By “centering” their students of color, teachers can
reduce feelings of dislocation engendered by owr soci-
ery's predominantly “white self-esteem curriculums.’
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ccently | spoke about Afrocen
tric teaching at a gathenng of
thousands of teachers i a barge
urban district. After my speech. 1 was
pleased that two teachers wanted o
share thewr classroom expeniences with
the audience
After a trip to Africa, one teacher
said, he returned 1o his classroom of
mostly Afncan-Amencan students and
began identifying them with vanous
ethnie groups, " You look ke a Fulam
hoy I saw in Northern Nigena,” he
commented to a yvoung man. “You're
definitely Iho,” he said to a female
student. “Yes, | have seen that face n
the Tho region.” Turning to another
student, he sand, “1see Mandinka
features in your face.” Soon, all the
children were clamornng {or wentsfica
tion: Mo, who do ook ke ™ el
me my cthmic group,” each one asked
the teacher
The other teacher remarked that sh
asks her students to wrte about ther
family's pengatogy. The best way o
approach the subject of identity and
connecuveness, she ‘-UL’;&"L‘\!L’(L I By
begin with the famuly. because students
have both personal and collective iden
tiies
I applauded both teachers tor domg
precisely what all teachers should do
place children. or center them. within
the context of famibiar cultural and
soctal references from their own

histoncal sethings

The Breakthrough

The discovery of the centng wdea wias i
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concepiuahizaton. It aliowed me to
explain what happens to white children
who attend Amencan schools, what
happens to Asian children who are
rooted in Astan culture and attend
schools in thewr countnes, what
happens to children of the Afnican
continent who are grounded in thewr
own cufture and attend their own
schools

In my 17 joumeys to Afnca during
the past 20 years, | have visited
schools and cotleges m all pans of the
continent and been impressed with the
eagerness of the children 1o feam
Back home i Philadeiphia. | wanted
to explore why children n Afnca
seemed more motivated than Afncan
Amencan children here. Why did
Afrwans on the conttnent leamn four
and five languages. when m some
schools Afncan-Amencan children
were often not encouraged 1o take
even one foregn language”? To say the
lesst, I have been disturbed by the lack
of dircction and confidence that plague
many Afncan Amerncan children. |
behieve it is because they are not
culturally centered and empowered n
ther classrooms.

Empowering Children Through
Their Culture

Ome of the primcipal aspects of
empowerment 1s respect. Students are
empowered when informaton s
presented in such a way that they can
walk out of the classroom feeling that
they are a part of the information.

The times | am abie to refate a Class
topic to the background of a Native
American. Uhinese, Hhspanic. or
African child i a mulocultural class
room make me very pleased. because |
see the centermg unmediately register
Selt-
perception and self-acceptance are the
prnciple tools for communicaung and

in the child™s countenance
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receving commumcation. And
teaching 1s preemunently @ communi-
cating profession.

Mast reachers do not have to think
about using the white child’s culure to
empower the white child. The whae
child’s language is the language of the
classroom. Information that 1s being
conveved is “white” cultural informa-
tion mn most cases: indeed. the
curriculum 1n most schools is a “whie
self-esteem curmculum.”™

Teachers are empowered if they
walk mto class and there s an ar of
credibility. How do teachers empower
themselves m a classroom wath chil-
dren of Afncan-Amencan or other
heritages ! They must use the same
tools used 1o empower white children

When 1 enter a classroom of white
coliege students and demonstrate m
the course of my lecture that | know
not only the words of Ogotommeh,
Sets, and Prahhotep but also Shake
speare. Homer, and Stephen 1. Gould, |
am usuaily empowered as a wacher
with my white students. They under-
stand that | have no problem centermg
them within thewr cultural framewaork
The reason they understand 1t s
simyples this 1s the language of the
dommant culture.

The fact that an Afncan- Amencan
or an Hispanic person-—an order (o
master the white cultural informa-
ton—has had 10 expenience the death
of his or her own culture does not
register with most teachers. The true
“centnic’” curniculum seeks tor the
African. Asian, and Hispanie child the
same kind of expenence that 1s
provided for the white child.

Centering the
African-American Child

The centric idea gave me some dea of
what happened o A frican- Amencan
children whose culture has been

ravaged by racism. discnimination,
harassment, and the Great Enslave-
ment. These children. with cultural
handicaps, are forced to compete with
students whose ancestors have not
suftered such devastation
What centers the Afnican- Amencan
child? | began working with this ques-
tion many vears ago when [ observed
what happened to the Afnican-Amer-
wan child m the large school systems
of northern urban commumities. Beng
brought up in Valdosta. Georgia.
during the era of segregation. 1 had
been nourshed and nurtured by
teachers who had mastered the nuances
and idiosynerasies of my culture. This
s something that teachers often seem
unable to do i many urban schools,
OF course, segreganon was legally
and morally wrong, but something was
given 1o black children in those
schools that was just as imporant in
some senses as the new books, better
educated teachers, and improved
buildings of this era. The children
were centered n cultural ways that
made learming interesting and muimate
African-Amenican children who
have never heard the Spirtuals: never
heard the names of Afncan ethmc
groups: never read Paul Lavrence
Dunbar, Langston Hughes, and Philhis
Wheatley nor the stories of High Jobn
de Congueror, Ananst, and the Sigm-
fving Monkey are severely imured in
the most fragile parts of thewr psyches.
Lacking remforcement in their own
histonical experiences, they become
psvehologically erippled. hobbling
along in the margins of the European
expenences of most of the curnculum.
While | am not nostalgic for the em
of segregated schools, we chould
remember what was best in those
schools and use that knowledge to
ass1st i centenng Afncan-Amencan
children. Through obsenvations,
inguiry. and discussions, 've found



that children who are centered in their
own cultural information are beter
students, more disciplined. and have
greater motvation for schoolwork

A neighbor of mine often speaks to
elementary classes in one of the most
economically devastated communities
m Philadelphia. He tells the voung
children, “You're going to be some
ety Later, the childeen are often
heard saying to therwr peers, "I am
going 1o be somebody.”

It sounds so ndwculousiy cormy o
say this, but many of these children
Have never been touched at thewr
psvchological centers, never been
reached in theirr cultural homes, They
see school as a foreign place because
schoals do foreign things. Of course,
many students master the “alien”
cultural information, but others have
great difficulty genting beyond the
margin in which they have been
placed

A Dislocated Culture

When it comes 1o facing the reabity of
sexcial and cubtural dislocation, teachers
are on the front hnes. They are among
the first in the society to see the devas-
tation that has occurred to the Afnican-
American child’s spint.  they ve been
teaching for more than 20 years, they
have seen more and more students who
seem o have been dislocated culturally
socialty. and psychologically.

{ contend that the movemnent of
Afrncans from the continent of Afnica
was the first massive disiocation. The
Afncan person was physically sepa-
rated from place, from culture, and
from traditions. In the Amencas. the
African person was punished for
remembering Africa. Drums were
outlawed 1in most of the colomes soon
after the arrival of large numbers of
Afncans. And since the drum was an
instrumert intimate to the cultural

At Mateh Midedle School Maolefi Kete Asante

students and a toacher celebrate Cultural

Ywareness Day

trasspnssion of values and tradibions,
1ts disappearance was one of the great
losses m the Afncan-Amencan
psyche. Physical movement became
in f'.‘ill”)-’ & {!fL‘Cur"yl‘l’ 10 a more
dam

ging dislocation and decentenng

Numerous educational, social, rels
gious, and poitical structures and
instiiutions have tned (o mintmze the
dislocation. But the despair has inten
sified since the "6i)s, because of gues
tians of egquity and lack of economic
apportunities. Schools are atfected
inasmuch as their students are Billed
with the emptiness of their own self
dislocation

Indeed, schools have often
conirthuted (o the ddemma by encour
aging Afncan-Amerncan children to
concentrate on mastering only infor
mation about the majonty culture
These children may learn, but, without
cultural grounding. the learming will
have destroyed their sense of place
Increasing numbers of children
ahgndon. in thewr mands, therr own
cultures i order to become tike others
culturally, hoping this will bring them
closer o the white norms

Schools also remnforee feelings of
fimiuted self-worth and cultural disloca
tton by ignonng the uistonical contnby
tons of African Amencans or
devalumg their culwre. The teacher
who teaches Amencan Wierature and
does not refer to one African- American
writer 1s domg & disservice o students
of all cultural backgrounds. Equally so
the eacher who teaches music and does
nol mention ong Composiion hy an
African American is de-centening the
Afrncan-Amencan child and misedu

cating the rest of the children
Certainly some schools and teachers
do better than others. And, m some
cases, the child will get a sense of the
wnportance of African and Afnican
American contributions o hurman
knowledge But, for the most part. the
Afncan-Amencan chld fals to Tind
sense of wentification with the witor
mation being presenicd

The nise of cultural mandestations i
the clothing, concepts, and motifs of
Afncan Amenicans s a divect result of
the Afrocentric movement. Growing
from a sense of the necessity for relo
cation, the reawakenmg withan the
African- Amercan Communmity
portends positive developments on the
educational level

Achieving Success Through
Congruence

The risle ol the teacher s to make the
student’s world and the classroom

congruent
concepts must be relevant

Language, examples, and
As .ﬂi
teachers know, this is a nsky mancuver
hecause refating classroom expenence
1o outsade CAPCTICNCS o,!t‘pcnd-. LISt
farge degree on the teacher's ability 1o
know the student’s cultural location a
well as the subject. One does not have
10 constantly mamntain congruence to
be successtul, however, one needs only
to have an openness 10 the possibility
that the student who 15 not of BEuropean
ancestry may need to be centered m g
particular way. Such centening tech-
ragues as examples from history, from
hooks, from real hife situations may
also be helpful 1o other students

Of course. the chotce of examples -
ds ymportant &y knowing that vou
should have some centering devices. |
once knew a white teacher in Calitorma
who thought that he was bemg aware of
his Mexican- Amencan students by
refernng 1o an mcident with “wetbacks”
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along the Texas-Mexco border. He
thought the students would understand
that he was trving 1o bring them into his
dincussion on the polines of the third
world, When the students complamed
to hrn and the principal. the teacher
was shocked and sull could not see his
mstihe

Fherefore. teachers must read infor-
matem trom the cultures of their
students, Should wachers have
(ambodian students, then they must
know something about Cambodians.
Should teachers teach African-Amer
wan students. then they must read
mformation from Afncan-Amencan
studies. This means that teachers must
examine therr lessons to see that they
do not comam peoratives about
Afrcan Amerncans or other ethme
groups. Otherwie. they wall not be
empowered with the class

Fdealiv, an Afrocentnc program
showsld e infused throughout the Class
poriod, not merely tagged on or added
dan a once-a-month teature. Resources
for teachmg with an Afrocentric
approach are avadable from two majos
Africa World Press of
iew Jersey, and the GRIO
publishing company of Philadelphia
Matenials mclude books for all grades.
mformational packets. Afrocenine

SOHEFCTS

Irenton,

Kats, labliographies. and sample
fessons plans

Toward Multicultural Classrooms

What do the principles of an Afrocen
tric approach look ke mn the class
reom? In the Hatch Middie Schoolan
Camden, New Jersey. Principad Jan
Callespie and her 1eachers have orga-
mized the Molefi Asante Multiculiural
Academy. Utilizing the resources ol
the students” famialies, the academy s
emphasis is on centening the children,
treating cach person’s hertage with

respect, and studying to leamn about
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cach other as a way to knowledge
about self and the world,

Bevond rasing the level of seli
confidence among is students, the
avademy has become a tramming
ground for teachers mierested in
building respect for cultural diversits
as 4 way to empower teachers
Students often do what they see thew
teachers doing and. conseguentiy. as
the best teachers soar Bke eagles, thewr
students soar with them

Cur sociely 1s 3 compaosite 0f many
ethnie and racial groups, and all
students should be able 1o converse
about the cultural diversity of the
nation, Thus, both content and process
are umportant in an Atrocentnig
approach 1o teaching. By combining the

best elements u; the centering process
reminiscent of the segregation era with
the best of today s more sophisticated
techmiques and equipment. we might
find a new synthesis m our ambiny ©

teach children

For mformation on statt development.
contact Don MeNeely at the Navonal Afro-
centnic Insntute, Temple Umversity. The
nshitute prepares educational tramners 1o

widict inservice tmamng on Afrocentric

wiium

Molefi Rete Asante s Professor and Char,
Department of Afncan- Amencan Stadies
Yemple Unsversity, Phladeiphia, PA
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New Books on Teacher Development...

THE TEACHER'S VOICE
A History of Teaching in Twentieth Century America
Fehiedd tn Richard J. Altenbaugh

Northern Blinos Lanersin
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TEACHER'S CAREERS AND PROMOTIONAL PATTERNS
A Sociological Anatysis

1 i Rupert Macican. 15
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