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CIVIL DISCOURSE
New curriculum helps students  

explore divisive issues

‘I’M NOT  
BIASED’

Steps to deepen  
our cultural  

understanding



 “Nobody needs to explain to a Negro the difference 
between the law in books and the law in action.”

 — charles houston, Special Counsel to the NAACP, c. 1950 
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How We Live Our Lives
by Lecia J. Brooks

The great promise of the 1954 landmark U. S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education was that 
children would grow up together in integrated schools. They would prove the segregationists wrong. Black 
children and white children would learn to respect one another as equals and bring down the walls of racial sep-
aration. Through the efforts of our children, our nation would live up to the ideals of equality and justice for all. 

And, as an added bonus, we’d finally abandon the false notion that separate was equal. Instead we’d make 
a commitment to provide quality educational opportunities for every child. 

That’s just not what happened.
This issue of Teaching Tolerance uncovers what did happen. The sad truth is that public schools are 

more racially segregated today than they were 40 year ago. Oh, and we’re back to buying into the belief 
that separate can be equal — and this time around we’re not limiting segregated space to race. As you’ll 
see in “Immigrant Schools: A Better Choice?” and “Homo High,” communities are attempting to address 
the very real needs of students who are ill-served by schools they are zoned or otherwise compelled to 
attend by creating culturally sensitive, safe spaces just for them. 

Just for them? Yes, that’s segregation, too. But there is a difference.
Back in the days of Jim Crow, segregated schools existed solely to support the illogical and dam-

aging notion of white supremacy. Though many would argue that black students fared far better 
academically in the segregated South than they do in any region of the country today, there was a 
high psychological price to pay. Blacks were deemed inferior to whites and as such we were forbid-
den from going to school with them. As we know, racial segregation was also the law of the land 
at restaurants, water fountains and on the bus. In more communities than we’d like to admit, 
segregation wasn’t just about schools; it was a social norm.

Today, the legal rules governing social relationships no longer dictate separateness. Each of 
us has some say over how we live our lives — and, as parents, how we’ll raise our kids — segre-
gated, integrated or a hybrid combination of the two. 

As I look back on my own experience as a single parent raising a male child in Los Angeles, I find 
that we were constantly navigating integrated and segregated spaces. I was committed to doing 
everything I could to ensure that Daniel had more opportunities than our race and class mem-
bership dictated he should. He entered kindergarten with classmates who mirrored him exactly 

— black and working poor. His high school graduating class was small, marginally diverse and 
relatively privileged. All along the way, we lived and socialized with folks who looked just like us. 

“He talks white!” This indictment was first hurled at Daniel by family members when he was about 
7 years old.  We were living in South Central Los Angeles, and he was enrolled in a magnet program on 
the other side of town. Yet adhering to the rules of Standard English wasn’t enough to keep his teacher 
from seeing Daniel as “troubled.” 

As he got older, I considered moving out of the neighborhood. Not that I didn’t feel safe; I did. I grew 
up in East Oakland and was not easily frightened by folks who looked like me. My experiences inter-
acting with the teachers and administrators at the magnet school on the Westside left 
me feeling less than — and at the time, I was a 5th-grade teacher in South Central. I 
had to take Daniel out of that school before he began to internalize their biases.

Thus began the improbable journey — through too many schools, in search 
of a quality education. Today, my son and I have an unshakeable appreciation 
for who we are and where we came from. We live naturally integrated lives and 
wouldn’t have it any other way.VALERIE
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lecia j. brooks has been a teacher, youth 
worker, and, for the past year, interim  
director for Teaching Tolerance. Lecia 
serves as the director of SPLC’s Civil Rights 
Memorial in Montgomery, Alabama.

Civil Discourse

New Curriculum from 
Teaching Tolerance

 

CIVIL 
DISCOURSE 

IN THE 
CLASSROOM 

AND 
BEYOND 

 
Politeness may be nice. 

But civil discourse is  
about listening. It’s  

about shaping ideas and  
challenging arguments.

•••
Your students  

need these tools. 
All learning activities are 
standards-based and may 
be used across disciplines 

and grade levels. 
 

Free online 
download 

www.tolerance.org/discourse
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during my career unit with seventh-graders, i take 
the opportunity to look at gender stereotyping in the work 
force. After students have an opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with careers, I challenge their learning with a 
game similar to the old game show “Password.” 

I tell students that I will be attaching an index card with 
the name of a job onto their back (painter’s tape works fairly 
well). Students will then be given an opportunity to mingle 
within the classroom getting clues to the job with which 
they’ve been labeled. Students look at the back of a peer and 
talk to them the way they would someone in that profes-
sion. They can refer to the schooling that is needed to obtain 
that particular job or to the special equip-
ment they might use if they did that job. 
I usually model how to ask questions 
without giving the job away.

To challenge students’ gender 
bias, females in class are given ste-
reotypical male jobs like plumber, 
firefighter and construction man-
ager. Meanwhile, males are assigned 
jobs like librarian, nurse or flight at-
tendant. Most students accurately guess 
what the job they’ve been labeled with 
quite quickly, but usually not without an 
air of disgust. My female students have re-
sponded, for instance, in a horrified tone, 

“Plumber! Yuck!” Male students scrunch 
their faces in disbelief at the thought of 
a male librarian.

I then take the opportunity to re-
view the definition of a stereotype. 
We discuss how subtle and overt 

messages sometimes unintentionally are given to males 
and females as to what careers they can choose. The les-
son ends with the recognition that interests and aptitudes 

— not gender — should guide people to their careers. You can 
extend this lesson to discuss the effects of gender on educa-
tion, paychecks and politics.

Mollie Surguine
Sonoran Sky School
Glendale, Arizona 

in recent years there has been a resurgence in this 
country of hate groups. Why have these groups been so power-
ful in American history and why are they gaining in popularity 
now? It is a good time to revisit the events of the past and help 
students link these lessons to their lives today. The purpose 
of this activity is to take a look at one of the most famous hate 
groups, try to understand why its members believe the way 
they do and learn what can be done to stop hate groups from 
returning to their historic levels of power and influence.

Begin by showing a 2-minute video clip from the National 
Geographic channel on the brief history of the Klan — KKK: 
Inside American Terror (http://channel.nationalgeographic.
com/series/inside/3954/Overview?#tab-Videos/05945_00). 

After viewing the video, allow students to read the 
Newsweek article “rebranding hate in the age of Obama” 
(available at www.newsweek.com/id/195085).

Have students look for the answers to the following questions:
Q: According to the video, what groups did the Klan target during 
its resurgence in the early 20th century? A: African Americans 
and immigrants from predominantly Catholic countries.

Q: Prior to the 2008 election, which group had the Klan and 
similar hate groups begun targeting and why? A: Latino im-
migrants, to capitalize on fear of losing jobs.

Q: Have there been any other examples of backlashes 
against immigrant groups over job loss fears in American 
history? A: Chinese American, Japanese American, Italian 
American and many other groups).

Q: Why did public support of hate groups rapidly decline 
during the Civil Rights era? A: Answers will vary but should 
refer to the graphic images shown in media during the Civil 
Rights Movement.

Q: What effects did 9/11 have on hate groups in America? 
A: Answers will vary but will contain thoughts such as in-
creased hate attacks against 
Arab and Muslim immigrants.

A good assignment for a critical 
reflection paper would be, “Why 
do you think that hate groups 
predominantly target people of 
color or immigrants and blame 
them for economic problems 
that they are not responsible for?”

Mike Hollis
Texas State University
San Marcos, Texas

Gender Stereotyping Awareness

The Resurgence of Hate

do your students need quick 
comebacks to fight off gender-based 
putdowns? Read “Not True! Gender 
Doesn’t Limit You!” at www.tolerance.
org/magazine/number-32-fall-2007/
not-true-gender-doesnt-limit-you. 

want to help your 
students delve deeper 
into the causes of intoler-
ance? The author of “The 
Rhetoric of Hate” (www.
tolerance.org/magazine/
number-20-fall-2001/rhet-
oric-hate) let his students 
research the rhetoric of 
hate groups — and taught 
them how to recognize 
common logical fallacies. 

ACTIVITY         E X CHANGE    
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