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Anthropologists Qtudying children in their own scciety, or tust conuidering
their offépring at school, may assume the following: (1) children and nddt
speak the same lang&afe and have shared knowledgpe. .(P)'Children's values
reflect what they leafn at home, their school exverience is much like the
énthropologist's own school experience, and school {5 primarily a place whefw
knowledge is passed from teacher to student. (3) Anthropologists may assune
desagregation is workingl if there are no publicly reprorted incidents of violénun.
multicultural training 18 provided, and desegregation is begun with young
children. (4) Anthropologists may assume that schools can snlve social prorlen:.
A year-long study of children's socialtrelaﬁions and communication 1p a desegregatod
urban "magnet” school® challenges these four assumptions which are the sub ject
of my paper. Thé problems and immediate and projected consequences of these
assumptions for the research, educational, and civil rights enterprises warrant
consideration.

The school I studied operates with a court-mandated 50/50 ratio of black
and white male and female studenis in each classrocom. The biack chilldren come
from the neizshborhoed irn which the school 1s located; the white chiildren are
from families who volunteer to have them bussed because of a superior "Pecesetter"
educational program a:d a belief in desegregatioﬂ or a tolerancg for 1it.

Open-ended interviews were conducted with a random sarple of 120 students
stratified by sex, race, and grades 2, L, and 6, chosen to reflect different
levels of cognitive and social development. Participant ohservntions,.films,
and videotapes valldate the children's perceptions of what it is like to be a
student at this Pacesetter =2hool. Other research indicates that the problem:
found ir tnis comparatively ideal institution are'magnified manyfold at other
schools in less ideal circumstances. |

Let us turn to the first assumption.. (])_As datu catherine ani data

processing instruments, anthropologists may assume that if they study a public
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school in their own society they generally share the participants' language
and thus have access to what 18 going on. However, there are important
considerations that msy be overlooked: the greater primacy of play and négygrba]
modes of social interaction among children and the researchef's nonpunitive. rol~.
(18) What 1s overlooked as trivial play or "horsing around" in the classréom

or informal areas of the school covers a great deal of children's soclal 1life

N,

AN
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\\\oridinarily hidden from adult eyes. Children receive experiential lessons from‘
Xéagh other=--the "meddlin'" curricula may subvert formal education. Meddlin'
ref;?s to verbal and nonverbal aggresgion.

(ib)\Because researchers usually overspecialize in the vocal and auditory
channels of communication, they lose access to what oacurs';onverballylagong
childrer whose 'visval, tactile, kinesthe%ic, olfactory, and proxemic senses
are especially active. Whereas adults tend to regard the body as a platform
for the head, children tend to regard the body as more of an instrument of
action, including aggression. People who speak the same verbal language often
make the unwarranted assumption that they share other communicatioh systems as
well. TIllustrative are.the fauléy communication attempts to develop friendships.
Middle class children perceive black working class children’s fighting initiative
as a message that friendship is precluded.i White chiidren take 8 black child's

~invaslon of personal space to brush their hair which is meant to say “Hi1" or
"I'm curious,”" as an aggressive act.

(1c) Anthropologists debat= the 1nsider/outsider_advantages and disadvpntageé
‘of access to data collection and analysls of individual and group behévior. |
Althoﬁgh Williams and‘Morland (1976) found no differences between responses
given to black and white interviewers, there is an assumplion that a researcher
skhould be of the same color, culure, group, or status in ordef to gain maximum
understanding.r In addition to the-insider-outsider considerations, yet another

factor of importance in my field research was my nonpunitlive rble..
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I was somewhat of an outsider-insidur pnrtiéipant-observer as 8 helping parent
of two boys attending the school and an author writing a story about Pacesetter,
However, - :
children learned what was primary to them--I was a nonpunishing person. Chi}dren
misbehaved before my'eyes and spoke about théir misbehavior {n ways they did
not tefore school authorities.

To summari?e my discussion of the first assumption, rmv study disclosed that
if a researcher studles children in his or her own society, a shared verbal
lnnggage {8 insufficient tolﬁnderstand what 18 occurring. Beinus aQure of the
serious business of children's p.ay, the séliency of btody lancuape, and the heed
to prove oneself as nonpunitive are also necessary.

(2) Let us turn to the second assumption that children refiact home valuss,

school ~
their\?xperienccs are similar to the researcher's own, and teachers are the

/

dispenseré of knowledge at school. Vhen I asked parents, school personnel, or
researchers a question, they often replied, "I remember when I was in __ grade."
Cbviously, there 1s some continuity across generations. However, not only do
children rely heavily on multichanneled communication which adults forget,

but children's experiences today are enmeshed in a different milieu of increased
lack of digcipline in scﬁool and.society. Furthermore, there is an important
interface of childhood experience--peer interactions in a new era of blgck
asSe{tiveneés without adult historical perspective create genc"ationél differences.
Peer social survival often takes precedence_over academic task performarice in the
dual agenda of schooling. This 18 especially the caselin a sétting with 1arge
numbers of black working class éhildren who are sensitive to race relations. At
Paceéettgr, working class children who are generally two grade levels behind
national average in academic skills confront middle cless children who are
generally two grrde levels above average. Problems occur through the interplay
among, échool demands, black working class peer pressure against trying hard to
succeed academically (they say "that's for fagsa), and the nonacademically
Qrieﬁted 1ndividdal'é creation and validatinnlof self identity and 51gnity

- ' tion in an aliernative reward system.
[ERJf: thrqugh meddlin. and gain#ng peer as}en .on g N ; yl .




The resulting
Aféar, anxiety, and psychosomatic illness among middle and working class children

perpetuate negative images and impede processes of equal educational opportunity
that lead to adult socioeconcmic success in activities within the law in a vhite
dominated soclety.

'Reflecting home values, many children who had had black ?rieﬁds in their
former schools began speaking negatively about fblack" children when they attended
the courtfordered desegregated achool in which race and class 1ntersect.‘ Such
statements as "They get me in t;cublé," "I don't like Pacesetter,” "I'm sick,

I can't go to schoo}," "1t was so noisy in class T got a headache and spent two
hours in the nurse's office today" were commor Aas were reports of tlack children's
misde;ds. Many parents tend to dismiss such comments. Usually the white adults'
interactions with tlacks have been with middle class individuals who snare their
values and behavior or with maids who followed instructions. Many bleck parents
who grew up in an era of self-effacing shuffling before whites had attended
strict schools. Now some black adults realize their anti-white hostility tarown
their children, t=1ling them not to let any white people push then around.
Forced to live out parents' and society's idealist visions and assumptions of
experiential continuity across generations, chlldren in their own worlds of |

7' :ney experiences cahnoﬁ help but lose trust in naive adult pronouncements.

(3) Turning to tﬁe third commonly held propositién, desegregation 1is
assumed to be working if there are no media reports of viplence, schools allocaté
Qpecial resdurees to assist the process of desegregation and promote multi-
culturalism, and, further, that desegregation is beguh with young children.

- (3a) Although children'; social relations oftern appear harmonious, children
have rarely been asked what it is like to be a student.in a desegregﬁéd school
where race and class intersect. Rarely have children tieen observed to ree to
what extent their reports correlate Qith what actually occurs. Pacesetter children

perceive meddlin',as salient and unpleasant. This salience is clear from children'§
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comments about their likes and dislikes concerning‘the school, what they consider
appropriaste behavior in differént settings, fears of other children, and the
reasohs for these fears. Regardless of sex, race, and grade level, children's
comments suggest that blacks fight more and value it more than whites.3 Of course
‘there are bullles and'fights everywhere. But as one black child putlit, "Blacks
do it badder." Another said that the black toughs éet what the&‘want with their
muscles, so they don't héve to study. Whites and some blacks'reacf aversively
to meddlin' or misinterpret its ramifications, 1nclud1ng the initirion of
friendship. In response to the question, "What causes fights?” a number of
children gave percepfive answvers that we can cétegorize 88 racism and the
need to earn respect, socialization to violence, inadeqguate academic work and
the need to save face, responding to a self-fulfilling prophecy that blacks are
more physical, poor impulse control of anger, sexual competition, desire to test
one's strength and establish position in a peer hierarchy, peer precsure, and
desire for attentior. A few children said the classroom permi;s more aggression
than the playground. In the clasarcom there is only one teacher to watch; on the
playground there are several. Meddlin' also occurs in the hallways and especially
in ‘the restrooms. Blacks and whités are iargets of aggression. However, as is
the case ahong adhlts, most actual fights as opposed to haréssment are 1ntfa-racial.
Boys fighf more, ;lthough girls do fight, and sométimes a giri beats up a boy.
A target may be an aggressor's equal. _More often children who are unequal in some
. way--newcomers, physically handicapped, differently dressed, scnolastic achievers
who are not athletes, and children who appear to "put on airs" or brag are

valunerable to meddlin'.
’ what Schofield (in press) called

Children respond to aggression withA"strorg-suit" tactics. Middle class
children at Pacesetter who come from families with a median income of.$20,000

tend to respond to méddlin' with pasive "safe”" strategies of takingit; complying

with demAnds; or disengaging oneself with the mediation of a teacher, proteétion

2\



of a ‘batron,” or one's ability to divert en aggressor with hunor, negotiation,.
or withdrawal. Physically wealer childten often have protectors whom they tell
{f someone meddles them, and the stronger child takes up tor the weaker. (We
usually do not think of patron-client relationships in elemertary school.) A
few white and more black children who come from homes with‘a median incom: of
$9,000 respond to meddlin' in a reciprocal manner, tit‘for tat.

(3b) Desegregation 15 assumed to be earved if a school staff has training
in multicultural education and the school celebrates cultural pluralisn. However,
multicultural training programs at Pacesetter as elsewhere have neglected

)

cﬁildren's social wor;ds. Consider the classroom management technique of punishing
an entiée class for the misbehavior of a few so that peer pressure will bring
these few into line. It usually workc among a homogeneous middle class group.
The technique doés not work when black working class children's rules require a
child vho tells a tough youngster vwhat to do to fightlthe tough to make him or
her do it. 1In preparétion for a litigative sgciety, fhe school requires verhbal
negotiation of conflict; training programs often overlook the fact that survival
in some children's wor'ds requires physically striking out first.

Multicultufal education 18 related to the anthropological view that life 1=
relativistic and celebrates bilingualism and ethnic identity. This perspective

_ public
often does not consider that the unmodiried,existence of an autoncmous minority

A

culture, especially if manifestations such as meidlin' violate notions of
appropriateness in dominant American cultﬁre, may serve as a harrier for the minorit.
to opportunities controlled Yy the majoritv. The issue of assimilation versus
cultural plursalism, perhaps falsely drawn, ccnters on communication styles,
human relations, incentive motivation, antheaching and curriculum. Cultural
pluralists sometimes view the school in terms of a clash of black versus Anglo

technological,

culture. They confound some of the traits required for = western industrial,

capitalist gsystem and thogse which are adequate for rural, preindusﬁrial, or



low level technological development, or an unenployment-welfare orientation.
Certain economic systemsc require specific velues and skills wherever they operate

and whagever the color of their partiéipants. Thus the need may Le to provide

individusls with choice: teaching the skills that allow a person nccess to

socioeconomic. mobility and code-switching (veing able to operate in one or another,

at will). Therefore, desegregation's prcvision of iesou;ce equalization should
1nc1ude,_in additipn to material physical plant, teachins and enrichment, and
recognition and respect for the achievements and selected cultural patterns of
different groups, access to mainstream communicative modes, codes, and processes--
explicit knowledge of what the middle class knows 1mpllcitly.

Schools must also provide arenas for individuals to achieve celf dignity
in academic subjects. Schools have bullt-in pressures of compsrison, embarrassment,
anxiety, and self-doubt that lead some youngsters to behave in ways which are

relationships or friendihips.

not conducive to succeeding academically and to developing harmonious interractial .
By disrupting the clasroom routines and academic performances, e¢hildren communicate
through humor or aggres=ion that they do not recognize the.evaluative processes
of the schocl. They define bdth.the s1tuationvand the{r own performance in it

as matters to be taken lightly and inappropriate ror Jjudging their serious worth
or capabilities,

Civil rights advocates in multicultural education often claim that tracking,
streaming,‘or ability grouping within a school is a deliberate sﬁbterfugekfor
segregation in desegregation, a manoeuvre to maintain the stafus qun. Yet they
overlook the rights of individuals to human dignity. éonsider this case of sixth
grade black male non-rmsaders. In a small group of four, one member would not
participate. Ridiculed by the other three more advanced nonreaders, the
youngster clammed up. . The perceptive special education teacher worked on a one-
to-one basis with the bdy. He learned to read. 1In the system of positive
reinforcement, hg asked to have more individualized rg?ding instruction as his
reward. Ability groupiné for Spécific sub jects and separation from peer pressure

may be essential so that a child tes eyual oppnrthnity This must be coupled with

9
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continual evaluation and opportunity for moving children to appropriate groups
so that a child does not become locked in.

(30) Beginning desegregation in the early school grades is assumed to promote
positive race relations. However, social contact and social distance theorfes
(Pettigrew 1971) are confused. Even preschoolers notice the color and physiopnomy
of individuals and may generalize an experience with one person of a group to
all of its members.

Young children may not. be able to cope with diverse cullural styles. In the
first.evaluation of Pacesetter conducted by Estes and Skipper (1976), white
studgnts in grades one to thrée declined in self concept concernigg thelir
intellectual status, popularity, and happiness. For btlacks, there was an increase
from pre-test to post-test on popularity and total self concept scores.

The decline of white self concept may lie in the fact that students in
this age group are relatively rigid about what is correct behavior. They
lack tolerance for alternative norms and empathy. Older ‘
children acquire these qualities and can rationalize dev!ationn.rrom their own
norme. The white children at Pacesetter encounter black children who have n
wider normative range of acceptable behavior among pecrs. The exposure to
biaviors they think are wrong may'cﬁnllenge the vhife children's self-concepls.
The fact that some second-graders had more negative attitudes toward blacks then
their older siblinqs‘at Pace:etter~suggests a developmental pattern.

The increase of black self concept scores cohcerning popularity ant
iappiness may be due t~ the fact that the black children and their families
el anticipated {nterrecial problems «hich did not occur; Hi=torically, blacks

oftan experienced haragsament by whites wien Pacesetter was

~crented as a desegregsated school, black children feared going into a situation

where they thousht they might be Ai{sliked and emburrassed. Black self-~

concrrpt concerning intellectual statua {d not increase, perhapa tecause of tho

blarck/white comparisona.

- . 1 U | P



interracinl triendship {nvolves more than social contact At any as».
Provicualy esthbliched friendshipa on the bases of similar interests and nefghbrr-

Herd retworas often preclude openneas to voluntarily making friends.

Witrsat socisl intervention that trings children togethrer with simflar {nterects
in strochred crall cooperatives team tasks vhere each person has equol status,
negregsation In desesragmtion 18 likely to peraist.

ndereastimating the comﬁlexity_and subtlety of social knowledge a child

reerds bt Interact sauccessfully among multiculturel peers, some adults say

"Wids pick up’ the ‘tommon senuc' principles of socisl periormance. Scne do

o in the same way others learnm to read without formsl instruction. However,

rel! starterr need work on the subtleties of language arts and social relaticns,

respectively. Children who are picked on, for example, may need instructican

{r ratron-cliant mlationshipr 10 order Lo gel saloag.

In -.am, the third srsumption that desegregation is working if the media reports no
violence, m'lticultursl training occurs, and desegregation is benun with young

children overlooks children's perceptions of meddlin', the varlety of children's

rules for social behavior, working class-neighborhool network peer pressure,

and the developmental ability to tolerate norms that differ from one's owns.

(4) Let us turn to the fourth aqqumption. Althoush we recognize that

the family, church, and other insitutions

~no lonper fulfill Lheir trudition&l roles, Americana stgﬁ; assu.me the school

. A

w11l be a panacea for social problema. By mandating desegregation plans withont
n-oviding direction for considering unintended consequences in the development
o a unlque socinl experiment designed to meet const‘tdtionpl law, the courts
vove unwittingly set in motion forces that are counterproductive of providing
tqual educational opportunity. One‘gf the key unintended consequences 1is

that children and teacheis are’ thrust into ubus?%a pLysical or paychological

o
DR

{rcraents which are the result of historical patterns, the influences of

11
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c:.11tren upon each other, and sadult naivety. The injur:< Afgaity of thos: weak ur
cir or miscle, nrt those with aoiled pants or headaches, speak to unintendsd
corsequences ant unfulrilled expectations. S0 far the evidence of desegregution
ienAing to | iack acndemic achievement And improved socinl relations {s equivesal.
Lacause there 48 & taboo, unspoken behavioral noras preventing reference
to differense: trat involve coler, that oxisis In civil rights clrcles, eritien?
protlems are {gnored. Some prrents say thet racial difficultien exist in
r:al 11 fe béyonl the séhoo], so children in desegregated schools are lrarning
about reality. 'The unintended consequence 18 the absence of problem-solvinyg
end the perpetuation of the status quo. Discussing "racial” problens often
1:ads to emotional charges of subverting civil rights. However, more “uvbversive
+nl cortainly more harmful s ignoring éxperientlnl realities ag chgldrcn ,
p:reaive them and otservers document.
A critical unintended consequence Qf {gnoring desegregation problems apﬁears
t.» a drift toward a nmore socioceconomnically strailfied society as thone
'~ can 8fford it send thefr children to privete schools rather than have thenm
attend desogrogated schonls. This exadus could erovle the loeal tax base and
state lopislativ.: allocations Tcr public cducation. Historically whites put
their childrer in private schools to avoid desegrégntion. Now there are nuwyrrouvs
Ylneke taking thelr:children out of public achools (Hechingcr 1974).  An elfit.
private school pupuletién rcflccfs aiclqur pocl of resources for professicnal

erd manngerial positions, whereas the piblie schools ~provide o lower

o

loval paol. The gép betweern the two groups could widen, for the opportunities

o~ *he workins class to laa*n the hidien eurriculum of the middle ~lass and

tnlented individuals to be trained for high socioecorumic positions would decrense.

sociologlst James 5. Colsran, whese massive study in the mid-10€0a was

used to support. school deseprceatior, now says {t is a "ntstaken belirf that

j -y
oo
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black ntudentn learn hetter in deaepregeted classroonti. Desegregation hae
(quoted in Fein \’16 1.73).
turned nut to be much ucre complioated Lhan any of us ever realized" A Four
pairs of contrastive threads waave through the story of my field work. Black
anl white, working class anl middle class, neightorhood friendship networhs

ard strafgers, and children and adults. Evalustion--the process of identitying
problems and exploring their ramifications=4is critical to solving social problems.

Since schools are part of the locul, state, aﬁﬂ naticnul contexts, they
are limjted in what they can do. For example, Lné\pos1t1ve motivation 6f working
‘class studants touqrd academic achieﬁement and.school norms is affected by their
Potential employment opportunities; ﬁonschool.structures significantly impact
upon the bchool.5 However, within their arena of authority, schools confrort a
chief soﬁrce of d1fficulty in the adulﬂ fa}lure to recognize the distinctness of
the child's social world and their unwitting roles in it. Schools may unintentional!
act in ways that sfmulate and Jegicimize negative behaviors rather than
intervene to promote the goals they desire.

In sum, the data from my study challenge assumptiors that may guide the
the research and sducational enterprises. First, besides sharing a verbal laniiaye
with children, those trying to understand schooling must consider seriously
children's play; body language, and test of adult trussorthiness. Second, in
addition to assuming generatioﬁal continuity, it is nécessary to recognize the
| )

contingencies of a new era Ff youth and black assertiveness in which children
are enmeshed. Third, successful desegregation réquires more ghan a public record
of nonvioclence, multicultural education training as it has‘been provided, and

interracial mixing in the early grades. Awareness of children's perceptions and

experiences can lead to the development of mediating intervention strateeies to
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black working class - -
deal with meddlin' andApeer pressure against a8 member’s serious academic efforts.

Fourth, schools can only solve society's problems when other powerful institutions
equity

work in tandem towardAfoals. Anthropologists are committed to takig the native's .

view in evaluating csocial policy for the natives. In schools, children's perceptiony

and experiences sbout what it is 1like to be a student may present a reality that

mocks adult ideals und the policies meart to realize them.

» ek
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Footnotes .

1. The criteria for successful desegregation vary. Miintaining a numerical
racial balancé my satisfy the courts. A boost in academic achieveirenrt ma;
satisfy the educational agencies. Quality, orderly education mﬁy e the criterin
of success for local communities.

2: Reports of this study appear in Hanna 1979a, 1979b. The former has
a chapter.on recommendations in light of research findings.

3. No white boy or girl erpressed u positive attitude towari {iphting.

Two boys thought it was okay to fight 1f someone else started {t One black girl
was positive, tour thought 1t okay in self defense. Five black toys voLunteered
a positive judgement; sovery a qualified positive attitude. When I ased atout
misbehavior, children often volunteered names. Similarly, when T asked children

i1f they were afraid of anyone at school, they often volunkered names. There

seemed to be a concensus mbout those who causexd probiems.

L. LeCompte (1976) among others speaks of the special function of
scho;ling which prepares youngsters for>the wo.'k world th;ough a hidden
curriculum stressing authority, time, work and order. T use the term more
broadly to include styles of social relstions.

5. See OgLu 197h. Herbefs Q979)reports”that the uniemployment picture
for minority youths, particularly blacks, is about what it was for the entire

ration in the Adepths of the Great Depression. Flint(}??Q)rcports the johless

rate for nonwhite youths at 3%.3 percent. Dallas, at the time of my study, was

hetter off than mary other cities, especially 1n the northeast. FPelow s a

1976 breakdown (U.S. Burean of Labor Statistics):

Dallac-Ft. Worth o New Yorx City
overall unemp’ oyment L. percent 0.4
black & other minority 7. 12.6
white teen 15.2 : 02,1
black and other teen 7.0 hW7.0
15



In 1975 about seven percent of the Pacesetter blsck children's fathers w.:re
unemployed. The relationshims between academic performunce, school policy,
and employment is suggested by the Wingate School experience. Hentoff (1979)
reported that a principal transformed a chaotic high school by individualizing
programs, stressing reading in all subjects, discouraging teachers from
treating students as losers, providing realistié vocational training, and
providing after school and summer Jobs through a nearly one million dollar

federally funded Cooperative Education Program.
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