
Congregation B’nai Israel Racial Justice Committee
Institutional Racism Series: Our Public Schools

Problem Statement and Learning Objectives

Certain institutional structures, policies, and practices in education result in oppression and
exclusion of Black children. We are educating our majority white, Jewish community about this
form of anti-Black systemic racism, highlighting Sacramento City’s public education, by
informing ourselves about the work of Black professionals and other experts working
alongside them to re-create / co-create educational systems where cultural norms are diverse,
adaptive, and equitable, and create communities of belonging that serve all children,
particularly Black children. Our broader goal is to shift the consciousness of our community to
disrupt the status quo. Our more specific goal is to inspire our community to become part of the
solution: to find ways to support those leaders who are working for a better future.

Framing for This Topic

In this series we are discussing anti-Black racism in the public education system. To make sure we are
working from a base of common definitions and understanding, let’s break down how “anti-Black” and
“racism,” are used here, along with a key concept for discussing education equity.

Why specifically “Anti-Black” Racism?

These two resources describe the importance of centering Blackness in our discussions–not white
supremacy, not a more general discussion of racism, but specifically anti-Black racism.

Why Grantmakers Must Talk About Anti-Black Racism (Opinion) - Philanthropy.com.pdf

Excerpt: “. . . These are everyday events in which black people — children and adults — are
targeted for just one reason: They are black. As commonplace as these events have become, it’s
still surprising to hear grant makers raise them as a central concern. But a while back, two
philanthropic leaders suggested that to advance racial equity, grantmakers need to focus on
anti-black racism. . . . “Does this mean that we won’t speak out when something happens to
Muslim Americans?” No, it does not. “I know that experiences are different, but Latinos haven’t
had an easy time in America, either. Why would we exclude them?” We won’t. The work we are
doing acknowledges that many people face challenges because of the color of their skin, their
ethnicity, their sexual identity, and so much more — but that treatment squarely rests, in fact has
been perfected over centuries, on racism specifically directed against black people.”

Centering Blackness: The Path to Economic Liberation for All - Insight Center (insightcced.org)

Excerpt: “The antithesis of white supremacy is acknowledging the humanity of Black people who
are villainized and regarded as sub-human. If we start from centering the Black experience, it
steers our bodies, minds, and imaginations in a whole different direction, which can lead us
toward true liberation.”
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1L5moQflc1fnf3N3IuCPS9n9xqFq8QWnz/view?usp=share_link
https://insightcced.org/centering-blackness-framework/


Black, African American, People of Color (POC), or “Black, Indigenous, and People of Color”
(BIPOC)?

This is not a matter of “political correctness” or language policing, but rather one of listening to and
respecting what leading voices in the community are asking of us. There is no single consensus, of course,
but here are a couple of strong statements worth considering:

“People of color,” once politically correct, is becoming a way of obscuring difference. (slate.com)

Excerpt: “In that choice {people of color] lies an uneasiness, either with referring to me as
black—despite its accuracy—or with the potential of misidentification of my race. In either case,
person of color on some level serves to make the (typically white) speaker feel better, rather than
me, the person whom the terminology is theoretically for.”

Op-Ed: The term ‘people of color’ erases black people. Let’s retire it - Los Angeles Times
(latimes.com)

Excerpt: “The terms “women of color” and “people of color” are meant to be inclusive. But, from
my perspective, they only help to leave black people behind — specifically black women. While
every minority group faces its own challenges in America, a “one size fits all” mentality toward
diversity erases the specific needs of the most vulnerable communities.”

What’s our Working Definition of Racism for this Series?

The following definition is from the National Education Association and is helpful because it includes the
role of power and distinguishes between interpersonal and systemic racism.

Racism — Historically rooted system of power hierarchies based on race — infused in our
institutions, policies and culture — that benefits white people and hurts people of color. Racism
isn’t limited to individual acts of prejudice, either deliberate or accidental. Rather, the most
damaging racism is built into systems and institutions that shape our lives. Most coverage of race
and racism is not “systemically aware,” meaning that it either focuses on racism at the level of an
individuals’ speech or actions, individual-level racism, dismisses systemic racism, or refers to
racism in the past tense. Racial Justice in Education: Key Terms and Definitions | NEA

For an additional refresher on concepts and questions about racism, see this short video
summary: 5 Things You Should Know About Racism | Decoded | MTV News

Key Concept: The Opportunity Gap

There is broad consensus that societal and institutional factors contribute to racial differences in
performance on standardized tests. Calling these differences “academic achievement gaps” puts the
responsibility on the kids who are not meeting the expected white norms of performance, not on the
norms themselves or the systemic factors contributing to differences in scores. To make matters worse,
calling this an achievement gap–a deficit-based approach–feeds into racist stereotypes and causes
people to lower their expectations for Black students without changing environmental factors impacting
those same students. For this reason, in our public discussions let’s refer to this phenomenon as the
opportunity gap, not the achievement gap. Here are a couple articles to drill down on this topic:

Why We Say “Opportunity Gap” Instead of “Achievement Gap” | Teach For America
How We Talk About the Achievement Gap Could Worsen Public Racial Biases Against Black Students
(edweek.org)
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https://slate.com/human-interest/2019/02/people-of-color-phrase-history-racism.html
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-widatalla-poc-intersectionality-race-20190428-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-widatalla-poc-intersectionality-race-20190428-story.html
https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/student-engagement/tools-tips/racial-justice-education-key-terms-and
https://youtu.be/8eTWZ80z9EE
https://www.teachforamerica.org/one-day/top-issues/why-we-say-opportunity-gap-instead-of-achievement-gap
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/how-we-talk-about-the-achievement-gap-could-worsen-public-racial-biases-against-black-students/2020/06
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/how-we-talk-about-the-achievement-gap-could-worsen-public-racial-biases-against-black-students/2020/06

