“Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?”
(Beverly Daniel Tatum 1999)

In racially mixed settings, racial grouping is a developmental process in response to an
environmental stressor, racism. Walk into any racially mixed high school cafeteria at
lunch time and you will instantly notice an identifiable group of black students sitting
together. Conversely, there are many white students sitting together, though we rarely
comment about that. The question is "Why are the black kids sitting together?"

It doesn't start out that way. In racially mixed elementary schools, you often see children
of diverse racial backgrounds playing with one another, sitting at snack tables together,
crossing racial boundaries with an ease uncommon in adolescence.

Moving from elementary school to middle school means interacting with new children
from different neighborhoods than before, and a certain degree of clustering by race
might therefore be expected, presuming that children who are familiar with one another
would form groups. But even in schools where the same children stay together from
kindergarten 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 question of identity, asking "Who am 1? Who can I be?" in ways they have not done
before. For black youths, asking "Who am I?" includes thinking about "Who am |
ethnically? What does it mean to be black?"

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 we receive from those around us, and when young black men and women reach
adolescence, the racial content of those messages intensifies.

Here is a case in point. If you were to ask my 10-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 someone, "Don't say it, |
know. I'm tall for my age." Height is salient for David because it's salient for others.

When David meets new adults, they don't say, "Gee, you're black for your age!" Or do
they?

Imagine David at 15, six-foot-two, wearing the adolescent 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 automatic door locks on
cars as he passes by? Is he being followed around by the security guards at the local
mall? Do strangers assume he plays basketball? Each of these experiences conveys a
racial message.

At 10, race is not yet salient for David, because it's not yet salient for society. But it will
be.

Understanding racial identity development

Psychologist William Cross, author of Shades of Black: Diversity in African American
Identity, has offered a theory of racial identity development that I have found to be a very
useful framework for understanding what is happening with those black students in the
cafeteria. In the first stage of Cross's five-stage model, the black child absorbs many of
the beliefs and values of the dominant white culture, including the idea that it's better to
be white.

Simply as a function of being socialized in a Eurocentric 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. But the personal and
social significance of one's racial group membership has not yet been realized, and racial
identity is not yet under examination.

The encounter stage

Transition to the next stage, the encounter stage, is typically precipitated by an event - or
series of events - that forces the young person to acknowledge the personal impact of
racism.

For example, in racially mixed schools, black children are much more likely to be in a
lower track than in an honors track. Such apparent sorting along racial lines sends a
message about what it means to be black. One young honors student said, "It was really a
very paradoxical existence, here I am in a school that's 35 percent black, you know, and
I'm the only black in my class. That always struck me as odd. I guess I felt that I was
different from the other blacks because of that."

There are also changes in the social dynamics outside the school. In racially mixed
communities, you begin to see what I call the "birthday party effect." The parties of
elementary school children may be segregated by gender, but not by race. At puberty,
when the parties become sleepovers or boy-girl events, they become less and less racially
diverse.

Black girls who live in predominantly white neighborhoods see their white friends start to
date before they do. One young woman from a Philadelphia suburb described herself as
"pursuing white guys throughout high school" to no avail. Because 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.

Another young black woman attending 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 indicated that she wasn't planning to come. Finally the well-
intentioned teacher said, "Oh come on, I know you people love to dance." This young
woman got the message.

Coping with encounter

What do these encounters have to do with the cafeteria? Do experiences with racism
inevitably result in so-called self-segregation?

While a desire to protect one-self from further offense is understandable, it's not the only
factor at work. Imagine the young eighth-grade girl who experienced 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 something is
wrong. She explains. Her white friend responds - perhaps in an effort to make her feel
better - and says, "Oh, Mr. Smith is such a nice guy, I'm sure he didn't mean it like that.
Don't be so sensitive."

Perhaps the white friend is right, but imagine your own response when you are upset, and
your partner brushes off your complaint, attributing it to your being oversensitive. What
happens to your emotional thermostat? It escalates. When feelings, rational or irrational,
are invalidated, most people disengage. They not only choose to discontinue the
conversation but are more likely to turn to someone who will understand their
perspective.

In much the same way that the eighth-grade girl's white friend doesn't get it, the girls at
the "black table" do. Not only are black adolescents encountering racism and reflecting
on their identity, but their white peers - even if not racist - 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.

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. The problem is that our young
people are operating with a very limited definition of what it means to be Black, based
largely on cultural stereotypes.

Excerpted from Tatum’s book, Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the
Cafeteria? And Other Conversations About Race, New York: Basic Books, 1999.




