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C: Education – The Effects of Slavery

The crippling influence of slavery has plagued education systems for generations. Education’s contributions to the destruction of equality for Afrikan Canadians have passed through many stages and iterations. There are many academic papers and studies which isolate specific areas of concern, or study topics, and, using accepted research procedures, demonstrate the causes and effects of specific behaviours, programs, activities, and actions. This paper, however, seeks to describe the trail of behaviours … official and unofficial, overt and covert, which perpetuate the inequality of slavery. It includes some examples of common scenarios that occur within educational institutions. Where it seems necessary and appropriate, discussion about a particular demonstration of the effects of slavery have also been included and highlighted. The intent of using this approach is to paint a continuous picture of a continuing system of  disadvantage for Afrikan Canadians.

Denied access

Although Blacks have been recorded in Canada since the 1600’s, and later many Blacks fleeing slavery were received and sheltered in Canada, their entry into the school system was generally denied. Such denial of even basic education allowed for a perpetuation of the stereotype that Black people were less intelligent. Nowhere, certainly not generally shared or in recorded history, was there a recognition that Blacks were being denied the very information by which their intelligence was assessed, or assumed. Nowhere is there even nominal recognition of the difference between ignorance and intelligence. In fact, the bias in the assessment of intelligence through the use of learned material, itself sometimes erroneous, generally culturally bound and differently valued, is a serious problem which pertains today in education, and will be referred to in other areas of this paper.

Devalued
The intelligence of Blacks is a recurring theme in education, and one which is widely discussed in the media and periodicals. This repeated discussion allows for the so-called objective review of material claiming proof that Afrikans are less intelligent than white people, in spite of its  previous rejection by many education ministries of the provinces and by school boards. Just the repetition of the topic of Blacks’ relative intelligence is in itself often inferred as a question having some merit. Also it is a convenient excuse for the poor academic results some teachers achieve with their students. The result is a devaluing of the Black student which is communicated to the student in many ways: by reducing expectations; demanding less, and accepting sub-standard work; by recommending the student study lower level courses which result in lower status and earning power roles; by convincing parents and student that the student is less intelligent and has a learning problem; by over-emphasizing other talents or athletic ability to the distraction from academics; by encouraging Black students with good academic results to select  lower level courses to avoid the stress.

Segregated Schools

Understanding the value of formal education, African Canadians started their own schools, taught by people in their own communities who were self-educated, or ministers and teachers from colleges in the United States of America.  Some of these schools because of their excellence and their geographical isolation included white students whose parents requested that they be included. Except for these rare circumstances, schools were segregated.  In some areas in Ontario this segregation continued until the 1970’s

The lack of funds even in comparison to other schools reduced the availability of equipment, books, and programs in the Black schools. For many years Black students who graduated from these segregated schools were refused registration in the secondary schools for white students. Therefore, the Black community was forced to extend their grade level reach or students would be forced to leave school. Many Black students could not afford to remain in school. All these situations reduced the opportunities for Blacks and restricted their development in the economic sphere.  Those whose ability, industry, and determination combined to achieve some success were often resented and opposed as potential threats to neighbouring white communities. This is a direct link with the teachings of slavery …. to ”keep Blacks in their place”, subordinate to the white population.

Unofficial Segregation 

Although schools are no longer legally segregated, the residual effects of slavery have resulted in the relative poverty of the Black populations. This economic reality influences where they can afford to live; this is particularly evident in large Canadian towns and cities. It is the organizational plan of the Ministries and Boards of Education that schools serve their local communities. Because of the economic level the schools in inner city or poor areas of these municipalities are where large numbers of Black students are enrolled. Many such schools in larger cities have a Black student registration of greater than fifty percent; some have Black student enrolments of a much higher percentage to the extent where it could be described as a ‘pseudo-segregated school’.  This is especially so when you consider that sometimes even the secondary schools to which the students have easy geographical access are empowered to exclude those students from the inner city from their schools to which more middle class or perceived higher-performing students attend. The message communicated is clear; the limitation is imposed.

It is important to emphasize that, although there is a large population of Black students at many inner city schools, the teaching staff often do not reflect the population in significant numbers if at all; the curriculum is not designed or creatively presented, to increase the recognition of the contributions of Blacks to the development of society in general, and Canadian society in particular; the program is not tailored, within limitations, to increase their interest and maximize their performance. Rather, too frequently, the staff is not selected or evaluated according to criteria which values the student, nor are they required to have some knowledge of the cultural backgrounds of the students, and some acceptance for working with them and their parents. Some argue that the social learning environment would be better in an actual voluntarily segregated school. 

Parent Control

Often Black parents in schools in poor economic neighbourhoods are treated as though they are unwelcome in the building. They are subjected to restrictions, not imposed at other schools, or on others in the same schools. Their involvement in the important parent organizations is discouraged and viewed with suspicion. They are patronized in meetings; ordered to accept decisions about their children they have the right to refuse; threatened in confrontation with staff; belittled in their children’s presence; denied the opportunity to discuss their child’s discipline with the school staff; opposed with court action and trespass order without legal counsel of their own. The list is lengthy, but what it defines is that their race and their poverty combine to deprive Black parents of their right to advocate on behalf of their children. This perpetualized child state of the Black adult is one lifted from the annals of slavery.

The current state of education in Canada, although no longer legally segregated, often imposes such negative behaviour on Black students and their families that results from, and in, the same power imbalance introduced by slavery. There is an omission of Black history from the curriculum, except, in some schools, in February. Even during the month of February the representation is quite surface, and may result in performances of arts groups to entertain. Often the only representations of Blacks are in sports or in music. Within those narrow categories the stereotypic is highlighted.  These references, compounded by the images in the media, a supplementary education system, influence students to pattern their behaviour and their goals after the models presented to them, thereby limiting themselves and their development. 

History Deprived

Students may complete their schooling without any knowledge of the contributions of Black Afrikans to the development of civilization, the society, science, the arts or any other fields except those that  are referred to above. Not having learned the truth about their heritage in the very institutions charged with disseminating important information, students suffer not only from the ignorance of their rich past, but also the imposition of the lies taught to replace it and devalue or erase Black contributions.  

To succeed in our educational institutions, one must learn the lies taught in the curriculum, lies of omission and commission, and repeat them as answers during examinations. Failure to do this may result in not receiving the required marks to graduate the course. Those who question  politely, even apologetically, risk rebuff, resentment, and negatively influenced assessment. This is a flagrant demonstration of the imposition of power and institutional bullying, but so commonly experienced, that it is a topic of frequent discussion among Afrikan Canadian students and beyond.

Many teachers themselves, including some Black teachers, do not know the truth, or reject it as frivolous. Others acquiesce to the authority of the provincial Ministries of Education and the School Boards in order to retain their employment and achieve promotion.  Black teachers often express their disapproval of the education system, but are unwilling to challenge it, or foster creative programming within Board guidelines. They are concerned about possible reactions from their peers who may be challenged by their actions, and the administration who may interpret their behaviour as strident or aggressive.  It is a common opinion that only those who follow the status quo will be recommended for promotion. This has been demonstrated  repeatedly as an  especially important informal requirement for Black candidates.  These actions limit the leadership of those who interact with students and seek to provide leadership. Wielding power to manipulate a division between Blacks by using one group to control another , and impose the will of the white power base is one of the most offensive strategies of slavery.

Deprived of their history, their teacher- leaders, their parent advocates, and belief in their ability by those paid to teach them, Black students struggle to achieve an education that meets their needs and allows them to progress. Many succeed, but students whose situation is worsened by the affects of poverty, and the vulnerability it brings, find themselves harassed by a system that seeks to exclude them, having failed to teach them.  

Legislated Unworthy

Governments, claiming to respond to a need to ensure safety, which was never actually threatened, pass legislation advertising zero tolerance of various student behaviours. The legislation which duplicates power already assigned to principals and vice principals in the Education Act in Ontario, and in similar Acts in other provinces, provokes the suspension of many Black students for actions previously dealt with by principals and vice principals in the schools in which the behaviours occurred, in consultation with the parents of the students involved.  This Act was passed into law by a government that promised to create a crisis in education. The creation of the part of that crisis that related to The Safe Schools Act, and its biased implementation by many school boards, has resulted in the suspension and expulsion of too many Black students, increasing their vulnerability to street gangs and illegal involvements.

Investigation by the Ontario Human Rights Commission resulted in the proof that Canada’s largest school board had demonstrated racial bias in the implementation of the Safe Schools Act. However, better implementation of the Act does not erase the fact that the Act is unnecessary, and serves only to advertise and legitimize fear of the students they chose to identify and publicize as dangerous. Those students are the very students School Boards have had but mixed success in teaching: Black and racialized students, the traditional white poor, students with disabilities. Like slavery, the systems have created the cause of the problem; defined the problem so that they are without blame, which is assigned to the victims; and selected and inflicted the punishment.  

Isolation By Excellence

Finally, some attention must be paid to the many students who succeed in spite of the flaws of the system. Increasing numbers of well-performing youth are entering post graduation programs in universities and colleges. Their stories include discussions of the issues raised in this paper. One experience is shared by many of the successful, some without resentment before discussion with their peers. There is a real attempt to define the academic and intellectual success of Blacks as exceptional, to imply that few Afrikans can achieve that success. The message implied is dangerous to the development of the race, to the achievement of equity and full integration of communities. The success of Blacks in education is not rare, but disbelieved or over-shadowed because of the stereotypes perpetuated. The attempts to advertise the achievements of Blacks as exceptional serves only to imply that only few Blacks can achieve in any area of society.  This limited thinking prevents many capable students from moving forward.

Conclusion and Recommendations:

As a result of the attitudinal and institutional legacy of slavery, Canada’s education system has failed to meet the needs of Afrikan Canadians – students, parents and community.  The 

operation of the present system also means that Canada is violating specific requirements of the International Convention on the Eradication of all forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) that the country has undertaken to promote and uphold. Specifically, present Canadian education practices violate Articles 2 and 7 of the Convention.  

Under Article 2, section 1, Canada, as a Convention State, is required, in addition to condemning racial discrimination, to “undertake to pursue by all appropriate means and without delay a policy of eliminating racial discrimination in all its forms and promoting understanding among all races, and, to this end: … ©  (to) take effective measures to review governmental, national and local policies, and to amend, rescind or nullify any laws and regulations which have the effect of creating or perpetuating racial discrimination wherever it exists”.

Under section 2 of the Article, Canada is obligated, “when the circumstances so warrant, (to) take, in the social, economic, cultural and other fields, special and concrete measures to ensure the adequate development and protection of certain racial groups or individuals belonging to them, for the purpose of guaranteeing them the full and equal enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms.”  

Further, under Article 7, Canada “undertake(s) to adopt immediate and effective measures, particularly in the fields of teaching, education, culture and information, with a view to combating prejudices which lead to racial discrimination and to promoting understanding, tolerance and friendship among nations and racial or ethnic groups…”

To assist Canada to eradicate the attitudinal and institutional legacy of slavery and to meet its obligations under the Convention, in relation to Education, we recommend:

a) That the Government of Canada implement a national public education strategy targeting provincial governments, Ministries of Education, School Boards, other policy makers and stakeholders to address issues relating to the legacy of slavery and the continuing system of disadvantage for Afrikan Canadians in the country’s education system; 

b) That the strategy be designed and developed in consultation with and with the approval of the Afrikan Canadian community as full partners with the Government of Canada;

c) That the implementation of the strategy and all its components be compulsory for all Ministries of Education, School Boards, other policy makers and stakeholders and supplementary education systems (i.e. Television education programs, etc.)  
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