds  for  otliers  to appreciate  but,  slie  was

always  playing  lier  part  and  still  is. At  the  end  of  my  conversation  witli  lier,  she

said  son'iething  tliat  I think  will  stick  with  me  for  a long  time.

You  laiow  Abby,  I have  never  been  able  to believe  in  original  sin. I

just  always  wanted  you  guys  and myself  to know  and  look  for  tlie

good  in people  not  tlie  bad. It is important  to realize  yori  can't

change  everything.  You  can only  do what  you  can do-wliat  yorir

talent  is-and  if  you  listen  you  will  know  tliat-but  even  very  small

tliings  lielp  in  some  many  ways  tliat  we  will  never  know.

Wlien  I left  Seattle  to go to college,  I was  011 my  own.  However,  I carried  witli  me

tlie  lessons  and  values  tliat  my  family  liad  tariglit  me. I never  stopped  tliinking

about  wliat  it was  that  I was  going  to do to n'iake  myself  a better  person  and  tlie

world  a better  place.

WHITMAN  COLLGE:  WALLA  WALLA,  WA

After  I gradriated  from  liigli  scliool,  I attended  Whitman  College  in a small

town  aborit  five  liohirs  away  from  Seattle.  Whitman  is not  a siery  diverse  college;
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most  of  the student  body  is made  up of  liberal,  White,  North  Westerners  from

upper-middle  class  families.  I don't  know  that  my  racial  identity  developed  in any

specific  ways  while  in college.  In  those  four  years  I gained  compassion  for  friends

of  color  who  often  felt  isolated  in such  a White  small-town  campus.  I also wished

tl'iat  I could  speak  Spanisl'i  so that  I could  cominunicate  with  cliildren  in  a Head

Start  classroom  wliere  I volunteered.  Academically,  Whitman  offers  many

courses  on race,  race  relations,  culture  and identity.  I didn't  take  any of  tliese

classes.  We  did  discuss  race in many  of  the politics  classes  I took  but  those

weren't  the discussions  tliat  stuck  with  me wl'ien  I left  the classroom.  College,  for

me, was about  becoming  independent,  figuring  out  wliat  I wanted  to do for  tlie

next  pl'iase of  my  life  and  just  living  every  day to tlie  fullest.  In  a sense I took  a

break  from  tl'iii'iking  about  race. I never  realized  tliis  until  just  now  but  I tliii'ik  it is

true  and I tliink  it is the perfect  example  of  wliat  it means  to be Wliite.  When

surrounded  by so many  people  from  a similar  background  as your  OWII,  it

becomes  a clioice  as to wlietlier  or not  yori  'a'iii'ilc about  race.

BANK  STREET  COLLEGE:  NEW  YORK,  NY

When  I moved  to New  York,  tliis  clianged.  I graduated  from  Wl'iitman  and

can'ie straiglit  to New  York  to get n'iy Masters  in Education  at Bai'ik  Street

College.  I an'i often  asked  wl'iy  I worild  move  across  tlie  corintry  wlien  tliere  are

I:ilenty  of wonderful  Education scliools on tlie West Coast. I reply that Banl< Street

is tlie best and I didn't  want to I:iass rip an opporffinity to attend such progressive
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and influential  school.  In  addition,  moving  to New  York  was  all about  tlie

challenge  and the adventure.  College  was easy. It  was acaden"iically  rigorous,  but

overall  the four  years  at Whitman  were  very  comfortable  years,  where  tlie  only

challenges  I faced  were  staying  up all  night  to write  a paper  that  I didn't  start

early  enough,  learning  to drink  responsibly  and occasional  disagreements  between

friends.  By  the end of  college  I was  ready  for  sometl'iing  new.

My  first  week  in  New  York  I took  a nanny  job  on 120"'  street  in Harlem.

I arrived  early  for  my  interview  and sat for  about  twenty  minutes  having  a cup  of

coffee  at a cat6  on the corner.  All  of  a sudden  I felt  very  tall,  very  blonde  and very

White.  My  Whiteness  becan'ie  apparent  to me in a way  that  it liad  never  before.  I

looked  around  and saw no other  White  faces  in the caf6,  or outside  on tlie

sidewalk.  I was  uncomfortable.  Despite  my  discomfort,  I had  110 desire  to get back

011 tl'ie subway  and head  downtown.  It was a discon'ifort  tliat  felt  riglit.  I suddenly

felt  a rusl'i  of  excitement.  I IIOW  lived  in a city  where  in parts  of  tliat  city  I was the

minority.  I laiew  tliat  if  I took  tliis  nai'iny  position  I would  become  more  and more

comfortable  being  in tlie  minority  in tl'iis particular  neighborliood  and I wanted

tliat.  It was  a personal  cliallenge  tliat  I was ready  for.

For  a year  I spent  my  weekdays  witli  tl'ffs three-year-old  girl  living  in

Harlem.  We  liung  out  011 tlie  stoop,  ate in tlie  restaurants,  went  to tlie  playgrorutds

and got  to laiow  many  of  tlie  neiglibors.  At  first  I walked  quickly  tluaorigli  the

neigliborliood  witli  my I-pod  on to try  to avoid  the inevitable  catcalls  and

comments  aborit  my  Wliiteness.  Gradually  as I became  more  comfortable  and as
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people  started  to recognize  me this  stopped.  By  the end of  my  year,  I was  still

constantly  aware  of  my  Whiteness  but  the discomfort  had completely  faded.  I

know  that  my  experience  is drastically  different  than  that  of  someone  of  color

living  in an area that  is predominantly  White  but  at the same  time  I do feel  tliat

this  year  of  my  life  gave  me a glimpse  as to what  it  feels  like  to standout  because

of  tlie  color  of  your  skin.  I was surprised  that  despite  the friendliness  and safeness

of  the neigliborl'iood  I still  at first  felt  discomfort  just  because  I looked  so

different.

During  my  second  year  in New  York,  I stopped  beii'ig  a namiy  because  I

was starting  my  student  teacliing.  Througliout  the  year  I was  placed  in four

different  schools.  Each  school  was different  and served  a different  population  of

cliildren.  I liave  decided  to share  two  examples  of  ways  tl'iat  student  teaching

opened mY eyes to cultural biases.

Tlie  second  scliool  wliere  I was placed  is in Inwood,  a neighborliood  in

Nortliem  Manhattan,  witli  a large  Dominican  population.  Tliis  wonderful  small,

public  SCIIOOI is tlie  loudest  scliool  I liave  ever  been  in on tlie  inside.  When  I was

first  tliere  I found  n'iyself  constantly  asking  tlie  cliildren  to speak  quietly.  I

wondered  l'iow  anyone  could  learn  in an enviroiunent  like  tliat.  As my  tin'ie  tliere

progressed  I realized  tliat  tlie  Dominican  teacliers  and parents  were  also very  loud.

It  was not  unusual  for  a parent  to yell  down  tlie  liall  to another  parent  or for  a

teaclier  to simply  walk  in and interrupt  anotlier  teacher's  lesson.  I came  to realize
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tliat  the  noise  didn't  bother  anyone  except  me. It  was  my  own  cultural  bias

that  schools  should  be quiet,  kids  should  whisper  and  teachers  should  gi've  each

other  space.

The  cliildren  and  I had  to compromise  to find  a system  tliat  worked  for  all

of  us. The  head  teaclier  and  I had  a con'in'iunity  discussion  with  the  class. We

decided  that  during  certain  times  of  tl'ie scl'iool  day,  when  the  teachers  needed  to

work  one-on-one  witli  individual  children,  the  rest  of  the  class  would  make  an

extra  effort  to only  wliisper.  As  the  teacliers,  we  decided  we  would  make  an extra

effort  to not  ask  tlie  students  to lower  their  voices  during  snack,  clioice-time  and

while  doing  large  group  work.  The  compromise  didn't  go exactly  as planned,  but

I tliink  tliat  both  tlie  teachers  and  the  students  felt  better  witli  a plan  in  place.

I moved  from  tliis  4f" grade  classroom  to a Kindergaiten  classroom  in

Midtown  Manhattan.  In  this  classroom  there  were  twelve  cliildren  whose  first

langriage  was  not  Englisli  and  among  tliose  twelve,  ten  different  languages  were

represented.  Needless  to say,  tlie  scliool  is very  diverse.  Ill  tlffs  classroom  I tl'iii'ik  I

unfortunately  slipped  into  my  colorblind  mode.  During  tliis  timeIwas  in a

graduate  class  aborit  observing  and  recording  in  tlie  classroom.  I was  praclicing  in

the  kindergarten  classroom  and  cliose  to observe  Jay,  a Korean  boy.  Jay lias  a

very  difficult  time  speaking  in front  of  tlie  class  and  lias  a very  quiet,  obedient

temperament.  At  tlie  end  of  tlie  course  I presented  my  observations  on Jay to the

Bank  Street  class.  I wondered  wliy  Jay wasn't  more  comfortable  in  tlie  classroom.

My  classmates  connnented  tliat  liis  nature  miglit  be due  to tlie  cultural

backgrorind.  Quite  honestly  I liad  not  considered  that  l'iis beliavior  was  due  to
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cultural  expectations  at home.  I realized  that  there  could  be many  different  factors

affecting  Jay's  behavior,  but  it was important  tliat  I not  overlook  culture.

In  addition  to these  eye-opening  experiences,  New  York  has made

difference  even  more  normal  that  it was in Seattle.  The  concept  of  shared  space

on tlie  crowded  streets,  public  transportation  and apartment  buildings  forces

people  to recognize  tlie  diversity  that  exists  in the city.  Different  people,

restaurants,  cultural  events,  liolidays  and museums  liave  opened  my  eyes  to the

benefits  of  living  is sucli  a multicultural  city.

Witliin  the classroom,  Bank  Street  does not  reflect  tlie  diversity  of  New

York  City.  At  first  this  didn't  surprise  me;  I am used  to being  in class witli

primarily  White  middle-class  classmates.  As I continued  my  coursework,  I

realized  two  things.  First,  there  was diversity  at Bai'ik  Street.  It  may  not  be

initially  apparent  but  students  liere  come  from  different  parts  of  tlie  country,  l'iave

different  family  backgrounds,  religious  beliefs  and values.  At  tlie  same  time,  it

worild  have  been  nice  to liave  a greater  number  of  students  WIIO liad  different

perspectives  011 race and class.

Desl:iite tl'ie lack of diversity, Bai'ik  Street encouraged me to tl'iii'ik  aborit

cliildren  as unique  individuals,  recognizing  tlieir  strengtlis  and using  those

strengtlis  to lielp  develop  tlieir  needs.  My  corirses  tauglit  me tl'ie importance  of

connnunity  in tlie  classroom  and liow  to find  a riniversal  design  to include  all

students  in tliat  community.  My  student  teacliing  provided  me witli  concrete

examliles of progressive teacliing practices and more iml:iortantly  gave me tlie
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confidence  to know  that  I will  be able  to implement  these  ideas  in my  own

classroom.  My  entire  Bai'ik  Street  experiences  remiiided  me repeatedly  to be self-

reflective,  to constantly  question  and  to advocate  for  what  I believe.

CONCLUSiONS

These  different  pieces  of  my  life,  have  all  contributed  in important  ways,

to who  I am today  and wliat  I will  bring  witl'i  me to the classroom  where  I will

teacl'i  next  year.  The  act of  pritting  tliese  memories  and  reflections  down  on paper

has made  me aware  of  how  tliey  all  fit  together  to influence  my  life.  I liave  picked

orit  five  trends/lessons  that  are important  to me tliat  I see coming  out  of  tliese

reflections.  I understand  tliat  as I continue  to grow  as a teaclier  and woman  many

of nlY opinions will  change but, I feel tliat many of  tlie core values I liave

recognized  in tliis  document  will  remain.

1. I liave  many  cultural  biases.  Tliese  biases  will  remain  a part  of  me unless  I am

actively  aware  tliat  they  exist  and proactive  in making  a cliange.  In tlie  classroom

I need  to be constantly  analyzing  my  own  tl'iouglit  processes  to raise  awareness  of

these  biases.

2. My  family  culture  is very  in'iportant  to wlio  I am. My  life  SIIOWS n'iany

similarities  to tliat  of  my  grandfather  and my  motlier.  I sliould  be proud  of  where  I

come  from.  I can't  teacl'i  wliat  I don't  IGIOW and if  I am not  proud  of  parts  of  my

background and willing  to sliare tl'ffs pride, liow caii I teacli tlie children in IIIY

classroom  to be prorid  of wliere  each  one of  tliem  comes  from.  Recently  in  a
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course  tliat  I was  taking,  I was  lost  when  asked  to define  my  culture  and  identity.  I

didn't  know  what  to say. But  now,  thinking  about  it again,  I would  define  myself

as a product  of  my  family,  my  education  and  the  geographic  locations  where  I

have  lived.  I come  from  honesty  and  responsibly,  soutliern  cooking,  passion  for

comn'iunity  change,  Seattle  weather,  confidence  to accept  the  challenge  at hand.

Tliere  are many  pieces  of  who  I am  that  I am  proud  of  and  that  I can  sliare  with

cliildren  in  my  classroom.

One  exercise  I hope  to do with  my  students  is called  "I  an'i from..."  The

students  write  a "poem"  about  different  aspects  of  wl'iere  tliey  are from.  I have

seen  classes  do it before  and  the  children  usually  iiicluded,  food,  phrases,  and

values  of  tlieir  home  lives.  I attempted  to tliii'ik  about  what  one  of  tliese  poems

about  my  life  would  look  like:

I WAS  FROM

Linen  pants,  SUVs  and  White  picket  fences

Tliose  wlio  work  liard  are rewarded

Privilege:  Enjoy  it  your  family  earned  it

Tliis  is liow  life  is

'Tel2'em  who  you  really  are"

Tliere  is one  riglit  way  of  doing  tliings

I AM  FROM

Blue  jeans,  fleeces  and  ruiuiing  shoes

Privilege:  Yori  liave  the  power  and  ability  to make  a difference

How  could  life  be?

A  person's  background  sliorild  not  solely  determine  tlieir  future

"Yori  can  only  do wliat  you  can  do-what  your  talent  is-and  if  yori  listen  yori

will  kiiow  that-but  even  tlie  small  tliings  l'ielp  in so many  ways  tliat  we  will

never  know."
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Part  of  my  cultural  background  js also the sense of  community  thatI  grew  up

witli.  Whether  through  community  service,  family,  or relationships  with  teachers,

I always  felt  tlie  need  to be an active  part  of  a corninunity  where  I was forming

reciprocal  relationsliips  with  those  around  me. I decided  to take  this  position  at the

public  school  in the Soutli  Brorix  for  many  reasons.  One  of  the  most  important

reasons  is that  they  hired  one of  my  classmates  and friends  who  lias similar

teacliing  practices.  Having  this  relationship  will  give  me support  and additional

sense of  coitununity.

3. Siinilar  to my  n'iotlier  and  grandfatlier,  I love  a cliallenge.  In  tliinking  back  on

my  cliildhood,  my  move  to Seattle,  and my  move  to New  York,  it is clear  to me

tliat  wlien  presented  witli  an opportunity  to do sometliing  cliallenging  I tend  to

approacli  it witli  excitement  and determination  to succeed.  My  motlier  and

grandfatlier  also approaclied  parts  of  tlieir  lives  with  tliis  same determination.  One

thing  tliat  I tliink  will  make  me a successful  teacher  next  year  is tliatI  view  tlie

year  as a cliallenge  and I am determined  to succeed.  Knowing  tliis  about  myself

reminds  nqe of  how  important  it is for  me to be careful  l'iow  I define  success.  I will

have  setbacks  next  year,  tliere  are tliings  tliat  won't  go smootlily  and I need  to

make  sure tliat  I don't  allow  tliese  setbacks  to n'iake  n'ie lose confidence  in wlio  I

am as a person  and  teaclier.
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4. While  attending  the Country  Day  School,  I learned  a tremendous  amount  about

honesty,  responsibility  and giving  back  to the community.  These  values  laid  a

framework  for  me to become  a more  open-minded  individual.  I didn't  however

become  more  open-minded  until  moving  to Seattle,  where  certain  kinds  of

diversity  were  normal.  For  me it has been  diversity  as a part  of  my  everyday  life

botl'i  in Seattle  and now  in  New  York  that  makes  the greatest  impact  on making

me more  culturally  sensitive  and aware.  The  school  wl'iere  I will  be teaching  next

year  lias certain  types  of  diversity  but  it is also relatively  homogenous,  Black  and

Hispanic  cl'iildren  all from  the same  neigliborhood.  It  will  be a challenge  to

continually  try  to higlilight  the  diversity  that  does  exist  and  as much  as possible

make  difference  norn'ial  for  my  students.

5. Most  importantly  tliis  reflection  lias made  me realize  tlie  impoitance  of

reciprocal  relationsliips  in wliicli  even  between  generations,  learners  becon"ie

teacliers  and teacliers  become  learners.  Tliis  is apparent  in  my  motlier  and

grandfatliers  relationsliip  and in my  relationship  witli  my  motlier.  Next  year  I

liope  to form  a relationsliip  with  eacli  one of  my  students  in wliicli  orir  interactions

will  leacli  me not  only  about  culture  and fan'iily  but  about  wliat  it means  to be a

learner,  a cliild,  and part  of  tlie  classroon'i.  Tlieir  strengtlis,  needs,  and cultural

backgroruids  wit}i  liopetully  become  a constant  inspiration  for  liow  I develop

curriculum  and build  conumuiity  witliin  the classroom.
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AND  FINALLY

This  is step  number  one. I have  decided  that  the  next  step  in  preparing

myself  for  next  year  is to compile  a list  of  both  teacher  and  student  resources  to

help  facilitate  discussions  about  culture,  diversity  and  corni'nunity  with  my  second

graders  next  year.  I am  sure  that  as I become  a seasoned  teacher,  J will  add  quite  a

bit  to tl'iis  list  but  for  now  Appendix  1 provides  bibliograpliy  of  books  that  I will

liave  in  my  classroom  this  fall.  I hope  these  books  will  help  keep  issues  of

diversity  at tlie  forefront  of  my  curriculum  and  classroon'i  con'ununity.
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Appendix  1: Resources  for  Creating  a Classroom  that  Celebrates  Diversity

Picture  Books

Ada,  A.F.  (2002).  I  love  Saturdays  y Domingos.  New  York:  Athenaeum  Books  for
Young  Readers.

Banks,  K. (2000)  The night  worker.  New  York:  Frances  Foster  Books.

Carter,  D. (1998).  Bye, mis'Lela..  New  York:  Frances  Foster  Books.

D'Arc,  K. (2001)'My  grandmother  is a singing  Yaya."  New  York:  Orchard
Books.

Dooley,  N. (1996)  Eveiybody  bakes  bread.  Mii'ineapolis,  MN:  Carolrhoda  Books,
Inc.

Dooley,  N. (1991)  Eveiybody  cooks  rice.  Mii'uieapolis,  MN:  Carolrhoda  Books,
IIIC.

Dorros,  A. (1991)  Abuela.  New  York:  Dutton  Children's  Books.

Englisli,  K. (1999)  Nadia  's hands.  Honesdale,  PN:  Boyds  Mills  Press.

Friedman,  I. (1984)  How  my  parents  learned  to eat. Boston:  Hougliton  Mifflin
Company.

Hall,  B. (2004)  Heniy  and  the kite  dragon.  New  York:  Pl'iilomel  Books.

Hamanaka,  S. (1995)  Be bop-a-do-walk.  New  York:  Simon  & Scliuster  Books  for
Yoruig  Readers.

Hamanaka, S (1994) All the colors of  the earth. New York: Morrow Junior
Books.

Ho,  M. (1996)  Husli!.  New  York:  Orcliard  Books.

Hoffn'ian,  M. (1991)  Amazing  grace.  New  York:  Dial  BOOkS for  Yoruig  Readers.

T-Ioffman. M (2002) Tiie color" qf  7ioine. New York: Pl'iyllis Fogelman BOOkS.
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Ingis,  T. (1992)  When  I  was  little.  Orange,  NJ:  Just  Us  Books.

Katz, K. (1999) The colors of  us. New York: Holt.

Keats,  E. (1967)  Peter  's chair.  New  York:  Puffin  Books.

Low,  W. (1997)  Chinatown.  New  York:  Henry  Holt  and  Company.

Parr, T. (2001) It's okay to be dijferent. Boston: Little, Brown and Company.

Patrick,  D. (1993)  The  car  washing  street.  New  York:  Tambourine  Books.

Patrick,  D. (1993)  Red  Dancing  Shoes.  New  York:  Tambourine  Books.

Pliam,  L (2005)  Big  sister,  little  sister.  New  York:  Hyperion  Books  fro  Children.

Polacco,  P. (1990)  Babushka  's doll.  New  York:  Simon  and  Scliuster  Books  for

young  readers.

Polacco,  P. (1992)  Mrs.  Katz  arid  Tush.  New  York:  A  Bantam  Little  Rooster

Book.

Wells,  R. (1998)  Yoko.  New  York:  Hyperion  Books  for  Cliildren.

Williams,  V. (2001)  A'inber  vias  brave,  Essie  vias  smart.  New  York:  Greenwillow

Books.

Williams, V. (1982) A chair for iny mother. New York: Greenwillow Books.

Woodson,  J. (2004)  Coining  77077?(? 8007?.  New  Yorx:  G.P  Putnan'i's  Sons.

Woodson,  J. (2001)  The other  side.  New  York:  G.P  Putnam's  Sons.

Woodson,  J. (2002)  Our  Gracie  Aunt.  New  York:  Hyperion  Books  for  Cliildren.

Wong, J. (2002) Apple pie 41" of  Jul)i. San Diego, CA.' Harcourt, Inc.

Yoring,  E. (2006)  My  Mei-Mei.  New  York:  Pliilomel  Books.

48



Teacher  Resources

Ana, 0 (2004) Tongue-Tied: the lives of  inultilingual  children in public
education.  New  York:  Rowman  & Littlefield  Publishers,  Inc.

Bynes,  D and Gary  Kiger.  (2005)  Coinmon  bonds:  anti-bias  teaching  in a diverse

society.  01ney,  MD:  ACEI.

Davis,  B. (2006)  Hovi  to teach  students  who  don't  look  like  you.  Thousand  Oaks,

CA:  Corwii'i  Press.

Eldridge, D. (1998) Teacher Talk: Multicultural  lesson plans  for  the elementary
classroom.  Boston:  Allyn  and Bacon.

Nieto, S. (2004) Affirining  diversity. Boston: Allyn  and Bacon.

Neito,  S. (2003)  The light  is their  eyes: creating  inulticultural  learning

communities.  New  York:  Teachers  College  Press.

Ramsey, Patricia G. and Sparks, Louise Demian. What if  all the kids are white?
Anti-bias  iywlticultural  Education  viith  children  and  Families.  New  York,  NY:

Teacliers  College  Press

Sparks, Louise Dennan.(1989) Anti  Bias Curriculum:  Tools for  empoviering
young  children.  Washington,  D.C.:  National  Association  for  tlie  Education  of

Yoruig  Cliildren.

Winston, L. (1997) Keepsakes: using family  stories in eleinentary dassrooms.
Portsmoutli,  NH.
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