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ABSTRACT

THE AFRICAN CENTERED SCHOOL MOVEMENT AND
THE DETROIT PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM

By

Jeffery D. Robinson

This research seeks to properly contextualize the successes and failures of the
African Centered Educational (ACE) movement, releasing this movement from liberal
and conservative discourse and presenting it as the end result of Black people asserting a
counter response to years of educational neglect. Additionally, this research will speak to
those counter ideological forces that sought to prevent ACE initiatives from moving
forward. The intent and origin of those ideologies that condoned the continued
disenfranchisement and subjugation of Black children will be given special focus and
identified and implicated as the root causes of problems within the U.S. educational
system. These infrequently identified problems have far-reaching ramifications that
require immediate remedy. Of the many descriptions of the substandard education
provided for Black children in Detroit in just the last two decades, the most accurate are
“savage and unequal.” Critical examination of those conditions, coupled with the
devastating long term negative effects of a failing educational system, can be termed a
travesty of justice, at least, and a crime against humanity, at worst. In this study the
following questions will be addressed: What factors made/make Detroit unique? Have
there ever been any significant educational trends attributed to Black initiatives? Who
were the key figures in the ACE movement in Detroit? What was the motivation of those

political and civil organizations for interference in the Detroit initiatives? What was the



rationale for ACE reform? What educational philosophy did/does ACE subscribe to?
What are the correlations between the conditions in Detroit and those experienced by
other urban school districts in Michigan servicing Black children? What radical action is
necessary to eliminate the educational disenfranchisement experienced by Black children
in the United States? Where do we go from here?

In an effort to create a new theoretical framework by which to examine and better

explicate the extent to which race affects the education of Black people in the United

States, this dissertation research project will examine the African Centered School reform

o

movement within the historical context of the Detroit Public School System. This study
will concentrate on the socioeconomic (i.e. employment, poverty, and achievement rates)
as well as the political climate of city, state, and federal levels that affected Detroit’s
public school system. Those conditions will be analyzed using an ethnographic approach
employing relevant statistics, structured interviews, and reviews of historical and
contemporary documents. The researcher will examine the factors and conditions that
influenced school and community officials to seek out alternative educational methods
that eventually led to the decision to employ African Centered Education. This research
will contribute to the developing field of Critical Race Theory in the field of Education,
and further understanding about the two primary forces contributing to Black educational
disenfranchisement: 1) structural or institutional racism, policies, and 2) symbolic racism,
the invisible White supremacist ideology that justifies the unjust distribution of
educational opportunity. Ultimately, this research seeks to construct a new vision for
progressive educational institutions, which would lead to the assertion of Black agency

and educational independence to empower and develop Black people.
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DEFINITION OF TERMS

African Centered Education (ACE): Educational pedagogy that approaches knowledge
from the perspective of Africans as the origin of human civilization and the descendants
of Africans as subjects, rather than objects, of history and scientific observation.

Critical Race Theory: Is the branch of critical legal studies concerned with issues of
racism and racial subordination and discrimination. It emphasizes the socially constructed
nature of race, considers judicial conclusions to be the result of the workings of power,
and opposes the continuation of all forms of subordination.

Liberal Black Labor Coalition (LLBC): a combination of Blacks and White union
leaders associated with the automobile industry. This group engaged in open and
abrasive conflict with local businesses to shape both local and state educational politics in
Michigan.

Whiteness Studies: is an interdisciplinary arena of academic inquiry focused on the

cultural, historical and sociological aspects of people identified as white, and the social
construction of whiteness as an ideology tied to social status.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study is to examine and analyze the history of African
Centered Education (ACE) in the Detroit Public School System. This history spans the
period of the late 1980’s to present-day. The study will deconstruct the material
conditions and social and educational factors that influenced school and community
officials in Detroit to seek out an alternative educational paradigm for Detroit’s children
and youth. Their quest eventually led to the decision to employ African Centered
Education. Proper attention should be given to this critical educational movement in the
Detroit Public Schools because it was a phenomenon that represented African Americans
asserting agency in their educational destiny. In addition to establishing a historical
record, a complete analysis of that record is required to properly contextualize the
meaning of the Movement in relation to not only Black people in Detroit, but Blacks
throughout the entire American educational system. The expectation of Blacks for
educational advancement has always been inextricably linked both to the broader path of
individual achievement and to the group struggle for Black self-determination.

The overwhelming force of race and politics proved to be more than Blacks in
Detroit were prepared to handle in the last fifty years of the Twentieth Century. After
coming to Detroit from the South in search of better economic opportunities, Blacks
found themselves in direct competition with Whites for employment in a booming
automobile industry. Participation in that competition yielded them unexpected financial
gain as well as elevated class status due to that gain--a result not anticipated by Whites.
Unable to deprive Blacks of gains in the auto industry, Whites set out to create other

forms of control. Those attempts at control lie at the very heart of this study. The



structure of those institutions created by Whites and the continuing effect of those
institutions on the development of the Detroit Public Schools (DPS) are still being felt
today.

This research seeks to properly contextualize the successes and failures of the
African Centered Educational reform movement in Detroit, disentangling ACE from
liberal and conservative discourses and presenting it as the end result of Black people
asserting a counter response to years of educational neglect. This study will chronicle the
process taken by Black educators in Detroit to eliminate barriers to the educational
achievement of Black children in the face of decades of structural racism, economic
neglect, and social decay. Additionally, this research will speak to those counter
ideological forces that sought to prevent ACE initiatives from moving forward in DPS.
The intent and origin of those ideologies that condoned the continued disenfranchisement
and subjugation of Black children will be identified and implicated as the root causes of
the problems within DPS specifically, and within the U.S. educational system, in general.

Despite all efforts, the educational situation in America has continued to worsen
for Black children. As Horace Mann Bond said, “The schools have never built a new
social order, they have always been an interpreter of the existing system” (1934, 104).
Black children continue to occupy the lower rungs of the educational and economic
ladder with dismal statistics and few prospects for improvement. As recently as June,
2006, all of the largest school districts responsible for educating this nation’s minority
youth occupied the top of the list of districts in which less than one third of the 9™ graders

who enter high school actually finish four years later. Included in this list are the Detroit



Public Schools, graduating only 21% of its high school students (Detroit Free Press,
March 2007).

This study will address the following specific research questions:

1. What are the social, economic and political factors that characterize Detroit in the
period from the late 1980’s to present-day?

2. What are the material and educational factors that characterize the Detroit Public
Schools during the above time frame? How and to what extent is DPS the “poster
child” for urban school districts in Michigan and the U.S.?

3. What was the philosophy and rationale of African Centered Education as
conceived by the Detroit Public Schools? Who were the key scholars and leaders
in the formation of this new approach to the education of DPS children?

4. What obstacles and challenges did the ACE Movement in DPS face, and how did
the pioneers of the Movement deal with those obstacles and challenges?

5. Now that it has been nearly a generation since the implementation of ACE in the
Detroit Public Schools, how is that educational paradigm to be assessed?

What is required to eliminate educational disenfranchisement of Black children

and youth in DPS and to advance and empower them for the Twenty-First

Century?

In examining these questions and issues, this study will employ historical and
archival data from the Detroit Public Schools, Census records and other public statistical
information, and ethnographic interviews. This study is structured as follows: Chapter
One will provide information on current research and literature pertaining to African

Centered Education. African Centered Education is still a relatively new educational



paradigm and research is still very limited. A review of the research relevant to this
study is analyzed and discussed. Chapter Two contains a review of the current literature
on the origin and development of the concept “African Centered” and its effectiveness
and or relevance in education. Chapter Three provides an historical perspective on the
City of Detroit. Specifically this chapter focuses on Detroit during the 1980°s and
highlights the effects of a varied number of socio-economic factors and their impact on
the Detroit Public School System. Chapter Four combines the history of Detroit with the
that of the school district, and provides a view of the various ways in which educational,
political, legal, economic, personal, and racial interest intersect and alter society and
those institutions within them. Chapter Five outlines the genesis of the African Centered
Educational Movement in Detroit, and the formal procedures taken to establish it as a
viable educational alternative. Given the importance of properly categorizing this history
in academia, Chapter Six highlights those “community activist” and a scholar involved in
the ACE movement and provides their personal accounts of the meaning, purpose, and
relevance of the movement from both a historical and current perspective. Chapter Seven
discusses the broader implications of the African Centered School movement and
juxtaposes it with the paradigm of Critical Race Theory in Education for the purpose of
re-conceptualizing the effects of race on the institution of education in the United States.
Two theoretical frameworks inform this history of ACE within the Detroit Public
School System. First, this study positions itself within the ideological and philosophical
framework of one of the most outstanding proponents of democracy and Black equality,

W.E. B. Dubois. Between World War I and the 1960s, DuBois formulated five



theoretical positions in his examination of U.S. social, economic, and political history and
policy.

DuBois’s first postulate was the primacy of racism, domestic and international.
DuBois viewed racism as being “at the core of every issue relating to power, economic
production, culture and society.” Without the eradication of racism, there could be no
serious discussion of democracy in the U.S. In 1921, DuBois wrote, “The first and
fundamental and inescapable problem of American democracy is Justice to the American
Negro.” He argued that the liberation of Black people would open the way for
“realization of democracy for all” (DuBois, 1921,p.197).

In 1948 Dubois formulated his second theoretical position that no real democracy
has ever existed in the United States. It was his feelings that the problem with democracy
in America is that “it had not yet been tried” (DuBois, 1948,p.432-433). Dubois took
serious notice of the lack of democracy for the Negro under segregation codes, which
prohibited most Blacks from participating in the electoral process. Neither Blacks nor
whites had been freed to exercise democratic principles of governance because of the
powerful controls of the white capitalist America’s upper classes. Thus and
condemnation by the U.S. government of socialist and Third World countries behavior at
the ballot box was the supreme hypocrisy. On one occasion when the United States
criticized Eastern European nations for supposedly suppressing democracy, DuBois
responded by stating that the U.S. “does not understand the term.” Democracy
according to DuBois is not simply “majority rule”, but “effective state power in the hands

of the masses” (DuBois, 1945).



The third postulate in Dubois’s thinking involves his prescription for establishing
a true democracy in the U.S. That democracy must be both antiracist and anti-sexist. It
must be committed to the permanent eradication of poverty and unemployment. Workers
must control the productive processes. Democracy must guarantee freedom of
expression, even of “unpopular opinions,” and insure civil liberties for every citizen.
Educationally the democratic state must commit itself to the development of programs
that break down social distinctions within the general population, and there must be
support for cultural and educational institutions of national minorities (DuBois, 1943).

Dubois’s fourth theoretical mandate was the imperative of socialism. Equality in

the U.S. could only be achieved by total reconstruction of the society. This would
involve the redistribution of wealth from the capitalist class and guaranteed employment,
housing, education and health care for all citizens. Many of Dubois’s educational
perspectives resonate with social re-constructionist belief’s that school should play a
more active role in transforming society and bringing about greater democracy (Alridge,
2008). Democratic socialism can and must become the “common sense” of the working
class, the brown and Black populations, and critical elements of the petty bourgeoisie”
(Marable, 1983, 16). The fifth theoretical postulate of Dubois centered on his prediction
about the U.S. Because a decisive struggle against racism requires the rejection of
capitalism, America would evolve toward workers in control of production, antiracism
and true democracy, or the country would degenerate into “military fascism, which will
kill all dreams of democracy, or the abolition of poverty and ignorance, or of peace

instead of war” (DuBois, 1951).



There is an inextricable parallel between the tenets of democracy and the
educational legacy of the United States. Democracy and the right to it, as articulated by
Dubois, suggest that like democracy, education is a democratic right for every individual.
Like the case that he makes about the absence of true democracy in the U.S., education in
this country has not really been tried, nor have Blacks been afforded true educational
opportunities. In The Education of Black People, Dubois contended that democracy
should mean “the opening of opportunity to the disinherited to contribute to civilization
and the happiness of men” and that “Given a chance for the majority of mankind to be
educated, healthy and free to act, it may well turn out that human equality is not so wild a
dream as many seem to hope” (W.E.B. Dubois, 1957, 118-119).

The other theoretical lens employed in this study is Critical Race Theory in
Education (CRTE). Using the foundation of Critical Race Theory established by legal
scholar Derrick Bell, Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate, in their seminal work,
Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education, introduced the premise that race remains a
significant factor in society in general and in education in particular. They contend that
the subject of race has remained under-theorized as a topic of scholarly inquiry in the
field of education. In an attempt to redress this theoretical void, they proposed that CRT
be used to develop a framework for examining the role of race and racism in education.
They detailed the intersection of race and property rights and demonstrated how this
construct could be used to understand inequity in schools and schooling. This study seeks
to further expand the theoretical boundaries of Critical Race Theory in Education.
Currently CRTE speaks to patterns of interest convergence and educational inequality in

racial terms. This study will argue the case in class terms as well as race.



One of the most vital themes entrenched within Critical Race Theory in Education
is the practice of “naming one’s own reality” or the use of “voice.” Critical Race
scholars use parables, chronicles, stories, counter stories, poetry, fiction, and revisionist
histories to illustrate the plight of Blacks and other People of Color in the United States.
There are three reasons for the use of “voice” in educational discourse: “(1) much reality
is socially constructed; (2) stories provide members of out groups a vehicle for psychic
self preservation; (3) the exchange of stories from the teller to listener can help overcome
ethnocentrism and the dysconscious convictions of viewing the world in one way”
(Dixson and Rousseau, 2006, 34)

Voice is critical because political and moral analysis is situational: “Truths only
exist for this person in this predicament at this time in history” (Dixson and Rousseau,
2006, 35). Social reality is constructed by the formation of stories about individual
situations. These stories serve as interpretive structures by which we impose order on
experience as it imposes order on us. This particular component is central to the unique
situations that existed in Detroit, where distinct economic differences between Detroit
Public Schools and the surrounding suburbs have existed for over fifty years. It is
necessary to use voice because of the many untold grand narratives in Detroit that exist
within the universalistic conception of educational problems and inequities in Detroit.

A second reason for the use of voice is the psychic preservation of marginalized
groups. One factor contributing to the demoralization of marginalized groups is self-
condemnation. Members of minority groups internalize the stereotypic images that
certain elements of society have constructed in order to maintain their power.

Historically, storytelling or voice has been a mechanism used to resolve issues caused by



racial oppression. The story of one’s condition leads to the realization of how racial
oppression developed, subjugated and inflicted physical and mental violence on a
particular individual or minority group Blacks in Detroit have been subjected to this type
of marginalization for decades. Instead of confronting the apartheid- like conditions that
exist for Black children, socially constructed propaganda unconnected to reality has
created barriers that distracted society’s attention and further disenfranchised Black
children.

Finally, voice can affect the oppressor. Most oppression does not seem like
oppression to the perpetrator. Delgado argues that a dominant group justifies their power
with stories or “stock explanations” which construct reality so as to maintain their
privilege. Thus oppression is rationalized, causing little self-examination by the
oppressor. The voice of a particular individual or group can catalyze the necessary
cognitive conflict to jar dysconscious racism. (Delgado, 1989, p. 2073). For example,
there are many educational initiatives in Detroit that initially had no malicious intent
towards Blacks. Yet the consequences for Blacks were negative. However, Whites are
not able to fathom these consequences because they do not affect their reality. The voice
of those affected by the initiatives is thus needed to establish opposing realities, i.e., the
Black perspective.

Inasmuch as voice and the realities of Black people are important to their socio
economic condition, African Centered Education becomes a primary component in
addressing the educational needs of Black children. African Centered Education
approaches knowledge from the perspective of Africans as the origin of human

civilization and the descendants of Africans as subjects, rather than objects, of history



and scientific observation. To ask “What is African Centered Education?” is to ask what
teaching and learning are like when they are centered in African American and African
cultural heritage. Lisa Delpit argues that one of the tragedies of education is the way in
which the dialogue of people of color has been silenced (Delpit, 1996). African
Centered Education eliminates that silence and reinterprets the dominant narrative to
include the contributions and participation of African Americans in the American
democratic experiment.

This study attempts to give voice to those individuals and groups involved in the
African Centered Education Movement in Detroit and will offer those voices as a primary
source of information about this Movement in particular, and about education in the
Detroit Public School System in general. This study will outline the intricacies of the
ACE movement to properly contextualize the attempt of Detroit citizens to make clear
their intentions for the education of their children. Moreover this contextualization will
be used to revisit historical dialogue on the effects of race on the actions and reactions of
society in general, and specifically for how it has tainted the institution of education in
the United States.

This study has implications for the construction of a new vision and a new
theoretical framework for the delivery of educational services to Black people in the
United States, a vision and framework which asserts Black agency and educational
independence toward the goal of empowering and developing Black youth. Unfortunately
despite all efforts the educational situation in America has continued to worsen for Black
children. They continue to occupy the lower rungs of the educational and economic

ladder with dismal statistics and few prospects for improvement.
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CHAPTER ONE

DEFINITION, PHILOSOPHY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF AFRICAN
CENTERED EDUCATION

It has now been over three decades since the emergence of African Centered
education (ACE) in K-12 schools. Yet the scholarly literature is sparse in terms of
theorizing ACE for K-12 populations. To be sure, there have been theoretical essays and
educational pronouncements about ACE, but not a full working out of the theory-practice
dialectic. What does it mean to implement ACE in the K-12 curriculum, to practice it in
classroom instruction in the K-12 educational environment? Further, are there elements
or components that are a sine qua non of African Centered education? For example, if a
school has African American history courses in its curriculum but does not incorporate
the Nguzo Saba, is that school African Centered? And in fact, what does it mean to
incorporate Nguzo Saba, how specifically does one do that, what is the praxis involved?
There is a lack of consensus among theoreticians and educators about what exactly and
concretely is, or should be, involved in African Centered Education/Pedagogy. While
there remains a need for such theorizing, which would represent the full scope of the
ACE theory-practice dialectic, the core element that all, whether academic intellectuals or
classroom teachers, agree on is that African Centered Education approaches knowledge
from the perspective of Africans as the origin of human civilization and the descendants
of Africans as subjects, rather than objects, of history and scientific observation. To ask
“What is African Centered Education?” is to ask what teaching and learning are like

when they are centered in African American and African cultural heritage.
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In their historical narrative about Malcolm X Academy, the first ACE school in
the Detroit Public Schools, Watson and Smitherman described the Malcolm X curriculum
as one grounded in African and African American culture, but with a pedagogy that is
“multicultural and includes study of all groups in the historical and cultural presence of
the United States and world”, (1996, 55). These researchers’ use of “multicultural”
should not be equated with current references to “multicultural education.” In fact, given
our Twenty-First Century hindsight, Watson and Smitherman’s choice of this
terminology was perhaps unfortunate. It should be made clear that multicultural
education and African Centered Education are not the same. While ACE may employ
some components of the multicultural paradigm, it is critical to understand that the
multicultural paradigm fails to acknowledge and reify the individual’s lived experiences.
Thus, the multicultural approach is of limited value in developing a perspective on
culture meaningful to the masses of Black people in America. The practices of
multicultural education have essentialized culture. That is to say, the practice of
multicultural education in public schools serves to turn culture into categories of
membership to be “embraced” and “celebrated.” Critical theorists call this act of treating
a process or abstract construction as though it was a thing “reification.” Culture is reified
when people attempt to practice multicultural education because the culture comes to be
understood as little more than a marker or signifier of difference. The outcome, however,
for members of the “celebrated and embraced” culture is that they are still othered. In
practice, the culture of “othered” children is summarized and abbreviated in the interest
of incorporating them into the curriculum. Simply being included in the “faces, facts,

and festivals” approach to multicultural education turns out to be a fancier way of
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marginalizing Black children (Murrell, 2002, 41). In his discussion of the differences
between multicultural and African Centered Pedagogy, Murrell describes a classroom of
fifth grade students at a multicultural school, being taught by a White instructor. In the
teacher’s attempts within multicultural pedagogy, she presents a series of authors from
various backgrounds for the children to use in making responses to written questions. In
completing the assignment, a young Black male uses all African American authors in
responding to the questions. Upon seeing this, the teacher reminds the student of the
initial instructions concerning a multicultural society and that all authors equally
possessed the information needed to complete the questions. After hearing the
instruction from the teacher for the second time, the young Black boy retorted
emphatically, “I know, Miz L. But I'm not multi. I'm Black!” (Murrell, 2002, xxi).

This vignette is useful in highlighting the differences between African Centered
and multicultural pedagogies, namely the detrimental influence that a diversity agenda
has when it eclipses the critical identity work that under girds powerful literacy learning
for Black children. Knowing about diverse people and experiences should not supercede
a child’s own understanding of self and culture when they are learning (to use Paulo
Freire’s phrase) to “read the world.” Young people need to find meaningful connections
among language, literature and their lived experiences.

African Centered Education develops a system of practices that promotes the
development and achievement of all children but is focused on the needs, lives, and
cultures of Black children. Understanding the social cultural context of schools in
relation to the achievement of Black children is to understand the human systems that

make up school practices. This differs from the theories of proximal development and
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reflective practitioning as articulated by Vygotsy and Dewey, who propose a generalized
theme in education for all children. However, African Centered Education re-theorizes
educational objectives with the Black child as the central focus, which is something early
traditional educational paradigms failed to take into consideration. This is not to say that
some elements of other educational perspectives and theories are not relevant to Black
children, but ACE is a most effective tool for distinguishing useful from non-useful
elements.

Historically, one of the main problems in conceptualizing African Centered
Education was the lack of empirical evidence about its results and effects on African
American children. Prior to its implementation in the Detroit Public Schools (DPS),
many of the concepts of African Centered Education had been theorized and
implemented, in one sense or another, but no organized efforts at implementation on a
public scale had been attempted. The Detroit Public Schools was to be the first.
However, because DPS was situating ACE within a public context, it could not use many
of the exemplars that had been implemented in independent ACE schools. Laws and
public school regulations would not permit certain subjects in the curriculum or exclusive
student policies. For example, ACE independent schools place a strong emphasis on
spiritual aspects of cultural development. Those parts of the curriculum incorporating
religious aspects and practices of African people generally were the subject of great
debate and, due to the legally mandated “separation of church and state,” could not be
implemented in publicly funded schools

African Centered Education is more than mere historical facts centered around

time and space. It is more than a set of strategies and practices. It entails a philosophy of
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education. It is based on the principles of Ma’at, which are truth, justice, balance, and
order. African Centered Education brings order by teaching truth in a balanced manner
in both content and process. Students are centered within their own cultural life
experience. Classrooms are transformed into holistic learning environments with the
student at the center of all learning (Kenyatta, 1998). The main goal of the African
Centered curriculum is to correct the disarray and confusion in which Black children are
educated by assigning purpose to the educational process. This purpose is one that
counters the traditional assumption of obtaining an education to simply get a job, by
promoting education as a process of preparation for living and making a life.

Tenets of African Centered Education/Pedagogy

While, as mentioned above, there is a lack of consensus among educators about
how to implement or “practice” African Centered Education, particularly in the public
school K-12 setting, this study takes as instructive the work of Peter Murrell (2002).
Murrell has developed a conceptual framework for ACE that may be considered an ideal
toward which ACE educators should strive.

Murrell argues that ACE is an instructional theory that realizes and implements a
system of teaching in practice. This means that ACE pedagogy has to be from both an
interpretive and a generative framework. That is, it is a theory that informs how teachers
make sense of activities, behaviors, and all other manners of human behavior exhibited in
the classroom. ACE theory is interpretive in that it is a system of ideas that permits the
teacher to make good sense of the classroom scene and what transpires in the activity of
learning. On the other hand, ACE is a system that is generative because the teacher

applies that good sense in the generation of effective teaching practices, such as the
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orchestration of classroom life and the design of instruction to bring about real learning
achievement and personal development of students. The interpretive framework of
African Centered pedagogy helps the teacher to incorporate the cultural patterns of Black
children and construct learning experiences that provide developmental scaffolding for
them. The generative framework of African Centered pedagogy helps teachers ensure
that they organize students’ experience within a familiar and supporting cultural and
social fabric.

Murrell contends that African Centered pedagogical theory can be described as a
set of seven premises and five practices (2002, 46). The seven premises of African
Centered pedagogy encompass the theory and underpinnings of African Centered thought
in general. The pedagogy is based upon situated learning theory and activity theory that
assumes that cognition is a social and situated activity, and not merely a matter of
individuals acquiring knowledge that is abstract and independent of the setting. The
basic idea that human cognition and cognitive development is social and situated is
significantly modified by the deep analysis of culture that African Centered pedagogy
promotes.

The first foundational premise of African Centered pedagogy is that human social
and intellectual development is socially and culturally situated in human activity. You
cannot teach children cooperative behavior without situating them in the activity of
cooperative behavior; you cannot teach systematic inquiry without doing systematic
inquiry. This perspective, more than any other, supports the cultural psychology of
African Centered pedagogy. This means that achievement depends on the teacher’s skill

in situating children in activity contexts that promote desired developmental and
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intellectual achievement. Achievement is a function of both the individual’s
developmental history and the social and cultural support structures for that individual’s
accomplishment. In African Centered pedagogy, the teacher is responsible for designing
the appropriate cultural and social support structures for learners. This may be equated
with the central tenet of the socio-cultural theory of Vygotsky and the notion of a zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).

The aims of socio-cultural theorists are the same as those of Black people in
developing African Centered Education. According to Kirshner and Whitson, the
research agenda of socio-cultural theorists is to determine what constitutes appropriate
levels of knowledge within the zone of proximal development (ZPD) of learners.
Determining acquisition of knowledge in the ZPD is also the focus of African Centered
Education. This knowledge is viewed in both psychological terms, such as the
acquisition of language proficiency and higher order cognitive processes, and socio-
cultural terms, such as rules of turn taking in conversations or greeting elders. In any
case, the important idea is that our inquiry of knowledge acquisition ought to be guided
by an understanding of the social cultural context; that development proceeds in a context
of social interaction and cultural embeddedness. Therefore, we look at student
achievement performance and cognitive development as the product of individual’s
developmental history (progress), as well as the support structures created by other
people and cultural tools in the setting.

The implication of this first premise is that learning and intellectual development
are socially and culturally situated. Teachers should look at learning achievement as

more than just a product of individual effort and activity. It is also the product of the
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quality of the activity setting as well. The unit for analyzing learning performance shifts
from focusing only on what the individual does to focusing on the activity of the
individual within a context of social relationships and richness of the intellectual
environment. Reference can be made to the work of Vygotsky, and the idea that we
employ a dialectical unit of analysis (a unit that incorporates individual activity and the
context’ of activity). Put simply, children’s learning and development are conceived as a
trajectory towards some developmental accomplishment in which the individual effort,
individual capacity, and social supports from more capable others contribute to the
development or achievement. The dialectic between individuals and groups is central to
African Centered pedagogical theory as it is the foundation for the interactive system of
learning and teaching.

The second premise is that the core of learning is a meaningful and purposeful
activity, which is embodied in practices and represented by a system of signs to
communicate understanding and a system of meaning making. A complete pedagogy, an
action theory of teaching and learning, must account for construction of meaning and
understanding on two planes: the internal mental life and cognitive world of the
individual as well as the external social life or cultural world in which the individual
interacts. African Centered pedagogy views knowledge acquisition as process involving
the interaction of these two planes. Therefore, to understand how a child constructs
meaning it is necessary to understand the presentation of signs and symbols in the
learning environment, as well as how that child construes the system of signs in his/her
attempts to make meaning. This second premise underscores the importance of human

activity as the external representation of signs, sign systems, and cultural symbols that are
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internalized as meaning when the child attempts to make use of these signs and symbols.
Accepting these two ideas that meaning is made by our use of signs and that many signs
are actually activities, then it follows that participation in activity is a form of meaning
making. It can also be said that thinking is an activity of operation with signs, whether
they be inside the head or a collective activity of several people.

The external representation of meaning inheres in human activity and in human
sign systems. The internal act of constructing meaning, according to Murrell’s ACE
theory, is partly a process of participating in purposeful activity with others. Both the
appropriation of signs as cultural symbols and the participation in cultural life through
activity are significant components of learning in African Centered pedagogy. This
process is akin to the “learning by doing” perspective of John Dewy.

The third premise of African Centered pedagogy is that meaning making is the
principal motive of learning, not merely acquisition of information or new knowledge.
Despite what educational theory has told us in our teacher preparation coursework,
learners do not learn primarily because of reinforcement and reward, or even intrinsic
interest and curiosity. They mobilize themselves to make sense of their social world and
acquire the cognitive tools to more successfully negotiate it. The best example of this is
language acquisition. People do not learn to speak through reinforcement, but through a
drive to acquire the human capacity that dramatically amplifies the powers with which
they can participate in the world. This drive does not end with acquiring a language.
Language becomes the primary culturally acquired tool by which humans continue to
acquire knowledge that enables their participation in the world. In the precursor to

situated cognition theory and socio-cultural theory, connections are made to the notion of
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appropriation (Bahktin, 1981). Appropriation, the use of new signs for one’s own ends,
continues throughout the development trajectory of human beings.

The idea of appropriation of cultural tools (e.g., language, symbol systems,
material tools) is an important alternative to the intra-psychological preoccupation that
psychology has had with the mind of the individual. As stated in the first two premises,
African Centered Theory cannot be limited to an “inside the head” psychology if we take
full account of how the child learns and develops through support from interaction with
their cultural and social environments. The notion of appropriations forces an inquiry
into human learning to consider both the internal intra-psychological (inside the
individual) world of the learner and the external (cultural) inter-psychological (between
individuals) relations that the learner has with people, customs, and tools (both physical
and linguistic) (Kirschner, Whitson, 1997).

This leads to the fourth premise of African Centered pedagogy. The most
important form of learning is the appropriation of signs and practices of worthwhile adult
activity. Most educators have learned in developmental psychology courses that human
beings always learn new information in terms of what they already know. The importance
of this principle, that prior knowledge is essential to learning, is expressed in every
tradition and type of learning theory. The notion of appropriation gives this principle
action and honors the reality that human beings are more than mere information
processors or information accumulators. People are capable of learning complex abilities
and are motivated to acquire those abilities. Children learn not because they are merely
curious or because adults eipect them to, but because they seek participation in the

world.
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The fifth premise is that community and symbolic cultures are significant to the
learning and growth of children. A social cultural community is where children negotiate
meaning. Negotiated meaning in general is the fabric of social interaction and learning in
any social scene. It is how people experience the world and engage in what they find
meaningful. Children understand the complex abilities of reading, writing, and thinking
to have value and importance because the communities of social beings that surround
them do.

The sixth premise is that the development of children’s capacity to think reason,
communicate, and perform academically is a matter of practice, a matter of knowledge
use that is enacted in socially situated and culturally contextualized settings. Much has
been said about the activity settings appropriate for the successful achievement of Black
children. On this account what makes exemplary teachers is not so much the wealth of
knowledge and expertise they bring to the classroom, but their ability to enable the
development of knowledge and expertise of others by orchestrating practice rich activity
settings in their classrooms.

The seventh premise is that Black achievement is linked to conditions of
schooling that reduce racial vulnerability (Steele, 1995). The flipside of this premise is
that Black students under racial vulnerability experienced degradation of their academic
performance as measured by tests (Steele, 1997). Often times viewed as a traditional
education approach, the knowledge acquired from valid teaching approaches is
misinterpreted by standardized tests. Taking the knowledge of Black children as discrete
bits of information and determining intelligence or proficiency by the quality of a

student’s ability to recall and reproduce information they were given; and then to
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describe what is nothing more than teaching to a test as a valid educational practice is
ludicrous. No longer should high stakes testing have greater importance than effective
pedagogy for Black children.

The idea of practice is central to African Centered Education because
accomplished practice and cultural practices are the essence of the pedagogy. What most
people mean by practice is an activity, a strategy, or an approach. In African Centered
theory, practice entails more than action or activity. It also entails viewing the activity as
a performance and understanding that performance as something that must be appraised
according to whether results were produced for the student. An example is the focusing
activity (sometimes referred to as “Harambee”) for students in African Centered schools.
The beginning of each day involves a series of quotes, sayings, pledges, or anthems that
are curriculum-based and African Centered in their focus. All other activity stops during
these periods, and children are often asked to relate this time to other parts of their day.
The ritualistic nature of these times creates a space where the child can effectively
redirect their attention to the learning environment. This is especially crucial for Black
youth who come from negative home situations.

In Murrell’s theoretical formulation, the following are the essential practices that
constitute African Centered Pedagogy:

Engagement and participation practices

Identity development practices

Community integrity practices

Practice of inquiry

Meaning making practices
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Engagement and Participation Practice: On the part of the teacher, these are actions and
arrangements that encourage and promote the interest, engagement, and participation of
students with each other and with the learning activity. These practices aim to provide
sustained efforts and commitment with respect to learning activity and sustained
interpersonal engagement with the community of learners. On the part of the learner,
these are strategies and other means by which the learner mobilizes himself or herself to
engage, put forth effort, and participate in the activities of learning (Murrell, 2002, 51).
The teacher creating a topic or referring to a current event for which the students have
little or no prior knowledge accomplishes this type of engagement. The teacher then
develops the topic in such a way that it generates discourse among the students.
Discussion of pros and cons in a debate type setting is most common. For younger
students the sharing of opinions allows each student to express themselves to each other
and communicate understanding to the teacher.

Identity Development Practice: On the part of the teacher, these are actions and
arrangements that encourage and elicit productive self-exploration and self-definition in
the context of meaningful rich inquiry about the world. Literature selections and topic
selections related to social justice and the students’ backgrounds are particularly
important for the teacher. On the part of the learner, these are actions that involve trying
out different roles, representations and expressions of self by discourse, stance, dress, and
particularly, language. In general, learner practices of identity development include all
means of self-definition and re-definition. Students are often times encouraged to explore
the lives of famous Black Americans and the conditions in which they lived their lives.

This process allows the student to identify with the lives of the historical or current day
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individuals by comparing their lived experiences. A central theme for many Black
children is the accomplishment of meaningful goals in the face of adversity.
Community Integrity Practices: On the part of the teacher, these are activities and
arrangements for organizing the intellectual and social life of a community of learners.
They require the teacher to incorporate cultural features (e.g., fictive kinship,
communicative styles) and knowledge traditions of African American heritage. These
practices also identify and support student initiative in building community integrity. On
the part of the learner, these practices involve the actions of making and maintaining
membership in a community. The learner participates in community integrity practices
by joining, belonging, supporting other members in whatever the core activities of the
group are.

Meaning Making Practices: On the part of the teacher, these are activities and
arrangements for making explicit cultural models (especially sign and symbol structures)
and cultural patterns to amplify the interpretative frameworks of the learners. These
practices are particularly important for discourse practices and for engaging students in
what Freire calls “reading the world” (1970). On the part of the learner, these ;re
practices of inquiry that involve appropriation (taking for their own use), interpretation
and consumption of cultural forms, signs, symbols, and other forms of symbolic
representation of information and ideas, as well as developing a critical regard for how
and what purpose they were produced.

Practices of Inquiry: On the part of the teacher, these are activities and
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