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A Policy Agenda to Support Black Students
 

by Morgan Craven, J.D. 
Just like their peers, Black students bring great talents, interests, joy
and cultural contributions to their classrooms. They deserve to be
supported and guided through their academic and social lives by
teachers and administrators who care deeply about their success
and believe in their potential.

Unfortunately, Black students bear the brunt of systemic inequities
and the policies that create and sustain them, including underfunded
schools, harmful discipline and policing practices, and a lack of
access to meaningful counseling and coursework that prepare
students to access and succeed in college. 

Black students also encounter administrators and educators who do not see the assets they
bring but instead subscribe to harmful stereotypes about Black students’ – and their families’
– academic potential, social engagement and commitment to school.

Black students deserve excellent and equitable schools, just like everyone else. Policymakers
and school leaders can make changes at every level to achieve that goal, including those in
IDRA’s newly-updated Black Student-Centered Policy Agenda, by Morgan Craven, J.D.
These policy recommendations can be tailored for adoption at the local, state and national
levels.

See Policy Agenda

 

Going Back to that Beautiful History – In
Defense of African American Studies

by Terrence Wilson, J.D. 
Leaders, particularly in the Southern United States, are restricting
students' access to the rich history and contributions of Black
Americans. Actions such as the Arkansas Department of Education's
refusal to grant high school credit for Advanced Placement (AP)
African American Studies (APAAS) and Florida's outright ban on the
course are limiting the accessibility of this crucial knowledge. Beyond
political posturing, these measures have real implications for the
ability of Black students to access and succeed in college.

The claim by the Florida Department of Education that the AP African American Studies
course “lacks educational value” is unfounded. The field of African American Studies has
existed since the 1960s, with numerous colleges and universities offering dedicated courses,
departments, or entire programs.

The AP African American Studies course being banned has undergone a decade-long
development, with input from over two dozen experts in the field. It explores the diversity of
the African American experience, covering topics from early African kingdoms to
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contemporary challenges and achievements. By the course's conclusion, students are
expected to apply lenses from different disciplines, evaluate key concepts, identify
intersections of race, gender, and class, and analyze perspectives in text-based, data, and
visual sources to develop well-supported arguments for real-world problems. These goals
and skills are valuable for any student, making the course worth teaching. Moreover, the
potential impact on Black students further justifies its inclusion in the curriculum.

Research indicates that Black and Latino students are underrepresented in AP courses, with
tangible consequences. Studies show that taking AP courses and earning college credit in
high school increases post-secondary success and is associated with higher graduation
rates.

Obtaining college credit in high school through AP classes is also linked to timely completion
of college degrees, reducing overall educational costs. These findings underscore the
tangible benefits students gain when allowed access to such courses.

To counter efforts to limit access to African American Studies, students, parents, and
communities must advocate the value of these courses. In Texas, students testified in favor of
a statewide course in African American Studies in front of the Texas Education Agency,
demonstrating the impact of community activism.

Communities should organize to demand change from educational leaders and establish
community-driven African American Studies and history classes, mirroring the efforts of the
Task Force for Teaching Our Own History in Florida.

In this moment, Carter G. Woodson, the founder of the program leading to Black History
Month, has a message that should resonate: "Through our efforts, we are going back to that
beautiful history, and it is going to inspire us to greater achievements." Communities should
draw inspiration from the past to overcome current challenges and ensure an inclusive
education for all.

 

Black Students Belong – The Case for an
Afrofuturistic Education 

by Paige Duggins-Clay, J.D.
I was proud to participate in the Thurgood Marshall Legal Society’s
symposium, Afrofuturism and the Law, recently hosted at the
University of Texas School of Law. As IDRA’s chief legal analyst, I
presented on a panel discussing the state of education, and how
Afrofuturism inspires innovative and transformative legal, policy, and
advocacy strategies for achieving inclusive education.

I was joined on the panel by Andrew Hairston, director of the
Education Justice Project at Texas Appleseed, and Demetria Frank,
University of Memphis associate dean for diversity and inclusion.

According to one expert, “Afrofuturism is a
literary and cultural movement that
reimagines African American history through
the lens of science fiction and fantasy.”
Afrofuturist scholar Alondra Nelson has
similarly described Afrofuturism as “a way of
covering discussions about race, identity,
alienation and the aspirations of the Black
community in a utopic future.”

The symposium was grounded in the scholarship of law professor Bennett Capers, who
authored an article titled, Afrofuturism, Critical Race Theory, and Policing in the Year 2044, in
2019, shortly after he watched the film Black Panther.

In the article, Professor Capers explores the question, “What might the future look like in year
2044, when people of color make up the majority in terms of numbers, or in the ensuing
years, when they also wield the majority of political and economic power?”

Applying that concept to education law offers a welcome opportunity to re-think current
strategies for envisioning and manifesting equal educational opportunity for Black students,
and for all historically marginalized students and communities. Below are my key takeaways
from reflecting on Afrofuturism, education and the law.

Black students, families and educators belong in our
schools
Afrofuturism challenges the mainstream assumption that Black people are “alien” or “other” in
our communities and schools. Instead, Afrofuturism affirms that Black students, families and
educators belong in our schools as valued community members and leaders.
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The United States has a long history of operating under laws and policies legally barring and
even criminalizing Black students from accessing education, followed by decades of legally-
sanctioned school segregation, and followed again by chronic and systemically underfunding
public schools serving Black and other minoritized communities.

Using an Afrofuturist lens, we can imagine and ultimately manifest safe and supportive
schools where Black students and the adults who support them belong and thrive.

For example, an Afrofuturist school would ensure Black people’s belonging by…

Being free from school-based police and other unnecessary, harmful surveillance
measures, that can foster hostile environments for Black and other marginalized students
and increase contact with the criminal justice system;

Eliminating zero tolerance discipline practices that have disproportionately pushed Black
students into exclusionary and alternative education and the school-to-prison pipeline;

Investing in the implementation of evidence-based practices, such as restorative justice
(which has African/indigenous roots) to support students, families, and educators, address
misbehavior and address harm when it occurs;

Developing authentic relationships with Black families, who should be centered in
decision-making about their child’s education and considered trusted partners and school
leaders; and

Prioritizing recruitment and retention of Black educators, who were systemically pushed
out of the education workforce following the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board
of Education and who continue to face barriers to accessing and thriving in the education
profession.

Black students should not have to leave their identities,
cultures or histories at the door
To create a racially just future for Black students, we must understand and protect Black
history, identity and culture.

Unfortunately, students and educators in the United States are living through an
unprecedented era of censorship in public schools, which has resulted in thousands of books
being removed from school and classroom libraries – 37% of which include characters of
color or discuss race and racism.

These efforts have also weakened quality school curriculum, lowered student and educator
morale, and destabilized safe and supportive school climates.

Even more disturbing, Black students continue to be punished, bullied and harassed for
existing and expressing their cultural identities. According to the most recent hate crime
statistics released by the FBI, Black people are three times more likely to experience bias-
based incidents than the next highest racial/ethnic group, and schools are the third most
common location for hate crimes.

An Afrofuturist education would ensure that Black students are not punished or harmed for
expressing and celebrating their authentic and excellent selves by…

Protecting Black students’ right to imagine, dream and reflect through accurate, inclusive
curriculum and culturally sustaining pedagogy;

Preventing and effectively addressing racial and other identity-based bullying and
harassment in schools;

Adopting African American Studies and ethnic studies courses that promote deep and rich
exploration of Black students’ histories, cultures and futures; and

Ensuring school and classroom libraries are filled with diverse and inclusive characters,
authors, perspectives and issues, including books by Black and Afrofuturist authors, such
as Octavia Butler, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Ibram X. Kendi, Zora Neal Hurston, James
Baldwin, Maya Angelou and many others.

Despite efforts to demoralize our school communities and desensitize us to efforts
undermining racially just education, Robin Kelley reminds us, “Without new visions, we don’t
know what to build, only what to knock down. We not only end up confused, rudderless, and
cynical, but we forget that making a revolution is not a series of clever maneuvers and tactics,
but a process that can and must transform us.”

Reflecting on Afrofuturism, education and the law demonstrates that our freedom dreams are
not fantasy, but well-within our grasp.

To learn more about IDRA’s vision for supporting Black students, review our robust policy
agenda on this topic.
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Classroom Lessons in IDRA's SEEN School
Resource Hub ~ We All Belong

IDRA’s school resource hub is designed for educators, families and policy advocates who
want to make sure students receive a strong, truthful education in our public schools. It
provides lesson plans for all grades, instructional best practices and historical resources to
support educators and advocates in promoting culturally-sustaining schools and fighting
harmful censorship policies. Below are some highlights!

 

Gladys Bentley –
Gender-Bending Harlem
Renaissance Performer

and Musician
Learn about the trailblazing,
gender-non-conforming
performer Gladys Bentley with
this digital short from
Unladylike2020. See middle
and high school lesson

African American History:
Climbing the Wall

In this lesson by PBS History
Detectives, students learn how
the life of an enslaved person
changed from the Antebellum
period through Emancipation. 
See middle and high school
lesson

CulturED Collection #2 –
E-raced: A Lesson

Uncovering the False
Science of Race

This lesson by IDRA
introduces students to the
history of race. Includes
modifications for emergent
bilingual students. See high
school lesson

 

The Real World:
Understanding the

Difference Education
Makes

Students learn how higher
education is linked to higher
weekly incomes and how
incomes vary by racial group.
Includes modifications for
emergent bilingual students.
See middle school lesson

The 1921 Tulsa Race
Massacre

This lesson explores the
events and legacy of the 1921
Tulsa Race Massacre.
Students will view C-SPAN
video clips of historians and
residents of Tulsa to learn what
occurred and how it was
remembered. See high
school lesson

Yes, She Can: Michelle
Obama

With this lesson by IDRA,
students will learn about the
important experiences that
shaped the life of the first
Black U.S. First Lady. Includes
modifications for emergent
bilingual students. See
elementary lesson

Find more lessons at the IDRA SEEN School Resource Hub 

 

Books by Black Authors Can to Add to Your
Classroom Library

by Aurelio M. Montemayor, M.Ed.

Access to books by Black authors highlight the importance of
diversity, representation, education, cultural awareness, and
historical accuracy in learning environments. Some of these reasons
include the following.

• Representation and Inclusivity: Books by Black authors provide
representation for Black students, offering them stories and
characters with whom they can identify with. This fosters a sense of
belonging and inclusivity in school and models valuing of diverse
voices and experiences for all students and families.

• Cultural Awareness and Understanding: Reading books by authors from different racial
and ethnic backgrounds promotes cultural awareness and understanding among all students.
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All students learn to appreciate the richness of diversity, understand different perspectives
and build empathy toward people from different backgrounds than their own.

• Educational Equity: Providing access to a diverse range of books, including those by Black
authors, supports educational equity. It ensures that students from all backgrounds can see
themselves reflected in the curriculum and to learn about the contributions and experiences
of all people, not just those from dominant cultural narratives.

• Historical Accuracy and Perspective: These books often offer perspectives on history that
are overlooked or marginalized in mainstream narratives. They can provide more accurate,
nuanced views of U.S. history, including the history of slavery, civil rights movements, and the
ongoing struggle for equality. All students develop a more complete understanding of history
and the complex factors that shape our society.

Critical Thinking and Openness: Exposure to diverse authors and perspectives challenges
students to think critically about their own views, the views of others, and the world around
them. It encourages openness to new ideas and fosters a learning environment where
questioning and critical analysis are valued. These skills are necessary to navigate a diverse
and complex world.

See some book suggestions below along with resources for finding Black-authored books
and Black-owned bookstores. (Award-winning books are marked with an asterisk.*)

Books for Elementary School Students
Last Stop on Market Street,* by Matt de la Peña: This beautifully-illustrated book tells the
story of a young boy and his grandmother's bus ride, showcasing the beauty and wonder in
everyday life. (Newberry and Caldecott Winner)

The Snowy Day,* by Ezra Jack Keats: A classic, this book captures the adventures of a
young boy named Peter as he explores his neighborhood after the first snowfall. (Caldecott
Winner)

Sulwe,* by Lupita Nyong'o: Written by the Academy Award-winning actress, this story
focuses on a young girl who learns to embrace and love her dark skin. (Corretta Scott King
Book Winner)

 

Books for Middle School Students & Young Adults
Opposite of Always, by Justin A. Reynolds: This debut author delivers a hilarious and
heartfelt novel about the choices we make, the people we choose, and the moments that
make a life worth reliving.

The Dividing Sky, by Jill Tew: Serpent & Dove meets Arcane in this dystopian romance
debut that follows a cunning memory merchant who deals a little extra happiness on the side
and the handsome rookie officer on her tail.

Fake ID,* by Lamar Giles: This book is a mystery/thriller novel where the narrator and main
character is Nick Pearson, a 15-year-old who has just moved to Stepton, Virginia, becoming a
Black student in a predominantly white setting.

 

Books for High School Students
Just Mercy,* by Bryan Stevenson (adapted for young adults): A true story of the fight for
justice, by a lawyer and activist, depicts his experience as a young lawyer defending
wrongfully incriminated clients in the South.

Parable of the Sower,* by Octavia Butler: Racial justice and environmental science combine
in this novel featuring a 15-year-old Black girl who builds a powerful cohort of young leaders
to fight for survival and discover a new vision for humanity.

Children of Blood and Bone,* by Tomi Adeyemi: This 2018 fantasy novel and New York
Times Bestseller by Nigerian American novelist Tomi Adeyemi has become a fast classic.
First in the Legacy of Orisha series, Children of Blood and Bone incorporates Adeyemi’s West
African heritage in a story of fighting injustice and discrimination.
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Resources for Finding Black-Authored Books
For middle school and high school students looking for books written by Black authors, there
are several online resources where you can find a diverse range of books suitable for these
age groups.

Reading Middle Grade offers a list of over 60 Black middle-grade books by Black authors,
including contemporary, historical, and fantasy genres. Some of the highlighted books include
Lasagna Means I Love You, Figure It Out, Henri Weldon, and Pizza My Heart: A Wish Novel.

Bookshop.org features a collection of middle-grade books by Black authors. Notable titles
include Some Places More Than Others, The Crossover: A Newbery Award Winner, and The
Season of Styx Malone.

 

Resources for Finding Black-Owned Booksellers
AfriWare Books is a Black-owned bookstore and resource center located in the Chicago
Suburb of Maywood. Since 1993, AfriWare Books has served the community by providing a
platform to showcase authors, artists and advocates who infuse us with a sense of cultural
pride.

Ashay At the Bay is the California Bay Area’s leading Black children’s bookstore, offering a
diverse range of African American and multicultural books.

Kindred Stories is a Houston-based Black woman owned bookstore. Opening in 2021, they
carefully curate books that community members are eager to read and have become an art
and cultural hub in Houston’s historically Black third ward neighborhood.

See more recommendations online

 

IDRA is an independent, non-profit organization. Our mission
is to achieve equal educational opportunity for every child
through strong public schools that prepare all students to
access and succeed in college.
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