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Much of the widespread resistance to the TDSB’s plan for the implementation of an Africentric school has been based on the idea that such a school constitutes a move backward. The implication of course, is that society is moving forward. A progressive society is inclusive, integrated and has no dirty secrets. Objection to the school is largely rooted in the idea that such a school should not be needed – an approach which ignores whether or not it actually is needed. Few among us want to admit that our progressive society fails its students of colour. Even fewer want to admit that the system was never designed to do so. The easier route is one which locates failure in our students (and their communities), and preserves faith in our system. Defence of the system takes on varied forms – from dramatic newsclip-ready sound bites provided by our reluctant trustees and ministers, to blatant racist attacks on the very idea of Afrocentric education. On one hand, officials like Josh Matlow (who went through the alternative system) and Dalton McGuinty (whose children have attended Catholic schools) have turned up the rhetoric against the school, while on the other hand a more informal response has emerged to mock and attack the very concept of Africenctric education. 

A recent Globe and Mail cartoon depicted a Black teacher asking “S’up Dog?” with the caption “Afrocentric Algebra.” To our knowledge, the Globe’s cartoonist is neither an expert in education nor Afrocentricity. Of course, one does not need to be an expert to have an opinion. We cannot quarrel with a person’s right to think what she or he will about a given issue. We can however, look at patterns of production, reproduction and re-enforcement of ideas on race. 

How is it that various media make the same racialized mistakes, time and time again? How is it that the racial imagination proceeds along the same tropes time and time again?  The Globe’s cartoonist was not expressing an individual opinion – if that were the case we wouldn’t all be able to take a uniform message from the image. The cartoonist was expressing a widely held racist idea about Black people and Africentric education (something much less interesting and far more meaningful than the personal opinion to which the cartoonist is entitled). The cartoon voices a seemingly abstract caricature, yet expresses very pointed white supremacy – implying inferior language, expectations and ability. 

This is echoed and magnified in a recent memo sent out by a high ranking Barrie police officer to rank and file members with the subject line “Afrocentric math for Toronto’s new Black only school.” The email outlines various math problems involving criminal acts (theft, murder, drug dealing, pimping etc) and concludes “It is important that these people have stories and role models that they can relate to… They should do well in math.” Anyone unsure about the racism inherent in the Globe’s cartoon will be relieved by the simple, old fashioned racism contained in the officer’s message to his subordinates: Black people are criminals. The officer said something he was not allowed to say, and surely whatever slap on the wrist he receives will be touted as confirmation that the force is outraged and sorry. Our society is quick to be seen to punish those who breach the racial script. Although these remarks are disturbing, particularly taken as a parallel extension of the ideas expressed in the Globe, it is equally disturbing that the phrase “Black only” has gone unchecked as part of the story. This grossly misleading description is about as accurate as the suggested approach to mathematics is useful. Such dangerous misinformation is not solely the terrain of racist police officers however, the term “Black only” school is still incorrectly used by CBC radio and others in the media to describe the Afrocentric school. The consistency of these errors – one made as part of a hate crime and the other in the course of a news report, works nicely with the rhetorical flourishes of politicians around segregation, division and multiculturalism.  

Taken as a whole, these defences of the status quo, of the systemic failure to serve the needs of marginalized youth, of institutional power against a struggling community, take the form of an effective and invisible web that at once creates and maintains dominant racial power. It is in these various spaces, places and voices (official, unofficial, centre, fringe etc) that race lives and is reproduced.     

For our community certain things must be clear now. We list these below:

a)   What we are dealing with is essentially a contestation about our power as a community to think out our own solutions to problems. We cannot allow others to dictate for us what is good for our children. They have had ample opportunity to do that and have failed us. We must decolonize now!

b)   “Why Write Back?”  In fact, we should not be writing back to our critics. Why spend too much time responding to critiques that are deliberately misinforming? We can spend the time devising creative solutions to the problems that confront our communities. Most of the reasoning of our critics is laughable. What is more ‘controversial’: The fact that we have a society with such rich history, cultures, resources and strengths in diversity, or that we have a disproportionate number of school dropouts/push outs for segments of our communities? It is troubling to see the complacency that allows us to rationalize the educational failures of Black, First Nations and Portuguese youth. Interestingly, not many seem to lose sleep over it. 

c) We need to spend a lot of time educating and convincing our own community to be on board. A lot of damage is being done due to misinformation and the power of ‘internalized racisms’.  We continue to allow others to divide us, to pick who should be our spokespersons and to decide who should be sitting on task forces and committees deciding the fate of our youth!

d) We must bring the youth themselves into our discussions of the Africentric school. It is important for us to hear the youth on the schools and assure them of their fears, concerns and worries. After all they are who the schools are intended for!

e)  We need some clarity of the Afrocentric schooling concept. As many others have argued, foremost, Africentricity is an educational philosophy, an educational worldview that answers questions about the WHY, HOW and WHAT of education. Africentric education centres the learner in her or his own culture, experience, histories and complex identities, as a starting base to engage broader knowledge critically. Africentric education uses African social values of community, responsibility, mutual interdependence, interrelationships, solidarity, spirituality, complex identity consciousness as instructional tools for educational delivery.  Africentric education recognizes the central role of parents, Elders and communities in the education of the African learner.  Afrocentric education is about developing the learner’s agency such that Africans become subjects rather than objects in their own histories  and experiences. The goal of Africentric education is to assist the learner to develop a sense of ownership in and of the schooling process., as well as to allow learners to relate to the culture, climate, environment and the socio-organizational lives of the school, including its curricular, textual, pedagogic and communicative practices, and the official and hidden rules and regulations that constitute acceptable norms of the school system. Finally, Afrocentric education transcends all disciplines (maths, science, social studies, arts, music, history, etc). So to those who ask: what has Africentric education got to do with maths and science, we beg you to think critically. Africentric education is a philosophy for educating the learner in myriad subjects. 

f)  We must be critical of the dominant notions of ‘integration’ and ‘inclusion’ We must ask what are the outcomes of supposedly inclusive practices? And, is it a case of integration at all cost and at whose expense? Who has disproportionately suffered the brunt of supposedly inclusive practices? We can no longer have uncritical faith in an supposedly inclusive/inclusionary practices that end up marginalizing our youth.

g)   History is important in these discussions. The Africentric school proposal did not drop out of the sky. There is a long history of African-Canadian communities and parents’ advocating for educational equity. In other words, there is a track record of African-Canadian involvement and advocacy in education. We must draw upon and recall this history and its lessons. What the history also tells us is that we must be careful to take credit when our ‘dreams’ appear to come true.  The Africentric school is NOT a reality yet so we must guard against complacency and self-congratulations!

h)   There are many successes of the Africentric school proposal for those who care to know. We know of successes in Milwaukee, Los Angeles, Kansas City, Detroit, Nova Scotia etc. In Ghana, gender segregated schools show females outperforming males in science and maths, etc.  This was unheard of in past years when science was seen as “the prerogative of males’.  So it is not a question of ‘if’ but ‘when’ the school succeeds.

i)  We are a community of differences.  Therefore, our articulations of Africentric schooling must respond to our diversities as a community, and particularly, the differences structured along lines of race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, religion and language; as well as geography and history (e.g., Continental Africans, Caribbean, indigenous Africans in Nova Scotia etc.)

j)   We must focus on winning strategies to ensure that Africentric schools become a reality.  As already noted, despite the vote for the schools, we are not there yet. But it is important for us to realize that there is a correlation between misinformation about the school and the lack of support in some quarters. There is evidence that when people are well-informed about the merits of the school they are at least willing to give it a try.
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