What Do
You Mean
When You
Say Urban!?

Speaking honestly

about race and students

B BY DYAN WATSON

Ethnic, inner city, urban. What/do these terms mean in education?

I am a teacher educator who studies how people use language to
talk about race. One word that I've examined over the past five years
is urban. A quick look in the dictionary, and there is no surprise: Ur-
ban means related to the city, characteristic of a city or city life. So
what does that mean when we say urban education? What is unique
about city schools or city education? That depends on the city you're
talking about. In large, densely populated cities, such as Boston, New
York, and Los Angeles, city schools are often characterized by large,
diverse populations, many poor students, budget shortfalls, and bu-
reaucracy. So why, then, do we use the term wrban when what we re-
ally mean are schools with majority black and Latina/o populations?

Take for example my city: Portland,
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Ore. Downtown there is a high school
named Lincoln. It is less than a mile
from the Pearl District, a hip place
that boasts unique food, shops, new
condos, and the best of urban renewal.
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It is a stone’s throw from a soccer sta-
dium and surrounded by tall buildings,
people biking to work in suits, folks
who routinely beg, and the hub of the
public transit system.

Across the river in North Portland,
there is a high school named Jefferson.
It is surrounded by family dwellings,
mom-and-pop shops, and wide streets
for biking, walkihg, and playing.
There is a community college across
the street.

Which one of these schools is ur-
ban? Lincoln? Jefferson? Both?

Before you decide, let me give you
a bit more information. At Lincoln,
the downtown school, the popula-
tion is more than 75 percent white, 4.5
percent of the students are black, 8.6
percent are Asian, and 6.6 percent are
Latina/o; 10.5 percent are on free/re-
duced lunch; and the school does not
receive Title 1 funding. At Jefferson,
the school across the river, §9 percent
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This is no time for euphemisms and unexamined beliefs about race.

of the students are black, 8 percent are
Asian/Pacific Islanders, and 17 percent
are Latina/o; 70 percent are on free/
reduced lunch; and the school does re-
ceive Title 1 funding.

Made up your mind yet?

A few years ago I interviewed 17
teachers who attended an “urban edu-
cation” program. I asked them what
was the difference, if any, between
urban teaching and non-urban teach-
ing, Ruth remarked: “To me, urban
students come from an environment
where they can’t see the value of edu-
cation. They can’t see why it matters,
because everyone that they know, ev-
erything that they do, has nothing to
do with having an education.”

Thinking about the definition of
urban—related to the city—I can’t

help but wonder: What is it about
city kids that makes this teacher
think they don’t value education? It
wasn’t until after three interviews of
each teacher that the whole picture
emerged, one in which urban was
constructed as a code word for race—
specifically black and Latina/o—and
often for poor. Teachers equated urban
with students of color and the charac-
teristics they perceived as belonging
to students of color.

At one point I asked these teachers
what urban meant and the most often
cited response was “racially diverse
students.” Now taken as is, this would
mean students of a multitude of rac-
es—including whites. But it was clear
from these interviews that “racially
diverse” excluded white students and

often left Asian Americans and Native
Americans on the side as well.

As Molly noted: “My teacher edu-
cation program definitely prepared
me to be a teacher. I think my school
placement prepared me to be an urban
teacher. Had I been in the exact same
university classes, but had a school
placement in Lake Genesis {a major-
ity white high schooll, I wouldn’t have
been prepared to be an urban teacher.”

I wonder, which parts of good
teaching translate into all types of
schools and which parts don’t? What’s
urban about urban teaching?

Two years ago I presented some of
my research to preservice teachers.
One of them challenged me. “But that
is how they act. Urban kids don’t want
to learn as much as the other students
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Bring these Family
Diversity Projects
photo-text exhibits
to your school (K-12)

IN OUR FAMILY:
Portraits of All Kinds of Families

LOVE MAKES A FAMILY:
Portraits of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, &
Transgender People & Their Families

THE ROAD TO FREEDOM:

Portraits of People with Disabilities

NOTHING TO HIDE:

Mental lliness in the Family

OF MANY COLORS:

Portraits of Multiracial Families

PIONEERING VOICES:

Portraits of Transgender People

“Our vision was that the exhibit would strengthen
our school community and assure that everyone felt
respected. It is a wonderful thing to see a vision
realized. | would highly recommend that every school
in the country have a Family Diversity Projects’
exhibit as a way of opening communication and
teaching respect for all.”

—Tessa Gaddis, school librarian, Corte Madera, CA

To bring the exhibits to your community, please contact: FAMILY DIVERSITY PROJECTS
413-256-0502 « info@familydiv.org « www.familydiv.org

Donate your car* to Rethinking Schools!

Call 1-877-CARS4US (227-7487) ext. 1883
or donate online at www.donationline.com

m Tax Deductible
m No Hassle

m No Cost

m Pickup ASAP

*or your truck, van, RY, bus, boat,
motorcycle, jet ski, snowmobile, etc.
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We need teachers
who will examine
themselves as racial

beings who teach
other racial beings,
and figure out what

they are doing wrong
and what they are
doing right.

in class. Their parents don’t care as
much, they don’t arrive ‘at school on
time, and they don’t get their home-
work done. So these teachers are just
responding to reality. I see it at North
High School all the time.”

Reflecting on this, I thought about
how he separated his students—all of
whom were from the local neighbor-
hood—into two categories: urban and
normal. Then I thought, oh yeah, ur-
ban means Jess than. The kids who are
doing well, the kids who know how to
do school, are normal. And the kids
who don’t know how to do school are
urban.

Does it matter what language we
use? It only matters if you are going
to use it to mask your feelings—overly
positive or negative—about a certain
race or economic group. This is no
time for euphemisms and unexam-
ined beliefs about race. Our schools
are deeply divided along racial and
class lines. We need teachers who will
examine themselves as racial beings
who teach other racial beings and fig-
ure out what they are doing wrong and
what they are doing right.

What would it look like to use race
words (e.g., African American, Euro-
pean American, Korean American)
when thinking about your classroom
and curriculum? You might test your-
self by starting to use “black” when
you really mean it instead of low
achieving, underserved, at-risk, our
kids, those kids, inner city—or urban.

So what do you mean when you say
urban?m



