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Reflection 4: Class, Race, Gender, Ethnicity and Education


I lived in a rural, low income area that was very homogenous when I was growing up.  My school was K-12 under one roof and I can count on one hand the number of non-Caucasian students that attended my school during my thirteen years there.  Ethnic and race diversity was non-existent at my school.  Adding even more to this feeling of complete homogeneity was the socioeconomic level of those I attended school with.  With a few exceptions, myself included, everyone that I went to school with was lower class or very lower-middle class.  This kind of lack of diversity, I think, hindered my education, especially culturally.


My social class impacted the education I received because my achievements were always being written off.  My classmates thought I was “rich,” and treated me with a degree of hostility.  When I was younger, I was very much self-conscious of the fact that my social class was perceived to be so much higher than it actually was.  Therefore, I attached a stigma to others knowing if I did something well academically.  If I got an A on an assignment, it was not because I had studied; it was somehow because I was “rich.”  My hatred of that label did not really affect the quality of work I produced, but it did affect my willingness to answer in class or to share my ideas.  

Beyond my own class affecting my education, the class of the other students in my school shaped my education.  Due to the fact that probably 95% of the students in my school district were lower class, we were not expected to go beyond a high school diploma.  It was expected that most of us would start college, at one of the local schools, finish a couple of years, then get a job.  The exception was to get a Bachelor’s degree and it was extremely rare to leave the area.  Consequently, our education was shaped toward having the basics, not toward preparing ourselves for college.  No one placed pressure on us to “live up to our potential.”  I had friend who attended a private school and they spent a great deal of time preparing for the SAT, so they could get into a top-tier college and learning the information that would be of the most benefit in a university setting.  Because my school was mostly made up of lower class students, no one felt the need to challenge us.

My race and the race of the others in my school really robbed me of a quality cultural education.  Without any African American students, for example, none of the teachers felt the need to cover the Harlem Renaissance or the civil rights movement in any history or American government class.  Without cultural diversity, no one was there to challenge that decision, and without being exposed to anything except for our “Caucasian heritage,” we did not know to demand anything more.  There was so much more we could have learned if it had not been deemed insignificant and inapplicable.  

I do not think I received a “bad” education, just perhaps an incomplete one.  There was definitely the potential to learn more, not just if I was a different race, ethnicity, or class, but if I had gone to a more diverse school.  The biggest factor in the incompleteness of my education was the overwhelming lower-class majority.  While I might have felt more confident to speak out in class if my classmates had not qualified and demeaned my answers by assuring it was only because I was “rich,” the possibility of teachers having higher expectations and standards for us because we were not just lower-class leaves a big chance for improvement.  I just wanted to blend in, I was really shy, so I think having everyone on the small playing field or at least in the same vicinity would have made me less afraid of excuses being made for my intelligence and at least given a little boost to my self esteem
. 
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