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Exploring social justice with third graders through the works of Mildred D. Taylor

Abstract

We need to learn the history of the civilizations that have given us the framework for all of what we teach
and learn. We must learn more specifically about the Americas and the European oppression, slavery, the
Civil War in the United States, and the American Dream with liberty and justice for all. Still, perhaps the
most significant learning, our change of heart, happens just one person at a time. It happens by
developing those relationships of mutual care and concern.

For us, the voices came from [author] Mildred D. Taylor and from Nina [a student]. For social justice to be
served for every life, we must seek to understand and to give a voice to victims of prejudice, injustice, and
oppression--particularly those among us--for they will be the source of our enlightenment.
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10:30. Morning recess. My third grade class joyously grabbed sweatshirts and
jackets as they jostled through the door, heading outside to revel in Iowa’s emerging
March warmth. This was break time for Nina Aimes*, the associate assigned to Hope, a
special needs student in our classroom who spent most of her waking hours in a
motorized wheelchair. Hope was “one of the kids.” She didn’t require Nina’s help
during recess--her classmates accepted, included, and cared for her as one of their own. I
smiled as I watched them from my classroom door, thinking how far we had come this
year in the process of inclusion (mainstreaming a special needs student into the regular
classroom).

An audible sigh next to me drew me back from the happy scene. I turned and saw
that it was Nina with a pained expression on her face. I could tell that she had been
crying. Before I could form the question she explained, “Hope and I have just had quite
a confrontation. I don’t know where she’s picked it up, but she has some powerful racial
prejudices.” Nina was African American--the only African American staff member in our
school of which the student population is about 5% non-white. She and Hope had been
out of the classroom for an hour or so right before recess, normal for our mornings.
Hope’s cerebral palsy necessitated frequent position changes and complicated two-
person transfers for toileting and on-site physical therapy. During the fifteen-minute
recess I was able to piece together the story--that Hope had made a scathing remark to
Nina--to the effect that Nina could never be allowed to go to a “regular” church because
she was black. Nina had responded without judgment but wanted to understand why
Hope had felt as she did. Hope had no trouble putting into words just how she felt about
the African American race. This was not the smiling, courageous Hope we had come to

know.
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Nina was visibly offended. I felt a crushing sense of failure. Our elementary
school, one of six in our college community of 30,000, was touted as a school of
inclusion. We had a long history of including mildly-to-severely handicapped students
within our regular classroom settings. Wheelchairs, Delta-Talkers, adaptive equipment,
and the special needs students’ personal associates are as common as overhead
projectors. We spend countless hours creating communities of inclusion within each
classroom. Hope had been new to our school early in the year, so she had been the
beneficiary of our efforts too. How, we wondered-- when we had worked so hard to
include her--dare she exclude the very person who dedicated most of her day to her?

Our question was compounded with the fact that we had addressed racial

diversity earlier in the year with the Newbery Prize winning African American author
Mildred D. Taylor. I had shared Taylor’s book, Song of the Trees!, with the class during

Black History Month. The book is set in the South and involves white men forcibly
harvesting trees from a black family’s property. Nina had become involved in the reading
of Taylor’s book, too, since I had developed laryngitis just after starting it. The students
had been enthralled with her reading; she had a beautiful, low voice, and she fell easily
into the rhythm of the words. She had stopped a few times to explain that she had
relatives in Alabama who had been through a similar experience of having “white folk”
wanting to take over their land for the trees that grew there. The racial prejudices they
had encountered in the South had affected both Mildred D. Taylor and Nina for life.

Our Black History unit came to a close, and the students moved on to other
topics. Nina and I, however, had a new way of seeing each other--more open, more

willing to listen. She began to share with me what it was like to be African American. I
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within our American culture there exists highly refined subcultures complete with values,
customs, and languages. Having such differences without a means of bridging the gaps
through direct contact and communication with each other can easily cause
misperceptions.

After the incident with the police, the family in Taylor’s book decided to leave
the gold Cadillac in Memphis with a relative, and drove the relative’s older Chevy to
Mississippi. Once in Mississippi, the father explained it all to his daughter, that it had to
do with black people who had once been forced to be slaves, that it had to do with the
color of their skin, and the stupidity, ignorance, and laws of the white people. When

they returned to Toledo, the father sold the new Cadillac.
The Friendship

Our second book, The Friendship 18, opened another matter for discussion, since

Taylor used the word “nigger.” This book is set in the South in the 1930s. It concerns
the relationship of a black man, Tom Bee, who, out of compassion, became a care giver
for a homeless, orphaned, and ill white boy, John Wallace. As John, in Tom Bee’s care,
grew older and stronger, he told Tom that he loved him like a father, and he added
emphasis to this proclamation by promising that he would always want Tom to call him
by his first name.

The unwritten laws of the South demanded that a black person must address a
white person of any age by Miss, Mrs., or Mr., so by giving Tom this permission, John
was demonstrating the highest form of respect. The problem appeared when John
Wallace grew to adulthood and became the owner of the local store. It was

incomprehensible to other white folk that Wallace would allow a black man to call him
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anything but “Mr.” In a show of solidarity in order to save his reputation, Wallace
denounced Tom Bee to his face and added the racial epithet, “nigger.”

Although it appeared only once, the students were very aware of it and were
shocked by it. Nina finished reading the book right before lunch time, and the “n” word
was the topic of students’ lunch and recess conversations. When students returned from
recess, it became apparent that we would need to deal with “it.” Qur discussion lasted an
hour and a half, defying all the research about attention spans for third graders!
Throughout the discussion, one could have heard a pin drop. Nina addressed students’
many questions about “colored,” “black,” “nigger,” and “boy.” She explained that within
the black community they still say “little colored girl” or “little black girl.” She said that
she understood that what people say now is “African American.” She said that she
accepts it all, although she acknowledged that some people don’t.

Nina did not dodge.the questions about “nigger.” She admitted that she, too, was
surprised to find it in the book, but she was glad in a way because, she said, “I thought

that maybe this will open things up, you know, I can hear something. But I think what it
did was it scared people.”19 Students related that they thought it was a bad word, but

were confused because they had heard it in rap music. Nina explained that in the black
community “nigger” is sometimes used in place of a word like “brother.” But for a white
person to call a black person that, it’s taken as an offense. She pointed out to the
students that the students’ community was not as comfortable with differences in race or
ethnic background as students in her own neighboring community.

She also carefully pointed out that it is not just the word itself, but the way in

which the word is said that is significant. They discussed differences in communities, too.
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In the end, Nina and the students understood that there was still fear and distrust
between the white communities and black communities, but that the fear and distrust was
largely a fear of the unknown. A general consensus was developing that something very
important was occurring in the classroom that afternoon.

2:30. Afternoon recess. The students, having brought closure to an emotional
topic, rushed to Nina and hugged her. They hugged each other too. There was a new
respect in Hope’s eyes--Nina had taught with the wisdom and authority of one with
experience. Hope and Nina had been privately working through their relationship since
that first day when Hope’s prejudice had become so apparent. Nina had already
explained many things to Hope from the “black perspective,” and their working
relationship had steadily improved. Still, Hope’s participation and support of Nina
throughout our classroom discussion was an encouraging sign.

The one African American student in the class had shared his experiences too.
His mother stopped by after school later that week and expressed her appreciation that
we had created a venue through which he could begin exploring his “color” as well as his
relationships with other students. He had been working through it intensely, and had
been sharing his thoughts and concerns with his parents throughout our readings and
discussions.

The Interviews

Results were obtained by interview rather than using a questionnaire for two
reasons. Most importantly, the interview was chosen in order to get the richness and
variety of response from the students. A questionnaire may not have been as effective
given the limited reading skills of third graders and the fact that the sampling was very

small.
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Before we began, I had randomly selected four students, two boys and two girls,
whom I would interview both before and after the readings and discussions. Written
permission was obtained from parents of all the students in the class since the readings
and discussions were recorded. Nina also gave written permission to use her comments.
The interviews were conducted and recorded during recesses and were kept brief (about 5
minutes) so the interviewees could still have a few minutes to go outdoors with their
friends.

When the students were interviewed before the readings, they had a limited sense
of current racial oppression in our community. They knew about the Civil War and the
fact that African Americans had originally been brought from Africa to be slaves in
America, but were unaware that prejudice and oppression was still experienced by

African Americans.

Ben

One student, Ben, whose second-best friend was African American, admitted to
being surprised and troubled that his friend was so sensitive about his skin color. As
their friendship had grown, his friend gradually had come to understand that Ben’s
questions about color were simply a matter of trying to understand, and were not
intended to be derogatory.

Mrs. J.: Who do you think has a harder life?

Ben: 1 think 1t’s a little bit harder for black people because they get upset a lot

when people make fun of them, and I would too. And if he’s really tough, and if

your parents were there, and he couldn’t hurt you or anything, and you could

make fun of him, and if you really make him sad, it wouldn’t be nice. There
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