READING 26

“Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting
Together in the Cafeteria?”

Beverly Daniel Tatum

Walk into any racially mixed high school cafeteria
at lunch time and you will instantly notice that in
the sea of adolescent faces, there is an identifiable
group of Black students sitting together. Con-
versely, it could be pointed out that there are many
groups of White students sitting together as well,
though people rarely comment about that. The
question on the tip of everyone’s tongue is “Why
are the Black kids sitting together?” Principals
want to know, teachers want to know, White stu-
dents want to know, the Black students who aren’t
sitting at the table want to know.

Beverly Daniel Tatum is president of Spelman College. Prior to
her appointment to the Spelman presidency in 2002, she spent
13 years at Mount Holyoke College as professor of psychology,
department chair, dean of the college, and acting president.
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How does it happen that so many Black
teenagers end up at the same cafeteria table? They
don’t start out there. If you walk into racially mixed
elementary schools, you will often see young chil-
dren of diverse racial backgrounds playing with one
- another, sitting at the snack table together, crossing
racial boundaries with an ease uncommon in ado-
lescence. Moving from elementary school to middle
school (often at sixth or seventh grade) means in-
teracting with new children from different neigh-
borhoods than before, and a certain degree of
clustering by race might therefore be expected, pre-

suming that children who are familiar with one an>

other would form groups. But even in schools
where the same children stay together from kinder-
garten through eighth grade, racial grouping begins
* by the sixth or seventh grade. What happens?

One thing that happens is puberty. As children
enter adolescence, they begin to explore the ques-
tion of identity, asking “Who am I? Who can I be?”
in ways they have not done before. For Black youth,
asking “Who am I?” includes thinking about “Who
am [ ethnically and/or racially? What does it mean
to be Black?”

As I write this, I can hear the voice of a White
woman who asked me, “Well, all adolescents strug-
gle with questions of identity. They all become
more self-conscious about their appearance and
more concerned about what their peers think. So
what is so different for Black kids?” Of course, she is

, i right that all adolescents look at themselves in new
! ways, but not all adolescents think about themselves
| in racial terms.

The search for personal identity that intensifies
in adolescence can involve several dimensions of
an adolescent’s life: vocational plans, religious be-
liefs, values and preferences, political affiliations
and beliefs, gender roles, and ethnic identities. The
process of exploration may vary across these iden-
tity domains. James Marcia described four identity
“statuses” to characterize the variation in the iden-
tity search process: (1) diffuse, a state in which
there has been little exploration or active consider-
ation of a particular domain, and no psychological
commitment; (2) foreclosed, a state in which a
commitment has been made to particular roles or

belief systems, often those selected by parents,
without actively considering alternatives; (3)
moratorium, a state of active exploration of roles
and beliefs in which no commitment has yet been
made; and (4) achieved, a state of strong personal
commitment to a particular dimension of identity
following a period of high exploration.!

An individual is not likely to explore all identity
domains at once, therefore it is not unusual for an
adolescent to be actively exploring one dimension
while another remains relatively unexamined.
Given the impact of dominant and subordinate sta-
tus, it is not surprising that researchers have found
that adolescents of color are more likely to be ac-
tively engaged in an exploration of their racial or
ethnic identity than are White adolescents.?

Why do Black youths, in particular, think about
themselves in terms of race? Because that is how

‘the rest of the world thinks of them. Our self-

perceptions are shaped by the messages that we
receive from those around us, and when young
Black men and women enter adolescence, the racial
content of those messages intensifies. A case in
point: If you were to ask my ten-year-old son, David,
to describe himself, he would tell you many things:
that he is smart, that he likes to play computer
games, that he has an older brother. Near the top of
his list, he would likely mention that he is tall for his
age. He would probably not mention that he is
Black, though he certainly knows that he is. Why
would he mention his height and not his racial
group membership? When David meets new adults,
one of the first questions they ask is “How old are
you?” When David states his age, the inevitable reply
is “Gee, you're tall for your age!” It happens so
frequently that I once overheard David say to some-
one, “Don’t say it, I know. I'm tall for my age.” Height
is salient for David because it is salient for others.
When David meets new adults, they don’t say,
“Gee, you're Black for your age!” If you are saying to
yourself, of course they don’t, think again. Imagine
David at fifteen, six-foot-two, wearing the adoles-
cent attire of the day, passing adults he doesn’t
know on the sidewalk. Do the women hold their
purses a little tighter, maybe even cross the street to
avoid him? Does he hear the sound of the auto-
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matic door locks on cars as he passes by? Is he being
followed around by the security guards at the local
mall? As he stops in town with his new bicycle, does
a police officer hassle him, asking where he got it,
implying that it might be stolen? Do strangers as-
sume he plays basketball? Each of these experiences
conveys a racial message. At ten, race is not yet
salient for David, because it is not vet salient for so-
ciety. But it will be. '

NN

UNDERSTANDING RACIAL

IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT N

Psychologist William Cross, author of Shades of
Black: Diversity in African American Identiry, has
offered a theory of racial identity development
that I have found to be a very useful framework for
understanding what is happening not only with
David, but with those Black students in the cafete-
ria.> According to Cross’s model, referred to as the
psychology of nigrescence, or the psychology of
becoming Black, the five stages of racial identity
development are pre-encounter, encounter, immer-
sion/emersion, internalization, and internalization-
commitment. For the moment, we will consider the
first two stages as those are the most relevant for
adolescents.

In the first stage, the Black child absorbs many
of the beliefs and values of the dominant White
culture, including the idea that it is better to be
White. The stereotypes, omissions, and distortions
that reinforce notions of White superiority are
breathed in by Black children as well as White. Sim-
ply as a function of being socialized in a Eurocen-
tric culture, some Black children may begin to
value the role models, lifestyles, and images of
beauty represented by the dominant group more |
highly than those of their own cultural group. On
the other hand, if Black parents are what I call race-
conscious—that is, actively seeking to encourage
positive racial identity by providing their children
with positive cultural images and messages about
what it means to be Black—the impact of the dom-
inant society’s messages are reduced.* In either
case, in the pre-encounter stage, the personal and
social significance of one’s racial group member-

:
|

|

ship has not vet been realized, and racial identity is
not yet under examination. At age ten, David and
other children like him would seem to be in the
pre-encounter stage. When the environmental cues
change and the world begins to reflect his Black-
ness back to him more clearly, he will probably en-
ter the encounter stage.

Transition to the encounter stage is typically pre-
cipitated by an event or series of events that force
the young person to acknowledge the personal im-
pact of racism. As the result of a new and height-
ened awareness of the significance of race, the
individual begins to grapple with what it means to
be a member of a group targeted by racism. Though
Cross describes this process as one that unfolds in
late adolescence and early adulthood, research sug-
gests that an examination of one’s racial or ethnic
identity may begin as early as junior high school.

In a study of Black and White eighth graders
from an integrated urban junior high school, Jean
Phinney and Steve Tarver found clear evidence for
the beginning of the search process in this dimen-
sion of identity. Among the forty-eight participants,
more than a third had thought about the effects of
ethnicity on their future, had discussed the issues
with family and friends, and were attempting to
learn more about their group. While White students
in this integrated school were also beginning to
think about ethnic identity, there was evidence to
suggest a more active search among Black students,
especially Black females.” Phinney and Tarver’s re-
search is consistent with my own study of Black
youth in predominantly White communities, where

s

the environmental cues that trigger an examination -
of racial identity often become evident in middle

school or junior high school.®
Some of the environmental cues are institution-
alized. Though many elementary schools have self-
contained classrooms where children of varying
performance levels learn together, many middle and
secondary schools use “ability grouping,” or track-
ing. Though school administrators often defend
1 their tracking practices as fair and objective, there
usually is a recognizable racial pattern to how chil-
| dren are assigned, which often represents the system
i of advantage operating in the schools.” In racially
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mixed schools, Black children are much more likely
to be in the lower track than in the honors track.
Such apparent sorting along racial lines sends a
message about what it means to be Black. One
young honors student I interviewed described the
irony of this resegregation in what was an otherwise
integrated environment, and hinted at the identity
issues it raised for him.

It was really a very paradoxical existence, here  am in
a school that’s 35 percent Black, you know, and I'm the
only Black in my classes. . . . That always struck me as
odd. I guess [ felt that [ was different from the other
Blacks because of that.

In addition to the changes taking place within
school, there are changes in the social dynamics
outside school. For many parents, puberty raises

\i anxiety about interracial dating. In racially mixed

communities, you begin to see what I call the birth-

day party effect. Young children’s birthday parties in

multiracial communities are often a reflection of
the community’s diversity. The parties of elemen-

tary school children may be segregated by gender

but not by race. At puberty, when the parties be-|
come sleepovers or boy-gir] events, they become*
less and less racially diverse.

Black girls, especially in predominantly White
communities, may gradually become aware that
something has changed. When their White friends
start to date, they do not. The issues of emerging sex-
uality and the societal messages about who is sexually
desirable leave young Black women in a very deval-
ued position. One young wormnan from a Philadelphia
suburb described herself as “pursuing White guys
throughout high school” to no avail. Since there were
no Black boys in her class, she had little choice. She
would feel “really pissed off” that those same White
boys would date her White friends. For her, “that
prom thing was like out of the question.”®

Though Black girls living in the context of a
larger Black community may have more social
choices, they too have to contend with devaluing
messages about who they are and who they will be-
come, especially if they are poor or working-class.
As social scientists Bonnie Ross Leadbeater and
Niobe Way point out,

The school drop-out, the teenage welfare mother, the
drug addict, and the victim of domestic violence or of
AIDS are among the most prevalent public images of
poor and working-class urban adolescent girls. . . . Yet,
despite the risks inherent in economic disadvantage,
the majority of poor urban adolescent girls do not fit
the stereotypes that are made about them.®

Resisting the stereotypes and affirming other
definitions of themselves is part of the task facing
young Black women in both White and Black
communities.

As was 1llustrated\1 the example of David, Black
boys also face a devalued status in the wider world.
The all too familiar media image of a young Black
man with his hands cuffed behind his back, arrested
for a violent crime, has primed many to view young
Black men with suspicion and fear. In the context of
predominantly White schools, however, Black boys
may enjoy a degree of social success, particularly if
they are athletically talented. The culture has em-
braced the Black athlete, and the young man who
can fulfill that role is often pursued by Black girls
and White girls alike. But even these young men will
encounter experiences that may trigger an examina-
tion of their racial identity.

Sometimes the experience is quite dramatic. The
Autobiography of Malcolm X is a classic tale of racial
identity development, and I assign it to my psychol-
ogy of racism students for just that reason. As a jun-
ior high school student, Malcolm was a star. Despite
the fact that he was separated from his family and
living in a foster home, he was an A student and was
elected president of his class. One day he had a con-
versation with his English teacher, whom he liked
and respected, about his future career goals. Mal-
colm said he wanted to be a lawyer. His teacher re-
sponded, “That’s no realistic goal for a nigger,” and
advised him to consider carpentry instead.'® The
message was clear: You are a Black male, your racial
group membership matters, plan accordingly. Mal-
colm’s emotional response was typical—anger, con-
fusion, and alienation. He withdrew from his White
classmates, stopped participating in class, and even-
tually left his predominately white Michigan home
to live with his sister in Roxbury, a Black commu-
nity in Boston.
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No teacher would say such a thing now, you
may be thinking, but don’t be so sure. It is cer-
tainly less likely that a teacher would use the word
nigger, but consider these contemporary examples
shared by high school students. A young ninth-
grade student was sitting in his homeroom. A sub-
stitute teacher was in charge of the class. Because
the majority of students from this school go on to
college, she used the free time to ask the students
about their college plans. As a substitute she had
very limited information about their academic
performance, but she offered some suggestions.
When she turned to this young man, one of few
Black males in the class, she suggested that he con-
sider a community college. She had recommended
four-year colleges to the other students. Like Mal-
colm, this student got the message.

In another example, a young Black woman at-
tending a desegregated school to which she was
bussed was encouraged by a teacher to attend the up-
coming school dance. Most of the Black students did
not live in the neighborhood and seldom attended
the extracurricular activities. The young woman in-
dicated that she wasn’t planning to come. The well-
intentioned teacher was persistent. Finally the
teacher said, “Oh come on, I know you people love to
dance.” This young woman got the message, too.

COPING WITH ENCOUNTERS:
DEVELOPING AN OPPOSITIONAL
IDENTITY

| What do these encounters have to do with the cafe-
| teria? Do experiences with racism inevitably result
-in so-called self-segregation? While certainly a de-
sire to protect oneself from further offense is un-
derstandable, it is not the only factor at work.
Imagine the young eighth-grade girl who experi-
enced the teacher’s use of “you people” and the
dancing stereotype as a racial affront. Upset and
struggling with adolescent embarrassment, she
bumps into a White friend who can see that some-
thing is wrong. She explains. Her White friend re-
sponds, in an effort to make her feel better perhaps,
and says, “Oh, Mr. Smith is such a nice guy, I'm
sure he didn’t mean it like that. Don’t be so sensi-

\

tive.” Perhaps the White friend is right, and Mr.
Smith didn’t mean it, but imagine your own re-
sponse when you are upset, perhaps with a spouse
or partner. He or she asks what’s wrong and you
explain why you are offended. Your partner
brushes off your complaint, attributing it to your
being oversensitive. What happens to your emo-
tional thermostat? It escalates. When feelings, ra-
tional or irrational, are invalidated, most people
disengage. They not only choose to discontinue the
conversation but are more likely to turn to some-
one who will understand their perspective.

in much the same way, the eighth-grade girl’s
White friend doesn’t get it. She doesn’t see the sig-
nificance of this racial message, but the girls at the
“Black table” do. When she tells her story there, one
of them is likely to say, “You know what, Mr. Smith
said the same thing to me yesterday!” Not only are
Black adolescents encountering racism and reflect-
ing on their identity, but their White peers, even
when they are not the perpetrators (and sometimes
they are), are unprepared to respond in supportive
ways. The Black students turn to each other for the
much needed support they are not likely to find <
anywhere else.

In adolescence, as race becomes personally
salient for Black youth, finding the answer to ques-
tions such as, “What does it mean to be a young
Black person? How should 1 act? What should I
do?” is particularly important. And although Black
fathers, mothers, aunts, and uncles may hold the
answers by offering themselves as role models, they
hold little appeal for most adolescents. The last
thing many fourteen-year-olds want to do is to
grow up to be like their parents. It is the peer group,
the kids in the cafeteria, who hold the answers to
these questions. They know how to be Black. They
have absorbed the stereotypical images of Black
youth in the popular culture and are reflecting
those images in their self-presentation.

Based on their fieldwork in U.S. high schools,
Signithia Fordham and John Ogbu identified a com-
mon psychological pattern found among African
American high school students at this stage of iden-
tity development.!* They observed that the anger
and resentment that adolescents feel in response to
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their growing awareness of the systematic exclusion
of Black people from full participation in U.S. soci-
ety leads to the development of an oppositional so-
cial identity. This oppositional stance both protects
one’s identity from the psychological assault of
racism and keeps the dominant group at a distance.
Fordham and Ogbu write:

Subordinate minorities regard certain forms of
behavior and certain activities or events, symbols, and
meanings as not appropriate for them because those
behaviors, events, symbols, and meanings are charac-
teristic of white Americans. At the same time they em-
phasize other forms of behavior as more appropriate
for them because these are not a part of white Ameri-

cans’ way of life. To behave in the manner defined as |

falling within a white cultural frame of reference is to
“act white” and is negatively sanctioned.'?

Certain styles of speech, dress, and music, for ex-
ample, may be embraced as “authentically Black”
and become highly valued, while attitudes and be-
haviors associated with Whites are viewed with dis-
dain. The peer groups’s evaluation of what is Black
and what is not can have a powerful impact on ado-
lescent behavior.

Reflecting on her high school years, one Black
woman from a White neighborhood described both
the pain of being rejected by her Black classmates
and her attempts to conform to her peer’s defini-
tion of Blackness:

“Oh you sound White, you think you're White,” they
said. And the idea of sounding White was just so ab-
surd to me. . .. So ninth grade was sort of traumatic in
that I started listening to rap music, which I really just
don’t like. [1 said] ’'m gonna be Black, and it was just
that stupid. But it’s more than just how one acts, you
know. [ The other Black women there] were not into
me for the longest time. My first year there was hell.

Sometimes the emergence of an oppositional
identity can be quite dramatic, as the young person
tries on a new persona almost overnight. At the end
of one school year, race may not have appeared to
be significant, but often some encounter takes place
over the summer and the young person returns to
school much more aware of his or her Blackness
and ready to make sure that the rest of the world is

aware of it, too. There is a certain “in your face”
quality that these adolescents can take on, which
their teachers often experience as threatening.
When a group of Black teens are sitting together in
the cafeteria, collectively embodying an opposi-
tional stance, schﬁol administrators want to know
not only why they are sitting together, but what can
be done to prevent it.

We need to understand that in racially mixed
settings, racial grouping is a developmental process
in response to an environmental stressor, racism.
Joining with one’s peers for support in the face of
stress is a positive coping strategy. What is problem-
atic is that the young people are operating with a
very limited definition of what it means to be Black,
based largely on cultural stereotypes.

OPPOSITIONAL IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT AND ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT

Unfortunately for Black teenagers, those cultural
stereotypes do not usually include academic
achievement. Academic success is more often asso-
ciated with being White. During the encounter
phase of racial identity development, when the
search for identity leads toward cultural stereotypes
and away from anything that might be associated
with Whiteness, academic performance often de-
clines. Doing well in school becomes identified as
trying to be White. Being smart becomes the oppo-
site of being cool. . - e

While this frame of reference is not umversally
found among adolescents of African descent, it is
commonly observed in Black peer groups. Among
the Black college students I have interviewed,
many described some conflict or alienation from
other African American teens because of their ac-
ademic success in high school. For example, a
twenty-year-old female from a Washington, D.C.,
suburb explained:

,/ It was weird, even in high school a lot of the Black stu-
dents were, like, “Well, youre not really Black”
Whether it was because 1 became president of the
sixth-grade class or whatever it was, it started pretty
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much back then. Junior high, it got worse. [ was then
labeled certain things, whether it was “the oreo” or I
wasn'’t really Black.

Others described avoiding situations that would
set them apart from their Black peers. For example,
one young woman declined to participate in a gifted
program in her school because she knew it would sep-
arate her from the other Black students in the school.

In a study of thirty-three eleventh-graders in a
Washington, D.C., school, Fordham and Ogbu
found that although some of the students had once
been academically successful, few of them remained
s0. These students also knew that to be identified as
a “brainiac” would result in peer rejection. The few
students who had maintained strong academic
records found ways to play down their academic
success enough to maintain some level of accept-
ance among their Black peers.'?

Academically successful Black students also need
a strategy to find acceptance among their White
classmates. Fordham describes one such strategy as
racelessness, wherein individuals assimilate into the
dominant group by de-emphasizing characteristics
that might identify them as members of the subor-
dinate group.'* Jon, a young man I interviewed,
offered a classic example of this strategy as he
described his approach to dealing with his discom-
fort at being the only Black person in his advanced
classes. He said, “At no point did I ever think I
was White or did I ever want to be White. ... | guess
it was one of those things where I tried to de-
emphasize the fact that I was Black” This strategy
led him to avoid activities that were associated with
Blackness. He recalled, “I didn’t want to do anything
that was traditionally Black, like I never played bas-
ketball. I ran cross-country. . .. I went for distance
running instead of sprints” He felt he had to show
his White classmates that there were “exceptions to
all these stereotypes.” However, this strategy was of
limited usefulness. When he traveled outside his
home community with his White teammates, he
sometimes encountered overt racism. “I quickly re-
alized that I'm Black, and that’s the thing that
they’re going to see first, no matter how much I try
to de-emphasize my Blackness.”

A Black student can play down Black identity in
order to succeed in school and mainstream institu-
tions without rejecting his Black identity and cul-
ture."” Instead of becoming raceless, an achieving
Black student can become an emissary, someone
who sees his or her own achievements as advancing
the cause of the racial group. For example, social
scientists Richard Zweigenhaft and G. William
Domhoft describe how a successful Black student,
in response to the accusation of acting White, con-
nected his achievement to that of other Black men
by saying, “Martin Luther King must not have been
Black, then, since he had a doctoral degree, and
Malcolm X must not have been Black since he edu-
cated himself while in prison.” In addition, he
demonstrated his loyalty to the Black community
by taking an openly political stance against the
racial discrimination he observed in his school.'¢

It is clear that an oppositional identity can inter-
fere with academic achievement, and it may be
tempting for educators to blame the adolescents
themselves for their academic decline. However, the
questions that educators and other concerned
adults must ask are, How did academic achieve-

“ ment become defined as exclusively White behav-

ior? What is it about the curriculum and the wider
culture that reinforces the notion that academic ex-
cellence is an exclusively White domain? What cur-
ricular interventions might we use to encourage the
- development of an empowered emissary identity?
An oppositional identity that disdains academic
achievement has not always been a characteristic of
iBlack adolescent peer groups. It seems to be a post-
idesegregation phenomenon. Historically, the oppo-
sitional identity found among African Americans in
the segregated South included a positive attitude to-
ward education. While Black people may have pub-
licly deferred to Whites, they actively encouraged
their children to pursue education as a ticket to
greater freedom.!” While Black parents still see edu-
cation as the key to upward mobility, in today’s de-
segregated schools the models of success—the
teachers, administrators, and curricular heroes—
are almost always White.
Black Southern schools, though stigmatized by
legally sanctioned segregation, were often staffed by
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African American educators, themselves visible mod-
els of academic achievement. These Black educators
may have presented a curriculum that included refer-
ences to the intellectual legacy of other African
Americans. As well, in the context of a segregated
school, it was a given that the high achieving students
would all be Black. Academic achievement did not
have to mean separation from one’s Black peers.

THE SEARCH FOR ALTERNATIVE IMAGES

This historical example reminds us that an opposi-
tional identity discouraging academic achievemnent
is not inevitable even in a racist society. If young
people are exposed to images of African American
academic achievement in their early years, they
won't have to define school achievement as some-
thing for Whites only. They will know that there is a
long history of Black intellectual achievement.

This point was made quite eloquently by Jon, the
young man I quoted earlier. Though he made the
choice to excel in school, he labored under the false
assumption that he was “inventing the wheel.” It
wasn't until he reached college and had the oppor-
tunity to take African American studies courses that
he learned about other African Americans besides
Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, and Frederick
Douglass—the same three men he had heard about

year after year, from kindergarten to high school

graduation. As he reflected on his identity struggle
in high school, he said:

It’s like I went through three phases. . .. My first phase
was being cool, doing whatever was particularly cool
for Black people at the time, and that was like in jun-
ior high. Then in high school, you know, I thought be-
ing Black was basically all stereotypes, so I tried to
avoid all of those things. Now in college, you know, I
realize that being Black means a variety of things.

Learning his history in college was of great psy-
chological importance to Jon, providing him with
role models he had been missing in high school. He
was particularly inspired by learning of the intellec-
tual legacy of Black men at his own college:

When you look at those guys who were here in the
Twenties, they couldn’t live on campus. They couldn’t

eat on campus. They couldn’t get their hair cut in
town. And yet they were all Phi Beta Kappa. . .. That’s
what being Black really is, you know, knowing who
you are, your history, your accomplishments. . . .
When I was in junior high, I had White role models.
And then when I got into high school, you know, I

* wasn’t sure but I just didn’t think having White role
models was a good thing. So I got rid of those. And |
“basically just, you know, only had my parents for role
models. I kind of grew up thinking that we were on
the cutting edge. We were doing something radically
different than everybody else. And not realizing that
there are all kinds of Black people doing the very
things that I thought we were the only ones doing. . ..
You’ve got to do the very best you can so that you can
continue the great traditions that have already been
established.

This young man was not alone in his frustration
over having learned little about his own cultural
history in grade school. Time and again in the re-
search interviews I conducted, Black students
lamented the absence of courses in African Ameri-
can history or literature at the high school level and
indicated how significant this new learning was to
them in college, how excited and affirmed they felt
by this newfound knowledge. Sadly, many Black
students never get to college, alienated from the
process of education long before high school grad-
uation. They may never get access to the informa-
tion that might have helped them expand their
definition of what it means to be Black and, in the
process, might have helped them stay in school.
Young people are developmentally ready for this in-
formation in adolescence. We ought to provide it.

NOT AT THE TABLE

As we have seen, Jon felt he had to distance himself
from his Black peers in order to be successful in
high school. He was one of the kids not sitting at the
Black table. Continued encounters with racism and
access to new culturally relevant information em-
powered him to give up his racelessness and be-
come an emissary. In college, not only did he sit at
the Black table, but he emerged as a campus leader,
confident in the support of his Black peers. His ex-
ample illustrates that one’s presence at the Black
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table is often an expression of one’s identity devel-
opment, which evolves over time.

Some Black students may not be developmentally
ready for the Black table in junior or senior high
school. They may not yet have had their own en-
counters with racism, and race may not be very
salient for them. Just as we don’t all reach puberty
and begin developing sexual interest at the same
time, racial identity development unfolds in idiosyn-
cratic ways. Though my research suggests that
adolescence is a common time, one’s own life expe-
riences are also important determinants of the tim-
ing. The young person whose racial identity
development is out of synch with his or her peers of-
ten feels in an awkward position. Adolescents are
notoriously egocentric and assume that their experi-
ence is the same as everyone else’s. Just as girls who
have become interested in boys become disdainful of
their friends still interested in dolls, the Black teens
who are at the table can be quite judgmental toward
those who are not. “If I think it is a sign of authentic
Blackness to sit at this table, then you should too.”

The young Black men and women who still hang
around with the White classmates they may have
known since early childhood will often be snubbed
by their Black peers. This dynamic is particularly
apparent in regional schools where children from a
variety of neighborhoods are brought together.
When Black children from predominantly White
neighborhoods go to school with Black children
from predominantly Black neighborhoods, the for-
mer group is often viewed as trying to be White by
the latter group. We all speak the language of the
streets we live on. Black children living in White
neighborhoods often sound White to their Black
peers from across town, and may be teased because
of it. This can be a very painful experience, particu-
larly when the young person is not fully accepted as
part of the White peer group either.

One young Black woman from a predominantly
White community described exactly this situation
in an interview. In a school with a lot of racial ten-
sion, Terri felt that “the worst thing that happened”
was the rejection she experienced from the other
Black children who were being bussed to her school.
Though she wanted to be friends with them, they

teased her, calling her an “oreo cookie” and some-
times beating her up. The only close Black friend
Terri had was a biracial girl from her neighborhood.

Racial tensions also affected her relationships with
White students. One White friend’s parents com-
mented, “I can’t believe you're Black. You don’t seem
like all the Black children. You're nice.” Though other
parents made similar comments, Terri reported that
her White friends didn’t start making them until jun-
ior high school, when Terri’s Blackness became
something to be explained. One friend introduced
Terri to another White girl by saying, “She’s not really
Black, she just went to Florida and got a really dark
tan” A White sixth-grade “boyfriend” became em-
barrassed when his friends discovered he had a crush
on a Black girl. He stopped telling Terri how pretty
she was, and instead called her “nigger” and said,
“Your lips are too big. I don’t want to see you. I won’t
be your friend anymore.”

Despite supportive parents who expressed con-
cern about her situation, Terri said she was a “very
depressed child.” Her father would have conversa-
tions with her “about being Black and beautiful”
and about “the union of people of color that had al-
ways existed that I needed to find. And the pride”
However, her parents did not have a network of
Black friends to help support her.

It was the intervention of a Black junior high
school teacher that Terri feels helped her the most.
Mrs. Campbell “really exposed me to the good
Black community because I was so down on it” by
getting Terri involved in singing gospel music and
introducing her to other Black students who would
accept her. “That’s when I started having other
Black friends. And I thank her a lot for that.”

The significant role that Mrs. Campbell played in
helping Terri open up illustrates the constructive po-
tential that informed adults can have in the identity
development process. She recognized Terri’s need
for a same-race peer group and helped her find one.
Talking to groups of Black students about the variety
of living situations Black people come from and the
unique situation facing Black adolescents in White
communities helps to expand the definition of what
it means to be Black and increases intragroup ac-
ceptance at a time when that is quite important.
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For children in Terr{’s situation, it is also helpful
for Black parents to provide ongoing opportunities
for their children to connect with other Black peers
even if that means traveling outside the community
they live in. Race-conscious parents often do this by
attending a Black church or maintaining ties to
Black social organizations such as Jack and Jill. Par-
ents who make this effort often find that their chil-
dren become bicultural, able to move comfortably
between Black and White communities, and able to
sit at the Black table when they are ready.

Implied in this discussion is the assumption that
connecting with one’s Black peers in the process of
identity development is important and should be
encouraged. For young Black people living in pre-
dominantly Black communities, such connections
occur spontaneously with neighbors and classmates
and usually do not require special encouragement.
However, for young people in predominantly White
communities they may only occur with active
parental intervention. One might wonder if this so-
cial connection is really necessary. If a young person

'has found a niche among a circle of White friends,
is it really necessary to establish a Black peer group
'as a reference point? Eventually it is.

As one’s awareness of the daily challenges of liv-
ing in a racist society increase, it is immensely help-
ful to be able to share one’s experiences with others
who have lived it. Even when White friends are will-
ing and able to listen and bear witness to one’s
struggles, they cannot really share the experience.
One young wornan came to this realization in her
senior year of high school:

[The isolation] never really bothered me until about
senior year when 1 was the only one in the class. ... That
little burden, that constant burden of you always having
to strive to do your best and show that you can do just
as much as everybody else. Your White friends can’t un-
derstand that, and it’s really hard to communicate to
them. Only someone else of the same racial, same eth-
nic background would understand something like that.

When one is faced with what Chester Pierce calls
the “mundane extreme environmental stress” of
racism, in adolescence or in adulthood, the ability to
see oneself as part of a larger group from which one

can draw support is an important coping strategy.'
Individuals who do not have such a strategy available
to them because they do not experience a shared
identity with at least some subset of their racial
group are at risk for considerable social isolation.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Could the stages of identity development that
Tatum describes for African American adoles-
cents apply to gay adolescents? Latino adoles-
cents? Young women?

2. What are the positive and negative consequences
of the adolescent choice to “sit at the table” with
other African Americans?

3. When you were in high school, did the popular
kids, the athletes, or other cliques eat lunch to-
gether? How does that compare to what Tatum
describes?
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