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O t h e r  D il e m m a s  
o f  a  P r o g r e s s iv e  
Bl a c k  Ed u c a t o r

B y  Lis a  D e l p i t

W HY DO the refrains of progres-
sive ed u ca tio n a l m ovem ents 

seem lacking in the diverse harmonies, ® 
the variegated rhythms, and the shades 
of tone expected in a truly heterogeneous 
chorus? Why do we hear so little represen-
tation  from  the  m ulticultural voices that 
comprise the present-day American educational scene?

These questions have surfaced anew as I begin my 
third year of university “professoring” after having 
graduated from a prestigious university known for its 
progressive school of education. My family back in 
Louisiana is very7 proud about all of that, but still they 
find me rather tedious. They say things like, “She just 
got here  and sh e ’s locked up in that room  w ith  a 
bunch of papers talking about she’s gotta finish some 
article. I don’t know why she bothers to come home.” 
Or, “I d idn’t ask you about w hat any research said, 
what do yo u  think?!”

I once shared my family’s skepticism of academia. I 
remember asking myself in the first few months of my 
graduate school career, “Why is it these theories never 
seem to be talking about me?” But by graduation time 
many of my fellow m inority students and I had be-
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^  come well trained: We had

V learned  a lte rn a te  w ays of
viewing the  w orld, coaxed  

memories of life in our commu-
nities into forms that fit in to  the  cate-

gories created by academic researchers and 
theoreticians, and internalized belief system s that 
often belied our own experiences.

I learned a lot in graduate school. For one thing, I 
learned that people acquire a new dialect most effec-
tively through interaction with speakers of that dialect, 
not through being constantly corrected. Of course, 
when I was growing up, my m other and my teachers 
in the pre-integration, poor black Catholic school that 
I attended corrected  every o ther w ord I u tte red  in 
their effort to coerce my Black English into sometimes 
hypercorrect Standard English forms acceptab le  to 
black nuns in Catholic schools. Yet, I learned to speak 
and write in Standard English.

I also learned in graduate school that people learn to 
write not by being taught “skills” and grammar, but by 
“w ritin g  in m eaningfu l co n te x ts .” In e le m en ta ry  
school, I diagrammed thousands of sentences, filled in 
tens of thousands of blanks, and never w rote any text 
longer than tw o sentences until I was in the  ten th  
grade of high school. I have been told by my profes-
sors that I am a good writer. (One, w hen told about 
my p o o r  com m unity  and seg rega ted , sk ill-based  
schooling, even went so far as to say, “How did you 
ever learn how to write?”) By that time I had begun to 
wonder myself. Never mind that I had learned—and 
learned well—despite my professors’ scathing retroac-
tive assessment of my early education.

But I cannot blame graduate school for all the new 
beliefs I learned to espouse. I also learned a lot during 
my progressive undergraduate teacher training. There, 
as one of the few black education students, I learned
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that the open classroom was the most “humanizing” of 
learning environments, that children should be in con-
trol of their own learning, and that all children would 
read when they were ready. Determined to use all that 
I had learned to benefit black children, I abandoned 
the cornfields of Ohio and relocated to an alternative 
inner-city school in Philadelphia to student-teach.

Located on the border between two communities, 
our “open-classroom” school deliberately maintained a 
population of 60 percent poor black kids from “South 
Philly,” and 40 percent well-to-do white kids from “So-
ciety Hill.” The black kids w ent to school there be-
cause it was their only neighborhood school. The 
white kids went to school there because their parents 
had learned the same kinds of things I had learned 
about education. As a matter of fact, there was a wait-
ing list of white children to get into the school. This 
was unique in Philadelphia—a predominantly black 
school with a waiting list of white children. There was 
no such waiting list of black children.

I apprenticed under a gifted young kindergarten 
teacher. She had learned the same things that I had 
learned, so our pairing was most opportune. When I 
finished my student teaching, the principal asked me 
to stay on in a full-time position.

The ethos of that school was fascinating. I was one 
of only a few black teachers, and the o ther black 
teachers were mostly older and mostly “traditional.” 
They had not learned the kinds of things I had learned, 
and the young white teachers sometimes expressed in 
subtle ways that they thought these teachers w ere— 
how to say it—som ew hat “repressive.” At the very 
least they were “not structuring learning environments 
in ways that allowed the children’s intellect to flour-
ish”: they focused on “skills,” they made students sit 
down at desks, they made students practice handwrit-
ing, they corrected  oral and w ritten grammar. The 
subtle, unstated message was, “They just don’t realize 
how smart these kids are.”

I was an exception to the other black teachers. I so-
cialized w ith the young w hite teachers and planned 
shared classroom experiences with them. I also taught 
as they did. Many people told me I was a good teacher: 
I had an open classroom; I had learning stations; I had 
children write books and stories to share; I provided 
games and used weaving to teach math and fine motor 
skills. I threw  out all the desks and added carpeted 
open-learning areas. I was doing what I had learned, 
and it worked. Well, at least it worked for some of the 
children.

My w hite students zoom ed ahead. They worked 
hard at the learning stations. They did amazing things 
with books and writing. My black students played the 
games; they learned how  to weave; and they threw the 
books around the learning stations. They practiced 
karate moves on the new carpets. Some of them even 
learned how to read, but none of them as quickly as 
my white students. I was doing the same thing for all 
my kids—what was the problem?

I taught in Philadelphia for six years. Each year my 
teaching became less like my young white friends’ and 
more like the other black w om en’s who taught at the 
school. My students practiced handwriting; I wrote on 
the board; I got some tables to replace some of the

thrown-out desks. Each year my teaching moved far-
ther away from what I had learned, even though in 
many ways I still identified myself as an open-class-
room teacher. As my classroom became more “tradi-
tional,” however, it seem ed that my black students 
steadily improved in their reading and writing. But 
they still lagged behind. It hurt that I was moving away 
from w hat I had learned. It hurt even more that al-
though my colleagues called me a good teacher, I still 
felt that I had failed in the task that was most impor-
tant to  m e—teaching black children and teaching 
them well. I could not talk about my failure then. It is 
difficult even now. At least I did not fall into the trap of 
talking about the parents’ failures. I just did not talk 
about any of it.

In 1977 I left Philadelphia and managed to forget 
about my quandary for six and a half years—the one 
and a half years that I spent working in an administra-
tive job in Louisiana and the five years I spent in gradu-
ate school. It was easy to forget failure there. My pro-
fessors told me that everything I had done in Philadel-
phia was right; that I was right to shun basals; that I 
was right to think in terms of learner-driven and holis-
tic education; that, indeed, I had been a success in 
Philadelphia. Of course, it was easy to forget, too, be-
cause I could develop new focal points. I could even 
maintain my political and moral integrity while doing 
so—graduate school introduced me to all sorts of op-
pressed peoples who needed assistance in the educa-
tional realm. There w ere bilingual speakers of any 
number of languages; there were new immigrants. And 
if one w ere truly creative, there  w ere even whole 
countries in need of assistance—welcome to the Third 
World! I could tackle someone else’s failures and forget 
my own.

In graduate school I learned about many more ele-
ments of progressive education. It was great. I learned 
new “holistic” teaching techniques—integrating read-
ing and w riting, focusing on m eaning rather than 
form. One of the most popular elements—and one, I 
should add, that I readily and heartily embraced—was 
the writing-process approach to literacy. I spent a lot 
of time w ith w riting-process people. I learned the 
lingo. I focused energy on “fluency” and not on “cor-
rectness.” I learned that a focus on “skills” would stifle 
my students’ writing. I learned about “fast-writes” and 
“golden lines” and group process. I went out into the 
world as a professor of literacy armed with the very 
latest, research-based and field-tested teaching m eth-
ods.

All w ent well in my university literacy classes. My 
student teachers followed my lead and shunned lim-
ited “traditional” methods of teaching. They, too, em-
braced holistic processes and learned to approach 
writing with an emphasis on fluency and creative ex-
pression.

But then I returned to Philadelphia for a conference. 
I looked up one of my old friends, ano ther black 
woman who was also a teacher. Cathy had been teach-
ing for years in an alternative high school. Most of the 
students in her school, and by this time in the entire 
Philadelphia system, w ere black. Cathy and I had 
never taught together bu t had w orked together on 
m any p o litica l co m m ittees  and for m any radical
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causes. We shared a lot of history, 
and  a lot of philosophies. In fact, I 
th o u g h t w e  w e re  p ro b a b ly  in 
agreem ent on just abou t every-
thing, especially everything hav-
ing to do w ith  education. I 
was astounded to discover 
our differences. ff,

C athy  in v ite d  m e to  j 
dinner. I talked about my 
n ew  h o m e, a b o u t my re -
search in the South Pacific, 
and about being a university 
professor. She brought me 
up to date on all the gossip about rad-
icals in Philly and on the new  com m ittees working 
against apartheid. Eventually the conversation turned 
to teaching, as it often does w ith teachers.

Cathy began talking about the local writing project 
based, like those in many other areas, on the process 
approach to w riting made popular by the Bay Area 
W riting Project. She adamantly insisted that it was 
doing a m onum ental disservice to black children. I 
was stunned. I started to defend the program, but then 
thought better of it, and asked her why she felt so neg-
ative about w hat she had seen.

She had a lot to say. She was particularly adamant 
about the notion that black children had to learn to be 
“fluen t” in w riting—had to feel com fortable about 
putting pen to paper—before they could be expected 
to conform to any conventional standards. “These peo-
ple keep pushing this fluency thing,” said Cathy. “What 
do they think? Our children have no fluency? If they 
think that, they ought to read some of the rap songs 
my students w rite all the time. They might not be writ-
ing their school assignments but they sure are writing. 
Our kids are fluent. What they need are the skills that 
will get them  into college. I’ve got a kid right n o w -  
brilliant. But he can’t get a score on the SAT that will 
even get him considered by any halfway decent col-
lege. He needs skills, not fluency. This is just another 
one of those racist ploys to keep our kids out. White 
kids learn how  to w rite a decent sentence. Even if 
they don’t teach them  in school, their parents make 
sure they  get w hat they  need. But w hat about our 
kids? They don’t get it at home and they spend all their 
time in school learning to be fluent. I’m sick of this lib-
eral nonsense.”

I returned to my temporary abode, but found that I 
had so m uch to think about that I could not sleep. 
Cathy had stirred  tha t part o f my past I had long 
avoided. Could her tirade be related to the reasons for 
my feelings of past failures? Could I have been a pawn, 
somehow, in some kind of perverse plot against black 
success? W hat did those black nuns from my child-
hood and those black teachers from  the school in 
w hich I taught understand that my “education” had 
hidden from me? Had I abrogated my responsibility to 
teach all of the “skills” my black students were unlikely 
to get at home or in a more “unstructured” environ-
ment? These were painful thoughts.

The next day at the conference I made it my busi-
ness to talk to some of the people from around the 
country  w ho w ere involved in writing-process pro-
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jects. I asked the  awkw ard 
question about the extent of 
m in o rity  te a c h e r  invo lve-
m en t in  th e s e  en d eav o rs . 
The m ost positive answ er I 

received was that writing- 
% process p ro jec ts initially 

attracted a few  black or 
.» m in o rity  te a c h e rs , b u t 

they soon d ropped  out 
o f the  p rog ram . N one 
cam e back  a se c o n d  
year. O ne th o u g h tfu l  

. woman told me she had 
I •  talked to  som e of the  

b lack  te a c h e rs  a b o u t 
their noninvolvement. She was pained about their re-
sponse and still could not understand it. They said the 
whole thing was racist, that the meetings were racist, 
and that the m ethod itself was racist. They were not
able to be specific, she added, but just felt they, and
their ideas, were excluded.

I have spent the last few months trying to under-
stand all that I learned in Philadelphia. How could peo-
ple I so deeply respect hold such completely different 
views? I could not believe that all the people from 
whom I had learned could possibly have sinister inten-
tions toward black children. On the other hand, all of 
those black teachers could not be completely wrong. 
What was going on?

When I asked another black teacher in another city 
w hat she thought of her state’s writing project, she 
replied in a huff, “Oh, you mean the white folks’ pro-
ject.” She went on to tell me a tale I have now  heard so 
many times. She had gone to a meeting to learn about 
a “new ” approach to literacy. The group leaders began 
talking about the need for developing fluency, for first 
getting anything down on paper, but as soon as this 
teacher asked w hen children were to be taught the 
technical skills of writing standard prose, leaders of 
the group began to lecture her on the danger of a skills 
orientation in teaching literacy. She never w ent back.

In puzzling over these issues, it has begun to dawn 
on me that many of the teachers of black children have 
their roots in o ther com m unities and do not often 
have the opportunity to hear the full range of their stu-
dents’ voices. I w onder how  many of Philadelphia’s 
teachers know  that their black students are prolific 
and “fluent” writers of rap songs. I w onder how  many 
teachers realize the verbal creativity and fluency black 
kids express every day on the playgrounds of America 
as they devise new insults, new rope-jumping chants, 
and new  cheers. Even if they did hear them , would 
they relate them  to language fluency?

Maybe, just maybe, these writing-process teachers 
are so adamant about developing fluency because they 
have not really had the opportunity to realize the flu-
ency the kids already possess. They hear only silence, 
they see only immobile pencils. And maybe the black 
teachers are so adamant against what they understand 
to be the writing-process approach because they hear 
their students’ voices and see their fluency clearly. 
They are anxious to move to the next step, the step 

(Continued on page 48)
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